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ABSTRACT 

Positing subjectivity as a structural formation arising dialectically at the cultural 

intersection of physical bodies and material conditions, Bodies of Capital: Spatial 

Subjectivity in Twentieth-Century U.S. Fiction identifies textual dynamics as revelatory 

of the intrinsic relationship between subjective experience and spatial practice. To 

advance this formulation, Bodies of Capital critically examines a series of U.S. fictional 

narrative texts from the late nineteenth-century to the present by placing them in 

dialogue with comparative articulations of U.S. ‘regimes of accumulation’ (spatial 

formations enacting particular capital organization and conditions) as they developed 

during this same historical period. Such an approach allows critical analysis to be 

devoted to material and empirical developments, such as geographical (e.g., urban and 

suburban growth), institutional (e.g., corporations and markets), and societal (e.g., types 

of labor) formations, but at all times places primary focus, through its recognition of 

subjectivity as a spatial and ideological formation, on the practices and dynamics of 

signification to which these developments critically contribute. 

 Bodies of Capital’s spatio-textual formulation thereby advances the critical 

enterprise by illuminating the ways in which fictional narrative texts inherently both 

speak and are spoken by cultural ideologies spatially active at a given time and 

place. Bodies of Capital allows one, as well, to draw connections otherwise by-and-

large occluded between fictional works appearing at distinctly different times and 

places across a broad historical expanse, an expanse reflected in the selection of 

works the dissertation comparatively examines, including William Dean Howells’s 

The Rise of Silas Lapham, Jack London’s Martin Eden, Theodore Dreiser’s Sister 

Carrie, Sam Mendes’s American Beauty, Don DeLillo’s White Noise, and Richard 

Powers’s Gain.
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To undertake to make sense of a complex phenomenon […] is inevitably 
to tell some kind of a story about it, and that story will inevitably be 
implicated in some metanarrative or other. Rather than letting one’s 
discourse be shaped, or rather deformed, by the desire to evade and 
deflect accusations of metanarrativity, better to try to tell as good a story 
as possible, one that makes the richest possible sense of the phenomenon 
in question and provokes the liveliest possible critical scrutiny, 
controversy, counter-proposals and (yes, why not?) counterstories. (6) 
 

 Constructing Postmodernism 
 Brian McHale 
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PREFACE 

 
Saturday, September 16, 2006; Starbucks, Magnolia Village, Seattle, WA 

“Grande non-fat latte on the bar!” a green-aproned worker calls out, adding 

to the already considerable din filling the room—the loud chatter of people seated at 

light birchwood tables with matching chairs or in equally tasteful pine green velvet 

club chairs, the lilting warbles of Ella Fitzgerald piped through invisible overhead 

speakers, the steaming hiss of an imposing espresso machine invoking an earlier 

era’s industrial machinery, and the nonstop bangs and thumps of workers behind the 

counter, nearly a musical rhythm of its own, combined with the even steadier sound 

of two cash registers ringing up sales, throwing open their cash drawers over and 

over and over. Just a typical Saturday morning in the social space of contemporary 

culture, a franchise store of the world’s largest retail coffeehouse corporation, a 

retailer so ubiquitous in its franchise expansion that a contemporary comedienne 

has been led to quip, “Yeah, I woke up to find they had put one in my living room.” 

  

* * * * * 

   
 This is a work about space, about how our social spaces shape us as 

individuals and about how historical economic developments over the last one 

hundred plus years have changed the material configurations of those social spaces 

and thereby changed the way we are shaped as individuals. At the same time, it is a 
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work about textuality, about the ways in which the concept of social space can be 

brought to bear on the reading of fictional narrative texts to illuminate the cultural 

conditions these texts present and to better account for textual narrative structures. 

 My interest in these matters stems from a desire to comprehend more fully 

our lived experience of the world. What is it to be in the world, how does that 

condition of being shape who we are, and how do we come to understand or know 

our environment and ourselves? It is at the intersection of textuality, material 

conditions, and subjectivity that I find the most persuasive account of that 

experience. Subjectivity, as so much contemporary theory underscores, is deeply 

interlaced with one’s cultural position, and to explore subjectivity is inevitably to 

explore the conditions of one’s culture. Intrinsic to such a pursuit, of course, is a 

textual notion: how we represent, construct, or articulate that culturally lived and 

shaped experience. 

 The formulation of an answer to these questions, for me, has become bound 

up in a concept of ‘social space’ (a concept I will fully define later, but here can be 

sufficiently understood as one’s cultural context). Throughout my work on this 

study, social space has been a dominant presence, not only in terms of formulating 

the methods and substance of the study, but also in terms of the environment in 

which the study was written. As I have explored, developed, and applied the concept 

of social space over the course of this study, I have increasingly found it to be a 

powerful heuristic device. At the same time, however, social space has continually 
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been a literal environmental backdrop against which much of this study has been 

written, as a personal example helps illustrate.  

Spending a year abroad in the slightly less commercialized environment of a 

southern suburb of London, I found my options for places to write in the evening 

much diminished compared to what I had known in the United States. The one 

cultural space that never failed to stay open late, however, was Ikea, the giant 

international interior furnishings retailer. A short tram ride made available a retail 

warehouse location in which I could set up shop in their café and work late on my 

project, even as I enjoyed a nice plate of meatballs and a glass of lingonberry soda. 

 Though the specific location in which something is written may perhaps 

seem trivial, I would argue, especially in this case, that it is anything but. The reason 

for this is that the social space of Ikea, with little hyperbole, is both emblematic of 

and a window on contemporary global dynamics and conditions. The objects that fill 

that space and that are responsible for that space’s existence are a physical 

manifestation of a global condition of manufacturing and distribution, a condition 

mirrored in consumptive practices that are on display in the continual masses of 

shoppers filling the store’s interior. In the most practical sense, these material 

conditions and practices are made possible by a digital electronic communication 

network that allows capital in all of its forms (whether tied to manufacturing or not) 

to move virtually instantaneously around the globe. But something else, well beyond 

technological means, also makes these material conditions and practices possible: 

historical transformation of societal configurations that allows and gives rise to an 
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economy’s structural formation. To be in the social space of Ikea is to be subject to 

those conditions—to experience the global in the local—whether or not one is 

critically conscious of these operations and effects. 

To frame this in a more general way, the social space of Ikea makes palpable 

the resultant contemporary cultural condition, a condition that now comprises the 

typical daily experience for most individuals living in the developed nations of the 

West and which, through its formation and growth, increasingly reaches into and 

affects every nation and culture of the world. This is a cultural condition in which 

items acquired at Ikea in South London prove to be too expensive for one to bring 

home to the United States, but upon arrival can cheaply and easily be reacquired, and 

with virtually no identifiable difference, at the local Ikea store in South Seattle (or, 

for that matter, from any of the other innumerable Ikea stores that dot the global 

landscape). This is a cultural condition in which one can walk into a Starbucks in 

South London or a Starbucks in Seattle, Washington (or, indeed, a Starbucks 

anywhere the world over) and be hardpressed to identify anything that signifies 

locale. It is a condition of social space that, quite curiously, is experienced 

simultaneously as completely familiar and entirely disorienting. The objects and 

environment around you provide an immediately recognizable context, and yet you 

often have to stop to remind yourself where in the world you are. My study is about 

this condition, about our experience of subjectivity within it, about its historical 

development, and about what happens to textual signifying practices, or 

representation, within such an environment. 
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A Note on Organization 

This study is organized as follows. Chapter one, the Introduction, develops a 

theoretical foundation for the concept of social space and its application to textual 

analysis. Offering a brief initial comparative reading of William Dean Howells’s 

novel The Rise of Silas Lapham and Sam Mendes’s film American Beauty, this 

introductory chapter formulates a socio-spatial methodology for reading these texts, 

most specifically in terms of their narrative productions of subjectivity in 

combination with their overall narrative structures. This chapter sets up a number of 

specific coordinate points—social space, the body, economics, and textuality—

essential for the advancement of the remainder of the study. 

 The study following from this Introduction is divided into three sections that 

are ordered historically and temporally. Part I focuses on a nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century historical period in the U.S., designated as a pre-Fordist space. An 

introductory section to Part I provides an economic historical tracing of the period, 

focusing on institutional and capital transformations, which serves as a backdrop 

informing the two literary analysis chapters that follow. Chapter two examines Jack 

London’s novel Martin Eden within this context, demonstrating the way in which 

that text’s portrayal of bodily resistance reflects that period’s socio-spatial 

conditions. Chapter three examines Theodore Dreiser’s novel Sister Carrie in a 

similar fashion, although in this text we find a performative body arising from socio-

spatial conditions. 
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 The middle part of the study, titled Interregnum, focuses on a twentieth-

century economic historical period in the U.S. from 1914-1974, designated as a 

Fordist space. The Interregnum serves as a bridge between Parts I and II, providing 

connection through a continuation of the economic historical apparatus that 

introduced part I, carrying forward the tracing of institutional and capital 

transformations begun in that early introductory section. 

 Part II focuses on a late twentieth-century historical period up to the present 

in the U.S., designated as a post-Fordist space. Mirroring the arrangement of Part I, 

an introductory section of Part II provides an economic historical tracing of this most 

current period, again focusing on institutional and capital transformations, which 

again serves as a backdrop informing the two literary analysis chapters that follow. 

Chapter four examines Richard Powers’s novel Gain within this contemporary 

context, demonstrating the way in which that text’s portrayal of bodily consumption 

reflects this period’s socio-spatial conditions. Chapter five examines Don DeLillo’s 

novel White Noise in a similar fashion, identifying there a circulating body arising 

from socio-spatial conditions. 

Finally, chapter six, the Conclusion, draws together the various threads 

developed to that point in order to reflect on the benefits that a spatio-textual 

approach brings to textual analysis. This chapter situates a spatio-textual approach in 

relation to several recent important articulations of the nature or boundaries of 

postmodern literature, as well as in relation to recent economic critical literary 

approaches that have been focused largely on late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
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century U.S. literary naturalist works. As the historical scope of my study as well as 

this concluding focus suggests, in this final chapter I seek to demonstrate how a 

spatio-textual approach can historically broaden while simultaneously illuminate 

connections within our approaches to literary study. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
CHAPTER ONE 

 
FORMULATING THE SPATIO-TEXTUAL: 

CAPITAL, BODIES, SPACE, AND NARRATIVITY 
 

 
[T]here still remains one referent apart from all the other destabilized 
referents, whose presence cannot be denied, and that is the body referent, 
our very own lived body. The body referent is in fact the referent of all 
referents, in the sense that ultimately all signifieds, values, or meaning 
refer to the delineation and satisfaction of the needs of the body. Precisely 
because all other referents are now destabilized, the body referent, our own 
body, has emerged as a problem. […] The problematic is embodied 
existence in a world where all aspects of our lives, the environment we live 
in, and everything in between, have become means, or signifiers, or 
exchange value. (14-15) 
     Donald M. Lowe 
     The Body in Late-Capitalist USA 
 
Space—my space—is not the context of which I constitute the ‘textuality’: 
instead, it is first of all my body, and then it is my body’s counterpart or 
‘other’, its mirror-image or shadow: it is the shifting intersection between 
that which touches, penetrates, threatens or benefits my body on the one 
hand, and all other bodies on the other. (184) 
     Henri LeFebvre 
     The Production of Space 

 
 
 
 

I.  SOCIO-SPATIAL SUBJECTIVITY IN TWO NARRATIVES 

A.  Threatening Bodies: William Dean Howells’s The Rise of Silas Lapham 

 There is a specter that haunts the title character of William Dean Howells’s The 

Rise of Silas Lapham. This specter, initially described as “a tallish, thin man, with a 

dust-colored face, and a dead, clerical air, which somehow suggested at once feebleness 

and tenacity” (40), is a former financial partner in Silas’s mineral paint company who 

goes by the name of Milton K. Rogers. He notably first appears in the novel at a location 
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demonstrative of Silas’s flourishing economic success and social rise, the construction 

site of the Lapham’s fashionable new house. Silas’s wife Persis immediately fears, 

however, that Rogers’s presence brings “blight” (41) to their circumstances, and she 

wonders how “he always manages to appear just at the moment when he seems to have 

gone fairly out of [their] lives” (41). Like something from the grave, Rogers is supposed 

by Silas to have already been dead, to which Persis exclaims, “Oh, don’t say such a 

thing! It sounds as if you wished it” (41). Yet she extends the idea even further, thinking 

that she “[doesn’t] know as his being dead would help it any” (41). It is a strange 

passage in this naturalistic work and marks the introduction of a figure that is 

characterized as strange throughout. 

 Notably, Silas is portrayed from the very outset of the novel in quite a different 

manner. In marked contrast to Rogers’s manifestation, Silas is characterized as 

thoroughly robust in his corporeal physicality. In the action that initiates the novel, for 

example, a reporter, Bartley Hubbard, has come to interview Silas to write a personality 

profile for his newspaper. Silas, writing a letter while seated in his private office at his 

paint works, is shown as deeply engaged in his work, so much so that he merely offers 

Hubbard “his left hand for welcome” (3) rather than disengage himself from his activity. 

Completing the letter, Silas begins “pound[ing] with his great hairy fist on the envelope 

he had been addressing” before bellowing out the name of an office boy for its delivery 

(3). Silas’s physicality is repeatedly noted throughout the narration of this opening 

passage with such indications as Silas extending “his huge foot and push[ing] the 
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ground-glass door shut” (3) and the proximity of the men “seated so near that their knees 

almost touch” (3) due to Silas’s size. 

 Silas’s appearance of hearty physicality is further reinforced by Hubbard’s 

observations. In the notes he takes down, Hubbard describes Silas as “a fine type of the 

successful American” sporting “a square, bold chin,” a “nose [that] is short and 

straight,” and a forehead that is “good,” being “broad rather than high” (4). Though he 

describes Silas as only “of medium height,” he notes that he “fills an average arm-chair 

with a solid bulk” (4). Further, he indicates that “[Silas’s] head droops somewhat from a 

short neck,” but that his neck “does not trouble itself to rise far from a pair of massive 

shoulders” (4). In sum, Silas’s depiction from the novel’s opening passage is that of a 

rather hulking individual with an imposing physical presence. 

 Of equal importance to Hubbard’s actual observations, however, is the purpose 

and nature of the interview. Hubbard seeks to portray Silas as the paradigmatic 

“successful American” (4), while simultaneously suggesting that such a rise fails to 

bring with it an accompanying social refinement. In response to Silas expressing 

hesitation about how his biographical information might be received, for example, 

Hubbard dismissively replies, “You’ll see; it’ll all come out right” (4). This reassurance 

recalls Hubbard’s intention of fitting Silas’s responses into preconceived, stereotypical 

molds, an act affirmed in the following paragraph through Hubbard’s rosy account of 

Silas’s parents and upbringing. In this way, the depiction of Silas’s physicality becomes 

more than simply about appearance. It becomes a means for portraying Silas as 
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thoroughly stalwart, a man whose physical attributes naturally reflect his robust business 

capabilities. 

 The corporeal contrast between Silas and Rogers carries with it, however an 

additional important component: spiritual morality. The appearance of Rogers as a 

death-like “blight” from the grave threatens Silas’s well-being, not only physically but 

morally. In the opening interview with Hubbard, Silas’s spirituality, like his physicality, 

is portrayed as intimately intertwined with his business activities. Speaking of his 

product in a reverent manner, for example, Silas says, “I believe in my paint. I believe 

it’s a blessing to the world. When folks come in, and kind of smell round, and ask me 

what I mix it with, I always say, ‘Well, in the first place, I mix it with Faith, and after 

that I grind it up with the best quality of boiled linseed oil that money will buy” (16 

emphasis in original). Though Hubbard privately mocks these qualities as lacking 

sophistication and refinement, it is these very qualities, signaled in this opening passage 

through the inherently-textual narrative device of a newspaper interview, that sets Silas 

in opposition to Rogers and frames, ultimately, the novel’s climactic confrontation. 

 What is of significance here, although the text never makes it overtly clear, is the 

specific threat that Rogers poses to Silas. Previous financial matters ostensibly have 

been settled. Rogers has long since been bought out of the business, paid back what he 

had previously contributed and then some. A legal obligation no longer exists. Yet, in 

spite of this, there is a feeling that the debt remains in some respect insufficiently repaid. 

Though Silas repeatedly attempts to claim otherwise, Persis expresses what they both 

know to be true: further compensation seems necessary to achieve a full and just 
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repayment. The obligation lies in the fact that Silas was in need of the capital infusion at 

the time that Rogers contributed to the business, but subsequently Silas bought Rogers 

out just prior to the paint company becoming markedly successful, an occurrence that 

was foreseeable to Silas. As Persis says to Silas, “You unloaded just at the time when 

you knew that your paint was going to be worth about twice what it ever had been; and 

you wanted all the advantage for yourself. […] You made it with Rogers’s money; and 

when you’d made it you took his share of it” (42).  

Silas attempts to defend his actions, claiming a number of times that “it was a 

perfectly square thing” (41). He premises this claim on several foundations. First, he 

states that he “never wanted a partner” (41). Second, he argues that his actions were a 

standard practice of business, “a thing that’s done every day” (42). Finally, he claims an 

inability and inaction on Rogers’s part, insisting that with Rogers he was “loaded up 

with a partner that didn’t know anything, and couldn’t do anything” (42). This last point 

is extended even further, moving beyond a claim of mere stagnation resulting from 

Rogers’s influence, to a suggestion of potential ruin should Rogers have been allowed to 

remain involved in the business.  

Persis, though, cuts through Silas’s string of protests, refusing to grant their 

merits and voicing instead the belief that haunts them both: “I don’t say you meant 

wrong exactly, but you took an advantage. Yes, you took an advantage!” (42). Persis’s 

judgment is so strong that it assumes for her a moral valence. She says to Silas, “Oh, if I 

could only get you once to acknowledge that you did wrong about it, then I should have 

some hope. […] When I see you hardening yourself in a wrong thing, it’s time for me to 
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meddle, as you call it, and I will. I can’t ever get you to own up the least bit about 

Rogers, and I feel as if it was hurting you all the while” (42). This terminology and 

understanding of Silas’s actions places these events simultaneously on an economic and 

moral foundation. Silas’s “taking advantage” leads to a “hardening” of himself as he has 

undertaken a “wrong thing.” A business transaction apparently reveals a personal, 

human failing, and the unwillingness to identify it as such and atone for it leads to a 

perceived coarsening of Silas’s soul.  

This, in and of itself, is not an uncommon discursive dynamic. Nineteenth-

century literature and, indeed, literature in general, beginning from the rise of the 

historical phase of industrial capitalism, has presented and wrestled with such a duality 

of epistemological foundations. The question remains, however: what precisely is it 

about this particular set of events that is so significant that it produces this haunting 

specter, a grave and ever present blight so daunting that it threatens Silas’s very soul? 

The answer lies, I want to suggest, in what Rogers signifies: the sudden explosive 

growth of a particular capital dynamic—speculative finance—emerging suddenly and 

with such magnitude at this historical moment that it fundamentally transformed the 

socially-lived experience. It is this cultural transformation, occurring part-and-parcel 

with a transformation of capital, which underpins the narrative conflict of Howells’s 

novel. 

Silas’s past dealings with Rogers are but a suggestion of what follows, both in 

terms of Silas’s further involvement with Rogers and the broader transformations 

occurring in the ways business activities increasingly were being capitalized. Silas 
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personally profited from Rogers’s investment and did so without compensating him for 

the gains his investment ultimately allowed. Yet Rogers wasn’t an active partner in the 

business; he was a silent and passive investor. This is the dilemma that Silas faces, 

believing intrinsically in a sweat-of-the-brow valuation. Labor, Silas believes, is what 

deserves reward and compensation. Increasingly, however, profit was coming to be 

generated through capital investment, spread ever more widely across the social strata. 

What appears in this relationship writ small, in other words, is a harbinger of societal 

transformation more generally. On the one hand, in his immediate case involving 

Rogers’s prior investment in the paint company, Silas recognizes the value of the 

investment and is perpetually troubled by a need to repay that debt in full. On the other 

hand, capitalization, even of this sort, appears to Silas as suggestive of the increasing 

distance opening up at this time between investor and laborer. Increasingly, the dilemma 

Silas confronts regarding Rogers comes to occupy the novel’s central narrative action, 

ultimately leading Silas, as the novel’s climactic action, to confront the changing nature 

of his economic and cultural environment. 

 Rogers initially becomes the catalyst for, and is thereby linked to, these 

developments when he solicits from Silas a loan to finance the acquiring of a patent 

right. As collateral on the loan, Rogers transfers to Silas stock he holds on a mill. 

Though of little value at the time they are transferred to Silas, the stocks presumably will 

rise in value when a projected railroad line is established in close proximity to the mill. 

These circumstances set the stage for the narrative’s climax. Persis, placing the matter 

on moral grounds, implores Silas to return the stocks to Rogers and forgive any 
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obligation to repay the loan, but Silas refuses. Shortly thereafter Silas suffers a number 

of economic downturns. Competition from another up-and-coming and broadly financed 

paint manufacturer (whose product notably is derived from modern synthetic rather than 

natural sources) aggressively challenges Silas’s company in the marketplace. The new 

house Silas has been building, left uninsured for lack of funds, is lost to fire. And, most 

importantly, prompted by his holding of the mill stocks, Silas is led to the trading of 

other stocks on margin, something previously shunned by both him and Persis as no 

better than “tak[ing] up gambling for a living” (113) and which he has sworn never to 

do. Collectively, these events bankrupt Silas, and, in a last ditch effort to prevent 

financial ruin, he is forced to try to draw value out of the stocks Rogers has transferred 

to him.  

Rogers has found an English party willing to purchase the stock, but Silas is 

unwilling to make the deal. In spite of the Englishmen’s willingness to do so with 

reassurance that Silas would incur no legal liability, Silas believes it would be wrong to 

take their money without his first possessing the knowledge that the mill will be of value 

to the railroad. In short order, he is notified that the railroad will not be locating close to 

the mill and, therefore, has no interest in purchasing the stock. Confronted with financial 

ruin, Silas is offered one last opportunity for recovery: Rogers offers to buy back the 

mill stock from him. Knowing, however, that Rogers intends to sell the stock to the 

Englishmen before they learn of the railroad’s decision, Silas refuses, choosing financial 

ruin over what he sees as moral ruin. 
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Silas, losing his stature as a successful businessman because of his unwillingness 

to engage in the emergent practices of speculative capitalization, is ejected from society 

and forced to relocate along with his family to the impoverished conditions of his rural 

ancestral farm, significantly the origin of his beloved mineral paint. This spatial 

relocation acts bodily upon Silas, remaking and reforming him. Unlike the robust figure 

Hubbard describes at the outset, Silas in the end appears “rather shabby and slovenly in 

dress” as he has “fallen unkempt, after the country fashion, as to his hair and beard and 

boots” (319). These changes in his material conditions, reflected in his physical 

appearance, transform his subjectivity. It is noted, with an irony that parallels the novel’s 

title, that Silas is “more the Colonel in those hills than he could ever have been on the 

Back Bay” (319). Silas’s military title, earned in service during the Civil War, emerges 

here as a fundamental marker of his identity, having served throughout the work to 

suggest Silas’s roots in an earlier socio-economic cultural configuration. The emergent 

economic practices of the late nineteenth century produce a spatial environment so 

inhospitable to Silas that it forecloses any possible site for an embodiment of his 

subjectivity. The magnitude of the threat is so great that he is bodily expelled, only able 

to materialize outside of that cultural space in the context of an older, waning social 

order. 

   
B.  Threatening Bodies Recovered: Sam Mendes’s American Beauty 

Over a century later, Sam Mendes’s film American Beauty (1999) confronts 

similar issues within a cultural context that has thoroughly passed into the conditions 

that Howells’s novel views only from the threshold. The Burnhams, Lester (Kevin 
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Spacey), Carolyn (Annette Bening), and their teenage daughter, Jane (Thora Birch), are 

a fairly typical late twentieth-century U.S. family living in the suburbs. Though Lester is 

unquestionably positioned at the center of this narrative, the struggle to establish a stable 

embodied subjectivity within late twentieth-century postindustrial economic 

configurations permeates the film, and virtually all of the characters experience that 

struggle as they attempt to negotiate their postmodern environment, as several brief 

examples suggest. 

Carolyn, for instance, works with fierce, near-desperate determination to 

establish herself as a real estate agent in the residential property market. Perpetually 

attired in a business suit (even when performing typical suburban leisure activities such 

as tending her front yard rose garden1), she is presented as operating with cutthroat 

efficiency in her pursuit of achieving the rewards she seeks from the successful 

attainment of such a professional societal position. To this end, her physical interaction 

with the material objects of her profession is almost ritualistic, as she readies a house to 

show to potential buyers. Each step in the process, from hanging the ‘open house today’ 

plaque on the sign in the front yard, to arranging the various elements on the welcoming 

table, to cleaning and vacuuming the house (notably undertaken in only her slip after she 

sheds her business suit in order to keep it pristine), demonstrates the force that the 

material elements of her environment exert on Carolyn. Accompanying the entire 

process is a repetition of a statement she voices in order to further manifest her own 

presence, an utterance first heard as she forcefully opens the double-wide front doors to 

the house, stands full in the doorway and proclaims: “I will sell this house today.” 
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The repetition of this statement along with Carolyn’s fetishized devotion to 

preparation of the physical aspects of the house makes all the more dramatically pathetic 

her failure to achieve her ends. After a parade of buyers evidences no interest, and even 

contempt, at the meagerness of what she has to offer, Carolyn stands alone in an empty 

darkened living room. Methodically closing the blinds in a manner reminiscent of her 

earlier preparations of the house, she turns and begins slapping herself repeatedly in the 

face. Emotionally breaking down, she calls herself “weak” and “ a baby,” telling herself 

over and over to “shut up”—a repetition that reflects and resonates with the earlier 

repetition of her seemingly confident declaration.    

Carolyn overtly seeks to materialize her subjectivity through the physical 

elements of her environment and her manipulation of them. Her inability to marshal 

these elements to produce such an outcome reveals the extent to which identity itself is 

at stake for her. For, while her words and actions can be interpreted as an unwillingness 

to allow herself to engage in the emotional breakdown, they can also be read as 

indicative of her own internal sense of the material process of embodied subjectivity. To 

fail in these physical efforts is to fail in the material production of her own identity. She 

finds herself to be “weak” and, like a “baby,” lacking a voice. Experiencing, as a result, 

the lack of manifest presence, she further silences herself, telling herself again and again 

to “shut up, shut up, shut up.” The economic and material configurations of her 

environment and the extent to which she is physically able to successfully transact that 

environment fundamentally shape the production of her subjectivity and the formation 

of her sense of self. 



 32 

Similar dynamics can be traced through the actions of nearly all the main 

characters in the film. Angela Hayes (Mena Suvari), Jane’s best friend and the most 

overt incarnation of the film’s title, functions as an object of male heterosexual desire 

throughout the film. Dreaming of becoming a professional model, Angela claims to find 

pleasure in her own sexual objectification in this manner. Responding to Jane’s disgust 

over a male photographer’s supposed sexual advances toward Angela, Angela explains 

to her, “No, I like it. Because if they don’t even know me, and they want to fuck me, it 

means I really have a shot at being a model.” Intuitively recognizing the embodied 

subjectivity she potentially is able to manifest as a desired object within the social 

economy, Angela brazenly embraces such a subjectivity, even actively wielding it at 

moments to assert her own identity over and against others. 

Likewise, Colonel Fitts (Chris Cooper) manifests his subjectivity in relation to 

his professional position in the military, even though he has retired from the service. 

Clearly operating from an internal belief system derived from his militaristic 

background, Colonel Fitts asserts himself this way in numerous instances. The film 

further complicates this confluence of subjectivity and professional position when 

Colonel Fitts’s neighbors, Jim Olmeyer (Scott Bakula) and Jim Berkley (Sam Robards), 

stop by to welcome him to the neighborhood. Colonel Fitts, in response to their 

introducing themselves as “partners,” responds by asking them what line of business 

they are in, mistaking their statement of socio-sexual relation for one of workforce 

identity. Significantly, it is this combination of socio-economic positioning, physicality 

(here again represented through sexuality), and manifestation of subjectivity—along 
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with Colonel Fitts’s inability to negotiate their intersection—that eventually gives rise to 

the film’s climactic action of Lester being shot and killed by Colonel Fitts.2 

In contrast to the above examples, the characters in the film who lack, or choose 

not to exploit, a position to manifest themselves materially within their given cultural 

configurations seem almost to vanish, becoming nearly silent and without substantial 

presence. Jane, for instance, becomes something of a blank space in contrast to the 

manifest subjectivity of those around her. Barbara Fitts (Allison Janney), Colonel Fitts’s 

wife, offers an even more extreme depiction of this dynamic. Appearing virtually 

catatonic and unaware of her surroundings, Barbara’s physical interaction with her 

environment is extremely limited in range. Rendered as an almost unseen and unheard 

stay-at-home wife and mother, she all but vanishes alongside the domineering physical 

presence of her husband. 

Contemporary cultural conditions, it widely has been noted, allow economic 

dynamics to penetrate far more broadly and deeply into all aspects of day-to-day 

experience,3 causing the negotiation of these elements to become an intrinsic part of the 

social experience for a wide cross section of the population. In Howells’s novel, 

emergent within late nineteenth-century economic conditions, the physical and material 

struggle over the production of subjectivity remains focused primarily on the novel’s 

main character. In contrast, Mendes’s film, emergent within contemporary economic 

conditions, presents this struggle as socially ubiquitous, as one can see in these brief 

character examples. 



 34 

In light of this shared aspect of these works, it is particularly intriguing that a 

specter similar in appearance to Rogers in Howells’s Silas Lapham likewise haunts the 

main character of American Beauty. This specter in Mendes’s film appears in the form 

of Ricky Fitts (Wes Bentley), the teenage son of the Colonel and Barbara. New to the 

neighborhood, always appearing strangely dressed, wearing black or dark colors, and 

increasingly present in the film as a silent observer of the actions of Lester and the other 

characters, Ricky emerges as a spectral presence intrinsically tied through narrative 

structure to Lester. In this manner, Ricky performs a narrative function similar to that of 

Rogers in Howells’s novel, yet an important distinction exists in the order of magnitude 

these two characters represent. Whereas Rogers signifies a potential emergence of future 

conditions—a fundamental transformation of U.S. culture resulting from speculative 

finance capital spilling over into and colonizing the realm of industrial manufacturing 

and thereby becoming widely socialized in the most general and expansive sense—

Ricky signifies that potential realized: a globalized, postindustrial condition in which 

capitalization is so radically dispersed and varied in its forms that its dynamics are 

nearly all-pervasive and often beyond comprehension, a  signification that becomes 

apparent as one looks further at the film’s rendering of Ricky. 

Notably, Ricky's relationship to Lester possesses a different tenor from that of 

Rogers to Silas. Whereas Rogers appears as a threat to the main character’s subjectivity 

to be resisted at all costs, Ricky appears more as a guide, helping the main character to 

recognize the relationship between his late-capitalist material conditions and the 

production of his own embodied subjectivity. With Ricky’s assistance, Lester confronts 
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the threat to subjectivity and ultimately is depicted as transcending the threat through an 

act of sublimation that carries Lester beyond the concerns of the material realm. The 

threatened body in this way is recovered, not through any reordering of material 

conditions (in fact, not through any actual negotiation of material conditions at all), but 

by conceptually situating material conditions within a larger, idealized scheme. 

 Lester’s sublimated manifestation of subjectivity requires a position 

simultaneously both inside and outside lived material conditions. Lester signals such a 

position at the outset of the film through a voiceover in which he conveys that he, in 

fact, is already dead, and that the narrative to follow is, from his point of view, a 

retrospective one. The juxtaposition of his disembodied voice set against the ordinary 

everyday activities of their lives underscores Lester’s multiple subjectivity. This 

narrative device initiating the film’s action functions structurally to set up the ultimate 

climactic moment, the retiring of Lester’s physical body by way of his murder by 

gunshot, the act allowing Lester passage to a metaphysical state. Throughout the film’s 

narrative development, however, the suggestion of operating, even if only symbolically, 

both inside and outside given cultural configurations and material conditions is present. 

Most overtly, this appears in the relationship Lester shares with Ricky. 

Ricky’s symbolic duality is evidenced, among other ways, by his socio-economic 

means. Though presumptively deriving his income from menial jobs such as waiting 

tables for catered events, Ricky’s appearance of participation in the legitimate economy 

is revealed to be mere subterfuge. In fact, he acquires his self-sustaining means through 

the illegal sale of marijuana. Similarly, Lester’s extortion, early in the film, of a year’s 
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salary with no obligation to perform the functions of his job places Lester outside of the 

legitimate societal economy.  

Operating outside of socially legitimated markets becomes an initial shared point 

of friendship early in the film when Ricky and Lester happen to meet in an alley as each 

attempts temporarily to escape a social event they have been forced to attend. Their 

shared position of deviance is briefly highlighted in this scene when, after sharing a 

joint, each in turn is forced to answer back to someone speaking from a legitimated 

material position, Ricky to his boss and Lester to his wife. What is forged in this early 

scene is developed further throughout the film’s narrative, structurally uniting Ricky and 

Lester in their shared willingness to formulate embodied subjectivities that are 

transgressively negotiated across the divide separating legitimate from illegitimate 

material practices. 

Lester’s attempts to evade the constitutive nature of material forces on the 

production of his subjectivity are, to a limited extent, successful. Through a 

manipulation of the social economy within which he must operate, he is able partially to 

reconfigure the material forces of his environment as they impinge upon him. His act of 

extortion, lying outside legitimated societal practices, serves as a catalyst in this regard, 

allowing him to recognize and undertake material activities in furtherance of these 

efforts: he begins smoking marijuana, he purchases his dream car, a 1968 Firebird, and 

he starts to lift weights, suggesting an effort to alter his embodiment of subjectivity 

through a literal reshaping of his physical body. Because these means and activities 

allow a certain degree of fluidity within material conditions, they grant Lester an 
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experience of formulating subjectivity with greater latitude than he has previously 

known.  

Nevertheless, there are material limits to this latitude, and they are soon reached 

because the economic means Lester acquires and the actions he undertakes can never 

escape the material constraints imposed by the cultural configuration of his historical 

time and place. In short, while the transgressive quality of some of these actions 

symbolically places them outside the realm of material practices, thereby affecting how 

these practices contribute to the production of individual subjectivity, these practices 

nonetheless remain within the overall range of possible practices allowable within a 

given material configuration. The only way to truly move beyond the material realm and 

the force it physically and spatially imposes on the production of subjectivity is to shed 

one’s material existence—the very act that draws the film towards its close. 

 Lester’s death marks a fundamental ontological rupture that the film’s narrative 

cannot structurally contain. Unable to articulate this rupture, all the film’s narrative can 

offer is a statement of its absence. Concluding the narrative with a voice-over that 

connects to the one he has spoken at the film’s outset, Lester sums up his experience of 

his own death. Verbally tracing the progression of his life, he indicates that the last 

second before one’s death when one’s life supposedly flashes before one’s eyes does not 

in fact last only a second, but “stretches on forever.”  Reflecting on specific significant 

life experiences, Lester entertains the idea that he “could be pretty pissed off about what 

happened to [him].” Yet he promptly dismisses such a possibility, on the grounds that 

“it’s hard to stay mad, when there’s so much beauty in the world,” something he is able 
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to recognize from his new vantage point because he is “seeing it all at once.” He says 

that when it becomes “too much” and his “heart fills up like a balloon that’s about to 

burst,” he simply remembers “to relax, and stop trying to hold on to it, and then it flows 

through him like rain and [he] can’t feel anything but gratitude for every single 

moment.” Finally he admits that he knows we “have no idea what [he] is talking about,” 

but that we should not worry because “[we] will someday.” As much as Lester attempts 

to convey his passage out of the material world into a sublimated realm in which the 

irresolvable contradictions of material existence are resolved, he finally is unable to do 

so, communicating finally only that he knows that such an experience and condition is 

inexpressible. In reality, the reason that such a condition is inexpressible, however, is 

because it lies outside of material conditions. The only way to suggest such a position, 

as American Beauty does, is to represent it symbolically, narratively rupturing the 

ontological material boundaries that inherently constitute and configure subjectivity. 

It is only from such a disembodied, metaphysical vantage point that Lester is 

able to understand the larger totality and unity of his experience of subjectivity, an 

understanding not available within the material conditions of existence. In sum, the film 

responds to the irresolvable contradictions of materially embodied subjectivity by 

proffering an idealistic notion only available as an article of faith: though ontological 

totality cannot be known or achieved within the lived experience of material 

configurations, nonetheless such an idealized experience of subjectivity will occur 

recuperatively as one passes into an inexpressible metaphysical realm.  
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 The ideological operation performed in this climactic action becomes 

immediately apparent, however, in the striking remainder of Ricky, materially left 

behind in the wake of Lester’s sublimated passage, a development that underscores 

Ricky’s narrative signification of contemporary late-capitalist dynamics. Having rushed 

with Jane downstairs to the Burnham’s kitchen in response to hearing the gunshot 

responsible for Lester’s death, Ricky is depicted kneeling next to the table on which 

Lester’s head lies in a growing pool of blood. Centered in the frame, transfixed, Ricky 

stares at the scene, which remains out of focus but still discernible as it fills the frame’s 

foreground. This relational composition again connects Lester and Ricky, one now 

having moved on to a metaphysical state of subjectivity, the other remaining behind, still 

situated within the material world.  

Connecting the characters even more deeply, however, is the confluence of 

Lester’s voice-over dialogue and videotape imagery captured by and associated with 

Ricky—curiously, of a discarded, white-plastic grocery sack performing airborne 

gyrations while caught up with dead fallen leaves as it swirls in circles above a sidewalk 

against a red brick wall. As a slow motion succession of images depicts aspects of 

Lester’s life that he identifies as deeply meaningful, Ricky’s videotape footage appears 

at the precise moment that Lester’s potential anger falters in the face of overwhelming 

realized beauty. 

This is not the first time that this footage appears. At an earlier point in the film, 

Ricky has played this footage for Jane as an intimate act of friendship, referring to it as 

“the most beautiful thing [he has] ever filmed.” As they sit together, side by side on the 
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couch with the videotape sequence appearing on a large television screen in front of 

them, Ricky recounts his experience recording the footage and expresses the deep 

significance he finds in the seemingly commonplace images before them: 

It was one of those days when it’s a minute away from snowing and there’s this 

electricity in the air, you can almost hear it, right? And this bag was like, dancing 

with me. Like a little kid begging me to play with it. For fifteen minutes. And 

that’s the day I knew there was this entire life behind things, and…this incredibly 

benevolent force, that wanted me to know there was no reason to be afraid. Ever. 

Video’s a poor excuse, I know. But it helps me remember. I need to remember. 

Sometimes there’s so much beauty in the world I feel like I can’t take it, and my 

heart’s just gonna cave in. 

This imagery and Ricky’s explanation of it, in conjunction with the reappearance of the 

imagery at the moment of Lester’s metaphysical acquiescence, provides a key for 

understanding the narrative structure and ideological operations of the film. 

Both Lester and Ricky struggle, as do all of the characters in Mendes’s film, with 

material forces acting bodily on them, shaping and producing their subjectivity. Though 

a similar struggle confronts the main character of Howells’s novel, the threat in that 

work appears overtly and can be resisted because it arises out of newly emergent 

dynamics of speculative finance capital that were only beginning to take hold and 

reshape cultural conditions in the U.S. late in the nineteenth century.  In contrast, the 

threat in Mendes’s film remains far more elusive. Because the economic structures 

giving rise to late twentieth-century post-industrial conditions are so vast and 
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complicated, oftentimes distant and intangible, they have become increasingly 

incomprehensible, making it extremely difficult to trace the connections between 

movements and operations of global capital and local cultural configurations. 

Additionally, such a threat has grown increasingly difficult to resist because the more 

deeply economic elements come to penetrate and permeate all aspects of day-to-day life, 

paradoxically, the more invisible they become, appearing seamlessly as the cultural 

context or spatially-lived experience. In other words, the dynamics of global movements 

and operations of capital function as a force on a constitutive level to create the spatial 

configuration, even of a local environment, within which subjectivity is materially and 

bodily produced. 

Ricky’s videotape imagery expresses these late twentieth-century cultural 

dynamics while simultaneously offering a desired, even if idealized and impossible, 

escape from material existence. Ricky contends that what has been revealed to him is an 

“incredibly benevolent force” that operates with such intentionality that it wants him “to 

know there [is] no reason to be afraid” and is so strong that it constitutes an “entire life 

behind things.”  This force, however, reveals itself to Ricky spatially—acting on a 

castoff material object, the discarded waste of consumer culture. The sequence could not 

function as it does if the videotape footage depicted traditionally sublime, natural subject 

matter, such as a sunset, a landscape, or the like. It needs the material component, 

patently invoking late twentieth-century postindustrial material conditions, to produce its 

effect. It is the material source present at the center of the ascribed act of sublimation, 

emphasized and obscured at one and the same time, which provides Ricky’s interpretive 
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act its significance. As such, the narrative simultaneously emphasizes and denies the 

dynamics of the spatio-material force operating within the cultural configuration the film 

depicts. 

 In a parallel fashion, the film utilizes ‘beauty’ as a signifying placeholder 

standing in for and functioning to conceal this ideological narrative operation. Just as 

Ricky looks through the material imagery of his videotape footage to identify a force 

promising sublimated passage outside of the constitutive confines of material existence, 

so too does Lester perform such an act in his metaphysical state when he remembers to 

“relax” and begins to “feel…gratitude for every single moment.”  In both instances, the 

characters struggle with the production of subjectivity within spatio-material conditions, 

and, in both instances, ‘beauty’ is invoked as the operative term signifying passage 

beyond such a state. Resonating with these multiple invocations, as it does in the film’s 

title, ‘beauty,’ at once raises and retires the ontological role that spatio-material practices 

play in the bodily production of subjectivity. In this way, the bodily threat posed by 

spatio-material practices is dissipated, and through an act of narrative sublimation the 

threatened body, in Mendes’s film, is ultimately, if impossibly, recovered. 

   
II. THE TEXTUAL ANALYTIC NEED FOR A SOCIO-SPATIAL SUBJECTIVITY 

These readings presumptively articulate similarities and distinctions observable 

in Howells’s and Mendes’s respective works. One might reasonably ask what makes 

such a critical undertaking valid? Recognizably, the works in question appeared nearly a 

century apart (1900 and 1999), exist as different media forms (literary and cinematic), 

and most likely would be classified today as two different narrative genres (naturalistic 
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and postmodern). Of course both works are fictional narratives, but this aspect alone 

hardly seems sufficient justification for bringing them together for comparative analysis. 

Why then bring them together in this fashion? 

The key to answering this question lies, I want to suggest, in the benefits derived 

from placing at the center of the critical enterprise a particular conceptualization of 

subjectivity. As the above readings seek preliminarily to indicate, these narrative works 

render subjects produced part-and-parcel of their cultural environments. Most, I think, 

would commonly recognize historical continuities and discontinuities between 

developments of the late nineteenth-century and the present. (Which is not to say either 

that tracing this historical progression is necessarily an easy task or that it can ever be 

done exhaustively.) A much more complex recognition lies, however, in the idea that 

one’s subjectivity is constitutively tied to these historical conditions, and that one’s 

subjectivity thereby likewise embodies these continuities and discontinuities. Bringing 

this recognition to bear in reading practices (which is to say, developing it with 

sufficient theoretical rigor) ultimately yields a more fruitful means for examining 

fundamental critical matters such as the historically embedded nature of a given work’s 

textual operations. 

Significant recent scholarship, what some have termed a New Economic 

Criticism, has begun to undertake critical theorizing and examination of the constitutive 

ideological (which is to say, epistemological and ontological) functions enacted by the 

economic operations of culture.4 Conscious of post-structuralism in equal measure to 

economics, these recent critical approaches have moved well beyond simplistic notions 
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of ‘false consciousness.’ Recognizing that no ‘true consciousness’ can be revealed 

simply by peeling back a hegemonically-enforced cultural veneer, this scholarship 

instead seeks to understand the multivalent and variegated discourses of culture as they 

constitutively arise out of economic structures and operations. Still somewhat in its 

youth, the bulk of this scholarship to date has been trained on cultural developments at 

the end of nineteenth century,5 a historical period in which modern operations of 

capitalism for the first time began fully to dominate the socio-economic system of the 

west. In parallel fashion, the lion’s share of textual criticism from this perspective has 

focused on the literary genre of naturalism, with literary modernism following next in 

line. While the applicability of these approaches to contemporary conditions has, of 

course, been recognized, much less critical analysis has yet to be applied to 

contemporary textuality.6 Even less attention has been devoted to rendering the 

historical textual connections this critical approach promises to yield. Herein lies an 

important objective of my own study. 

Further clarification is warranted here because advocacy of historical and 

cultural analysis in relation to textual studies is, of course, anything but new. What I am 

seeking to develop in my study, however, is a good deal more specific and fundamental. 

I am seeking to trace through textuality a conceptualization of subjectivity intrinsically 

bound up with—which is to say, manifesting part-and-parcel of—the economic 

structures present at a given historical time and place. I am seeking to develop, in a 

phrase, a materialist phenomenological conception of subjectivity. I will articulate this 

conception of subjectivity much more fully below, but here, for ease of conveyance, let 
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me offer it in distillate form: the physical body as it transacts the material environment 

produces an experiential subjectivity. Accounted for in this manner, subjectivity—one’s 

physio-material experiential formation of self—is contingent upon spatial practices. It 

follows from this that the general production of subjectivity is dependent upon historical 

material conditions present at a given time and place.  

A textual critical approach, beginning with a formulation of subjectivity 

ultimately allows an uncovering of underlying historical dynamics functioning to give 

form to a work’s narrative structures, a material process of signification that remains 

otherwise occluded by way of ideological naturalization. In turn, the uncovering of these 

textually-intrinsic historical dynamics allows one to recognize fundamental—which is to 

say, materially-rooted—continuities and discontinuities in textual practices across a 

broader historical sweep. What is otherwise lost through approaches that find no 

compelling correlation between Silas Lapham and American Beauty is regained, I 

contend, through an approach that intrinsically ties together corporeality, economy, and 

textuality. It is precisely these matters that my study seeks to develop in some theoretical 

detail. 

In this Introduction I turn, therefore, to a more detailed theoretical formulation of 

this critical approach, positioning subjectivity within a theoretical conceptualization of 

‘social space,’ so as to articulate the intrinsic intersections of the body, the economy, 

and textuality that underpin my formulation of subjectivity. Following on an initial 

orientational section glancing at the development of the concept of ‘culture’ within 

cultural studies as a forerunner of much of this thinking, this section on subjectivity and 
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social space comprises the theoretical bulk of this Introduction. Following this section 

on socio-spatial subjectivity, I then further clarify my approach by comparatively 

situating it in relation to another recent textual materialist approach (undertaken by 

literary critic Bill Brown). This clarification allows me to enumerate a number of 

specific benefits of the theoretical approach I am advancing. Finally, in the 

Introduction’s last section, I return briefly to Howells’s and Mendes’s works to address 

and make explicit a number of implicit presuppositions informing the comparative 

readings offered at the outset. 

   
III. BEGINNING WITH THE PROBLEMATIC OF ‘CULTURE’ 

In the brevity of my formulation to this point, a great deal naturally has been left 

unsaid. To start to conceptualize spatio-textual theory more fully, it is helpful to begin 

with a consideration of the notoriously slippery term ‘culture.’ If, as spatio-textual 

theory argues, the formation of subjectivity is intrinsically tied to cultural environment, 

then it follows that an articulation of the concept of ‘culture’ is necessary. The work of 

Raymond Williams offers a salient starting place for such an undertaking.7  

In his characteristic fashion of foregrounding the inherent materiality of 

language, Williams writes, “The development of the word culture is a record of a 

number of important and continuing reactions to […] changes in our social, economic 

and political life, and may be seen, in itself, as a special kind of map by means of which 

the nature of the changes can be explored” (xv Culture and Society). Notable here is 

Williams’s dual observation that ‘culture’ as a concept both points to changes in social, 

economic and political life and acquires its meaning at any given point as a result of 
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changes in social, economic and political life. That is, the term is always already situated 

within a dynamic social process that must itself be theorized in order to adequately 

conceptualize the term ‘culture.’ Also helpful is Williams’s characterization of the term 

as “a special kind of map” that allows exploration, as this begins to suggest the kind of 

methodological terrain introduced by the concept of ‘social space’ as it has been 

developed within the discipline of sociology and subdiscipline of human geography.  

Below I will offer further thoughts on the connection between socio-spatial 

theory and Williams’s notion of mapping the material aspects of the word ‘culture,’ but 

here I simply want to acknowledge two helpful aspects of Williams’s point of departure 

for conceptualizing ‘culture.’ First, it effectively underscores the inherent materiality of 

the production of meaning (serving as a reminder that cultural forces always already 

affect any conceptualization of ‘culture’). And, second it begins to suggest a way to 

proceed (by way of utilizing the movement of the term itself to map the dynamics of 

these social forces). Unfortunately, in spite of its critically helpful insights, Williams’s 

formulation of ‘culture’ also evidences notable theoretical weaknesses. 

The primary weakness results from the generality and ambiguity of his 

terminology, leaving insufficiently examined the epistemological and ontological 

relationships between ‘subjectivity,’ ‘objectivity,’ and ‘culture.’ Williams defines “'the 

theory of culture” (a focal element in his project of ‘cultural materialism’) as “the study 

of relationships between elements in a whole way of life” (Culture 46). This initial 

formulation beneficially places the critical focus squarely on the relational elements of 

the cultural sphere, moving one away from simplistic and reductive theories that view 
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culture as little more than ephemeral outcomes of underlying economic determinants. 

(This was likely a fundamental objective for Williams as he sought to oppose 

predominating academic disciplinary methods,8 and in this regard it remains a fairly 

powerful theoretical move.) But it is marked by an ambiguity that even Williams’s later 

qualifications and further theoretical development failed to remedy sufficiently.  

Williams remained focused on the relational aspect of elements in the cultural 

sphere contending that “the analysis of culture is the attempt to discover the nature of 

the organization which is the complex of these relationships” (Revolution 46). From this 

relationally-focused contention, he attempts to make “a whole way of life” more 

concrete by recognizing it as manifest in what he calls a “structure of feeling” 

(Revolution 48). Describing his concept of a “structure of feeling” Williams writes: “We 

are talking about characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, and tone; specifically 

affective elements of consciousness and relationships: not feeling against thought, but 

thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in a 

living and interrelating continuity” (Marxism 132 emphasis mine). While this emphasis 

on consciousness arising interrelationally is a step forward, the problem with defining 

‘culture’ and ‘a theory of culture’ in this way, as critics have noted, is that it does not 

articulate with any precision the dynamics of subject/object interaction, how these 

dynamics function to give rise to consciousness, or the characteristic nature of the 

arising consciousness. A consequence of eliding these determinative elements is the 

potential for re-introducing into the critical scheme liberal humanist formulations of 
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subjectivity that are inattentive to and undercut any possibility of a materialist critical 

rigorousness. 

A significant additional dimension can be seen in Williams’s conception of 

culture by looking to a related matter that Williams elsewhere takes up for examination: 

the Marxist concepts of base and superstructure.9 On this front, Williams invokes 

Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ‘hegemony’ as key to articulating the nature and relation 

of these two terms. Characterizing the operations of hegemony, William writes, “The 

processes of education; the processes of a much wider social training within institutions 

like the family, the practical definitions and organization of work; the selective tradition 

at an intellectual and theoretical level: all these forces are involved in a continual 

making and remaking of an effective dominant culture, and on them, as experienced, as 

built into our living, its reality depends” (Problems 39). These “processes,” “traditions,” 

and “forces” function, Williams argues, as the structural means by which experienced 

reality, or culture, is ‘determined.’10 Williams’s characterization of culture, then, is that 

it is commensurate with one’s experienced reality, a reality that is determined by 

material institutional forces. This, notably, is a good deal more specific than, even as it 

remains in accord with, a characterization of culture as ‘a whole way of life.’ 

The insight Williams offers regarding the intrinsically structural relation of base 

and superstructure producing a cultural formation arising as a hegemonic ‘reality’ marks 

an extremely significant point of connection to the concept of ‘social space.’ The 

theoretical development of ‘social space’ within sociology and human geography (and in 

its more recent movements quite broadly across disciplines) picks up on and advances 
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much of what is most salient in this focus of Williams’s work. Theories of social space 

formulate ‘reality’ as socially experiential; subjectivity constitutively arises in the 

mutual transaction of physical bodies and material environments. Neither of these latter 

categories is, strictly speaking, knowable apart from (which is to say, in advance of) 

subjective formation. Socio-spatial theories, in other words, posit subjectivity as an 

inherently materially-discursive process. If, as Williams contends, subjectivity is tied 

part-and-parcel to cultural environment, theoretical formulations of ‘social space’ 

substantially advance a concept of ‘culture’ by identifying it as a lived experience 

spatially transpiring as a formation of subjectivity intrinsically emergent at the 

intersection of bodies, material conditions, and textuality. 

In the following section, therefore, I turn to a more detailed exploration of the 

theoretical foundations of ‘socio-spatial’ theory, seeking within that framework a 

formulation of subjectivity intrinsically tied, through spatial practices, to textual 

discursivity and, by extension, to the textual critical enterprise. In doing so, I utilize 

organizational categories of ‘bodies,’ ‘economics,’ and ‘texts,’ so as to underscore the 

fundamental intersections and collective importance of these coordinate points of ‘socio-

spatial’ theory,  

   
IV. SOCIO-SPATIAL SUBJECTIVITY: BODIES, ECONOMICS, AND 

TEXTUALITY 

In his seminal work The Production of Space, Henri LeFebvre advances a claim 

that is deceptive in its seeming simplicity: “(Social) space is a (social) product” (26). 

From this near tautological (as LeFebvre himself points out) supposition, however, 
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LeFebvre initiates a project that contests and seeks to reconfigure established Western 

forms of thinking about the very concept of space itself. LeFebvre argues that space has 

traditionally been (mistakenly) conceived of and treated as an a priori category: 

The scientific attitude, understood as the application of “epistemological” 

thinking to acquired knowledge, is assumed to be “structurally” linked to the 

spatial sphere. This connection, presumed to be self-evident from the point of 

view of scientific discourse, is never conceptualized. Blithely indifferent to the 

charge of circular thinking, [scientific] discourse set up an opposition between 

the status of space and the status of the “subject”, between the thinking ‘I’ and 

the object thought about. It thus rejoins the positions of the Cartesian/Western 

Logos. (4) 

In other words, space traditionally has been treated as a pre-existing container that 

individuals enter into and objects are placed within; and, to conceive of space in this 

manner is inherently to artificially sever space from the subject within space while 

simultaneously creating a false dichotomy between subject and object. 

  Space conceived of as a presupposed formation, LeFebvre argues, reduces social 

space to a mere “mental space which is apparently, but only apparently, extra-

ideological” (6). As such, this mental space “becomes the locus of a ‘theoretical 

practice’ which is separated from social practice and which sets itself up as the axis, 

pivot or central reference point of Knowledge” (6). Further, as capitalistic forces of 

specialization produce an array of competing domains each seeking to establish the 

legitimacy of its own discursive foundation of knowledge, mental space increasingly 
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splinters. The result is an “indefinite multitude of spaces, each one piled upon, or 

perhaps contained within, the next: geographical, economic, demographic, sociological, 

ecological, political, commercial, national, continental, global” (8). These mental 

discourses of space, however, founded as they are on vestiges of “classical perspective 

and Euclidean space” (17) cannot ever completely capture or fully represent the totality 

of social space. The result is an ideological obfuscation.  

 To shed further light on these dynamics, LeFebvre helpfully draws a distinction 

between social space and mental (or discursive) space, designating the former 

“representational space” (a perception of space) and the latter “representations of space”  

(a conception of space) (33). Whereas representational space is the experience of space 

“directly lived through its associated images and symbols, and hence the space of 

‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’,” representations of space are conceptions that “tend […] 

towards a system of verbal […] signs” (38-39). In essence, the former is the perception 

of space an individual experiences as a result of a socio-sensorial process. Though it is 

intimately bound up with images and symbols (because it is sensorial), the experience 

itself is not fully contained by or within those images and symbols, and even less so by 

linguistic signs or systematic language.  The latter is the conception of space as it 

becomes expressed through systems of representation. 

This differential between representational and represented space critically points 

to the means by which material pressure is spatially exerted upon the individual. As 

LeFebvre points out, because “[e]pistemologico-philosophical thinking has failed to 

furnish the basis for a science [of social space,] we are bound to transfer onto the level 
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of discourse, of language per se—i.e. the level of mental space—a large portion of the 

attributes and ‘properties’ of what is actually social space” (7). Because the transference 

is only partial, the full, lived experience of social space is reduced and reconfigured as it 

passes into the discourse of a mental space. And in this movement of abstraction from 

social space to mental space (or, as LeFebvre notes, from social space to discourse or to 

language), a movement that is, largely unrecognized and, therefore, nearly undetectable, 

powerful socializing forces are exerted on the individual. 

Importantly, the dynamic between representational space and represented space 

is a reciprocal one. Individuals produce space through their social processes, but they are 

also produced by space as it inscribes their representations. Notably echoing Marx’s 

statement that “[m]en make their own history, but they do not make it just as they 

please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under 

circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past” (15 Eighteenth 

Brumaire), LeFebvre writes: 

Every space is already in place before the appearance in it of actors; these actors 

are collective as well as individual subjects inasmuch as the individuals are 

always members of groups or classes seeking to appropriate the space in 

question. This pre-existence of space conditions the subject’s presence, action 

and discourse, his competence and performance; yet the subject’s presence, 

action and discourse, at the same time as they presuppose this space, also negate 

it. The subject experiences space as an obstacle, as a resistant ‘objectality’ at 

times as implacably hard as a concrete wall, being not only extremely difficult to 
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modify in any way but also hedged about by Draconian rules prohibiting any 

attempt at such modification. (57) 

LeFebvre’s description here of “space experienced as an obstacle” effectively points to 

the inexpressible moment (occurring outside of language because it occurs in the 

mediation between represented and representational spaces) wherein the formation of 

subjectivity is invisibly yet forcefully disciplined by spatial transactions. 

To conceptualize the dynamic reciprocal relation between representational space 

and represented space, LeFebvre advances a third closely interconnected term: spatial 

practice (38). This term is somewhat more problematic for LeFebvre, and it takes a bit 

more work to sufficiently comprehend its role in his spatial theory. It is the “spatial 

practice of a society,” LeFebvre tells us that “secretes society’s space; it propounds and 

presupposes it, in a dialectical interaction; it produces it slowly and surely as it masters 

and appropriates it” (38). This characterization remains somewhat ambiguous, and I will 

attempt to clarify it further below by situating ‘spatial practice’ more fully within an 

economic context. At this point, however, it is sufficient to understand it simply by the 

terms already given. LeFebvre seeks to establish a terminological triad: spatial 

perception, spatial conception and spatial practice. 

 These dynamics—what LeFebvre terms a “perceived-conceived-lived triad” 

(corresponding to his spatial terms: representational space, representations of space, and 

spatial practice)—work deceptively to conceal their act of spatial production. As 

LeFebvre suggests, “Space does not eliminate the other materials or resources that play a 

part in the socio-political arena, be they raw materials or the most finished products, be 
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they businesses or ‘culture’. Rather, it brings them all together and then in a sense 

substitutes itself for each factor separately by enveloping it” (411). In this way, social 

space emerges “beyond our range of vision” and “its practical character vanishes” as “it 

is transformed in philosophical fashion into a kind of absolute” (93). When faced with 

such a “fetishized abstraction,” LeFebvre argues, “‘users’ spontaneously turn 

themselves, their presence, their ‘lived experience’ and their bodies into abstractions 

too” (93). The result, he tells us, is “‘users’ who cannot recognize themselves within 

[space], and a thought which cannot conceive of adopting a critical stance towards 

[space]” (93). 

In LeFebvre’s theorizing of social space we see important foundational steps in 

the advancement of Williams’s conceptualization of culture as “a whole way of life” 

recognizable in observable “structures of feeling.”  LeFebvre, like Williams, skeptical of 

simplistic and reductive economic determinants, looks also to observable relations 

within the cultural sphere to account for material foundations of subjective production. 

LeFebvre, however, pursues that which he finds to be the most materialist 

epistemological and ontological foundation, space itself. On this foundation LeFebvre 

attempts to formulate an innovative spatial materialist production of subjectivity and 

knowledge that seeks to transcend the Western tradition of the subject/objective divide. 

As even the above brief articulation of LeFebvre’s spatial theory makes clear, however, 

central to his formulation of the production of subjectivity is the physical human body as 

a sensorial apparatus. It is necessary, therefore, to turn next to a fuller consideration of 

the body within spatial theory in order to shed light on the fundamental importance it 
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plays in the formation of subjectivity and, likewise, in the developing of a spatio-textual 

analytic approach.  

   
A. Spatialized Bodies 

 To locate the origins and account for the production of social space, LeFebvre 

tells us, one must begin with the body:  

[T]here is an immediate relationship between the body and its space, between the 

body’s deployment in space and its occupation of space. Before producing 

effects in the material realm (tools and objects), before producing itself by 

drawing nourishment from that realm, and before reproducing itself by 

generating other bodies, each living body is space and has its space: it produces 

itself in space and it also produces that space. This is a truly remarkable 

relationship: the body with the energies at its disposal, the living body, creates or 

produces its own space; conversely, the laws of space, which is to say the laws of 

discrimination in space, also govern the living body and the deployment of its 

energies. (170) 

LeFebvre reminds us here that before production, even before labor (that most 

fundamental of Marxist epistemological categories) there is the physical body, 

inarticulable outside the realm of the represented, but nevertheless physically occurring, 

occupying space (also inarticulable outside the realm of the represented) and bound to 

transact the space within which it exists.11 This is a reciprocal relationship, mutually 

constructive, dynamic to be sure, but also limited by physical structural constraints. 

Describing the interactive dynamic, LeFebvre writes: “Around the living being, and 
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through its activity, which may legitimately be described as ‘productive’, is constituted 

the field which the behaviourists call ‘behavioural’. This field comes into play as a 

network of relations, a network projected and simultaneously actualized by the living 

being as it acts within, in conjunction with, and upon, its spatial ‘milieu’” (175). 

In this statement, one can catch a glimpse of Williams’s ‘whole way of life’ 

manifest in ‘structures of feeling.’ LeFebvre, however, significantly advances such a 

conceptualization, not only by pointing up the foundational epistemological structures 

that need to be examined, but also by arguing that those same structures are not only 

epistemological but ontological as well. “Bodies,” LeFebvre argues, “produce space and 

produce themselves, along with their motions, according to the laws of space” (171). 

Viewed from such a perspective, subjectivity—the formulation of self—is founded in a 

process of literal embodiment. One effectively “comes to” one’s self through a process 

of negotiating a material world with one’s own physical body. Subjectivity, in essence, 

is the sublimated product of a physical dialectic carried out spatio-temporally. 

  Recognizable in the work of sociologist Anthony Giddens is a similar 

fundamental aim of philosophically and methodologically transcending the 

subject/object division. Giddens’s ‘structuration’ theory has been called “a reformulated 

theory of being, of the nature of social existence” and “the most rigorous, balanced, and 

systematic ontological statement currently available on the spatio-temporal structuration 

of social life” (Soja 146). Structuration theory seeks to fundamentally reconceptualize 

the duality of agent and structure as a dualism of mutual formation occurring socially 

and spatio-temporally (Giddens xx-xxi Constitution). “All societal interaction,” Giddens 
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observes, “is situated interaction—situated in space and time” (86). Structuration theory 

proceeds from this very literal, concrete, material notion. 

 Giddens begins with the physical body, introducing the concept of ‘positioning.’ 

He writes, “Fundamental to social life is the positioning of the body in social encounters. 

[…] The body is positioned in the immediate circumstances of co-presence in relation to 

others” (xxiv-xxv). Closely coupled with this relational configuration of bodies are 

equally important notions of continuity and reflexivity. What is significant is not simply 

that bodies exist in relation to one another, but that these relations occur (and recur) in 

consistent, discernible, and internalizable forms. “Positioning,” Giddens tells us, “is […] 

to be understood in relation to the seriality of encounters across time-space” (xxiv), a 

process when treated in its entirety Giddens terms a ‘durée,’ “a continuous flow of 

conduct” (3). 

 Structuration theory argues that the observability of the repetition of these 

encounters demonstrates that human activities “are not brought into being by social 

actors but continually recreated by them via the very means whereby they express 

themselves as actors. In and through their activities agents reproduce the conditions that 

make these activities possible” (2). This conceptualization of ‘structure’ significantly 

departs from the typical use of that term, disallowing both a presupposed material 

formation and a presupposed acting subject. “It is not accurate,” Giddens writes, “to see 

the structural properties of social systems as ‘social products’ because this tends to 

imply that pre-constituted actors somehow come together to create them” (26). He 

argues to the contrary that “[s]tructure has no existence independent of the knowledge 
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that agents have about what they do in their day-to-day activity. […] The duality of 

structure is always the main grounding of continuities in social reproduction across time-

space” (26). In other words, neither subjectivity nor objectivity can be articulated prior 

to their mutual production of embodiment resulting from serial bodily interactivity with 

material conditions. 

 Subjectivity, then, resulting from this spatio-temporal configuration, is inherently 

“decentered”  (xxi) and contingent: “Ordinary day-to-day life—in greater or lesser 

degree according to contexts and the vagaries of individual personality—involves an 

ontological security expressing an autonomy of bodily control within predictable 

routines” (50). Conversely, if routines become unpredictable autonomy of bodily control 

can be lost and ontological security destabilized. Explaining the dynamics of 

psychological formation, Giddens writes:  

The ‘I’ is an essential feature of the reflexive monitoring of action but should be 

identified neither with the agent nor with the self. […] The ‘I’ has no image, as 

the self does. […] It is the sum of those forms of recall whereby the agent 

reflexively characterizes ‘what’ is at the origin of his or her action. The self is the 

agent as characterized by the agent. Self, body and memory are therefore 

intimately related. (50-51) 

Drawing significantly on LeFebvre’s triad of ‘represented space, representational 

space, and spatial practice, Giddens offers his own triad of terms to articulate the manner 

in which these psychological dynamics spatially transpire: ‘discursive consciousness,’ 

‘practical consciousness,’ and ‘unconscious motives/cognition’ (7). 
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 ‘Discursive consciousness,’ like ‘represented space,’ is that which can be 

articulated, communicated, or verbally expressed. In both theorists’s schemes this 

denotes the ability to observe and “speak” one’s conceived condition. ‘Practical 

consciousness,’ in contrast, “involves recall to which the agent has access in the durée of 

action without being able to express what he or she thereby ‘knows’” (49). Though 

much like ‘representational space,’ ‘practical consciousness’ acquires important 

additional distinction in Giddens’s definition. In both cases, the biological and social 

experience of space is being indicated. So, too, do both terms underscore the inherent 

unrepresentability of that experience. Giddens’s term by its definition, however, adds 

two important aspects. It introduces, first, the role of ‘recall,’ and, second, the role of 

‘durée.’ Essential to the formation of identity in Gidden’s theory is an experience of 

consistency and repetition, even if such an experience cannot be voiced or 

communicated.  

Giddens’s introduction of ‘unconscious motives/cognition’ likewise usefully 

advances LeFebvre’s ‘spatial practice.”  Giddens defines this unconscious level as 

“modes of recall to which the agent does not have direct access because there is a 

negative ‘bar’ of some kind inhibiting its unmediated incorporation within the reflexive 

monitoring of conduct and, more particularly, within discursive consciousness” (49). 

Again, there are two points worth noting. First, this process remains intimately bound up 

with the physical body. The recall that is being barred is being barred from the reflexive 

monitoring of conduct, namely the level of practical consciousness. This is not a 

presupposed level of consciousness (as one would typically find in theories of the 
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psyche), but a reflexive bodily experiential level that is blocked from rising to practical 

consciousness. Second, ‘unconscious motives/cognition’ is equally barred from passing 

to the level of discursive consciousness. Giddens, then, like LeFebvre, looks not to an 

internal construction of subjectivity dependent on traditional notions of the psyche, but 

instead turns outward, attempting to formulate a theory of identity that rests fully on the 

interactive operations of physical bodies and material spaces. 

This interaction between bodies and spaces, Giddens argues, must be 

conceptualized as a multi-layered occurrence. In order to explain sufficiently the 

configuration of subjectivity, we must take into account, he argues, the various scales of 

socially interactive force that materially act to shape subjectivity. For this purpose, he 

introduces the idea of ‘frames’: fundamentally determinative categories of time and 

space that function as “clusters of rules which help to constitute and regulate activities, 

defining them as activities of a certain sort and as subject to a given range of sanctions” 

(87). Specifically, he identifies three essential frames: “Every individual is at once 

positioned in the flow of day-to-day life; in the life-span which is the duration of his or 

her existence; and in the duration of ‘institutional time’, the ‘supra-individual’ 

structuration of social institutions” (xxiv-xxv). He additionally notes the equally 

important interrelation of the three frames, causing “ each person [to be] positioned, in a 

‘multiple’ way, within social relations” (xxv). 

 This conceptualization of a multi-layering of frames allows an expansive 

movement from the most immediate conditions to the most distant. (It also keeps in play 

Giddens’s dual focus of space and time.) This aspect of scale is captured in Giddens’s 
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use of the term ‘distanciation.” He writes, “The opposition between ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ 

is best reconceptualized as concerning how interaction in contexts of co-presence is 

structurally implicated in systems of broad time-space distanciation—in other words, 

how such systems span large sectors of time-space” (xxvi). In this way, structuration 

theory attempts to connect forces on a global scale with immediate lived conditions. 

Giddens makes this clear when he states: “All social life can be represented in a series of 

[…] encounters in circumstances of co-presence […] But [I am] referring mainly to 

large-scale processes of change, in which there is some definite type of institutional 

reorganization” (xxix). 

 Geographer Edward Soja’s characterization of the chief accomplishments of 

Giddens’s project helps to coherently bring together the multiple points of Giddens’s 

theory that I have attempted briefly to trace to this point. Soja writes: 

Giddens […] comes closer than any other influential social theorist in 

uncovering […] the most fundamental contextual generalization about the 

spatiality of social life: that the intelligible lifeworld of being is always and 

everywhere comprised of a multi-layered system of socially created nodal 

regions, a configuration of differential and hierarchically organized locales. The 

specific forms and functions of this existential spatial structure vary significantly 

over time and place, but once being is situated in-the-world the world it is in 

becomes social within a spatial matrix of nested locales. The topological 

structure is mutable and permutable, but it is always there to envelop and 
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comprise, to situate and constitute all human action, to concretize the making of 

both history and geography. (148) 

As Soja’s description suggests, Giddens’s structuration theory clarifies and 

advances the spatial work initiated by LeFebvre, providing theoretical specificity that 

illuminates LeFebvre’s claims that spatial practice “secrete[s] society’s space” (38) and 

that “[s]pace does not eliminate the other materials or resources that play a part in the 

socio-political arena, […] rather, it brings them all together and then in a sense 

substitutes itself for each factor separately by enveloping it” (411). Additionally, 

Giddens’s structuration theory helpfully contributes to an understanding of the 

psychological dynamics of a socio-spatial conceptualization of a materialist 

phenomenology and advances a notion of those dynamics that usefully situates 

subjective formation in relation to the spectrum of material conditions from the most 

immediate to the most distant. 

As Giddens’s work demonstrates, socio-spatial theory notably offers a fairly 

flexible yet still “grounded” conceptualization of subjectivity. Material conditions 

remain an integral component of the examination (invoking an “economics in the last 

instance” stance), but are placed in a coequal relational position with bodily actions to 

arrive at a conceptualization of an ‘embodied’ subjectivity. Thereby, the key formulation 

of agency in a socio-spatial approach is not sacrificed on one side to a grossly-limiting 

structural determinism nor on the other side is it allowed to vanish into a total free play 

of discursivity.12 The work of both LeFebvre and Giddens remains at all points 

cognizant of charting this grounded middle course spatial theory allows. Giddens speaks 
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to this directly when he writes, “I acknowledge the call for a decentering of the subject 

and regard this as basic to structuration theory. But I do not accept that this implies the 

evaporation of subjectivity into an empty universe of signs. Rather, social practices, 

biting into space and time, are considered to be at the root of the constitution of both 

subject and social object” (xxii). Giddens’s characterization of social practice “biting 

into space and time” effectively underscores the material and physical factors integral in 

socio-spatial theory to the production of embodiment, while simultaneously keeping 

open the essential aspect of social practice. 

The emphasis thus far has been on the bodily elements of spatial theory that are 

most relevant to the formation of subjectivity. Implicit in this discussion, however, is the 

equally central role that economic elements play in the spatial theories of both of 

Giddens and LeFebvre. The powerful dualism of bodies and materiality in spatial theory 

becomes clearer (and finally more useful toward the development of a spatial approach 

to textual analysis) when it is coupled with economic theory, the latter itself being 

likewise spatially contextualized. The next sub-section, therefore, considers in greater 

detail economic elements that provide a necessary additional dimension to spatial 

theory, a dimension that ultimately informs, in important respects, the development of a 

spatio-textual approach to reading.  

   
B. Spatialized Economics 

“Spatial practice,” LeFebvre states, “embraces production and reproduction, and 

the particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of each social formation” as well as 

“ensures continuity and some degree of cohesion” (33). Further, the “spatial practice of 
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a society secretes that society’s space, it propounds and presupposes it, in a dialectical 

interaction; it produces it slowly and surely as it masters and appropriates it” (38). 

LeFebvre’s definition of spatial practice, recognizably somewhat ambiguous, gains 

clarity if one, taking a cue from Williams, reflects on Marx’s concepts of ‘base’ and 

‘superstructure,’ looking particularly at Marx’s ideas of a society’s ‘modes of 

production’ and ‘relationships within its modes of production.’  

LeFebvre, in response to the self-posed question “what exactly is the mode of 

existence of social relationships?,” writes, “The study of space offers an answer 

according to which the social relations of production have a social existence to the 

extent that they have a spatial existence; they project themselves into space, becoming 

inscribed there, and in the process producing that space itself” (129 emphasis mine). In 

short, the social relations (or relationships within the modes) of production cannot exist 

in the abstract; they are produced through their spatial manifestation and configuration. 

To put this yet another way, social practice is the means by which the social relations of 

production are concretely realized and come to act upon the individual within a society. 

LeFebvre articulates this dynamic in the following way: 

The individual’s orientation to abstract space is accomplished socially. For 

individuals, for example, the location of the instruments of labour, and of the 

places where labour is performed […] is not separate from the representation by 

means of signs and symbols of the hierarchy of functions. On the contrary, the 

one includes the other. The underpinnings of a way of life embody and fashion 

that way of life. And position (or location) with respect to production (or to 
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work) comprehends the positions and functions of the world of production (the 

division of labour) as well as the hierarchy of functions and jobs. […] Any 

relationship to things in space implies a relationship to space itself. (288 

emphasis in original) 

Spatial practice, then, is the carrying forward into a spatial orientation of the social 

relationships one has within and to the modes of production. As such, the third term in 

LeFebvre’s theoretical spatial triad—spatial practice—functions epistemologically in 

concert with a Marxist concept of production (especially when the concept is extended 

to include distribution, consumption, and all accompanying social apparatus) to establish 

the social milieu of a given society within which one lives and expresses his or her 

existence. 

LeFebvre, on this theoretical ground, initiates a reconsideration of Marx’s 

fundamental idea of ‘production.’ He argues that the attention Marx and Engels give to 

temporal concerns, in conjunction with their lack of attention to spatial ones, introduces 

into their concept of ‘production’ an ambiguity that creates subsequent confusion in 

conceptualizing the relationship of base to superstructure (68-70). A reintroduction of 

spatial considerations helps clarify this relationship, he argues, as it illuminates the true 

dynamics of laboring production by placing necessary focus on the physical body as it 

transacts material space. This aspect of LeFebvre’s spatial theory directly draws into the 

discussion essential economic considerations. 

   
i. Theoretical Economic Structures: ‘Overdetermination’ 
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A particularly useful connection can be found at this juncture to the Marxist 

work of Louis Althusser, specifically to Althusser’s development of the concept of 

‘overdetermination.’ Like LeFebvre, Althusser seeks to address the significant 

philosophical confusions that have arisen regarding the relational dynamics of the base 

and superstructure model and to offer in response a critical interpretation that 

reconceptualizes those dynamics. Althusser’s radical reformulation, cutting to the 

conceptual core of Marxist epistemology, can be found in his concept of 

‘overdetermination.’ To grasp this concept, it is helpful initially to examine the idea of 

social totality. 

 Althusser begins by contesting the Hegelian presupposition of “a simple original 

unity which develops within itself by virtue of its negativity, and throughout its 

development only ever restores the original simplicity and unity in an over more 

‘concrete’ totality’” (197). Instead, Althusser claims, “There is no longer any original 

essence, only an ever-pre-givenness, however far knowledge delves into its past. There 

is not any simple unity, only a structured, complex unity. There is no longer an original 

simple unity (in any form whatsoever), but instead, the ever-present-givenness of a 

structured complex unity” (198-99). To conceptualize the social formation, therefore, we 

cannot approach it, Althusser tells us, simply as a mediated reflection of a seemingly 

absent unifying determinant (an economic base). Instead, we must recognize its 

appearance as a ‘structural causality’ dependent on the dialectical movements produced 

as a result of its inherent ‘contradictions’ and ‘uneven developments.’ 
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The great strength of Marxism, Althusser argues, is that it “establishes in 

principle the recognition of the givenness of the complex structure of any concrete 

‘object’, a structure which governs both the development of the object and the 

development of the theoretical practice which produces the knowledge of it” (198). 

Marxism, in other words, reveals to us that objects in their conceptualization, individuals 

conceptualizing objects, and the process through which this occurs are integrally bound 

up with each other and mutually determining. In short, structure and that which 

composes structure are inseparable from one another. 

 Totality,13 then, is not a pre-given, but something that arises in a dynamic 

complexity of contradictions, each always demonstrating an unevenness and a 

dominance in its dialectical relation,14 Althusser argues. It is this contingent 

configuration, a structural determinism, which produces an experiential reality. 

Contradictions, therefore, are inherent and essential, and provide a key to recognizing 

the production of a social configuration. As Althusser writes: 

[E]ach contradiction, each essential articulation of the structure, and the general 

relation of the articulation in this structure in dominance, constitute so many 

conditions of the existence of the complex whole itself. This proposition is of the 

first importance. For it means that the structure of the whole and therefore the 

‘difference’ of the essential contradictions and their structure in dominance, is 

the very existence of the whole; that the ‘difference’ of the contradictions […] is 

identical to the conditions of the existence of the complex whole. (205) 
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The relations of production, Althusser reminds us, “are not the pure phenomena of the 

forces of production;” they are “its condition of existence” (205). Likewise, “[t]he 

superstructure is not the pure phenomenon of the structure;” it, too, is “its condition of 

existence” (205). 

The point Althusser is making is that it is impossible to conceive of production 

without simultaneously conceiving of some form of social relations. As he states, 

“[P]roduction has as its condition of existence its form: the relations of production” 

(205). Production and the relations of production can only manifest mutually. To speak 

of them separately is artificial and is only possible abstractly from the perspective of an 

experiential reality resulting from a given social configuration. William C. Dowling 

helpfully sums this up, writing, ‘[I]t is not in an essence hidden behind or beneath the 

surface of things that Althusser […] seek[s] the explanation of a social reality, but in the 

relations among elements of the superstructure as conceived in classical Marxism” (66 

emphasis in original).  

Althusser’s own words are a good deal more dense, but it is nonetheless 

worthwhile to quote them in full in order to help convey this important central concept 

of ‘overdetermination’: 

Because each contradiction reflects in itself (in its specific relations of 

unevenness with the other contradictions, and in the relation of specific 

unevenness between its two aspects) the structure in dominance of the complex 

whole in which it exists, and therefore because of the current existence of this 

whole and therefore of its current ‘conditions’, the contradiction is identical with 
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these conditions: so when we speak of the ‘existing conditions’ of the whole, we 

are speaking of its ‘conditions of existence.’ (207-08) 

Base and superstructure are structurally inseparable: the contradictions of the structure 

are the social relations are the spatio-temporal manifestations that configure the 

experiences of day-to-day life. One is not the reflection of the other, but the condition of 

its existence (invoking once again Althusser’s phrase). This is fundamentally what 

Althusser means when he speaks of the condition of social existence being 

‘overdetermined.’ 

This theoretical conceptualization helps one begin to integrate into an 

understanding of the production of social space and embodied subjectivity the role that 

economic forces play in that production. Towards this end, it is important to underscore 

one further aspect of Althusser’s above explanation of social production. The lived 

experience of a (relatively) stable ‘complex whole,’ he indicates, results from the 

structurally-inherent dynamic of dominance contingently acquired by one side or the 

other in any given dialectical contradiction. ‘Uneven development,’ Althusser’s term15 

for the privileging that occurs inherently as part of the turbulent dynamics of dialectical 

tensions, is central to his conceptualization of overdetermination, and it suggests a 

powerful theoretical basis for interrogating the structural forces at work in the formation 

and maintenance of social configurations. As such, it proves to be a significant 

conceptual point of connection between Althusser’s important, though relatively 

abstract, Marxist theorizing and recent theoretical efforts undertaken to develop socio-

spatial ideas more concretely in application to real world events. In similar fashion, the 
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concept of ‘uneven development’ is helpful to move the discussion toward more 

practical considerations of spatial economics. 

   
ii. Theoretical Economic Structures Made Concrete: ‘Regimes of Accumulation’ 

Human geographer David Harvey, for one, utilizes ‘uneven development’ as a 

theoretical tool for conceptualizing both the concrete spatial manifestations of 

geography and the spatio-temporal social processes co-existent with those manifestions. 

Importantly, however, the relationship between these is formulated, as in the spatial 

theory articulated so far (and as in Althusser’s ‘overdetermination’), not as cause and 

effect (a base producing a reflective superstructure) but as mutually constitutive or 

structurally causal. Harvey states,“[I]t is vital to recognize […] the ways in which 

geographical reorderings and restructurings, spatial strategies and geopolitical elements, 

uneven geographical developments, and the like, are vital aspects to the accumulation of 

capital and the dynamics of class struggle, both historically and today” (Spaces 31). 

Underscoring that these developments occur unevenly across the landscape, he adds, “It 

is likewise vital to recognize […] that class struggle unfolds differentially across this 

highly variegated terrain” and, as such, we “must take geographical realities and 

geopolitical possibilities into account” (31). ‘Uneven development’ thereby retains the 

structural Althusserian contingent social stability premised on inherent contradiction and 

dominance, while gaining a connection to the operations of spatial practice as they are 

played out geographically in mutually configurative physical and symbolic processes. 

 An essential theoretical starting point for Harvey’s geographical turn lies in 

capitalism’s widely recognized systematic contradiction between the drive for 
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accumulation through profit and the tendency within capitalism toward a falling rate of 

profit. Whether the latter is a law or simply a tendency of capitalism remains much 

debated within Marxist economic circles16 (and lies beyond the scope of what I am 

taking up here). In either case, however, the examination of this contradiction naturally 

leads to considering the potential for and significance of a ‘spatial fix,’ the attempt to 

resolve these internal contradictions by way of externalizing them. In other words, as the 

dynamics of capitalism produce and then are forced to confront diminishing benefits 

within a given bounded location (locally, regionally, nationally, etc.), a natural solution 

is to expand beyond that location’s boundaries to include additional factors (regions, raw 

materials, laborers, etc.) that will further bolster overall profits.  

This underlying force and objective of capitalism (sometimes described as 

‘creative destruction,’ whether it is carrying out a reconfiguration of an already 

appropriated sphere or the remaking of a newly appropriated one) logically brings to the 

fore geographical considerations. Capitalism, Harvey argues, because of its internal 

contradictions “is always under the impulsion to accelerate time, to speed up the 

circulation of capital and consequently to revolutionize the time horizons of 

development” (58). Likewise, and for the same reasons, he argues that “capitalism is 

under the impulsion to eliminate all spatial barriers, to ‘annihilate space through time’ as 

Marx puts it, but can do so only through the production of fixed space” (58). He 

concludes, therefore, that by way of these spatio-temporal operations, capitalism 

“produces a geographical landscape (of space relations, of territorial organization, and of 

systems of places linked in a […] division of labor of functions) appropriate to its own 
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dynamic of accumulation at a particular moment of its history, only to have to destroy 

and rebuild that geographical landscape to accommodate accumulation at a later date” 

(59). 

To articulate more precisely how a “dynamic of accumulation” might appear and 

the relations that it has to a “geographical landscape,” it is useful to turn, as Harvey does 

at a number of places in his work, to the concepts and language of the ‘Regulation 

School’ of Marxist economists. Predominant among Regulation School concepts are a 

‘regime of accumulation’ and a ‘mode of (social and political) regulation.’ Alain Lipietz, 

a leading theorist of the Regulation School, indicates that a ‘regime of accumulation’ 

“describes the stabilization over a long period of the allocation of the net product 

between consumption and accumulation; it implies some correspondence between the 

transformation of both the conditions of production and the conditions of reproduction 

of wage earners” (19). A regime of accumulation, therefore, exhibits a stability of the 

internal contradictory forces of capitalism. It allows, even if only temporarily, for a 

consistency in the reproduction of the production process. The very reason that a 

particular regime of accumulation is able to exist, Lipietz tells us, is because “its schema 

of reproduction is coherent” (19). 

  Challenging this coherency, of course, is the tendency of capitalism toward 

crisis. In order for relative stability to arise in the form of a regime of accumulation, a 

vast number of social factors—e.g., individuals positioned across the economic 

spectrum, lived conditions and social relations (including discursive formations such as 

gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, and class), technological developments, political 
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forces—must be brought into an alignment of relative harmony.17 A regime of 

accumulation is possible, the Regulation School argues, because of a “mode of 

production,’ a “body of interiorized rules and social processes” that materialize in “the 

form of norms, habits, laws, regulating networks and so on that ensure the unity of the 

process, i.e. the appropriate consistency of individual behaviours within the schema of 

reproduction” (Lipietz 19). 

 With much greater clarity this returns the discussion to LeFebvre’s statement that 

spatial practice “embraces production and reproduction, and the particular locations and 

spatial sets characteristic of each social formation” as well as “ensures continuity and 

some degree of cohesion” (33). Within a system of capitalism, at any given time, at any 

historical moment, a regime of accumulation made possible by a mode of regulation 

produces a relatively stable, socially-experienced complex whole. A significant shift in 

social relations inherently means a significant shift in material conditions, and space 

itself is transformed. Because of the highly varied nature of social existence, small-scale 

shifts are always occurring in terms of individual experience as one negotiates social 

complexity. This process becomes most apparent, however, when a large-scale, radical 

shift from one regime of accumulation to another takes place, reconfiguring social 

relations and conditions, and thereby giving rise to a new social space. 

Integrating spatial considerations into theories of social exchange, by employing 

concepts such as ‘overdetermination,’ ‘regimes of accumulation,’ and ‘modes of 

regulation,’ significantly advances a conceptualization of the configuration of social 

conditions. One consequently is able to recognize the emergence of social configurations 
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not simply as temporal, as a superstructural appearance resulting from economic 

determinants, but as spatio-temporal, occurring mutually, simultaneously in time and 

space, materiality (geography in the widest sense) always-already appearing as social 

relations and vice-verse. Further, one is able to recognize in this process both the 

seeming-stability of lived experience as well as its profound contingency. 

  The value of conceptualizing history in this manner (even if one must remain 

wary of potential teleological notions, such as ‘progress,’ embedded in it) is that it offers 

fairly refined tools for analyzing the connections between the economic and the social, 

for articulating the intersection between social relations and social material 

configurations. To account for a given time and place (in other words, to account for a 

particular social space), one is able to look to manifest spatial configurations. Spatial 

theory, articulated in this way, ends up not terribly far from Williams’s concept of 

‘culture’ as “structures of feeling” experienced as part of “a whole way of life,” yet it 

proves to be far more concrete and useful. Feminist human geographer Linda McDowell 

effectively captures this connection in her proffered definition of ‘culture’: 

Culture is a set of ideas, customs and beliefs that shape people’s actions and their 

production of material artifacts, including the landscape and the built 

environment. Culture is socially defined and socially determined. Cultural ideas 

are expressed in the lives of social groups who articulate, express and challenge 

these sets of ideas and values, which are themselves temporally and spatially 

specific. (148)  
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‘Culture,’ by McDowell’s definition, operates in much the same way as LeFebvre’s 

characterization of social space when he describes it as bringing together social 

materials and factors and then substituting itself for them by enveloping them. As 

McDowell’s feminist human geographical work demonstrates, these spatial dynamics of 

culture discursively perform the categorical markings of subjectivity, such as gender, 

race, sexuality, and the like. While very much cognizant of these categories and the 

extremely valuable theoretical work articulating these cultural discursive formations that 

recently has come to occupy much of the literary analytic field, my own study at this 

stage approaches these matters more indirectly. Through the developing of a spatial 

understanding specific to a contemporary historical time and place, which is to say in the 

U.S. over the course of the twentieth century, my study seeks to develop a foundation on 

which such work can more effectively be conducted. 

   
iii. Twentieth-Century Regimes of Accumulation 

The identifying of particular shifts in regimes of accumulation is, or course, 

always open to significant debate and contestation. Nonetheless, doing so allows an 

articulation of periodization with a good deal of critical specificity. Harvey’s exploration 

of the condition of postmodernity (to invoke his book’s title) and the ways in which that 

condition contrasts with those of earlier periods, particularly the late nineteenth century 

and earlier portions of the twentieth, demonstrates such an undertaking. Similarly, 

Fredric Jameson signals his use of such an approach when he characterizes 

postmodernism, in the subtitle of his book, as the cultural logic of late-capitalism. In 

both cases, these works argue for the recognition of a current historical period 
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distinguishable from earlier periods as a result of their socio-spatial configurations. 

Additionally, these works demonstrate how large a scope of study is available to such 

methodologies, as virtually all spatial manifestations (literature or film, for example, to 

note two relevant subjects) appear as unique discursive embodiments of social 

configurations and relations of historical periods. 

 Essential to recognize, however, is that central to any such shift from one 

capitalist regime of accumulation to another is a transformation of capital itself—the 

form that it takes, the manner in and places to which it travels, the speed at which it 

moves, the uses to which it is put, the social structures and technologies it involves, etc. 

(Though spatial theory, at least of the materialist sort, in practice by-and-large assumes 

such transformations, only in some instances does it explicitly articulate these 

transformations.) This recognition regarding the socio-structural conditions of capital at 

a given historical time and place underpins a primary focus of this study: the ways in 

which significant (and, interestingly, in many respects parallel) transformations of the 

forms and operations of capital, along with the social structures and technologies that 

bore it, experienced in the United States at the ends of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries resulted in transformations of social space and the lived experiences of 

everyday life, thereby fundamentally altering in each of these respective periods the 

spatial environment from which subjectivity is materialized. 

 For the purposes of tracing these transformations it is useful to divide the 

economic periods of the United States in the twentieth century into three broad phases: a 

pre-Fordist phase (roughly from 1886 to 1914), a Fordist phase (from 1914 to 1973) 
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marked by a crucial turning point in 1945 at the conclusion of the Second World War, 

and a Post-Fordist phase (from 1973 to the present).18 Such a scheme of periodization, 

utilizing these indicated dates and ‘Fordism’ as a central conceptual device, serves a 

particular purpose. It structurally underscores the significant focus placed throughout 

this study on two major elements of modern, twentieth-century culture: developing 

forms of capital and an institution fundamentally responsible for these developing forms 

of capital, the modern corporation. 

 Different conceptual schemes could of course prompt one to formulate different 

chronological divisions. Alternatively, even with the acceptance of ‘Fordism’ as a 

central conceptual device, one could quibble with the precise years I offer, seeking some 

degree of chronological variation one way or the other. Historical change does not, of 

course, occur overnight or even within the span of a single year. One here might think of 

Virginia Woolf’s famously wry statement, “On or about December 1910 human 

character changed” (Pykett 6). Nonetheless, these broad historical divisions at these 

specific chronological points help to bring into relief the fundamental cultural role that 

capital and corporations have played across the late nineteenth, twentieth, and early 

twenty-first centuries. 

 Capital and corporations go hand-in-hand as fundamental elements that must be 

examined if one wishes to conceptualize the production of social space (and, by 

extension, subjectivity) in a twentieth-century and contemporary context. From the late-

nineteenth century to the present (the era of the modern corporation), capital and 

corporations have grown ever-more intertwined, each one historically driving and 
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shaping the other, so much so that one might be led to view them as inseparable. Yet this 

is not always the case, of course, and it remains useful to view them separately in order 

to recognize more clearly their individual operations.19  

 The distinction between capital and corporations has been obscured in some 

respects, particularly within the United States, by some of the operations of a Fordist 

regime of accumulation, locating at its center, as it did at least within the U.S. domestic 

sphere, a powerful emphasis on manufacturing and the consumption of industry’s mass-

produced goods. Attention to the contours of economic regimes both before and after a 

Fordist regime helpfully brings into relief capital’s development apart from the 

operations of manufacturing, while it simultaneously illuminates the important 

relationship capital has to the development of manufacturing.  

 Even apart from manufacturing, however, the history of capital in the U.S. still 

remains closely tied to the corporation as an institutional form. It is important to 

recognize, for example, that for most of the nineteenth century, the corporation 

developed and functioned primarily as a financial institution, giving rise to entities such 

as the stock market (which for decades beyond the time of its founding in 1817 did not 

trade the stock of manufacturing companies (Roy 122)) and investment banking. 

Likewise, at the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first centuries, 

transnational corporations have come to move capital that has little connection to 

manufacturing around the globe daily in amounts that dwarf the values present within 

the manufacturing realm. In order to theorize the production of social space occurring 

within and as a result of given regimes of accumulation, it is important therefore to 
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distinguish capital from the corporate institution, examining them as distinct from one 

another but historically always in close-knit relation. 

 While many institutional developments were brought into alignment around the 

conclusion of the Civil War, 1886 serves in this study as the historical marker initiating 

a Pre-Fordist era. Without question many of the dynamics that this study suggests as 

indicative of Pre-Fordist tendencies were already in motion before this time. 

Nonetheless, 1886 stands as a watershed moment in corporate history in the United 

States, and central to this study’s argument is a claim that the development of the 

corporation as an institution was instrumental in the furtherance of a Fordist regime of 

accumulation as it occurred in the United States.   

 As the hyphenate terminological construction suggests, ‘pre-Fordism’ is not 

being equated with the regime of accumulation that dominated most of the nineteenth 

century in the U.S. This, more properly, might be termed ‘mercantile capitalism.’20 In 

using “pre-Fordism,’ the attempt is to underscore the dynamics that first fundamentally 

came to challenge a mercantile capitalist regime, forcing open the cracks in that system 

and eventually bringing about its demise, clearing the way for the slow erection of a 

newly emergent Fordist regime within the first half of the twentieth century. A 

reconfiguration of the corporate institutional form, including a dramatic expansion of its 

power resulting from newly acquired legal authority, was seminal to that process. These 

developments will be addressed in greater detail below, but it is useful preliminarily to 

point out that 1886, the year when the Supreme Court granted corporations legal 
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personhood in the United States, stands as an important symbolic moment dividing a 

nineteenth-century regime from that which was soon to sweep it away. 

 Likewise, it is of benefit to address briefly my designation of Fordism as 

spanning from 1914 to 1973. To make such a claim is not in any way to diminish the 

importance of developments taking place around 1945. At the close of the Second World 

War an array of events occurred that transformed the U.S. domestic environment as well 

as many other parts of the world. As the concept of ‘regimes of accumulation’ helps 

clarify, however, these events recognizably were not a break from, but an extension of, a 

structural formation foreseen and initiated as early as 1914, though held in check from 

fully developing prior to 1945. It is these very structures that began to break down, 

giving way by the early 1970s to structures distinct enough to be recognized as a 

separate, and newly emergent, regime of accumulation.  

 Tracing the continuities across this long period from 1914 to 1973 comparatively 

brings into relief the more significant structural contrasts between this twentieth-century 

Fordist regime and the pre- and post-Fordist economic periods preceding and following 

it. In turn, this comparative tracing allows a fuller understanding of the productions of 

social space resulting from the configurations of social relations as they are organized to 

constitute individual accumulation regimes. And, again in turn, this provides a means for 

theorizing embodied subjectivity within differing productions of social space. 

Ultimately, therefore, and as my study argues, this long sweep and comparative 

approach provides a more effective and precise understanding of subjectivity in relation 

to space than would be possible in a study limited to a briefer historical scope. 



 82 

 In a related vein, the designation of Fordism as a cultural formation in the U.S. 

from 1914 to 1973 and the organizational arrangement of my study that flows from it 

also recognizably confront a number of disciplinary traditions. Chief among these within 

the discipline of literary studies (at least within the U.S.) is the tradition of utilizing 1945 

as a historical dividing point for professional specialization. Though the work of literary 

critics within the discipline of course commonly crosses back and forth over this divide, 

1945 nonetheless remains deeply entrenched, even epistemologically, as a point dividing 

modernism from the contemporary.21 Similarly, literary forms even of the later 

nineteenth century, such as realist and naturalist works, often are placed beyond the 

scope of modernism as a specialization. Though far from dismissive of recognizing 

historical passages from one cultural configuration to another (indeed, this study is 

premised on it), this study argues that it is essential to broaden the historical scope of 

period specialization, examining cultural developments over greater sweeps of time in 

an effort to historically contextualize fictional narrative works more fully. In this regard, 

this study does not so much contest the dates typically utilized as period markers as it 

argues that critical analyses must range more broadly over them, recognizing such dates 

always as contingent. These matters are given further attention in the conclusion of the 

study, in which methodologies of literary study are directly addressed. 

 A word also is necessary in regards to a separate conceptual issue pertaining to 

‘Fordism.’ Though its general characteristics are definable, ‘Fordism’ at times has been 

criticized for lacking a fully developed, economically rigorous definition. It is 

understandable that economists in particular, seeking to establish empirically grounded 
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formulae, find much to critique about the use of the term. ‘Fordism’ nonetheless has 

become an increasingly common, widely deployed heuristic (particularly with its import 

into other disciplines such as cultural studies and human geography). This, too, is 

understandable when once recognizes the term’s usefulness in characterizing and 

thereby explaining not only fundamental reorganizational patterns of production, but 

also the accompanying social reformations that such reorganizations mandate. Without 

question, one must be careful to avoid the analytical slippage that can occur as a result 

of the term’s conceptual imprecision. These conceptual shortcomings are of much 

greater concern to the economist working at the micro level, however, who finds that 

any minor conceptual imprecision inevitably becomes magnified in any macro level 

rendering. In contrast, a ‘Fordist’ heuristic for the social historian functions as an 

extremely useful tool for comprehending the social significance of particular twentieth-

century economic transformations so long as the concept is articulated to a sufficient 

degree of clarity.22 

 Finally, noting that the Fordist era is continually receding with the passage of 

time, there are two issues, one looking back and one looking forward, which need to be 

addressed regarding retention of the term. First, Fordism must be recognized as far more 

than advancements in industrial manufacturing premised on assembly-line efficiencies. 

Limited to this sort of definition, Fordism becomes something of a straw term, allowing 

critics of the term ‘post-Fordism’ to to knock it down simply by claiming the 

contemporary era continues essentially to retain aspects of the earlier industrial 

manufacture era. Fordism, however, as the historical tracing below underscores, 
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designates a much broader cultural configuration, including among other things a 

fundamental realignment of the relationships between owners of industry, management, 

labor, and the state. While it is true that there are parallels between the social relations of 

Fordism and heavy industry and similarly between post-Fordism and an information 

economy, in neither case should the paired terms be thought of as co-terminal. This 

point will gain increasing clarity as this study advances, as it is these social relations that 

are of particular interest when it comes to exploring and accounting for productions of 

social space and embodied subjectivity. 

 The second terminological qualification that needs to be made regarding ‘post-

Fordism’ concerns its efficacy at fully capturing the dynamics of the contemporary era. 

In this respect, ‘post-Fordism’ is being utilized in a manner similar to the use of ‘pre-

Fordism.’ That is, it is being employed it to underscore the historical relationship of the 

period leading out of the Fordist regime, not to designate the contours of the 

contemporary regime in all its fullness as it has developed beyond Fordism. 

Nevertheless, the term remains quite useful in that it explicitly declares its historical 

relationship to the structures of the regime that has preceded it, an important aspect 

always to keep in mind as one attempts to comprehend the contours of the contemporary 

regime and the social space it constitutes. Harvey helpfully provides the term ‘flexible 

accumulation’ to designate the larger contours of the contemporary regime. Apart from 

its shortcoming of seeming somewhat generic in contrast to ‘Fordism’s’ ability to 

conjure up specific aspects of the material practices of the regime it designates, ‘flexible 
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accumulation’ (along, of course, with its extensive development by Harvey and others) 

usefully functions as a referent for the contemporary regime of accumulation. 

   
iv. ‘Socio-Structural Valuation’ 

An important convergence of the foregoing is recognizable in a spatial theory of 

value, or what is refereed to in this study as a ‘socio-structural valuation’: the 

characteristic epistemological and ontological lived experience constitutively arising as 

spatio-structural formations of exchange. While locating the foundation of value in 

‘exchange’ (as opposed to, say, ‘labor’) can be traced at least as far back as to the work 

of Georg Simmel,23 significant contemporary development of this idea is likely the New 

Economic Criticism’s most important theoretical work.24 Jean-Joseph Goux, for 

example, posits exchange as constitutive of epistemological and ontological formations. 

Referring to exchange by way of the ‘general equivalent,’ the economic concept for 

money acting as “a privileged commodity that thereby makes things commensurable” 

(Osteen and Woodmansee 16), Goux writes: 

It is the general equivalent that poses the question of being. Once again it is 

confirmed that all questions of philosophy, in all its orders, down to its 

ontological core, are predetermined by what the concept of the general 

equivalent commands, that the concept of the general equivalent is the concept of 

philosophy itself. Specifically: (a) insofar as it hypostatizes the general 

equivalent in its imaginary function, philosophy is theology; (b) insofar as it 

defines the general equivalent in its symbolic function, it is episteme; (c) insofar 
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as it overlooks and explores the position of the general equivalent in the agency 

of the real, it is ontology. (52 emphasis in original) 

Such thinking thoroughly dovetails with spatial theory’s identification of 

subjectivity as intrinsically tied to exchange and manifesting through bodily and 

material practices. Likewise, one can here see the importance of Giddens’s notions of 

‘structuration’ and ‘distanciation’ in providing ways for thinking about tracing the 

embodiment of subjectivity in space from the most immediate locale or frame to the 

most distant, underscoring, as this does, the complexity of accounting for subjective 

formation in the contemporary era. In any case, the essence of a socio-structural 

valuation for the historical periods taken up for examination in this study lies in the 

forms and flows of capital marking those periods. 

Generation of profit is, of course, by definition within a system of capitalism, a 

fundamental function of capital. To define it in very general terms, then, capital is stored 

value placed into service within the available operations of the capitalist system in order 

to return both itself as well as a surplus value. In essence, it is value that begets 

additional value. Through the forms it is able to take, the channels it is able to flow, and 

the operations it is able to carry out (dependant on a range of structural factors, both 

symbolic as well as physical) within a given regime of accumulation, capital acts as the 

engine that drives a capitalist system. Yet, as even this relatively limited discussion 

makes clear, the structures, flows, and uses of capital vary greatly. Combining 

Althusser’s theoretical conceptualization of ‘overdetermination’ with the Regulation 

School’s more practical notion of a ‘regime of accumulation’ (made even more concrete 
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through specific historical periodization) provides a means to conceptualize the 

structurally causal relationship between a given configuration of the dynamics of capital 

and the formation of social space, demonstrating that they are, in effect, two sides of the 

same coin. Further, however, one is able to recognize within such a formation—that is, 

within the very structures, relations, and operations of capital functioning in its 

formation of social space at a given place and time—an intrinsic ‘socio-structural 

valuation.’ In short, capital itself (in all its multitude of forms) is value, and any 

fundamental transformation of its composition brings with it a reconfiguration of social 

space and the lived experience of subjective identity. 

The concept of ‘socio-structural valuation’ allows one to examine the ideological 

forces acting within a given regime of accumulation on the formation of subjectivity, 

premised fundamentally at this point on a particular social valuation emergent from the 

given structural configuration of capital at a specific place and time. To clarify this 

argument, it is useful to look comparatively for a moment at the dynamics of capital 

within two major periods, Marx’s nineteenth-century age of industrialization and a late 

twentieth-century age of information. Such a comparison helps identify the sort of 

structural valuation being described, as well as suggests how such a structural valuation 

emerges as a result of a particular configuration of capital. 

 Marx’s examination of capital focuses on production and, in particular, the 

movement from use value to exchange value that occurs when capital enters the 

production cycle and lends itself to configuring the forces of labor in the production of 

commodities. It is quite understandable that Marx’s attention would be drawn to this 
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site, as it marked a significant transformation of capital occurring at the time of his 

analysis. Though it was not until the very end of the nineteenth century in the U.S. that 

capital would on a systematic, national scale penetrate into manufacturing thereby 

allowing the production of mass commodities (a historical transformation addressed in 

more detail below in the introduction to Part I of this study), the entry of capital into 

smaller scale, local manufacturing and artisan production began much earlier in the 

nineteenth century. Examining these transformations of the operations of capital allowed 

Marx to theorize the emergent exchangist practices of his historical moment and the 

social space those practices produced. (Of course, Marx spoke not of social space per se, 

but of social conditions such as the alienation felt by laborers as a result of their social 

positioning). Quantity, production, exchange value, and reproduction of capital are 

centrally positioned in Marx’s work because the transformation of capital configurations 

at his historical moment placed them in contrast to capital configurations of the prior 

regime of accumulation. This transformation of the configuration of capital initiated new 

means for generating value, namely by creating greater surplus value through a 

reorganization of labor and means of production. This value, present structurally in the 

regime of accumulation by way of the regime’s capital configuration necessarily 

manifests as a constituent part of the restructured social space and therefore as an aspect 

of the lived experience of that space. 

 The regime of accumulation and configurations of capital a hundred years later 

toward the end of the twentieth century, however, produce quite a different socio-

structural valuation and call into question the centrality of Marx’s exchangist terms. 
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Literary critic Donald M. Lowe points out that each of Marx’s exchangist terms 

inherently is premised on a “relatively autonomous” non-exchangist correlative term 

(79). As Lowe notes, “quantity, exchange value, production, and reproduction of capital 

occupied the center of the terrain of industrial-capital production, while quality, use 

value, consumption, and reproduction of labor (i.e., social reproduction) got pushed to 

its periphery” (78-79). Marx’s conceptualization, however, becomes untenable within 

late capitalism, Lowe argues, because of late capitalism’s “expanded, accelerated 

production and consumption” which has “valorized all hitherto non-exchangist practices 

as a means for the development of production” (79). In other words, as the configuration 

of capital late in the twentieth century has assumed global proportions in an ever-

expansive quest for a spatial fix for falling profits experienced as the breakdown and 

disintegration of the previous regime of accumulation, the previously appearing 

“relatively autonomous” non-exchangist practices have been invaded and fundamentally 

destabilized. Within such a configuration, Marx’s non-exchangist terms increasingly 

shed their relative autonomy and begin to operate in a binary relational interaction with 

his exchangist terms. 

 This observation marks the primary point from which Jean Baudrillard initiates 

his critique of Marx’s conceptualization of political economy. In the Introduction to 

Baudrillard’s For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, Charles Levin notes, 

“For Marx, use value is an independent and transcendent axiological category, repressed 

by the system of exchange value that has perverted the fundamental institution of social 

production” (17). The result, Levin tells us, is that Marx’s theory of commodity 
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fetishism “points out the systematic privileging of exchange value, and some of its social 

implications, but fails to grasp the way in which the structure of the commodity as a 

whole embodies an ideological form that threatens to permeate the entire social world” 

(17). This is to say that Baudrillard acknowledges the acuity of Marx’s observations on 

commodity fetishism as far as they go, but believes Marx does not extend his theory far 

enough to realize its full implications. “[U]se value—indeed, utility itself,” Baudrillard 

argues in contrast to Marx, “is a fetishized social relation, just like the abstract 

equivalence of commodities. […] It is an abstraction of the system of needs cloaked in 

the false evidence of a concrete destination and purpose, an intrinsic finality of goods 

and products” (For a Critique 131). Use value as much as, perhaps even more than, 

exchange value, Baudrillard argues, conceals its true nature through the abstraction it 

produces in its manifestation: 

Exchange value erases the real labor process at the level of the commodity, such 

that the latter appears as an autonomous value. Use value fares even better: it 

provides the commodity, inhuman as it is in its abstraction, with a “human” 

finality. In exchange value, social labor disappears. The system of use value, on 

the other hand, involves the resorption without trace of the entire ideological and 

historical labor process that leads the subject in the first place to think of himself 

as an individual, defined by his needs and satisfaction […]. (138) 

Within a late-twentieth-century late-capitalist regime of accumulation with a 

configuration of capital that increasingly penetrates all aspects of social space, 

productive as well as consumptive, use value sheds its appearance as relatively 
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autonomous and reveals itself as mutually constitutive (along with exchange value) in 

the production of the lived experience of social space. As Baudrillard writes, “[I]t has 

become possible today, at the present stage of consummative mobilization, to see that 

needs, far from being articulated around the desire or the demand of the subject, find 

their coherence elsewhere: in a generalized system that is to desire what the system of 

exchange value is to concrete labor, the source of value” (135). The structural value of 

social space at the end of the twentieth century, therefore, is quite different from the 

structural value a century earlier. Even more significantly (as Baudrillard’s work 

particularly brings to light), subjectivity itself is implicated in the production of 

structural value as all aspects of the social are increasingly drawn into exchangist 

relations in this cultural condition and thereby experienced in the spatial practices of the 

physical body transacting this material space. 

On this foundation, one can recognize, by examining the particular forms and 

operations of capital present at a given place and time, a socio-structural valuation 

emergent with the formational production of social space, and, further, that the 

production of subjectivity, occurring through the physical body’s transacting material 

space, is inherently bound up with this socio-structural valuation. In sum, subjectivity is 

dependent on socio-spatial configurations, and an examination of the essential sites of 

the forms and operations of capital and the physical body (as well as their interrelations) 

reveals these processes at work. This is largely what LeFebvre is pointing to when he 

claims that social space takes account of these many aspects and then substitutes itself 

for them, by and large concealing itself ideologically. 
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Further, by placing fictional narrative works in relation to these transformations 

of capital, my study situates textuality within and in relation to social space in order to 

demonstrate how textual representations embody the cultural contradictions that a 

historical period’s ideology functions to conceal. Comparatively focusing on the two 

periods, at the beginning and the end of the twentieth century (albeit with a connecting 

Interregnum that articulates the historical development of the rise and fall of a Fordist 

regime of accumulation), helps further bring into relief not only the continuities and 

parallels recognizable in the socio-spatial (trans)formations of these periods, but also the 

ways in which textual works inherently embody these cultural (trans)formations. 

Observing socio-structural valuation as constitutively present in the narrative formations 

of these textual works allows one to recognize a text’s intrinsic relationship to the socio-

spatial formations within which it as constructed. By underscoring in this way the 

structural intersection of the textual and the social, this study finally seeks to question 

institutionalized taxonomies of period and genre that have become a part of the critical 

disciplinary tradition within the field of literature. 

It is necessary, therefore, to address more specifically both my textual 

methodologies and the taxonomies to which I refer (a subject specifically taken up for 

examination in the concluding chapter of this study). To initiate this discussion, it is 

helpful once again to return to the touchstone of LeFebvre’s spatial theorizing and, in 

this case, his skeptical view regarding the application of spatial theory to textuality. 

   
C. Spatialized Texts 
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Early conceptualizations of social space were quite hostile toward attempts to cross-

pollinate spatial theory with textual analysis. Expressing his opposition to such application, 

LeFebvre writes, “When codes worked up from literary texts are applied to spaces—to 

urban spaces, say—we remain, as may easily be shown, on the purely descriptive level. 

Any attempt to use such codes as a means of deciphering social space must surely reduce 

that space itself to the status of a message, and the inhabiting of it to the status of a reading. 

This is to evade both history and practice” (6). LeFebvre’s position here is somewhat 

understandable as he was initially developing spatial theory at a time and place that 

required him to combat critically the dominance in France of structuralism, a methodology 

especially critiqued for its ahistorical tendencies.  

This study argues to the contrary, however, that applying spatial theory to 

fictional narrative texts in a manner such as developed in this study allows us to 

understand more fully the intrinsic interrelation of textuality and the social. To say that 

subjectivity arises dialectically from the physical body’s negotiation of material space, 

neither of which can be articulated in advance of that negotiation, is to say that 

subjectivity arises intrinsically through a physio-material discursive process, and 

therefore involves representation and representational practices. Conceptualizing 

subjectivity as an ‘embodiment’ of this sort and tracing its dynamics through narrative 

textuality allows (at least) a threefold recognition: of the socio-spatial ideological 

contradiction of culture arising innately as a structural aspect of given capitalist regimes 

of accumulation, of the role that these contradictions play in the production of 

subjectivity in everyday life, and—most important to textual critical analysis—of 
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discursive and narrative (de)formations as key sites at which these dynamics play out 

and can be observed. It is on this foundation that I seek to place the critical enterprise, 

conceiving of narrative textual forms as fully embedded in cultural configurations—as 

ideological embodiments of their socio-spatial contexts—and attempting to explore their 

contours as they simultaneously “speak” and are “spoken by” their spatio-cultural 

dynamics. 

   
i. Spatio-Textuality: Theoretical Foundations 

A useful place to begin a theoretical discussion of such an approach is with the 

work of Pierre Macherey and his characteristic, if at first somewhat enigmatic, 

statement: “The text says what it does not say” (“Text” 217).25 It is to a text’s absences, 

to its inherent fissures, Macherey argues, that one should devote critical attention 

because in those fissures one can recognize the operations of ideology being carried 

out.26 In the “Introduction” to Macherey’s The Object of Literature, Michael Sprinker 

summarizes the objectives of Macherey’s theoretical project: “The task of formal 

analysis [for Macherey] is to expose the contradictions in a text’s linguistic practices 

that sociological investigation demonstrates to be constitutive of literature as an 

ideological apparatus” (xi). In other words, textual constructions, by the very fact of 

their socially embedded structural constitutions, perform ideological functions of 

culture, and the objective of literary analysis should be examining how a text’s 

contradictions, revealed in its absences, ideologically perform. 

As an example of these operations, Macherey invokes the mystery novel, though 

what he says of it he holds equally true of narrative more generally. In the mystery 



 95 

novel, he argues, one finds a “double movement” whereby “the mystery must be 

concealed before it is revealed,” and that “the entire elaboration of the narrative consists 

in the description and the organisation of this delay” (Theory 29). Macherey contends 

that narrative, as in the mystery novel, “progresses only by the inhibition of the truth; its 

movement is an ambivalence, an effort to postpone rather than to hasten revelation” 

(29).  

As a result, Macherey finds narrative unable to engage directly in the real of 

history. The reader, he states, is “not faced with the choice between appearance and 

reality, between falsehood and truth, […] but must work in that immanent zone between 

the bright and the dark side of truth itself” (30). Because “[e]verything is decisively 

exposed at the very beginning of the narrative,” all narrative finally can offer is “a great 

context of images, forms and symbols, so many ambiguous signs” (33). “The novel,” he 

states, “contains a whole machinery of apparitions, masked giants, ghosts, voices from 

inside the walls; the plot is a procession of profiles. The story finishes when the truth of 

these appearances is revealed, when they are dispersed” (33). In sum, Macherey writes, 

“The book is not the embodiment of an external reality which is veiled as it is displayed. 

Its reality is exclusively in the conflict which impels it and gives it is ordinances” (36). 

Macherey contends that because the nature of narrative prevents it from 

engaging directly with the real of history, the theorist’s task should be to demonstrate a 

text’s ideological contradictions by revealing how a narrative’s construction from the 

outset forecloses all possibilities but those that the narrative contains in advance, yet 

withholds as a necessity of its own existence. Narrative exclusion, by this argument, 
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provides a means for identifying the contradiction between the real forces of history and 

the ideological forces at work within a text’s narrative. Macherey’s contention provides 

a useful starting point, placing helpful theoretical attention on a text’s overall narrative 

arc. It is less useful, though, for moving beyond that focus because it largely retains the 

idea that one can strip away a text’s false ideology to reveal the true one lurking behind 

it.  

Terry Eagleton helps to overcome this problem by refining the conceptualization 

of the relationship between ideology and textuality. “[S]trictly speaking, there can be no 

contradiction within ideology,” he argues, “since its function is precisely to eradicate it” 

(95 emphasis in original). Alternatively, Eagleton argues that it is the text (not ideology) 

that functions in a contradictory fashion, and in so doing the text reveals the limits of 

ideology’s ability to conceal historical material contradictions. Macherey is right, 

Eagleton argues, that the real of history is unable to enter the text directly, but through a 

text’s practices one can observe how a text “constitutes itself as a structure” and thereby 

manifests as an ideological embodiment (99). As Eagleton explains, the structural 

constitution of a text “destructures ideology in order to reconstitute it on its own 

relatively autonomous terms, in order to process and recast it in aesthetic production, at 

the same time as it is itself destructured to variable degrees by the effect ideology has 

upon it” (98-99). The structure of the text does not simply mirror the structure of 

ideology, therefore. The text cannot be read in a one-to-one correlation in any such 

manner. To the contrary, a text’s structures “can only be grasped as a ceaseless 

reciprocal operation of text on ideology and ideology on text, a mutual structuring and 
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destructuring in which the text constantly overdetermines its own determinations” (99 

emphasis in original).27 

With its Althusserian invocation, Eagleton’s qualification of Macherey’s theory 

begins to suggest the outlines of a textual approach that reflects much of the structurally 

causal thinking that spatial theory puts into practice. Eagleton’s description of textual 

structure characterizes ideology and textuality as mutually articulative. Like spatial 

theory’s account of social relations and spatial configurations being mutually 

constitutive (rather than conceiving of them as cause and effect), Eagleton posits 

textuality as simultaneously representing and embodying ideology. The critical 

objective, thereby, shifts from seeking that which is masked by false ideology, to 

revealing how textuality inherently manifests through its structures the overdetermined 

tensions arising from a given socio-spatial configuration. 

   
ii. Spatio-Textuality: Practical Applications: ‘Embodied Subjectivity’ and ‘Narrative 

Arc’ 

Narrative texts are both representations and products of the socio-spatial contexts 

from which they emerge. Spatial theory provides a particularly effective means for 

revealing the ways that a text, by its very constitution within its historical moment, 

simultaneously enacts ideology and is acted upon by ideology. Toward such a 

recognition, the development of a spatio-textual approach as taken up in each of the 

works in the chapters that follow maintains a consistent dual focus, on subjectivity as it 

appears in the works as rendered through bodily transactions of material space and on a 

text’s narrative development, particularly as that development organizes and frames the 



 98 

narrative’s climax. Each chapter, in conclusion, turns attention to the text’s broader 

characterization of socio-structural valuation, arrived at in each work specifically 

through its individual rendering of embodied subjectivity within its given narrative arc. 

 As spatial theorizing traditionally begins with the physical body, it seems 

reasonable that a development of spatio-textual reading practices should as well. It is 

important to remember, however, that it is not possible to recognize the body 

objectively. As Lowe makes clear, “The body is not a subject. It is a subject-effect. […] 

The body, a historical materiality, is neither a body-in-itself nor a body-for-itself, but 

always an embodied being-in-the-world, constructed and realized within social practices 

to satisfy changing needs. There is no body as an entity prior to social codings and 

practices” (173-75 emphasis mine). The body, in effect, is knowable only as a result of 

spatial practice, and spatial practice occurs only as a result of the structural formation of 

social space. Unlocking this circularity presents a particular challenge, but it is here, I 

contend, that textuality is particularly useful.  

Eagleton’s above refinement of Macherey’s notion of ideology implicitly 

undergirds the advantage of my dual critical focus. Bodily renderings in these works 

readily offer themselves as what Jameson has termed ‘textual determinates’: narrative 

elements that “constitute quasi-material transmission points which produce and 

institutionalize the new subjectivity of the bourgeois individual at the same time that 

they themselves replicate and reproduce purely infrastructural requirements” (Political 

154).28 Jameson’s definition underscores the inherent interrelationship between social 
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space and subjectivity, between the physical body and material space, even as it suggests 

the overdetermined nature of these functional points of narrative. 

Narrative renderings of the body allow, in this regard, recognition of the body as 

both produced and producing artifact. This condition is brought further into relief by 

situating bodily representations within a text’s cultural economic context, its regime of 

accumulation establishing the structure of material conditions, a process within modern 

capitalism that is particularly bound up with transformations of the configurations of 

capital. Comparatively examining these configurations of capital, particularly at the turn 

into and late in the twentieth century, allows one to observe, through representations of 

the physical body transacting material space, the production of subjectivity that takes 

place in concert with the formation of social space at these distinct historical times and 

locations. Further, one is able to see through the socio-spatial production of structural 

valuation how subjectivity itself embodies (though often in a contentious, fragmentary, 

and discordant manner) the very contradictions present in the cultural formations of a 

given capitalist regime. Textual bodily renderings, this is to say, provide a ready means 

by which one can begin to recognize socio-spatial practices. 

Beginning with an examination of textual renderings of subjectivity, recognized 

as resulting from spatial practices (by way of material formations) acting upon the 

physical body, in turn informs the second aspect of the critical focus: a fictional work’s 

narrative development and climax. This second focus might appear, in contrast to the 

first, to provide a text a greater degree of coherency, operating as a grounding structure 

that advances narrative development and brings it to a logical conclusion. This study 
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argues, however, that a text’s ‘logical’ narrative development and conclusion is, as 

Macherey’s discussion above suggests, always already intrinsically bound up with 

socio-spatial practice and, therefore, equally contingent, even if this is less immediately 

apparent. In these notions, one can recognize immediate connections to recent 

theoretical work concerning the body, such as corporeal feminist studies. This again 

suggests the complementary nature of the methodological approach I am seeking to 

develop, though my focus throughout this study remains largely on formulating a spatial 

theoretical foundation. 

On their narrative level, fictional works regularly present elements (characters, 

character action and interaction, settings, objects, etc.) that are thoroughly naturalized in 

their appearance. It is these elements that are drawn upon for the sense of narrative 

development or forward motion or action of the work. As Macherey indicates, however, 

a fictional text’s narrative construction is, on its naturalized narrative level, merely 

phantasmic: “a whole machinery of apparitions, masked giants, ghosts” (Theory 33). 

Like the detective novel, a fictional narrative work can only resolve the mystery it 

conceals from the outset, a matter initially withheld so that it can be revealed and 

confronted in the work’s climax and conclusion. (Macherey’s observation appears 

intended to be explanatory rather than disparaging of artistry appearing on the narrative 

textual level, which in any given work may prove to be, indeed, extremely sophisticated. 

Macherey’s manner of characterization may, nonetheless, cause it to be guilty of the 

latter charge.) What this elaborate textual narrative “machinery” of naturalization 

thoroughly distracts one from, however, is the far more significant recognition of the 
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socio-spatial conditions that allow the text to manifest in the first place. This, in a 

phrase, is nothing less than the absence that provides the text its presence. 

If this naturalized appearance on the narrative level is left insufficiently 

historicized, these collective elements quite easily can seem to be an almost seamless 

phenomenological manifestation. (Such an approach is taken by a variety of 

predominately formalist narratological theories, as they seek to develop systematic or 

codified accounts of narrative, thereby granting a foundation of universal coherency to 

narrative form.29) For critical purposes, it is vital to recognize that the representational 

slight-of-hand occurring internally within narrative is only possible as a result of 

structurally causal operations outside of the text that provide a dialectical context within 

which a text is able to manifest. Simply put, to leave unexamined this structurally causal 

level is to leave concealed the determinative historical forces that allow a text to speak 

in the first place.  

The dual focus—on ‘embodied subjectivity’ and ‘narrative arc’—utilized in the 

textual analytic chapters of this study highlights the inherently socio-spatial embedded 

nature of textuality. Situating significant, naturalized textual elements (i.e., textual 

renderings of the body and, by extension, subjectivity) specifically in relation to the 

structures and dynamics of the regime of accumulation of the text’s historical period 

serves as a means for critically destabilizing the apparent coherency of a text’s narrative 

operations. Each textual analytic chapter begins by examining the ways in which a given 

text necessarily but distinctly renders subjectivity discursively through physio-material 

spatio-representational practices. This textually-distinct rendering of embodied 
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subjectivity is then combined with an examination of the text’s narrative development, 

with particular attention paid to the text’s climactic action and resolution.  

This dual focus on subjectivity and narrativity thereby provides significant 

insight to a text’s socio-spatial nature. Recognizably, these examined textual 

components function inherently both as narrative elements (working to stabilize the text 

by ideologically concealing spatial practices) and as textual determinates (working to 

destabilize the text by revealing the former’s ideological operations). As such, they 

manifest the inherent uneven development (spatially, epistemologically, ontologically) 

of structurally causal social space, thereby allowing one to explore the interrelation 

between the levels of text and context, the reciprocal relations between the textual and 

the social. Lastly, this interrelation is further developed in each textual analytic chapter 

through an examination of an observable structural valuation intrinsically emergent with 

a given social space. 

Finally, on a closing note to this introductory section on spatialized texts, it is 

useful to reiterate that the objective of this study is not simply to analyze or attempt to 

define a particular scope of literature. In the course of its development it does 

comparatively examine texts produced at the beginning and end of the twentieth century. 

But this study concludes with quite a different objective: to reflect upon disciplinary 

traditions of how literature is examined, understood, and classified. Ultimately, this 

study seeks to demonstrate that the incorporation of socio-spatial concerns—e.g., 

regimes of accumulation (and thereby periodization), capital configurations, economic 

structural causality and valuation, and, most importantly, the resultant production of 
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subjectivity—into textual analytic practices promises to yield significant beneficial 

insights, not the least of which is a spur toward rethinking traditional disciplinary textual 

taxonomic notions. In short, this study is driven throughout by a desire to think about 

how we think about textual forms within contemporary cultural and disciplinary 

contexts. 

   
V. CLARIFYING SPATIO-TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

Late in my writing of this project, I came across literary critic Bill Brown’s book 

A Sense of Things. I found in Brown something of a kindred spirit. At the outset of that 

work, he states that his goal is to develop an understanding of “why and how we use 

objects to make meaning, to make or re-make ourselves, to organize our anxieties and 

affections, to sublimate our fears and shape our fantasies” (4). I liked that a great deal, 

and I still do. Brown, like myself, is interested in the relationship between the physical 

world and the production of subjectivity, a materialist phenomenology, in other words, 

and he looks to literature as a source for understanding subjectivity, which in turn helps 

him understand the workings of a text.  

 Brown’s touchstone throughout his study is material objects, things.30 

Specifically, he tells us, his interest is “in the way that objects become figures of thought 

and of speech, and in the way that narrative form reinvests the subject/object dialectic 

with its temporal dimension” (16). The strategy of his book, as he states it, is “to effect 

something like a stereoscopic effect,” allowing us to place “one eye on the extraliterary 

referent, and one on the text,” and thereby acquire “a different dimension” in “our 

knowledge about how human subjects interact with material objects” (16). 
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 I was thrilled to read this strategy statement (finding the stereoscopic metaphor 

inspired and very applicable to my own study) and incredibly energized by Brown’s 

pursuit of these matters through the realm of (early Modernist) literature. As much as I 

like the stated goals and trajectory of Brown’s study, however, and even as much as I 

agree with him that physical objects are unquestionably significant, I nonetheless 

struggle with his focal point, with the belief that objects provide the most effective key 

to developing an understanding of the dynamics of our lived experience of the cultural 

space we inhabit. This is a matter worth pursuing here briefly, although it necessitates a 

quick foray into a technical theoretical thicket. 

 The real challenge to formulating a materialist phenomenology lies not just in 

articulating the formation of subjectivity but, equally importantly, articulating the 

mechanism by which material conditions give rise to that subjectivity. For a materialist 

phenomenology to hold up to critical scrutiny, in other words, any proffered description 

of material conditions, on one hand, or of active subjectivity, on the other, must be 

underpinned by a more fundamental account of the causal relationship of the former to 

the latter.31 A materialist foundation naturally leads one to a contemplation of social 

exchange: an examination of exchange as it transpires within and in relation to material 

conditions and the transferrance of those conditions of exchange to the formation of 

subjectivity as one comes into being within a given cultural environment. In this regard, 

a material condition of exchange can be recognized as establishing a socio-structural 

valuation that in turn inhabits the formation of subjectivity, ordering that subjectivity in 

a like fashion. 
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 The struggle that I have with Brown’s study is located precisely at this 

theoretical point, in the specific account he provides of a particular socio-structural 

valuation arising from particular material conditions of exchange that consequently 

inhabit and order the formation of subjectivity. While Brown’s study demonstrates the 

unquestionable benefit of the application of these matters to the study of literature (a 

valuable accomplishment in its own right), I believe that his focal point, the objects that 

surround us, ultimately obscures rather than brings into relief a materialist 

phenomenological approach. In response, I argue that a focus on social space offers a 

much more persuasive foundation. A very brief tracing of Brown’s account of 

subjectivity underscores this point and, in turn, provides an opportunity for a brief 

articulation to follow of social space’s greater efficacy in the study of literature. 

 To illuminate his conception of a materialist phenomenology in relation to 

objects, Brown looks to the passage in Capital in which Marx invokes the image of a 

table in order to explicate the nature of a commodity. In this passage, Marx points out 

that though transformed from raw state to table through productive labor, thereby 

acquiring use-value, a table, nonetheless “continues to be that common, every-day thing, 

wood” (76 emphasis mine). In contrast to the table’s state in relation to use value, 

however, when the table “steps forth as a commodity,” thereby acquiring exchange-

value, “it is changed,” Marx tells us, “into something transcendent. It not only stands 

with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other commodities, it stands on its head, 

and evolves out of its wood brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful than ‘table-

turning’ ever was” (76).32 
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 To help underscore the significance of Marx’s description for what follows, it is 

worth noting that the thing being discussed exists, at least in the theoretical abstract, in 

three different material states that correspond to three different valuative states. There is 

a material state of wood, which, without purpose (use value) and therefore lacking social 

exchangeability (exchange value), has no discernible valuation. There is a material state 

of the table, which has purpose and, thereby, use value. Notably, in this material state 

one can still discern the prior material state of the thing; though it is a table, it is still 

recognizably wood. And, finally, there is a material state of the thing as commodity, 

which, because of its exchangeability (exchange value), has a context that positions it as 

valuable.  

Brown’s ultimate point, which he argues is recognizable in Marx’s discussion of 

the table, is that this last material state and value, the thing as commodity, overshadows 

in Marx’s theorizing the preceding material conditions and states, and that haunting all 

exchange (and, therefore, haunting all formation of subjectivity) is a residual materiality 

that precedes the passage of things into the other material states. Marx’s example of the 

table, Brown stresses, inadvertently brings to light what most other commodity 

examples that Marx introduces (e.g., coffee, corn, coats, linen, gold, and iron) readily do 

not. Marx’s point regarding commodities, ostensibly, is that when an object becomes a 

commodity its acquired value of exchange is so much more dynamic than its value of 

use (or, indeed, its raw state) that it is as though an inanimate object becomes animate. 

Yet what the example of the dancing table in all of its wild ‘table-turning’ gyrations in 
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fact serves to underscore, Brown contends, is that the table cannot ever actually shed its 

inherent raw physicality. 

 Marx, of course, recognizes this, describing commodities as possessing a kind of 

doubleness, a use-value physical presence and an exchange-value transmutability, 

calling them “social things whose qualities are at the same time perceptible and 

imperceptible by the senses” (77). It is in the fetishism of commodities, however, that 

this doubleness gets lost. In the fetishism of commodities, Marx states, commodities 

“have absolutely no connexion [sic] with their physical properties and with the material 

relations arising therefrom” (77). 

 Marx’s fascination with and focus on commodity fetishism, Brown argues, 

obscures what the dancing table in Marx’s example revealingly brings back into focus: 

the possession by objects of a materiality beyond what is captured in their commodity-

informed value. In the dancing table’s “surreal supplement” (28), its animated 

headstanding physicality that proves to be “in excess of [Marx’s] structural point” (30) 

because it highlights the table’s retention of a pre-use-value physical aspect, Brown 

identifies what he claims to be “a residual humanism of Capital” (30). This residual 

humanism is key to Brown’s argument as he posits it as a foundation of value that pre-

exists use value and exchange value. As he states it:  

the doubleness of the commodity (its use value and exchange value) might be 

said to conceal a more fundamental difference, between the object and itself, or 

the object and the thing, on which the success of the commodity, the success of 
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capitalism depends. Put differently: value derives from the appropriation of a 

pre-existing surplus, the material object’s own excessiveness. (13-14) 

In other words, neither use value nor exchange value, in spite of their capitalistic 

aggressiveness, can fully capture the ‘thingness’ of an object, and, in fact, both are 

dependent on this residual or excessive ‘thingness’ of an object for the creation of value. 

From this pre-existing value springs, Brown argues, the fundamental relation between 

“human subject and inanimate object” (29), which is to say a specific formation of 

materialist phenomenological subjectivity. 

As I have indicated, this is admittedly quite a technical theoretical point. Having 

addressed it, however, we are now in a far better position to discuss the interrelationship 

of material conditions of exchange, the socio-structural formation of value emergent 

from these material conditions of exchange, the way in which such an exchange value 

underpins a conceptualization of the formation of subjectivity within a materialist 

phenomenological scheme, and, most importantly, the concept of social space as it 

speaks to these matters. 

The struggle that I have with Brown’s point of focus, objects, is not so much that 

I disagree with the observation of a residual material element and the idea that the 

presence of this material element reveals a socio-structural valuation emergent as part of 

a culture’s scheme of commodification. This is quite helpful as far as it goes. It prompts 

insightful (and, on Brown’s part, inspired) textual analysis that helpfully underscores the 

general lived experience in the U.S. in the latter portion of the nineteenth century and 

the first decades of the twentieth, when people for the first time were experiencing what 
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it was to live in a culture of mass commodification. Further, Brown’s situating the 

source of socio-structural valuation in a residual remainder helpfully proclaims a 

materialist foundation for his argument of subjectivity.  

The struggle that I have with Brown’s focal point is that, ultimately, it curtails 

understanding because it does not sufficiently theorize the relationship between 

historical material development and subjectivity. Trained so emphatically on the residual 

remainder, Brown’s study has too little to say about wider contemporary cultural 

conditions, in which it appears that signification has come to prevail over the physical—

the very conditions I have sought to understand from the outset of my project. In short, 

while Brown’s study offers an impressive rejoinder to a variety of contemporary 

theoretical claims advancing notions of triumphantly free-floating discursivity, I find 

that his chosen point of focus unfortunately limits the forward advancements that a 

materialist phenomenological textual study might yield. 

I argue, in contrast, that a central focus on the concept of ‘social space’ offers a 

far more effective interpretive lens. In most general terms, ‘social space’ conceptually 

recognizes that the spatial environment we culturally inhabit and experience is not pre-

given. In other words, the nature of space, as we experience it (which is to say, in its 

‘social’ aspect), is not simply a fixed Euclidean field into which we enter and, in turn, 

respond. ‘Social space,’ unlike other spatial formulations, posits a transactional 

relationship between action undertaken and the environment in which that action occurs. 

The formation of subjectivity, one’s experience of self in the world, arises reflexively 
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out of this transactional occurrence. A number of advantages of such a conceptualization 

are immediately apparent. 

First, such an approach foregrounds physical bodily action in relation to a 

material environment. A socio-spatial approach, every bit as much as Brown’s, thereby 

focuses attention on the interrelationship between individuals and objects; in fact, it 

recognizes even more intrinsically the mutually constitutive nature of this relationship. 

At the same time, however, a socio-spatial approach avoids being ahistorical by 

recognizing that neither the human body nor physical space can be articulated prior to 

their socio-spatial emergence through an embodied formation of subjectivity. It is 

important to note that the individual experience of subjectivity is, of course, always 

unique, resulting as it does from a singular series of transactions experienced by a given 

individual within a limited (though never entirely knowable) total possible range. 

Because the production of subjectivity is inherently transactional and negotiated in this 

way, subjectivity always remains to some degree fluid and contingent, always dependent 

upon the moment-to-moment spatial experiences one continually encounters. 

Subjectivity may at times be experienced as relatively stable within this contingent 

fluidity, but this subjective experience is only the result of a stable spatial configuration 

and series of individual experiences within that configuration. In contrast, the experience 

of instability, which is to say a sudden transformation of the spatial configuration or 

even just a sudden awareness that the spatial configuration is different than supposed, 

naturally leads to a radical dislocation or disruption of subjectivity. It is these sorts 

disruptions, as markers of spatial reconfigurations of culture, that offer particularly 
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revelatory sites for exploring the constitutive relationship between a material cultural 

environment and the physical bodies in transaction with it. 

 A second advantage, following from the above characterization of a transactional 

formation of subjectivity, is that such an approach necessitates an analysis and 

articulation of material conditions as they spatially unfold as historical formations. 

Because physical space can only be articulated as a spatio-temporal structure giving 

form to material dynamics, it is necessary to trace those dynamics in great detail. In 

addition to providing a spatial supplement to materialist theory that traditionally has 

emphasized temporal development,33 such an approach provides a material grounding 

intrinsic to subjective formation. 

 A further consequence of a transactional conceptualization of subjective 

formation, and a third advantage of a socio-spatial approach, is its intrinsic tie to 

discursivity. Because the body can only be articulated through a formation of 

subjectivity arising out of a transaction with material space, a socio-spatial approach 

inherently calls for, even necessitates, an analysis of signifying practices. It is only in 

and through representations, textual practices, that we can seek to understand our 

condition of being and lived experience in the world. There is nowhere to turn but to the 

realm of the discursive. (It is this that I ultimately refer to in my study as “reading the 

spatio-textual.”) At the same time, however, these representations, because they arise 

out of a bodily transaction with material space, can never be fully severed from material 

conditions (although, as my study will show, material conditions can be such that the 

experience of subjectivity may seem increasingly dis-embodied). 
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 This, then, brings to light a fourth advantage a socio-spatial approach yields: a 

more effective articulation of socio-structural valuation, in terms of both its structural 

emergence and its structural transference through the formation of subjectivity. If 

subjectivity arises out of a transaction of the physical body negotiating material space, 

then material conditions inherently inscribe that embodied subjective formation. Socio-

spatial theory’s focus on this moment as the moment of socio-structural valuation within 

the operations of social exchange provides a far more supple and effective articulation of 

the formation of subjectivity as intrinsically emergent from a bodily negotiation of the 

spatio-temporal structures giving form to the historical transformations of material 

dynamics. 

   
VI. SPATIO-TEXTUALITY: THE RISE OF SILAS LAPHAM AND AMERICAN 

BEAUTY REVISITED 

 An awareness of the above theoretical matters allows one to return, with much 

greater clarity, to the question posed at the outset: what justifies comparatively bringing 

together Howells’s Silas Lapham and Mendes’s American Beauty? It is the hope of this 

study, of course, that the answer is now already much more apparent, and even that the 

answer begins to suggest the larger historical sweep that informs this study throughout. 

Comparatively examining these works through spatio-textual reading—which is to say, 

conceptualizing subjectivity in a manner that allows examining textual structures in 

terms of physical bodies in relation to material conditions, leading to a recognition of 

ideological forces present in fictional narrative (de)formations—provides a means for 

historically contextualizing these works in a manner that intrinsically ties them to the 
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material conditions within which they were created. As a result, one is able to recognize 

important continuities and discontinuities to be found among works across greater 

historical passages of time. 

In Silas Lapham, for example, one sees the early stages of speculative finance 

capital occurring on the threshold of mass production. The narrative’s central 

dynamics—Rogers’s initial investment in Silas’s paint business, speculation on the 

value of the mill, and the threat to Silas’s business by the rival (notably synthetic) paint 

company—all are demonstrative of expanding opportunities for capital within a late-

nineteenth-century period in which the structures of both mass production and mass 

marketing were rapidly developing. 

 The emergence of this socio-spatial condition proves a threat to Silas’s very 

subjectivity. Unwilling to participate in these newly emergent and increasingly dominant 

forms of capital circulation, Silas faces nothing less than a dematerialization, a 

disembodiment, of self. With spatial opportunities for embodied subjectivity 

increasingly foreclosed in this emergent social space, Silas ultimately experiences a 

bodily expulsion from it. Cast to the countryside, Silas’s subjectivity is literally 

transformed. The text’s characterization of Silas as “more the Colonel in those hills than 

he could ever have been on the Back Bay” is, then, more than simply a symbolic one 

(319). It is a statement conveying the determinative effect of social space on one’s 

formation of self and, further, how transformations of social space (driven by 

transformations in the forms and flows of capital) play a constitutive role in 
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transforming the opportunities for embodiments of subjectivity that are available at a 

given time and place. 

In comparison, American Beauty renders capital dynamics in their late twentieth-

century suburban state: so ubiquitous in their global operations that they compose and 

near-seamlessly join with this lived environment, thereby, paradoxically, making their 

presence all but transparent. The speculative investment in industry only beginning to be 

seen in Silas Lapham has, by this late twentieth-century period, expanded to encompass 

far more than simply the material aspects of production. With the development through 

the twentieth century of social structures allowing for increasingly large and complex 

capital investment (e.g., stock and trading markets, corporate forms, communication 

technologies, organized relations among the state, industry, and labor), forms and flows 

of capital have massively expanded in their non-material concentrations. In the 

information age of the late twentieth century, the tangible has become dramatically 

overshadowed (to some extent, eclipsed) by the intangible, both in the realm of 

manufacturing and in the realm of finance. Achieving immense scale and integration, 

manufacturing markets have devoted ever-increasing resources to the shaping of 

consumptive discourse. Likewise, financial instruments and markets (including currency 

markets) have grown exponentially, with fewer and fewer demonstrable ties to material 

foundations.  

 Identifying these contemporary spatial conditions sheds considerable light on 

American Beauty’s rendering of subjectivity. Unlike the cultural conditions of Silas 

Lapham, the contemporary social space depicted in American Beauty can offer no 
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realistic tangible location to which Lester might be removed. As a result, the film’s 

narrative “recovery” of the threatened body can only by achieved through a sublimation 

of subjectivity that the narrative itself explicitly identifies as lying beyond what can be 

conveyed, even as it attempts structurally, visually, and verbally to represent it. This 

ontological rupture, marking the film’s climactic moment, offers a key to a spatio-

textual reading of the film. 

 In this regard, the film’s title is likely the work’s most significant textual 

determinate. Throughout the film, ‘beauty’ operates as an ideological signifier 

representing that which cannot be conveyed. As such, this signifier simultaneously 

allows and denies presence. Intrinsically bound up with spatial deployments, this 

signifier raises fundamental issues of both gender and sexuality. Angela, portrayed 

physically as a central image throughout the film, is declared to be “the most beautiful 

thing […] ever seen.” This beauty, however, results from her being the object of male 

heterosexual desire, a position she appears willing to accept and embrace if it will allow 

her an embodiment of subjectivity. Carolyn, too, seeks a manifestation of self through 

market forces and sexuality, attempting first to participate principally in real estate 

market transactions, but eventually settling for bodily recognition by a male figure who 

is successful in that field. Colonel Fitts offers yet again another example of conflict over 

embodied sexuality as configured by socio-spatial cultural conditions. This instance of 

conflict is particularly significant to the film’s structure in that it precipitates the film’s 

climactic action, dispatching Lester to his ultimate sublimated position. 
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Socio-spatial conditions, of course, both allow and foreclose opportunities for 

embodiments of subjectivity. In contrast to Silas Lapham’s portrayal of a single 

character confronting spatial conditions, American Beauty presents an array of 

characters all struggling to socio-spatially manifest themselves. In this sense, American 

Beauty proves itself more a rumination on contemporary socio-spatial conditions than a 

moralistic statement regarding them. Ultimately, however, this is undercut by the film’s 

climactic sublimation, a narrative turn importantly linked to what may be the film’s most 

laden invocation of the term ‘beauty’: Ricky’s use of it in reference to his video footage, 

wherein an object of consumer waste is conjoined with the forces of nature.  

Like Lester’s sublimation, Ricky’s identification of an “entire life behind things” 

that is by nature an “incredibly benevolent force” depends upon a denial of social-space. 

That which is clearly demonstrative of contemporary conditions of mass consumption 

and consumerism—the plastic grocery bag—is resolved into an idealized condition that 

is described as lying outside of representable spatial practices. Significantly, Lester’s 

concluding monologue performs a similar narrative function. Positioned outside of the 

structural confines of social space, Lester raises the notion of a de-materialized 

subjectivity. Ultimately, however, Lester’s description of this condition of subjectivity, 

particularly with his admission that it is inherently unrecognizable by anyone hearing 

him, serves only to underscore the impossibility of such a condition. One, instead, is 

drawn back to the film’s title of a distinctly ‘American’ beauty. One may find a certain 

solace in the idea of a subject position transcending spatial conditions, but one’s lived 

experience is unavoidably always a socio-spatial one, as is one’s formation of embodied 
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subjectivity. American Beauty’s portrayal of contemporary cultural conditions reminds 

one of this, both in its characters’s struggles to spatio-materially manifest their 

subjectivity and in its nagging spatio-material remainders—physical bodies and plastic 

grocery bags—that refuse to be resolved into dematerialized idealism.34 

 Even in these brief introductory readings, characterizing as they do the formation 

of subjectivity within the socio-spatial environments of their respective historical 

periods and regimes of accumulation, one is able to recognize socio-structural valuation: 

ontological and epistemological determinates experienced as the lived condition of 

social space because they intrinsically arise through the structural formations of 

exchange. This conceptualization quite naturally returns one to Williams’s notion of 

‘culture.’ ‘Structures of feeling’ as they occur within a ‘whole way of life’ remains a 

particularly prescient descriptive insight, particularly when viewed in light of Williams’s 

own development of these notions in his later theoretical of advancements of ‘base’ and 

‘superstructure.’ Combined with work that has followed (some directly engaged with 

Williams, some not), the theoretical direction that Williams is largely responsible for 

initiating has proven to be incredibly fruitful.  

Yet, these introductory readings equally make clear that textual analyses of this 

sort necessitate substantial historicizing. Though the general configurations of the 

regimes of accumulation within which Silas Lapham and American Beauty respectively 

appeared have been alluded to in the preceding discussion, these historical spatial 

formations have not, as yet, been sufficiently articulated. This necessity informs the 

organization of the study that follows, directing a three-part historical analysis, denoted 
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as pre-Fordist, Fordist, and post-Fordist historical regimes. Following the historical 

articulations that initiate the pre-Fordist and post-Fordist sections of the study, chapter 

studies of individual fictional narrative works are undertaken, in each case a novel: Jack 

London’s Martin Eden and Theodore Dresier’s Sister Carrie in the former section, and 

Richard Powers’s Gain and Don DeLillo’s White Noise in the latter.  Ultimately the 

study seeks to draw out continuities and discontinuities that become apparent as a result 

of historically contextualizing the analyses of these texts. To accomplish this, however, 

it is necessary to provide an articulation of the historical context within which each of 

these works is being placed. 
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PART I: PRE-FORDIST SPACE 
 

The role of money is associated with the spatial distance between the 
individual and his possession. […] The power of money to bridge 
distances enables the owner and his possessions to exist so far apart 
that each of them may follow their own precepts to a greater extent 
than in the period when the owner and his possessions still stood in 
direct mutual relationship, when every economic engagement was also 
a personal one. (332-33) 

Georg Simmel 
The Philosophy of Money 

 

 

I. TURN-OF-THE-CENTURY CORPORATE CAPITALIZATION AS A 

PRECURSOR TO A FORDIST TRANSFORMATION OF SOCIAL SPACE 

The last decade of the nineteenth century as it gave way to the beginning of 

the twentieth century was a particularly turbulent time of change in American 

history. As sociologist William G. Roy writes, “The period at the turn of the 

twentieth century marked the transformation from one way of life to another, from a 

society based on rural, agrarian, local, small-scale, individual relations to one based 

on urban, industrial, national, large-scale, and organizational relations. At the heart 

of this was the rise of the large industrial corporation” (3). This cultural shift from an 

agrarian to an industrialized regime of accumulation occurring across the nineteenth 

century but radically accelerating around the turn into the twentieth century (with the 

concomitant shift nationally from a rural to an urban concentration in population) is, 

of course, widely recognized. Less recognized, though, are the specific alterations in 

the social and economic structures and relations that in a very short period of time 

radically transformed the fundamental experience of culture. As Alan Trachtenberg 
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notes, “The deepest changes in these decades of swift and thorough industrialization 

and urbanization lay at the level of culture, difficult for contemporaries to recognize, 

and baffling for historians” (7).35 Social space, in other words, was being remade 

during this period and, as Trachtenberg’s title, The Incorporation of America, 

indicates, this transformation was deeply tied to changes occurring within the social 

institution of the corporation and the means by which that institution was able to 

shape and control the forms and flows of capital. 

During this period, the corporation as a social institution for the first time 

became broadly socially embedded. The U.S. population, in ways it simply could not 

have before, widely began to invest its money in corporate enterprises, increasingly 

received its income as employees of corporations, and, not least, began purchasing 

as a regular part of its daily routine the products that corporations turned out. This 

was a radical departure from what had come before. Prior to the final years of the 

nineteenth century, productive capital and finance capital operated in two entirely 

separate spheres. Finance capital throughout the nineteenth century was intrinsically 

tied to government or public interest projects and, therefore, remained limited to 

these specific areas of the economy. Reflecting the capital underwriting of these 

projects, nineteenth-century finance capital overwhelmingly took the form of stocks 

and bonds.  

Utilized to advance these ends further, the corporation as a social institution 

was unquestionably well developed. Yet, notably, for most of the nineteenth century, 

the corporate institution did not possess a legal structure designed to accommodate 
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mass-production manufacturing. As Roy notes, “Although the institutional structure 

of corporate capitalism, including the stock market, investment banks, brokerage 

houses, and the financial press had been operating for decades [prior to the turn into 

the twentieth century], it was confined almost entirely to government bonds, 

transportation, and communication” (3). This is to say that finance capital, in the 

form of investment in large-scale projects and the social arrangements by which such 

investment was carried out, already had a substantial and recognizable history 

through the course of the nineteenth century. Prior to the end of the century, 

however, the areas of the economy that saw such investment remained limited 

almost entirely to projects of transportation and communication, such as the railroad 

and the telegraph, and usually involved some degree of state organization. (The 

social financing of war is a notable addition that follows a similar pattern.) 

Importantly, investment in these projects and the development of the corporation as 

an institutional means for doing so left the realm of manufactured goods virtually 

untouched. 

   
II. NINETEENTH-CENTURY FINANCE CAPITAL AND THE CORPORATE 

INSTITUTION 

The institutions of finance capital in the U.S. find their origin in the early part 

of the nineteenth century. “Before 1800,” Roy notes, “the notion of buying a parcel 

of a manufacturing company merely for the purpose of selling it at a profit was 

virtually unknown” (122). What little trading of securities that did take place was 

limited primarily to “government bonds or banks” (Roy 122 citing Davis Essays 8, 
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and Werner and Smith 126). It was in 1817 that a small number of individuals and 

firms formed the New York Stock and Exchange Board and began to meet at a 

property on Wall Street where they “auctioned securities one offering at a time 

among the members” (Roy 123 citing Sobel 86). The stocks and securities that the 

Board handled as of 1827 were comprised of  “eight government securities, twelve 

bank stocks, nineteen marine or fire insurance companies, and a few miscellaneous 

companies” (Roy 123 citing Stedman and Easton 29). Trading the stock of 

companies involved in building canals dominated the Board for a time, but this 

quickly turned over by the 1930s to trading the stock of companies involved in 

building railroads, an activity that dominated the Board for the next fifty years (Roy 

123). “As the railroad grew,” Roy indicates, “so did the stock market,” in a 

relationship that was “not just one of mutual assistance among separate entities, but 

one in which the two outcomes were inextricably bound together as part of a single 

institutional complex” (123 citing Werner and Smith 142). 

 Intimately intertwined with finance capital, investment banking in the U.S. 

also finds its origins and early development through this same period. Prior to the 

War of 1812 the federal government financed large undertakings by selling stocks 

and bonds primarily to foreign entities: “investors, banks, and municipal 

corporations” (Roy 125). When this proved difficult for the financing of the War of 

1812, the U.S. Treasury for the first time accepted proposals from domestic entities 

to take and, in turn, loan out U.S. governmental stocks and bonds in exchange for a 

quarter percent commission (125). In this began the bidding system that “set the 
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stage for the nation’s first investment banking endeavor” (Roy 125 citing Adams 

104). Investment banking continued to develop over the ensuing decades, but it was 

not until the Civil War again gave rise to circumstances similar to those of the 

governmental needs for financing the War of 1812, albeit on a significantly larger 

scale, that investment banking in the U.S. came into its own.  

In addition to being the notable occasion for the first widespread sale of 

securities to individual citizens, the needs of the Civil War served to create a host of 

the elements that mark the modern financial era, bringing together and developing 

on a national scale the activities of finance capital and the foundations of investment 

banking. As Roy enumerates, the Civil War “created a national currency and 

banking system, […] stimulated the first truly large-scale securities market, […] 

created the wholesale merchandising of securities, established Wall Street as the 

center of the securities market, strengthened and developed financial relations with 

Europe, and launched the careers of the first generation of national business leaders” 

(129). 

These early nineteenth century financial needs and activities, quite distinct 

from manufacturing interests, largely determined the shape the corporation as an 

institution took in the United States. The corporate form, following on British 

precedent, was originally allowed in America as a charter granted by the state for 

purposes of carrying out an identifiable public benefit, such as making waterways 

navigable (Trachtenberg 6; Korten 60-68; Hartmann 76-83). Well established 

socially and institutionally through such means, the corporate form adapted itself 
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fairly easily through the advancing decades of the nineteenth century to undertaking 

quasi-private projects such as building railroads and stringing telegraph systems as 

well as providing an institutional form for financial investment undertakings. Along 

the way, the corporation as an institution evolved in significant ways, always 

consolidating and extending its social position and economic power.  

By the late nineteenth century, corporate power had become so well founded 

and deeply entrenched that it produced significant social concern and unrest, leading 

to the populist movement’s attempts to reign in the power of increasingly merged 

and unified interests brought together through the great trusts.36 These efforts would 

largely fail. Though it was by legal means other than trusts, the corporation entered 

the twentieth century as an increasingly powerful institution, a status it would 

continue to build on up to the present day.37 Means initially developed in pursuit of 

profit through development of railroads within a fairly short span of time were 

recognized as potentially convertible to the development of large-scale 

manufacturing in general (and ultimately mass production specifically within a 

Fordist regime). Such conversion, however, necessitated substantial adaptation of the 

corporation as an institutional form, reshaping it in a manner that would allow it to 

accommodate bringing together with manufacturing the large sums of finance capital 

that through the course of the nineteenth century had remained limited to a fairly 

small area of the nation’s economy. (Though the specific changes the corporate 

institution underwent at this time were particular to this historical moment, 

adaptation of the institution is a recurrent motif marking structural transformations 
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within and between twentieth-century regimes of accumulation, as is discussed 

below in the examination of those periods.) 

 Likely the most widely recognized advancement of corporate powers in the 

nineteenth century occurred when the charter grant gave way to a system of simply 

filing for incorporation. In the years following the Civil War, incorporation in many 

states began to be seen as more a right than a privilege, and the process of filing for 

incorporation became, by and large, a formality in many states by the 1870s (Davis 

Corporations 258-69; Hartmann 128-35; Trachtenberg 7, 81-84; Berle and Means 

127-52). Surely as important as this widely recognized development, however, are 

two other advancements that, had they not occurred, would have prevented the 

corporation from becoming the powerful institutional force that it is today. 

 The first of these advancements is the right of a corporation to purchase and 

own stock in another corporation. Originally advanced in the form of a “holding 

company” as a legal and political scheme to consolidate power and thereby construct 

a nationwide railway system spanning the continent (Nace 61), this device soon 

provided the leverage for corporations to be radically freed from the state legislative 

regulatory oversight they had previously known. Once holding companies were 

allowed in some states, individuals were able to shop for the most favorable forums 

in which to incorporate. They could conduct business in another state (as 

corporations commonly do today) or acquire ownership of a corporation chartered in 

another state (while controlling it from the parent corporation based elsewhere) 

without being subject to that state’s regulatory statutes. The right of a corporation to 
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own another corporation was first statutorily adopted in New Jersey in 1889 and 

Delaware followed suit in 1899 (Nace 68).38 This eventually became a standard 

practice statutorily granted throughout the United States. At the time of its origin at 

the end of the nineteenth century, however, this development was a key 

advancement in what has come to be recognized as the modern corporation. 

 A second advancement of corporate power occurring during this period is 

more subtle than the first discussed, but also is perhaps more indicative of 

developing corporate power as it suggests the extent to which the corporation as an 

institution sought to become an intrinsic part of the cultural fabric of the United 

States. This second advancement is the recognition in 1886 by the U.S. Supreme 

Court (making it binding on all of the individual states) of corporations as “legal 

persons” as a matter of law (Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad).39  

Ironically premised on the Fourteenth Amendment, passed after the Civil 

War and ostensibly for the legal protection particularly of African Americans, legal 

arguments on behalf of corporations advanced the idea that corporations should be 

recognized in law as “persons” and thereby enjoy the benefits of the Fourteenth 

Amendment’s “due process” clause.40 Initially utilized as a means again for limiting 

the authority of state regulation to control a corporation’s actions within any given 

state (because federal Constitutional authority supersedes state legislative authority), 

the establishment of “legal personhood” granted corporations a much broader swath 

of protections. As a legally recognized “person,” corporations enjoyed a host of 

Constitutionally-ensured protections. The many fronts on which this expansion of 
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institutional authority developed took decades to play out, but the Supreme 

Court’s1886 decision in Santa Clara County marks a watershed moment for the 

consolidation of corporate power. 

   
III. FINANCE AND INDUSTRIAL CAPITAL UNITE: THE ORIGINS OF MASS 

COMMODIFICATION 

1886, therefore, usefully serves as a symbolic date from which to begin 

examining what this study identifies as Pre-Fordist characteristics of a nineteenth-

century U.S. regime of accumulation, a developing array of dynamics (economic, 

social, technological) that was beginning to expose the fracture lines of the 

nineteenth-century agrarian and mercantile regimes and that would lead, in the 

twentieth century, to a fundamental reconfiguration of industrial social relations 

within the United States. This reconfiguration would inherently bring with it a 

transformation of social space and an accompanying change in the individual 

subjectivity possible within it. The structural changes in the corporate institution 

during this period were highly significant in this regard, but they alone cannot 

adequately account for such widespread cultural change. Such change only began to 

take place when these corporate institutional developments combined, quite 

dramatically in the waning years of the nineteenth century, with concurrent 

developments taking place within the realms of capital and technology. 

While the period at the end of the nineteenth century is commonly referred to 

as ‘the corporate revolution,’ a vital aspect of this revolution is regularly overlooked. 

As noted, the corporation as an institutional form existed long prior to this period. 
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While the developments of the Civil War and the legal gains that corporate interests 

made in the decades immediately following it were essential precipitating events, it 

was not until the period at the turn of the nineteenth century into the twentieth that a 

specific transformation of capital took place. This transformation, remarkably 

happening over just a few years’s time, occurred when the already well-developed 

structures of the financial realm came together with the realm of manufacturing. The 

corporate structures that previously had been developed for bringing together capital 

and organizing large-scale infrastructural development, usually of socially-oriented, 

public projects even if undertaken for private gains in fortune, adapted themselves to 

and joined with the industrial enterprises of manufacturing. This initiated, for the 

first time in history, the mass production and accompanying mass distribution of 

consumer goods. As a result, the everyday experience of American life was 

fundamentally changed. 

Roy accurately underscores the magnitude of this transformation when he 

writes, “In the years around the turn of the century, these two institutions, the 

industrial world of manufacturing and the financial world of stocks and bonds, 

merged together in what we now call the corporate revolution, a remarkably abrupt 

proliferation of large manufacturing corporations from virtually nothing to economic 

domination” (4). The institution of the corporation, freed from the most restrictive 

aspects of state regulatory control, became almost overnight a location for 

widespread social investment of finance capital and a means for turning that capital 

into the manufacturing of goods that were widely disseminated throughout new 
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markets with the objective of profitable returns. As economic historian Alfred D. 

Chandler, Jr. writes, “after 1900 the modern multiunit industrial enterprise became a 

standard instrument for managing the production and distribution of goods in 

America” (345). Whereas the large manufacturing corporation was “unusual before 

1890,” by 1903 it had become “the dominant mode of business organization” (Roy 

4). This was possible only as a result of the many institutional developments 

occurring in a multitude of realms throughout the nineteenth century that coalesced 

in its last decades. 

From a contemporary cultural perspective, it is somewhat difficult to 

appreciate fully the significance of these developments, as well as the magnitude of 

the transformation they wrought. As a starting place, it is helpful to take note of the 

growth of investment capital that occurred in manufacturing in terms of raw dollar 

amounts. In 1890 (a point by which corporations had already well since carried out 

large-scale projects of transportation and communication) the aggregate amount of 

capital nationally in publicly traded manufacturing companies was a scant 33 million 

dollars. Just a year later in 1891 this figure rose to 260 million. By 1898, the figure 

was nearly one billion. And by 1903, it climbed to over 7 billion (Roy 5). In sum, in 

just a thirteen year period from 1890 to 1903, the amount of capital publicly invested 

in manufacturing expanded from a mere $33 million to over $7 billion. And $6 

billion of that investment expansion occurred in just the six-year period between 

1898 and 1903.  
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Yet another angle from which to gain economic perspective on this 

transformation is through an observance of comparative figures on the financial 

exchanges relative to manufacturing. By 1904 “the total par value of manufacturing 

stocks and bonds listed on the major exchanges […] was 6.8 billion, more than half 

the $11.6 billion book value of all manufacturing capital enumerated in the 1904 

census” (Roy 5, emphasis mine). In other words, by 1904 over half of all investment 

nationally in manufacturing was occurring by way of finance capital on the major 

exchanges—when just twelve years prior the corresponding figure was hardly 

measurable. Finance capital had flooded into manufacturing, expanding the scope 

and scale of industrial manufacturing of commodities in a manner never before seen. 

   
IV. TRANSFORMING SOCIAL SPACE 

These institutional and economic transformations brought with them a 

concomitant transformation of social life, both professionally and domestically, as 

they literally remade the landscape, relocated entire populations, created entirely 

new types of labor, and made available for this first time a vast array of mass 

produced and mass distributed consumer goods. Not least among these changes was 

the creation of a vast middle class (including within it a professional managerial 

class), the boundaries of which exhibited substantial permeability, both for those 

within it who aspired for greater means and position and for those from below who 

sought the new comforts that a middle class position presumably afforded. As 

historian Olivier Zunz observes, “[C]orporate goals were […] adopted and devised 

by an aspiring new salaried class that grew with the corporations themselves and that 
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helped transform the larger middle-class. […] Their lives exemplified the 

historically successful meeting of a large and ambitious project—the building of a 

continental economy—and an active social class” (4). To this assessment, historian 

Robert H. Wiebe adds that “class” became “an almost obsessive interest” as “a 

variety of people groped for some kind of personal connection with [a] broader 

environment, some way of mediating between their everyday life and its impersonal 

setting” (111).  

Such an experience was felt by increasing numbers of the U.S. population 

during this period. The newly emergent and rapidly expanding industrial corporate 

paradigm refashioned many aspects of the cultural experience. Rising rapidly to 

challenge the nineteenth-century condition of the United States that Wiebe has 

characterized as “a society of island communities” (xiii), the newly emergent 

capitalized, industrialized, and mechanized environment “brought into the cities new 

masses of people experiencing wage labor for the first time,” and thereby “destroyed 

old forms of labor and community, of cultures of work and shared pleasures” 

(Trachtenberg 150). The professional employment landscape repositioned many 

already middle class workers within a burgeoning professional managerial class as 

well as drawing into professional positions individuals who previously had not held 

them, young women, for example, or individuals from the working class. Smaller 

businesses, even if not themselves incorporated (though increasingly they were), 

found themselves transacting more and more within a professional, organized 

economic system. And even much more broadly, even within a domestic sphere, the 
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effects were strongly felt as the culture increasingly and unavoidably came to receive 

their goods and services through practices of mass production and consumption.  

 Of this shift to an urban dominated industrial regime, economic historian 

Harry Braverman notes, “So long as the bulk of the population lived on farms or in 

small towns, commodity production confronted a barrier that limited its expansion” 

(272). A good deal of the activity that comprised farm life did not involve market 

activities. Much of the food and clothing production, for example, as well as many 

other needs (e.g., mattresses, brooms, soap, furniture, the home itself) were satisfied 

on an individual domestic scale (Braverman 272-73). In 1850, sixty percent of the 

U.S. population lived on farms; by 1900, this figure had shrunk to only thirty-nine 

percent (Ohmann 48). The rise of commodity production following the Civil War 

consistently sought to provide these goods, carving away all that it could to generate 

profit by way of the manufacturing process. Men’s “ready-to-wear” clothing in 

1860, for example, was “practically non-existent,” but by 1890 it accounted for “90 

percent of all men’s clothing” (49). As this example suggests, manufactured goods 

were appearing at a tremendous rate even before the massive influx of capital that 

manufacturing enterprises experienced when the well-developed and greatly-

amassed resources of the financial world flooded into it at the turn of the century. 

 Observing the dynamics of this transformation, cultural historian Richard 

Ohmann points out, “The early development of mass marketing fit itself into home 

production, rather than displacing it” (75). Many products that became available 

fairly early were those that supplemented farm life, making the labor process easier 
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or more efficient, or simply provided more choice, aesthetically or otherwise. A 

major focus of the mail order houses, for example, was farm implements. Items such 

as flour for cooking and textiles and notions for clothing, bedding, upholstery and 

drapery were among the earliest products that began to substitute for what previously 

had been satisfied either in the individual home or else from the most local of 

sources (75). Products such as these easily infiltrated, combining a newly-

experienced ease with a continuity of traditional ways.41 

 Growing dependence on manufactured goods was, in other words, a reflexive 

process. The U.S. population’s incremental adjustment to meeting their needs 

through the acquisition and use of manufactured goods provided more and more 

opportunity for the further expansion of manufacturing. At the same time, it hastened 

the decline of the country’s agrarian foundation as increasing amounts of the 

nation’s wealth became located in industry and greater and greater numbers of 

individuals were drawn into the ranks of the production process (as well as into the 

urban environment), as factory labor, salespersons, clerical workers, and the like. As 

Ohmann notes, “[B]y 1880 the transition was far advanced, from domestic and 

artisanal production to a factory system that turned out producer and consumer 

goods in large quantities. […] Most people worked for wages, and produced very 

little at home, directly for use” (64). 

 At the same time, however, it is important not to let the relatively short time 

span and both quantitative and qualitative degree of cultural change that occurred 

during this period obscure an important recognition: the process of this transition as 
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experienced by the individual in most respects must have been felt as an incremental 

one. Ways of life, even in turbulent times, always blend old ways with the new. This 

dynamic, as well as the uneven pattern of industrial manufactured goods displacing 

items previously produced by other means, can be observed in the nature of much of 

urban life as late as the turn into the twentieth century. As Braverman observes, 

“Many […] farm activities continued as the natural mode of life of the family even 

after the beginnings of urbanization and the transfer of employment from the farm to 

the factory or other city job” (273). The areas around urban and suburban homes 

often appeared much like rural farmyards, as residents kept livestock such as 

chickens, rabbits, pigs, goats, and cows, and raised fruits and vegetables in garden 

plots (273 citing Smuts 11). Purchases of bread at this time pale next to the amount 

of flour that working class families bought—on average “more than 1,000 pounds 

per family per year” one U.S. Bureau of Labor study shows (274 citing Smuts 12). 

And, of course, virtually every home that could afford it had a sewing machine, 

notably “one of the first items widely sold on the installment plan,” for the in-home 

production of women’s and children’s clothes, curtains, sheets, and the like (274 

citing Smut 13). 

   
V. FIRST VISIONS OF A ‘UNIVERSAL MARKET’ 

 Braverman characterizes the long process of transforming the economic 

foundations of culture from agrarianism and early nineteenth-century mercantilism 

to the permeation of daily life by industrial manufacture of commodity goods as a 

quest to establish a ‘universal market’ (281). Such a process, he indicates, comes in 
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three steps. First, there is “the conquest of all goods production by the commodity 

form” (281). Next comes “the conquest of an increasing range of services and their 

conversion into commodities” (281). Finally, in the third step, “a ‘product cycle’ 

[…] invents new products and services, some of which become indispensable as the 

conditions of modern life change to destroy alternatives” (281). 

 This study’s brief conjuring of some of the characteristics of the spatial 

environments at each end of this historical transition from farm to city is an attempt 

to suggest, if only in the most cursory ways, the general dynamics by which the first 

steps toward a universal market played out. A great many factors contributed to the 

production of ever more manufactured goods during this period, and as they 

proliferated they entered cultural life at all levels of the social spectrum. Advancing 

technologies, categorized by Braverman into four broad fields: electricity, steel, 

coal-petroleum, and the internal combustion engine, played a key role, of course 

(159). Coupled with and harnessed by scientific research, which saw its own rapid 

expansion during this period, these developments provided the means by which an 

emergent manufacturing capitalist class sought ever more accumulation through the 

industrial process (159).  

Technological advancements in transportation and communication, such as 

the railroads and telegraphs (later again advanced with the automobile and 

telephone), were among the earliest developments to alter significantly the nature of 

the economy. In the wake of the railroad and shipping industries, the steel industry 

was drawn into enterprises of mass production. (Braverman 261). Next, the 



 136 

development of “insulated and refrigerated compartments (at first iced, later 

mechanically cooled)” brought foodstuffs into the production chain as these goods 

could now practically be moved over long distances (261). These developments had 

a tremendous impact on the constitution of local environments as they freed 

locations from dependence on local supplies and opened them up to a broad array of 

goods produced at great distances, both nationally and internationally. The food 

industry, as Braverman points out, was “the indispensable basis of the type of urban 

life that was being created” (262). These urban developments further drove the need 

for and innovation of other goods and products, such as steel and other building 

materials, petroleum, electricity, and the vast array of consumer items that appeared 

on the scene in the last decades of the nineteenth century. 

In Braverman’s second step in the economy’s conversion to a universal 

market, “the conquest of an increasing range of services and their conversion into 

commodities” (128), one finds the cultural changes wrought by the above industrial 

developments becoming evident in the lived experiences of the U.S population, 

present at the most local level within the ways of life of the family unit. As 

urbanization functions to foreclose the possibility of continuing to carry out old ways 

of life, “the income offered by the job market makes available the wherewithal to 

purchase the means of subsistence from industry,” and the lived experience becomes 

one of increasing dependence on the industrial market for all aspects of life. This 

idea is much broader, however, than the simple suggestion that there was a change in 

the type (which is to say, task and place) of work in which individuals engaged. 
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Within a pre-industrial regime, Braverman points out, the social organization 

that an individual relied upon was comprised of the most immediate and familiar of 

relations: “family, friends, neighbors, community, elders [and] children” (276). In an 

industrial regime, however, one is forced to “go to market and only to market, not 

only for food, clothing, and shelter, but also for recreation, amusement, security, for 

the care of the young, the old, the sick, the handicapped” (276)—in short, for the 

fulfillment of all identified needs. Becoming increasingly dependent on the industrial 

environment for, what Braverman calls, its ‘social artifice’ (a rather pejorative term, 

but one fairly close in meaning to LeFebvre’s ‘spatial practice’ or Giddens’s 

‘practical consciousness’), a population can only come to know itself through 

“marketable forms” (276).  Braverman argues that, as a result, “not only the material 

and service needs but even the emotional patterns of life are channeled through the 

market” (276). 

   
VI. PRE-FORDIST INDUSTRY AND SPATIAL SUBJECTIVITY 

A. Suburban Middle-Class Subjectivity 

 Braverman’s phrasing of “emotional patterns” is perhaps somewhat vague, 

but this conceptualization nonetheless helps one recognize the sort of social 

transformations that inherently accompanied the economic ones taking place over 

the course of this period. The massive expansion of industry, drawing resources of 

labor from rural to urban environments and creating a new and highly varied middle 

class population (with its professional managerial aspect) that in turn quickly began 
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to populate outlying suburban regions of the urban environment, radically remade 

social space and its lived experience in a very short period of time. 

 One can hardly doubt that these changes in the lived experiences and ways of 

life brought with them an experiential awareness of being a part of an emergent 

social configuration that was distinctly different from what had preceded it, even if 

one hesitates, as one might for a number of reasons, to describe this as the formation 

of a ‘class consciousness.’ Just as studies such as Ohmann’s convincingly 

demonstrate, the middle-class movement to the suburbs was far more than just a 

change in domestic location and building styles. People left the city not just because 

new transportation forms made it possible, but because doing so allowed them to 

undertake particular styles of life. Home design, from the size and type of rooms that 

houses contained to the outward appearances of their yards, changed not just because 

new construction methods and materials became available, but because the changes 

in home design served new ‘social strategies’ (Ohmann 123-49). In short, material 

conditions became bound up with, as they always are, changes in social relations and 

the array of rituals that, as they must, inherently accompany them. 

 A prime example of a social ritual emergent during this period that clearly 

demonstrates a more fundamental shift in social (which is to say, economic) 

relations taking place is the prevalence of young people attending high school and 

university. In 1880, the enrollment figure nationally for public secondary schools 

was 110,000. In 1900, when the overall national population had increased by half, 

the enrollment figure nationally for public secondary schools had nearly quintupled 
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to 519,000 (Ohmann 161 citing Historical Statistics 368). By 1900, high school was 

seen as a stepping stone to college and business opportunities, something that only 

twenty years prior had not been the case. As Ohmann reports, “In 1900, 20 percent 

of those graduating from ‘leading American colleges and universities’ went into 

business, and 30 percent of those graduating from the most prestigious private 

universities” (162 citing Bledstein 6).  

These were environments for the development of knowledge and training that 

prepared young people for entrance into increasingly professionalized fields, but 

they were also environments for social class connections. As Ohmann states, 

“College brought together, at one stage of their careers, those who would become 

executives in business, those headed for the professions, and those who would marry 

members of both sets. In this way it helped forge national bonds of experience and 

ideology throughout the class” (162). The educational environment, first high school 

and then college/university, provided a means for individuals positioned to take 

advantage of it to set themselves socially apart from others and to advance their own 

social standing. In this, one can see that, though the formation of these social 

structures was recognizably driven by demands of the newly emergent marketplace, 

the knowledge that individuals were developing was as much ideological as it was 

intellectual or professional. 

Similar changes and a parallel development of social strategies can be found 

in the entire range of activities in which the burgeoning middle-class population 

participated, including such things as community interactions (e.g., attending church 
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or joining organizations), leisure activities, shopping, and vacationing. As Ohmann 

sums up in relation to the middle class relocation to the suburbs, “The middle class 

model of conduct changed toward the end of the century, along with the changes in 

home design and decorative practice. … [But] Something more abstract changed, 

too: the way people in an emergent class understood their relation to one another and 

to other classes” (149). 

   
B. ‘Universal Market’ Subjectivity 

In the emergence of a professional managerial class during this period, one 

can see, also, important implications of Braverman’s third step in an economy’s 

conversion to a universal market: “a ‘product cycle’ […] invent[ing] new products 

and services, some of which become indispensable as the conditions of modern life 

change to destroy alternatives” (128). In one sense, this step reiterates the already 

suggested notion that the operations of a particular economic social ordering 

mandate some productions and foreclose others, thereby establishing the available 

parameters of a given place and time. In another sense, however, this step in 

Braverman’s conceptualization implies a far more complex process.  

Because these social dynamics are presumed to be occurring within an 

economic scheme of industrial manufacture of mass commodities, and mass 

consumer goods in particular, the achieved mandates and foreclosures are, as 

Braverman suggests, the inventions of a ‘product cycle.’ In other words, it is not 

simply a process of an industrial marketplace systematically substituting its goods 

toward the fulfillment of established needs that formerly were satisfied by items 
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originating out of other forms of production. Within a regime of mass production, a 

‘product cycle’ strives ultimately to define what those needs are, and thereby 

function to influence perceptions of what is indispensable and what is not. 

Educating consumers, “teaching” the population both how to consume as 

well as what they desired to consume, proved a vitally important achievement of the 

industrial manufacturing order for it to become a relatively stable, dominant cultural 

economic regime. Advertising finds its modern roots in this period, and it is no 

coincidence that significant portions of the industrial infrastructure’s resources and 

professional managerial class’s efforts were devoted to this agenda. The implications 

here are twofold, one on the consumer side of the equation and the other on the 

production side. 

For consumers, particularly an emergent middle class that suddenly 

experienced a vast new realm of manufactured goods along with a relatively high 

level of disposable income, this environment meant the availability of previously 

unknown opportunities to come to know themselves through the commodity form. 

The dynamics here suggested in regard to the remaking of social relations in the 

suburbs played out as well across the entire range of consumer goods; in this 

manner, the wide availability of commodities resulting from mass production and 

distribution increasingly functioned as a means for the annunciation of subjectivity, 

both to one’s self and to others. Industry, even more so, recognized and seized on 

these material discursive opportunities. Through advertising, industry sought to 

articulate the “indispensability” of its goods, to shape the social perception of the 
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meaning and significance of its products, and, by extension, to influence the 

epistemological and ontological discourses of the newly emergent social space of 

consumer culture. 

On the production side, these efforts by industry served to expand and 

stabilize the marketplace. The capitalistic landscape was still a wild and untamed 

place, subject to drastic and sudden downturns from any number of factors, such as 

overproduction, competition, unpredictable market patterns, or the lack of 

established norms within industries. An early problem (and one chronically arising 

in later eras) was production’s outstripping of consumption in many areas of 

industry. A spatial fix for falling rates of profit would continually be sought, whether 

that meant finding new consumer populations who had not previously been exposed 

to a product, or instilling previously unrecognized desires in consumer populations 

that had already been identified. Advertising was a central means for responding to 

this market problem, and these developments account for a sizable portion of the 

expansion of the professional managerial class. 

Expansion, control, and prediction of the marketplace—these were the 

objectives sought by the expanding leviathan of industry. Through these means, it 

was believed that production theoretically could be calibrated to consumption, or 

vice verse when overproduction accidentally did occur. Stability could also be 

maintained and furthered, even as expansion produced greater profits, by way of 

dividing up the consumer market through brand loyalties and the driving out of 

smaller less competitive firms.  
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In many respects, these objectives were simply extensions of what had 

already been underway in the restructuring of the wholesale chain of distribution. 

Within that chain the operations of retail and wholesale sales increasingly became 

divided into two distinct activities, and wholesaling itself grew more and more 

specialized (Ohmann 64). Between production and retail sales grew a dense layer of 

specialized mediation, including “importers, exporters, factors, brokers, commission 

merchants, auctioneers, jobbers, warehousers, manufacturers’ agents, and so on” 

(64). Just as this increasing specialization allowed a smoother more stable flow of 

goods from producer to point of sale, the developing operations of advertising 

promised a more stable and expanding consumption of those goods by a public ready 

to absorb them. The effective means for fully establishing such an environment were 

still a long way off, but they were already being recognized and sought in the many 

realms of the expanding enterprises of industry, from the restructuring of the chain 

of production and distribution to the development of more influential means of 

marketing and sales.  

Placed in this context, the five-year period at the turn into the twentieth 

century wherein finance capital flooded over into the realm of manufacturing, 

initiating a never-before-seen development of industrial mass production, acquires 

considerably greater resonance. This transformation of the capital form, functionally 

carried out by the social institution of the corporation, itself adapting for these 

purposes, fundamentally initiated the dismantling of the regimes of accumulation 

operating in the nineteenth-century up to that time. Old ways rapidly gave way to 
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new; social relations were profoundly restructured, thereby remaking social space 

and, intrinsically, the experience of embodied subjectivity. Such was the earliest 

threshold to the U.S. Fordist regime of accumulation that would come to dominate 

the twentieth century. As Ohmann characterizes it, even “[b]efore the people of the 

United States were a nation politically, businessmen had gathered their ‘island 

communities’ into a nation organized around markets, money relations, and 

commodified culture” (59).  

As the literature of this period demonstrates, the capitalistic upheaval that 

radically reordered the lived conditions of culture at this time undoubtedly must have 

been a profoundly unsettling experience. It is to this literature and its representations 

of the turbulent environment of this pre-Fordist, turn-of-the-century social space that 

this study turns next in order to examine narrative renderings of embodied 

subjectivity within this period. 

 



 145 

CHAPTER TWO 

“THE REFRAIN OF ‘WORK PERFORMED’”: 
RESISTING BODIES IN JACK LONDON’S MARTIN EDEN 

 

Even before the turn of the century, the principle of class was giving 
way to the principle of role in the quasi-bureaucratic form of 
professionalism, through which “merit,” not assets or income or 
productive labor, becomes the source of legitimate opportunities and 
social mobility. (174) 
 Pragmatism and the Political Economy  
 of Cultural Revolution, 1850-1940 
 James Livingston 
 
I have not changed, though my sudden apparent appreciation in value 
compels me constantly to reassure myself on that point. I’ve got the 
same flesh on my bones, the same ten fingers and toes. I am the same. 
(460) 

 Martin Eden 
 Jack London  

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Within the maelstrom of socio-spatial forces active at the turn into the 

twentieth century, the title character of Jack London’s Martin Eden engages in a 

bodily struggle of subjective formation. Raised knowing only working class 

conditions laden with physical labor, Martin, as a young man, unexpectedly finds 

himself exposed to the emergent middle-class environment of professional work and 

domestic society. Entranced by the discourse of ideas he hears espoused by the 

individuals occupying this middle-class social space, Martin resolves to educate 

himself so that he might cross the class divide and join middle-class ranks. Yet, even 

as he dedicates himself to the written word and the pursuit of a life of the mind, he 

finds himself continually confronted by economic crisis. In various instances, when 
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Martin finds himself unable to meet his financial obligations, he returns to his more 

familiar working class means of support. These working class positions include 

laboring on board ship and in a professional laundry. Martin indefatigably strives 

throughout the novel, to make his newfound intellectual work yield compensation 

equal to what he is able to earn through his physical labor, demonstrating a belief on 

his part that both forms of work are of a like nature in terms of their economies. At 

this intersection, Martin’s struggle, structuring the novel’s narrative development, 

proves itself bound up with the spatial dynamics of regimes of accumulation—

especially recognizable through the novel’s renderings of the nature of the labor 

Martin performs, the nature of the goods he acts upon or produces, and, most 

importantly, the socio-structural valuation constitutively emergent as part of late 

nineteenth-century, pre-Fordist spatial formations. 

This focus on social and economic forces, as well as the stylistics of the work 

generally, situate London’s novel firmly within an American naturalistic literary 

tradition.42 But there is one episode in particular in the novel that is so wildly 

fantastic, even surreal, that it appears as an odd deviation from the otherwise 

consistent stylistic tenor of this work. This episode is a portrayal of a state of 

delirium that Martin experiences following the receipt of a hard-earned, long 

awaited, and much anticipated first payment for written work he has submitted to a 

publisher. Far less than the amount he had expected to receive and seemingly 

indicative of an overall fraudulence on the part of literary magazines regarding 

compensation to their contributors, this payment induces a feverish state for Martin 
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wherein he radically hallucinates. His visions invoke his previous exhausting labor 

undertaken in the laundry, but add to that scene a wildly surreal repetition of 

physically manifesting dollar amounts, overdue bills, and blank checks, appearing 

before him as shirt cuffs being delivered to him for pressing by literary editors. 

Finally, as the overwhelming replication of checks begins to appear as a snow storm 

of “checks of large denomination, the smallest not less than a thousand dollars,” 

Martin himself is swept up in the swirling funnel, lifted, and carried out a hole in the 

roof, traveling ever higher, finding himself in “the midst of [a] Milky Way of 

checks, starched shirts, and manuscripts” (268-69).  

In formalistic terms this scene seems rather difficult to account for, in that it 

deviates so significantly from a realistic depiction of social conditions, a 

characteristic often suggested as stylistically essential to literary naturalism. Quite to 

the contrary, however, rather than presenting an interpretive problem, this scene, 

viewed in relation to the period’s turbulent spatial dynamics, can be recognized as an 

interpretive key to understanding the novel. Both in content and form, this scene 

conveys a broadly felt cultural experience arising as at this time as a result of 

profound economic transformations. Situated on the cultural divide between the 

working and middle classes, Martin’s location is especially revealing of the 

significant cultural transformations taking place at the time of London’s 

composition. This scene, in combination with various other spatial moments in the 

novel, conveys Martin’s own struggle with culturally shifting economic forces as he 

attempts to negotiate the emergent pre-Fordist space at the turn into the twentieth 
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century. These spatial forces press upon him, constructing both the space of his 

bodily production and his conceptualization of the body in relation to economic 

forces. Though he ultimately finds himself unable to overcome these forces and 

consequently perishes (through a process that again emphasizes the role of the body 

in relation to its social environment), Martin’s narrative journey foregrounds how 

capital reconfigurations fundamentally transformed the spatial experience of 

everyday life at the turn into the twentieth century. 

   
II. THE PRE-FORDIST, MIDDLE-CLASS, DOMESTIC SPACE EXPERIENCED 

A. The Morse Household 

 From its initial action, the novel foregrounds in physical and spatial terms the 

chasm dividing social classes, depicting Martin’s working class subjectivity in stark 

contrast to the middle class existence experienced in the Morse household. As he 

enters the Morse home with Arthur Morse (having been invited to dinner in return 

for having physically helped Arthur out of a scuffle), Martin’s extreme sense of 

spatial dislocation and anxiety is depicted vividly. As he crosses the threshold, 

Martin is described as “surrounded by the unknown, apprehensive of what might 

happen, ignorant of what he should do, aware that he walked and bore himself 

awkwardly, fearful that every attribute and power of him was similarly afflicted” 

(32). This anxiety bodily manifests in Martin’s near inability to control his physical 

actions: “He walks […] with a swing to his shoulders, and his legs spread 

unwittingly. […] The wide rooms seem too narrow for his rolling gait, and to 

himself he [is] in terror” (31). Every movement in this environment is a trial for 
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Martin. The simple act of entering the dining room becomes “a nightmare to him” as 

he finds that “[b]etween halts and stumbles, jerks and lurches, locomotion […] 

seems impossible” (45). Dining proves no less precarious. Following his struggle to 

get seated, Martin again finds himself confronted with and challenged by the 

unknown: “The array of knives and forks frightened him. They bristled with 

unknown perils, and he gazed at them, fascinated. […] He had to eat as he had never 

eaten before, to handle strange tools, to glance surreptitiously about and learn how to 

accomplish each new thing” (45-46). 

Martin’s dinner engagement is a literal foray into the late nineteenth-century, 

pre-Fordist, middle-class domestic environment. It is a journey that carries him into 

unfamiliar cultural territory in which class demarcation is spatially inscribed. 

London’s description renders the spatial force this environment exerts on Martin, as 

it determines not only his bodily action, but his sense of self, as well. This spatial 

force is so readily apparent to Martin that, even as he struggles to negotiate the 

environment, he simultaneously is able to observe the contrast between his own 

awkward physicality and that of his hosts who are at ease in their home. As he 

“watche[s] the easy walk” of Arthur moving in front of him, for example, he “for the 

first time realize[s] that his walk [is] different from that of other men,” an 

observation that causes him to “experience a pang of shame that he should walk so 

uncouthly” (31-32). Martin has a similar reaction when he responds to an invitation 

from Arthur’s sister, Ruth, to take a seat by her. Watching her sit, Martin “admire[s] 

the ease with which she sat down, [but] then lurche[s] toward a chair facing her, 



 150 

overwhelmed with consciousness of the awkward figure he [is] cutting” (37). Martin 

has never before been exposed to an environment such as this, and the sens of self-

consciousness that it produces comes as something of a shock to him.  As the novel 

indicates, “All his life, up to then, he had been unaware of being either graceful or 

awkward. Such thoughts of self had never entered his mind” (37). He recognizes that 

just as this social environment causes him nearly to lose control of own his body and 

thereby experience a degree of shame, so too does it act physically upon others, 

shaping the very manner and form of their movements. 

Observing Martin’s experience in this environment helps materialize 

formations that are substantially obscured as a consequence of their near 

transparency: spatial force and embodied subjectivity. Spatial forces during this 

period were fundamentally reshaping the contours of the middle class and the ways 

of life it was experiencing.43 This was true as much in the domestic space as it was in 

corporate business offices or on the industrial factory floor. Martin comes new to 

this environment at the outset of London’s novel, and it is at this division between 

the classes, even as the middle class itself is undergoing dramatic reconfiguration, 

that Martin struggles to negotiate and understand the interrelations of his own labor, 

products involved with or resulting from it, and the cultural valuation arising from 

those operations. Martin’s struggle to become a writer, the central thread of the 

novel’s narrative, turns on just this issue as he comes to confront an increasingly 

professionalized and commodified publishing industry within these emergent spatial 

conditions. 
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Martin fundamentally believes in an objective valuation of labor, which is to 

say, a rational correlation between the labor exerted in the manufacturing of a 

product and the value recognized in that product through its social exchange. When 

exposed to a middle class environment, Martin becomes entranced, and he envisions 

that environment as corresponding to his belief in a rational exchange value 

premised upon a measurable exertion of labor. Through the course of the novel, in an 

effort to attain for himself a position within that middle class space, he undertakes to 

bodily reconstitute himself through sheer force of labor and production. What he 

fails to recognize is that such a course of action is doomed from the start because it 

is premised on a fundamental misconception of the emergent spatial dynamics 

determining middle-class formation, dynamics that were inherently moving rapidly 

away from a one-to-one correlation of labor and value. 

   
B. The Oil Painting 

A seemingly minor element in the novel, an oil painting hanging on the wall 

in the Morse household, helps to demonstrate Martin’s conceptualization. As Martin 

is looking over “every detail of the pretty interior” of the room, he observes among 

other things an oil painting of a small ship struggling on turbulent seas (33). The 

“pilot-schooner” is in “heavy surf” and sailing beneath “lowering storm clouds,” 

causing it to be “heeled over till every detail of her deck [is] visible” (33). Martin 

finds the beauty of it sufficient to “[draw] him irresistibly” toward it, so much so that 

he even forgets “his awkward walk” as he approaches the painting on the wall (33). 

As he nears the painting, however, he finds that “[t]he beauty fade[s] out of the 
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canvas” before him, and all he is able to see is “a careless daub of paint” (33). 

Stepping back from the painting, he finds that “[immediately] all the beauty flashe[s] 

back into the canvas” (33). He puzzles over this duality, attempting to discern how 

the properties of oil painting are able to turn the pilot-schooner into a mere paint 

daub and then back again. London notes that Martin had seen oil paintings before, 

but only “in the show windows of shops” where “the glass of the windows had 

prevented his eager eyes from approaching too near” (33). His response to this 

aesthetic conundrum is to dismiss the painting and its artistic techniques as “a trick 

picture,” even as he feels “a prod of indignation that so much beauty should be 

sacrificed to make a trick” (33). 

This painting and Martin’s interaction with it in this context reveal the larger 

cultural experience Martin is undergoing. The subject matter of the painting 

naturally leads Martin to identify with it. His world is that which the painting 

displays, even as he as observer is now viewing that world from the perspective of 

another, the bourgeois space. Martin’s approach to viewing the painting is to 

presume a mimetic relationship between the art object and the reality it portrays. 

When this mimesis is disrupted, Martin’s response is first puzzlement and then 

indignation. He finds that the illusion of the representation creates a kind of “beauty” 

(33). He of course must certainly recognize that it is only an illusion as he is 

observing a painting, which can only be a representation and not the real thing. It is a 

problem for him, however, when the manner of that illusion becomes too apparent. 

In order for the beauty of the object to remain for him, the mediation between 
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observing viewer and properties of the art form must remain largely concealed. It is 

noted, for example, that “[h]e had been brought up on chromos and lithographs that 

were always definite and sharp, near or far” (33). No less artifice than other kinds of 

representations, these chromos and lithographs nonetheless conceal their artifice 

more naturally as a result of the inherent properties of their media. But the oil 

painting, an artistic form far more indicative of middle class aesthetic values at the 

time, does not operate in such a manner.  

In light of this distinction, London’s inclusion of the manner by which 

Martin’s previous encounters with oil paintings concealed this aspect of the art form 

from him can be seen as quite significant. The placement of oil paintings “in the 

show windows of shops” positions them squarely within the realm of commerce 

(33). Foregrounded here is the very fact that the value of these works is inherently 

already bound up with their role as commodities. Yet their placement in a show 

window of a shop displaying their aesthetic artifice as commodity is the very means 

by which the element of their artifice has been concealed from Martin, placing a 

barrier of glass between Martin and the painting and thereby keeping him at a 

distance. 

Such a distance continues to exist symbolically for Martin by way of his 

aesthetic understanding of and response to the artistic value of the oil painting in the 

Morse household. This distance strongly suggests Martin’s conceptualization of 

value more generally. When the artifice of the medium is no longer concealed but 

becomes apparent to Martin, he is only able to see the painting in one of two ways: 
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the painting is either a work of “beauty” (whereby the illusion remains largely 

concealed) or else it is a “trick” (whereby the paint daub is recognized as the source 

of the effect). To his thinking, it can only be one or the other, and when he 

determines it to be the latter he dismisses it, with an accompanying sense of 

indignation, as no longer valuable. It is beauty that has been “sacrificed” in order “to 

make a trick” (33). What was imposed as a literal barrier when looking through a 

display window of a shop is largely retained as a conceptual barrier when the 

physical distance is no longer present. Martin clings to his underlying belief system, 

an objective value of beauty that enforces a concealment of its artifice, the means by 

which it is produced, rather than contemplate any alternative methods of valuation 

that might resolve or sublimate the duality. What Martin fails to recognize in this 

significant moment (and throughout the novel) is that the formation of the middle 

class at the turn into the twentieth century was part of a much larger spatial 

reconfiguration that was actively structuring just such a sublimation of value through 

the development of a social system of mass production and consumption. 

Literary critic Donald Pease addresses this moment in the novel in a slightly 

different but related register. Similarly finding that “[t]he painting[’s] … images 

constitute a kind of allegory of the experience [Martin] is undergoing,” Pease 

contends that “[t]he closer Eden comes to the painting, the more cognizant he 

becomes of his relation to it as the means of its reproduction” (158). Martin’s 

observation of the artwork’s artifice makes apparent its material aspect, revealing to 

Martin, Pease argues, a “disavowal of the labor involved in producing it as the 
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precondition for the painting’s aesthetic value” as well as a recognition of his own 

“place within the aesthetic sphere,” the very place “which has been eliminated from 

the field of visuality” (159). 

Pease’s observation helps connect the aesthetic process, both in terms of an 

artwork’s creation and reception, with its material practices. But my point runs 

counter to the central one Pease offers. He argues that the daub of paint leads Martin 

to “recognize” his own place as “the representative of laborer” within the production 

process (159). I contend, to the contrary, that Martin is unwilling to confront fully 

not only the role he plays in material production but also the primary means by 

which value is created in the production process, a process that more and more was 

shaping social space and the social experience of that space at the time.44 Notably, 

Martin’s refusal to recognize these social conditions is apparent when he initially is 

exposed to the middle class space of the Morse household, and his denial of these 

dynamics remains the central element of his struggle throughout the novel. 

   
III. PRE-FORDIST PROFESSIONALIZATION OF THE DOMESTIC SPACE 

A. Capital Forms and Production Cycles 

 Marx’s theory of productive value sheds helpful light on this dynamic. In 

relation to the circuit of production, capital is distinguishable in two different forms. 

Within the production cycle itself, capital logically assumes the form of productive 

capital. Capital in this form “is translated into commodity inputs, which are in turn 

transformed into new commodities within the production process” (Leyshon and 

Thrift 43). This development takes place within the cycle of production by way of 
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the classically recognized process of capitalists acquiring raw materials (themselves 

commodities) and subjecting them to forces of labor and means of production in 

order to manufacture a new commodity that is then exchangeable for a greater value 

than what originally existed. This difference, extracted from labor and production 

conditions, is surplus value captured as profit. But in relation to the larger circuit of 

production, capital is also distinguishable as financial capital. This is capital “which 

is advanced in the form of money prior to production” (43). It is “interest bearing 

capital, and is advanced by money-owners in return for an eventual share of the 

surplus value produced within production” (43). It is the promise of surplus value 

produced within the production cycle as it utilizes productive capital that creates the 

incentive for financial capital to be forthcoming from the outset. 

 At the turn into the twentieth century, massive quantities of financial capital 

were being converted to productive capital within the realm of manufacturing, a 

development that brought with it a spatial system of mass production of goods, mass 

market consumption of those goods, and a rising middle class (including 

professional managerial class) to develop and enact the spatial system’s operations. 

This alteration in the forms and flows of capital thereby enacted a profound 

reconfiguration of social space, dramatically altering the experience of everyday life, 

especially for those positioned as part of the burgeoning middle class. In contrast to 

the manner in which value was realized as part of preceding spatial formations, value 

as part of the emergent pre-Fordist spatial formation was predominantly recognized, 
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even if only intuitively by way of everyday lived experience, as surplus value that 

could be captured within the production cycle and returned to its source of finance.  

The pilot-schooner oil painting evidences these spatial dynamics of value 

generation. The painting exists simultaneously as art object and commodity. Though 

it adorns the domestic space of the Morse household as part of its décor, it 

nonetheless retains its role as commodity, existing within a market of exchange that 

includes other oil paintings such as those Martin has observed in shop windows. 

Similarly, its middle-class audience, indoctrinated to this spatial environment and to 

such a reception of the art form, evaluates it not as existing on one side or the other 

of Martin’s binary, not as beauty or as artifice, but as both simultaneously, with the 

former springing literally from the production and reception cycle of the latter. It is 

through this entire cycle that surplus value is generated. The means of artifice, the 

process of the artwork’s production, is thereby not denied, but recognized and 

incorporated into the evaluation undertaken in the artwork’s reception.  

Martin, on the other hand, when confronted with the means by which the 

pilot-schooner oil painting in the Morse household produces its aesthetic effect of 

“beauty,” refuses to accept or incorporate those means into his thinking. He clings 

instead to his belief in an objective value, disavowing as trickery the means of 

production of the artwork and the role it plays in constituting the beauty of the work. 

This failure to understand the means by which this art form functions to produce 

itself as a valuable (which is to say, commodified) art object likewise reflects 

Martin’s misunderstanding of the emergent middle class subjectivity. His exposure 
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to the middle class space fosters in him a desire to become what he believes he sees, 

driving him to make himself over as a writer and intellectual. Martin’s attempt to 

formulate such subjectivity within a middle-class space ultimately fails, however, 

because he misperceives the dynamics of value spatially functioning as part of that 

environment. 

   
B. Capital’s Transformation of Space 

 Capital transformations occurring at the end of the nineteenth and beginning 

of the twentieth centuries functioned fundamentally to remake the experience of 

subjectivity through a process that sought to tightly interconnect the domestic and 

the professional, the private and the public. As Braverman writes, “In the earlier 

stage of [eighteenth- and nineteenth-century] industrial capitalism, the role of the 

family remained central in the productive process of society. While capitalism was 

preparing the destruction of that role, it had not yet penetrated into the daily life of 

the family and the community” (272).45 But these conditions radically changed as 

corporate capitalism invaded more and more of the social environment, moving 

increasingly into areas of mass production of consumer goods. Through such means, 

the marketplace of goods increasingly colonized the domestic spaces of culture. 

The cultural dynamics of food processing offer an early example of what 

later occurred throughout an increasing number of cultural activities. Previously “the 

province on the one side of the farm family, and on the other of the household,” food 

processing underwent significant change as industrial capital “thrust itself between 

farm and household, and appropriated all the processing functions of both, thus 
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extending the commodity form to food in its semi-prepared or even fully-prepared 

forms” (274). During this period a vast array of social needs underwent such a 

process of industrialized production. Braverman notes, “As with food, so with 

clothing, shelter, household articles of all sorts: the range of commodity production 

extended itself rapidly” (275). And through such means “the capitalist mode of 

production [began to take] over the totality of individual, family, and social needs 

and, in subordinating them to the market, also reshape[d] them to serve the needs of 

capital” (271).  

Important to recognize is that the advancement of this process enacted not 

only systematic change of material conditions, but also a spatial reconstitution of 

social relations that intrinsically affected subjective formation. As Braverman 

observes, “[A]s new services and commodities provide substitutes for human 

relations in the form of market relations, social and family life are […] weakened,” 

and once these ways of life are weakened, it then follows that “new branches of 

production are brought into being to fill the resulting gap” (277). In its manner of 

propagation, therefore, this process, as Braverman notes, “involves economic and 

social changes on the one side, and profound changes in psychological and affective 

patterns on the other” (277). In short, the massive capital transformations occurring 

during this period, particularly as realized through mass production of consumer 

goods, translated into spatial reconfigurations that fundamentally reconfigured the 

experience of embodied subjectivity during this period. 
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This transformation could not have occurred, however, were it not for a 

reshaping of institutional formations that reconfigured the forms and flows of capital 

in their relation to industry, the state, and the nation’s population. Prior to the 

changes the corporation as an institutional form underwent at the end of the 

nineteenth century, capital enterprise was severely limited. As Braverman explains, 

“The corporation as a form severs the direct link between capital and its individual 

owner, and monopoly capitalism builds upon this form. Huge aggregates of capital 

[were then able to] be assembled that far transcend[ed] the sum of the wealth of 

those immediately associated with the enterprise” (258). With this huge assemblage 

of capital, “detached from the personal wealth and capacities of individuals” and 

pressed into industrial enterprise, productive oversight necessitated that “operating 

control [to be] vested increasingly in a specialized management staff for each 

enterprise” (258). 

In other words, as capital moved and transformed in these ways, a 

professional managerial class arose to carry out the necessary operations of a modern 

corporate structure that began to subject a greater and greater range of societal 

functions to processes of mass industrialization. Through such a circuit, then, of 

finance capital flooding into manufacturing, production processes being overseen by 

a vastly expanding managerial class, resultant mass consumer goods being 

distributed and marketed far more widely than before, and acquisition of those goods 

by middle class households that substituted such purchases for previous means of 

local and domestic production, a tightly knit interrelation was developed between the 
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domestic and the professional spaces of middle class life at the turn into the 

twentieth century. Against this backdrop of cultural transformation, Martin’s 

narrative development of subjectivity—his desire, spurred by his exposure to the 

Morse middle class home and family, to become a writer and intellectual and his 

courtship of Ruth—acquires particular significance. 

   
IV. PRE-FORDIST, MIDDLE-CLASS DOMESTICITY AS A SPATIAL 

FORMATION 

A. Spatial Education 

 Martin’s goals are established from the outset of the novel as a result of his 

initial encounter with the middle-class environment that he experiences when he 

attends dinner at the Morse household. This spatial experience profoundly affects 

Martin. As the novel indicates, “Up to then he had accepted existence, as he had 

lived it with all about him, as a good thing. He had never questioned it, except when 

he read books; but then, they were only books, fairy stories of a fairer and 

impossible world. But now he had seen that world, possible and real, with a flower 

of a woman called Ruth in the midmost center of it” (77). As a result, he aspires to 

remake himself intellectually, believing that such an enactment will grant him a 

subject position within the world of middle class commerce and, consequently, make 

him acceptable as marriage material to Ruth. This action is the central narrative arc 

of the novel, and within its terms one can discern the socio-spatial struggle that was 

taking place within and between social class formations during this period. 



 162 

 Conflicts in conceptualizations of value as a result of spatial formations of 

subjectivity are evident in an exchange Martin and Ruth share early in the novel. In 

pursuit of his newly identified goals, Martin returns a short time after the dinner 

engagement to speak with Ruth in order to express his desires and seek her advice. 

He tells her that he “was never inside a house like this,” and that his exposure to it 

makes him “want to breathe air like you get in this house—air that is filled with 

books, and pictures, and beautiful things, where people talk in low voices an’ are 

clean, an’ their thoughts are clean” (97). Significantly, Martin equates what he wants 

not simply with a particular position within the workforce or level of economic 

remuneration; he conceives of it instead as a whole way of life and as a space that 

one bodily occupies and exists within, even to the extent of breathing in a particular 

sort of air.  

Yet, the chasm between conceptualizations of value is revealed by the advice 

that Ruth offers to Martin. In response to his expressed desires, Ruth replies, “What 

you need, you realize yourself, and it is education. You should go back and finish 

grammar school, and then go through the high school and university” (98). Within 

this exchange lies a fundamental division in value systems spatially derived and 

realized through embodiments of subjectivity. These competing conceptualizations 

of value mark the novel’s central conflict and inscribe the novel’s narrative action of 

Martin’s intellectual development in relation to Ruth and the middle class world she 

inhabits. 
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 Education, Ruth believes, offers the means by which Martin can gain what he 

desires. She is probably quite right in this, though not at all for the reasons she 

believes it to be so. She, like Martin, believes that acquisition of “higher” forms of 

learning and thinking will naturally equip him to move into a middle-class 

environment. In this, they both conceptualize the middle-class space as possessing 

an objectively valuable and advanced body of “higher” knowledge. For one seeking 

to develop a middle-class subjectivity, however, far more important than a 

comprehension of any particular body of “higher” knowledge is a socialization, 

along with others likewise being socialized, into a middle-class spatial environment, 

including an exposure to (managerial) knowledge that most effectually advances the 

development of an industrial regime of accumulation that constituitively includes 

mass consumption enterprises. This is, in short, education as spatial training ground.  

As Ohmann observes, “In 1880 a high school diploma was a rare 

achievement,” but this had changed dramatically by 1900, when “parents [had begun 

to think] of high school in the way older elites had thought of private schools: as 

preparation for college” (162). Less and less were colleges “casually open to 

gentleman,” but instead were populated by  “men and sometimes women of ability 

who went through regimented programs of study, apprenticeship, and initiation into 

the routines and values of the various guilds” (162). College thereby became the 

means through which “young people would qualify themselves through knowledge 

and skills for advancement in business or—after graduate study—in the professions” 

(162). 
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Evident in this transformation of the educational spaces of culture is a 

process of socialization recognizably operating throughout the emergent pre-Fordist, 

middle-class spatial environment: “children [of the professional managerial class] 

played in the same streets and parks, went to the same schools and Sunday schools, 

had their own social affiliations and organizations, grew into common habits of 

consumption and entertainment, went with parents to class-approved vacation sites, 

attended the same colleges” (161). These middle-class spatial environments played 

an essential role in socialization, and the construction of knowledge imparted within 

these contexts cannot be separated from the socializing function. 

 In addition to socially attuning an individual to a middle-class spatial 

environment, this process of socialization also, in turn, provided a reflexive 

activation of such an education by way of the socio-spatial standing that it granted. 

As Ohmann expresses, “the PMC grounded its self-definition and the idea of its 

historical agency in a particular relation to knowledge” (162). To be college 

educated was to be recognized as an “initiate”: one who “possess[ed] a broad 

capability for development, to be specialized and deepened through mastery of a 

discipline” (163). Granted this socio-spatial standing, one was positioned to “claim 

certain privileges—control over work, limited autonomy from market forces and 

bosses, affluence, respect—guaranteed formally in the most successful professions, 

informally in the ranks of specialized management and the new government 

bureaucracies” (163). Education, then, far more than simply an exposure to a 

“higher” body of knowledge, was an advancement of embodied subjectivity; it was a 
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socialization into the dynamics of the emergent middle-class environment that 

simultaneously functioned to produce an embodiment of subjectivity that inherently 

possessed much greater opportunity to influence and shape the emergent formations 

of pre-Fordist, social space going forward.  

   
B. Spatial Valuation 

Neither Ruth nor Martin conceives of education in these terms, however. 

Both believe an objective “higher” knowledge exists and that it is covalent with 

subjectivity in a middle-class spatial environment. Martin’s dedication to the pursuit 

of these beliefs continually threatens to fracture this conceptualization, and it 

eventually even leads to the schism that finally divides Martin from Ruth. But it is 

present from the outset, in Ruth’s recommendation that Martin pursue an education, 

and it remains active in spite of the contradiction demonstrated by her wish that 

Martin apprentice in her father’s business so that he will be able to take a “position” 

(235). 

 Ruth, in spite of (or perhaps, as the above suggests, because of) her 

university education, cannot accept Martin’s pursuit of making a living as a writer as 

being equivalent to apprenticing in a profession. In contrast, she valorizes the rise of 

Charles Butler, an attorney in her father’s practice who, with “comparatively no 

advantages at first,” achieved his position by way of being “honest, and faithful, and 

industrious, and economical,” working first as a bookkeeper and typist before 

becoming a clerk and then going on to law college (108). Martin, however, finds 

himself “dissatisfied with Mr. Butler’s career,” believing there is “something paltry 
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about it” (112). He cannot accept Butler’s early “life of pinching and privation” 

(112). But as literary critic Christopher Gair points out, the “professional similarities 

[between Martin and Butler] outweigh their differences,” as “Martin’s readiness to 

sacrifice all superfluous activity in order to achieve ‘success’ is […] broadly similar 

to the philosophy of the lawyer” (248).46 Martin notably subjects himself to 

conditions more severe than those Butler imposed on himself, rationing not only the 

food that he eats, but also his clothing, his material possessions, and even the 

number of hours he sleeps, wanting to maximize all of his expenditures toward his 

development as a writer. 

It is not the economizing, then, but something else that leads Martin to 

perceive his own efforts as distinct from those of Butler’s. In relation to Butler, the 

“something paltry” that Martin feels becomes identified as “a life of pinching and 

privation” that lacks “an adequate motive” (112). Because Butler’s course was not 

undertaken “for love of a woman, or for attainment of beauty,” Martin finds 

“something in [Ruth’s] recital [of it] that jar[s] upon his sense of beauty and life” 

(112). Martin finally cannot accept Butler’s course of action or his professional 

position because they lack what he perceives to be an objective element of value, an 

element Martin conceptualizes simultaneously as equivalent to the middle-class 

space, yet not governed by middle-class, socio-spatial, economic forces. As Gair 

points out, “The only differences [between Martin’s and Butler’s pursuits] lie in 

Ruth Morse’s inability to recognize the emergent middle-class status of the writer as 

self-employed professional, and Martin’s artificial division of his own occupation 
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into the ‘attainment of beauty’ and the pursuit of a career” (248). Both perspectives 

underscore the significance of the changing role of the writer within the emergent 

configurations of the economy. 

As literary historian Christopher P. Wilson elsewhere has explored, “[A]t the 

turn of the century, a new combination of market forces had come into operation, 

and the literature produced for that market was directly shaped by it” (Gair 246).47 

While Ruth’s dismissal of Martin’s pursuits demonstrates the uneven development 

of professionalizing forces occurring at the turn into the twentieth century (a fact 

thoroughly highlighted by her different response to such a position once Martin 

becomes financially successful), Martin’s division of thinking is even more 

significant as it reveals the spatial nature of the conflict in value exhibited by his 

struggle for an embodiment of subjectivity within the dynamic forces of the 

emergent middle-class environment.  

This spatial conflict of value is displayed in Martin’s frustration over the 

publishing industry’s consistent rejection of his serious written work, which he 

believes is objectively of superior aesthetic quality. The rejection of his serious work 

compels Martin to examine his “hack-work” (300), which editors have accepted, in 

an attempt to discern what about it is found to be appealing. Martin distills this hack-

work to a strict three-part formula: “(1) a pair of lovers jarred; (2) by some deed or 

event they are reunited; (3) marriage bells,” all of which transpires between “twelve 

hundred words minimum” and “fifteen hundred words maximum” (300-01). In turn, 

he utilizes this formula to create hack-work in the most efficient manner possible in 
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an assembly line process. Using “half a dozen stock forms” that are “like the 

cunning tables used by mathematicians,” Martin is able “in the course of a half an 

hour […] to frame up a dozen or so storiettes” which he knows will satisfies the 

demands of the reviewing editors. Martin employs these means in order to generate 

sustaining income. Of course, he applies this “mechanical” (301) process only to his 

“hack-work,” while his devotion to his serious writing remains as committed as ever. 

In this division of work lies the distinction between Ruth’s statement of writing 

being “a trade, like anything else” (121), a belief that Martin largely shares and acts 

upon, and the valuation Martin simultaneously holds of it as beyond the scope of 

mere commerce, finding in it instead an objectively measurable aesthetic value.  

Martin invokes a similar basis of valuation when he and Ruth discuss an 

opera they have attended together. In response to Martin’s sharp criticism of the 

performance, Ruth contends that he is not equipped to make such determinations as 

he is insufficiently versed in the art form. Martin agrees with her premise, but still 

maintains his critical assessment. Though they mutually acknowledge that a value 

judgment is inherently “a matter of training,” Martin nonetheless holds out that he 

“won’t subordinate [his] taste to the unanimous judgment of mankind” (256). In 

sum, Martin acknowledges the existence of a social economy and he recognizes that 

valuation results from the processes of a social system of exchange (certainly 

recognizable in this historical period’s dramatically increased circuits of finance, 

production, distribution, marketing, and consumption). Yet, simultaneously, he 

insists on maintaining a conceptualization of objective value premised on a 
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foundation untouched by social or market forces, a foundation that localizes the 

exchange between laborer and others and thereby substantially constrains capital’s 

ability to determine socio-spatial configurations. It is this duality of value that 

underpins the central narrative action of the novel as Martin’s objective valuation 

increasingly comes into tension with the pre-Fordist dynamics of value generated 

through social circulation. 

   
V. SPATIO-TEXTUAL VALUATIONS 

A. The Value of Martin’s Success 

 Martin finally succeeds in having his serious work published, and, as a result, 

he quickly becomes both well known and well off. “Money poured in on him,” the 

novel states, “fame poured in on him; he flashed, comet-like, through the world of 

literature, and he was more amused than interested by the stir he was making” (437). 

In response to his sudden success, Martin finds that the middle-class society that has 

shunned him for his ways of thinking now comes to embrace him fully. Yet Martin 

cannot understand this reversal in his reception because the work that acquires him 

fortune and accolades was “work performed” (437) during the time when middle-

class society shunned him for expressing those same views. Martin wonders how his 

written work at one point makes him a pariah and at another point makes him 

socially desirable when the content of that work has not changed. 

 Martin’s confusion in this respect comes to center on a dinner invitation he 

receives from Judge Blount, a respected society member who Martin has met 

through the Morses. This invitation is a “little thing” that Martin’s inability to come 
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to terms with soon starts “to become a big thing” for him (437). On an earlier 

occasion, Judge Blount had ridiculed Martin’s thinking, and, in return, Martin had 

insulted him. It makes no sense to Martin, therefore, why the Judge would invite him 

to dinner when he “had not changed” and was still “the same Martin Eden” (437). 

Because the only difference of this “work performed” is that it had since “appeared 

inside the covers of books,” which is to say that it had successfully circulated 

socially, Martin can see no rationale in the Judge’s accrediting him with intellect of 

social standing. Martin, therefore, finds Judge Blount’s invitation to dinner to be 

“not for any real value, but for a pure fictitious value” (437).  

The only way Martin can conceptualize this Judge Blount’s valuation is by 

means of defining it as “fictitious” and by setting it in opposition to another 

valuation he defines as “real.” As Martin’s division between his “hack-work” and his 

serious work demonstrates, Martin holds out against the notion of a purely market-

determined valuation. It is only his “hack-work,” writing he himself identifies as of 

lesser value, that he is willing to subject to pure market forces, largely because he is 

able to conceive of that process as nearly mechanical in its operations. It is to him 

akin to a simple exchange of labor for designated compensation.  

Martin likewise presumes that the “work performed”—his previously 

accomplished serious work—is an identifiable product and should transact in a 

similar manner, albeit with a recognized objective value. Yet, just as the 

transformations within the sphere of manufacturing by way of massive infusions of 

capital and spatial reconfigurations of social structures functioned to produce a huge 
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expansion of surplus value within the circuit of production, so too did these 

processes massively expand the market and circulation of goods produced by these 

transformations. In short, as finance capital became socialized, so too did the market 

for consumption. It is this transformative spatial dynamic of pre-Fordist space that 

Martin struggles against. His writing, as product, takes on a fictitious quality when it 

circulates in a wider and more diffused manner than is possible in a localized and 

immediate exchange of physical labor for payment. Unable to comprehend the 

increasingly extended social context within which his written work is consumed and 

the value that it accrues there, Martin is left “puzzled,” and the “small thing” soon 

becomes a “big thing,” namely Martin’s disillusionment with spatial conditions and 

ultimately with the experience of embodied subjectivity. 

   
B. Value and Embodied Subjectivity 

Martin’s situating of value in a local and immediate exchange of labor for 

compensation is indicative of his fixation on the role played by the physically 

laboring body in the material processes of social exchange. In the case of Judge 

Blount’s dinner invitation, for example, Martin is led primarily to contemplate 

practical notions of bodily nourishment. Wealthy enough “that he could [now] buy a 

hundred thousand dinners,” Martin is astonished to find that “dinners [are] thrust 

upon him right in left” even though he finds himself “losing his appetite” (443). Yet, 

as Martin notes, during his “days of desperate starvation,” when he “needed the 

dinners, and went weak and faint for lack of them and lost weight from sheer 

famine,” his experience was that “no one invited him to dinner” (443). 
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Martin sees only the most practical dimension in this social reciprocity. Here 

he defines dinner as a commodity exchange in which nourishment is given in return 

for the value of the tangible work he has (previously) produced through publication. 

Yet, in this conceptualization, Martin fundamentally misunderstands both sides of 

the exchange. What is of value here is not on either side the material elements being 

exchanged. Within the emergent middle-class environment, the value of the dinner, 

just as the value of Martin having been published, lies not so much in the material 

goods themselves but more in their circulation, for it is within that circulation that 

surplus value can be created. It is then social capital—the production of surplus 

value by way of social circulation—that underpins and motivates these actions. 

Martin’s mistaking of nourishment as the objective of these invitations, rather than 

the actual motivation of production of social capital—an adding (or potential adding) 

of value by way of arranging social circuits of exchange—shows that Martin’s 

conceptualization of value has been produced in a localized exchange of bodily labor 

that inherently minimalizes capital’s potential to exploit possibilities for creating 

surplus value by manipulating either the production or consumption circuits. 

 From the outset, Martin locates the source of the production of value as close 

to or within the human body. When his exposure to the middle-class environment by 

way of his dinner engagement at the Morses’s home leads him to consider whether 

he might be able to acquire such class positioning for himself, he notably assesses 

his potential by sizing up his own physical appearance: “He […] tried to see himself 

in the dirty looking-glass over the wash-stand. […] He saw the head and face of a 
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young fellow of twenty, but being unused to such appraisement, he did not know 

how to value it” (67-68, emphasis mine). The potential for advancement is not 

identified as dependent on any abstract intangible notion such as ‘character.’ The 

question in other words, to Martin, is not one of spirit, but of physical materiality. 

His potential, as Martin sees it, lies physically in his body. His questioning of 

“capability” that might be revealed by peering hard enough at his forehead such that 

he might glimpse the potential his brain possesses is premised seemingly on a mental 

and physical coordination that ultimately will determine “how far” he will go (68). 

The laboring body, in conjunction with a mind that makes the most use of it, is 

fundamental to Martin’s conceptualization. The production of value is the result of 

what the body can effectively labor to produce, so much so that Martin contemplates 

his physical features in an attempt to assess his potential for class advancement. 

This point is further underscored by Martin’s contrasting conceptualization 

of Ruth’s body. Though he is led to contemplate his own physicality to assess his 

potential for achieving middle-class status, Martin is unwilling to recognize Ruth as 

materially negotiating her class position:  

[Martin] did not think of her flesh as flesh—which was new to him; for of the 

women he had known that was the only way he thought. Her flesh was 

somehow different. […] It was an emanation of her spirit, a pure and 

gracious crystallization of her divine essence. This feeling of the divine 

startled him. […] No word, no clue, no hint, of the divine had ever reached 

him before. He had never believed in the divine. […] There was no life 
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beyond, he had contended; it was here and now, then darkness everlasting. 

(58) 

Admittedly such a conceptualization carries significant vestiges of Victorian 

gendered idealization, but it conveys more. Martin overtly indicates that he perceives 

the world in an entirely material fashion. “There is no life beyond,” he states; there is 

only “here and now,” and “then darkness everlasting” (58), And Martin further 

indicates that he has always placed women within this material scheme. But he 

refuses to do so in regard to Ruth. As with his intellectual work, Martin places his 

valuation of beauty on a foundation apart from material determinations. 

A third example yet again underscores Martin’s perception of the body in 

relation to his conceptualization of the production of value. Once his written work 

does sell and he is financially compensated beyond all possible necessary personal 

financial need, Martin acts on a desire to preserve his sisters’s bodies against the 

ravages of domestic labor. Both sisters are wives of small merchants. One, Gertrude, 

is the wife of a man who owns a cash store that sells groceries; the other, Marian, is 

the wife of a man who owns a bicycle shop. Martin personally negotiates with each 

sister’s husband. In exchange for providing capital for an expansion of each 

business, Martin extracts an agreement from each that he will employ a domestic 

laborer to relieve each sister of her toil, an expense paid for by redirecting the 

monies that typically would be paid as interest on such loans. London presents the 

dynamics of these negotiations in some detail, highlighting the degree of 

consideration each of these characters has given to the matter at hand. The end 
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result, somewhat heightened by the husbands’s begrudging gratitude even as they 

both privately criticize Martin for lacking business acumen, is emotional uplift. In 

the latter instance, for example, the novel indicates that Marian “[w]ith tears in her 

eyes and her arms around his neck, […] at parting, told Martin how much she loved 

him and always had loved him” (449). Notably, however, in spite of Martin’s own 

direct experiences with labor, neither the hired laborers themselves nor the labor 

they are to perform is directly addressed anywhere in the process of arranging for 

their hire. The novel renders the seemingly emancipatory and goodhearted action of 

Martin with his ever-growing bank account, while virtually occluding the laboring 

bodies that are substituted for those of his sisters. 

 These events, occurring late in the novel as they do, take on a particular 

significance in relation to Martin’s struggle with structural valuation and spatial 

reconfigurations as formations of capital transformation. Martin’s success has 

occurred on the very foundation that he has struggled against and has been unwilling 

to accept. Increasingly expansive social circulation of his writing as marketed 

product has produced in compensation his means for carrying out the relief of his 

sisters’s toiling bodies. If there is any difference between his sisters performing the 

domestic work and hired servants performing the domestic work, it is that the latter 

are “fairly” compensated by market rates, a fact that remains true in spite of the 

physical toll that such labor exacts. This, then, is a rather nuanced exchange in terms 

of Martin’s conceptualization of the generation of value in that Martin effectively 

utilizes his own capital, gained from a market he struggles against, to “purchase” his 
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sisters’s bodies from the labor market by substituting the labor of others in their 

place. In this act, Martin is able to bring together the spectrum of valuation he has 

previously demonstrated. He simultaneously is able to contest the system of 

increasing capitalization (by expending his profits for purposes of good), endorse a 

system of immediate exchange (by compensating laborers for their bodily work at a 

designated rate), and withdraw the beautiful from marketable exchange (by freeing 

his sisters of their toil).  

   
C. The Value of Martin’s Delirium 

 This sketch of the socio-spatial context rendered in Martin Eden, suggesting 

the competing systems of structural valuation and configurations of the body 

occurring as part of these spatial formations, makes it possible to turn with greater 

insight to Martin’s episode of delirium. The episode begins with Martin receiving 

notification that one of his stories, “The Ring of the Bells,” has been accepted for 

publication by one of the “first-class magazines” (263). Expecting to be paid “two 

cents a word,” (264) Martin figures that this story, at five-thousand words in length, 

should yield him enough to pay off his looming debts. He discovers, however, that 

the price to be paid is only five dollars total, a mere tenth of a cent for each word 

written. As the letter “slides from his hand,” he begins to think that he has “wasted 

two years” in pointless pursuits (264-65).  

Initially, Martin’s intense disillusionment intermingles with an attempt to 

recall and tabulate the many debts pressing on him: “Five dollars for five thousand 

words, ten words for a cent, the market price for art. The disappointment of it, the lie 
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of it, the infamy of it, were uppermost in his thought; and under his closed eyelids, in 

fiery figures, burned the “$3.85” he owed the grocer” (265). His string of debts come 

to mind in quick succession, but he has trouble keeping them straight, and he finds 

that he “must go the dreary round of his mind again and find out” (266). Labor, 

compensation, and debt swirl together in Martin’s contemplations. Rather than “go 

the dreary round” that he feels is before him, however, Martin allows his mind to 

give way to a state of delirium. “He pulled a lever,” the novel indicates, “that made 

his mind revolve about him, a monstrous wheel of fortune, a merry-go-round of 

memory, a revolving sphere of wisdom. Faster and faster it revolved, until its vortex 

sucked him in and he was flung whirling through black chaos” (267). 

 Notably, this mental process is accompanied by physical, bodily sensations. 

Martin “shiver[s], and [is] aware of an aching in his bones” (265). He finds that the 

“small of his back ache[s] especially” (265), and that his “head ache[s], the top of it 

ache[s], the back of it ache[s], the brains inside it ache […] and seem to be swelling, 

while the ache over his brows [is] intolerable” (265). This moment parallels Martin’s 

earlier moment of assessing his potential for societal advancement by looking to his 

physical attributes in combination with his mental power to direct his physical labor. 

Here, however, the process is reversed. As Martin is mentally overwhelmed by a 

system that appears to have fraudulently held out a potential for compensatory value, 

he finds himself in turn equally subsumed physically and bodily. 

In this state, Martin hallucinates that he is back working in the laundry. 

Though the labor performed is as one would expect, the elements of the environment 
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are all a jumble and far from typical. Finding himself in the laundry, standing “at a 

mangle, feeding starched [shirt] cuffs,” Martin notices “figures printed on the cuffs” 

and recognizes them to be “his bills flying around on the drum of the mangle” (267). 

In an effort to “escape paying them,” Martin “throw[s] the bills on the floor” (267). 

But as the “pile of cuffs [grows] into a mountain,” Martin knows “that he [is] 

doomed to toil for a thousand years to pay for them” (267). 

These actions emphasize the interrelations of the laboring body, the economy 

within which it labors, and the manner by which value is generated. Returned to the 

very laboring conditions within which he previously has been able to effectively 

accrue monetary value (albeit at the cost of expending all laboring energies leaving 

none for intellectual work), Martin in his hallucinatory state finds he is not able to 

successfully accomplish these ends. Despite the ingenuity of his work practices, the 

speed of circulation outstrips his ability to amass sufficient remuneration. He falls 

further and further behind, recognizing the vast number of years of labor it will take 

him to acquire the value he needs.  

 The inverse of the value of labor is immediately introduced, however, with 

the transformation of the shirt cuffs. Discovering that the cuffs no longer display the 

amounts he owes, Martin instead finds that “[e]ach cuff [is] a check” and that they 

are being fed to him for pressing by a magazine editor. Though he goes over them 

“anxiously, in a fever of expectation,” he “[finds] they [are] all blanks” (268). In his 

hallucinatory state, he feels he has “stood there and received the blanks for a million 

years or so,” though he “never let[s] one go by for fear it might be filled out” (268). 
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Finally one does appear filled out, but, when he “[holds] it to the light […] with 

trembling fingers,” he finds that it is only “for five dollars” (268). 

 This shift in focus from what Martin owes to what is owed Martin 

emphasizes the struggle throughout London’s novel over valuation and the 

foundation on which that valuation rests. Though odd and hallucinatory, both of the 

above scenarios that initiate the delirium episode suggest Martin’s conceptualization 

of value as a one-to-one exchange of compensation paid for a good produced by a 

laboring body. That is, the exchange that takes place is local and immediate, even if 

within the hallucinatory events a great deal of tension exists as a result of the 

potential inability for such transactions to occur. It is this foundation that is 

fundamentally disrupted in the final sequence of the delirium as the deep 

transformations of capital that were functioning to remake social space during this 

period are wildly rendered. 

In the sequence, Martin soon finds himself “in the ironing room in the midst 

of a snow storm” (268). It turns out, however, not to be snow falling, “but checks,” 

this time “of large denomination, the smallest not less than a thousand dollars” 

(268). As his friend Joe stands before him “juggling flat-irons, starched shirts, and 

manuscripts,” Martin “now and again” adds “a bundle of checks to the flying 

miscellany that soar[s] through the roof and out of sight in a tremendous circle” 

(268). Then, unexpectedly, Martin himself is added to the juggled items, and he is 

sent up “through the roof, clutching at manuscripts” as they become mixed with 

“checks [and] starched shirts” in “the midst of the Milky Way” (268-69). 
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Martin’s episode of delirium culminates in a literal ungrounding of value, an 

exponential expansion of circulation that likens currency first to snowflakes in a 

snow storm and then, even more expansively, to elements of the universe. This 

circulation results in the production of much greater sums of value, but its extremely 

dynamic, even turbulent forces simultaneously overwhelm any control on the part of 

the individual laboring body. Martin’s surreal delirium depicts the profound changes 

in the experience of subjectivity that occurred as a consequence of the socio-spatial 

transformations taking place at this time. Throughout the novel, Martin attempts to 

make the product of his written labor conform to his conceptualization of the 

valuation of his physical labor, a valuation he has known well and has been able to 

rely upon. This depiction of delirium demonstrates Martin’s struggle with structural 

valuation within spatial conditions that recently had undergone substantial 

transformation. As manufacturing and the financial markets, facilitated by already 

established corporate institutional structures, rapidly came together at the turn into 

the twentieth century, the dynamics of mass commodification broadly infiltrated the 

middle-class environment, greatly expanding middle-class formations and 

reconfiguring the relationship of the middle class to capital markets. Martin’s 

episode of delirium, in relation to these transformations, offers a key to 

understanding the basis of his struggle. The valuation of work performed is no 

longer simply a one-to-one exchange of labor for compensation, but is now a much 

more complex system of investment, management, production, and goods produced. 

This huge increase in aggregate capital naturally means that structural valuation 
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became at once more distant, more contingent upon the relations and operations of 

the socio-spatial formations, and, therefore, seemingly more arbitrary. 

Martin’s first substantial confrontation with this newly emergent pre-Fordist 

regime, the moment at which he first actually participates in it, occurs with the 

notification of the acceptance of his story in exchange for only a paltry sum. Martin, 

believing the entire system a fraud, comes unhinged. His delirium symbolically 

mirrors his experience of the dynamics of his social space, overwhelming him 

completely as he is subjected bodily to the spatial forces acting to shape not merely 

the configurations of his labor, but ultimately his embodiment of subjectivity. 

Ironically, however, the peril that motivates this episode, the failure of this far-flung 

spatial environment to compensate Martin for his labor, is not the one that ultimately 

overwhelms and destroys him. Martin soon learns that he is mistaken in his belief of 

the publishing industry’s fraudulence, that the payment of the paltry sum is not 

indicative of the industry as a whole, and it is only a short time before Martin’s 

writing is published to major acclaim and monetary compensation. One would 

presume that this turn of events, Martin’s movement from hardship and anonymity 

to wealth and notoriety, would signal salvation for Martin, an affirmation of his 

skills and talent, and a guarantee of acceptance into the society he strives for 

throughout much of the novel. Instead, these events prove to be utterly destructive to 

Martin, revealing to him the fundamental nature of the newly emergent capitalist 

regime from which he sees no escape other than, finally, self annihilation.  

   
D. The Value of Martin’s Suicide: Resisting Embodied Subjectivity 
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 Martin’s success occurs as a consequence of reproduction and social 

circulation. Though the substance of his ideas and his literary artistry are not 

insignificant, they are clearly secondary to the promotion of his name and persona 

once he is established. Paradoxically, this propagation of Martin as symbolic figure 

results in Martin personally experiencing a diminishment of subjectivity. Martin 

“read[s] the magazines about himself, and pore[s] over portraits of himself published 

therein,” but the more he does so the more he is “unable to associate his identity with 

those portraits” (454). There is a gap between his immediate experiential conception 

of self and the conception of him created by means of wider socio-spatial forces. 

This example, because it presents literal depictions of Martin produced by others for 

means of increased profits, helps bring to light a process that typically is more 

abstract and internal (though still bound up with socio-spatial conditions). As he 

bodily transacts his material environment, Martin is forced to formulate, to embody, 

a sense of self. Martin’s struggle with subjectivity, resulting from the gap between 

his immediate formulation of self and the one being imposed on him by his larger 

spatial environment, is experienced physically and bodily, manifesting as an illness 

with which he is stricken. 

 Initially, Martin describes his illness as a result of too much life: “‘I am sick, 

very sick,’ he said with a despairing gesture. ‘[…] Something has gone out of me. I 

have always been afraid of life, but I never dreamed of being sated with life. Life has 

so filled me that I am empty of any desire for anything’” (465). Yet, the consequence 

is the reverse, an ebbing of all his life force and will to live: “He saw, clear eyed, 
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that he was in the Valley of the Shadow. All the life that was in him was fading, 

fainting, making toward death. […] This was his peril. Life that did not yearn toward 

life was in fair way toward ceasing” (472). And cease it does, as Martin, aboard ship 

in a futile effort to forever leave behind the social space to which he has been 

subjected, opts to take his own life by lowering himself out of his porthole and 

dropping into the ocean so as to drown once left behind.  

 While the potential destination of a south sea island on which Martin hopes 

to live peacefully in a grass hut and be tended by a female native replays the grossest 

of Western imperialistic benign ruler/noble savage fantasies, the journey itself on 

board ship offers an intriguing spatial counterpoint to the novel’s opening sequence 

in the Morse home. In both cases, Martin bodily experiences the spatially familiar as 

unfamiliar. The Morse household, likened as it is to a rolling sea that prevents 

Martin from achieving a sound footing, affects Martin so deeply that it disrupts the 

solid foundation of the social space he has previously occupied. The novel’s end 

sequence recasts in the literal Martin’s symbolic shipboard instability. The 

disruption of embodied identity initiated at the outset of the novel here reaches its 

climax, portending a foreclosure to Martin not only of the middle-class social space 

he hoped to occupy but also any possibility of finding a road back to the working 

class position he previously knew: “here he was, the great man on board, in the 

midmost center of it, sitting at the captain’s right hand, and yet vainly harking back 

to forecastle and stoke-hole in quest of the Paradise he had lost. He had found no 

new one, and now he could not find the old one” (477-78). The division of classes is 
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again given literal spatial manifestation, though now Martin finds his embodiment of 

subjectivity likewise caught literally betwixt and between. Any hoped for individual 

reconciliation of the class-based social spaces he has occupied now appears 

impossible, but so too is it impossible for him to return to the working class social 

space he had previously known, appearing to him from this vantage as nostalgically 

utopian. Martin is led thereby to the only conclusion he can conceive. 

 The novel culminates with the most bodily of acts—Martin’s suicide by 

drowning. Notably emphasizing the physicality of the event, the novel indicates that 

“[w]ith swift, vigorous propulsion of hands and feet,” Martin “lift[s] his shoulders 

and half his chest out of water” so as “to gain impetus for the descent” (481). He 

finds that after he “breathe[s] in the water deeply,” he “strangles” and “quite 

involuntarily his arms and legs claw the water and [drive] him up to the surface” 

(481). But he overcomes this “disdainfully” looked upon “will to live” (481) by 

diving down “head first, swimming with all his strength” until “his arms and legs 

[grow] tired and hardly move” (482). As “the air is [driven] from his lungs in a great 

explosive rush,” he feels a “pain and strangulation” (482). Martin notes, however, 

that “the hurt [is] not death,” but “life, the pangs of life, […] the last blow life could 

deal him” (482). 

 Like the hallucinatory delirium, this experience spatially overwhelms 

Martin’s physical body, and the two scenes invite comparison. The delirium 

symbolically replays Martin’s lived experience in response to the emergent 

conditions of increasingly socialized finance capital realized through socio-spatial 
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formations of mass production. The transformations of capital occurring at the turn 

into the twentieth century created increasingly distant and intricate networks that 

nonetheless intimately interacted with and to a degree determined the (often 

radically new) lived conditions experienced by individuals within the resultant social 

spaces.  

In his delirium, Martin experiences his body being spatially configured by 

these emergent social conditions. He is subjected to a dizzying array of forces 

beyond his control, seemingly so interchangeable, randomly materializing, and 

without origin as to appear chaotically surreal. Martin’s repeated response is to try to 

tame these forces by bringing them under the control of his immediate bodily labor. 

When this fails, he turns in frustration to another immediate bodily course of action, 

striking out at those around him with an ax. These forces, however, bent on 

producing an ever-increasing expansion of profit, prove to be beyond any immediate 

control. Martin’s laboring efforts, including his taking up of the ax, are easily 

brushed aside, and he, along with the constantly appearing checks “of large 

denomination,” is caught up in the “flying miscellany that soar[s] through the roof” 

and eternally resides “in the midst of the milky way” (268). He, in effect, is bodily 

subsumed by the experience of social space resulting from the operations of the 

newly emergent capital regime of industrial manufacturing. He is bodily cast out, 

experiencing a disembodiment in relation to immediate and local relations, as socio-

economic forces responsible for a production of subjectivity were growing vastly 
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more distant. This observation brings into relief the extent to which Martin’s act of 

suicide stands in direct contrast.  

 Rather than being cast up and out to a universal atomistic dispersion, 

Martin’s body in the act of suicide dives down and withdraws to the most local 

immediacy. It is also an act of self-volition, and his focus remains entirely upon his 

strength and determination to carry it out. For example, as he descends he hopes he 

will not be struck by bonita for fear that “it might snap the tension of his will” (481), 

and when no strike comes, he experiences gratitude that in this situation his will does 

not meet with external resistance. Unlike the delirium’s portrayal of Martin’s bodily 

vulnerability to the emergent social space, then, his act of suicide functions as a 

reaction and resistance to those forces. It depicts Martin’s attempt, by making 

himself of his own committed free will permanently bodily absent, to wrest his 

subjectivity from the spatially configuring forces of embodiment. Martin’s final act 

is a refusal to succumb to the forces spatially exerted upon him. It is a paradoxical 

sublimation through self annihilation, equating life with social forces of circulation 

and death with the sole means of escape from them—a rather strong indictment of 

the experience of embodiment within the emergent pre-Fordist spatial regime.  

London’s novel, most simply, portrays Martin’s quest to move from the 

working class to the middle class and his concomitant discovery that middle-class 

values are not, as he believed, grounded in an objective foundation. (This narrative 

progression is certainly one aspect that has left the novel vulnerable to critical 

charges of thematic cliché.) London’s novel, however, portrays far more. When one 
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situates the novel and Martin’s progression more fully within the context of their 

historical moment, one can see that Martin stands at a cultural intersection of 

economic forces, as industrialized capital formations in the late nineteenth century 

strove to dominate the socio-spatial environment and do away with the vestiges of 

prior regimes of accumulation. What the novel renders, then, is not merely a 

character’s attempt to move from a working-class space to a middle-class space, but 

a character’s struggle with subjectivity and structural valuation in a socio-spatial 

environment undergoing fundamental transformation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“FOR YOU IS NEITHER SURFEIT NOR CONTENT”:  
PERFORMING BODIES IN THEODORE DREISER’S SISTER CARRIE 

 
 

[M]arketers built physically real spaces of a new kind. Department stores 
were paradigmatic. Elegant, imposing “palaces” dominated the cityscape. 
The early synonyms for store—palace, house, emporium, resort—suggest the 
exuberance felt by the owners, and there is no reason to doubt that customers 
shared that feeling. In entering the store one entered a world apart, vistas and 
labyrinths constructed on a different logic from that of the streets outside. 
(78-79) 
     Selling Culture 
     Richard Ohmann 

 
She could not help feeling the claim of each trinket and valuable upon her 
personally. […] The dainty slippers and stockings, the delicately frilled 
skirts and petticoats, the laces, ribbons, hair-combs, purses, all touched her 
with individual desire. (31) 
     Sister Carrie 
     Theodore Dreiser 

 
Carrie’s body, infinitely incomplete, is—literary and economic, immaterial 
and material—the body of desire in capitalism. (56) 
 “Sister Carrie’s Popular Economy” 
 Walter Benn Michaels 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Looking back to the decades leading up to the turn into the twentieth century, 

Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, published in 1900, addresses many of the same 

cultural dynamics and tensions portrayed in London’s Martin Eden. Central to both 

novels is a rendering of subjectivity emergent from material forces acting upon the 

body within the turbulent socio-spatial transformations that capital’s reconfiguration 

brought about during this period. Notably, the title characters of both works 

experience tremendous financial success, Martin Eden as an author and Carrie 



 189 

Madenda (having shed the Meeber family name) as a stage actress. In both cases, 

financial success (coupled with celebrity48) proves not to be the panacea hoped for 

up to its acquisition. For Martin, as the last chapter has explored, success does not 

produce a subjective experience of authentic presence, but precisely the opposite. As 

the delirium episode exemplifies, Martin’s experience is that of being bodily cast 

into an atomistic universe in which epistemological and ontological value is 

intrinsically bound up with an ever-greater circulation of “checks, starched shirts, 

and manuscripts” (268-69). Troubled to the core by the formation of subjectivity his 

historical moment spatially enacts, Martin resists through the most bodily of actions: 

his own physical removal through suicide. Carrie’s response to these spatial 

experiences proves quite different. 

Like Martin, Carrie without question struggles bodily with her material 

environment. As her early attempts upon her arrival in Chicago to earn even mere 

subsistence demonstrate, embodied subjectivity within these spatial conditions is, 

above all, a physical labor. Unlike Martin, however, Carrie ultimately does not resist 

the dynamics of her spatial environment, but, indeed, capitulates to them. Bowing to, 

rather than opposing, the demands the spatial dynamics her historical moment place 

upon her, Carrie successfully establishes her subjectivity by way of performance. 

This occurs both literally, through her profession as an actress on the stage, and 

figuratively, through her actions off the stage that culminate in her professional 

status at the novel’s conclusion.  
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Indicative of the cultural transformation transpiring as a result of changing 

forms and flows of capital at this time, Carrie’s performative subjectivity is rooted in 

physio-material economic conditions but utilizes the dynamics of the emergent 

economy to project exponentially beyond the physical location of her laboring body. 

The efficacy of this embodied subjectivity results, in other words, from 

representations stemming from the body, even as these representations recognizably 

begin to overcome labor performed by the body and at the body’s immediate site. 

Martin experiences similar spatial dynamics, but in relation his written work. 

Martin’s struggle over subjectivity is rooted in the physical disconnection between 

the social circulation of his written work and his bodily labor, and, specifically, in 

the ability of the former to influence his formation of subjectivity far more so than 

the latter. In contrast, Carrie’s success flows from her ability to enact bodily a social 

circulation of imagery, most obviously through her stage performing but in other 

social contexts, as well. There can be no physical disconnection for Carrie because 

she bodily is the product being circulated. This is not to say, however, that such a 

situation leads to her fulfillment. Significantly, Dreiser’s novel renders even Carrie’s 

successful bodily negotiation ultimately unsatisfying as an experience of 

subjectivity. In this conclusion, then, lies a suggestion of the depth of cultural 

upheaval and struggle experienced within these emergent spatial conditions, as ever 

greater numbers of individuals across the social spectrum were being drawn into a 

rapidly developing economy of mass production and consumption driven by capital 

transformation. 
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II. PERFORMING SUBJECTIVITIES 

 Positioned at the center of both of these works is a protagonist driven to 

succeed within emergent economic conditions. Carrie shares with Martin a working 

class background and, like Martin, seeks above all to rise socially; each of these 

characters likewise believes this rise can be achieved primarily by way of financial 

gain. It is the failure of financial gain to produce a satisfying outcome that provides 

the crux of the narrative development in both works, raising questions about the 

nature of cultural conditions within the emergent spatial landscape of this period.49 

This drive for success, often conceptually identified in its abstract form as ‘desire,’ is 

a major thematic element that has received substantial critical attention in Sister 

Carrie.50 Likely the most in-depth examination of desire in this work, and one that is 

particularly relevant to this study, is Walter Benn Michaels’s monographic 

exploration of the relationship between literary naturalism and an economic gold 

standard. 

 ‘Desire,’ relative to the protagonist’s economy in Sister Carrie, is nothing 

less, Michaels contends, than “an unequivocal endorsement of what […] Dreiser 

himself regarded as the greatest of all social and economic evils, the unrestrained 

capitalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries” (35). Michaels founds 

his characterization of Carrie’s desire being emblematic of capitalism’s ravenous 

need for expansion—a dynamic especially recognizable in the capitialistically-driven 

spatial reconfigurations occurring at the time when Dreiser’s novel appeared—on 

Carrie’s definition of money as “something everybody else has and I must get” (85). 
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Carrie’s definition makes clear, Michaels argues, that “money for her is never simply 

a means of getting what you want, it is itself the thing you want, indeed, it is itself 

your want” (33-34). Michaels points out that such a revelation is nothing more than 

“a version of [the] more general economy of excess,” demonstrating a 

conceptualization of “desire that, exceeding and outstripping any possible object, is 

in principle never satisfied” (35). Identified as such, Carrie’s desire accords with 

Braverman’s articulation of the dynamics of a ‘universal market.’ In particular, her 

desire thus defined intimates the aforementioned characteristic of a universal 

market’s third step: the market’s ability, through product cycles, to begin defining 

consumers’s needs. Of course, a full-fledged universal market was far from manifest 

at the time of Sister Carrie’s appearance. Nevertheless, present within the work, as 

Michaels’s focus demonstrates, is an awareness of transformations of subjectivity 

resulting from spatial reconfigurations that were already taking place at the turn into 

the twentieth century.  

 Evidenced in Michaels’s analytic approach is a fundamental presupposition 

of New Economic Criticism: homologous relations discernable among economic 

structures, formations of subjectivity, and textual or discursive inscriptions. His 

claim that “the work of writing […] is the work of something like self-generation” 

(5) is, for Michaels, at the most basic level an economic claim because, he argues, 

“the logic of capitalism produces objects of desire only insofar as it produces 

subjects, since what makes the objects desirable is only the constitutive trace of 

subjectivity those objects bear” (20). The commodity form, in other words, 
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inherently functions in reciprocity with subjective formation. As such, inscription of 

subjectivity, textual or otherwise, constitutively carries with it these same dynamics 

of economic exchange.  

 Within this critical framework, Michaels is especially interested in a 

characteristic dynamic manifesting during this period of capital transformation at the 

end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries: the identity of a thing 

to involve something more than its physical qualities (21). Michaels observes that, in 

addition to the commodity, this dynamic can also be seen in such things as money, 

the corporation, and, indeed, the mode of literary expression (21). This critical 

formulation provides Michaels a foundation for carrying out an examination of 

Sister Carrie (as well as other works of American literary naturalism) that 

foregrounds textual operations of both language and subjectivity, the latter 

particularly in terms of gender. 

 “Dreiser makes use of the verbal forms of fiction,” Michaels argues, “to 

commit himself to the physical forms of capitalism” (56). By this, Michaels means 

that what is true of capital dynamics in this historical period, a generating of value 

through the commodity form that continually seeks to outstrip through a generation 

of profit the value of the resources committed to that effort, is likewise observable in 

the linguistic constructions of Dreiser’s novel. Michaels points to a declaration that 

the novel makes at its outset: “when a girl leaves her home at eighteen, she does one 

of two things. Either she falls into saving hands and becomes better, or she rapidly 

assumes the cosmopolitan standard of virtue and becomes worse” (42). In this 
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declaration Michaels sees a structural excessiveness that forecloses any possibility of 

subjective equilibrium (41-42) and that marks the novel’s linguistic formations 

throughout. Either one participates (figuratively, even if not literally) in the cultural 

dynamics of profit generation through commodity forms, the novel’s linguistic 

constructions declare, or one vanishes. No middle ground is possible.51 Observing 

that this drive for economic surplus is deployed repeatedly throughout the novel’s 

inscriptions as a means for character formulation and action, Michaels concludes that 

“it is the very fact of this excessiveness that fuels Sister Carrie’s economy” (44). 

 Michaels then advances this claim a step further, exploring this posited 

textual economy in terms of the novel’s rendering of gendered desire and gender 

relations. The novel depicts masculine desire, Michaels contends, as manifesting 

through “the aestheticizing ‘distance’ of the man’s gaze,” a gendered perspective 

that seeks to “make […] use of that aesthetic for its own ends” (57), whereas, in 

contrast, the novel depicts feminine desire as manifesting in a “closer look,” a 

gendered perspective that is mimetic in that it seeks “to be what [it] see[s]” (57). 

Michaels’s example of this is the contrast between Drouet’s aesthetic observations of 

women whom he and Carrie pass on the street and Carrie’s response of wanting to 

imitate them. (In fact, in many instances throughout the novel Carrie is depicted as 

imitating or wishing to imitate others.) What this demonstrates, Michaels argues, is 

that in Dreiser’s novel “the nonconsuming passion of the man serves primarily to 

provoke the consuming passion of the woman,” producing a textual portrayal of 

feminine sexuality as being a “kind of biological equivalent to capitalism” in that 
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female biology becomes “a figure for capitalism’s ability to imagine ways out of 

what appear to be biologically immutable limits” (57). This is to say that the female 

body in its mutability becomes the locus for capitalism’s drive for surplus value, a 

dynamic played out through gendered desire’s shaping of subjective formation. In a 

final move, then, Michaels identifies, in these linguistic operations of Dreiser’s text, 

capitalism’s characteristic dynamic of identity outstripping the thing in which it 

presumably resides (recognizable elsewhere in the capitalistic emergence of such 

things as the modern corporation, speculative finance, and commodities market 

trading), providing support for his claim that textuality, more than just homologous 

with economic registers, proves in fact to be structurally complicit with capitalism’s 

economic dynamics. 

 There is no question that Michaels’s examination of Sister Carrie is 

remarkably insightful, demonstrating the many ways in which late nineteenth-

century economic dynamics are observable in the novel’s textual structures and 

operations. 52 If there is a weakness in this examination, however, it is a shortcoming 

of one of its central critical methodological operations: the presumptive slide from 

‘the drive for financial gain’ to ‘desire’ without sufficiently articulating the 

relationship between the two. This is not to say that these two terms are 

contradictory. In fact, Michaels implicitly refers to their relationship when he 

situates desire in relation to capitalism: “the logic of capitalism produces objects of 

desire only insofar as it produces subjects, since what makes the objects desirable is 

only the constitutive trace of subjectivity those objects bear” (20). In this 
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formulation, ‘desire’ clearly arises as part of the subject/object division that exists 

inherently as a part of capitalism’s operations. Because his interests lie primarily in 

discursive operations following from this formulation, however, Michaels rapidly 

moves on to textual analysis without devoting any substantial attention to the physio-

material foundations (the subject/object relations) from which this posited ‘desire’ 

emerges. A consequence of this inattention is a tendency for analysis to focus too 

much on discursive operations without sufficiently grounding those discursive 

operations in the literal formations of social space.  

 Literary critic Richard Lehan levels this charge more generally against all 

new historicist (by which he specifically means New Economic Critical) readings of 

naturalist literary works, arguing that the “the new historicist does away with the 

idea of naturalism altogether and collapses it into cultural forms” (24) through the 

application of a “trope [that] allows discussion of the way economic reality—money, 

interest, contracts, corporate structure—anticipates human reality” (25). Lehan 

overstates his case theoretically, but, as his main charge underscores, not even the 

inclusion of a consideration of capital dynamics (as Michaels certainly offers in his 

articulation of capitalism’s drive for generating surplus value) is sufficient if one 

seeks to develop a study that offers a persuasive articulation of the intrinsic relations 

of economic conditions and textuality. Like textual operations, the dynamics of 

capital can easily remain conceptually intangible when left unexamined in respect to 

their material conditions. 
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 A spatio-textual analytic approach responds specifically to this need. 

Focusing on subjectivity transactionally arising from a bodily negotiation of material 

conditions, a spatio-textual methodology provides an analytic means for articulating 

the intrinsic spatial connections between the textual operations of fictional narrative 

works and the economic formations of a historical time and place. Both bodies and 

capital are extremely malleable, able to assume many forms and fulfill many 

functions. Nonetheless, they are able to assume the forms and fulfill the functions 

that they do because spatial form makes it possible. Social institutions, relations, and 

configurations shape and re-shape these dynamics, and it is only through a spatial 

examination of institutional, relational, and configural formations and 

transformations that one can adequately articulate the relation of textual operations 

and economic dynamics. In this manner, textual subjectivity, as a physio-material 

formation, proves not simply to be a linguistic operation accounted for by reading a 

trope present in one register onto the operations of all other registers, but in fact a 

locus for situating a text within the spatial formations of a historical time and place. 

   
III. PERFORMING BODIES OF/AND CAPITAL 

A. Carrie’s Initial Urban Experience of Embodied Subjectivity 

 From the outset, Dreiser’s novel renders Carrie bodily in relation to the 

spatial conditions of uneven capital development emergent in the last decades of the 

nineteenth century. A virtual blank slate, Carrie initially is identified by full name, 

“Caroline Meeber,” and summed up in terms of her possessions, including the small 

sum of money she carries: “her total outfit consisted of a small trunk, a cheap 
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imitation alligator-skin satchel, a small lunch in a paper box, and a yellow leather 

snap purse, containing her ticket, a scrap of paper with her sister’s address in Van 

Buren Street, and four dollars in money” (3). Carrie’s train ride to Chicago, a 

journey she thinks to herself carries her “not so very far away […] a few hours—a 

few hundred miles” (4) from Columbia City, Wisconsin, is emblematic of the urban 

migration already underway at this time, a population movement so great that it took 

only decades to tilt the balance between the numbers of people in the city and the 

numbers in the outlying countrysides. Carrie’s literal bodily immersion in the 

turbulent dynamics of the burgeoning urban space initiates the novel’s action. 

 Emphasized in this context is, of course, Carrie’s meager financial standing. 

Confronted on the train by Chas. Drouet, a “travelling canvasser for a manufacturing 

house—a class which at the time was first being dubbed by the slang of the day 

‘drummers,’” Carrie is first struck by his outward appearance (6). Of Drouet, the 

novel notes, “Good clothes, of course, were the first essential, the things without 

which he was nothing. A strong physical nature, actuated by a keen desire for the 

feminine, was the next” (7). Dreiser goes much further in this characterization, 

however, including not only substantial detail of Drouet’s clothing, but also an 

indication of the relationship of Drouet’s appearance to his professional position and 

the ease with which Drouet is able to negotiate the city’s environment as a result of 

that position. Drouet’s easy demeanor with Carrie prompts her second reaction, a 

realization that her relocation to Chicago is “not to be a round of pleasure,” but, 

indeed, one of toil and labor (9). Carrie’s realization is tangibly underscored in this 
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initial scene when Drouet, in order to give Carrie his business card, takes from his 

hip pocket “a fat purse […] that is filled with slips of paper, some mileage books, 

[and] a roll of greenbacks” (10). This juxtaposition of dollar bills with the markers of 

Drouet’s profession and the contrast of Drouet’s means with Carrie’s meager four 

dollars establishes primary issues that inform the structure of the novel throughout. 

 The extent to which Carrie’s subjectivity is determined by her bodily 

negotiation of the city’s material environment is strongly evident in her initial 

attempts to find a salaried position. At the direction of her sister Minnie and brother-

in-law Sven Hanson, Carrie believes she might get a position at one of the “big 

manufacturing houses along Franklin Street and just the other side of the river,” as 

Sven informs her that “[l]ots of girls work there”  (18). Carrie ventures, therefore, 

into the “central portion” of the city where the “vast wholesale and shopping 

district” is located, as it is here, the novel notes, where “the uninformed seeker for 

work usually drifted” (22). 

 What Carrie confronts for the first time is the vast and overpowering spatial 

environment of the modern city as it was developing in the pre-Fordist environment 

of the late nineteenth century in the United States. “The entire metropolitan centre,” 

the novel indicates, “possessed a high and mighty air calculated to overawe and 

abash the common applicant, and to make the gulf between poverty and success 

seem both deep and wide” (23). “Walk[ing] bravely forward,” Carrie physically 

plunges into this environment, “led by an honest desire to find employment” (23). 
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Almost immediately, however, she experiences “a sense of helplessness amid so 

much evidence of power and force she [does] not understand” (23). 

In spite of her inability to comprehend it, Carrie nonetheless intuitively 

recognizes that the city’s physical structures are intrinsic manifestations of this 

power and force: “These vast buildings, what were they? These strange energies and 

huge interests, for what purposes were they there?” (23). Carrie’s experience is here 

mirrored in Dreiser’s linguistic structures. Though the buildings and the 

energies/interests remain interrogatively distinct, the parallel structure and 

juxtaposition of the sentences, like Carrie’s intuition, strongly suggest their 

interrelation.  

Subjective experience, built structures, and complexity of industrial relations 

are further united in this passage when Carrie’s experience of the Chicago 

environment is compared with what she previously might have been exposed to in 

Wisconsin. Carrie, the reader is told, “could have understood the meaning of a little 

stonecutter’s yard at Columbia City, carving little pieces of marble for individual 

use” (23). All such meaning gets “lost […] in her little world,” however, “when the 

yards of some huge stone corporation came into view, filled with spur tracks and flat 

cars, transpierced by docks from the river and traversed overhead by immense 

trundling cranes of wood and steel” (23). The fact that it is ‘meaning’ that is at stake 

in the above passage underscores the extent to which Dreiser’s novel renders 

subjective and material formations intrinsically interrelated.  
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Of equal importance to a spatial formation of subjectivity is Dreiser’s 

emphasis in this textual passage of the magnitude and complexity of industrial and 

urban development taking place at this time. Carrie’s experience of suddenly having 

to negotiate a city “of over 500,000, with the ambition, the daring, the activity of a 

metropolis of a million,” a city with “streets and houses […] already scattered over 

an area of seventy-five square miles” (21), proves to be both a material and 

subjective occurrence. Though the urban environment appears “all wonderful, all 

vast” to Carrie, it simultaneously feels “far removed” (24) from her. In other words, 

the city’s expansive and intricate physical structures come to determine Carrie’s 

conceptualization of that environment. She finds that “[t]he great streets [are] all-

lined mysteries to her” and “the vast offices [are] strange mazes which concerned 

far-off individuals of importance” (24). As a result, she is able to conjure “only the 

vaguest conception” of the activities of the people within this environment and finds 

it virtually impossible to imagine “[w]hat they dealt in, how they laboured, [and] to 

what end it all came” (24).  

 Carrie’s lack of experience in this spatial environment, as her inability to 

conceptualize urban lived experiences and social relations demonstrates, makes her 

especially vulnerable to spatio-material forces acting subjectively on her. Notably, 

Dreiser makes this most evident, giving it its most specific form, through the novel’s 

rendering of the buildings in which Carrie seeks a professional position. As the novel 

states,  “It was a characteristic of Chicago then […] that individual firms of any 

pretension occupied individual buildings” (22). Displaying ground floor offices “in 
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plain view of the street” through “large plates of window glass,” the physical 

structures of these wholesale houses, the novel indicates, presented “an imposing 

appearance” as well as “a distinguished and prosperous look” (22). Significantly, 

this material environment is depicted not only as being observed by Carrie, but 

simultaneously as observing her, as well—a mutual dynamic that constitutively 

brings them both to presence: “As she contemplated the wide windows and imposing 

signs, she became conscious of being gazed upon and understood for what she 

was—a wage-seeker” (25). As this instance very early in the novel explicitly 

demonstrates, Carrie’s physical relocation from one cultural space to another, from 

the countryside to the emergent, urban, pre-Fordist space of the late nineteenth 

century, bodily exposes her to material conditions that inherently and unavoidably 

function to reconfigure and redefine her subjectivity. In these initial narrative 

constructions, then, one finds spatio-textual dynamics that function to establish the 

novel’s structure throughout. 

   
B. Institutions and Spatial Subjectivity 

 To speak of pre-Fordist space is, of course, to speak of far more than the 

physical structures within the built environment. Carrie is bodily constituted as a 

subject (“understood for what she was—a wage-seeker”) in this environment not 

simply because she is confronted by these physical structures, though certainly this 

is how subjectivity is spatially experienced. Spatial subjectivity is a formation of the 

physical body negotiating the material environment, which is to say the entirety of 

social relations as they are spatially realized. The spatial environment’s physical 
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structures are formations of these relations, and therefore a part of them, but they are 

far from the totality of these relations. It is the totality of these social relations 

(recognizing that such a totality, in whatever form it may exist at a given time and 

place, can never be fully known or articulated and also that these relations at any 

given time and place face cultural, technological, and other sorts of limits) as they 

are spatially realized that constitutes social space and, likewise, spatial subjectivity. 

 With respect to this understanding, the new architectural design of these 

imposing buildings, which place on display on the ground floor through large plate 

glass windows the internal business operations of these wholesale companies, 

acquires particular significance. “The casual wanderer,” the reader is told, “could see 

as he passed a polished array of office fixtures, much frosted glass, clerks hard at 

work, and genteel business men in ‘nobby’ suits and clean linen lounging about or 

sitting in groups” (22-23). Carrie is intimidated every bit as much by the display of 

these operations as she is by the urban space itself. Like a machine with the outer 

casing removed, on display here is something of the inner workings of the emergent 

pre-Fordist regime. Visible within the social space are spatial subjects (of the 

emergent professional managerial class) bodily carrying out the social relations 

constituting that social space. Carrie’s intimidation, experienced as “a certain 

indefinable shame,” results notably from a fear she feels “at being caught spying 

about for a position” (25). She is unable to imagine how she might become situated 

within these emergent relations and, in response, adopts a bodily appearance that 



 204 

feigns other interests: “she quicken[s] her steps and assume[s] an air of indifference 

supposedly common to one upon an errand” (25). 

 The external display of these well-dressed, middle class workers through the 

architectural design of the physical structures of this period is far from arbitrary. A 

significant and revealing corollary to this display appears elsewhere in the spatial 

formations of the pre-Fordist period: the department store window as a showcase of 

the ever-greater ranges of mass-produced retail goods being made available to a 

growing consumer population. In reference to Chicago at this time, Brown writes, 

“The city’s vitreous culture […] produced a regime of visibility, both real and 

phantasmatic” (“Matter” 87). In direct relation to consumer goods, the regime 

dynamics to which Brown refers are perhaps nowhere more apparent in the novel 

than in the scenes portraying Carrie at The Fair, a major department store in 

Chicago’s urban environment. The Fair was an actual store constructed during this 

period and which Dreiser incorporated into his novel.53 As Brown notes, “[William 

LeBaron] Jenney’s design for ‘The Fair’ was a vast (55,000 square feet), eleven-

story steel and iron rectangle (running along Adams Street, between State and 

Dearborn), with its first two stories devoted to glass” (89). Every bit as much as the 

fixtures and middle class workers visible behind the plate glass windows of the 

wholesale manufacturing building, the retail goods on display in The Fair’s 

showcase windows lining the city streets reveal the socio-spatial operations of the 

pre-Fordist regime at work in the last decades of the nineteenth century. 

 It is inside The Fair, amid the myriad retail goods on offer, however, that 
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Carrie most fully experiences the force of this emergent social space upon her as a 

consumer. In her negotiation of this retail space, Carrie is depicted as “wandering 

around the store amid the fine displays,” and “paus[ing] at each individual bit of 

finery” (92-93). As she “[comes] upon the corset counter,” she “pause[s] in rich 

reverie as she note[s] the dainty concoctions of colour and lace there displayed” (92). 

She “linger[s] in the jewelry department,” when she sees “the earrings, the bracelets, 

the pins, the chains” (92). This touring of the store’s goods re-enacts an earlier visit 

that Carrie makes to The Fair while seeking work there as a retail clerk, or “shop 

girl.” During that visit, Carrie similarly “passed along the busy aisles, much affected 

by the remarkable displays of trinkets, dress goods, stationery, and jewelry” (31). 

Finding “[e]ach separate counter [to be] a show place of dazzling interest and 

attraction,” Carrie looks with wonder on “[t]he dainty slippers and stockings, the 

delicately frilled skirts and petticoats, the laces, ribbons, hair-combs, [and] purses” 

(31).  

 As Brown points out, “Much of the genius of the department store lay in the 

invitation to browse […] which is the recognition that the task of the store was not 

simply to sell goods, but also to incite and generalize consumer desire” (“Matter” 

90). In this respect, Carrie’s visits to The Fair, Brown observes, portray “how the 

new retail establishments energized the potent paradox of mass consumption, which 

is the singularity, the difference, that every commodity promises, however 

standardized it is with the ready-made garment industry” (90 emphasis in original). 

Brown is quite right that on display here is the ability of this pre-Fordist social space 
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to generate a consumerist desire (which is to say, a particular perceived value) 

through differentiated retail commodities, even when the range of difference among 

those commodities remains fairly limited. Yet, in Dreiser’s portrayal of Carrie’s 

visits to The Fair one can recognize an even more significant characteristic dynamic 

of a pre-Fordist social space.  

 As Carrie trolls the retail display counters, she “[cannot] help feeling the 

claim of each trinket and valuable upon here” (31). This claim produces in her a 

sense that “[t]here was nothing there which she could not have used—nothing which 

she did not long to own” (31). As this description suggests, these goods that “all 

touch her with individual desires” (31) offer more than the mere fulfillment of 

previously recognized needs; they activate for her an array of potential new, 

heretofore unknown uses. Everything that appears before her produces such a 

response, and thereby immediately becomes bound up with desire. Perceived value 

is here being generated, then, not simply through availability or differentiation (as 

Brown observes), but through invention. This is to say that within the spatial 

environment that The Fair is able to establish, Carrie experiences the first 

intimations of the third step of Braverman’s universal market, the point at which 

needs are not simply met, but, indeed, are created through a system of mass 

commodification. 

 The force of this spatially imposed subjective embodiment is dramatically 

underscored in these scenes in The Fair by Carrie’s lack of means for acting upon 

her desire to consume. Her first visit is motivated by a hope that the department 



 207 

stores might yield a professional position for her, but she quickly learns that her lack 

of experience serves to exclude her. (Notably, this exclusion proves also to be a 

consequence of embodiment. Carrie’s inexperience is shown to be not only with the 

tasks the position performs, but also with the appearance “her more fortunate sisters 

of the city” are able to adopt (32).)  On her second visit she is in possession of 

twenty dollars—“two soft, green, handsome ten-dollar bills” (84)—lent her by 

Drouet. Despite her resolve to return the money as she feels it does not properly 

belong to her, Carrie nonetheless finds in its possession an intoxication of 

possibility. As Carrie’s thoughts fix upon the item she most desires, “the peculiar 

little tan jacket with large mother-of-pearl buttons” (92), the novel declares that 

“[t]here is nothing in the world more delightful than that middle state in which we 

mentally balance at times, possessed of the means, lured by desire, and yet deterred 

by conscience or want of decision” (91). Far more pleasurable than the mere 

possession of goods, this statement suggests, is the potential for possession: the 

means of acquisition coupled with a multitude of possible choices. 

 Carrie’s subject position as she enters Chicago’s urban social space of the 

late nineteenth-century is, of course, anything but this kind of delight. The showy 

displays of the middle class workers in the wholesale manufacturing buildings and 

the mass consumer retail environment of The Fair is a far cry from any of the 

positions available to Carrie. Though the job she takes, as a laborer operating a 

cutting machine for a shoe manufacturer, is located on Fifth Avenue in one of the 

large wholesale manufacturing buildings of the type she has previously observed, her 
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laboring environment is certainly not that of the ground floor, professional 

managerial class workers nor of the department store shop girls. When Carrie arrives 

to begin work, she has to take an elevator to the fourth floor, which is filled with 

“great aisles of boxes piled to the ceiling” (48). After she is led “through [these] 

dark, box-lined aisles,” Carrie finds herself at “an iron door which open[s] into the 

factory proper” (49). Crossing through “a large, low-ceiled room” filled with 

“clacking, rattling machines at which men in white shirt sleeves and blue gingham 

aprons [are] working,” Carrie is taken in another elevator to the sixth floor, where 

she is “led […] across to where a line of girls occup[y] stools in front of clacking 

machines” (49).  

The labor performed in this environment is also unlike that performed in 

those other professional spaces. Over the daily course of hours, Carrie finds herself 

bodily overwhelmed by the demanding, repetitive, and seemingly ceaseless physical 

labor of running the machines and cutting the leather pieces. “Her hands beg[i]n to 

ache at the wrists and then in the fingers,” the novel indicates, “and towards the last 

she seem[s] one mass of dull, complaining muscles, fixed in an eternal position and 

performing a single mechanical movement which [becomes] more and more 

distasteful, until at last it [is] absolutely nauseating” (53). In addition to its extreme 

physical demands, the job pays but “four and a half [dollars] a week” (38), a 

relatively meager wage that provides Carrie only the most limited means. Carrie 

recognizes, from her working class sister and brother-in-law’s “looking upon her 

complaint as unwarranted,” that she is “supposed to work on and say nothing” (69). 
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Having had an “idea of work […] so entirely different,” however, Carrie feels “as 

though she [can] hardly endure such a life” (56). 

 The novel’s contrasting portrayal of Carrie’s despair in the hard labor of 

production and her elation in the practices of shopping for mass consumer goods 

dramatically underscores the relational nature of the spatial determination of 

embodied subjectivity. Most explicitly, socio-spatial arrangements subjectively 

position Carrie such that the means her labor earns her is insufficient to allow her 

active participation in consumption. In this observation, however, lies the more 

significant realization that Carrie’s spatially determined subject position actively 

functions to prevent her from any effective manipulation of spatial forces. Just as 

social space acts to form subjectivity, subjectivity potentially can act upon social 

space. For this to occur, however, for subjectivity to actively influence socio-spatial 

configurations, the acting subject must be spatially positioned (which is to say, able 

to generate the social means) to influence spatial conditions. Carrie’s despair results 

from her intuitive sense that her laboring embodiment of subjectivity offers no such 

means nor can acquire such means within the available spatial environment. 

Additionally, her despair is intensified by her exposure to social spaces and spatial 

subjects that exhibit far more spatial freedom and influence. 

 Carrie’s exposure to Drouet, occurring in advance even of her entrance into 

the city and before she has experienced the spatial environment of the department 

store, acts as the initial catalyst for these developments and realizations. Drouet’s 

appearance on board the train, with his ostentatious dress and open display of a “roll 
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of greenbacks” in his “fat purse” (10), first orients Carrie to these spatial dynamics. 

In a very real sense, Drouet’s dollar bills literalize what Carrie comes to know 

experientially. Making their first appearance on the train at the novel’s outset, 

Drouet’s bills again materialize when he comes across Carrie struggling to find 

employment in the city.  Dreiser’s description emphasizes the bills as physical 

objects. They are “loose bills in Drouet’s vest pocket—greenbacks” that are “soft 

and noiseless” as Drouet gets “his fingers around them and crumple[s] them up in his 

hand” (83). Their transference to Carrie likewise is described physically, with 

Drouet “slipp[ing] the greenbacks … into her palm” (83). These bills provide the 

means for Carrie to contemplate the variety of clothing that she might purchase with 

them at The Fair. It is the possession of these bills in her hand that puts her in the 

above noted “middle state” that is so supremely delightful. They function, therefore, 

as far more than simply an exchangeable sum. They are, in fact, demonstrative of 

socio-spatial relations, the spatial configuration of exchange that determines spatial 

subjectivity and gives rise to socio-structural valuation. Passed to Carrie within the 

context of her exposure to the pre-Fordist urban space of the late nineteenth century, 

these bills produce for her an intuitive sense of the spatial formation of subjectivity. 

Further, in conjunction with her spatial experiences (of both production and 

consumption), these bills implicitly convey that spatial institutions, which is to say 

the spatial formations of capital’s forms and flows, are integral to the determination 

of embodied subjectivity, including the extent to which one’s embodied subjectivity 

allows one to influence and shape social space through one’s negotiation it. 
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 Attention to institutional spatial formations in conjunction with spatial 

subjectivity sheds significant additional light on Carrie’s rise in influence in relation 

to Drouet and Hurstwood over the course of the novel. Drouet’s establishing an 

apartment for Carrie functions much in the same way as the dollar bills he gives her. 

More than simply relief from having to pay monthly rent, the apartment along with 

the additional provisions that Drouet provides function as a transference to Carrie of 

a portion of Drouet’s influence on spatial formations. Attempting to convince her to 

take an apartment of his providing, Drouet tells her, “You can get yourself a nice 

room by yourself, … [and], then, when you get fixed up, maybe you could get 

something” (95). Carrie, the novel indicates, is “no sensualist, longing to drowse 

sleepily in the lap of luxury” (103), and this characteristic is borne out in her reply to 

Drouet’s suggestion: “Do you think I could get something?” (95). Notably, from 

their very first conversation entertaining his providing her an apartment, Carrie’s 

focus, which Drouet recognizes, is on how such an arrangement might grant her 

increased subjective standing in terms of influence within her spatial environment. 

The novel indicates that once Carrie is installed in the apartment her “new state was 

remarkable in that she saw possibilities in it. […] She turned about, troubled by her 

daring, glad of her release, wondering whether she would get something to do, 

wondering what Drouet would do” (103). The apartment offers subjective spatial 

possibilities for Carrie, and she experiences this as a “new state.” Though feeling 

some trepidation about this spatial alteration, Carrie’s primary thoughts run to what 
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opportunities it might yield and to what further action Drouet might lend in bringing 

about those opportunities.  

 That Carrie is aware that the spatio-subjective benefits of Drouet’s provisions 

extend beyond rent relief and even the spatial standing she potentially acquires by 

living in the apartment is demonstrated by her actions shortly after she gets settled in 

the apartment. The novel indicates that “[w]ith his money she purchased the little 

necessaries of toilet, until at last she looked quite another maiden” (105). 

Repositioned in living conditions and transformed in appearance, Carrie takes 

account of herself before a mirror in her apartment. “The mirror,” the novel states, 

“convinced her of a few things which she had long believed She was pretty, yes, 

indeed! How nice her hat set, and weren’t her eyes pretty. She caught her little red 

lip with her teeth and felt her first thrill of power. Drouet was so good” (105). Carrie 

recognizes that through being newly adorned and spatially repositioned (which is to 

say, to some extent reconstituted in her embodied subjectivity) she has acquired 

spatial influence previously unavailable to her. As well, she recognizes that the 

“thrill of power” she feels, the excitement of acquiring spatial influence, is possible 

because of Drouet’s willingness to transfer to her a portion of his own spatial means. 

 In these dynamics of character development in the novel, the role of the 

apartment is especially significant in that its property status is notably that of a 

rented, rather than owned, social space. One might presume that because property 

ownership traditionally aligns with greater financial means, it therefore logically 

would be utilized as a symbol of greater spatial influence in terms of the embodied 
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subject positions it allows. In fact, through a dramatic narrative inversion of this 

expectation of alignment, Dreiser’s novel underscores the institutional turbulence of 

the late nineteenth-century, pre-Fordist social space as it sought to overturn the 

dynamics of prior spatial regimes. 

 The impressive suburban Hurstwood residence stands, of course, as the 

novel’s primary rendering of property ownership and the domestic space. “On the 

North Side, near Lincoln Park,” the “ten rooms of the house” are described as 

contained within “a brick building of a very popular type then, a three-story affair 

with the first floor sunk a very little below the level of the street” (112). In addition 

to an exterior description of the house as having “a large bay window bulging out 

from the second floor, and [being] graced in front by a small grassy plot, twenty-five 

feet wide and ten feet deep,” Dreiser offers a detailed description of the interior and 

its furnishings, noting that it is filled with “fine furniture” including “soft rugs, rich, 

upholstered chairs and divans, a grand piano, [and] a marble carving of some 

unknown Venus by some unknown artist” (113). The “unknown” aspect of the 

marble Venus implicitly suggests the middle-class positioning of the residence and 

its inhabitants, a suggestion furthered by the indication that the home’s furnishings 

also include “a number of small bronzes gathered from heaven knows where, but 

generally sold by the large furniture houses along with everything else which goes to 

make the ‘perfectly appointed house’” (113). 

 By profession, as a bar manager with Fitzgerald and Moy, Hurstwood is only 

indirectly emblematic of the emergent professional managerial class. Yet, clearly, 



 214 

the position provides him and his family financial means and security, social 

standing, and opportunity for advancement.54 As the novel notes, “His property 

holdings, as yet, were rather small, but his income was pleasing and his position […] 

was fixed” (115). The activities of Hurstwood’s family, more than Hurstwood 

himself, are typical of the emergent professional class. Hurstwood’s son, George, Jr., 

is described as “in his twentieth year, and […] already connected in a promising 

capacity with a large real estate firm” (114). Mrs. Hurstwood and their daughter 

Jessica are shown devoting significant attention to social engagements, deemed 

essential for advancing Jessica’s societal standing presumably through marriage.  

 Significantly, however, the Hurstwood family’s middle-class suburban space 

of property ownership, poised to allow the Hurstwood offspring access to the ranks 

of the emergent professional managerial class, is made possible by Hurstwood’s 

ability to activate effectually his social relations with individuals of that emergent 

class. The social space of Fitzgerald and Moy’s provides the opportunity for that 

activation of social relations. The novel indicates that Hurstwood’s “great charm [is] 

attentiveness,” and that he is “[s]chooled in winning those birds of fine feather 

among his own sex, the merchants and professionals who visited his resort” (130). 

This ability to generate value through social circulation of representation (in this 

case, pleasurable verbal communication) is suggestive of the transformative spatial 

dynamics of capital circulation taking place during this period.  

Unquestionably, the ability to generate surplus value in much greater 

quantities through the production of mass goods and intensification of product cycles 
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marks a major development of this period. As Dreiser’s novel demonstrates, 

however, of even greater importance is the transformative effect that social relations, 

spatially realized and experienced, had on the means of generating value. 

Hurstwood’s production of means is not dependent, strictly speaking, on the 

manufacture of products (although, of course, manufactured products were 

increasingly utilized in that space, as they were in virtually all cultural spaces). As a 

consequence of spatial transformation (recognizably due in large part to the 

production of mass consumer goods made possible by emergent capitalization), 

Hurstwood is able to generate value—indeed, the suburban middle-class standing of 

his family—by way of socially-interactive representation. 

The fact that Hurstwood is bodily situated at the center of this production of 

value by way of representation links him in important ways to Carrie. But 

Hurstwood remains tied to the realm of property ownership exhibited by his 

suburban house and family. Though he abandons that ownership in his flight with 

Carrie first to Canada and then to New York, it is his inability to replicate the social 

space of Fitzgerald and Moy’s once he is in New York that prevents him from again 

being able to generate value. (Notably, significant factors compelling Hurstwood to 

establish such a space in New York include both that his homeownership interests in 

Chicago had been previously transferred to his wife and that the money he possessed 

could not be successfully parlayed, as were the bills, apartment, and provisions 

Carrie received from Drouet, because it was ill-gotten from Fitzgerald and Moy’s 

and, therefore, had to be returned.) In losing the support that institutional spatial 
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forms lent him, Hurstwood in New York bodily succumbs to capitalism’s forces. 

With a withering in appearance that generally proves inversely proportional to 

Carrie’s, Hurstwood ultimately finds himself completely diminished in his 

subjectivity. In a tenement-house room rented with his last fifteen cents, which he 

has acquired through begging, Hurstwood opens the room’s “small gas-jet” without 

lighting it (655). “[W]eakly” asking, “‘What’s the use?’”, Hurstwood  chooses to 

end his embodiment and his subjectivity (656). 

   
IV. TEXTUAL PERFORMANCES 

A. Institutions and Carrie’s Spatial Subjectivity 

 Carrie, like Hurstwood, finds she is able to generate value bodily. Performing 

as a stage actress, Carrie utilizes the theater as a social space allowing her to enact 

capital dynamics bodily.  

Like the shift in names she undergoes—from Meeber upon her arrival in Chicago, to 

Wheeler as Hurstwood’s partner, and, finally, to Medenda as a professional 

actress—Carrie successfully learns to perform an embodiment of subjectivity that 

generates desirable representations. Unlike Drouet, who is dependent on 

manufactured goods for the generation of his means, and even unlike Hurstwood, 

who is dependent on both his suburban standing and Fitzgerald and Moy’s 

establishment, Carrie is virtually self-contained. Parlaying little more than her ability 

to present herself bodily, she comes to be seen as desirable by “[t]he portly 

gentlemen in the front rows” of the theater who “begi]n to feel that she [is] a 

delicious little morsel” (583). Dreiser’s characterization of this social relation, first 
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directly invoking a bodily consumption of Carrie, further situates the relation 

economically, declaring: “All the gentlemen yearn toward her. She [is] capital” 

(583). Like the myriad of brilliantly lit consumer items on display in the showcase 

windows of the The Fair, “‘Carrie Madenda’ […] ‘and the Casino Company’” blaze 

“in incandescent fire” at the corner of “Broadway and Thirty-Ninth Street” (646-

47).55 

 Yet, it is essential to recognize that the opportunity to perform this enactment 

is only available to Carrie because of the spatial formations socially taking shape 

during this pre-Fordist, late nineteen-century period.56 Carrie’s choice of domestic 

environment toward the novel’s conclusion, especially in relation to those examined 

above, sheds further light on this matter. In response to an offer from a 

representative of a new, upscale hotel on Broadway, Carrie takes rooms there at a 

substantially reduced rate. “[Y]our name is worth something to us,” the 

representative informs her, because “[a] well-known actress […] draws attention to 

the hotel, and […] patrons” (590). Installed in this environment, Carrie exists in a 

condition beyond the need for others to transfer means to her and beyond the need 

for material attachments other than her bodily presence. As the representative’s 

explanation implies, however, more significant even than her bodily presence is the 

invocation of it. It is “her name” that matters most to them, an association that 

allows the substitution of the representation for the physical presence. As such, this 

“rental” arrangement allows Carrie’s representation, the source of her value, to 

radiate across a much greater social spectrum than if she were simply to acquire 
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ownership of her own real property. Like pre-Fordist capital dynamics generally, 

then, Carrie’s subjectivity at the novel’s conclusion seeks the generation of value 

through a pursuit of increased social circulation, and, in the process, begins to 

activate the dynamics of dematerialization that occur with the formation of a 

universal market.57 

   
B. Socio-Structural Valuation 

 Carrie’s development from the outset to this final subject position 

fundamentally structures Dreiser’s novel. Appearing initially as something of a 

blank slate, Carrie is inscribed bodily over the course of the novel’s narrative action. 

One could say that the rendering of subjectivity as a spatial enactment of physical 

bodies negotiating material space is the novel’s narrative action. In this light, 

Carrie’s progression of embodied subjectivity, and especially the rendering of her 

final subject position, is emblematic of the textual dynamics of socio-structural 

valuation operating in Dreiser’s novel. 

 In one sense, Carrie succeeds in all the ways she ever imagined. Installed at 

the Waldorf with an income that seems to generate perpetual sums, Carrie is 

described as having “attained that which in the beginning seemed life’s object, or, at 

least, such fraction of it as human beings ever attain of their original desires” (656). 

She cannot comprehend why the attainment of this position fails to bring her the 

satisfaction she believed that it would. As the novel states, she cannot comprehend 

why, “[a]mid the tinsel and shine of her state,” she “walks […] unhappy” (657).  

Though she “still wait[s] for that halcyon day when she should be led forth among 
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dreams become real,” for Carrie, the novel tells the reader, there will be “neither 

surfeit nor content” (658-59). 

 Like Martin Eden, Carrie comes to find that she was fundamentally mistaken 

about the nature of that which she sought. Both Martin and Carrie believed that the 

successful attainment of a subject position within middle-class ranks at the end of 

the nineteenth century would bring inherent, even objective, satisfaction. What each 

learns, however, is that such a subject position comes to be defined not through an 

acquisition of knowledge, nor an acquisition of goods, but through an embodied 

formation functioning part-and-parcel of the spatial dynamics of their historical 

place and time and, consequently, exhibiting those same spatial dynamics.  

Additionally, Dreiser’s novel depicts the depth of Carrie’s awareness of 

spatial dynamics (even if only as an intuitively lived experience) as much greater 

than London’s depiction of Martin’s. Whereas Martin struggles with the spatial co-

optation of his work that he believes robs it of an original authenticity and, by 

extension, robs him of an authentic embodiment of subjectivity, Carrie struggles 

with something far more unsettling. Carrie comes to find that the capital dynamics of 

her late nineteenth-century spatial environment are able to act upon the body through 

material means to generate a subjectivity exhibiting a desire that perpetually 

outstrips fulfillment. Because these dynamics are constitutive of subjectivity by way 

of spatial operations, she realizes that fulfillment of desire can never be achieved. 

As material linguistic artifacts unable to transcend the socio-spatial 

conditions within which they were written, London and Dreiser’s texts both 



 220 

structurally evidence these spatial dynamics through their narrative action and 

resolution. London’s climactic action renders Martin so disillusioned by his 

recognition of subjectivity’s constitution by spatial dynamics that, in spite of his 

having achieved financial success, he bodily opts out of his material environment 

through suicide. Dreiser’s rendering of Carrie’s climactic action in some respects 

appears less extreme in that Carrie opts to live. However, the narrative’s total 

foreclosure of any way ahead for Carrie, leaving her “dream[ing] such happiness as 

[she] may never feel” (659), is equally demonstrative of a textual inability to resolve 

narratively the contradictions of spatial dynamics, as well as being a far more 

nihilistic textual point of view. 

   
V. PERFORMING SUBJECTIVITIES REVISITED 

 A brief return to Michaels’s reading of Sister Carrie helps further underscore 

the value of a spatio-textual methodology. As a brief reminder, Michaels’s major 

contention regarding the novel is that capitalism’s perpetual striving for the 

generation of surplus value, a dynamic first experienced broadly within the cultural 

sphere at the end of the nineteenth century, is evident textually through the novel’s 

rendering of gender roles and relations. A bit more specifically, what the novel 

shows, Michaels centrally argues, is that “the nonconsuming passion of the man 

serves primarily to provoke the consuming passion of the woman” (57). This is to 

say that the masculine subject position maintains a “distant” perspective, whereas the 

feminine subject position seeks to imitate what is identified as desirable (especially, 

but not entirely, by the masculine perspective). Michaels expresses this as “[t]he 
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logic of feminine desire culminat[ing] not in a disdain for representation but in the 

desire to be what [it] see[s]” (57). Michaels then further argues that, in the feminine 

subject position’s imitating the desirable, one can see that “[f]eminine sexuality […] 

turns out to be a kind of biological equivalent to capitalism or, rather, in the 

slipperiness of its own biology, a figure for capitalism’s ability to imagine ways out 

of what appears to be biologically immutable limits” (57). In this manner, Michaels 

finds that “Carrie, for Dreiser, embodies insatiability. Carrie’s body, infinitely 

incomplete, is—literary and economic, immaterial and material—the body of desire 

in capitalism” (56). 

 Yet, what such a reading misses is the spatial dynamics intrinsic to the 

formation of embodied subjectivity. Generation of value can only occur through 

spatial arrangement, which simultaneously produces spatial subjectivity through the 

physical body’s experience of negotiating the material environment. This 

conceptualization emphasizes the need for contextualizing a text within the specific 

spatial formations of its historical period. Doing so allows a more precise accounting 

for subjectivity’s relation to material conditions, and similarly serves to ground 

discursive operations and claims, both in a narrative and in one’s examination of it. 

While it is true, as Michaels observes, that Carrie succeeds through bodily 

becoming the object of desire, which is to say by acquiescing to imitation, it is far 

less clear that such success is entirely limited to a feminine subject position. More 

accurate than Michaels’s claim that in Dreiser’s novel “the nonconsuming passion of 

the man serves primarily to provoke the consuming passion of the woman” (57) is a 
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recognition that the emergent dynamics of capital, spatially active and emblematic of 

a Fordist regime of accumulation that was to develop over many following decades, 

increasingly functioned to foreclose nonconsuming embodiments of subjectivity, 

both masculine and feminine. This foreclosure was a consequence of the emergent 

regime of accumulation systematically and spatially (albeit unevenly) remaking the 

U.S. into a consumer nation through this time. 

Masculine subjectivity undoubtedly on the whole was better positioned 

within these spatial formations to shape its structures and partake of its benefits. Men 

were not, however, in any way exempt from spatial impositions on the body. What 

one sees in Sister Carrie, then, is not a nonconsuming masculine subject position, 

but masculine subjects who are able to maintain a distance in varying degrees in 

their subjectivity from the core dynamics of the emergent capitalist formations. 

Unlike Carrie, neither Drouet nor Hurstwood are portrayed in the novel as able fully 

to become the embodiment of spatial dynamics. Drouet’s spatial embodiment allows 

him minimally to prosper, providing him continual financial means but little 

possibility of rising beyond his position as a drummer. Nonetheless, his means is 

sufficient to provide him a degree of distance in his formation of subjectivity. 

Hurstwood, socially embedded at the outset, is positioned initially to prosper well 

beyond what Drouet could hope for. Once these social connections are abandoned as 

a consequence of his move with Carrie to New York from Chicago, however, 

Hurstwood’s social position rapidly starts to decline. In spite of the physical 

similarity of these environments, Hurstwood is spatially positioned quite differently. 
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As his resources for harnessing operations of the body (both his own and others) 

dwindle, Hurstwood grows less able spatially to shape others, and he finds that 

others increasingly are spatially able to shape him. Finally, alone and facing absolute 

depletion of his resources, he undertakes a last bodily act of subjectivity: 

extinguishing his subjectivity bodily by turning on the gas jet in his grubby, 

tenement-house room. 

 As the example of Hurstwood’s withering of subjectivity as a consequence of 

spatial reconfiguration demonstrates, particularly when it is viewed in conjunction 

with Carrie’s flourishing of subjectivity (albeit with the recognition that fulfillment 

is nonetheless foreclosed to her), for subjectivity to acquire material specificity it 

must be examined in relation to institutional formations of space. With a focus on 

these institutional formations, one is able then to take up the more informative 

question of the extent to which a given formation of subjectivity is able to shape and 

influence social space and the means by which that subject is able to do so. 

   
VI. CONCLUSION 

What is recognizable in the textual structures, operations, and representations 

of both London and Dreiser’s novels is a transformation of the forms and flows of 

capital that fundamentally altered social space in the U.S. at the end of the nineteenth 

and beginning of the twentieth centuries. This spatial transformation intrinsically 

brought with it a fundamentally transformed physio-material experience, producing 

an embodiment of subjectivity that was distinct from what had been experienced 

within prior regimes of accumulation. Examining this emergent subjectivity by 
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contextualizing the textual dynamics of these fictional narrative works within and in 

relation to the institutional formations of capital present at the time these texts were 

produced allows one to recognize these works as historical material artifacts 

structurally embodying the contradictions of capital present in the spatial formations 

of their historical period. 

By way of such an approach, this study seeks to demonstrate significant 

historical connections observable in and informing textual works situated across a 

broader expanse of time than is typically examined by the traditions of literary 

studies as they have developed within the discipline. Part One has comparatively 

examined textual representations appearing as part of the pre-Fordist spatial 

formations at the turn into the twentieth century. Part Two undertakes a similar 

comparative examination, but of textual representations appearing as part of the 

post-Fordist spatial formations at the end of the twentieth century. To connect 

historically these textual representations as structural embodiments of their 

respective spatial formations, however, it is necessary to provide a tracing of the 

major outlines, including especially the development of institutional formations, of 

Fordism—the spatial regime of accumulation that dominated most of the twentieth 

century through its gradual assent and ultimate decline and dissolution. It is this task 

to which this study next turns in the Interregnum. 



 225 

INTERREGNUM: FORDIST SPACE 
 

In pre-modern societies, space and place largely coincide, since the spatial 
dimensions of social life are, for most of the population, and in most respects, 
dominated by “presence”—by localized activities. The advent of modernity 
increasingly tears space away from place by fostering relations between 
“absent” others, locationally distant from any given situation of fact-to-face 
interaction. In conditions of modernity, place becomes increasingly 
phantasmagoric: that is to say, locales are thoroughly penetrated by and 
shaped in terms of social influences quite distant from them. What structures 
the locale is not simply that which is present on the scene; the “visible form” 
of the locale conceals the distanciated relations which determine its nature. 
(18-19) 
 Anthony Giddens 
 The Consequences of Modernity 

 

 

I. FORDISM AS A ‘REGIME OF ACCUMULATION’ 

 “The symbolic initiation date of Fordism,” Harvey states, “must, surely, be 1914, 

when Henry Ford introduced his five-dollar, eight-hour day as recompense for workers 

manning the automated car-assembly line he had established the year before at 

Dearborn, Michigan” (Condition 125). In one respect, as Harvey notes, Henry Ford’s 

practices simply drew on social developments that were already in motion at that time, 

many of which have been touched on in the introductory section of Part I of this study. 

Prior to 1914, the corporate organization had been developed and refined as it was 

utilized for large public works over the course of the nineteenth century and then passed 

through the period of intense mergers around the time of the turn into the twentieth 

century. More monumentally, the corporate institution at the turn of the twentieth 

century came together with already well-developed structures of the financial world, at 

once providing corporations with theretofore unknown capital and drawing the wider 
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society into involvement with industry as never before. The net result was a rapid 

development of mass production of goods, an equally rapid expansion of a managerial 

class, and a widespread professionalization of industry across the corporate spectrum.  

The Du Pont Company offers one example substantially reflecting many of these 

developments. In 1902, Du Pont as an organization transitioned from a nineteenth-

century industrial model to a twentieth-century distribution and sales model with the 

purchase of the company by a younger family generation from an older one. At the time 

of the purchase, the company employed approximately 1,500 individuals. Within three 

years, that number swelled to over 16,000. By 1915, it climbed above 60,000. (Zunz 70). 

As a distribution and sales company model suggests, a significant portion of these 

individuals occupied professional managerial positions (71-72). In its size, business 

focus, and employee workforce structure, Du Pont largely remade itself in the years 

leading up to 1914. Du Pont’s specific historical development at this time is in one sense 

unique as it was the central purveyor of gunpowder in the U.S. at the beginning of the 

century and in the years running up to World War I. But, in a more general sense, Du 

Pont’s company trends accurately reflect the kinds of reorganizations, growth patterns, 

and managerial class expansion that were typically occurring across the corporate 

landscape during this period. 

Likewise, maximizing output through increased oversight and organization of 

laborers’s work patterns had already received significant attention prior to Ford’s 1914 

operation. For instance, F. W. Taylor’s The Principles of Scientific Management 

appeared in 1911. Taylor’s work, advancing a field of study that extended back through 
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the preceding decades of the nineteenth century, “described how labour productivity 

could be radically increased by breaking down each labour process into component 

motions and organizing fragmented work tasks according to rigorous standards of time 

and motion study” (Harvey Condition 125). The application of techniques from this field 

yielded impressive results throughout this era. As social historian Gary Cross reports, 

“American output per worker hour increased 60 percent from the 1870s to 1900. It rose 

again another 69 percent in the next twenty years” (Cross 21 citing Kendrick 328-39). 

There were, of course, many factors that contributed to these production increases 

(developments in technology not least among them), but organization of labor 

unquestionably played a key role, as Ford’s assembly line production plants 

demonstrated. And this organizational division of labor, including a larger operational 

“separation between management, conception, control, and execution” was occurring in 

widespread fashion during this period (Harvey Condition 125). 

Mass production and its counterpart mass marketing were also well developed by 

1914. As early as 1895, the Sears catalog already was presenting its goods “in 

departments much like those of Macy’s: crockery, bicycles, guns, revolvers, fishing 

tackle, sporting goods, baby carriages, furniture, buggies, harnesses, saddlery, sewing 

machines, boots, shoes, clothing, pianos, organs, other musical instruments, optical 

goods, watches, jewelry, diamonds, silverware, and clocks” (Ohmann 69). Similarly, 

Montgomery Ward’s catalog by the early 1890s was 540 pages long and listed over 

24,000 items, producing gross revenues of “more than a million dollars’ worth of goods 

annually” (69). While these predominately mail order operations were directing their 
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goods largely to rural populations, cities had seen the rise of the large department store, 

including Macy’s, Wanamaker’s, and Lord and Taylor. Between these were a range of 

more moderate chains, such as Marshall Field, Woolworth, and A&P (65-70). The first 

decade of the twentieth century was to see even greater and more rapid expansion of 

both manufacturing and marketing efforts in the United States, fueled by the mass 

corporate mergers and massive amounts of capital that flowed into production and sales 

around the turn of the century. It is not simply mass production, then, or even efficiency 

of that production that especially distinguishes Ford’s practices. 

It is in quite another respect that Ford’s practices mark a radical break with the 

era preceding them—and in this his establishment in 1914 of a five-dollar, eight-hour 

assembly line day provides a useful symbolic date for marking the initiation of a new 

Fordist regime of accumulation. In short, what Ford recognized is that the sum, in its 

societal implications, was larger than any of the individual parts. In other words, while 

each of the elements so far raised was itself significant in its effect during this period, 

what Ford foresaw was that for such developments to flourish, to become an entire way 

of life in the U.S., what was necessary was nothing less than a total transformation of 

societal organization. As Harvey writes, “What was special about Ford (and what 

ultimately separates Fordism from Taylorism), was his vision, his explicit recognition 

that mass production meant mass consumption, a new system of the reproduction of 

labour power, a new politics of labour control and management, a new aesthetics and 

psychology, in short, a new kind of rationalized, modernist, and populist democratic 

society” (Condition 125-26). Quite simply, Ford’s practices and philosophy demonstrate 
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his having foreseen a change occurring in the U.S capitalist regime of accumulation. 

More than any single element, it was the collective development and convergence of the 

many events up to 1914 (again, recognizing this date as symbolic) that drove this 

transformation forward.  

   
II. A REGULATION-SCHOOL DIGRESSION 

It is useful to remember that the Regulation School, from a Marxist perspective, 

argues that any examination of capitalist development “must necessarily start from 

production of the material conditions of social life” (Aglietta 24). Production, in turn, is 

premised on labor, which Regulation School economist Michel Aglietta forcefully 

reminds us is inherently “a human activity, and therefore a temporal process through 

which human beings form definite relationships among themselves in the course of 

transforming their material conditions” (24). Production of material conditions, 

therefore, should not be confused simply with the production of material objects. 

“Production,” Aglietta emphasizes, “is always the production of social relations as well 

of material objects” (24 emphasis mine). Implicit in such a statement is a fundamental 

recognition by Aglietta and the Regulation School (here echoing Althusser’s 

conceptualization of ‘overdetermination’) of both the temporal and the spatial 

dimensions inherent in any given configuration of social relations. Material production 

must therefore be recognized in its broadest sense as an entire cultural configuration.  

In studying such a cultural configuration, the Regulation School attempts to 

perceive it holistically, identifying the entire relational, temporal, and spatial formation 

as a ‘regime of accumulation.’ Offering a general definition for this term, Regulation 
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School economist Alain Lipietz states that a regime of accumulation “describes the 

stabilization over a long period of time of the allocation of the net product between 

consumption and accumulation; it implies some correspondence between the 

transformation of both the conditions of production and the conditions of reproduction 

of wage earners” (19). This begins to suggest a larger social and cultural scheme of 

material production. Material objects are produced, but they are also circulated and 

consumed. Necessary for this cycle to occur, in whatever form it takes, is a formation of 

social relations that plays out temporally and spatially. When such a scheme achieves a 

recognizable degree of cultural stability, which is to say that the social relations of 

material production exhibit the ability to reproduce themselves relatively peacefully over 

a significant period of time, the Regulation School defines this formation as a ‘regime of 

accumulation.’ 

Any such regime inherently functions disciplinarily, determining through the 

possibilities it makes available the potential opportunities for the embodiment of 

subjectivity. The “problem” a regime of accumulation confronts, Harvey notes, is the 

need “to bring the behaviours of all kinds of individuals—capitalists, workers, state 

employees, financiers, and all manner of other political-economic agents—into some 

kind of configuration that will keep the regime of accumulation functioning” (Condition 

121). Lipietz reserves the Marxist term “mode of production” specifically for the 

combination of “interiorized rules and social processes” that function to make a regime 

appear coherent, (19 emphasis mine). Underscoring that these regulatory dynamics, in 

the act of binding together an array of spatio-temporal factors, impose a structurally-
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marked coherency that naturally emerges as part of the individual lived experience of 

social space, Aglietta writes, “The lessons of history, the practices of mass organizations 

and the most everyday experiences all combine to demonstrate that the manner in which 

material wealth is produced stamps quite irrevocably the lives of individuals, social 

difference, and opportunities for self-development” (24). 

   
III. THE EMERGENCE OF FORDISM 

For a Fordist regime of accumulation to supplant what had come before it, 

therefore, it was necessary for a full socio-spatial reorganization to take place, requiring 

not only increased productivity but also a reorientation of the habits of cultural 

consumption and a reconfiguration of the social relations between owners, management, 

and laborers. (Additionally necessary was a reorientation of capital’s relation to 

corporate interests, a point further discussed below.) As Harvey points out, Ford’s five-

dollar, eight-hour day served multiple purposes. One of its objectives was of course 

entirely productive, as it sought “to secure worker compliance with the discipline 

required to work the highly productive assembly-line system” (Condition 126). Another 

of its objectives, however, was directed toward consumption, as it was “meant to 

provide workers with sufficient income and leisure time to consume the mass-produced 

products the corporations were about to turn out in ever vaster quantities” (126).  

Ford was not content simply to produce more and better automobiles at a cheaper 

price, though this was accomplished. The number of cars manufactured in the U.S. in 

1910 was 180,000, whereas the number in 1924 was 4 million, and the price per car had 

fallen in that time from $950 to only $290 (Cross 25-26). Ford further sought to 
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influence in a profound manner the social patterns of the lives of his workers. For 

instance, for a short time beginning in 1916, Ford even went so far as to dispatch “an 

army of social workers into the homes of his ‘privileged’ […] workers to ensure that the 

‘new man’ of mass production had the right kind of moral probity, family life, and 

capacity for prudent […] and ‘rational’ consumption to live up to corporate needs and 

expectations” (Harvey Condition 126). The incorporation of the U.S., Ford believed, 

was not merely a change in where or how peopled worked, but an opportunity to 

reconfigure the nation’s cultural life and thereby to build an entirely new society. 

Cross suggests that Ford’s counterpart in the field of consumer goods can be 

found in Richard Sears, the founder of Sears, Roebuck and Company. Beginning “with a 

modest mail-order business in 1886,” Sears by 1908 “registered nearly $41 million in 

sales” (Cross 28). Sears, like Ford, sought to make goods available to the average 

individual, offering them far more cheaply than his competitors through a combination 

of “high-volume sales and eliminating the middlemen” (28). Again, though, it was 

Sears’s understanding of shifting societal demographics that helped make him so 

financially successful and that aligns him with a Fordist spatial reconfiguration.  

In 1908, Sears’s business, while founded on the sales of the plethora of mass 

consumer goods already then being turned out by corporate industrial manufacturers, 

was centered upon their mail-order catalog, allowing consumers who were spread far 

and wide in small towns and on farms to purchase their goods. In 1900, Sears distributed 

nearly 1,200 catalogs; by 1908 the number of catalogs distributed topped 3.8 million 

(28). Along with the trend of people relying more and more on mass-produced goods for 
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their everyday needs that began in the earliest years of the twentieth century, Sears 

likewise recognized the business implications of the shift in population from rural 

regions to the city and the suburbs occurring in the 1910s and 1920s. Beginning during 

this period to build stores on the fringes of cities, by 1930 Sears operated 338 such 

stores (28), transitioning much of its business to serve the expanding populations of 

these areas. Similar patterns are reflected in the operations of other major retailers of the 

time. F. W. Woolworth’s chain variety stores, for example, “brought cheap versions of 

main street department store merchandise to 600 small towns and urban neighborhoods 

[as early as] 1912” (28).58  

Certainly these retailers to some extent were merely responding to shifting 

cultural patterns as they sought to increase their company profits, but the vision of some, 

such as Ford and Sears, was larger than that. These individuals foresaw that their 

operations were not merely about the manufacture or distribution of goods. They 

recognized that the social relations within their operations were necessarily changing as 

a result of the many changes that had taken place in the preceding decades. More 

importantly, they recognized that these changes in social relations were precipitating the 

formation of a new regime of accumulation and would thereby produce a transformation 

of the wider social space. 

 Following World War I (and its massive contributions to industrial 

advancement), these movements toward spatial reconfiguration would only accelerate, 

continuing earlier patterns as they functioned literally to remake the lived experience of 

social space for many people in many parts of the nation. As Harvey points out, 
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however, two major impediments stood in the way of a Fordist regime fully taking hold 

and flourishing in the U.S., impediments that would not effectively be overcome until 

the conclusion of World War II (Condition 128). First, the means of production through 

this period “rested […] heavily upon the socialization of the worker to long hours of 

purely routinized labour, demanding little in the way of traditional craft skills, and 

conceding almost negligible control to the worker over the design, pace, and scheduling 

of the production process” (128). A second impediment, and one that in terms of socio-

political upheaval certainly equaled the tensions arising from the need to resocialize 

laborers, lay in the state’s relationship to industry in terms of the requirements of Fordist 

production practices (128). As Harvey writes, “A new mode of regulation had to be 

devised,” and it would take “the shock of savage depression and the near-collapse of 

capitalism in the 1930s to push capitalist societies to some new conception of how state 

powers should be conceived of and deployed” (128). 

   
IV. THE CORPORATE INSTITUTION FOSTERS CRISIS AND PROVIDES A FIX 

 In their classic study The Modern Corporation and Private Property published in 

1932, Adolf A. Berle, Jr. and Gardiner C. Means found that a watershed moment had 

taken place in the development of the corporate institution in the United States. 

“Corporations,” they state, “have ceased to be merely legal devices through which the 

private business transactions of individuals may be carried out. […] The corporation has, 

in fact, become both a method of property tenure and a means of organizing economic 

life” (1). Berle and Means declared that a ‘corporate system’ had evolved that was 

equivalent in cultural importance to what the feudal system had been in its day (1). This 
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determination rested on their finding that a fundamental element of property relations 

had undergone a change within the modern corporate institution. Ownership and control, 

two elements of property classically inhered in a single individual or party, had been 

divided as a result of the modern corporation’s burgeoning size, organization, and 

institutional nature. Investment, or finance capital, had grown so great and so widely 

dispersed socially that even the largest stockholders of most of the major U.S. 

corporations by this time held only very small minority interests. The owners of these 

corporations, diverse stockholders, were therefore no longer controlling individual 

corporate enterprises. Instead, control was being carried out by the institutional 

managers: the boards of directors, the senior managers, and the professional hierarchies 

they employed to implement their decisions. The implications of this institutional 

evolution are profound. 

 The most apparent implication of Berle and Means’s study is the degree of 

maturity corporations had attained in the U.S. by the late 1920s and early 1930s. Listing 

the two hundred largest non-banking corporations as of January 1, 1930, these authors 

point out that “[n]early all of these companies had assets of over one hundred million 

dollars, and [that] fifteen had assets of over a billion dollars” (19). Further, they report 

that “[these corporations’s] combined assets amounted to eighty-one billions of dollars 

or […] nearly half of all corporate wealth in the United States” (19). Additionally, they 

report (though noting it is an unavoidably rough estimate) that “at least 78 per cent and 

probably a larger proportion of American business wealth is corporate wealth” and that 

“the two hundred largest corporations controlled approximately 49 per cent of all 
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corporate wealth” (31). These figures, in turn, lead to a rough calculation that the two 

hundred largest corporations “controlled 38 per cent or more of all business wealth” 

(31). Comparing these figures to an estimate of the total national wealth in 1929 (figured 

at $367,000,000,000), they conclude that the two hundred largest corporations 

“controlled roughly 22 per cent of the total wealth of the country” by the time of the turn 

into the 1930s (31). Finally, they point out that these figures do not even include the 

indirect control exerted by the two hundred largest corporations through their partial 

ownership of or influence on many smaller corporations (32). 

Berle and Means further dramatize these economic figures by describing the 

resultant relationship between the expanding corporate behemoths and average 

individuals. “The individual must come in contact with them almost constantly,” they 

write (24). “He may own an interest in one or more of them, he may be employed by one 

of them, but above all he is continually accepting their service” (24). They note that if an 

individual travels, he rides on their transportation, if he stays home, he uses their 

electricity and gas, and if he listens to the radio, he partakes of their product in both 

tangible and intangible ways (24-25). So ubiquitous had corporations become by this 

time, Berle and Means declare, that “[e]ven where the individual does not come in direct 

contact, he cannot escape indirect contact with these companies […] as [t]here are few 

articles of consumption to whose production one of the big companies has not to some 

extent contributed” (25-26). 

Ironically, this massive expansion of the corporate institution, mirrored by 

corporate industry’s rapidly developing ability to produce, significantly contributed to 
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the conditions of the depression. U.S. society, quite simply, was not yet structured in 

such a way that it was capable of consumptively absorbing all that industry was turning 

out by the late 1920s. Overproduction inevitably led to an economic condition of 

stagnation. A prevailing attitude of the time was that the means of production had 

achieved maturity, that further expansive development was a threat rather than a benefit, 

and that the focus of attention must necessarily be placed on a social adjustment which 

brought into stable alignment prevailing practices of cultural consumption and corporate 

production. 

Economic historian Robert Collins, addressing the 1930s cultural precursors that 

ultimately would lead to the U.S. post-war pursuit of economic expansion, points to the 

words of Franklin Delano Roosevelt as exemplifying early 1930s beliefs about 

production, consumption, stagnation, and social adjustment. In a campaign address 

delivered at the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco in September 1932, Roosevelt 

proclaimed:  

Our industrial plant is built; the problem just now is whether under existing 

conditions it is not overbuilt. Out last Frontier has long since been reached, and 

there is practically no more free land. […] Clearly, all this calls for a re-appraisal 

of values. A mere builder of more industrial plants, a creator of more railroad 

systems, an organizer of more corporations, is as likely to be a danger as a help. 

[…] Our task now is not discovery or exploitation of natural resources, or 

necessarily producing more goods. It is the soberer, less dramatic business of 
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administering resources and plants already in hand […] of adapting existing 

economic organizations to the service of the people. (5) 

As Collins notes, “The tension between the vision of the United States as a youthful, 

expansive economy on the one hand and an overbuilt, mature economy on the other, 

reverberated through the Depression decade” (5). 

Early efforts to bring the U.S. economy out of the depression therefore focused 

heavily on reigning in production. Termed ‘scarcity economics,’ these efforts, Collins 

tells us, “[D]ominated the New Deal’s initial policies for both industry and agriculture” 

(6). Two of FDR’s major implementation wings, the National Recovery Administration 

and the Agricultural Adjustment Administration, for example, used production controls 

in the early part of the 1930s to limit output (6).  

The alternative side of the equation from production, of course, was 

consumption. While the structure of the U.S. economy may not yet have allowed 

sufficient absorption of output rates of much of the major industrial production during 

this period, growing trends of the consumption of mass produced retail goods 

nonetheless continued to develop at a moderate rate, further rooting such consumption 

practices within the wider culture. Acknowledging the staggering unemployment rates, 

massive drop in national income, and the extremely high average decline in per capita 

income which lead to broad cultural “signs of downscaling” during this period, Cross 

nonetheless points out a less recognized but equally common response widely 

demonstrated during this time—“a refusal to retrench” and an “unwilling[ness] to 

abandon the ‘luxuries’ of the 1920s” (69).  
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Cigarette sales, for example, actually increased by the mid 1930s after an initial 

decline at the beginning of the decade (Cross 69). While automobile sales declined 

sharply, gasoline sales increased sixteen percent between 1929 and 1936 (69). The car 

served both for transportation to work and for vacation purposes. As Cross indicates, 

“Over 35 million took to the road in the summer of 1935 alone” (69). Accompanying 

this, camper trailers had first appeared in 1929, and by 1936 “had attracted 56,000 new 

buyers” (70). Electrical appliances for the home, especially refrigerators, also 

experienced brisk sales, rising “more than sevenfold between 1929 and 1935” (71). In 

addition, the number of homes containing radios rose “from 12 million in 1929” to “28 

million […] by 1940” (corresponding to 86 percent of the population having a radio in 

their home) (71). These continuations and growth in consumer trends were possible, 

Cross tells us, because “the impact of the crash was uneven and relative” across the 

population (71). “In many ways,” Cross observes, “the consumer culture of the 1930s 

[…] hardly changed. Luxuries of a decade earlier had become necessities; established 

expectations were not easily reversed” (71). 

A further explanation for how consumer trends could continue to develop, even 

as the economy on the whole experienced a deep depression, can be found in an 

important observation that Cross makes about the macro-level economic conditions of 

this period. As Cross explains, this historical moment was “an unfortunate point in 

economic evolution—when old industries and businesses (like coal, steel, agriculture, 

and small retailing) had not yet given ground to a dynamic new cluster of manufacturing 

and business enterprises that would dominate the consumer economy later in the 
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century” (68). This moment, the late 20s and early 30s, was a moment of differential, a 

period in which capital and the corporate enterprise had reached organizational and 

social maturity (especially demonstrated by institutional size, degree of separation 

between institutional ownership and control, and extent of social investment), but found 

themselves limited by the structural aspects of their environment. In short, enough 

vestiges of a pre-Fordist regime of accumulation remained, combined with the economic 

downturn they contributed to producing, to prevent the many developing elements (of 

economics, of the state, of society) from coalescing into a full-fledged Fordist regime. 

This fundamental transformation, which is to say this remaking of social space, would 

not fully occur until the conclusion of World War II.  

The large corporations, having achieved by the early 1930s the degree of 

institutional structural maturity indicated by Berle and Means, utilized their position to 

foster this continued consumption. Marrying their own profit interests to a rhetoric of 

economic patriotism, corporations actively engaged in the promotion of increased 

consumer spending, some even going so far as to suggest that “unemployment was due 

to underconsumption” (Cross 82). In pursuit of this agenda, corporations began in 

earnest to develop what had been first vaguely envisioned decades earlier: the field of 

‘consumer engineering,’ the expansion of sales through “anticipat[ing] wants and desire 

not yet realized, but foreshadowed by trends and implicit in the habits and folkways” (82 

citing Calkins 1). Fashion, in other words, even in this period of economic depression 

and hardship, was developed and implemented as an ideological tool to help plow the 



 241 

way toward cultural acceptance of the sorts of reconfigurations that would be necessary 

for the development of a full-fledged Fordist regime of accumulation. 

The state likewise undertook activities, albeit much more concrete ones, that 

ultimately would pay dividends within (and contribute to) an emergent Fordist regime. 

While ‘scarcity economics’ was the overt state policy through the early years of the 

1930s, a simultaneous effort was more quietly pursued along with it: public investment. 

Along with seeking “to control production and curtail competition,” Collins notes, “a 

variety of other New Deal measures aimed at economic development” (8). The 

Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) served a key role, early on providing “a 

source of public capital […] for the banks and railroads that constituted a crucial part of 

the nation’s economic infrastructure” (8). Later, the RFC underwrote more concrete 

projects, “financing a host of capital improvement projects that created the infrastructure 

on which later economic growth would be based” (8). 

By the end of the 1930s, the federal government had a hand in many such 

undertakings, including hydroelectric power, roads, and bridges, all designed to build up 

the nation’s physical infrastructure. The Boulder, Grand Coulee, and Shasta Dams, for 

example, were all begun with New Deal construction contracts (Collins 8). Providing 

public capital that was otherwise not forthcoming at this time, as well as professional 

expertise, allowed corporations to engage in immediate economic productivity, while it 

additionally created long term benefits for industrial development in the future.  

This type of ‘state capitalism,’ devoted in the 1930s to a build up of national 

infrastructure, was a forerunner of what was to come on a much wider industrial scale. 
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With the onset of World War II, the U.S. economy, and particularly federal public sector 

capital, would be heavily invested in production efforts for the war. This investment in 

all out productivity would be used as a catapult to overcome the economic stagnation 

that had plagued the U.S. economy through the preceding decade; and the ‘modern’ 

corporation would serve as the institutional means to do so.  

In 1941, for example, the steel industry undertook “a $1.2 billion expansion of 

basic capacity by 13 million tons, practically all of which [was] federally funded” 

(Collins 12). While the agricultural sector took longer to come around, by 1944 the basic 

form of production limits had been lifted there, as well (12). Equipping the military, of 

course, was a huge source of governmentally funded productivity. The number and 

tonnage of weaponry and transport the U.S. manufactured in the 1940-45 period is 

staggering, as is the advancements it brought in the means and efficiency of productivity 

(13-14). Likewise, the need for workers for the war effort largely solved the 

unemployment problem during the war period. As compared to 1939, by 1945 

“approximately 19.2 million additional people were either working or in the Armed 

Forces” (Rosenberg 21). 

This massive industrial expansion is reflected as well in the growth of the 

nation’s GNP. Measured in constant prices and in constant 1972 dollars, the U.S. GNP 

“increased from $319 billion in 1939, the last year unaffected by the war or the prospect 

of war, to a peak of $561.9 billion in 1944” (Rosenberg 20). As economic historian 

Samuel Rosenberg points outs, the increase in the amount of goods and services 

purchased by the federal government from 1939 to 1944, approximately $246.9 billion 
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(again in constant 1972 dollars), is “virtually identical to the overall increase in real 

GNP” for the same period (20). The federal government, both by employing huge 

numbers of workers in both industry and the military and by acting as the major 

purchaser of goods and services effectively solved both the unemployment and lack of 

demand problems. These mobilization figures lend strong support to military historian 

Russell Weigley’s characterization of World War II as a war of “gross national product” 

(146). Adding to this notion, Collins characterizes the war as “a contest that turned 

largely on the matter of which coalition could outproduce the other” (12). 

This massive state investment in production and consumption was successful, 

both in winning the war and in pulling the United States out of its earlier economic 

stagnation. While some worried that in a post-war environment the economy would 

return to its prior conditions, the reality, of course, turned out to be quite the opposite. 

The U.S. economy flourished as never before, giving rise to what is commonly seen as 

its “golden age.” Measuring in constant 1954 dollars, the Gross National Product 

(GNP)59 rose from $181.8 billion in 1929 to $282.3 billion in 1947 and rose again to 

$439.9 billion in 1960, this last a 56 percent increase (Statistical History 143, 158). 

Likewise, personal consumption expenditures (again measured in constant 1954 dollars) 

rose from $128.1 billion in 1929 to $195.6 billion in 1947 and rose again to $298.1 

billion in 1960 (Statistical History 143, 158). This means that within the period from 

1947 to 1960 (again measuring in 1954 constant dollars) the GNP per capita increased 

24 percent and personal consumption expenditure per capita increased 22 percent 
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(Statistical History 143, 158). As these statistics demonstrate, both industrial production 

and consumption expanded enormously following WW II and through the 1950s. 

But where had the stagnation resulting from society’s inability to absorb the 

levels of industrial production gone? Why did this problem not return once U.S. federal 

spending was rapidly drawn down after 1945? As Collins explains it, “the engines of 

economic progress [that had been] identified in 1938 had not expired but merely stalled” 

(40). Once restarted by the state through mobilization for the war, in Collins’s account, 

these engines continued to run effectively through a postwar transition and beyond, 

largely because of the demand created by two cultural developments. The first is the 

baby boom population growth in the 1946-64 period that “gave America the largest 

absolute population increase in history” (40). The second is a replicated recurrence of a 

“frontier experience” that played out “in the explosive growth of the crabgrass frontier 

of suburbia and in the emergence of the sunbelt” (41). These sources of absorption of 

postwar production offered by Collins are adequate as far as they go, but they fail to 

provide a complete answer. To account for the economic prosperity the U.S. 

experienced following World War II—and, moreover, to understand the significance of 

the spatial transition that occurred during this period—one must look to the larger 

structural changes in the social relations of production that occurred in the transition to a 

peacetime economy. 

In its massive state investment in industry across the economic spectrum directed 

at the war effort, the U.S. did more than prevail in that global conflict. It simultaneously 

initiated, on an all out scale, the fundamental restructuring of its relationship to domestic 
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industry and, ultimately, the restructuring of the relationship of the U.S. economy to the 

international system. What had begun with public investment in infrastructure in the 

preceding decade and developed on through to investment in production across the 

industrial landscape for the war effort came together following the war with the 

multitude of elements within the economy that had been priming themselves over much 

longer periods of time for fundamental structural change. 

It is here that the second, less apparent implication of Berle and Means’s finding 

in their 1932 study—that ownership had become separated from control in the modern 

corporation thereby initiating a qualitative break from the older form of individual 

enterprise—becomes clear. While Berle and Means effectively substantiate their claim 

that such a development was unquestionably underway by the time of their publication, 

they also importantly note in a number of instances throughout their work that their 

study was “examining [the corporate] institution probably before it has attained its 

zenith” (1 emphasis mine).  Thirty-four years later, in 1966, Paul A. Baran and Paul M. 

Sweezy in their classic study, Monopoly Capitalism, would affirm the accuracy of Berle 

and Means’s prediction, writing, “What Berle and Means described as ‘conceivable’ a 

quarter of a century ago is taken for granted as an accomplished fact by many present-

day observers of the business scene” (21).  Implicit in this development, in other words, 

is more than simply a refining of the corporate institution for greater efficiency, 

maximization of profits, or other such ends. Implicit in it is a qualitative shift in the 

corporate institution’s cultural positioning and relations. 
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V. DOMESTIC RECONFIGURATION OF SPATIAL INSTITUTIONAL FORMS: 

INDUSTRY, LABOR, AND THE STATE 

As professional management assumed the dominant role of control of wealth in 

the United States, the traditional nineteenth-century individual corporate tycoon (in 

which both ownership and control were vested) receded. The observations of, 

appropriately, the grandson of Ford himself, Henry Ford II, speak quite directly to this 

institutional change. In a speech in 1955 before the American Newspaper Publishers’ 

Association, Ford II told his audience, “[M]odern corporate […] capitalism has largely 

replaced tycoon capitalism. The one-man-band owner-manager is fast being replaced by 

a new class of professional managers, dedicated more to the advancement of the 

company than to the enrichment of a few owners” (Baran and Sweezy 30). Unlike his 

grandfather’s era in which a corporation’s destiny most often rested in the hands of a 

single powerful individual or family who, by means of holding both ownership and 

control, set its course, the modern era of the Fordist regime saw the charting of corporate 

direction by a professional managerial class that was far less individually focused.  

These institutional dynamics naturally led corporate directors to seek a business 

environment that offered greater marketplace stability through increased orchestration. 

Similarly, these objectives led them to be more amenable to a realignment of industry’s 

relationship to the state and a reformulation of the roles that both industry and the state 

would assume.60 The economic hardship of the 1930s and even more so the buildup to 

the Second World War, with its patriotic ideology of advancing the war effort, played 

dominant roles in carrying these developments forward. State interventionism in matters 
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of industry, something that only a short time earlier would have met with great 

resistance, was accepted by corporate leaders as part of the industrial landscape 

following the war. 

The postwar transition was not without friction, however. Unions already had 

possessed significant membership and power prior to the war mobilization. Over the 

course of the war, their membership numbers continued to rise. To aid in the war effort, 

labor pledged not to strike and management pledged there would be no lock outs 

(Rosenberg 28). This agreement ended, however, with the war’s conclusion in August of 

1945, and a wave of strikes quickly ensued. The first six months of 1946 have been 

described as  “the most concentrated period of labor-management strife in the country’s 

history” (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 66 citing Crowther 788). Management by this 

time had largely come to accept unions (at least where they were already formed) as 

something that was not going to go away, and they recognized that collective bargaining 

was something in which they had little choice but to participate. 

 Looking at labor-management relations in the period from 1945 to 1960 a 

number of typical trends can be identified: management was willing to concede to labor 

the security of unions remaining intact, increased compensation (including some limited 

workplace authority), and a portion of the benefits accrued from increased production in 

exchange for legally-binding limits on the overall authority of unions and for guaranteed 

reductions in the interruption of productivity. In this bargain, labor gained, but 

management unquestionably gained even more. Agreements such as these were possible, 
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of course, only because the U.S. economy was so strong following the war and 

continued to boom on through the 1950s. 

 Consumer demand was unflagging during this period. As Rosenberg states, “A 

postwar expansion ensued [as] the scaling back of government military purchases [was] 

counterbalanced [by an] increased consumer, investment, and foreign demand for 

goods” (51). Immediately following the war, with the rapid slow down of governmental 

spending, there was a sharp drop in production, causing a drop in GNP. “[F]rom an 

annual rate of $361.7 billion [measured in constant 1958 dollars] in the second quarter 

of 1945,” Rosenberg reports, the GNP  fell to “$297.4 billion in the first quarter of 

1946” (51-52 citing Blyth 212). Even with this decline in GNP, however, consumption 

and investment expenditures nonetheless rose, an unusual social dynamic that 

Rosenberg attributes quite simply to “pent-up demand” (52). 

From the turn of the century, the U.S. population had become increasingly used 

to the availability of a growing range of mass-produced consumer goods. For many, the 

1930s meant having to forego such luxuries (although, as noted above, even then many 

did not). The Second World War further restricted the availability of such items, as the 

government instituted tight limits on the production of “non-essential” civilian consumer 

goods (Rosenberg 33-34). With these restrictions lifted in 1945-46, consumptive 

demand took off and continued unabated in spite of extremely sharp rates of inflation. 

From June of 1946 to March of 1947, for example, “prices rose at an annual rate of 

21.4%” (Rosenberg 50 citing Rockoff 109). Nevertheless, the population consumed. 
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This wave of consumption was partially driven by the availability of liquid 

assets. People before and especially during the war had saved, a trend furthered by the 

war-time limits on goods available for purchase, veterans had demobilization benefits, 

and income taxes were lowered by the Revenue Act of 1945 (51). People were ready to 

spend, and they did so freely. Second, this wave of consumption was partially driven by 

outright need. There was, for example, a serious shortage of housing following the war. 

Builders were making large investments in suburban infrastructure and the population 

followed in droves.  Third, this wave of consumption was partially driven by easy access 

following the war to credit at very low interest rates, at least partially the result of 

monetary policy by the Federal Reserve to facilitate borrowing by the U.S. Treasury 

(51). 

   
VI. INTERNATIONAL RECONFIGURATION OF SPATIAL INSTITUTIONAL 

FORMS: THE BRETTON WOODS AGREEMENTS 

Collectively, these dynamics helped drive the booming U.S. postwar economy, 

accounting generally for domestic consumer and investment trends. What is missing 

from this picture, as it is from Collins’s account, is the third component Rosenberg notes 

above in his enumeration of the economic factors that counterbalanced the previous 

federal absorption of industrial production, namely “foreign demand for goods” (52). 

None of these aforementioned domestic dynamics would have been possible had they 

not been positioned within and in relation to an international scheme that was instituted 

at the close of World War II. Known simply as Bretton Woods (taking its name from the 

New Hampshire mountain resort town where the agreements were reached in July, 
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1944), this international scheme was dominated by U.S. interests and insured growing 

U.S. prosperity for decades to come. It did this through a series of measures (e.g., 

placing the U.S. dollar at the center of the international monetary exchange system, 

helping to rebuild the war torn economies of potential trading partners around the world, 

stabilizing trade relations with these nations) that succeeded in opening foreign markets 

to the U.S. and providing opportunities to capitalize on the economic and industrial 

strengths held at the end of World War II by the United States. 

 At the close of the Second World War, the United States was poised for 

development. For this development to occur, however, U.S. policy makers recognized 

that it would be necessary for the U.S. economy to reach beyond domestic shores. Very 

real fears of drifting back into economic stagnation still existed, and so the U.S. sought a 

massive geographic expansion, allowing access to foreign markets both for acquisition 

of inexpensive raw materials and for markets to consume its manufactured goods. 

Foreign direct investment, both by the state and private industry, would become a third 

important element in this international arena, initially by the state to help jump start it 

and eventually by private corporations to advance their individual interests. (Ironically, 

in later years, as the Bretton Woods international scheme began to crack and come apart, 

the same private foreign direct investment would be instrumental in its downfall.) 

During the war, the United States began to envision a postwar economic order in 

which the U.S. could penetrate markets that had been previously closed to it, as well as 

to open opportunities for foreign investments for U.S. corporations by removing 

restrictions on the international flow of capital (Mikesell 404). As the war drew to a 
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close, the Bretton Woods conference was the culmination of some two and a half years 

of planning for this sort of postwar reconstruction (Moffit 13). The architects of Bretton 

Woods agreed that to create a vibrant international trading environment it was necessary 

to formulate a monetary scheme that would stabilize the system of international 

payments—the arrangements by which nations and private entities within those nations 

agree to settle debts. Such a scheme would allay fears of sudden currency depreciations 

or wild fluctuations in exchange rates, ailments that had nearly paralyzed world 

capitalism during the depression. The U.S. needed this as much as the rest of the world, 

for without a place to sell U.S. goods, the U.S. economy, poised for expansion, would 

likely flounder instead (Moffit 13). As Rosenberg underscores, “The ‘export surplus’ 

was at the heart of the business community’s proposals for a prosperous US economy. 

[…] As such, it would serve to stimulate the economy and help forestall another 

depression” (89-90). The main goal of Bretton Woods—to stabilize the world’s 

economy for prosperous world trade—existed, therefore, at the intersection of capital 

(monetary policy) and corporate enterprise (production). 

Key to a workable international system of trade is a stable monetary system that 

simultaneously allows for investment opportunities and availability of capital. A degree 

of liquidity must exist so that short-term fluctuations can be compensated by market 

activity over a longer period of time. A prime example of the failure of this principle in a 

U.S. domestic context is the stock market crash of 1929. As individual bank depositors 

large and small grew increasingly insecure about the surety of their being able to 

withdraw their deposited funds at will, a problem exacerbated by U.S. banks not being 
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insured by the U.S. government as they would be following this period, demand for 

funds began to rapidly exceed the system’s ability to respond to demands by the actors 

within it. Instability resulted from rigidity, both in the flow of capital and in institutional 

ability to compensate structurally. In an international context, the reassurance that 

capital investment will be recoverable is essential both for normative and practical 

reasons. Individuals, both public and private, must feel a sense of reassurance so that 

they are willing to invest their excess capital and the system must bear out such fluidity, 

proving that capital is able to move freely and is not hindered by stalling in contested 

and unworkable transactions. 

Through much of the nineteenth century and up to the First World War, Great 

Britain in its dominant hegemonic position acted as “the world’s banker,” taking 

responsibility “for guaranteeing international monetary stability” (Moffit 17).  Before 

the First World War, Britain linked the pound sterling to gold, making pounds 

convertible at will to the rare metal. As financial historian Michael Moffit notes, in 

addition to performing this clearinghouse function, Great Britain also provided “long-

term investment capital to finance economic growth abroad” (17). Finally, in 

conjunction with these other functions, Great Britain acted as “an international ‘lender 

of last resort’ to prevent depressions and banking failures from destroying the fabric of 

the international financial system” (17). Collectively, these operations fostered an 

international economic stability previously unknown and turned the City of London into 

what has been called the financial center “not only of Britain and of the British Empire 

overseas but of the whole trading world” for this period (17 citing Condliffe 347). Great 
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Britain relinquished its dominant hegemonic position during the First World War, and 

with it the role it played as the world’s banker. It effectively “suspended the link 

between the pound sterling and gold” during the war, even as the United States was 

rising to become “a leading creditor” to the rest of the world (17-18). 

Following the Second World War, Bretton Woods established the United States 

in much the same role as Great Britain prior to World War One, though it did so with 

much greater specificity as a result of the postwar international circumstances and the 

dominant position the U.S. held within them. Like the pound sterling, the U.S. dollar 

served as the foundation of value for currency in the international system. Previous gold 

standards had created some impediments in the free flow of capital. As Moffit explains, 

“In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when countries exported gold to settle 

trade deficits, governments were forced to decrease the money supply. This led quickly 

to depression and high unemployment” (21). This is a prime reason that Roosevelt took 

the U.S. off the gold standard in 1933, as he sought to avoid these consequences.  

Bretton Woods, in contrast, established a currency-gold standard, making the 

U.S. dollar equal to gold and redeemable for it at the 1934 price of $35 per ounce (21). 

Because the U.S. dollar was seen as so strong and the U.S. holding of gold was seen as 

so great, the simple promise of redeemability meant that by-and-large the U.S. dollar 

was viewed as being as good as gold. As long as this situation held, the actual physical 

quantity of gold held by the U.S. placed very few constraints on international capital 

liquidity because the reassurance of redeemability was so great that no one was inclined 

to make significant runs on the U.S. gold stock, and, when necessary, the U.S. could 
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increase the number of dollars in circulation to satisfy its own balance of payments. In 

addition to the U.S. dollar being tied to gold, further international stability was created 

by establishing fixed exchange rates between the U.S. dollar and the other currencies of 

the world. If a nation wished to alter the value of its currency following this initial 

establishment, it had to acquire approval to do so (21).  

 To carry out postwar international policy, Bretton Woods, under the auspices of 

the United Nations, established two institutional bodies and an agreement that would 

later produce a third: the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (the World Bank, or simply the Bank), and the 

General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The intended purpose of the IMF was 

“to stabilize currencies and avoid restrictive exchange practices” (Mikesell 404). It 

accomplished this primarily by providing “short-term liquidity to members with current 

account deficits, conditioned on their taking measures to restore balance of payments 

equilibrium” (404). Toward this objective, the Bretton Woods agreements created an 

important, though previously nonexistent, international economic element: “automatic 

access to credit to allow countries time to adjust to economic difficulties” (Moffit 22). 

Prior to this, countries had been dependent on “private bank credits, which were 

notoriously unstable, and emergency government loans” (22).  

The intended purpose of the World Bank, presumably dovetailing with the IMF 

though distinct in its mission, was “to make loans and guarantees for post-World War II 

reconstruction and for economic development” (Mikesell 404). The third component, the 

GATT, was left largely undeveloped for decades until it took the form in 1992 of the 
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World Trade Organization (WTO). In simple terms, then, the IMF was created to 

oversee international monetary policy, while the World Bank was created to oversee 

reconstruction and development. The appointment of predominantly U.S. representatives 

to administer the operations of the IMF and the World Bank (along with the U.S. 

providing the bulk of the funding) served to insure that the United States would largely 

control international economic policy following World War II. 

Though Bretton Woods was originally intended to facilitate the recovery of 

Western Europe, it quickly became apparent that the IMF and the World Bank were far 

too small to accomplish that task. In short, greater liquidity in the form of U.S. dollars 

was necessary to keep Europe from faltering. As Moffit explains, “The United States 

had a disproportionate share of the world’s productive capacity and more modest import 

needs than many of its trading partners” (26). The result was that “Europe [was] unable 

to buy U.S. products,” threatening a slow in U.S. production and potentially a recession. 

After much debate, the U.S. responded with the Marshall Plan, a short (four-year) 

infusion of capital primarily gifted to Europe and Japan in order to jump start the 

productivity of their economies. As Moffit reports, “From mid-1948 to 1952, the 

Marshall Plan provided over $12 billion in loans and grants to Europe and Japan, [in 

contrast to] the IMF and World Bank [which] expended less than $3 billion combined” 

during this period (27). The plan accomplished its objective. By helping these foreign 

economies maintain high levels of investment in their industrial base, the engines of 

economic recovery were primed. European “industrial productivity rose rapidly by 42 

percent in the four years after 1947,” and a mutually productive boom was created both 
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for the U.S. and for the industrialized nations of the West (Rosenberg 93 citing 

Armstrong et al. 126). 

Bretton Woods took over where the Marshall Plan ended. The U.S. dollar, 

considered to be as good as gold, functioned as an international currency by way of the 

United States consistently running balance of payment deficits through the 1950s 

(Moffit 28). A country’s balance of payments equals “the difference between what a 

country buys from abroad in any given year and what it sells” (28). For greater 

precision, the balance of payments can be further divided “into the current account and 

capital account,” the former measuring all “merchandise trade and services” and the 

latter measuring “flows of loans and capital” (28). A balance of payments surplus is run 

whenever a country sells more abroad than it buys, and a balance of payment deficit is 

created when it buys more than it sells. Economist Robert Solomon estimates that “out 

of the $8.5 billion increase in international money during the 1950s, U.S. balance of 

payments deficits provided about $7 billion” (28 citing Solomon 31). In other words, the 

United States was operating as the world’s banker, “expanding its liquid liabilities” (to 

use Solomon’s phrase) to the tune of “$1.1 billion per year [on average] from 1949 

through 1959” (28 quoting Solomon 31). 

Of course, it was more than capital that was flowing out of the United States to 

the rest of the world. Trade and services (the ‘current account’ portion of balance of 

payments), much of it as manufactured goods from the U.S., were also flooding the 

international arena as never before. “[T]he US share of major industrial countries’ total 

manufacturing output,” Rosenberg reports, “was 62 percent in 1950” (96 citing Branson 
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191). Though this percentage would decline over the course of the 1950s, it was still as 

high as 51 percent ten years later in 1960 (96 citing Branson 191). The U.S. ran export 

trade surpluses on consumer goods (with “surpluses on chemical and capital goods” 

growing steadily as “surpluses on manufactured consumers goods, except automobiles” 

remained positive though steadily shrinking) for nearly all of the 1950s.  

These export trade surpluses represent the foreign demand for goods that U.S. 

industry turned to as the complement to domestic markets. Vitally necessary for the 

absorption of the tremendous level of production that U.S. industry was producing, these 

international markets only became available in this manner after the Second World War 

as a result of the monetary and trade policies instituted by Bretton Woods under the 

guiding hand of U.S. hegemonic dominance. In effect, the United States was successful 

in exporting to much of the world its most important product, Fordism as a regime of 

accumulation.61 

 For a time, this international economic spatial fix worked. The United States, as 

Rosenberg points out, saw benefits both short and long term with what was begun by the 

Marshall Plan and further executed by Bretton Woods. In the short term, particularly 

under the Marshall Plan, many areas of U.S. industry gained immediate advantages. The 

Marshall Plan required, for instance, that food imports by participating nations be drawn 

from U.S. surplus, regardless of whether cheaper sources existed (Rosenberg 94). The 

shipping of goods under the Marshall Plan required at least 50 percent be carried out by 

U.S. firms (94). And under the Marshall Plan the U.S. was able to restrict foreign 

development of oil refineries, requiring participating countries to purchase more 
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expensive refined oil products from the U.S. (94). Obligations such as these assured 

many American corporations in many areas of industry that foreign demand would 

remain strong.  

A number of other elements equally assured that these benefits would remain 

over the longer term. A central U.S objective of the Marshall Plan, for example, was to 

open up foreign markets for the acquisition of cheap raw materials. Participating nations 

were therefore obligated to treat U.S. firms with standards “equivalent to those afforded 

to the nationals of the participating country concerned” (Rosenberg 94 citing Wood 42 

and Kolko and Kolko 448). Additionally, even with the infusion of the large amounts of 

capital made available under the Marshall Plan, the European economies at its 

conclusion in 1952 were still in need of more U.S. dollars than they could generate 

“through exports and American private investment” (Rosenberg 94). The oversight of 

development programs by the IMF and the World Bank, largely controlled by the U.S., 

provided the means for U.S. industry to profit greatly by taking advantage of its superior 

economic position within the international framework. 

   
VII. A FULL-FLEDGED FORDISM 

This corporate prosperity, supported by international capital, trade, and 

production flows, simultaneously contributed to the environment of social relations 

within U.S. industry domestically. The impediments that previously had prevented the 

emergence of a full-fledged Fordism within the United States had, over the course of 

several decades and especially as a result of the events of the 1940s, been swept away. 
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Summing up this configuration in some detail, Harvey rightfully underscores its 

inherently relational nature: 

The phenomenal growth that occurred in the postwar boom depended […] on a 

series of compromises and repositionings on the part of the major actors in the 

capitalist development process. The state had to take on new (Keynesian) roles 

and build new institutional powers; corporate capital had to trim its sails in 

certain respects in order to move more smoothly in the track of secure 

profitability; and organized labour had to take on new roles and functions with 

respect to performance in labour markets and in production processes. The tense 

but nevertheless firm balance of power that prevailed between organized labour, 

large corporate capital, and the nation state, and which formed the power basis 

for the postwar boom, was not arrived at by accident. It was the outcome of years 

of struggle. (Condition 132-33) 

Such a transformation, the final sweeping away of the remaining vestiges of a 

preceding, nineteenth-century regime and the full emergence of a modern, twentieth-

century Fordist regime, was inherently an ideological as well as an economic structural 

occurrence. Political scientist Scott Bowman provides helpful insight into the 

ideological dimension of this historical transformation. Referring to the changing 

property relations resulting from the division of ownership and control in the modern 

corporation, Bowman advances the claim that “as the idea of corporate autonomy 

[which is to say a fully professional, manager directed corporation] supplanted the self-

regulating market of classical liberalism, it reproduced the ideological separation of 
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public and private spheres” (217). By this reasoning, the development of the modern 

corporation (or to use Berle and Means’s phrase: a ‘corporate system’) both acts as the 

catalyst for societal change and covers its own tracks by socio-spatially reconfiguring 

the experience of culture such that the individual experience of it appears normal or, 

indeed, even natural. Just as “the ‘natural laws of the marketplace’ justified 

entrepreneurial freedom in the era of [nineteenth-century] competitive capitalism,” 

Bowman tells us, “the ‘laws of industrial society’ [during this modern Fordist period] 

defended corporate autonomy in much the same manner” (217).  

It was at the close of the Second World War that the major dynamics of these 

ideological operations arose—a historical moment when a Fordist spatial regime was 

hammered out, establishing new relationships among the state, corporate management, 

and labor in a configuration that combined the domestic and international spheres as 

they never had been before. Collectively, these are the components that produced the 

social space of the golden age in the United States. 
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PART II: POST-FORDIST SPACE 
 

It is difficult to grasp the extent to which the current training in 
systematic, organized consumption is the equivalent and extension, in the 
twentieth century, of the great nineteenth-century-long process of the 
training of rural populations for the industrial work. The same process of 
rationalization of productive forces which took place in the nineteenth 
century in the sector of production reaches its culmination in the 
twentieth in that of consumption. The industrial system, having 
socialized the masses as labour power, had much further to go to 
complete its project and socialize them […] as consumption power. (82) 
 Jean Baudrillard 
 The Consumer Society 

 

 

I. CRACKS IN THE FORDIST REGIME AND ITS ULTIMATE DISMANTLING 

There is some irony in the fact that the seeds of destruction of the Fordist 

regime were sown into the very structural formation that allowed it finally to emerge 

as a full blown national and international system at the end of World War II. 

Negotiated, enacted, and largely formulated in a postwar environment of immense 

devastation, the Bretton Woods agreements ostensibly were designed to deter 

international hostilities and foster global stability through the promotion (and, to a 

degree, enforcement) of regularized trade between the nations of the West. The 

strength of the U.S. dollar provided the foundation on which these international 

structural relations were built in pursuit of those objectives. Likewise, it was the 

deterioration of the strength of the U.S. dollar over the two decades following the 

enactment of the Bretton Woods agreements that resulted finally in the dismantling 

of that system. 
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To recap briefly, in the aftermath of World War II, the countries of the West 

were hardpressed for the capital liquidity necessary to rebuild their industries and 

thereby their economies. Direct infusion of capital from the U.S. allowed the 

countries of Europe and later Japan to reconstitute an industrial production base, 

providing a means for these nations to raise the standards of living for their 

populations. Such development simultaneously created, as the U.S. was well aware 

and sought, ready-made international markets to absorb the vast array of goods being 

produced by U.S. industries, assuring a degree of overall market growth unavailable 

before the war. In sum, it was a system recognizably designed to benefit long term 

U.S. economic growth through a combination of flooding the countries of the West 

with much needed U.S. dollars, their value underpinned by an assurance that those 

dollars could always be exchanged with the U.S. for a guaranteed equivalent of gold, 

and the exportation of U.S. goods and products into the resultant foreign developing 

markets. The economic condition of the U.S. was so strong, it was believed, that 

U.S. gold reserves would always exceed the amount of dollars potentially exchanged 

against it. This dual use of the U.S. dollar—to rebuild foreign markets and to serve 

as the world’s currency of last measure—would prove, however, to be the system’s 

undoing, and in much shorter order than anyone initially recognized. 

 The Triffin Dilemma (named after Yale professor Robert Triffin) explains 

this core problem of the dual role played by the U.S. dollar (Moffit 29). As Triffin 

noted in Congressional testimony offered as early as 1959, linking the U.S. dollar to 

gold, which is to say utilizing the U.S. dollar as the currency of last measure, could 
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not be indefinitely maintained and would inevitably lead either to shortage or glut 

(29). 

On one side of the dilemma, if, as the international system grows and 

develops, U.S. dollars were drawn down to prevent an overwhelming of U.S. gold 

reserves, the shortage would consequently reintroduce global capital rigidity, 

undermining international world trade (29). It is important to recognize that such 

slowdown, an important aspect of economic rigidity, was the plague of the U.S. 

economic system in the decades preceding World War II, and the potential for its 

return remained an ongoing fear following the war. Intrinsic to the Bretton Woods 

agreement was a conscious use of foreign markets as a means for U.S. industrial and 

economic expansion. The development of these markets allowed the U.S. to avoid 

possible economic stagnation resulting from a slow down in production and 

consumption cycles, to capitalize on the preceding U.S. industrial build up for war 

effort, and thereby to guarantee, through expansion, long term U.S. economic 

prosperity. As a result of these concerns and consequent U.S. motivations and 

actions, this side of the dilemma never emerged as one leading the system into crisis. 

The other side of the dilemma, however, proved to be a much greater 

problem: If U.S. dollars continued to flow out of the U.S. without limit and in 

increasingly large amounts, the monetary foundation of the economic system would 

disintegrate as the number of U.S. dollars began to be recognized as exceeding the 

quantity of gold reserves the U.S. possessed and guaranteed for exchange (29). 

Because the currencies of the West were pegged at fixed exchange rates to the U.S. 



 264 

dollar, and the U.S. dollar was pegged to gold (and guaranteed in exchange for it) at 

$35 an ounce, a massive global economic crisis would ensue if it became apparent 

that the U.S. could no longer make good on its guarantee, thereby prompting a run 

on the U.S. gold reserve as those holding U.S. dollars sought to unload them as 

quickly as possible. Either side of the dilemma would lead to crisis, Triffin pointed 

out, but it was the latter that was already materializing at the time of his testimony in 

1959. Ultimately, this latter side of the dilemma was the undoing of the Bretton 

Woods system and, by extension, the Fordist regime of accumulation. 

   
II. THE DETERIORATION AND DEMISE OF THE BRETTON WOODS 

SYSTEM 

It took just more than a decade for the economic turning point, the initial 

crack in the system, to appear. After an initial postwar boom wherein the U.S. 

economy went virtually unchallenged in every area, the U.S. economy experienced 

what Rosenberg characterizes as a more “long-term pattern in international trade” 

marked generally by “steadily shrinking surpluses on manufactured consumer 

goods” (96). Apart from certain export items (such as automobiles), the consumer 

trade surplus became a deficit by 1959 (96). The U.S., in other words, by 1959 was 

importing more consumer goods than it was exporting, as it increasingly had to 

compete with the rebuilt industrial economies of the West.62 

Over the same period of time, even as the U.S. balance of payments deficit 

continued to grow significantly (meaning more U.S. dollars were being put into 

circulation around the world), the need for those dollars was declining, particularly 
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for those same exporting countries that had successfully rebuilt their industrial 

manufacturing bases. As Rosenberg reports, whereas in 1953 the “total dollar 

balances in the possession of foreign governments and international agencies 

amounted to only 57 percent of US gold reserves,” this same figure in 1958 climbed 

to 86 percent (97 citing Eckes 249). What was unimaginable only little more than a 

decade earlier appeared as a stark reality by 1958: the number of U.S. dollars 

circulating worldwide and guaranteed by the U.S. as exchangeable for gold at $35 an 

ounce threatened, in short order, to exceed the U.S. gold supply should foreign 

nations suddenly choose to cash them in.  

By 1960, the projection became a reality. Concerned about the possibility of 

devaluation of the U.S. dollar, a number of foreign governments began converting a 

portion of their U.S. currency holdings, reducing the U.S. gold reserve some $5 

billion dollars in just the two-year period from 1958 to 1960 (97 citing Block 157). 

Though a series of crisis-driven, stopgap measures undertaken by members of the 

Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations would successfully sustain the 

Bretton Woods system (and U.S. gold reserves) through the 1960s and into the early 

1970s, insuring within that system a continued relative prosperity within the U.S. as 

well as U.S. hegemonic dominance around the world, technically by 1960 the U.S. 

dollar could not live up to its claim of being as good as gold. 

In spite of the Kennedy and early Johnson administrations’s success at 

producing a fair amount of domestic prosperity through the first half of the 1960s, 

the ‘dollar overhang’ (the excess of U.S. dollars in circulation beyond what U.S. 
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gold reserves could satisfy) continued to expand. Unilateral U.S. efforts, such as 

interest rate policy from the U.S. Federal Reserve and proposed tax rate reformation 

of U.S. purchases of foreign securities, to reduce the balance of payments deficit 

(and thereby the overhang) were combined with multilateral policies in an effort to 

stem the tide of dollars flowing out of the U.S. (Rosenberg 165-66). While these 

efforts produced some short-term relief, they ultimately would prove insufficient, 

and in some instances contributed even further to the problem.  

The interest equalization tax (IET), initiated in July of 1963, was one such 

effort intended to help, but that lead to quite the opposite effect (Moffit 41). 

Designed to reduce outflow of U.S. dollars to the world, the IET placed a tax on the 

purchase of foreign bonds within the United States. The intent was to promote the 

purchase of U.S. bonds rather than foreign ones, thereby keeping U.S. dollars within 

the U.S. rather than having those dollars flow out to foreign governments; the result 

was quite different than intended (41). What the U.S. soon learned was that though 

the world was dependent on the U.S. dollar (being that it served as the currency of 

last value), it was not dependent on the U.S. dollar being present within the U.S. for 

it to operate in that capacity. Contrary to U.S. objectives, what the IET most 

effectively produced was a burgeoning of the Euromarket (47-48), an economic 

market of exchange beyond U.S. governmental control wherein U.S. banks and 

corporations found the means to establish and develop themselves as fully 

international entities. As one commentator states it, the IET “ignited the greatest 
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banking exodus in history, effectively exporting the American banking system” (42-

43). 

The Euromarket began, Moffit explains, following World War II as “a kind 

of dollar market in exile,” in which U.S. dollars could be circulated (which is to say 

utilized for international transactions) by countries, such as Russia and China, who 

were concerned that the U.S. might try to confiscate those dollars (46). It was not 

until the 1960s, however, when the U.S. began establishing capital controls, making 

it more costly to acquire securities in the U.S. (primarily New York), that the 

banking industry looked to Europe to establish an alternative location for the 

creation of such instruments. With the institution of the IET, so arose the Eurobond, 

a bond “denominated in U.S. dollars but issued outside the U.S.” and therefore free 

from U.S. oversight and restrictions (46). Other instruments, such as the Euro-CD, a 

negotiable certificate of deposit (CD) issued in U.S denominations outside the U.S., 

would later follow, demonstrating the expansion and vibrancy of an alternative 

market utilizing U.S. dollars beyond any U.S. governmental controls (57). 

Ultimately, the Euromarket came to play a key role in the final dismantling 

of the Bretton Woods system. Finding its origins in response to the structural 

formation of the Bretton Woods system, and then ironically spurred in its 

development by U.S. capital control efforts wildly missing their mark, the 

Euromarket grew and flourished along with the expansion of world trade and 

financial flows that the Bretton Woods system fostered. Corporations, both banking 

and manufacturing, became key players in the Euromarket, utilizing it to grow 
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increasingly sophisticated in their understanding and development of global finance 

and business as they handled and deployed larger and larger quantities of capital. 

This corporate strength and these quantities of capitals grew so great that they came 

to challenge the very foundations of the Bretton Woods system. Consequently, the 

Euromarket’s historical role provides a useful locus for understanding the 

disintegration of the Fordist regime of accumulation as it gave way to a post-Fordist 

spatial configuration. 

 Despite the success in overall economic growth achieved by the Kennedy 

and early Johnson administrations,63 the strength of the U.S. dollar internationally 

continued to weaken through the 1960s. The Bretton Woods system increasingly 

came to encounter stresses beyond its structural capacity. U.S. spending on Great 

Society programs and the Vietnam War further contributed to the U.S. dollar’s 

dramatic decline, and the first all out economic crisis arose in 1968. With 

skyrocketing U.S. inflation being exported to the rest of the world via an expanding 

dollar overhang and a U.S. balance-of-payments deficit that was again reaching the 

1960 level of nearly $4 billion, foreign governments began to act on their monetary 

concerns and exchange U.S. dollars for gold (Collins 72 citing U.S. Department of 

the Treasury 9, 47). 

 Measures were undertaken to defuse the immediate crisis and restore a 

working, transactional stability to the system, but the underlying problems leading to 

the crisis were structural and could not be solved through such a fix. The dollar 

overhang continued to grow during this period, and the U.S. balance of trade 
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continued to decline, becoming a trade deficit for the first time since World War II in 

1971 (Moffit 35). Within this context, the Nixon administration came into office 

believing the Bretton Woods system was a liability for the U.S. and wanting to see it 

dismantled (36). In August of 1971, following another speculative run on the U.S. 

dollar that threatened U.S. gold reserves, President Nixon announced, as part of his 

administration’s New Economic Policy (NEP), that the gold window was to be 

closed, repudiating the U.S. obligation, established under the Bretton Woods 

agreement, to exchange foreign-held U.S. currency for gold at the agreed upon rate 

of $35 per ounce (39). 

   
III. A FLOATING U.S. DOLLAR 

 While the NEP marked the official end of the Bretton Woods agreements, it 

left unanswered many questions regarding a post-Bretton Woods world. The U.S. 

dollar remained, of course, the de facto world currency. It was not immediately 

clear, however, what precisely would determine the value of the U.S. dollar, and, 

likewise, what would determine its relational value to the currencies of other nations. 

Nations of the West sought a devaluation of the U.S. dollar to reflect its weakened 

status in the international economy. At the same time, these nations had a vested 

interest in maintaining a secure foundation of value under the U.S. dollar as their 

own economic well being was dependent on it.  

Fueled by a $10 billion dollar balance-of-payment deficit that continued to 

expand the dollar overhang, another speculative run began on the U.S. dollar in 1972 

(Moffit 74). This time the speculative run was destined to sweep away the remaining 
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restrictions that agreement had sought to retain. Preceded by a run on the British 

pound that resulted, after a failed $2.6 billion effort to prop up its value in the 

market, in the British giving up on fixed exchange rates and letting the pound openly 

float on the currency markets, the outcome for the U.S. dollar was not long in 

coming (74). As rumor of a U.S. dollar devaluation continued to build, more and 

more sources sought to sell off the U.S. dollars they held. Even an official 

devaluation in February of 1973 failed to slow the speculative selling. In crisis, the 

currency markets on March 2 were closed in an effort to stop the sell off (75). When 

they were reopened two-and-a-half weeks later, the U.S. dollar, following the path of 

the British pound, was allowed to openly float on the currency markets. Though 

some hoped for this to be temporary, speculative selling continued through the 

spring, pushing down the value of the U.S. dollar even further, and effectively doing 

away with any possibility for return to fixed exchange rates (75).  

To frame the significance of this more broadly, the reopening of the currency 

markets in March of 1973 marks the true turning point from one regime to another. 

The value of the U.S. dollar no longer found its foundation in the materiality of gold, 

nor in agreed upon exchange rates with other nations, but instead acquired its value 

by way of open market exchange rates with the international currencies of the world. 

The value of the U.S. dollar was freely floating. This was nothing less than the end 

of the Bretton Woods era. 

   
IV. CORPORATIONS AND CAPITAL: FROM BRETTON WOODS 

MULTINATIONALS TO EUROMARKET GLOBAL GIANTS 
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 As Rosenberg points out, “[T]he international competitiveness of a nation is 

not equivalent to the international competitiveness of firms owned by citizens of a 

nation” (175). In contrast to the declining strength internationally of the U.S. dollar 

from the post-war institution of the Bretton Woods agreements to the dismantling of 

that system in the early 1970s, U.S. corporations over the same period of time 

experienced a powerfully growing presence internationally. In 1950, U.S. direct 

foreign investment stood at $11.8 billion. By 1960, this figure had grown to $31.9 

billion. By 1970, it was to reach $78.2 billion (175 citing Branson 237). The very 

thing that made U.S. exported goods costly for foreigners to purchase, the 

overvalued U.S. dollar, simultaneously allowed U.S. corporations to invest in 

foreign economies quite cheaply (176). The Bretton Woods system was largely 

responsible for these conditions. 

With its intent of fostering global stability through world trade, Bretton 

Woods established an international financial framework, a “set of rules governing 

trade, finance and exchange rates that form[ed] the basis of the postwar economy” 

(Moffit 42). The security provided by this framework allowed U.S. corporations to 

establish themselves as never before in foreign markets and territories, providing the 

means for them to become truly for the first time U.S.-based multinational 

corporations. Private foreign direct investment in, among other things, plant and 

infrastructure, by U.S. corporations in nations around the world rapidly progressed 

following the war and through the 1950s. As Moffit comments, “Foreign investment 

quickly became essential to the health of America’s biggest corporations” (42). 



 272 

 Though lagging somewhat behind the manufacturing multinationals, 

international banking operations similarly followed.  In an initial stage, from roughly 

1950-1965, U.S. banks slowly expanded their international operations primarily to 

serve the practical business needs of the manufacturing multinationals (43-44). As 

Moffit reports, “In 1950, the seven U.S. banks operating abroad had 95 foreign 

branches,” in contrast to 1965 by which time “13 U.S. banks had 211 branches 

overseas with nearly $9 billion in assets, up from $3.5 billion five years earlier” (44). 

An equally important characteristic of international banking during this stage is 

geographical concentration of activities. Though by percentage the number of the 

211 overseas branches in 1965 located in London was quite small, only 17, the assets 

held there totaled $4.4 billion, or about half of the total assets held in all of the 

overseas branches (44). In short, the period from 1950-1965 was a stage in which 

global activities remained a marginal part of banks’s overall financial operations, 

designed primarily to assist manufacturing multinationals with the capital flows 

necessary for their own global business operations. Significantly, however, serving 

these needs allowed banks to build slowly their own international infrastructures and 

expertise over this time, positioning them to make a much greater global move in the 

stage that followed. This first phase of expansion was foundational, establishing an 

international corporate infrastructure that would be built on in a later, more intense 

phase. 

 With the institution of the IET in 1963, U.S. banks quickly turned to the 

Euromarket as an alternative location for their financial operations. Operating 
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primarily from London, U.S. banks were able to retain the benefits of being U.S. 

players, but were freed from the restrictions imposed on operations taking place 

within the U.S. Additionally, the Euromarket offered an entirely new source of funds 

and clientele to help fund the activities of their major multinational corporate clients 

(59). As Moffit notes, “The Euromarket […] transformed the nature of banking,” in 

that it “created a single global money market” by “unifying national financial 

markets” (66). And, further, because of its “transnational” nature, the Euromarket 

operated, Moffit points out, “virtually free of all government regulations” (66). 

Once the Euromarket was fully initiated, the number of participants and the 

amount of capital handled there grew rapidly. A strong indication of this growth is 

the amount of banking that U.S. banks began to transact beyond U.S. shores. Foreign 

banking transactions quickly came to account for more banking growth than did 

domestic ones (50). In 1965, for example, foreign branches of U.S. banks showed 

loans on their books (assets for the banking industry) totaling less than $9 billion. By 

1976, these book assets had grown to over $219 billion (50). In contrast, domestic 

banking business figures for the same period only tripled in growth (50). As Moffit 

characterizes it, “In less than a decade, America’s biggest banks had become acutely 

dependent on foreign profits,” demonstrated by the fact that for the 1970-76 period 

“the ten largest U.S. banks make about half of their total profits abroad” (51). 

 Far from trying to provide any overall or in-depth picture of the Euromarket, 

the purpose in citing these developments is simply to suggest in broad terms the 

ways in which the structural configurations of the Fordist regime of accumulation as 
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manifested through the Bretton Woods Agreements brought rise to a series of 

international and/or transnational developments that ultimately grew to challenge the 

regulatory elements of the Bretton Woods system, finally forcing that system to give 

way to an alternatively configured regime of global capitalism. 

 The establishment of a by-and-large extra-national financial market 

untouched by regulatory constraints, U.S. imposed or otherwise, provided 

corporations, banks, and private investors a foundation from which they could freely 

attack the U.S. dollar as it appeared weaker and weaker in the early 1970s. As Moffit 

states, “The proximate cause of the demise of the Bretton Woods system was 

massive and unprecedented speculation against the dollar” (75). The collapse of the 

system occurred “when multinational corporations, banks, and other investors started 

moving lots of money out of dollars and into other currencies” (77). Spurred by a 

belief that the U.S. dollar would be devalued, these “corporations and banks […] 

sold dollars on Europe’s money markets in order to reduce their cash exposure in 

dollars [… and] snapped up marks, Swiss franks and other currencies that looked 

stronger than the dollar” (77). 

 To underscore the point being made here, it was private movement of dollars 

out of the U.S. and into the Euromarket that finally brought down the Bretton Woods 

system. As Moffit reports, “During 1971, nearly $24 billion in private capital left the 

United States, […] flow[ing] through both bank and corporate channels” (83). About 

$12 billion of this, Federal Reserve data report, was transferred by domestic 

branches of U.S. banks to their foreign branches in repayment of loans the domestic 
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branches had previously taken out from them (84). Added to this and further 

contributing to the declining value of the U.S. dollar was private speculative flows in 

the form of ‘leads and lags’ in the Euromarket itself against the dollar.64 … [I]n “the 

first quarter of 1973, about [another] $10 billion in private capital flows left the 

United States” (85). 

As these figures indicate, U.S. corporations and banks, drawing on the 

foundations and expertise developed in the preceding decades under the 

internationalizing dynamics of the Bretton Woods system, utilized their position to 

push that system to its breaking point. Profiting substantially, they dismantled the 

Fordist regime of accumulation, moving beyond it towards an alternative socio-

spatial global configuration, an as yet unknown post-Fordist regime. Within such a 

regime, the corporation as a social institution, the forms that capital would take, the 

role the state would take, and the relationship of ownership/management and labor 

(among other things) would all be remade—and so, too, would social space. 

   
V. POST-FORDISM: UNLEASHING GLOBAL CAPITAL FLOW, 

DEMATERIALIZING THE PHYSICAL, AND (AGAIN) TRANSFORMING 

SOCIAL SPACE 

 Harvey helpfully reminds us of the inherently spatial nature of regime change 

by characterizing it in relation to the emergence of a post-Fordist regime of 

accumulation, or what he refers to in this passage as a spatial production of 

‘globalization’: 
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Capitalism cannot do without its ‘spatial fixes.’ Time and time again it has 

turned to geographical reorganization (both expansion and intensification) as 

a partial solution to its crises and impasses. It constructs a distinctive 

geographical landscape, a produced space of transport and communications, 

of infrastructures and territorial organizations, that facilitates capital 

accumulation during one phase of its history only to have to be torn down 

and reconfigured to make way for further accumulation at a later stage. If, 

therefore, the word ‘globalization’ signifies anything about our recent 

historical geography, it is most likely to be a new phase of exactly this same 

underlying process of the capitalist production of space. (Spaces 54) 

 Though, of course, a number of elements contributed to the final dismantling 

of the Fordist regime, Harvey points to a central characteristic of Fordism that 

increasingly the regime’s configurations simply could not surmount: rigidity. Harvey 

argues that the rigidity of the Fordist system, which is to say its long-term and large-

scale fixed capital investments in mass-production systems that precluded much 

flexibility of design and presumed stable growth in invariant consumer markets, 

prevented it from adapting to rising inflation in a changing world situation. 

(Condition 142). When confronted collectively with a declining balance of trade, a 

growing dollar overhang, the oil shocks of the early 1970s, a slow down in global 

consumer markets, rising inflation, and corporations and banks moving capital out of 

the U.S. in quantities and rates never before seen (already suggesting a straining 

toward greater flexibility), the U.S. system responded with one of the only tools 



 277 

available to it, monetary policy. This was hardly adequate to the task, however, and 

in short order the Fordist system gave way (141-46). Flexibility, Harvey argues, is 

therefore a key characteristic of the post-Fordist regime, leading him to dub the post-

Fordist system a regime of ‘flexible accumulation’ (Condition 124).65 

 As Baran and Sweezy demonstrate, a fundamental struggle corporations 

confront within monopoly capitalism is over accumulation. Generated profits always 

must be returned to productive use, necessitating expansion. While the value of the 

U.S. dollar and the U.S. trade surplus continued to decline over the course of the 

Bretton Woods system, U.S. corporations and banks flourished as they moved into 

international enterprises through foreign direct investment and, even more 

importantly, international finance (most notably through the Euromarket). The 

sources of Euromarket capital as well as the recipients of these loans were quite 

varied, but even a brief glance suffices to indicate the increasingly global nature of 

these financial transactions, as well as their role in shaping the contours of a post-

Fordist regime. 

 A significant portion of capital flooding into the Euromarket in the 1970s 

came in the form of petrodollars. Petrodollars were U.S. dollars accumulated by 

middle-eastern, oil-rich countries that were receiving increasingly large payments 

from the West for their supplies of oil. In the 1950s and much of the 1960s, the 

production of oil (and the majority of the profits from that production) was 

controlled by corporations of the West. As Rosenberg notes, of seven major oil 

companies that dominated the business, “five […] were American, one was British, 
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and one was Anglo-Dutch” (199). This arrangement gave way in the late 1960s 

when the producing countries began to establish their own companies (199). Spurred 

by a successful driving up of the price of oil by Libya in 1969, the OPEC nations 

followed suit and likewise successfully raised the price of oil in 1971 (200). A series 

of successful price hikes ensued over the following years of that decade (200), 

generating increasingly large profits. In a single year’s time from 1973 to 1974, 

Rosenberg reports, “the current account surplus of the OPEC nations grew from $9 

billion […] to $62 billion” (citing Solomon 317). 

 This profit had to be recycled for further profit. In fact, it had to be recycled 

to oil consuming countries in the form of loans so that those countries could continue 

to purchase more middle-eastern oil (Moffit 59). The OPEC nations turned to the 

banks of the Euromarket to deposit these large profits, and, in turn, these banks lent 

out the money (59). In the period from 1974 to 1980, OPEC nations deposited, the 

U.S. Treasury estimates, “about $117 billion into the Euromarket and another $11 

billion into domestic bank deposits” (60). As Moffit points out, these dollar amounts 

are “more than the whole Euromarket was worth in 1971” (61). For U.S. 

corporations, this explosion in international financial transactions taking place within 

the burgeoning Euromarket coincided with ever-increasing competition in the realm 

of manufacturing, as the productive nations of Europe began to be joined by 

increasingly productive nations of Asia, further diminishing the strength of the U.S. 

in world trade. 
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 The natural outcome of these events was a significant acceleration of private 

money flooding into the developing nations of the world. Some private money had 

previously already found its way into these areas, with the amounts growing larger 

as “foreign aid failed to keep pace with development financing needs” (Moffit 97). 

But with the influx of petrodollars, neither banks nor the developing nations could 

resist the opportunities, and the amounts of capital in the form of loans flowing into 

these regions grew ever larger (99). Presumptively secured by the borrowing 

countries’s raw resources, banks initially viewed these loans to developing nations as 

quite secure. As more and more dollars (especially petrodollars) flooded the 

Euromarket through the 1970s, however, competition among banks grew ever more 

intense. Even as the debt of developing nations grew, continually increasingly the 

potential for default and economic crisis, banks were driven to extend further loans. 

Following the series of economic shocks of the 1970s, many of these developing 

nations would find themselves in a situation of having to continue to borrow simply 

to service the interest payments on previous loans. Exacerbated more recently by 

pressures exerted upon developing nations to conform to policies of international 

trade,66 the debt of developing nations, finding its roots in the period of transition 

from a Fordist to post-Fordist regime, continues to be a significant and unresolved 

problem of contemporary global conditions. 

   
VI. FICTITIOUS CAPITAL AND VIRTUAL CORPORATIONS 

 In the 1980s and 1990s there was much talk of a ‘New Economy,’ indicating 

by its widespread presence that people had at least a sense that a fundamental 
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structural shift had occurred following from the events of the 1970s. Though much 

debate remains even today within economic circles as to whether the changes that 

have taken place are so fundamental as to warrant defining the contemporary 

economy as ‘New’ (a debate that is mirrored in discussions of whether 

postmodernism is truly a break with or merely a hyperextension of modernism), 

certain aspects of the contemporary international economic system are undeniably 

different from the regime of accumulation constituted by the Bretton Woods 

agreement. 

 A major distinction between contemporary economic dynamics and those 

taking place up until the early 1970s is the massively expanding role of currency 

markets, financial trading, and free floating capital liquidity brought about by short-

term, though at times extremely large, speculative transactions. Inherent in this 

observation is the recognition that private capital flows have vastly eclipsed, both in 

amounts and in influence, the flow of capital originating from the economies of 

individual states.67 Kavaljit Singh reports, for example, that “[a]ccording to the BIS 

[Bank for International Settlements], which monitors transactions in the world’s 

foreign exchange markets, $1.49 trillion is traded on an average every single day” as 

of 2000 (1). Further, she indicates that “[s]ince 1980, the global stock of financial 

assets […] has increased more than twice as fast as the GDP of rich economies, from 

$12 trillion in 1980 to almost $80 trillion” as of 2000 (12). As over-capacity and 

overproduction significantly slowed the opportunities for easy expansion in the 
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realm of manufacturing, accumulated capital turned elsewhere, namely to the 

financial realm, for the generation of increased profits (9). 

 In the 1970s, these transactions largely took the form of Eurocurrency and 

lending. With growing deregulation in the banking and financial industries into and 

through the 1980s, however, Eurobonds and Euro-securities became far more 

significant, radically accelerating the growth rate of fictitious capital. As Susan 

Roberts states, “In addition to fixed-rate bonds, floating-rate notes and equity-related 

bonds, a whole host of derivative instruments, including swaps and options, as well 

as significant secondary markets, have appeared under the general trend of 

securitization” (95-96). ‘Fictitious capital’ is value generated not through 

productivity, but through purely speculative means. It is value generated in 

secondary markets wherein individuals buy and sell based upon projected future 

value. (This, in short, is the definition of a derivative instrument.68) As the BIS states 

in its 1990 annual report: “all derivative financial products share the feature of […] 

hav[ing] been developed for the purpose of managing the risks associated with 

changes in asset prices[;] and the increase in volatility of interest rates, exchange 

rates and share indices in recent years is the factor which has contributed most to 

their success” (183). Fictitious capital—capital removed from the realm of 

productivity, which is to say from the realm of the manufacturing corporation—

came to triumph in the 1980s, and stands as a key feature of the post-Fordist global 

economy. Manuel Castells sums up this condition quite succinctly when he writes, 

“If globalisation is widely acknowledged as a fundamental feature of our time, it is 
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essentially because of the emergence of global financial markets” (“Information” 

53). 

 Technology, of course, has played a key role in these developments. The 

advancement of electronic telecommunications has allowed for the instantaneous 

transference of information around the globe. At the same time, it has introduced a 

never-before-known decentralization of these operations. Thomas Friedman captures 

vividly the inherent volatility of this instantaneous, decentralized condition of global 

financial flows with his characterization of investors operating like an ‘electronic 

herd’ (113). This herd, of “anonymous stock, bond and currency traders and 

multinational investors, connected by screens and networks” (113) as never before, 

is eternally vigilant to market indicators. Any sign of economic weakness in an area 

will cause this herd to stampede, rapidly moving capital out of these weak areas an 

into more secure locations. 

 Friedman further divides the electronic herd into two categories, the short-

horn cattle and the long-horn cattle (114). The former category, the short-horn cattle, 

are “all those people involved in the buying and selling of stocks, bonds and 

currencies around the world, and who can and often do move their money around on 

a very short-term basis” (114); they are “currency traders, major mutual and pension 

funds, hedge funds, insurance companies, bank trading rooms and individual 

investors,” and “include everyone from Merrill Lynch to Credit Suisse to Fuji Bank 

to the Charles Schwab Web site, where anyone with a PC and a modem can trade on 

line from his living room” (114). The short-horn cattle are so named because of their 
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mobility. They have no material ties to the locations of their investments and can 

move their capital at the lightening speeds of electronic transfers. 

 The latter category, the long-horn cattle,” returns one to the institution of the 

corporation. The long-horn cattle of Friedman’s model are the global corporations: 

“the multi-nationals—the General Electrics, the General Motorses, the IBMs, the 

Intels, the Siemenses—which are increasingly involved in foreign direct investment, 

building factories around the world or striking international long-term production 

deals or alliances with overseas factories to make or assemble their products” (114-

15). Traditionally, this category has lent stability to the system, as the fixed 

requirements of a manufacturing production base functioned to slow system flows 

and impose socio-spatial constraints. Post-Fordist dynamics and practices have 

significantly diminished this stability, however. While it is still true that the long-

horn cattle “have to make longer-term commitments when they invest in a country,” 

as Friedman notes, “even they now move in and out, like a herd, with surprising 

speed” (115). 

 Flexibility, the virtually unfettered ability to redistribute resources with great 

rapidity on a global scale in order to take advantage of changes in market situations, 

has become the key characteristic of the contemporary transnational corporation. 

This change marks a fundamental transformation of the corporation from the form it 

took under Fordism to the form it takes today within a post-Fordist regime.  

 As monopoly capitalism has continued to play out apace on a global playing 

field, corporations have grown and merged into ever-larger entities, often leaving 
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just a handful of dominant corporate players in competition in any given area. 

Further dominance has been achieved through vertical integration, by which very 

large corporations seek to control as much and as a many aspects of a particular 

market, from production to distribution to marketing and sales, as possible. A 

transnational corporation such as AOL-Time-Warner no longer limits itself simply to 

producing a product; it seeks, also, to control the channels and means of distribution, 

thereby insuring that it can influence market dynamics through sheer force in the 

marketplace. Similarly, huge corporate conglomerates, such as General Electric and 

Proctor and Gamble, have grown so large and diversified that their presence is felt 

across a range of markets, even as it becomes less and less possible to associate these 

corporate names with a specific product.69 

 At the same time that corporations have grown increasingly large and global 

in presence, however, their operating structures have become far more flexible and 

lean. Driven by advancements in electronic communications, global production 

(along with global distribution, marketing, and sales) practices have turned to 

international subcontracting, “outsourcing” to cheaper and more pliable labor 

markets many of the jobs that traditionally comprised the U.S. and Western nations’s 

production base. This subcontracting, combined with increased diversification and 

specialization of the tasks of production, has further contributed to the deskilling of 

labor, providing corporations increasingly greater opportunity to shape and control 

the labor market. 
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 Harvey, drawing on the Institute of Personnel Management’s Flexible 

Patterns of Work, describes a post-Fordist labor market that is radically different 

from the one under the Fordist regime. At the ‘core’ of the labor market one finds 

employees “with full time, permanent status and [who are] central to the long term 

future of the organization” (Harvey Condition 150). This group, Harvey points out, 

has continued to shrink in the developed nations of the West with the advancement 

of a flexible, post-Fordist regime.  

 Beyond the core of the labor market lies the ‘periphery,’ composed of “two 

rather different sub-groups” (150). One of these sub-groups is made up of “full-time 

employees with skills that are readily available in the labour market, such as clerical, 

secretarial, routine and lesser skilled manual labour” (150). Because these skills are 

readily available, employers are far more able to manage their relations with these 

employees to their own advantage. The other sub-group is made up of “part-timers, 

casuals, fixed term contract staff, temporaries, sub-contractors and public subsidy 

trainees, with even less job security than the first peripheral group” (150). This sub-

group, notably experiencing “significant growth” (150) within a flexible regime, has 

allowed employers even greater opportunity to manage and control labor relations 

within the market. In short, post-Fordist practices have radically restructured the 

social contract between transnational corporations and labor, providing far fewer 

individuals full-time, long-term stability in their positions in the workforce. 

 Along with this geographical relocation and reconstitution of the labor force, 

corporations also have sought to reduce their individual corporate footprint, allowing 
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them to be far more fleet and peripatetic in their operations. This has been achieved, 

in one manner, through increased subcontracting. Corporations, by signing short-

term, and obligation- and requirement-specific agreements with overseas production 

entities, are able to satisfy their production needs without taking on the 

infrastructural responsibilities they commonly shouldered under the Fordist regime. 

Not only has this relieved corporations of the capital investment that such 

responsibilities call for, it also has allowed them to play production markets off one 

another by invoking a continually credible threat of relocating their operations if 

favorable treatment is not extended.70 

 The development of electronic communications, in addition to making 

practical the establishment of globally far-flung production centers by connecting 

them through precise and instantaneous information networks, has functioned in an 

equally important manner to refine the relationship between production practices and 

retail markets. Electronic communications have allowed corporations to coordinate, 

as never before, market information (itself massively expanded by means of 

electronic collection), production runs (themselves increasingly electronically and 

robotically automated), and precision deployment of capital flows (throughout the 

production-distribution-sales cycle). These developments and coordination allow for 

a much greater productive flexibility. Utilizing sophisticated combinations of 

smaller-batch production runs, “just-in-time” arrival of partially-assembled or raw 

goods for production and of finished product for inventory, and quicker and more 

flexible turnover from the production of one product to another, corporations are 
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able both to exploit increasingly segmented niche markets71 and to speed up the 

cycle wherein a given product gives way to another product replacing it (Harvey 

Condition 156).  

 Some argue that these post-Fordist dynamics lead to a recognition that 

“economies of scope” have prevailed over “economies of scale.”72 Undoubtedly, in 

many important respects, this is true. It is equally important to remember, however, 

that scope and scale of commodity production are both extremely important and 

evident in the contemporary landscape. As anyone who has experienced a recent 

blockbuster movie promotion can attest (and in the U.S., at least, such an experience 

is virtually unavoidable), the scale of such a promotion is staggering. One is 

confronted not only with traditional forms of advertising such as television, radio, 

and billboards (and even these appear in greater quantity as a result of the expansion 

of these media), but also with a vast array of merchandise tie-ins seen in a variety of 

cultural locations. Grocery stores display character images on cans of soda and bags 

of corn chips, fast food restaurants present similar images on their drink cups and 

offer toys modeled on elements of the film, and shopping centers offer ranges of 

merchandise too vast for one to enumerate. 

 Commensurate with this scale, however, is a corporate ability in the 

contemporary marketplace to attend to scope. Flexibility, made possible by the 

previously discussed transformations, allows for an extremely rapid turnover time 

from the production, distribution, promotion and sale of one commodified object to 

the next. Further, flexible production schemes, because they provide opportunity for 
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selling to niche markets, compel marketers to identify potential niche markets, 

contributing further to the advancement of market segmentation. Together, such 

flexibility in the means of production allows for an almost-instantaneous generation 

of products, an ability to deploy those products precisely to a market that will desire 

them (which is to say a market that already has been shaped to desire them),73 and 

the ability to retool and redeploy products at will. 

 In an upbeat, optimistic perspective on the post-Fordist corporation of the 

1990s, joint authors William H. Davidow and Michael S. Malone, offering guidance 

and advice for business executives looking to improve their operations, characterize 

the ideal business organization as a ‘virtual corporation.’ A virtual corporation, these 

authors convey to their readers, is unconstrained by physical conditions because such 

a corporation has absolute minimal infrastructure. Likewise, the ideal product is an 

intangible one, preferably information based, which therefore can be distributed 

around the world at minimal cost.  A virtual corporation’s employee make-up is also 

extremely lean, utilizing outside contract workers for as many aspects of the 

operation as possible. Hardly materialized, the virtual corporation advances with the 

utmost flexibility seeking out market opportunities to which it might rapidly apply 

and/or adapt itself for the generation of profits. Needless to say, it is a corporate 

form that Henry Ford would hardly recognize. 

   
VII. POST-FORDISM AND EMBODIED SUBJECTIVITY 

 To carry the preceding discussion forward so it may inform a brief 

consideration of the production of subjectivity as it occurs within the context of post-
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Fordist social space, it is useful to recall the ideas of Giddens noted earlier. “The 

dynamism of modernity,” Giddens argues, “derives from the separation of time and 

space and their recombination in forms which permit the precise time-space ‘zoning’ 

of social life; the disembedding of social systems […]; and the reflexive ordering 

and reordering of social relations in the light of continual inputs of knowledge” 

(Consequences 16-17). Each of these contemporary environmental conditions, 

shaped and largely determined as they are by capital flows and the institutional 

formations that drive those flows, exert a profound effect on individual bodily 

experience and, by extension, the production of subjectivity. 

 The achievement of a global uniformity of time—a subsuming of any sense 

of local times by the imposition of a larger, globally-oriented sense of time 

(occurring not simply through any intellectual process, but by way of the very 

structures of global exchange), Giddens argues, acts as a causal foundation for 

emptying space of its local contextual markers (18). Separating time and space, 

which is to say coordinating time as a means for controlling space, serves thereby to 

vanquish the local. The lived experience of this condition Giddens refers to as 

“phantasmagoric”: existing in an environment wherein that which “structures the 

locale is not simply that which is present on the scene,” but where “the ‘visible form’ 

of the locale conceals the distanciated relations which determine its nature” (19). 

 Further advancing this description of phantasmagoric experience, Giddens 

argues that a primary consequence of contemporary conditions of time-space 

distanciation is a “disembedding [… or] ‘lifting out’ of social relations from local 
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contexts of interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of time-space” 

(21). Giddens offers up two types of disembedding mechanisms, “symbolic tokens” 

and “expert systems,” both of which are pertinent to the present discussion. Giddens 

invokes money as an example of what he calls a “symbolic token”: “media of 

interchange which can be ‘passed around’ without regard to the specific 

characteristics of individuals or groups that handle them” (22). Defining money as “a 

mode of deferral, providing the means of connecting credit and liability in 

circumstances where immediate exchange of products is impossible” (24), Giddens 

underscores the role that money plays in determining time-space conditions. 

Contemporary conditions are such, however, that we have moved even beyond the 

simple notion that monies (capital) and their owners operate at global distances from 

one another and with increasingly sophisticated layers of mediation between them.  

 A stage has been reached, Giddens observes, wherein money has grown 

“independent of the means whereby it is represented, taking the form of pure 

information lodged as figures in a computer printout” (25). As such, the movement 

of money is so instantaneous and precise that it is no longer accurate to think of it as 

“circulating” or “flowing,” as it traditionally has been thought of, Giddens argues, 

but must instead be seen as “a means of bracketing time-space by coupling 

instantaneity and deferral, presence and absence” (25). The transformation of the 

nature of capital, in other words, functions as a key disembedding mechanism, 

significantly contributing to a contemporary reconstitution of social space. 
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 Whereas Giddens’s first example of a mechanism of disembedding, 

‘symbolic tokens’ (e.g., money), correlates to a discussion of capital, his second 

example, ‘expert systems,’ correlates more obviously with institutions, naturally 

bringing to mind the structures and operations of the corporation as the have been 

discussed. Giddens defines ‘expert systems’ as “systems of technical 

accomplishment or professional expertise that organise large areas of the material 

and social environments in which we live today” (27). This is a fairly broad 

definition, and easily includes the most obvious professional categories, such as 

“lawyers, architects, doctors, and so forth” (27). This makes clear the most apparent 

dependencies one experiences within a contemporary environment. One cannot 

climb a flight of stairs nor drive a car (to cite Giddens’s examples) without some 

degree of trust that (not-immediately-present) expert systems are in place and 

operating (27-28). 

 Examined more closely, however, expert systems are far more penetrating 

than these simple examples suggest. The influence of expert knowledge in the 

contemporary environment, Giddens points out, is increasingly continuous, 

pervasive, and, most importantly, ontologically influential. This is precisely because 

these systems are responsible for, in a sense they comprise, the very limits of the 

environment within which we exist. The trust we must place in these systems is not 

simply a calculation of reliability, Giddens contends, but is more akin to placing 

faith in them. To quote George Simmel  (as Giddens does), to have faith in someone 

or something is to experience a “feeling that there exists between our idea of a being 
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and the being itself a definite connection and unity, a certain consistency in our 

conception of it, an assurance and lack of resistance in the surrender of the Ego to 

this conception, which may rest upon particular reasons, but is not explained by 

them” (27 citing Simmel 179). Such a conceptualization is highly applicable to the 

contemporary institutional form of the corporation, which fundamentally shapes the 

material contours of social space but does so through means that are so structurally 

vast, complex, and removed from the local that its spatially-constitutive operations 

go largely unrecognized in any comprehensive way and, instead, obligate a degree of 

faith as part of the individual lived experience. 

  This socio-spatial experience is further influenced within contemporary 

conditions by Giddens’s third attributed source of modernity’s dynamism, “the 

reflexive ordering and reordering of social relations in the light of continual inputs 

of knowledge” (Consequences 17). As Giddens argues (and has theorized elsewhere 

in great detail),74 reflexivity is a “fundamental [… and] defining characteristic of all 

human action” (Consequences 36). Yet contemporary socio-spatial dynamics have 

altered the very character of reflexivity (38). Social cues traditionally derived from 

the local environment have been by-and-large displaced by ones arising out of an 

increasingly pervasive and determinative global production network. The type and 

degree of these disembedding forces have so radically distanciated day-to-day lived 

experience that they have come to influence the formation of subjectivity itself. 

Here, then, within this process of social reflexivity, is where one most sees the 

combinatory effects of capital and corporate institutional force. 
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 The distance, speed, size, and nature of capital flows (if one can still even 

accurately use such a word) are, unquestionably, a defining characteristic of the 

contemporary global space. At the same time, post-Fordist conditions within a U.S. 

domestic context have substantially dematerialized the production base, 

fundamentally restructuring the labor forces, causing it to be both more fragmentary 

and service-sector (or information) oriented. As a result of these increasingly 

intense, rapid, and specific dynamics of post-Fordist capitalism, the individual 

experience within the cultural sphere has become increasingly attuned to 

consumption. Further intensifying this cultural transformation, the nature of this 

commodified condition is that the cycles of consumption (commonly referred to as 

‘fashion’) have increasingly become shorter and shorter. A natural consequence of 

this dematerialization of the production base with an intensification of the role of 

consumption, further fostered by a speed up and flexibility of the means of 

production, has been a deeper and deeper penetration of the aesthetic into all aspects 

of lived experience. As it transacts this globally-conditioned material space, the 

physical body, the most intimate and immediate source of individual experience, 

becomes the location of these global inscriptions, and the constitution of subjectivity 

itself thereby becomes something different from what it was under an earlier regime. 

 Next, I wish to turn to two works of contemporary U.S. literature, Don 

DeLillo’s White Noise and Richard Powers’s Gain, in an effort to understand how 

the above-articulated post-Fordist, socio-spatial forces shape these two works and 

our understanding of them. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

“A DISPOSABLE MIRACLE, NO LESS THAN THE LEAST OF US”: 
SUBSUMING BODIES IN RICHARD POWERS’S GAIN 

 
 

To speak of the incorporation of America is not to speak 
metaphorically: There is scarcely any sphere of American life that is 
not coming under corporate administration. (4) 
     Corporation Nation 
     Charles Derber 

 
At day’s end, [Laura] thinks, we’ll all be disembodied. Mobile 
microcomputer puppets doing our shopping and socializing. Human 
heads pasted onto modem bodies. Insert your face here. (30) 
     Gain 
     Richard Powers 

 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Richard Powers’s 1998 novel Gain aligns an increasingly present global 

economy—represented by a local, then national, then transnational75 corporation—

with an increasingly absent material body.  Through the course of the narrative’s 

historical and material portrayal, the former, represented by a corporate 

conglomerate, effectively subsumes the latter, represented by the novel’s human 

protagonist.  

The history and development of the Clare Soap Company from the 

nineteenth century to the global present is juxtaposed with the contemporary story of 

Laura Rowen Bodey, a woman living in the corporate hometown of Clare, who 

develops ovarian cancer. As she undergoes treatment for the cancer, increasingly 

reducing her physical body and self, her presence literally wanes even as Clare’s 

grows and flourishes.  Never absolutely connecting through cause and effect the two 
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bodies, corporate and corporeal, the novel nevertheless implicitly raises important 

questions about the relationship of human beings to a socio-cultural environment 

that by their own making is increasingly spatially determined by large corporate 

entities and the operations of capital they are able to carry out. 

 The novel’s contemplation of the relationship of these two types of bodies, 

human and corporate, is underscored by an important though somewhat oblique 

scene occurring at a key moment of the novel’s narrative development. Immediately 

following the portrayal of Laura’s death in a hospital bed as a result of her cancer, 

Powers’s narrative launches into a detailed description lacking any context, 

beginning: “It all starts in sun. The cardboard case, the instantly pitched packaging: a 

sunny upland stand of southern yellow pines. A thing that once lived for light” (345). 

By following the minutely-detailed description occurring over multiple pages, one 

gradually comes to recognize that the object being referred to is a disposable camera 

like the ones now commonly sold in supermarkets, drugstores and the like. This 

camera has been left in the drawer of the table beside Laura’s hospital bed, only to 

be thrown out “by a nurse’s aide prior to the next occupant” (345). 

Powers’s description, detailing the intricate web of technologies, materials, 

production, distribution, marketing and sales necessary for, as well as the sheer 

number of nations involved in, the creation of this object is nothing less than 

astounding. Parts of the process, it is suggested, have moved not only beyond all 

common human understanding, but even beyond the need for such understanding: 

“Plastic happens; that is all we need to know on earth. History heads steadily for a 



 296 

place where things need not be grasped to be used” (347). Even more astounding 

than this description of a manufacturing process referred to as “the most heavily 

choreographed conference in existence” (348), however, is the observation which 

concludes the passage and which seems to undercut the magnitude of the description 

leading up to it: “Such a wonder has to be cheap enough to jettison. You cannot have 

a single-use camera except at a repeatable price. Buy it; shoot it; toss it. As mundane 

as any breakthrough that seemed our whole salvation once. A disposable miracle, no 

less than the least of us” (348). Powers’s narrative placement of this detailed 

description and the object on which it focuses initially appear somewhat obscure, 

particularly in light of the mundane quality of the object. Ultimately, however, this 

oxymoron—a disposable miracle—located in narrative juxtaposition with Laura’s 

passing offers a key insight into the functioning of Powers’s novel, particularly in 

terms of the novel’s depiction of embodied subjectivity as it relates to contemporary 

operations of capital carried out by massive transnational corporations. 

This is a product designed to capture visually the experiential aspects of our 

lives, to portray us to ourselves living bodily, to fix and retain our “Kodak 

moments.” In Powers’s depiction, however, it is not these important personal 

moments that are captured and made visible for us. On the contrary, those moments 

are portrayed as being easily discarded, and such a portrayal makes the passage’s 

true emphasis clear.  Ultimately, what is important here is not anything that the 

disposable camera can provide a given individual; what is important is the 

disposable camera itself as product. Enumerated as an astounding litany, the 
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orchestration of global forces necessary for the creation of such a product ultimately 

overwhelms and subsumes the end-product intention of capturing human moments. 

Instead of such moments being captured, a promise the product (and the corporation 

behind its manufacture) hold out as possible, these moments in Powers’s novel 

instead dissipate, becoming intangible, inaccessible, and finally altogether absent. 

Once it has displaced the physical body, the physical product itself is all that 

remains, and even that is discarded without a second thought, an insignificant and 

truly disposable element of consumer culture. The product, not the images it contains 

becomes the wonder, even as the product’s insignificance is underscored by its 

casual casting off. 

The relationship of global forces of production to the production of human 

identity represented by this key passage reflects a broader thematic found throughout 

Powers’s novel. The production of subjectivity is transformed by the operations of 

corporations that increasingly determine spatial conditions and thereby penetrate all 

aspects of lived existence. The corporate body, in other words, effectively begins to 

subsume the human body, as the latter is only able to manifest subjectively through 

the material context increasingly coming to be created by the former. Further, the 

ultimate focus of Powers’s novel on late twentieth-century transnational corporate 

global conditions underscores the experience of subjectivity becoming ungrounded 

or dematerialized, a result of corporations’s abilities to transform the spatial 

environment and, thereby, individual experiences of and relationships to those 

environments. 
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II. THE BODY WITHIN A CORPORATE REGIME OF ACCUMULATION 

Central to the novel’s development as one of its two main threads is the 

conveying of the history of the Clare Corporation. Present throughout the work, 

sometimes overtly, sometimes less so, is a depiction of the historical evolution of 

both the laboring and consuming body as it manifests within evolving modes of 

production established by successive regimes of accumulation. The novel’s parallel 

construction, moving back and forth between its depiction of Clare’s development 

over nearly two centuries and the conveying of Laura’s contemporary, personal 

story, functions ironically in terms of embodied subjectivity. The ascension of the 

corporate body is contrasted with the demise of the corporeal one, yet left 

unanswered are questions of causality and of net social benefit. 

Though the novel’s portrayal of the company’s historical advancement as it 

moves toward the present day certainly offers a number of distinct, individual 

characters, the portrayals of these characters are inherently limited. None are drawn 

with the same depth or attention to the embodiment of subjectivity in relation to their 

spatial environment as Laura is. Throughout the work, the advancement of Laura’s 

narrative is present side by side with the historical advancement of Clare. As the 

narrative of Clare’s development reaches the present day, therefore, the 

representative material body that emerges with greatest focus is not a laboring body 

internal to Clare’s operations of production. Instead, it is Laura’s body, both a 

consuming and an ailing one, that takes center stage within the wider socio-cultural 

context that Clare has spatio-structurally created and now occupies and determines. 
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Evidence of Clare’s influence and control of its environment is found in its 

relationship to the city in which it is based, widely recognized as the corporation’s 

hometown. Though cities may typically be thought of as civically established 

entities, Gain makes clear from the outset the extent to which Lacewood is equated 

with, and indeed a product of, the Clare corporation. “There must have been a time 

when Lacewood didn’t mean Clare, Incorporated” the novel muses, though just as 

quickly it delivers the existent reality: “But no one remembered it” (4). The reason 

for this, significantly, is that “No one alive was old enough to remember” (4). 

Clare’s corporate status allows it, of course, to exist in perpetuity, well beyond the 

lifespan of any of the human inhabitants of Lacewood. The result of this longevity, 

the novel indicates, is that “[t]he two names [Clare and Lacewood] always came 

joined in the same breath” (4). Longstanding presence, however, is not solely 

responsible for the corporation’s dominance. Beyond simple longevity, Clare’s 

dominance is the result of all that is presumably bestowed on the city as a result of 

its presence. Clare is given credit for everything positive and productive that 

Lacewood has experienced. “All the grace ever shed on Lacewood,” one is told, 

“flowed through that company’s broad conduit” (4). 

The novel characterizes Lacewood as intrinsically a part of a manufacturing 

chain, not unlike the one necessary for producing the disposable camera described 

above.  “Lacewood’s trace,” we are told, “begins everywhere: London, Boston, Fiji, 

Disappointment Bay” (3 emphasis mine). These distant, globally dispersed points of 

origin serve as a network supply chain feeding Clare’s production in Lacewood, with 
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“everywhere’s trail end[ing] in this town, where folks made things” (3). ‘Trace’ 

carries a curious connotation here. In one sense it suggests simply a raw condition in 

which materials are likely to exist prior to their being brought into a production or 

manufacturing process. At the same time, however, ‘trace’ linguistically connotes 

epistemological origin, the ever-present, necessary absence on which presence is 

constituted.  

‘Trace’ in this latter sense is most commonly associated with the 

deconstructive work of Jacques Derrida. ‘Différance,’76 in his essay of the same 

name, is defined by Derrida as “the movement according to which language, or any 

code, any system of referral […] is constituted ‘historically’ as a weave of 

differences” (126). Because “in the system of language, there are only differences” 

(125), it follows in deconstructive linguistics that “every concept is inscribed in a 

chain or in a system within which it refers to the other, to other concepts, by means 

of […] systematic play” (125). As “there is no presence before and outside 

semiological difference” (126), deconstruction consequently argues that meaning 

can never be fully fixed and is always deferred down an endless succession of 

signifiers.  

‘Trace,’ within this system, serves as a placeholder, designating the 

characteristic operations of the moment of presence (a role the term cannot ever 

actually satisfy) that occur in the process of the present moment of meaning 

separating itself from the succession of past movement and the progression of future 

movement along the chain of signification, even as the present moment retains the 



 301 

necessary relation of difference to both past and future. In Derrida’s words, this 

‘trace’ is “related no less to what is called the future than to what is called the past, 

and constituting what is called the present by means of this very relation to what it is 

not: what it absolutely is not, not even a past or a future as a modified present” (126-

27). It is what Derrida calls, substituting a second term, a ‘spacing’: “the becoming-

space of time or the becoming-time of space” (123). 

‘Trace,’ then, carries both a linguistic epistemological function and an 

ontological one within deconstructive theory. It is a pointer to the moment of never-

able-to-occur presence that functions within language to produce meaning. At the 

same time, however, since it is only différance (difference and deferral) that can 

function within language to produce signification, meaning is inherently and forever 

bound up with historical (and therefore spatial) context. Again, as Derrida writes, “In 

a certain aspect of itself, différance is certainly but the historical and epochal 

unfolding of Being or of the ontological difference” (133). In sum, the 

deconstructive ‘trace,’ like the ‘trace’ of production, raises but occludes the notion of 

an origin point, while it simultaneously infuses the term with connotations of 

consciousness. 

Employing this term, with its duality of signification, Powers’s novel 

linguistically invokes what it likewise conveys narratively: a powerful materialist 

foundation, suggesting an intrinsic blending of the act of material production and the 

production of conscious knowledge. In essence, the novel suggests, the most 

fundamental elements leading to the creation of this city space and the inhabitants’s 
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knowledge of it are trace elements of manufacturing, and Clare, as corporate entity, 

energizes those elements and sets them in motion. It is only because of this power 

that an end result of Lacewood materializes; Lacewood is as much a product as 

anything else Clare turns out. 

The novel further indicates that the flow within this network does not simply 

travel in one direction, from an external periphery into Lacewood. Just as Clare’s 

products are exported beyond Lacewood’s borders, both nationally and globally, so 

too is Clare’s influence. In its late twentieth-century transnational form, Clare 

appears nearly ubiquitous, and the desire to be associated with it can be found in all 

parts of the globe.  “Whole shipping-container sunrooms in São Paulo,” it is 

indicated, “are emblazoned with [the Clare name]” (4), “[t]raders on the Frankfurt 

Bürse mouth ‘Clare’ at the mention of Lacewood” (4), and “[t]eens in Bangkok 

covet anything bearing the company’s logo” (4). Though Lacewood may be 

recognized as the heart of Clare’s operations (and thereby equivalent to it), in fact 

this is only a perception, assisting Clare in extending its influence globally 

throughout its manufacturing networks. 

Yet Clare does reign supreme in Lacewood. Over time, Clare has come to 

fundamentally structure the lived experiences of Lacewood’s inhabitants, and, in 

this, it appears as a symbolic microcosm of the global presence of corporations in 

our lives today. It is noted that Clare “cuts every other check, writes the headlines, 

sings the school fight song, […] plays the organ at every wedding and packs the rice 

that rains down on the departing honeymooners, [… and] staffs the hospital and 
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funds the ultrasound sweep of uterine seas where Lacewood’s next of kin lie gray 

and ghostly, asleep in the deep” (6). As this list suggests, materially underwriting the 

city’s transactions is the foundation on which Clare articulates, and thereby makes 

manifest, the city’s activities. Such activities are Clare’s lifeblood, for only through 

them can a profit be turned by way of the corporation’s products being consumed.  

Virtually all typical societal activities, from school events to weddings, 

provide such an opportunity, and through them Clare is able to weave itself deeply 

into the social fabric. Notably, the list concludes with a societal location and a social 

experience that are among the most personal and intimate: a hospital and the process 

of bringing new life into the world. Presumably Clare is to be credited with 

providing Lacewood up-to-date advances in medical technologies. This, too, of 

course comes at a price. Recognizing Clare’s primary motive, the motive of all 

corporations—profit—a secondary connotation arises. Clare has a vested interest in 

shaping the social conditions within which these newborn individuals will exist, 

seeking continually to reproduce the stable environment of Lacewood to ensure its 

own propagation and growth. Clare’s role in this most fundamental of human 

activities functions to naturalize its presence, establishing itself as a provider of 

goods and services from the very moment that these newborn individuals embark on 

the development of their subjectivities. Clare’s presence in the lives of the people of 

Lacewood from the very first moment of their births suggests the extent to which 

Clare effectively structures the socio-spatial environment of their existence.  
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Finally, one cannot avoid an additional connotation that resonates with this 

list’s concluding invocation of the medical establishment. Though this passage 

poetically places attention on the emergence of embodied subjectivity, ultimately it 

is the waning of such subjectivity, present in the form of Laura’s story, which is 

centrally situated in the novel. The absence in this early poetic passage of any 

acknowledgement of Laura’s body and the suffering it undergoes reveals a central 

tension running throughout the novel’s narrative: the degree of credit corporations 

should receive for the benefits they provide to society versus the degree of 

responsibility that should be attributed to them for ills a society experiences. Another 

way to cast this tension is to ask about the extent to which corporate bodies are in 

symbiotic relations with human bodies and to what extent they are in parasitic 

relation to them.  

Further underscoring the absence in the passage of waning human bodies and 

effectively introducing this tension between corporate and personal bodies, another 

death appears early in the work also marked by an extended period of physical 

diminishment. Laura and her fourteen-year-old daughter, Ellen, attend the funeral of 

Ellen’s best friend, Nan. The novel never precisely reports Nan’s ailment, but the 

description of her physical diminishment, coupled with the ensuing story of Laura’s 

battle with ovarian cancer, strongly implies that Nan’s struggle, too, is with some 

form of cancer. “Everyone knew and no one admitted,” the novel states (14). After 

having been “chasing specialists, up in Minneapolis, out in Boston,” Nan is 

described as then “wasting at home, eclipsed in her growing bed, body a brown curl 
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of hair snipped and laid upon the pillow” (14). We are told that “[t]he girl that died 

was half the size of the girl four years ago,” and that “at the end, [she is] almost 

invisible” (14). Emphasizing the youthful body, one that normally should be robust 

and full of life, but here has shrunk away, becoming nearly invisible as she is 

engulfed by the relative increase of the size of her bed, functions as a link between 

the aggrandizing statements of Clare’s involvement from the time of birth of the 

population of Lacewood and Laura’s ultimately coming to believe that her medical 

condition is the result of living in an environment of Clare’s making. 

 The novel’s narrative unfolding, then, ironically portrays Clare’s flourishing 

in its historical advancement into the late twentieth century even as that arrival 

places it in spatial juxtaposition, both within the novel’s portrayed environment and 

textual construction, with Laura’s decay. This dominance of corporate over human 

bodies is made possible by transformations in capital structures. Though trade, 

manufacture, and movement of goods internationally has a long history, it is not 

until the latter portion of the twentieth century that networks of capital (made 

possible by significant factors such as electronic communications) allow 

corporations to shape and control so extensively the lived environment within which 

human beings exist. Because existence is an arrived at, embodied subjectivity, this 

corporate control of the material conditions of existence means that embodied 

human existence is also shaped and configured by these corporately controlled 

transformations.  
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It is this experience that lies at the heart of Powers’s novel. Even as Laura’s 

physical body becomes central in the narrative, appearing almost in competition with 

Clare as the novel moves back and forth between its two developing threads, her 

body is being overtaken. Laura’s internal battle with cancer explicitly literalizes the 

role of the physical body, though even this internal occurrence is quickly shown to 

be bound up with materially discursive processes, as she is forced to come to terms 

with her ailment within the context of the medical establishment, itself a corporate 

context. Laura’s external battle with her lived environment (e.g., at home, at work, in 

her garden, at the grocery store) further depicts the extent to which the production of 

her subjectivity is a bodily material process that disallows escape from a corporately 

dominated environment. Finally, the novel’s narrative structure, portraying Laura’s 

demise in juxtaposition with Clare’s prosperity while remaining deeply ambivalent 

about the place and benefit of corporations within society, foregrounds the physical 

experience of living bodily within a spatial environment. 

As a cultural space increasingly comes to be configured by transnational 

corporate interests, that space becomes intrinsically linked to vast and globally-

reaching networks of capital flow. As a result, the experience of embodied 

subjectivity no longer can rely upon local, contextual cues acting on the body. The 

formation of subjectivity instead becomes an incomprehensible experience seeming 

to lack rational foundation, premised only on discursive negotiations resulting from 

evershifting, far flung structures and transactions of corporate economics. In short, 

the human body—and, subsequently, individual subjectivity—is subsumed by the 
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corporate body; the control of spatial context prevails, and all claims to alternative 

foundations of subjectivity are foreclosed. As Gain states in its conclusion of the 

portrayal of Clare’s dominating control of Lacewood, “Some morning, when the sun 

shone, history vanished. The long road of arrival disappeared, lost in the journey still 

in store” (3). Subject to vast networks beyond immediate human experiential 

comprehension, disembodiment becomes nearly absolute, and the experience of 

embodied subjectivity appears to become materially untethered. Powers’s novel, as 

this statement of vanishing history suggests, sees no road back. Instead, as its final 

ambivalent note suggests, it ponders the vexing question of whether the corporate 

body can ever be sufficiently tamed, allowing the benefit from its gains without the 

threat of its consequences—a contemporary question of good versus evil. 

   
III. THE EXPERIENCE OF SPACE IN A LATE TWENTIETH-CENTURY U.S. 

REGIME OF ACCUMULATION 

A. Production and Embodied Subjectivity: The Laboring Body 

“History,” Marx states, is “nothing but the succession of the separate 

generations, each of which uses the materials, the capital funds, the productive 

forces handed down to it by all preceding generations, and thus, on the one hand, 

continues the traditional activity in completely changed circumstances and, on the 

other, modifies the old circumstances with a completely changed activity” (The 

German Ideology 58). Conceptualizing history in this way, Marx argues, necessitates 

“expounding the real process of production—starting from the material production 

of life itself—and comprehending the form of intercourse connected with and 



 308 

created by this mode of production” (61). It is the social relations, then, arising from 

and occurring within changing modes of production, which define Marx’s notion of 

history. To conceive of history in this way is to recognize it as a continual flow of 

transformations that manifest in a recognizable form at a particular given place and 

moment. Placing Powers’s depiction of Laura’s experience of embodied subjectivity 

within historical context, which is to say to view it in relation to the mode of 

production present for her, helps demonstrate the spatio-material foundation on 

which her subjectivity is premised. 

Significantly, Laura initially is minimalistly depicted working in her garden. 

Withholding even her name, Powers presents her simply by way of her modest 

activity, indicating that “The woman kneels in her garden, kneading her fifty square 

feet of earth” (7). Laura’s bodily depiction working the soil is unquestionably a 

physical laboring, but Powers’s description makes clear the nature of this labor: 

“The work is play; the labor, love” (7). Laura, a divorced mother of two, lives with 

her teenage daughter, Ellen, and preteen son, Tim, in an American midwest suburban 

home and gardening is but a hobby, a pleasurable activity undertaken without any 

intent to satisfy needs beyond her own mere enjoyment.  

Implicit in the activity, however, is the suggestion of its potentially greater 

social significance. Describing her efforts in the garden, Powers writes, “She coaxes 

up leaves, gets them to catch a teacupful of the two calories per cubic centimeter that 

the sun, in its improvident abundance, spills forever on the earth for no good reason 

except that it knew we were coming” (7). The mildly ironic suggestion here is that 
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this natural occurrence of plants rising up out of the soil, notably offered here in the 

discursive guise of a scientific measuring, takes place solely for the benefit 

potentially derived from it once we are able to mix with it our laboring force. That 

ultimate, socially significant potential of adding value of course goes unrealized in 

this case because Laura’s activities are not directly a part of any economy, which is 

to say that they do not directly involve her in social relations of exchange. This 

quality of isolation in her activity is emphasized by Powers’s statement concluding 

this section: “And on this day, no one but the six people who love her gives her a 

moment’s thought” (8). 

The nature of labor and the qualities of its respective forms receive 

substantial attention throughout Powers’s novel. Two important elements in the text 

by way of contrast to Laura working in her garden further underscore the leisure 

quality of Laura’s labor undertaken there. The first appears in the form of “[t]wo 

weather-beaten men [who] gossip in line in front of Laura at the Bounty Mart 

[grocery store]” (25). Unlike Laura, a weekend gardener, these men are working 

farmers who have “come in from the outlands,” and as such appear to Laura as out 

of place, “like the accidentals that stumble bewildered upon her finch feeder” (25).  

Farmers, it is noted, “fill [Laura] with vague shame” as she finds herself “an 

amateur gardener, a dabbler in drippy slipperworts and lilies, a potterer whose most 

useful crop is chives, having to mince around the real growers, the only people on 

earth who work is indispensable” (25-26). Their work is “indispensable,” making 

them “real growers” (25-26), whereas Laura’s labor is merely “play” (7). The initial 
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depiction of Laura, then, presents bodily laboring, yet the quality of this labor is 

shown already to be diminished, producing a deep insecurity regarding her own 

sense of self. The embodied subjectivity that Laura experiences as a result of her 

labor she finds insignificant when juxtaposed with the parallel labor conducted by 

these professional farmers, whose work with the land is of much greater scale and 

serves the purpose of food production that is economically involved with social 

exchange. 

Likewise, Laura’s own professional position, the second contrasting element 

that underscores the leisure quality of her initial depiction of labor, also fails to 

provide her a stable basis for embodied subjectivity. Laura is employed as a real 

estate agent for the Next Millennium Reality Company, and it is suggested that 

weekend afternoon gardening is what she “slaves all week for” (7). Gardening, for 

Laura, is a “therapeutic complement to the way she makes a living: moving families 

from starter homes into larger spreads” (7). Such a professional position might, at 

first, appear to tie her labor to something traditionally viewed as real and tangible— 

landed, real property. The novel even notes that her professional position provides 

her a certain degree of embodied self image, indicating that, for Laura, brokering 

real estate is “more than just making a living. […s]he needs something from this job, 

some small corner, some recovered scrap of her life that she has made, that she 

excels at, that’s hers. She likes the stupid little maroon Millennium jacket that 

clashes with everything. She looks good in it” (175 emphasis in original). But the 
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ground on which this self-image is built quickly turns out to lack any strong material 

foundation. 

Brokering real estate, like her gardening, touches the land, but does not 

combine her labor with the land to produce anything more. Brokering real estate 

moves property from one owner to another, but does not, in a traditional fashion, add 

any value as a result of the broker’s labor. The value Laura acquires is 

compensatory, providing her a living to support her family, but it is not productive in 

the sense of adding value through a laboring or manufacturing process, nor is it 

acquisitional in the sense of her gaining ownership control of any property (which 

could, in turn, be used productively). The material foundation of value present in her 

compensatory labor turns out to be as tenuous as her other laboring activities. 

The tenuousness of material foundation of value produced by her position as 

a real estate agent is demonstrated early in the novel when Laura is led to 

contemplate a series of billboards that her real estate agency has put up around town 

featuring their individual agents. Each agent is depicted as “half photo, half cartoon” 

(30), and Laura’s is described as “a black-and-white passport photo superenlarged 

and stuck upon a generic fairy godmother torso complete with wings and magic 

wand” (30). Further, this image portrays this figure as “sitting on a haystack of 

sparkling bullion, underneath a caption reading, ‘Good as Sold’” (30). And as if all 

this weren’t enough, it is noted that Laura’s billboard is positioned such that it looms 

over “the parking lot in front of the Member’s Discount Club” (30), a Costco-like 

bigbox retailer.  
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Each of these elements suggests a historical passage from local 

manufacturing and community to far-flung global networks and a consequent 

dematerialization of the physical. First, the embodied image, cartoon caricatured as it 

is, offers only a hint of realistic representation in the photographic quality of the 

figure’s head. Even this caricaturing seems technologically strange, however. An 

image that might otherwise seem realistic, the head appearing as it does as a black-

and-white passport photo, instead takes on a suggestion of something from a 

previous decade or, at the very least, as a degenerated or inferior portrayal of 

something from the present. On the most literal and obvious level, then, this image 

of Laura contextualized within her profession depicts her in bodily conflict with her 

spatio-material environment.  

A second aspect of the image, coupled with the billboard’s linguistic play, 

further suggests a socio-historical, material process of embodiment and a 

contemporary experience of spatial disembodiment in the negotiation of that process. 

Though the figure on the billboard is portrayed sitting on a cartoon drawing of a 

haystack of gold, the reassurance of material exchangeability that this invokes and 

which appears to be the motivation for the invocation in the first place, is in fact 

undermined by the caption’s wordplay. Conjuring up the phrase “Good as Gold” 

suggests an assurance of a gold standard, a tangible correlation of physical object 

and value. But the guarantee of tangible value imparted by the original phrasing is 

abandoned in order for the wordplay to function. Though the billboard’s caption—

“Good as Sold”—may be intended as nothing more than a whimsical statement 
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intended to assure Lacewood homeowners looking to sell their homes that New 

Millennium’s agents will get the job done, in fact the phrasing offers an additional 

meaning that ends up making suggestions that are in direct contrast to the essence of 

the gold standard value that it invokes.  

Value, the billboard’s caption suggests, results not from the exchange of 

tangible goods of value (presumably created as a result of labor acting upon raw 

materials to impart surplus value that would not otherwise be present), but from the 

intangible process of the transaction itself.  Value in such a scheme is not linked to 

any intrinsic quality in the goods themselves, but simply something that arises out of 

the act of exchanging the goods. To put this another way, New Millennium’s 

billboard suggests that value derives from the act of selling, not from what is being 

sold. Moving beyond a presumption of use-value in this fashion is highly indicative 

of a late-capitalist condition and marks a spatial experience of dematerialization and 

fluidity within the embodiment of subjectivity. 

A third and final element dramatically emphasizes the relationship between 

the billboard and the spatio-material conditions it implicitly addresses. As if to 

underscore the global scale of production and consumption of the late-capitalist U.S. 

cultural space, as well as the transformation of the foundation of value within that 

cultural space, the billboard on which Laura’s image appears looms like a beacon 

high over a bigbox retail outlet. The creation, distribution, and consumption of goods 

is perhaps nowhere more on display than it is on any typical weekend afternoon at 

one of these retail outlets, as individuals wheel out palettes piled high with 
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consumable goods that they will take home and surround themselves with, adding to 

an environment that has already long since become entirely comprised of 

corporation-created products. What is true of the disposable camera described at the 

outset of this chapter can here be found many times over, a global orchestration in 

each instance, creating a near seamless cultural space of consumables, consumers, 

and consumption. Economic conditions such as these allow large corporations to 

influence and even determine spatio-cultural conditions which, in turn, deeply 

influence the process of embodied subjectivity. As Laura is led to think as she 

ruminates on her New Millennium billboard image,  “At day’s end we’ll all be 

disembodied. Mobile microcomputer puppets doing our shopping and socializing. 

Human heads pasted onto modem bodies” (30). 

Notably, Laura is introduced initially in the novel through the actions of her 

labor. But the significance of such an introduction results from contrasting 

depictions of labor that negatively reinforce and define one another. Laura’s 

professional laboring position provides her the means to engage in her weekend 

leisure laboring and, as well, brings her into contact with these other laboring 

individuals. Yet, when confronted with individuals whose professional agrarian 

labor Laura mistakenly believes leads them to experience a more fundamental 

material subjectivity, Laura feels that both her professional and leisure labor pale in 

comparison. As a consequence of these bodily material practices, Laura feels a sense 

of dematerialization, a fragmentation of an unreal, pasted-together self that 

ultimately is entirely disembodied. 
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Laura’s professional position, the novel notes, does grant her a small sense of 

peripheral connection to the lives of the farmers in line in front of her at the grocery 

store. It is indicated that their “houses go onto the market now and then, [… and she] 

brokers them now and again” (26). This professional relation is insufficient, 

however, to connect her in any substantial way to them or to their lived conditions. 

Standing next to these farmers in line, Laura finds herself to be comparatively 

insignificant, even trivial, in her subjectivity. She feels conspicuous and exposed as 

she looks over the items in her grocery basket, finding the very existence of these 

items to be the result of the labor of individuals such as these men. Unlike her 

weekend labor of the soil, which is mere “play” done for “love,” and also unlike her 

professional activities which involve no production of any surplus value, she 

believes the labor of these farmers has intrinsic value because it is intimately bound 

up with the production of goods from the earth necessary for society to exist and 

function. Seeing no such value in her own labor, she finds herself socially positioned 

such that “[a]ll she can do is take from them” (26). Her sense of subjectivity is so 

diminished that she thinks “[s]he wouldn’t know how to talk to these men if one 

turned around and chatted her up” (26). 

Ironically, when these farmers do speak to one another, Laura finds it true 

that she is unable to follow their discussion, though it is not for the reasons of 

material relation that her discomfort would suggest. She is unable to understand 

them because of their use of industry jargon, referencing global factors of pricing in 

agri-business. They, in fact, are more corporately integrated than she is. One farmer 
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is described as wearing an Archer Daniels Midland cap and the other as wearing a 

Deere Moline cap, and it is noted that they are both wearing “clip-on cellular 

modems so they can receive commodities reports while out hoeing the north forty” 

(27). Their industry positions are further reinforced in their exchange by the novel’s 

identification of them in relation to the corporate slogan that attaches to their 

respective corporate affiliations. “Nothing Runs Like a Deere asks Supermarket to 

the World” whether he is “Doing any gasohol this year?” (26). When one references 

the pressure he has felt to produce a particular crop, a “big gluten push,” the other 

responds that it is “part of that Europoort B.V. angle they’re trying to pull off” (26-

27). “You blink your eyes,” he says, and bingo. It’s kickbacks all over the globe” 

(27).  

 Laura is fundamentally mistaken in her assessment of the spatio-material 

positioning of these farmers. She sees them as having “come in from the outlands, 

like the accidentals that stumble bewildered upon her finch feeder,” as though they 

have “wandered back into town to be hospitalized or die” (25). She sees them as 

producers of crops from the earth, basic foodstuffs untainted by hypercapitalistic, 

corporate mass production. This is the reason she feels so mortified by the 

appearance of the items in her shopping basket: “These boxes of multigrain cereal. 

The corn dogs that Tim eats unheated, right out of the pouch. Ellen’s tubes of fat-

free whole wheat chips. The nonstick polyunsaturated maize oil spray. The 

squeezable enriched vegetable paste. The microwave tortillas. The endangered-

species animal crackers” (26). The food she acquires at the Bounty Mart, food 
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purchased with money earned as a real estate broker and brought home as sustenance 

for her family, is all heavily processed and bound up with the corporate chain of 

mass production and distribution. 

She is mistaken, however, in believing that these farmers are in any way 

outside that chain. With the transformation of small farms in the U.S. particularly in 

the latter third of the twentieth century as they have given over to ownership and 

management by massive agribusiness conglomerates, the labor of these farmers 

directly feeds corporate mass production and distribution. While processes of 

production mediate between the farm labor and the appearance of these items at the 

grocery store, the labor of these farmers is already fully attuned, indeed even 

determined by, the demands of transnational corporate interests. If anything, the 

position of Laura and these farmers standing side-by-side in line offers a revealing 

depiction of contemporary social relations. Between the farmers as producers and 

Laura as consumer, one finds mass produced, heavily processed food items that are 

the products of massive corporate conglomerates. In striking contrast to Laura’s 

perspective on these farmers, heavily informed by her own sense of increasing 

disembodiment, these farmers’s transactional experience of cultural space is as 

corporately mediated as Laura’s own. 

   
B. Consumption and Embodied Subjectivity: The Remade Domestic Environment 

 The above discussion pays particular attention to Laura’s enactments of 

labor, but already present within that discussion is the recognition of the growing 

participation by the individual in acts of consumption in a late-capitalist cultural 
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space. The importance of this production/consumption duality and their 

interconnected relationship cannot be understated. The performance of consumption, 

just as much as the performance of labor, comes to define the embodiment of 

subjectivity within late-capitalist cultural conditions. Though global capitalism, as 

typically carried out by transnational corporations, seeks to separate spheres of 

production and consumption, locating the former in areas where labor and 

production costs are the lowest and the latter in areas where disposable income is 

greatest,77 the two nevertheless remain intimately linked and cyclical in their 

reinforcement of one another. 

 Marx, of course, premised social awareness on the conditions and relations of 

production, which is to say that he placed the emphasis squarely on aspects of labor. 

Yet much recent theory has offered a corrective to this limited emphasis, examining 

the integral role played by consumption within a mature capitalist system that 

increasingly is able to restructure the market toward greater and greater segmented 

specialization across the spheres of production and consumption.78 As noted above 

in the Introduction of this study, Donald M. Lowe in his work The Body in Late-

Capitalist USA usefully helps articulate the means by which a late-capitalist 

environment structurally undermines the division between Marx’s concepts of ‘use 

value’ and ‘exchange value.’ Lowe thereby helps to explain the significance of 

consumption in the process of embodied subjectivity taking place in a contemporary, 

late-capitalist environment. 
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“Use value,” Lowe contends, “is not a value in and of itself. Its qualitative 

distinction depends on its occupying a dual semiotic position, straddling the 

boundary of production/consumption” (79). Offering this point another way, Lowe 

states that “use value is the signifier or expression of exchange value as the 

signified” (79). Though use value may in previous times have appeared relatively 

autonomous, in fact is has always been “the means for the development of exchange 

value” and “the specific quality of use value, i.e., its utility, [has always depended] 

on the social practices in other, relatively autonomous, non-exchangist terrains” (79). 

Whereas in previous capitalist phases practices considered ‘use values’ could easily 

be pushed to the periphery away from the center, which was occupied by practices 

appearing as ‘exchange values,’ within contemporary, increasingly hyper-capitalist 

configurations these peripheral practices are re-energized and drawn centrally into 

the dynamics of exchange. In sum, Lowe tells us, “use value refers to, as well as 

depends on, the social, cultural values in other non-exchangist terrains” (79).  

Whereas Marx would have had us believe that exchange value is premised on 

use value, contemporary theorists such as Lowe (following the foundational work of 

individuals such as Baudrillard79 and Jameson) show us that use value ultimately 

only comes to be defined through an intricate and determinative relationship with 

exchange value. The perceived stability of an autonomous or objective sphere of 

value no longer holds. Those who have the power to shape exchangist practices have 

the power to shape the individual sense of what is useful or has meaning. Laura finds 

herself confronting this very reality, as she comes to recognize the way in which her 
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very existence—her embodied subjectivity—is determined by physical parameters 

all of Clare’s making. 

Laura’s previously discussed weekend gardening marks a first implication in 

the novel of the importance of the relationship between labor and consumption 

practices. Laura carries out the labor of her work week, we are told, in order to be 

able to engage in her weekend leisure labor. In effect, the weekend leisure time she 

spends in the garden (empty of any market contribution, though mirroring agrarian 

market activities) is “purchased” with the earnings she has received from her market 

labors undertaken during the week. This initial example only begins to scratch the 

surface, however, in terms of the novel’s depiction of the constitutive significance of 

the relationship between labor and consumption within a globally spanning 

marketplace. 

Paralleling Laura’s bodily awareness resulting from her cancer and its 

treatment is a growing awareness of her bodily relationship to her domestic and lived 

environment. She begins to recognize the depth of Clare’s penetration into and 

determination of her lived conditions. Ultimately, she comes to understand that the 

corporate grip is so complete that quite literally there is no possibility of escape or 

movement beyond it. Looking about her house, she begins to see it as “[n]o longer 

her home” (303). Instead, it is a “place they [corporations] have given her to inhabit” 

(303). Laura begins to experience her house as though it were like the mansion in 

Lacewood serving as a Museum of Clare’s corporate history. The inundation of 

corporate, especially Clare, products in her home means she “cannot hike from the 
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living room to the kitchen without passing an exhibit. Floor by Germ-Guard. 

Windows by Cleer-Thru. Table by Colonial-Cote” (303). 

Her first reaction is to resist the domination of her environment by these 

products. She “vows a consumer boycott, a full spring cleaning” (304). Such a 

response, however, is quickly recognized as futile because the house is so full of 

corporate products. She notes that they “paper her cabinets, … perch on her 

microwave, camp out on her stove, [and] hang from the shower head” (304). 

Moreover, Laura’s finds that the products are not simply present in the house, but 

are structurally a part of the house, and she experiences them as though they were a 

living infestation. This experience comes as a sudden shock, “as if the floor she 

walks on suddenly liquefies into a sheet of termites” (304). Laura perceives Clare, 

animated in this way, as “hiding under the sink, parked out in the garage, piled up in 

the shed” (304). She quickly recognizes the hopelessness of her vow to boycott these 

products. She realizes that there are “too may [products] to purge them all” and that 

“any spray she might use to bomb the bugs would have be Clare’s, too” (304). Laura 

finds no available escape from this environment in which she notes “[e]very hour of 

her life depends on more corporations than she can count” (304). 

As her sense of total dependence suggests, Laura further comes to recognize 

the fundamental constitutive role that Clare’s presence and determination of her 

domestic environment has on her embodiment of subjectivity. Asking herself who 

holds responsibility for the creation of all of these products and their infiltration into 

the domestic space, Laura answers her own question, admitting that she was “born 
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wanting what they were born wanting to give her” (304). Though there may be an 

observable ruthlessness on the part of corporations as they have “counted every 

receipt, more carefully than she ever has” (304), nonetheless it is the desire to 

consume—“Every thought, every pleasure, freed up by these little simplicities” 

(304)—that motivates the manufacture of product. Laura fully acknowledges that 

“[s]he brought them in, by choice, toted them in a shopping bag. And she’d do it all 

over again, given the choice. Would have to” (304).  

This paradoxical combination of individual responsibility and absence of 

alternative choices reveals the constitutive nature of Laura’s environment and role as 

consumer. She recognizes that her subjectivity is the result of an embodied process 

and that her environment is determined in fundamental ways by the corporate 

structuring of capital and manufacturing. The very formation of her identified needs 

arises out of this environment and these processes, often in unconscious or 

unknowable ways.  

In one instance, for example, the novel speaks to the naturalization of the 

presence of Clare’s corporate headquarters, describing it as a “permanent and 

universal fixture that [those in Lacewood] hear about daily without registering” 

(254). In another instance, the novel characterizes the supplying of products to meet 

perceived needs as beyond comprehension. “Even the most obvious of them,” it is 

indicated, is “already worlds beyond [Laura’s] competence” (304). Appearing as 

both permanent and ubiquitous, Clare, like other transnational corporations, is able 
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to construct a cultural environment in which its presence seems mundanely natural 

but simultaneously beyond individual comprehension. 

Whether observed, unobserved, or unknowable, however, the effect of this 

restructuring of the domestic sphere—its inundation with corporate product to the 

extent that the space becomes substantively comprised of these goods, thoroughly 

configuring the individual as a consumer—goes hand in hand with the restructuring 

of labor practices to shape the process of embodied subjectivity as it occurs within 

the cultural conditions of late capitalism. 

   
IV. HUMAN BODIES VERSUS CORPORATE BODIES IN LATE-CAPITALIST 

SPACE 

A. Social Valuation and Embodied Subjectivity 

As Lowe reminds one, “The body is not a subject. It is a subject-effect. […] 

The body, a historical materiality, is neither a body-in-itself nor a body-for-itself, but 

always an embodied being-in-the-world, constructed and realized within social 

practices to satisfy changing needs There is no body as an entity prior to social 

codings and practices” (173-75). The body, in effect, is knowable only as a result of 

spatial practice, and spatial practice occurs only as a result of the structural 

formation of social space. 

Corporate bodies within a late-capitalist environment are particularly adept at 

structuring social space and capital flows on a global scale. Though the laboring 

body, the body of production, still remains a key consideration, the consuming body 

warrants equal or greater attention in many spheres within a global economic 
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system. As Gain demonstrates, the corporate body’s ability to dominate spheres of 

consumption, insinuating itself into virtually every aspect of contemporary lived 

experiences in the United States (as well as other hyper-capitalized, market-

developed nations), allows it ultimately to displace and subsume the immediacy of 

experience previously available to the human body. In effect, by way of structuring 

social space, corporate bodies are largely able within hypercommodified spheres to 

sever human bodies from the chain of production, casting them adrift in 

environments of consumption. Through such occlusion, the human experience of 

embodied subjectivity is destabilized and corporations are deeply able to influence 

the creation of social valuation that occurs within this formative process. 

Though present throughout Powers’s novel, this experience is brought into 

dramatic relief in a specific passage wherein Laura is led to contemplate the 

fundamental nature of ownership. If subjectivity, indeed, is a bodily process 

dependent on one’s transactional relation to his/her physical environment, the nature 

of ownership quite naturally assumes great conceptual importance. “What does it 

mean, to own something?” Laura wonders, and in her contemplation we find key 

insights into her epistemological foundations of social valuation and her ontological 

experience of embodied subjectivity. 

Initially, Laura fixes on tangible goods, consumer commodities of 

contemporary U.S. suburban life that present a range of values: “great-gran’s 

priceless filigree[, …] cubic zirconium pierced-ear posts[, …] Ellen’s CD 

collection[, …] the Toshiba and the Westinghouse and the Sanyo” (49). She thinks 
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about the potential exchange value available to a thief if her possessions were to be 

stolen, but such a consideration quickly breaks down as she entertains the specific 

qualities of the items. Ellen’s CD collection, for example, may have been desirable 

at some earlier point, but now its contents are “such passé embarrassments that only 

the most indiscriminate looters would take them” (49). The computer contains “four 

game-years of [of her son’s game] Panzar Attack and […] two real-years of [her 

own] irreplaceable client files” (49). “How much,” she wonders, “can a wallet photo 

of her kids be worth to a thief” (49). 

In a word, Laura begins to contemplate value, and she begins to consider its 

origin. Is value lost in the world, she wonders, if an airplane ticket is purchased, but 

“the seat flies empty?” (49-50). Is value lost “when a hundred-dollar bill falls down 

a sewer?” (50). In contrast, is value gained in the world when people “strike gold or 

cut down trees?” (50). Exchangeability, which is to say a commodity relation, 

remains present throughout these examples Laura entertains. More importantly, 

though, the intimation arises that the terms of exchangeability, the perceived want of 

a particular item, in any given instance is far from fixed. It is a malleable process 

available to be shaped by entities such as corporations that occupy spatially and 

culturally dominant positions. 

Laura wants to cling to a notion of fixed exchange. “Twenty-two hours of 

work equals one mulching mower plus shipping, handling, and tax,” she tells herself, 

attempting to relate values of consumption to values of labor and production. She 

already knows, however, that her figures will not hold up. “What is handling, 
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anyway?” she wonders, and “[h]ow much can such a thing really cost?” (50). ‘Cost’ 

is an operative word here, and its signification extends well beyond any traditional 

economic notions of production expenses (raw materials, labor, distribution and 

marketing, etc.) combined with a surplus value. Spatial restructuring allows 

production expenses to be minimized. Far more importantly, however, spatial 

restructuring allows a capturing of maximum price by way of influencing cultural 

patterns of consumption.  

Ownership, Laura comes to understand, only distantly has anything to do 

with such things as legal rights to something. Instead, it is about the right (and the 

ability) to spatially control things and, thereby, to shape the contours of the lived 

experiences of culture. Laura’s ultimate conclusion in response to her question 

“What does it mean, to own something?” (49) is so succinct as to be chilling: “the 

three of us live in a house trapped in its own made things” (50). Reification pertains 

here not simply to their possessions, but in fact to their very existence. Bound up in 

the concept of ownership is a notion of social valuation that reaches the deepest 

ontological and epistemological core of Laura’s lived experience. 

   
B. The Subsumed Human Body as a Narratological Operation of Ideology 

 As the forgoing spells out, Gain’s narrative development entails an unfolding 

discovery by Laura of her embodied subjectivity and the spatial foundation on which 

the social valuation of her environment is established. Throughout the novel, 

however, Laura is reluctant to place responsibility, either for her illness or for 

environmental conditions, at Clare’s doorstep. Yet, one dramatic moment does occur 
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wherein a revelation produces a sudden and deeply felt anti-corporate anger on 

Laura’s part. Notably, like so many significant elements in the novel, this 

development is connected to Laura’s garden and that plot of ground’s relation to 

larger agrarian and corporate activities. 

 Late in the novel after Laura has undergone substantial treatment attempting 

unsuccessfully to stem the advancement of her cancer, she hears from her bedroom 

window the sound of a spade digging in the garden below. Looking out her window, 

she sees her teenage daughter, previously often depicted as petulant, performing an 

act of contrition and love, planting the garden because her mother is no longer able 

to. Realizing that her mother is watching her, Ellen angrily tells her that she’s “not 

supposed to look,” the novel adding that “[l]ooking will break the spell, whatever the 

spell is. Whatever this ritual is supposed to bring off” (318). Laura moves away from 

the window to allow her daughter to finish unobserved, but is almost immediately 

called back, as Ellen seeks help asking, “Am I doing it right?” (318). In spite of her 

awareness that Ellen’s efforts are “[l]ike a four-year-old baking clay balls of bread” 

and her observation that “[i]f one in a thousand of these seeds grows it will be a 

miracle” (318), Laura “feels herself nodding” to Ellen, indicating to her that “Yes,” 

her efforts are “Perfect” (318).  

This is the counter to Laura’s feelings of inadequacy stemming from her 

work in her garden when she places it in relation to the professional farmers in the 

grocery store. While on one hand the leisure quality of the work undertaken there 

causes it to be socially insignificant because it does not participate in any way in 
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market activities, on the other hand this very quality allows the garden to function as 

a domestic space of solace and personal intimacy and the worked carried out there is 

seemingly beyond the reach of external social forces. Immediately following the 

above described scene between Laura and Ellen, however, this socio-spatial division 

is abruptly undermined, as Laura ironically comes to find that her supposed space of 

solace is very likely the origin of her own bodily demise. 

 In spite of Laura’s awareness of inundation of corporate product in her home, 

she remains reluctant to presume a connection between those products and her 

condition. This instantly, if only momentarily, changes, however, as she hears from 

her ex-husband a list of Clare’s products that are being investigated as containing 

possible carcinogens. As though she does not want to be bodily connected to the 

environment Clare has created, she ticks off and dismisses the named products, 

indicating she has never used those particular ones. And then an herbicide, 

commonly used in domestic gardens, is named. Laura thinks, “Her plot of earth. Her 

flowers” (320), and suddenly, vengefully, she thinks, “Sue them… Every penny they 

are worth. Break them up for parts” (320). It is a moment so abrupt and intense, so 

distinct from Laura’s perspective up to this point, that it is quite shocking. 

 Laura’s reaction provides a key to understanding the spatial dynamics 

presented in the novel. While she may feel a certain inadequacy in relation to the 

laboring farmers she encountered in the grocery store, this same sense of cultural 

positioning allows her to maintain a perception of embodied subjectivity that 

promises to some extent to evade the forces determining her spatial context. What 
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she discovers in this sudden moment of recognition—as she identifies herself in 

bodily contact with corporate products in a space she believed granted her protective 

solace—is that no space exists beyond that created by corporate interests. Even her 

most intimate domestic spaces are environments shaped and determined by the wills 

of corporations. Moreover, as the mother-daughter scene with Ellen taking place in 

the garden suggests, this is not a transitory cultural condition, but a fully realized 

historical configuration. It is an organized regime of accumulation that will insure 

the passage of this social and spatial structuring on down to her children and future 

generations. In this moment of recognition, wherein Laura identifies herself as fully 

integrated into the spatial regime of which she is a part, the cycle of production and 

consumption is completed, the human body is fully subsumed by the determinative 

forces of the corporate body. Laura’s fear of “at day’s end” becoming 

“disembodied” (30) occurs here ontologically, only shortly before she literally 

passes away physically. 

 Ironically, though Clare (and by extension the corporate form writ large) 

appears from an individualistic perspective such as Laura’s to be omnipresent and all 

powerful, the novel as it moves toward conclusion in fact shows it to be nothing of 

the sort. Clare, in spite of being a transnational conglomerate capable of global 

production on a scale making possible a “disposable miracle” such as a shoot-and-

toss camera, nevertheless finds itself vulnerable to the very same corporate 

marketplace that it has contributed to developing. With a common stock price 

languishing at a dangerously low figure, Clare faces the prospect of a corporate 
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takeover, a buy out by another corporate conglomerate identified in the novel only as 

the Masters of Tobacco (350). To prevent such an occurrence, Clare’s management 

enacts a plan to “spin off much of the company while bringing the core industry 

private once again” (350). The hoped for outcome is “a kind of starfish solution: 

each severed limbed regenerating a whole new viable body” (350).  

As the directives from on high filter down to a seemingly endless series of 

effects on a seemingly endless series of individuals within Clare’s domain, one 

recognizes in this action a reflection of the thoughts of Clare’s present CEO: “We 

speak of profit, we speak of loss. We speak of cost, we speak of revenue. Of debits 

and credits and downsizing and expansion and layoff and stock split and 

reorganization. In reality, there is nothing but a series of little Clares, each with its 

own purpose, spreading down the fiscal quarters without end” (349).  Harnessed by 

the yoke of Clare’s corporate form, all of these individual operations function 

collectively. But as the enterprise grows larger, the capital greater, the reach farther, 

the result inevitably is a distancing of effects from the location of the decision 

making. The context within which individuals experience the spatial formation of 

subjectivity appears separate from the dominant force establishing and shaping that 

context.  

Such a reality is underscored by Clare’s strategy for corporate survival. 

Either Clare with be swallowed up by a competing transnational conglomerate that 

will continue to enact the global production scales Clare engages in, or else the core 

of Clare will become privately held so that it can again attempt to grow and flourish 
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while a multitude of smaller corporate entities are cast free potentially themselves to 

develop into ever-expanding corporate organizations. We are reminded as the novel 

moves toward conclusion that the corporate body, much like the human body, 

struggles for its own survival. The difference is that while any given corporation 

may vanish, the nature of the overall corporate system is to flourish as a result, 

growing additional heads like the hydra of legend, becoming ever larger and ever 

more powerful. 

 These events at the novel’s conclusion help reveal the ideological operations 

present throughout the novel’s narrative. The cultural conditions, which is to say 

social space, within which the novel has been constructed are so replete with the 

economic and specifically corporate forces the novel depicts that the novel cannot 

possibly develop a perspective that views those conditions from a position external 

to them. Powers and his novel (as well as his readership) can only exist within the 

framework of the social space being interrogated by his novel. As such, author, 

novel and reader are collectively present in and subject to (as well as creators of) the 

very social space the novel addresses. While Powers is free of course to inventively 

carry the novel’s narrative wherever he might, he is subject, as we all are, to the 

same forces as his protagonist in terms of social embodiment. As the novel well 

demonstrates, the extent of the social penetration of these forces within the 

contemporary U.S. is near total. The result is a curiously ambivalent conclusion to 

the issues the novel’s narrative puts in play. 
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 As almost a coda to what has come before, the final passage of Powers’s text 

provides an encapsulated indication of what occurs to the Bodey family beyond 

Laura’s passing. The Bodeys sell the father’s house and all live together in the 

family house in Lacewood. Ellen studies botany at the local university, moves to 

Chicago and becomes a Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN), and returns to Lacewood to 

work in the local hospital. After marrying and trying without success to have 

children, she discovers what, by implication, appears to be cancerous irregularities in 

her ovaries. It is noted, however, that because they saw it early they “gained her 

many years” (354). ‘Gain,’ just as in the novel’s title, is operative again in the its 

concluding passage, suggesting at once benefit but also drawback. Nowhere, 

however, is this narrative ambivalence more present than it is in the novel’s final 

image, focused as it is on Laura’s son, Tim. 

 Depicted throughout the novel as something of an introvert, Tim, too, 

undertakes degree work, though his computer interests and abilities lead him to MIT 

and, eventually, to graduate studies. From there he begins working with a small 

interdisciplinary group whose efforts focus on understanding enzyme behavior as the 

molecular key to cellular development. Though seemingly intractable, the problem 

ultimately yields and the group successfully develops an algorithmic computer 

program allowing both the understanding and controlling of biological molecular 

development. 

 With palpable irony, Powers’s portrayal of both the algorithmic function 

itself and the actions it allows resonant deeply with the operative functions of the 
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economic institution located at the center of his text. Described as a “transforming 

algorithm” (355, emphasis mine), the “chunk of code” that finally unlocks the 

protein sequence proves successful because it is capable of “look[ing] out Janus-

faced to mesh with both raw source and finished product” (355). Further driving 

home the obvious allusion to production, Powers directly likens the future 

implementation of the group’s work to a manufacturing process. The group 

members, we are told, find themselves “staring at a universal chemical assembly 

plant at the level of the human cell” (355) and recognize that “[i]n such a vat” as 

found in this plant “people might create molecules to do anything” (355).  

Powers’s conveyance of these events, offering them as he does in the briefest 

series of concluding paragraphs to the novel, naturally raises a question of their 

verisimilitude. Certainly it is quite something to convey in a mere five short 

concluding paragraphs that Tim, along with his eight-person team of co-workers, has 

succeeded at unlocking the genetic code, and even more to suggest (at least 

implicitly) that the first “product” that will “roll off their assembly line” (355) will 

be a cure for cancer. It is partially a testament to Powers’s often noted combination 

of intellectual acuity and prosaic skill that these events are kept from appearing more 

wildly implausible than they are. A more fundamental explanation, however, both 

for the presence in the text of these events and the extent of plausibility they are able 

to carry, lies in a recognition of the ideological narrative tensions present in the 

text’s overarching compositional structure. 
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Positioning at its center the contemporary transnational corporation 

(represented by Clare), Gain critically interrogates the role this dominant social 

institution has come to play in the production of contemporary social space. 

Unquestionably, the critical scrutiny the novel accomplishes is considerable, its 

rendering shedding considerable light on the history (particularly in the U.S.) of the 

institution as well as its contemporary presence. Yet even as the novel subjects social 

space to such study, so too is the novel itself inescapably subject to the very socio-

spatial forces it seeks to interrogate, present unavoidably as it is within the 

contemporary social matrix it undertakes to represent. The result is a deep 

ambivalence structurally marking the narrative throughout.  

The ambivalence of this work, a central feature producing its aesthetic 

resonance, arises out of the effect of contemporary socio-spatial conditions on the 

embodiment of subjectivity. The totality of this production of subjectivity, resulting 

from the depth of penetration of the social by contemporary corporations, is so great, 

the novel suggests, that no independent foundation of subjective experience can be 

found. As such, the very operations of the corporation, already previously having 

seemed somewhat larger than (any individual) life as a result of the reified 

experience naturally obscuring or even entirely occluding the production process, 

now grow proportionally to appear almost magical.  

Beyond comprehension, beyond any possibility of being contained within a 

larger framework within an individual’s consciousness, the contemporary 

transnational corporation is able simply to give and take away—to add to, subtract 
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from, and alter the socio-spatial environment—with little depth of awareness by the 

average individual. Great or terrible, the resulting realities are simply an experienced 

reality. Further, the contemporary corporation’s dominating role in controlling social 

space allows it to inject simultaneously into that space a rhetoric extolling the 

grandeur of what has been materialized, thereby further obscuring any possibility of 

individual, independent assessment. In short, it is simply unrealistic, Powers’s novel 

suggests, to think that within contemporary social conditions we can ever objectively 

total things up in an effort to determine whether the cost/benefit of such an 

environment yields a net gain.  

 Clare provides and Clare takes away. Through its corporate opertaions, 

Clare manufactures the very social space within which the residents of Lacewood, 

individuals such as Laura and the Bodeys, experience their lives. The corporate 

body, depicted by Powers as near total, has subsumed the human body. How then 

does one accuse or even attempt to establish culpability when it comes to one’s 

(inherently social) experience of a physiological occurrence such as cancer? Of 

course Clare is to blame; or maybe it is not. And, in any case, these carcinogenic 

agents are just a byproduct, developed alongside the ever greater benefits eternally 

emerging from the manufacturing vats and assembly lines of Clare, Inc. and 

hundreds of other transnational conglomerates just like them. All needs will be met, 

all desires fulfilled, all problems solved—even if these needs, desires and problems 

themselves have to be manufactured by corporate marketing divisions in order to 

continue to grow profits. Even the cure for cancer, ultimately, will emerge, if we 
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simply let the technology develop, and provide access to it by goodhearted 

individuals such as Tim who are driven to invest their bodily labor in the production.  

Subject to the same contemporary socio-spatial conditions that develop as the 

central narrative arc of the novel, Powers’s text in its conclusion responds to this 

rhetoric effectively by diving into the belly of the beast. The cathartic release that 

results from Tim’s breakthrough, the satisfying sense that Tim has in some way 

avenged his mother’s untimely demise, is further added to by the pleasure of 

learning that the financing of the cure’s production will come from Tim’s portion of 

the settlement money that Clare paid out to the Bodeys just before Laura’s passing. 

It is at this point, the novel tells that, that “Timothy Bodey mentions[s to his 

coworkers] a healthy bit of capital he had tucked away,” noting that it “had been 

compounding forever, waiting for a chance to revenge its earning,” in the interim it 

having become “a considerable bankroll (355). Finally, and most importantly, we are 

told in the novel’s concluding sentence that “Softly, Tim suggest[s] that it might be 

time for the little group of them to incorporate” (355). 

Herein, the ideological force present in the novel’s narrative structure finally 

and fully reveals itself. With the foreclosure of any ground from which to mount an 

external critique, the novel’s resolution can only underscore a deep ambivalence 

concerning the institution of the corporation and the role it plays in a contemporary 

context. Tim’s capital, born out of Clare’s stigmatized corporate operations and then 

held essentially static (as is Ellen’s) for a period of time, is in this last stroke 

reintroduced into a production cycle, this time ostensibly only for the purposes of 
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‘good.’ But as the novel has so thoroughly demonstrated, the individual investor’s 

intentions matter little in terms of the socio-spatial consequences resulting from the 

circulation of capital by contemporary corporate institutional means.  

The bodily tension, corporate versus human, that the novel previously 

manifests in the disposable camera’s presence overwhelming and subsuming Laura’s 

presence is again captured in the text’s final image. While it is “Timothy Bodey” 

who mentions to his coworkers the availability of the capital he has put away, it is 

simply “Tim,” the more intimate moniker utilized at all other points through the 

work, that “softly” suggests the choice to incorporate. Perpetuating a system of 

socio-spatial production that inherently gives rise to a depersonalized process of 

embodied subjectivity, Tim nevertheless chooses the inevitable course of action. 

How else, presumably, could something as wonderful as what he and his team have 

discovered be produced and made available to all of those throughout the world who 

need it? Still, one is left wondering if such a benefit is worth it if it comes at the cost 

of the human presence, seemingly already nearly subsumed—first in the absence of 

Laura and finally in the relegation of Tim to speaking “softly” in favor of 

capitulation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

“OUR CARTS STOCKED WITH BRIGHTLY COLORED GOODS”: 
CIRCULATING BODIES IN DON DELILLO’S WHITE NOISE 

 
 

To enter the cycle of consumption […] is not simply to surround 
oneself with objects and services as one pleases; it is to change one’s 
being and directedness. […] From this point on, the individual is no 
longer a centre of autonomous values, but merely the expression of 
multiple relations in a process of shifting interrelationships. (170) 
     The Consumer Society 
     Jean Baudrillard 

 
This was the key, it seemed to us. Everything was fine, would 
continue to be fine, would eventually get better as long as the 
supermarket did not slip. (170) 
     White Noise 
     Don DeLillo 

 
 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Gain invokes, both by direct reference and through the juxtaposition of its 

main narrative with the historical formation of the Clare Corporation, the moment at 

which the determinative forces responsible for material conditions (instrumental in 

providing referential cues in the formation of identity) exceed the frame of reference 

of one’s immediate locale. In contrast, Don DeLillo’s White Noise assumes such a 

moment already to have occurred, referencing the causes of that cultural transition 

only in somewhat indirect ways, and focusing instead primarily on depicting lived 

experienced within a resultant suburban U.S. middle class social space. The result is 

that whereas Powers’s novel offers a portrayal of embodied subjectivity as 

experienced within material conditions that mandate acts of consumption for nearly 
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all aspects of life, Delillo’s novel, in terms of its portrayal of this cultural 

environment, goes a good deal further. White Noise depicts material conditions 

wherein hypercirculatory flows of capital have all but emptied the local environment 

of cultural contextual markers, leaving the body fully subject to global socio-spatial 

inscription such that the formation of subjectivity becomes deeply and 

fundamentally destabilized both epistemologically and ontologically. 

This is unquestionably the contemporary social space of Baudrillard’s 

‘code,’80 rife with simulacra, but what is truly important to recognize is the moment 

at which—and the means by which—the regime of accumulation is able 

systematically to occlude the materialist elements accounting for these conditions. 

‘The code’ operates because socio-spatial dynamics function so thoroughly to sever, 

at least in appearance, the materialist ties and in its place substitute itself. 

Consumption, and all of its apparatus, is implicated here every bit as much, and to 

some degree more within the U.S. cultural sphere, as are the means of production. 

One must look at the entire structure and functioning of the contemporary global 

regime of accumulation if one is to recognize that social relations, the modes of 

regulation within the contemporary regime of accumulation in their entirety, come 

into play in the creation of this socio-spatial condition. 

White Noise makes manifest these conditions and dynamics. Depicting 

embodied subjectivity within a hypercirculatory social space that consequently is 

largely devoid of any cultural markers referencing the social relations accounting for 

these conditions, the novel conveys an experience of subjectivity that seems to lack 
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any recognizable material foundation. This ‘disembedded’ condition (to invoke 

Giddens’s term) giving rise to an experience of (dis)embodied subjectivity is 

demonstrative of a social valuation that is inherently present as a structurally 

constitutive component of social relations. An examination of White Noise helps 

bring these cultural dynamics into relief, while simultaneously underscoring the 

importance of placing texts in relation to such concerns if we seek to understand 

their socio-spatial relevance. 

 Situated as a centerpiece in Don DeLillo’s White Noise is an extended 

narrative sequence that in a number of ways is reminiscent of the feverish scene in 

Jack London’s Martin Eden wherein the title character of that work is fantastically 

lifted up out of a hole in the ceiling by a giant swirling funnel of bank checks, 

manuscripts, and starched shirts to be carried skyward. Located at the midpoint of 

DeLillo’s novel, given its own titled section comprised of a single fifty-five-page 

chapter, and situated between two much lengthier, multi-chapter sections of the 

novel81, “The Airborne Toxic Event” is curiously at one and the same time both 

more and less real than the scene from that earlier work. For while the events that 

transpire in this section of White Noise are presented as actually taking place and not 

merely phantasms of delirium, the experience of these events proves ultimately to be 

even more disorienting and elusive as it occurs as part of the actual lived experience 

of the contemporary environment.  

At root, both of these scenes share a common grounding in the process of 

embodied subjectivity as that process is shaped by the socio-spatial dynamics of 
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their respective regimes of accumulation. In contrast to the delirium scene in Martin 

Eden, however, “The Airborne Toxic Event” effectively reveals the process of 

embodied subjectivity as increasingly playing out as an experience of dis-

embodiment within a hyper-capitalized, hyper-commodified, contemporary socio-

spatial environment. 

Critically examining the airborne toxic event, along with a situating of it in 

relation to important hyperconsumerist scenes appearing throughout White Noise, 

effectively reveals the extent to which this centerpiece section of the novel does 

more than merely foreground epistemological issues. Every bit as much as 

epistemological dynamics, DeLillo’s novel implicates contemporary ontological 

dynamics, the ways in which embodied subjectivity occurs through a bodily 

negotiation of social space. In turn, such an examination provides critical perspective 

on the climactic action of White Noise, bringing to light ways in which that action is 

ideologically shaped by the socio-spatial conditions present within the contemporary 

regime of flexible accumulation. 

   
II. THE AIRBORNE TOXIC EVENT: SPATIAL EPISTEMOLOGY 

IMPLICATING SPATIAL ONTOLOGY 

At its most obvious level “The Airborne Toxic Event” foregrounds the 

epistemological conundrum faced within a contemporary environment. A railroad 

accident has occurred in the vicinity of the New England college town of Blacksmith 

in which Jack Gladney, White Noise’s protagonist, and his family reside. One train 

car has pierced another, and the ensuing fire has potentially caused a chemical, 



 342 

“Nyodene Derivitive or Nyodene D,” to be released high up into the air (111). 

Attempting to come to grips with this turn of events, Jack and his family are thrown 

into a veritable disaster response story that plays out with a multitude of comedic 

dimensions commenting upon the disaster narrative form. Chief among these is the 

reception of information about the disaster and the attempt by the Gladneys and 

those around them to convert this information into rationale knowledge. 

 Listening to reports on the radio, Jack’s son Heinrich keeps the family 

updated. Initially, radio reports characterize the appearance of the chemical release 

as a “feathery plume” (111), but it is not long before the reports change their 

terminology, referring to it more threateningly as a “black billowing cloud” (113). In 

fairly short order this again changes, however, as reports grant it an even greater 

ominous status, designating it an “airborne toxic event” (117). In one respect, these 

shifts in terminology function generally as a parody of media reporting, emphasizing 

the media’s need to convert whatever it covers into ever more intense drama with 

ever greater potential consequences for the viewer/listener. But the characters’s 

reception of these terminological shifts, their dependence on media sources and the 

media’s terminological designations, underscores more fundamentally the 

epistemological condition of the contemporary environment. 

Firsthand knowledge is not possible in this situation, forcing a reliance on 

mediated information. As Noel King has observed, the novel itself rhetorically picks 

up and employs the radio reports’s terminological slippage when, quite apart from 

relating to the reader what is reported on the radio, it offers a description of what the 
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Gladneys see from their car window as they are fleeing: “It was the black billowing 

cloud, the airborne toxic event, lighted by the clear beams of seven army 

helicopters” (DeLillo 127). King points out that the “media hyperbole” here is 

“included in ‘straight narration’ (if such a thing can be said to exist in White Noise)” 

(74). This movement from media reported characterizations to ‘straight’ or objective 

narration resituates and redoubles the terminology, thereby highlighting the 

problematic nature of knowledge construction within a contemporary environment. 

To name, in other words, is to define, and the media in the contemporary era possess 

great resources to do so. 

These media-propagated designations are not, however, simply accepted at 

face value, and the ambivalence in the range of responses further suggests the 

instability of any given construction of knowledge. One response is simply a refusal 

to accept a given designation, instead substituting one’s own characterization. When 

Heinrich first conveys to Jack that the radio is reporting the chemical release as “a 

feathery plume,” he immediately follows it with, “But it’s not” (111). When Jack 

asks him what it is, he replies, “Like a shapeless growing thing. A dark black 

breathing thing of smoke” (111). To Heinrich, this characterization is more accurate 

as it accords with his firsthand observation, and it is important to him to make the 

distinction. Interestingly, Heinrich’s characterization of the thing “growing” and 

“breathing” inherently animates what is presumably an inanimate thing. This 

characterization implicitly underscores the material formation of subjectivity, a 
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process White Noise foregrounds as it moves toward an emphasis of the physical 

body’s mediated inscription within the contemporary environment.  

In spite of resistance, however, the media designations prove to have very 

real effect. Though Heinrich denies the media’s characterization of the chemical 

spill, he nonetheless demonstrates the degree of validity he grants to the radio reports 

when he first conveys to Jack the updated radio reports’s terminology of the spill 

shifting from a feathery plume to a black billowing cloud. As he conveys this turn of 

events, Heinrich, we are told, is unable to meet Jack’s eyes, an act that appears “as if 

[it is] to spare himself the pain of [Jack’s] embarrassment” (115). In Heinrich’s 

thinking, to not be aware of this shifting terminology is to lack fundamental 

information for the formation of sound knowledge of transpiring events, a situation 

that leads him to infer great embarrassment on the part of his father. 

In addition to its general characterization of the unfolding events, the media’s 

reporting is portrayed in the novel as having an even more intimate constitutive 

effect. Along with reporting the unfolding events, the media also conveys the 

symptoms that individuals are likely to experience if they have come into contact 

with the released chemical Nyodene D. Jack’s daughters, Denise and Steffie, begin 

to experience a number of these symptoms, though it remains unclear as to whether 

this is the result of the media having suggested in their reporting that they should. 

Moreover, when “more accurate” updates of likely symptoms are reported, Denise 

and Steffie experience a similar shift in their symptomatic experiences. Media 
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reported information here gets turned into knowledge, which in turn bodily affects 

these characters. 

DeLillo utilizes this same dynamic to construct the climactic concluding 

moment of “The Airborne Toxic Event.” With the danger of the situation apparently 

concluded, a man walks through the makeshift barracks they have been staying in 

overnight. Holding a small television aloft, he rails against the media for 

discontinuing their coverage and moving on to other events. He feels as though they 

have all been through a terrifying and life-changing event, and that the media should 

rightly be recognizing it as such, instead of blithely turning their attention to other 

matters. As he finds himself face to face with Jack, he suddenly experiences an 

overwhelming sense of déjà vu, the last and most significant symptom the media had 

reported as associated with Nyodene D. They stare at each other, as Jack is described 

as “[h]aunted, ashen, lost” (163). The airborne toxic event, largely defined by the 

dominance of the media’s reporting, recedes from the immediacy of their experience 

even as the media’s coverage itself is withdrawn. The presence of the small 

television underscores the mediated dominance over material conditions. 

Metonymically linked with the media, the television’s material presence 

symbolically represents an absence of meaning. It is a conduit by which the local, 

immediate context acquires meaning; yet, when no message is sent, the local context 

is left “haunted” and “lost.”  Even more dramatically emphasizing this condition, the 

section concludes leaving it unclear if Jack’s final symptomatically-inflected 
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moment is the result of media or chemical exposure, even as the bodily experience 

remains. 

Simple refusal or acceptance of these mediated designations are not the 

alternatives available, of course. The response that is likely more typical and 

certainly more helpful toward understanding the movement from information to 

knowledge construction (and ultimately from epistemological to ontological notions 

as I am concerned with here) is cognitive negotiation. Jack, presumably acting the 

good father and attempting to quell the potential fears of his family, regularly 

responds in this fashion to the events as they unfold. Each new turn of events leads 

Jack to respond with a positive characterization of the situation. When he is told that 

crews are using snow blowers to blow a dampening substance onto the spilled 

Nyodene D, Jack positively endorses their actions as “keeping [the spill] from 

getting bigger” (113), and he promptly moves on to asking mundane questions, such 

as when his family is going to eat dinner. When he is told that the reports have 

shifted from calling it a feathery plume to calling it a black billowing cloud, Jack 

explains to his family that this as a “good” thing because it is “a little more accurate” 

and therefore indicative of their “coming to grips with the thing” (113). He reiterates 

and expands this characterization to Heinrich when he tells him, “It means they’re 

looking the thing more or less squarely in the eye. They’re on top of the situation” 

(115). 

 Jack’s cognitive negotiations, however much motivated by a desire to calm 

his family and himself, are nonetheless possible because of a reliance on societal 
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structures of expertise (or ‘expert systems’) including such things as, in this case, 

civil response to disasters. Directly implicated in this is his socio-spatial position 

within the structures of social relations, a point Jack himself directly invokes in 

significant detail as he seeks to reassure his spouse, Babette, of the ultimate safety of 

their position: 

These things happen to poor people who live in exposed areas. Society is set 

up in such a way that it’s the poor and the uneducated who suffer the main 

impact of natural and man-made disasters. People in low-lying areas get the 

floods, people in shanties get the hurricanes and tornados. I’m a college 

professor. Did you ever see a college professor rowing a boat down his own 

street in one of those TV floods? We live in a neat and pleasant town near a 

college with a quaint name. These things don’t happen in places like 

Blacksmith. (114) 

Setting aside a host of challenges that such a declaration begs, one nonetheless sees 

within it cognitive negotiation of the mediated information, a response that Jack is 

able to formulate due to an innate sense of his situated position within his socio-

spatial environment. 

 An even more extreme form of this cognitive negotiation appears in this 

work as well. In an earlier scene in which Jack and Heinrich are riding in the car 

during a rainstorm, Heinrich informs his father that the radio reported that it would 

rain later that night. Jack comments that it is raining currently. Heinrich, in reply, 

reiterates that the radio reported it was not going to rain until later that night. In spite 
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of Jack’s repeated attempts to have him acknowledge what he is able to observe 

directly before him, Heinrich continues to insist on the priority of the radio’s 

reported information (23-24).  

While at first this appears to be an even deeper acceptance of media-

conveyed knowledge, the conversation quickly turns, demonstrating an absolute 

skepticism of arriving at any objective determinations. When Jack appeals to him to 

use his senses rather than rely on the radio report, Heinrich scoffs at the idea, 

arguing that sensory stimuli have empirically been shown to be unreliable. Likewise, 

Heinrich argues that frames of reference make any objective observations 

impossible, as does the nature of time-space. Finally, all Heinrich is willing to say is, 

“The best I could do is make a guess” (24). It is not, then, that Heinrich believes the 

radio report to be any more reliable than other sources of information. It is simply 

that all information, from his perspective, is equally indeterminate, so it makes just 

as much sense to rely on one source (the radio report) as on another (his own 

observation). Occurring prior to Heinrich’s dismissal of the media’s first 

characterization of the chemical spill, this passage casts additional light on the 

process of knowledge construction in that later scene. 

 White Noise is obsessive throughout in its attention to communicative means 

and acts—the transmission, reception, and interpretation of information in a 

contemporary context—and “The Airborne Toxic Event” provides an encapsulated, 

almost case study distillation of knowledge construction within that environment. 

King has noted that the depiction of this extensively mediated information is a 
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central motif of the novel, writing, “White Noise consistently presents a series of 

shrewd indications of this […] general cultural condition of distorted communication 

and information, specifically concerning the circulation of mass-mediated language 

and the relaying of second-hand information” (73). 

King focuses particularly on “floating commentary,” the novel’s 

characterization of fragmentary, indeterminate information encountered during the 

airborne toxic event, which King extends to include the many instances in the novel 

wherein characters overhear fragments of information (often via mass media such as 

television) or utterly fragmentary phrases (often in the form of product brand 

names). This cultural condition of overwhelming mediation, and the presumption 

that DeLillo is attempting representationally to capture it, leads King to conclude 

that the only critical approach available for viewing the work is also one of 

“permanent flotation,” a recognition that criticism is every bit as contingent as the 

fictional works it addresses and that the most criticism can hope to do is tease out a 

work’s heteroglossic vocalizations. 

 King is only partially right, however. He is accurate in his assessment when 

he writes, “[G]one […] is the notion that critical writing on [cultural] texts could see 

through their fictional surfaces to obscured, unrecognised textual truths” (67). It is 

certainly true that critical writing cannot plausibly sustain such a claim, and King is 

indeed correct to underscore critical writing’s “ficto-critical” nature (81). Where 

King’s position comes up short, however, is in ceding all ground beyond the 
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linguistic. This is precisely the point at which spatio-literary criticism helps 

illuminate a textual analysis. 

Inherent in King’s reading of White Noise is an invocation of the characters’s 

experience within contemporary cultural conditions. It is this condition, King argues, 

which produces a position of subjectivity that is forced to confront the foreclosure of 

possibilities for coherent knowledge constructions. While the experience of the 

cultural condition may be one of radical indeterminacy, one is nevertheless not 

prevented from theorizing the factors and dynamics that produce such a condition. In 

other words, epistemology is very closely tied to ontology, and while an 

epistemological condition may appear as radically contingent, this condition, and the 

social environment more generally, can still be greatly illuminated by exploring the 

formation of ontology and its relation to it.  

   
III. SPATIAL SUBJECTIVITY AND/IN THE SUPERMARKET 

A. Circulatory Space: “the most photographed barn in America” 

This relationship between the epistemological and ontological is helpfully 

clarified by a passage in the novel in which Jack and Murray Siskind, a visiting 

professor at the College-on-the-Hill, together visit a tourist attraction known as “the 

most photographed barn in America” (12). Driving “twenty-two miles into the 

country” and passing numerous signs advertising the attraction, Jack and Murray 

arrive to find “meadows and apple orchards” and “[w]hite fences trail[ing] through 

the rolling fields” (12). Tourists have come in cars and buses to stand upon a 

“slightly elevated spot set aside for viewing and photographing” the barn in order to 
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see the attraction and take their own pictures of it (12). All of the tourists have 

cameras, and some, it is noted, even have “tripods, telephoto lenses, [and] filter kits” 

(12). Professional pictures and picture postcards of the barn taken from the elevated 

spot are also on offer from “a man in a booth” (12). 

Standing apart from the crowd, watching the people’s response to the 

attraction more than viewing the barn itself, Murray observes, “No one sees the barn 

[because] once you’ve seen the signs about the barn, it becomes impossible to see 

the barn” (12). After reflecting for a while on the scene before them, Murray 

wonders aloud what the barn was like before people began photographing it, “how it 

was different from other barns, [and] how it was similar” (13). But he believes that 

formulating such knowledge is no longer possible, explaining, “We can’t answer 

these questions because we’ve read the signs, seen the people snapping the pictures,” 

and, as a result, are now inescapably “part of the aura” (13). 

 In certain important respects, the condition that Jack and Murray experience 

in relation to the most photographed barn in America and the conclusion that Murray 

draws from it is very similar to the Gladneys’s experience during/with the airborne 

toxic event. Both experiences fundamentally involve reception of information, 

attempts to construct knowledge utilizing that information, mediation between that 

which is simply before the observer’s eyes and the observer’s reception of it, and 

degrees of distortion occurring as an inherent part of that process of mediation. The 

most photographed barn in America is a particularly revelatory passage, however, 

because the mediation it inserts between the viewer and that which is being viewed 
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is not an obviously technological one such as television or radio. What, in fact, 

makes it impossible for someone to see the barn is, as Murray’s observations point 

out, the barn’s consumption. 

 “The signs” to which Murray refers are, of course, both literal and linguistic, 

and as such point quite directly to this intersection of economy and signification. The 

road signs along the way advertising the barn, like the other advertising that clearly 

must exist for Jack and Murray even to know of the attraction in the first place, 

frame and contextualize that which is being viewed even as much as the “slightly 

elevated spot” does at the attraction site. These signs, of course, contribute to making 

the attraction what it is: an attraction. 

In this light, Murray’s lament (or is it perhaps simply awe?) that the most 

photographed barn in America can no longer be compared to other barns is quite 

right. The most photographed barn in America is not a barn, at least not in the sense 

that a barn traditionally has been epistemologically determined. Knowledge about 

the most photographed barn in America derives not from the barn’s materialist 

position in relation to farming or other traditional labor processes for which the barn, 

as a structure, was conceived. Nor is it indicated that the tourists who make the 

journey to see and photograph the most photographed barn in America do so because 

the structure is in some way an authentic example of barns that were historically and 

materially positioned in such a way. In other words, the most photographed barn in 

America is not a barn to be viewed as a barn, but rather it is a consumable (and 

consumerist) event. 
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 Severed from its original material origins and infinitely doubled and 

redoubled in its image by way of the photographic image (significantly akin to the 

more expansive media that factor into the airborne toxic event), the most 

photographed barn in America offers a prime example of Baudrillards ‘simulacrum.’ 

Through a process of successively “substituting signs of the real for the real itself” 

and through “the [successive] generation of models of the real [increasingly] without 

origin or reality,” the barn at the center of the most photographed barn attraction has 

become ‘hyperreal.” (“Precession” 3, 4). It has become a commodity defined not by 

its use, but by its commodification as a floating signifier. 

 The most photographed barn in America in its hyperreal capacity 

demonstrates itself a part of the social condition governed by what Baudrillard has 

termed ‘the code.’ As Baudrillard explains: 

Consumer behaviour, which is apparently focused on, and orientated 

towards, objects and enjoyment [jouissance], in fact conduces to quite other 

goals: that of the metaphorical or displaced expression of desire, that of 

production, through differential signs, of a social code of values. It is not, 

then, the individual function of interest across a corpus of objects which is 

determinant, but the immediately social function of exchange, of 

communication, of distribution of values across a corpus of signs. (Consumer 

78) 

Moreover, as Baudrillard further notes, advertising holds a “strategic position in this 

process” of desire-turned-consumption training itself fundamentally not on a 
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movement across “a corpus of objects” but on a movement “across a corpus of 

signs” (Consumer 126, 78). Referring to advertising as “the reign of the pseudo-

event par excellence,” Baudrillard contends that it “turns the object into an event, 

[…] construct[ing] it as such by eliminating its objective characteristics” (126).82 

 “Objective” is perhaps a slightly inaccurate modifier here. ‘Material’, I think, 

explains things more clearly, as it is indeed the material occlusion of the chain of 

production from the sphere of consumption that largely functions to create this 

condition of epistemological uncertainty. What is important to recognize, however, 

is that the barn is able to be transformed into “the most photographed barn in 

America,” which is to say turned into a consumed/consumerist event, because of a 

materially-conditioned spatial deployment which becomes possible (in fact, 

imperative as a ‘spatial fix’ for declining rates of profit) under a late-capitalist 

regime of accumulation. 

 Similarly, such a ‘code’ is able to function because social space, by way of a 

late-capitalist regime of accumulation, structurally disembeds the consumer and the 

act of consumption from the overall material conditions giving rise to the 

consumptive environment. It is here that the epistemological and the ontological 

meet. It is social space, and the particular formations of embodied subjectivity it 

allows, which gives rise to both the epistemological and ontological conditions 

experienced within this environment. What the most photographed barn in America 

reveals, within the hyperreal, severed-from-the-chain-of-production environment the 

novel portrays, is the constitutive consumptive component present within this spatial 
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condition and the essential role it plays in the production of embodied subjectivity. 

This is nowhere more apparent than in White Noise’s many scenes set in the prime 

American sites of consumptive abundance, the mall and the grocery store. 

   
B. Circulatory Space: The Hardware Store 

 Embodied subjectivity in a late-capitalist, hyperconsumerist environment is 

particularly foregrounded in the novel in a passage that is set in a massive hardware 

store adjoining the local Blacksmith mall. Jack’s encounter at this hardware store 

with Eric Massingale, an individual he knows from the College-on-Hill, creates for 

Jack a degree of anxiety regarding the solidity of his subjectivity, ultimately leading 

Jack in the following scene to respond with a dramatic and humorous display of 

consumptive self-construction.  

 While Massingale is on the faculty of the College-on-the-Hill, he notably is 

not identified as a professor at the institution. Massingale is characterized as “a 

former microchip sales engineer who changed his life by coming out [to the college] 

to join the teaching staff of the computer center” (82). Massingale’s move to this 

collegially-situated position from his former one that was directly involved in the 

market distribution of industrially manufactured product, albeit in a high-tech field, 

has “changed his life” (which one presumes to mean reconfigured his socio-spatial 

position). This description underscores the quite different foundation of 

Massingale’s knowledge base from Jack’s, as well as the distinction in their 

professional positions.  
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In spite of Jack’s Hitler Studies program being institutionally located within 

the broader domain of “American environments” (9), a field one would assume 

equipped to critically assess contemporary cultural conditions, Massingale’s position 

and background nonetheless appear generally threatening to Jack. Steeped in a 

historical humanist tradition, the professorial faculty of American environments is 

described as being at the College-on-the-Hill “to decipher the natural language of the 

culture, to make a formal method of the shiny pleasures they’d known in their 

Europe-shadowed childhoods—an Aristotelianism of bubble gum wrappers and 

detergent jingles” (9). In contrast to these academic traditions, Massingale’s 

credentials for teaching are provided by the expertise he has acquired as a 

salesperson of computer microchips (a position that is interestingly ascribed 

“engineer” status). Into the environment of the College-on-the-Hill, a designation 

inherently invoking an early American Puritanical notion of the City on the Hill that 

stood as a beacon of Western enlightenment intended to penetrate and transform the 

savage wilderness, Massingale brings a high-tech marketplace expertise that Jack 

clearly finds both epistemologically and ontologically unsettling. 

Fraught, particularly for Jack, with spatio-subjective anxieties, the exchange 

between Massingale and Jack places significant focus on the physical body, 

underscoring the intimate relationship between the body and consumption within 

late-capitalist space. Though, ironically, it is Jack that first observationally reduces 

Massingale to physical characteristics, viewing him as “slim and pale, with a 

dangerous grin,” it is Massingale’s gaze upon Jack throughout this scene that 
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dominates the exchange between these figures (82). Jack’s anxiety results from the 

potential that Massingale’s gaze possesses both for reductively contextualizing 

Jack’s embodied subjectivity and for bringing to light the inherent socio-spatial 

mutability of that condition of subjectivity within hypeconsumerist cultural 

conditions. 

 The recontextualization of Jack, from university to mall, brought about by 

this scene’s location, produces for Massingale a difficulty in recognizing Jack and 

compels Massingale to attempt to discern why this so. When Massingale notes that 

Jack is not wearing his usual dark glasses, to which Jack replies that he only wears 

them when on campus, Massingale knowingly indicates, “I get it” (82). Observing 

Jack’s footwear, Massingale muses, “I think I know those shoes” (82). After 

“[feeling] the material of the water-repellent jacket [Jack] is carrying,” Massingale 

backs up, “altering his perspective,” and “nods a little, his grin beginning to take on 

a self-satisfied look, reflecting some inner calculation” (82-83). Finally, Massingale 

declares to Jack that he appears to be “a different person altogether,” that 

recontextualized in this way, “off campus” and “without [his] glasses and gown,” 

Jack appears as a “big, harmless, aging, indistinct sort of guy” (82-83). 

 There are two aspects of this foregoing passage that underscore the 

embodiment of subjectivity in a late-capitalist space and, thereby, call for further 

attention. First, interestingly caught up in this exchange is, as Massingale’s name 

begins to suggest, a highlighting of the dynamics of gender construction that, like 

other aspects of subjectivity, play out bodily within social space. Though one might 
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initially expect Massingale to be the more femininely aligned of these two 

characters, sharing as he does the name of a company best known for its 

manufacture of feminine hygiene products, it is in fact Jack’s gender construction 

that ultimately receives the greatest attention, with a feminine cultural positioning 

functioning to underscore the socio-spatial mutability of that subjectivity. 

 The socio-spatial nature of gender construction is foregrounded in this scene 

by its literal location. The exchange between Massingale and Jack takes place in “a 

huge hardware store” described as a “vast space” (82). On offer and being purchased 

here are the traditional goods of this environment, typically characterized as hyper-

masculine: “twenty-two-foot ladders, six kinds of sandpaper, [and] power saws that 

could fell trees” (82). Like Massingale, Jack has entered this space as a lone male 

figure, apart from his family, foraging on his own. Without clear purpose driving 

him, what he fixes on as an object he desires to purchase/possess is a fifty-foot “coil 

of [Manila hemp] rope” which he finds to be such a “great thing […] to look at and 

feel” that he decides he must have it, “just to have it around” so that he can “show it 

to [his] son, [and] talk about where it comes from [and] how it’s made” (82). 

 The masculinity of this discursive construction is fundamentally subverted 

from the outset, however, a recognition that introduces the second aspect of this 

passage that demands attention. The hyper-masculine, at times even primitive, 

characterization of this environment, a place in which rope hangs “like tropical fruit, 

[in] beautifully braided strands, thick, brown, and strong,” is undone by the fact that 

in reality it is a material space entirely dedicated to, and one cant argue constituted 
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by, mass-commodification. Even beyond the obviousness of immediate retail 

environment, the ubiquity of mass-commodification is further emphasized by the 

fact that this huge hardware store exists as part of an even larger consumer 

environment of a shopping mall. A jungle-like description of the hardware store’s 

rope aisle, then, naturally appears satiric, particularly when such a characterization is 

immediately preceded as it is by a sentence indicating that in actuality the hardware 

store’s aisles “were long and bright, filled with oversized brooms, massive sacks of 

peat and dung, huge Rubbermaid garbage cans” (82). 

 Likewise, Jack’s interest in acquiring the Manila hemp rope proves void of 

any qualities that would serve to authenticate it by grounding it in a realistic material 

discourse. There is a strong suggestion that Jack finds no use value whatsoever in the 

rope. No indication is given, for example, that he entered the hardware store with the 

intent of purchasing rope for a particular purpose. Moreover, the reasons motivating 

his purchase of it focus entirely on signification, not use. It is specifically indicated 

that he wants to look at the rope and feel it, and he wants to share it with his son and 

talk about where it came from and how it was made. These desires mirror 

masculinist exchanges of an earlier historical era (wishing to share it with his son but 

not his daughters, for example), but are emptied within a contemporary hyper-

consumerist social space of everything but nostalgic longing. Actually pursuing a 

consideration of where the Manila hemp rope came from and how it was made 

would likely lead Jack quite far from the sort of cultural exchange he has 

nostalgically envisioned, leading him not to a one-on-one, intimate experience with 
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his son but to an unavoidable awareness of extensively-intertwined social relations 

as they play out on a global scale within our contemporary era. 

The physical space of this huge hardware store at the mall manifestly 

captures this transformation of cultural conditions, accounting for the description of 

the store’s interior as “filled [by a] great echoing din, as of the extinction of a species 

of beast” (82). This beast that is passing into extinction is a previous way life—the 

passing of a former regime of accumulation and the production of subjectivity as it 

occurred within it. In other words, what is manifestly being portrayed here is a 

reconfiguration of social space, a movement toward and an immersion into a late-

capitalist, hyperconsumptive condition with its consequential effects on the 

production of embodied subjectivity, all of which underlies Jack’s deep-felt anxiety. 

This cultural transformation, and Jack’s subjective anxiety as emblematic of 

it, is further revealed by the overall organization and progression of the hardware 

store scene. After an initial encounter with Massingale at the front of the store, Jack 

proceeds into the store’s “deep interior,” where he finds the aforementioned coils of 

rope. Returning to the front to make his purchase, Jack “[runs] into Massingale again 

at the cash terminals” (82). It is at this point that the majority of their exchange takes 

place, causing Jack immediately thereafter to seek out the rest of his family at the 

mall because the encounter with Massingale has, as Jack revealingly indicates, “put 

him in the mood to shop” (83). 

 In other words, after an initial encounter causes him to become 

uncomfortable because it underscores the semiotic role consumerist appearances 
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play in the production of subjectivity, Jack retreats from the encounter, seeking 

solace in the hardware store’s objects that traditionally convey a masculine notion of 

identity. This attempt from the outset is bound to fail, however, because gendered 

connotations inhere not in the objects themselves, but as a result of social practices 

of exchange as they play out through the social formations of a given time and place. 

The sheer abundance of goods, indicated by their individual description as well as by 

the description of the hardware store’s size and its location as part of a larger mall, 

make clear the nature of these objects as part of a contemporary cultural condition of 

mass commodification and hyperconsumerism. Jack’s Manila hemp rope cannot 

possibly tether subjectivity in the way he hopes it will because it is as much a part of 

a global production chain as are all the other consumer goods that saturate his 

cultural environment. It is this reality that Jack is forced to confront when he returns 

to the front of the store to make his purchase and there again encounters Massingale. 

 Massingale, as his moniker indicates, is the global mass product fixing Jack 

in its gaze, instrumentally constituting him through its structuring of social space. 

Representative of economic social relations thoroughly interiorized, Massingale 

looks Jack over, sizes him up and determines him. Though Jack seeks an alternative 

grounding to shore himself up, he finds that even the most deeply held aspects of 

subjectivity, even his own sense of gender, are penetrated by the socio-spatial 

dynamics of the contemporary environment. 

 Significantly, this confrontation takes place at the hardware store’s “cash 

terminals” (82). Unlike other possible terminological choices, such as ‘cash 
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registers’ or ‘check out’ (both terms more typical of contemporary U.S. vernacular), 

DeLillo’s use of “cash terminals” alludes, through a juxtaposition of signifiers, to an 

historical process of capital movement. ‘Cash,’ of course, marks an early stage of 

commodification in which market exchangist practices are made more fluid through 

a tacit social agreement of value being recognized in an intermediate object of 

exchange. As history has demonstrated, it is often sought, particularly at earlier 

stages of commodification, for this recognized value to be tied in some way to a 

material substance, most commonly gold, itself believed to be of inherent value.  

 In contrast, ‘terminals’ connotes a particularly contemporary notion of 

electronic technologies that allow for a rapid processing and widespread 

communicating of digital information over computer networks. It is of course 

through such technological means that economic globalization, and corresponding 

contemporary social spaces imbued with particular social valuations, has been able 

to develop in the manner that it has over the later decades of the twentieth century up 

to the present. This terminological juxtaposition of signifiers, ‘cash terminals,’ 

underscoring as it does the historical progression of exchangist value and at the very 

moment when Jack is forced to confront Massingale’s critical gaze, serves 

powerfully to highlight the relationship of mass commodification to the production 

of embodied subjectivity within a late-capitalist social space.  

What immediately follows and is compelled by the hardware store scene is a 

display of consumerist activity on Jack’s part unmatched by him anywhere else in 

the novel. It is as though, having been fixed in this gaze, Jack throws himself 
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headlong into the dynamics of contemporary hyperconsumerist social space, seeking 

to produce a sense of self through the materialist consumer practices this 

environment makes available him. 

   
C. Circulatory Space: The Blacksmith Mall 

Initially stressed is the enormous size of the mall’s physical construction. 

Jack and his family must walk “across two parking lots,” the novel indicates, just to 

get to “the main structure in the Mid-Village Mall,” itself described as “a ten-story 

building arranged around a center court of waterfalls, promenades and gardens” (83). 

Further, it is noted that the experience within this structure is that “[t]here was 

always another store, three floors, eight floors,” as well as a “basement full of cheese 

graters and paring knives” (83-84). The vast range of goods on offer and the real 

estate given over to displaying them are further suggested by the Gladneys ability to 

“move from store to store, rejecting not only items in certain departments, not only 

entire departments but whole stores, mammoth corporations that [do] not strike 

[their] fancy for one reason or another” (83).  

 Jack embraces this environment, where corporations, stores, and goods 

appear with absolute unity, and therein he undertakes to “shop with reckless 

abandon” (84). Encouraged by his consumption-savvy family, Jack seeks to satisfy 

not only “immediate needs,” but also “distant contingencies” (84). Shopping 

transpires here simultaneously as a physical bodily act and a production of 

subjectivity. He finds himself “looking and touching, inspecting merchandise [he] 

ha[s] no intention of buying, then buying it” (84). Jack’s olfactory senses are also 
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engaged, as he takes in the mall’s smells of “chocolate, popcorn, cologne, […] rugs 

and furs, hanging salamis and death vinyl” (83). He comes to find that “[t]he more 

money [he] spen[ds], the less important it seem[s],” and he is led to spend until it is 

as though the sums “pour off his skin like so much rain” (84). Shopping becomes 

experiential for Jack, as he bodily immerses himself in the mall’s hypercommodified 

environment. 

Responding to the very things that made him uncomfortable in his hardware-

store exchange with Massingale, Jack engages in something of an exploratory 

capitulation, seeking to manifest himself through bodily acts of materialist 

consumption within an environment of mass commodification. Significantly, 

however, the act of consumptive acquisition, reduced by Jack to its simplest form of 

“trad[ing] money for goods” (84), results not in a depletion of value, but ultimately 

in a net gain. Value is recouped as the “sums come back to [him] in the form of 

existential credit” (84). Monetary expenditure, in other words, begets subjective 

existence. 

 In the act of its production, which is to say in its performative moment or 

mode, this formation of subjectivity both appears to be and is experienced by  Jack 

as being somewhat full. Jack notes that he “[feels] expansive” and is compelled to 

“gesture in what [he feels to be] an expansive manner” (84). He feels himself 

beginning “to grow in value and self-regard” (84). Nonetheless, its spatially 

contingent stability remains always contextually present. 
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The shifting and fragmentary nature of this subjectivity is hinted at, however, 

by an observation Jack makes regarding the mall’s environment. He notes that he 

keeps “seeing [himself] unexpectedly in some reflecting surface” (83). Similarly, it 

is noted that images of the Gladneys as they move through the mall appear “on 

mirrored columns, in glassware and chrome, on TV monitors in security rooms” (83, 

84). Like the glittering refraction of light through the cut angles of a diamond, 

images of Jack and his family are here depicted as highly fragmentary, always 

spectacularly bright in appearance but continually moved from gleaming surface to 

surface, the dazzling interior planes of hyper-consumptive space. Moreover, these 

images are depicted as ultimately moving to a transmitted medium, “TV monitors in 

security rooms,” suggesting the inherent ability of late-capitalist space to enforce a 

structural reconfiguration of the process of embodied subjectivity by means of an 

ever increasing intensity of mediated circulation. 

 In this environment the “great echoing din, as of the extinction of a beast,” 

that filled the hardware store is nowhere to be heard (82). It has been replaced by 

“live Muzak,” and by voices that rise “ten stories from the garden and promenades, a 

roar that echoe[s] and swirl[s] through the vast gallery, mixing the noises from the 

tiers, with shuffling feet and chiming bells, the hum of escalators, the sound of 

people eating, the human buzz of some vivid and happy transaction” (84). 

Transaction, the act of exchange, determines this environment and the production of 

subjectivity to which it gives rise.  
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When Jack gives over with complete abandon to this environment and to the 

consumptive process, he finds that a “[b]rightness settle[s] around [him]” (84). He 

comes to find that that through the acquisition of mass consumer goods, he is able to 

“fill [him]self out, [find] new aspects of [him]self,” and to “locate a person [he’d] 

forgotten existed” (84). In reality, of course, this is not a forgotten subjectivity 

recovered, but the production of a new subjectivity such that the consumerist 

environment is laced with a sense of “always have been”: the ability through the 

signs of consumption to make yourself into the individual who the present moment 

of consumption had led you to believe that you have always wanted to be. This is the 

simulation and the production of the subjective simulacrum. The characterization of 

brightness settling around Jack well describes the experience of embodied 

subjectivity within a late-capitalist environment wherein social space brings together 

the raw components of a hyper-circulatory political economy and then seamlessly 

substitutes itself for them, appearing simultaneously for all intents and purposes both 

utterly natural and completely unreal. 

 As if to underscore by contrast the circulatory largesse of Jack’s production 

of subjectivity by way of consumer acquisition at the Blacksmith mall, this chapter 

concludes with an a brief statement regarding the Gladney’s temperment following 

their shopping bonanza. After “[driving] home in silence,” they each go “to [their] 

respective rooms” because they all wish “to be alone” (84). The wry suggestion in 

this is that the magnitude of the experience has been so overwhelming, the 

circulatory production of subjectivity has been so totalizing, that the Gladneys all 
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feel the need to withdraw from a socially interactive space in order to absorb it in 

relative, and near reverential, solitude.  

One is once again reminded of the inherently socio-circulatory nature of 

subjectivity, however, by the chapter’s concluding image, an image that visually 

alludes to the ‘floating commentary’ that appears throughout the novel, as King 

points out. Watching his nine-year-old daughter, Steffie, in front of the television, 

Jack observes that she “move[s] her lips, attempting to match the words as they are 

spoken” (84). Distilled in this image is a literal embodying of a mediated circulatory 

message, a linguistic reception bodily enacted by Steffie as she seeks to mimic the 

precise phrasing presented by the television program she is watching.  

Like the consumer goods desired and acquired at the Blacksmith mall, goods 

that through a social semiotic network impart distinction through an accretion of 

contours of feigned individuality, the goods transacted in this instance are no 

different, even as they prove to be both more and less ephemeral. They are more 

ephemeral because they lack the materiality of the items purchased at the mall, but 

simultaneously they are less so because they more easily pass intimately into the 

body, acquiring a personal physical dimension as they contribute to a production of 

subjectivity. Like the mediated messages functioning to define the airborne toxic 

event, here media imparted content is portrayed as acting literally to shape and 

determine the body and, by extension, subjectivity. 

 The degree of Steffie’s consciousness of her actions in this instance is left 

ambiguous. Not so for Jack, however. Notably, it is Jack that observes his daughter 
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and ruminates on the significance of her actions, a motif occurring throughout the 

novel as Jack observes a host of fragmentary elements appearing within his 

contemporary cultural environment. As a result, Jack remains eternally anxious 

because of a growing awareness that the condition of embodied subjectivity within 

such an environment is highly mutable and unstable, always being deferred across 

the significations of Baudrillard’s code within and as a result of global socio-spatial 

conditions. This cultural condition is nowhere more apparent than in what is likely 

the novel’s social space par excellance, the supermarket. 

   
D. Circulatory Space: The Supermarket 

The action of White Noise takes place in the supermarket in three different 

instances, once early in the work well before the “Airborne Toxic Event,” once 

immediately following that centerpiece of the novel, and, finally, at the novel’s 

conclusion. The recurrence of this location—with the first two instances portraying 

the Gladneys and Murray grocery shopping together and the last instance depicting 

the scene without them and thereby offering a more universal perspective—

organizationally reflects the extent to which all of the novel’s action inherently 

remains deeply rooted in a cultural condition of consumption. Importantly, however, 

the action that transpires in the grocery store reveals more fully than anything yet 

discussed the extent to which post-Fordist socio-spatial dynamics function to 

occlude the material foundations giving rise to a (dis)embodied experience of 

subjectivity. 
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 The grocery store, as noted in the preceding chapter, is a particularly 

significant cultural location because, as the primary supplier of society’s foodstuffs, 

it remains more closely tied to an agrarian production base than do other consumer 

locations. Yet, as is also noted in the preceding chapter, this hardly frees it from the 

transformative effects of post-Fordist practices. If anything, it exaggerates them in 

certain respects because it situates them more intimately in relation to the physical 

body. This certainly proves true in White Noise. Whereas Gain offers Laura’s 

experience at the grocery store checkout, White Noise moves us more fully into the 

grocery store’s interior, portraying in that move a socio-spatial environment that is 

inherently phantasmagoric, shaping and determining subjectivity even as all locally-

originating cues are increasingly removed from it. 

 While Gain hints at the material sources of the goods the grocery store has on 

offer, making present in the scene, for example, the farmers who in another context 

oversee the original production of those goods (even if significant production 

processes intervene for most goods before arriving at the store), White Noise 

portrays the environment with no such contextual markers. The super market—

“musical and bright” (170), a place of “dazzling hedgerows” (167)—is pure 

circulatory experience, overwhelming for all, especially for those such as the elderly 

whose primary experience is rooted in an earlier time and socio-spatial 

configuration. 

 This elderly demographic is subject (almost certainly unfairly) to a 

particularly unflattering portrayal in these scenes. In one scene, the supermarket is 
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described as “full of elderly people who look lost” (167). Significantly, this elderly 

crowd has been driven to the supermarket by television news reports of an 

impending snowstorm. “Older people in particular,” the texts indicates, “were 

susceptible to news of impending calamity as it was forecast on TV by grave men 

standing before digital radar maps or pulsing photographs of the planet” (167). This 

point is further made when the text, immediately following an extensive, yet highly 

fragmentary, series of snowstorm referents conjuring contemporary news media 

reporting ad nausea on an event, abruptly states, “The old people shopped in a panic” 

(167). “When TV didn’t’ fill them with rage,” we are told, “it scared them half to 

death” (167-68). 

 Softening this take on the elderly somewhat, however, is a broadening of this 

condition to include everyone operating within this cultural environment. 

Negotiation of the grocery store is portrayed as inherently difficult: “Some people 

are too small to reach the upper shelves; some people block the aisles with their 

carts; some are clumsy and slow to react; some are forgetful, some confused; some 

move about muttering with the wary look of people in institutional corridors” (167). 

While included among these people may be the elderly, there is no indication that it 

is limited only to them. In fact, what the description suggests is that the grocery store 

challenges one to develop, out of sheer necessity, a degree of contemporary savvy if 

one hopes to negotiate effectively its post-Fordist environment. 

 In the figure of Murray, this obligatory development of savvy is directly tied 

to aspects of mass commodification. As a “visiting lecturer on living icons” who is 
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“new to the Hill” (10), Murray throughout the novel appears to be striving to come 

to terms with the contemporary cultural environment, characterized at one point by 

Murray himself as a desire “to immerse [him]self in American magic and dread”83 

(19). Pursuing this objective, Murray is seen in a variety of cultural locations 

“scrawl[ing …] notes in a spiral notebook” (168), an act visually tied to consumer 

products when Jack observes Murray doing this in the supermarket with a “Teflon 

skillet […] wedged awkwardly under his arm” (168). 

 Whereas elsewhere in the novel, such as in the recurrent ‘floating 

commentary, corporate and product names are prominently foregrounded, Murray’s 

selections in the grocery store stand in marked contrast. Choosing only “generic food 

and drink, nonbrand items in plain white packages with simple labeling,” Murray 

declares these products to be part of a “new austerity” (18). He claims to find these 

products “appealing” because they make him feel as though he is “not only saving 

money but contributing to some kind of spiritual consensus” (18). Murray finds the 

white packaging to appear like societal sacrifice in times of war. “It’s like World 

War III,” he states. “They’ll take our bright colors away and use them in the war 

effort” (18). 

 As in so much of DeLillo’s work, within this humorous perspective lies a 

satirical commentary. Murray’s explanation, even as it is patently absurd, offers 

insight into the cultural conditions within which these characters exist. If these 

products indeed play a role in a world war, it is not a traditional one occurring 

between fighting nations. This is corporate warfare, a competition among 
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inconceivably large multinationals, playing out on a global scale. It is a war fought 

not with soldiers and weaponry, but with shareholders, employees, and mass 

product. It naturally follows then that the war effort to which Murray suggests the 

colors of his generically-packaged food have been committed is a war of packaging, 

marketing, and advertising. The battleground of this war is, of course, all around 

them, reflected in the vast array of brightly packaged goods the grocery store has on 

offer. 

 Murray’s statement that he feels he is contributing to a “spiritual consensus” 

by buying generic products (as though they have given up their colorful packaging 

designs to be used by other products in the marketing war) certainly is not meant to 

be taken at face value. The idea of a shortage of the elements utilized in the scheme 

of production to add color to products is ridiculous; and the relational existence of 

generic products to branded ones has absolutely nothing to do with assisting branded 

products in any sort of cultural mission! Within the logic of the claim, however, lies 

critical insight. 

Unlike goods and materials gone without in times of war in earlier eras, what 

Murray refers to here exists virtually without materiality: package design. (He is not 

referring to the actual physical package itself, which of course still is present with 

generic goods; and, one has to presume that the material component of adding color 

to that packaging is now absolutely negligible in the overall scheme of production.) 

The very thing to which Murray is pointing—manifest here in the seemingly infinite 

abundance of colorfully-packaged goods on offer at the grocery storey—is nothing 
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short of the sign system of the contemporary era’s flexible regime of accumulation, 

underpinned as it is by practices of hyper-production and consumption. In a word, he 

is by implication referring to Baudrillard’s ‘code.’ 

 Murray’s embrace of generic products reflects his position as critical 

observer of culture. He recognizes that like the generic products themselves, he 

cannot attain a position ‘beyond’ the cultural conditions that he wishes to observe. 

Through his faculties and actions, however, he strives to attain a position, much like 

the generic products, that is far enough outside the dominant modes that it partakes 

of them only contingently—a position that by its nature allows critical reflection on 

the dynamics of the cultural sphere. In this light, Murray’s actions and observations 

lend to a “spiritual consensus” not because they contribute to the war effort, but 

because they further an understanding of how that war effort affects, and in many 

respects determines, the cultural environment and individual subjectivity 

experienced within it. 

 Early in the novel in a conversation with Jack, Murray acknowledges that he 

recognizes the scope of this work extends beyond his comprehension. As he reflects 

on the work of their department, Murray appears to Jack to be “embarrassed by what 

he’d gleaned so far from his colleagues in popular culture” (10). Murray comments 

that he understands the value of departmental work focusing on “music” and 

“movies,” and that he even recognizes “how comic books can tell us things” (10). He 

seems perplexed, however, by his observation of “full professors” who seem to “read 

nothing but cereal boxes” (10). In one sense, of course, one can read this as DeLillo 
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poking a bit of good-natured fun at academics in our postmodern times. In another 

sense, however, Murray’s admission of perplexity is quite revealing and helps 

inform us about Murray’s actions in the novel’s important grocery store scenes. 

 Murray’s quest for cultural understanding is fully on display in the 

supermarket aisles. He is fully engaged in all that is transpiring there. Talking to 

other shoppers, taking notes, and even his selection of generic products suggests that 

he is interested more in the supermarket’s cultural offerings than in its nutritional 

ones. In this sense, Murray recognizably is coming to understand the significance of 

“reading cereal boxes,” especially when such an idea is broadened to include an 

acknowledgement that such reading inherently suggests a society’s underlying 

regime of accumulation. Murray’s humorous comment about generic products giving 

up their package colors and design to aid in the war effort points directly to this fact. 

 Yet the construction of knowledge, epistemology, within a cultural 

environment underpinned by a regime of flexible accumulation proves to be 

inherently difficult. The supermarket, a post-Fordist milieu par excellance, amply 

reveals that fact. The corporation (apart from its branded significations) is by-and-

large invisible in this space, and yet it is everywhere present. Global in its structure 

and operating with sophisticated precision, the contemporary transnational 

corporation powerfully determines the material conditions of the environment, 

displacing in the process virtually all locally-originating cultural cues. This 

distanciated condition naturally gives rise to epistemological and ontological 

confusion. The elderly, those individuals who came of age (which is to say formed 
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subjectivity) within the dynamics of an earlier regime of accumulation, find it nearly 

impossible to adapt. Within this dizzying environment, even Murray is driven to 

employ unexpected sensory approaches, for example sniffing the goods (19), as 

though olfactory awareness may provide some essential but as yet unrecognized 

insight, a way to making sense via scents.  

Portraying the supermarket iconographically, White Noise depicts the 

triumph of these cultural conditions, which is to say the triumph in the contemporary 

era of a regime of flexible accumulation. The formation of knowledge and the 

formation of self naturally occur with a degree of material immediacy; one bodily 

transacts one’s environment. Even so, a contemporary flexible regime has introduced 

into the cultural environment ever greater mediation, emptying that environment of 

any locally-originating cues. The result is a radical destabilization of epistemological 

and ontological formations—an experience of (dis)embodied subjectivity arising out 

of socio-spatial conditions that function to obstruct a grounding of knowledge. 

   
IV. TEXTUAL CIRCULATIONS: DEATH, CONSUMPTION, AND THE BODY 

‘White Noise,’ the title that DeLillo ultimately chose for the novel, 

effectively captures the opaque experiential aspect of (dis)embodied subjectivity as it 

occurs within the hyper-consumerist U.S. environment of the contemporary flexible 

regime of accumulation. The phrase ‘white noise’ suggests all at once: a barrier of 

static preventing clear comprehension of the relationship between immediate, local 

conditions and larger, global forces; the experiential condition of living within such 

a cultural configuration; and the technologies that contribute to and make possible 
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such a configuration. The extent to which the experience of subjectivity is intimately 

and intrinsically tied to the body, however, is captured more fully by a working title 

that DeLillo once applied to the novel: ‘The American Book of the Dead’ (Osteen 

ix).  

Death, to be sure, is the extinguishing of subjectivity as a result of the 

physical body giving out. But the conceptual connection between death and the 

process of embodied subjectivity, therefore, is nevertheless quite logical. The 

physical body inherently provides the most intimate location for the inscription of 

socio-spatial dynamics, and contemplations of its demise, as a result, naturally 

implicate those dynamics. A brief return to the airborne toxic event helpfully 

demonstrates the extent to which the body is central to the socio-spatial production 

of embodied subjectivity, even as it lays the groundwork for an examination of the 

ways in which the novel’s climactic action proves itself to be an ideological 

construction reflecting the flexible regime environment within which it was written 

and which it portrays. 

   
A. The Airborne Toxic Event Revisited 

 The experience of the airborne toxic event, in addition to the epistemological 

effects I have attempted to foreground above, proves also to be a thoroughly 

ontological one that is intimately connected to the physical body as it transacts 

material space. The airborne toxic event enters the body in different ways. It 

penetrates purely as information, for example in the case of the above-noted 

symptom updates issued by the media. But it also, at least potentially, penetrates the 
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body literally. Jack, in particular, may have been directly exposed to the released 

chemicals as a result of getting out of the car in order to fill it with gas while the 

Gladney’s were evacuating due the crisis. Bodily effects result in both cases, 

however, underscoring the impossibility of coming to know one’s body apart from 

the environmental mediation present and available within a given cultural 

configuration. 

 The extent to which contemporary technology hyper-intensifies this 

mediation is underscored by Jack’s attempts to assess his physical condition by 

seeking out expert or medical opinions. In large barracks at the evacuee camp, Jack 

approaches a table of officials set up to assist those that have been directly exposed 

to the Nyodyne D. After collecting personal information on Jack and typing it into a 

computer, the official helping him grows concerned because he finds that Jack’s 

information is “generating big numbers,” and appearing as “bracketed numbers with 

pulsing stars” (140).  

Jack is understandably extremely concerned, but the official offers him the 

reassurance that “the general consensus seems to be that [they] don’t know enough 

at this time to be sure of anything” and that Jack really should not “worry about what 

[he] can’t see or feel” (141). Such reassurance is undermined, however, by the 

official’s indication that the computer, characterized as “representing the whole 

system,” provides a “massive data-base tally” which reports that Jack’s case 

qualifies as “a situation” (141). The official tells him that to arrive at this 

determination, he “punched[ed] in [Jack’s] name, the substance, the exposure time 
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and then [he] tap[ed] into [Jack’s] computer history. [His] genetics, [his] personals, 

[his] medicals, [his] psychologicals, [his] police-and hospitals” (141).  

The existence and availability of such a body of information is beyond Jack’s 

immediate comprehension. He wonders what the official means by “tapp[ing] into 

his [his] history” (140), and he wonders where this information is located. He 

contemplates whether it comes from “[s]ome state or federal agency, some insurance 

company or credit firm or medical clearinghouse” (140). Further, he wonders about 

the nature of the history being reported, whether it includes information “about [his] 

wives, [his] involvement with Hitler, [his] dreams and fears” (140). 

Tellingly, Jack’s reaction is alienated disembodiment. Whereas his initial 

approach to the table, with his “arms folded, trying to create a picture of an 

impassive man, someone in line at a hardware store waiting for the girl at the register 

to ring up his heavy-duty rope” (139-40), invokes his earlier consumerist 

performance of subjectivity, his demeanor following the official’s report is in 

marked contrast. Standing “absolutely still,” he feels as if “a doctor had held an X-

ray to the light showing a star-shaped hole at the center of one of [his] vital organs,” 

the point at which “[d]eath has entered” (141). Because he can “literally see on the 

x-ray photograph or computer screen the horrible alien logic of it all,” because 

“death is rendered graphically, is televised so to speak,” he feels “an eerie separation 

between [his] condition and [him]self” (142). Due to the introduction of a “network 

of symbols,” likened to “an entire awesome technology wrested from the gods,” he 

feels “like a stranger in [his] own dying” (142). 
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This bodily-focused experience of subjectivity, premised as it is on a vast 

electronic network of circulating information, is illuminated further by its contrast 

with the also-medically-driven bodily assessment of subjectivity practiced by Jack’s 

academic colleagues, known collectively as the New York émigrés (214). When 

Jack encounters them one day in a campus cafeteria engaged, significantly, in a 

discussion of imagining their own deaths, the New York émigrés offer a related, but 

distinctly different framework of medical knowledge and its relation to one’s bodily 

condition.  

“In New York,” one of them states, what is important is that you “have a 

good internist,” because [t]his is where the true power lies” (217). One “acquire[s] 

strength and charisma from a good internist totally aside from the treatment he 

provides,” they claim, simply because of the internist’s focus on “[t]he inner organs. 

Liver, kidneys, stomach, intestines, pancreas” (217). If your “internist’s name is 

unfamiliar,” they state, your are “certain to die of a mushroom-shaped tumor on 

[one’s] pancreas” (217), and this is true “not just because your inner organs may be 

trickling blood but because you don’t know who to see about it, how to make 

contact, how to make your way in the world” (217 emphasis mine). 

The scheme of bodily assessment practiced by the New York émigrés is 

similar to the one Jack experiences in that the assessment of physical condition is 

dependent on the nature of the information and construction of knowledge 

proceeding from that information. In other words, the knowledge apparatus or expert 

system in both cases precedes and displaces any notion of original and determinable 
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condition. The difference between the two schemes is underscored, however, by the 

socio-spatial experience of “making one’s way in the world” that each of the 

schemes does or does not allow.  

In the scheme of the New York émigrés, one can—one must, in fact—

establish close ties to an expert worker (an internist) in order to stave off potential 

threats to the body. Failing to do so does not merely leave one open to the bodily 

threats; it insures that those threats will materialize, simply as a consequence of 

one’s failure to understand and effectively negotiate socio-spatial conditions. 

Importantly, however, if one does acquire such a connection, one presumably can, as 

a result of the connection to that expertise, ward off a certain amount of harm that 

otherwise would befall the body. In sum, the scheme of which the New York 

émigrés speak allows, through its systems of information and constructions of 

knowledge, a degree of systematized expertise, a bodily-transacted control. 

No such control is available within the atomistic conditions of Jack’s 

experience. Seemingly limitless stores of information, unknown in their origin, are 

disseminated across vast virtual electronic networks, assessing one in so many 

respects that that Jack is left to wonder whether such a system might even be able to 

discern (or perhaps, more likely, to shape) his “dreams and fears” (140). At the same 

time, the decentralized, disorganized, disaggregate nature of this information and the 

means by which it flows produces not rigidity or coherency of subjectivity, but 

exactly the opposite. The doubling and redoubling of information is so great, and the 

means by which it flows is so removed from any individual human control, that even 
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experts within system (e.g., the official assisting Jack) seem able to do little more 

than report the electronically-flowing data and convey that all that is known is that 

they cannot “at this time to be sure of anything” (141). Unlike the scheme of the 

New York émigrés, suggestive of an earlier cultural condition, the scheme Jack 

confronts is that which increasingly dominates the cultural environment, as that 

environment has come to be configured by the contemporary regime of flexible 

accumulation. 

 The ontological condition of (dis)embodied subjectivity occurring within a 

flexible accumulation regime, manifestly apparent in the events relating to the 

airborne toxic event, can be discerned even more significantly in the organizational 

structure and climactic action  of White Noise. What at first blush appears to be an 

emergent and developing disaster story is ultimately met with something quite 

different than the typical conventions of that genre 84. While Jack is depicted at a 

later point visiting a doctor to follow up on the possible physiological consequences 

of his Nyodene D. exposure (yielding no more insight than Jack’s earlier exchange 

with the official in the evacuation barracks), the airborne toxic event recedes almost 

entirely in the story upon the completion of that center section of the novel. 

The disjuncture between the center section as disaster story and the sections 

that precede and follow it, as well as the lack of narrative closure regarding the 

events that transpire in the center disaster section, lead one to read the three sections 

of the work as simply juxtaposed, rather than to seek a coherent narrative 

development through line. What one finds, in other words, is an overall thematic 
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focused on the experience of subjectivity within contemporary cultural conditions 

which each section picks up and develops, and this thematically-driven organization 

overrides any attempt to develop and resolve individual events (even as large as 

those comprising the airborne toxic event) that take place over the course of the 

novel’s narrative. Indeed, the novel’s three-part organizational fragmentation (a 

dynamic also generally reflected within each of the sections in the movement 

between individual chapters) serves to further the work’s portrayal of contemporary 

cultural experience as an environment fraught with epistemological and ontological 

disconnection and uncertainty. 

   
B. The Ideological Contours of Dylarama and Social Valuation 

 Like “The Airborne Toxic Event,” the third and climactic section of White 

Noise, “Dylarama,” foregrounds the relationship of subjectivity and the vulnerability 

of the corporeal body as it transacts material conditions. Babette, terrified of the 

prospect of death, of bodily demise, has participated in an illegitimate, rogue trial of 

a drug, Dylar, which a “small firm doing research in psychobiology” (192) has been 

developing in an effort to respond to that fear. This “trial” has been conducted out of 

“a grubby little motel room” by a man Babette will only identify as “Mr. Gray,” an 

unscrupulous “project manager” for the psychobiology firm, who is willing to trade 

access to the drug in exchange for sexual favors (194). Learning of these events, 

Jack is driven to action, taking up the gun previously given him by his father-in-law 

and seeking out Mr. Gray at the seedy motel. Such are the series of events setting in 

motion the novel’s climactic action. 
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 Implicit in these events is a characterization of the contemporary state of the 

medical-industrial complex. Significantly, the appearance of this industrial sector is 

not that of a monolithic structure looming over the human body in any all-

encompassing, determinative way. Instead, largely as a result of increasing 

availability within private industry of small, inexpensive, and powerful electronic 

technologies, this sector appears decentralized and dispersed across the landscape. 

The availability of Dylar to Babette comes not from the state or, in this case, even a 

large pharmaceutical company, but from a small, independent research firm. 

Tellingly, her contact is not even a doctor, but a low-level bureaucrat within the 

professional managerial class, a “project manager.” More a business transaction than 

a medical treatment, Babette’s involvement with Mr. Gray and Dylar is 

demonstrative of how economic hypercirculation fundamentally shapes the 

configuration and experience of the contemporary cultural environment. 

 These cultural conditions are further suggested by the composition of the 

drug itself. Following the discovery of Babette’s stash of Dylar in the house, Jack 

pilfers one of the tablets and delivers it for analysis to a colleague, Winnie Richards, 

who works as a “research neurochemist” (184) at the university. Her verdict 

underscores the high-tech nature of the medication. Referring to it as “[a]n 

interesting piece of technology,” she reports to Jack that the pill is “not a tablet in the 

old sense,” but a “drug delivery system” (187). “[E]ncased in a polymer membrane,” 

the medication “passes out of the polymer tablet through a single small hole” that is 

“laser drilled” and “stunningly precise in its dimensions” in response to “[w]ater 
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from your gastrointestinal tract seep[ing] through the membrane at a carefully 

controlled rate” (188-89). 

 The extreme technological nature of the tablet is equally matched by its 

intended purpose. As Jack later learns from Babette, Dylar is designed so that it 

“specifically interacts with neurotransmitters in the brain that are related to the fear 

of death” (200). Because “[e]very emotion or sensation has its own 

neurotransmitters,” Babette is informed, Dylar is designed to work by delivering 

chemicals that “induce the brain to make its own inhibitors” preventing the 

neurotransmission of fear of death (200). Whether or not this description of the 

drug’s method of delivery or this explanation of the drug’s physiological mechanism 

has any basis in reality, both nonetheless function to convey a sense of the 

contemporary, highly-technological, privately-driven and widely-dispersed, medical-

industrial complex from which a drug such as Dylar might spring. 

 Dylar functions in the novel as a catalyst driving Jack to confront Mr. Gray, 

who he learns is really named Willie Mink, at the grubby motel, which he learns is 

located outside of Blacksmith in a neighborhood of Iron Town known as 

Germantown and is situated “[b]ehind the foundry” (300). Just as “The Airborne 

Toxic Event” eludes disaster genre classification, this dramatic scene in the third 

section of the novel, while deceptively serving up confrontation and bloodshed, 

proves ultimately not to function as the climactic scene it appears, at first blush, to 

be.  
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Jack’s ostensive motive for confronting Willie is to avenge Babette; he is the 

jealous husband rushing in to exact punishment on the individual who has willfully 

degraded and taken advantage of his wife. Alongside this motive, however, is 

another that is suggested both in the multiple instances of Jack seeking from Babette 

information about Willie and the location of the motel, on the one hand, and in 

Jack’s continued pursuit of knowledge, in particular from Winnie, about Dylar, on 

the other: Jack wishes to possess the drug himself so the he may begin taking it in 

hopes of vanquishing his own fears of bodily demise. The novel’s portrayal of both 

of these motives makes clear the extent to which underlying the scene of 

confrontation at the motel is, once again, a focus on the bodily production of 

subjectivity, an ontological and epistemological occurrence, within materially 

available cultural configurations. 

Following on the above discussion, the connection between Jack’s desire to 

possess Dylar for himself and embodied subjectivity largely speaks for itself. The 

nature of that motivation acquires additional force, however, when it is placed 

alongside the novel’s portrayal of the other, presumably less self-serving, 

motivation. In a scene shortly preceding the motel confrontation, Jack engages in a 

long discussion with Murray that focuses on Jack’s fear of death. Murray floats the 

theoretical idea that “there are two kinds of people in the world[, k]illers and diers” 

(290). When confronted with death, most people “let death happen,” Murray states, 

and, therefore, most people “are diers” (290). But “to kill a person in direct 

confrontation,” he argues, is to forestall one’s own death, and, therefore, “to gain a 
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life credit” (290). Responding rhetorically to Murray’s theorizing, Jack states, “You 

think it adds to a person’s store of credit, like a bank transaction” (291). Overtly 

connecting the ensuing scene of confrontation with an economic system of 

exchange, this important scene frames Jack’s vengeful motivation as tied to a bodily 

act of producing one’s own subjectivity. 

Of course, the very thing the novel narratively sets up—the conflict between 

a desire to establish a stable subjectivity and the experience of (dis)embodied 

subjectivity that results from the condition of hypercirculation existent within a 

contemporary flexible regime of accumulation—prevents any possibility of narrative 

resolution within the scene of confrontation between Jack and Willie at the motel. 

Confrontation does occur, with Jack’s plan going awry in that both he and Willie 

suffer gunshot wounds, but the question of subjectivity cannot be sufficiently 

addressed in these terms and the narrative structure of the novel, instead, defers the 

action to a subsequent scene. 

Seeking medical treatment for their wounds, Jack drives Willie to the nearest 

facility he can find, described as “a place with a neon cross over the entrance, […] a 

three-story building that might have been a Pentecostal church, a day-care center, 

world headquarters for some movement of regimented young” (315). Captured in the 

imagery of this facility and the events of this scene is that which the previous 

confrontational scene could only defer: an indication of the contemporary conditions 

of (dis)embodied subjectivity along with a suggestion of the materially historical 

dynamics, interestingly both present and past, giving rise to socio-spatial conditions. 
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The medical facility’s location in the neighborhood of Germantown, itself 

situated within the larger district of Iron Town, inherently suggests, simply by its 

geographical nomenclature, a historical connection to an earlier age of heavy 

industry. (Blacksmith likewise invokes historical periodization, albeit that of an 

earlier period.) Similarly, the novel’s running motif of things German further 

underscores this connection. Jack’s Hitler Studies program and his attempt to learn 

to speak German most obviously introduce this element; when Jack’s father-in-law, 

Vernon, gives Jack the gun, he makes a point of telling him that it is a German-made 

Zumwalt (253); and, when Winnie tells Jack that Willie and the motel are located in 

Germantown, she implicitly references the neighborhood’s historical development 

by noting, “The Germans are gone, of course” (301). Much about the medical 

facility furthers these historical allusions. Not only is the facility religiously 

grounded, suggesting an even longer historical timeline, but it is staffed by German-

speaking nuns. This German presence, directly contradicting Winnie’s claim, frames 

the medical facility as a place that remains, to some degree, historically untouched, a 

place seemingly somewhat insulated from contemporary dynamics and that thereby 

exists out-of-time. 

Any hope Jack has that such an environment might offer the closure he seeks 

regarding subjectivity is quickly done away with, however. The nuns, in spite of 

their traditional appearance, openly scoff at Jack’s desperate need for a reassurance 

by them of a theological belief system offering a sublimated salvation by passage 

into heaven. The nuns ridicule Jack, calling him “a dumb head” (317), and suggest 
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he must think them stupid if he thinks they believe such things. In the face of his 

visible need for them to believe in such a system, the nun attending to Jack tells him 

“with contemptuous pleasure” that they “pretend to believe these things” because the 

world needs them to or else “the world would collapse” (318). Their dedication to 

pretense, she tells him, is what allows others to not believe without going mad. In 

response to Jack’s growing desperation the nun replies, “You would come in from 

the street dragging a body by the foot and talk about angels who live in the sky. Get 

out from here” (320). Finally, when she is unable to tolerate him further, she lapses 

into German, her “words growing harsher, wetter, more guttural” until Jack finds 

that she is “spraying him with German” (320). 

 Present within this exchange is a complicated look at the socio-spatial-

ideological condition with which this novel’s narrative construction engages. At the 

church-based medical facility, Jack finds the “erstwhile German presence” he was 

looking for but did not observe when he initially “drove twice round the foundry” 

upon his arrival in Germantown (304). But the nature and significance of this 

presence proves to be something quite different than he hoped it to be. What he 

cannot find in the motel room, a foundation on which to construct a more fixed, 

more stable subjectivity, he likewise finds unobtainable at the medical facility, in 

spite of the visible presence there of traditional, historically-inscribed trappings. 

As the medical facility’s exterior suggests with its neon cross and non-

descript urban facade, this location of culture, as much as anywhere else, has been 

socio-spatially annexed and reterritorialized. It is not and cannot be, in spite of 
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Jack’s desperate hope, a spatial bastion offering Jack harbor from contemporary 

conditions. The nuns, more than anyone, are aware of this fact and of the conditions 

that make this so. In a sense, they perhaps are like Jack in that they may wish that 

socio-spatial conditions were other than they are, but they are far more resigned to 

the lived reality, and, therefore, they stand far more stoically in the face of it. Jack’s 

unwillingness to confront contemporary socio-spatial realities, therefore, breeds 

contempt in them, and the nun that tends to Jack is compelled to lay before him 

without reserve the realities of these cultural conditions. 

The historical vestiges this sect retains indicate not presence, but absence; 

they are the signification of a now-passed epistemological and ontological order 

possible within prior socio-spatial conditions. This sect’s “pretense [of …] 

dedication” (319) to a theological order functions to circulate signs within cultural 

conditions of hypercirculation that help illuminate the hypercirculatory nature of 

those conditions. In other words, they are inserting into the code signs that show it to 

be a code. As such, even absent a materially-grounded spatially-produced 

embodiment of subjectivity apart from that arising within contemporary conditions 

of hypercirculation, they nonetheless attempt to keep a pure circulatory code from 

becoming all encompassing and all determinative—a nihilistic condition they liken 

to “Hell” and to “the human race [dying]”—by way of their “pretend[ing] to 

believe” (319). In a sense, they are the lie that tells the truth. 

 As cultural artifact, White Noise cannot avoid both speaking socio-spatial 

conditions and being determined by them. The medical treatment scene, like the 
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scene of confrontation in the motel (and, indeed, the novel’s earlier sections), does 

not narratively resolve the issue of subjectivity the novel has raised and 

foregrounded, quite simply because it ideologically cannot. Foreclosed from such a 

resolution, the narrative is instead only able to defer those issues across a series of 

scenes, each commenting and adding further perspective on the cultural conditions 

producing that situation of irresolvability. In this final narrative deferral, then, one 

recognizes socio-spatial valuation playing out through the dynamics of the text’s 

narrative structures. 

   
V. CONCLUSION: CIRCULATORY SUBJECTIVITY 

 What the text ultimately, of course, speaks is a contemporary cultural 

condition of (dis)embodied subjectivity, wherein social space, underpinned as it is 

by economic hypercirculation, provides no foundation for the production of a stable 

epistemological or ontological formation. As the novel time and again depicts, the 

physical body is itself implicated as the most intimate site inscribed by the 

hypercirculatory dynamics within these socio-spatial conditions. 

  Demonstrative of the depth of subjective penetration of these 

hypercirculatory forces is a motif running throughout the novel of expressions of 

consumerism so internalized in the process of embodied subjectivity that they 

reappear as vestigial, atomistic remnants of subjective formation. These remnants 

appear distinct from instances of ‘floating commentary’ in the novel in that they 

always remain tied to an individual speaking them. During their stay in the barracks 

during the airborne toxic event, for example, Jack believes he hears Steffie speaking 
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in her sleep. He “struggle[s] to understand[,…] convinced she [is] saying something, 

fitting together units of stable meaning” (155). Finally, he is able to make out what it 

is that she saying in “a language not quite of this world”: “Toyota Celica” (154-55). 

On another occasion, previously discussed, Jack watches the process of transmission 

of such information as he observes Steffie “in front of the TV set[, …] mov[ing] her 

lips, attempting to match the words as they are spoken” (84). 

 This hypercirculatory consumerist condition is partially literalized through 

the invocation of brand name language and even more so through the presence of the 

television throughout the novel. This motif connects Jack and his youngest son 

Wilder and organizationally accounts for an important scene inserted between Jack’s 

encounter with the nuns at the medical facility and the novel’s final imagery. 

Whereas “The Airborne Toxic Event” concludes with the above described scene of 

the man holding the television aloft immediately in front of Jack as Jack experiences 

a profound sense of déjà vu, part one ends with an image of Wilder that strongly 

reflects on embodied subjectivity within contemporary cultural conditions, and part 

three offers a similar image involving Wilder just before the novel’s final one.  

 Part one, “Waves and Radiation,” concludes with the Gladneys all at home, 

save for Babette, who is out teaching an adult education class being held in the local 

church basement. With Murray visiting, they are all in one of the children’s 

bedrooms when, much to their surprise, Babette’s image suddenly appears on the 

screen of the small, black and white television in the room. Jack’s first response is 

one of “[c]onfusion, fear, [and] astonishment,” as he contemplates what her 
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appearance on television “mean[s],” whether she is “dead, missing, [or] 

disembodied” (104 emphasis mine). Before a recognition that Babette’s class is 

being televised by the local cable station returns a sense of normalcy to the situation, 

Jack wonders: “Was this her spirit, her secret self, some two-dimensional facsimile 

released by the power of technology, set free to glide through wavebands, through 

energy levels, pausing to say good-bye to us from the fluorescent screen?” (104). 

Confronting this possible state of her being, Jack experiences “[a] two-syllable, 

infantile cry, ba-ba, [being] issued from the deeps of [his] soul” (104). He tries to 

tell himself that it is “only television […] and not some journey out of life or death, 

not some mysterious separation,” yet still he cannot shake “a certain disquiet” that he 

feels (105). 

 What Jack is able to articulate is redoubled, but with an important contrast, 

through the less-developed actions of Wilder as toddler. Whereas Jack feels disquiet 

and the other kids are “flushed with excitement,” it is notably “[o]nly Wilder [who] 

remain[s] calm” (105). Wilder “watch[es] his mother, sp[eaks] to her in half-words, 

sensible-sounding fragments that [are] mainly fabricated” (105). Then, as the camera 

shot on the screen widens to show Babette fully, Wilder “approach[es] the set and 

touch[es] her body, leaving a handprint on the dusty surface of the screen” (105 

emphasis mine). As the television show ends, causing his siblings to go downstairs 

to wait for Babette’s return, “[t]he small boy,” as Wilder is described, “remain[s] at 

the TV set, within inches of the dark screen, crying softly, uncertainly, in low heaves 

and swells” (105). 
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 Here, as elsewhere in the novel, one sees the body as central to a socio-

spatial formation of ontology and epistemology. Foreshadowing the importance of 

the theological location in which the novel’s climactic action plays out, Babette’s 

broadcast originates from a church basement. The significance of that environment is 

fundamentally transformed, however, by its widespread dispersion and 

dissemination by way of the technology and medium of television. In its image, the 

body, as Jack’s anxiety and contemplation makes note, is literally dematerialized 

through these technological means. Jack cannot help but think of this process as a 

potential sublimation, a passage to a state beyond the confines of material existence 

from which one might look back with a more comprehensive understanding. Yet, 

ultimately, Jack’s contemplations of such a sublimation leaves him filled with 

anxiety and fear, rooted as his subjectivity is in material conditions that intrinsically 

act upon the physical body. 

 Wilder appears not entirely void of these anxieties, crying “in low heaves and 

swells” as he stands, touching the television screen, unable to make actual physical 

contact with the image of his mother. This, to some extent, appears similar to Jack’s 

“infantile” cry of “ba-ba,” a term suggesting in its signification both Jack’s 

nickname for Babette and a sound typical of a child’s early-linguistic development. 

Yet in Wilder’s similar linguistic formations one can recognize something more.  

Though “mainly fabricated,” Wilder constructions of language, delivered in a 

calm state as he watches his mother on the screen, are “half-words, sensible-

sounding fragments” (105). Wilder, in other words, though not without anxiety 
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resulting from socio-spatial conditions producing an experience of (dis)embodied 

subjectivity, appears better equipped to approach and negotiate such conditions. 

Depicted as prelinguistic, suggesting he has not yet epistemologically or 

ontologically fully entered into a socio-spatial context transacting a code of 

hypercirculation, Wilder appears more willing and flexibly able to attempt to 

negotiate the contemporary cultural context. 

A similar suggestion, in a more abstract fashion, arises out of a curious scene 

featuring Wilder that appears immediately following the climactic action in part 

three of the novel when Jack encounters the German nuns at the church-based 

Germantown medical facility and just before the novel’s final imagery. Wilder, for 

no recognizable reason, pedals his tricycle to the edge of a nearby expressway, and, 

“aim[ing] his three-wheeler at the point on the opposite side which seem[s] to 

represent the shortest distance across[, …] beg[ins] to pedal across the highway, 

mystically charged” (322). The daredevil, death-defying trip across the roadway, 

with some cars “veer[ing], brak[ing], sound[ing] their horns” while others go 

“wailing past, horns blowing belatedly,” leaves Wilder eventually at the far side, 

untouched and unharmed (323). Seemingly miraculously, he successfully negotiates 

the spatial conditions of the environment before him. It is only once that he is at the 

other side, safe on the grassy strip alongside the expressway, that he “los[es] his 

balance” and “fall[s] away, going down the embankment in a multicolored tumble” 

(323). Still unharmed, he nonetheless, as a result of his tumble, “ma[kes] the 

decision to cry” (323). 
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Like the juxtaposition of Jack and Wilder’s similar responses at the end of 

part one and the organizational pattern of Jack and Wilder appearing at the ends of 

parts one and two, the appearance of Wilder’s wild tricycle ride across the 

expressway, immediately following Jack’s visit to the medical facility in the novel’s 

scene of climactic action in part three, functions to link these two characters. In each 

of the described previous instances, the physical body is foregrounded in its 

confrontation with hypercirculatory material conditions inherently producing a 

socio-spatial experience of (dis)embodied subjectivity. In this final sequence, the 

epistemological and ontological uncertainties that Jack is forced to face at the 

medical facility are reflected in Wilder’s perilous plunge into traffic. Yet, 

importantly, Wilder’s placement within these conditions is of his own volition and is 

even pursued by him with dogged determination. Bodily threats seem not to deter 

Wilder, even if the ultimate outcome is a tumble that produces a few tears. 

Jack’s disposition appears somewhat less certain. On a highway overpass (a 

location that again serves to connect Jack and Wilder), Jack joins people who gather 

in the evenings to watch the brilliant sunsets which seem to be the result of the 

airborne toxic event’s dispersion into the atmosphere. There Jack notes that “[s]ome 

people are scared by the sunsets, some determined to be elated, but most of us don’t 

know how to feel, are ready to go either way” (324). For Jack, it is the very nature of 

subjectivity arising within contemporary conditions that leaves him caught between 

poles of fear and elation, a cultural condition effectively captured in the novel’s final 

image. 
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Returning to the supermarket, albeit this time without the presence of the 

Gladneys or Murray, the novel indicates a greater confusion there than usual. The 

“shelves have been rearranged” (325). This creates “agitation and panic in the aisles” 

and “dismay,” as one would expect, “in the faces of older shoppers” (325). Nothing 

is static in this environment. The hyper-movement of capital flow, the very thing 

giving rise and making possible such a cultural space, is reflected here in the literal 

reconfiguring of the grocery store’s interior arrangement. The older shoppers can 

“see no reason for it, find no sense in it,” and all they can do is “try to work their 

way through confusion” (326). (Interestingly, the generic food, previously satirically 

associated with abstinence from the system, is the one thing that remains in the same 

place it has always been.) 

In the novel’s final image, embodied subjectivity is portrayed as entirely 

dematerialized. None of the Gladneys nor Murray is present; and what the older 

shoppers “see or think they see,” we are told, “in the end […] doesn’t matter” (326). 

The reason for this becomes clear as we are drawn out of the grocery store’s interior 

to the store’s front. While the cultural effect is visible in the store’s aisles, the 

underlying cause is more easily recognizable at the store’s checkout counters. “The 

terminals,” the novel states, “are equipped with holographic scanners, which decode 

the binary secret of every item, infallibly. This is the language of waves and 

radiation, or how the dead speak to the living” (326). Standing here, with “our carts 

stocked with brightly colored goods” (326), we are participants at a nodal point of 

contemporary culture. We swipe our credit cards, our debit cards, or, if we are old 
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fashioned, we pay by check or even with cash. The result is the same. The sums are 

immediately converted to electronic information and passed virtually instantaneously 

through electronic networks global in their reach. With little alternative, we 

participate in and contribute to the hypercirculatory flow of capital that organizes 

contemporary cultural experience. It is this condition of hypercirculation that largely 

shapes and determines the material space we bodily negotiate, and likewise, it is in 

that socio-spatial negotiation that we produce our own contemporary experience of 

(dis)embodied subjectivity. 
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CONCLUSION 

CHAPTER SIX 
 

READING THE SPATIO-TEXTUAL: 
SPATIAL SUBJECTIVITY AND NARRATIVE FICTION 

 
[Recognizing] the production of space as a constitutive moment within 
[…] the dynamics of capital accumulation […] provides an opportunity 
to emancipate ourselves from imprisonment within a hidden spatiality 
that has had the opaque power to dominate […] We are then in a better 
position to understand the spatio-temporal contradictions inherent in 
capitalism and, through that understanding, better speculate on how to 
exploit the weakest link and so explode the worst horrors of capitalism’s 
penchant for violence though ‘creative’ destruction. (57-58) 
 Spaces of Hope 
 David Harvey 

 
[F]iction can exploit, for reasons of cognitive power and affective 
intensity, the intricate relays of commodity, image, fantasy, and 
sociality that comprise public and private dimensions of experience. 
[…] Late postmodernism […] shows many signs […] of a 
transformation now underway. And if writers of fiction can be fully and 
imaginatively responsive to such changes, it may turn out that the novel 
has something to say to us after all. (216) 
 Late Postmodernism 
 Jeremy Green 

 

 

Invariably, when one thinks about thinking within the contemporary 

postmodern condition, one is drawn to formulations along the epistemological-

ontological axis: On what ground is knowledge constructed? How is subjectivity 

determined? Which, if either, of these categories is primary? And how do these 

categories interact? The complexity of these matters and the explorations they 

provoke place them at the center of contemporary textual analysis.  
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 Brian McHale, in fact, situates the division between modernist and 

postmodernist literary forms precisely at the point where epistemological matters 

give way to ontological ones. Modernist fiction, McHale contends, exhibits a 

dominant mode of epistemology, and, therefore, raises questions such as: “How can 

I interpret this world of which I am a part? And, what am I in it?; […] What is there 

to be known? Who knows it? How do they know it, and with what degree of 

certainty?; How is knowledge transmitted from one knower to another, and with 

what degree of reliability?; […] What are the limits of the knowable? And so on” 

(9). McHale deems these questions to be by-and-large epistemological because the 

focus in these works, he argues, remains predominately on the formation of 

knowledge taking place rather than stepping back to contemplate the nature of the 

subject forming that knowledge. To the extent that the nature of subjectivity does 

enter into consideration in modernist works, the focus of that contemplation remains 

on the positioning of the subject at it results from possible acts of interpretation of 

the world. 

In contrast, postmodernist fiction, McHale argues, exhibits a dominant 

ontological mode, and, therefore, asks questions such as: “Which world is this? 

What is to be done in it? [And] which of my selves is to do it?; […] What is a world? 

What kinds of worlds are there, how are they constituted, and how do they differ?; 

[…]What is the mode of existence of a text, and what is the mode of existence of the 

world (or worlds) it projects?; How is a projected world structured? And so on” (10). 

These ontological questions demonstrably pertain both to renderings of subjectivity 
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in fictional works as well as the textual operations of the works themselves. McHale 

deems these questions to be by-and-large ontological because the focus in the works, 

he argues, remains predominately on the formation of subjectivity within a text’s 

constructed world(s). 

Significantly, although McHale views the movement from epistemological to 

ontological dominant as marking the shift from modernist to postmodernist literary 

forms, he nonetheless identifies them as operating on a continuum: “Intractable 

epistemological uncertainty becomes at a certain point ontological plurality or 

instability: push epistemological questions far enough and they “tip over” into 

ontological questions. By the same token, push ontological questions far enough and 

they tip over into epistemological questions” (11). One is able to recognize the 

relationship between modernist and postmodernist literary forms because “the 

[epistemological/ontological] sequence is not linear and unidirectional, but 

bidirectional and reversible” (11). This is not to question postmodernism as 

following from modernism, nor to blur the lines (too significantly) between 

modernist and postmodernist literary forms. If anything, McHale’s positing of this 

continuum supports a notion that modernist and postmodernist works share intrinsic 

formalistic qualities while that latter demonstrates a progression in textual mode 

recognizable by the central shift in focus. 

McHale’s taxonomy yields useful insight, providing a characterization of the 

progression from modernist to postmodernist literary forms that ultimately proves 

quite persuasive. A primary weakness of McHale’s approach, however, is that it 
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remains largely ahistorical. As one critic puts it, “McHale offers a descriptive 

aesthetics which engages with artefacts but not with the broader issues of cultural 

value” (Waugh 46). In short, McHale’s approach provides little answer as to why the 

shift from an epistemological to an ontological dominant occurred, and one is 

therefore left with little understanding of the relationship of a text to its cultural 

context.  

 Linda Hutcheon’s approach to theorizing postmodernist literary form stems 

also from a formalist observation, but that formalist observation is, in turn, then 

utilized to situate history at the center of her taxonomical theory. “Parody,” 

Hutcheon argues, is a perfect postmodern form” because “it paradoxically both 

incorporates and challenges that which it parodies” as well as “forces a 

reconsideration of the idea of origin or originality that is compatible with 

postmodern interrogations of liberal humanist assumptions” (11). Hutcheon premises 

parody’s postmodern perfection resulting from its ability to perform these textual 

operations on a contention that postmodernism, fundamentally, “teaches that all 

cultural practices have an ideological subtext which determines the conditions of the 

very possibility of their production of meaning” (xii-xiii). Observing that 

postmodernism by it nature “contests [liberal humanist thought] from within its own 

assumptions” (6), Hutcheon contends that postmodern literature “re-contextualizes 

both the production and reception processes and the text itself within an entire 

communication situation which includes the social, ideological, historical, and 

aesthetic contexts in which those processes and that product exist” (40). 
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 Following this line of thinking, Hutcheon argues that “the term 

postmodernism in fiction [should] be reserved to describe the more paradoxical and 

historically complex form” that she calls “‘historiographic metafiction’” (40): 

literature in which a “theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as human 

constructs (historiographic metafiction) is made the grounds for its rethinking and 

reworking the forms and contents of the past” (5). Hutcheon contends that what she 

seeks, rather “than a fixed and fixing definition, is a ‘poetics,’ an open, ever-

changing theoretical structure by which to order both our cultural knowledge and our 

critical procedures” (14). 

 There is little question that ‘history’ is central to Hutcheon’s theorizing of 

postmodernist literary form. Indeed, such a theory only allows those works that 

explicitly deal with history, presumably both in the work’s content and form, into the 

restricted category of ‘postmodernist literature.’ Yet, like McHale’s taxonomy, 

Hutcheon’s approach, even as it yields substantial insights, also exhibits 

shortcomings. Recognition of a primary shortcoming can be derived from the purely 

practical matter of trying to assess whether a given work proves sufficiently self-

aware of history and, likewise, whether it sufficiently rethinks and reworks the forms 

of the past to be included in the ‘postmodernist literature’ category. There are, of 

course, certain works that fit squarely within such a notion and would not be in 

question. But what of the many texts that only partially or vaguely exhibit such 

characteristics? And what formalistic elements are recognized as carrying out these 

postmodernist literary operations, and which are not? Should these works be 
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identified as ‘postmodern,’ or do they not make the cut? The point, really, is not 

these individual contestations, but what they point toward. Literary works being 

written within a ‘postmodernist culture’ (if such a culture is being posited) should, it 

seems, characteristically exhibit that culture in some way. Why should the category 

be so limited as to include only those works that overtly perform certain textual 

functions? (Even as one recognizes, as in both the cases of McHale and Hutcheon, 

that such limiting does grant substantial insights.) This, then, returns to a conceptual 

problem of historically accounting for the production of literary forms. 

 Patricia Waugh offers yet a third approach to theorizing postmodernist 

literature that seeks at root, more than either McHale or Hutcheon, to account for 

textual formations as arising out of historical conditions. Waugh situates 

postmodernism within a historical continuum, arguing that “postmodernism as an 

aesthetic and body of thought can be seen as a late-flowering Romanticism” (3). 

What “distinguishes [postmodernism’s] mood from earlier Romanticisms,” she 

contends, is that “its aesthetic impulses have spilled out of the self-consciously 

defined sphere of art and into the spheres of what Kant referred to as the cognitive or 

scientific on the one hand and the practical or moral on the other” (3). In alignment 

with Jameson’s notion that late-capitalist postmodern conditions more pervasively 

penetrate all aspects of social existence, Waugh claims that ‘postmodernism’ 

“expresses the sense of a new cultural epoch in which distinctions between critical 

and functional knowledge break down as capitalism, in its latest consumerist phase, 

invades everything including the aesthetic, the post-colonial world and the 
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unconscious […], leaving no oppositional space” (5). Romanticism and 

Postmodernism share, in this view, “a critique of Enlightenment faith in the purely 

rational” (18), causing them to exhibit “a shared crisis mentality connected to a sense 

of the fragmentariness of the commercialized world with which Enlightenment 

reason is seen to be complicit” (15). Further similarity is recognizable in their 

response to this crisis, Waugh contends, in that “in both [Romanticism and 

Postmodernism] the aesthetic becomes the only possible means of redemption” (15).  

 Such a conceptualization intrinsically ties postmodernism to historical 

conditions. Characterizing postmodernism as “a way of describing aesthetic 

practices which seem to be related to Modernism but also to have moved beyond 

them,” Waugh takes the position that neither [Modernism or Postmodernism] can be 

pursued without involving the other” (4). Many of Waugh’s formalistic observations 

have much in common with those of Hutcheon. For example, Waugh, like Hutcheon, 

claims “Postmodernism is nearly always parodic, acknowledging its implication in a 

pre-existing textuality, creating through decreation, displacing the secure perspective 

of a stable vantage point from outside” (11), and, likewise, that, in postmodernist 

literature, “[t]o offer critique can only be to challenge from within through rhetorical 

or narrative disruption” (33). Yet these formalistic observations in Waugh’s theory, 

more so than in Hutcheon’s, are overtly identified as a critique of Enlightenment 

reasoning spurred by capitalism’s creeping penetration into every aspect of cultural 

experience. The production of knowledge and self, as in McHale’s theory, is also at 

the forefront of Waugh’s theorizing, but this, too, is seen to be a consequence of 
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transformations of the economic and cultural environment. As helpful, individually 

and collectively, as these theoretical works are, each of them notably limits the 

extent to which it incorporates historical economic and cultural conditions into its 

theorizing. While the latter two works, to the varying degrees suggested, identify 

these dynamics as underlying or precipitating factors, neither attempts to trace with 

any significant detail the historical unfolding of these economic and cultural 

conditions and how, specifically, these changing conditions emerge as textual 

practices.  

In a more recent study, Jeremy Green approaches these matters from quite a 

different angle, asking not, strictly, how postmodernist literary forms should be 

defined, but whether the literary novel continues to be an aesthetically viable textual 

form within contemporary cultural conditions. Stating that “the old labels—realism, 

experimentalism, multiculturalism—are now less useful than ever” (vii), Green 

expresses from the outset his belief that traditional literary categorizations have 

largely failed. In conceptualizing postmodernist literature, Green therefore does not 

seek to formulate a “typology by which new writing might be categorized,” but 

instead “attempt[s] to comprehend the conditions under which literary novels are 

now written and understood” (3). To illuminate these conditions, Green endeavors 

“to present a snapshot of the ‘literary field’ in advanced capitalism,” by which he 

means “that ensemble of interlocking practices and institutions, including the 

publishing industry, the media, and the university, that constitutes, often in 
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unexamined or unconscious ways, the environment for the practice and 

understanding of literature” (3). 

Green’s focus on the literary field, defined in the manner that it is, squarely 

situates his methodology within a historical context of economic and cultural 

change. Further, Green attempts to make direct connections between economic 

configurations and textual forms, as he demonstrates when he argues that “the 

developments of recent decades within capitalism—the shift toward an information 

and service economy—have dissolved the ways in which the inherited ideas of value 

[…] function in the literary field” (14). Notably, Green goes so far here as to find a 

transformation of value resulting from changes in economic structures, all of which 

is evidenced in textual forms. In spite of this methodological stance, however, the 

study significantly limits the attention it devotes to tracing the contours of an 

information society, and devotes even less attention to situating an information 

society within a larger global economy or the history that has produced these 

contemporary economic and cultural conditions. 

In fact, in spite of growing critical trends utilizing new historicist 

methodological approaches, including the more specific theoretical developments 

occurring as part of the New Economic Criticism, insufficient attention has yet been 

paid to the connections to be found in works situated across the historical periods 

from the late nineteenth century to the present.85 A good deal of this sort of critical 

work has been devoted to naturalist literary texts, and even modernist texts have seen 

their fair share.86 It is logical that naturalism would receive such attention in that, 
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arising as it did with pre-Fordist social space, it naturally exhibits in its textual 

formations the dynamics of capital transformation particularly apparent in the break 

from prior regimes of accumulation. Some degree of similar attention has carried 

forward to modernist literary works, tracing the developing contours of capital 

transformation into the initial decades of the twentieth century. But as the above 

major statements conceptualizing postmodernist literary forms suggest, the 

progression of U.S. literature from the nineteenth century to the present has yet to be 

sufficiently examined in relation to and as a contextual part of transformations of 

capital occurring over the course of this period.  

 Spatial theory provides a powerful starting place to take up such a task. A 

spatio-textual analysis situates works within the broader historical sweep of spatial 

formations of capital dynamics, bringing to light the continuities and disparities 

these works exhibit as they textually embody their respective historical spatial 

configurations. Further, a spatio-textual approach, positing subjectivity as arising out 

of bodily negotiations of material conditions (with neither the body nor material 

conditions knowable in themselves, but only through their discursive formations of 

subjectivity), provides a nuanced conceptualization of subjectivity that necessitates 

recognizing and examining textual dynamics as intrinsically tied to spatially-realized 

configurations of capital. 

 The pitfalls of formulating and enacting such a critical approach are many, 

however. Situated inherently across disciplines, this work always risks being 

insufficiently informed regarding scope and methodology of the disciplines from 
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which it draws. Additionally, even when satisfying these burdens, a spatio-textual 

approach risks facing opposition because it fundamentally contests a number of 

presuppositions of the fields from which it draws. Rather than callowly be 

disregarded, these challenges instead should be recognized as indicators of the many 

aspects of a spatio-textual approach in need of further development. For all of the 

work that has gone into the foregoing study, I nevertheless in certain respects find 

that it indicates the territories yet to be explored as much as it reveals the critical 

topography that it does. Confronting these challenges should be, and for me certainly 

is, a motivation for continued work in this methodological vein. 

This is not to say, however, that spatial theory will ever be a finished project 

or that it can answer all questions. From a contemporary theoretical perspective, one 

cannot help but be skeptical, for example, of LeFebvre’s vision for the emancipatory 

potential of an operative theory for decoding social space: 

Once brought back into conjunction with a (spatial and signifying) social 

practice, the concept of space can take on its full meaning. Space thus rejoins 

material production. […] It also rejoins the productive process considered at 

a higher level, as the result of accumulated knowledge; at this level labour is 

penetrated by a materially creative experimental science. Lastly, it rejoins the 

freest creative process there is—the signifying process, which contains 

within itself the seeds of the ‘reign of freedom’, and which is destined in 

principle to deploy its possibilities under that reign as soon as labour dictated 

by blind and immediate necessity comes to a an end—as soon, in other 
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words, as the process of creating true works, meaning and pleasure begins. 

(137-138). 

Such a vision is certainly too closely akin to the Marxist master narrative promising 

an inevitable emancipation through a transformation of consciousness resulting from 

a reconfiguring of social practices. Such a utopic perception is captured in 

LeFebvre’s notion of “true works,” suggesting that aesthetic forms to date are 

marred by the social tensions that ideology attempts to conceal through 

naturalization, and that such flaws will cease to be present with the achievement of a 

truly liberated condition beyond the need for ideology.   

In contrast, this study offers a far more modest claim: the formulation of an 

application of spatial theory to textual analysis offers compelling ways for situating 

texts within their historical conditions, allowing one to read texts across a greater 

expanse of historical transformation and, thereby, to reconsider disciplinary 

traditions of literary classification. I have little doubt that Green’s assessment is 

accurate when he says that the novel as a form has not yet outlived its aesthetic 

usefulness and that late postmodern novels may “ha[ve] something to say to us after 

all” (216). A spatio-textual reading methodology, I contend, best equips us to discern 

just what that is. 
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NOTES 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1 My gardening-savvy advisor has pointed out to me that the roses to which Carolyn 

devotes so much attention and which are so praised by other characters in the film are, in 

fact, not American Beauties. I will briefly return to this observation and suggest its 

possible significance at the end of this Introduction. 

2 Even this brief set of character examples plainly begins to suggest the constitutive role 

that spatio-material forces play in the manifestation of virtually all aspects of 

subjectivity. Gender and sexuality, and the intersection of the two as rendered in this 

film, for example, warrant a great deal of critical interrogation, an awareness I believe 

highlighted by a spatio-material approach. 

3 This cultural dynamic is probably most recognized as a result of Fredric Jameson’s 

characterization of the postmodern condition. Jameson, for example, writes: “[T]he 

dissolution of an autonomous sphere of culture is rather to be imagined in terms of an 

explosion: a prodigious expansion of culture throughout the social realm, to the point at 

which everything in our social life—from economic value and state power to practices 

and the very structure of the psyche itself—can be said to have become ‘cultural’ in 

some original […] sense” (Postmodernism 48). See also Jameson “Globalization” 60. 

4 For a concise introduction to and anthology of this critical work, see Osteen and 

Woodmansee.  
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5 See Osteen and Woodmansee. For a monographic example of the prevalence of this 

nineteenth-century focus, see Michaels, likely the most widely recognized work 

employing a New Economic critical perspective. 

6 The tendency of this theoretical work to focus on naturalistic texts is somewhat ironic 

in that these new economic critical approaches, as has been noted, characteristically 

dispute formalist literary categories such as ‘naturalism.’ See Civello 2. 

7 See Williams Keywords 87-93 for a historical tracing of the term ‘culture’ that usefully 

indicates its social complexity and suggests many of the difficulties that have 

subsequently emerged in cultural studies as this term has been handed down to it. 

8 See Eagleton 11-43 for a situating of Williams’s project within the academic contexts 

and disciplinary traditions of the earlier periods of his career, as well as for a fairly 

scathing critique of Williams’s theoretical foundations and methodologies. See Higgens 

37-45 for a concise review of the role played by the concept of “structure of feeling” 

throughout Williams’s career, including references to many of the scholars who have 

critically responded it. 

9 Williams originally formulated these thoughts for a lecture delivered in Montreal in 

April 1973. They were subsequently published in essay form in New Left Review later 

that year, before being anthologized in 1980. See Williams “Acknowledgements” in 

Problems. 

10 An important task Williams seeks to accomplish in his essay on base and 

superstructure is a recasting of the term ‘determination,’ bringing to the fore a somewhat 

latent aspect of its signification: “setting limits, exerting pressures” (Problems 32). 
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Setting this meaning in contrast to that of a “notion of an external cause which totally 

predicts or prefigures, indeed totally controls a subsequent activity” provides Williams 

his point of departure for reframing a conceptualization of the base/superstructure nature 

and relationship. For a helpful guide through Williams’s essay, see Berubé.  

11 Though he promptly moves on in his spatial study to more advanced manifestations of 

the physical body/material space transactional process, LeFebvre holds to the belief that 

this process at its most fundamental is a biological and bodily occurrence:  

A closure thus comes to separate within from without, so establishing the living being as 

a ‘distinct body’. It is a quite relative closure, however, and has nothing in common with 

a logical division or abstract split. The membranes in question generally remain 

permeable, punctured by pores and orifices. […] The whole history of life has been 

characterized by an incessant diversification and intensification of the interaction 

between inside and outside. […] We may say that every spatial envelope implies a 

barrier between inside and outside, but that this barrier is always relative and, in the case 

of membranes, always permeable. (176) 

12 For a fairly recent example of the latter see LaClau and Mouffe. 

13 Althusser’s work has been criticized on one hand for being overly deterministic, 

failing to provide a sufficient account for individual agency within its structural 

conceptualization, and on the other hand for being too relativistic, locating the economic 

base “within” the superstructure thereby making it merely one more superstructural 

component. I strongly disagree with both critiques. I find Althusser’s ideas of ‘structural 

causality’ and ‘overdetermination’ to articulate convincingly the co-existence and 



 413 

                                                                                                                                                      
mutual determination of the relations of social production, including the means by which 

agency appears. This is especially so, I believe, when Althusser’s formulations are 

placed in conjunction with spatial theory, For an effective refutation of the deterministic 

charge against Althusser’s work, see Kavanagh, Lewis, Balibar and Macherey. 

14 A logical theoretical connection here and one that offers a number of potentially 

parallel ideas is the deconstructive linguistic theories of Jacques Derrida, in particular 

the concepts of inherent binary relationships in the production of signs and “thinking the 

trace” as he develops them in Of Grammatology. Though there are certainly theoretical 

epistemological intersections that could be usefully explored here, I have chosen not to 

pursue those paths because I wish to remain thoroughly focused on the materialist 

aspects and dynamics of these processes. 

15 The term “uneven development’ originates, of course, not with Althusser, but with 

Marx and Engels. Althusser, however, is responding more immediately to Mao’s 

invocation of the term. (See Althusser 201.) While fundamentally related, each usage 

(Marx and Engels’, Mao’s, Althusser’s, and eventually Harvey’s) clearly demonstrates 

the conceptual imprint of the given user. 

16 For a concise discussion of this matter, see Harvey Limits 413-15. 

17 It is important to stress the use of relative here. The concept of a regime of 

accumulation does not suggest that the internal contradictions of capitalism are in any 

way resolved, only that they are brought into a temporary recognizable and functioning 

arrangement for some given period of time, and then once again overturned when a 

given regime is no longer able to function adequately and dissolves into crisis. 
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18 The economic historical period markers I am using are not uncommon, though the 

precise dates and features are, of course, much debated. For studies that reiterate these 

divisions and that are especially relevant to my study, see Williamson and Milner 3-15; 

Harvey Condition, esp. 121-72; Nace 118-36; and Bowman, esp. 286-91. 

19 The institutions and practices of banking—which is to say the predominant means 

prior to the modern era whereby capital outside of institutions of production or 

manufacturing traditionally moved—of course vastly precede the corporation. This is 

especially so when one thinks in terms of the corporation in its modern form. For an 

excellent overview of the history of banking in the West, see Mayer. An inherent feature 

of twentieth-century monopoly capitalism, however, has been an unprecedented intimate 

intertwining of corporations and capital, and this fosters a tendency to blur the 

traditional lines between corporate and banking institutions. Modern banking institutions 

are corporations, after all. The corporation as a social institution has become so 

pervasive that, indeed, corporations are investors, manufacturers, wholesalers, retailers, 

marketers, and movers of capital. My treatment of corporations and capital as 

categorically discrete is simply a means to examine the separate, albeit interrelated, 

functions of each in terms of their roles in regimes of accumulation and the production 

of social space. 

20 See, for example, Ohmann 62-63. 

21 Terminology here can be somewhat difficult. Sometimes ‘contemporary’ is utilized to 

indicate a period of literature prior to the rise of ‘postmodernism,’ the latter usually 

identified as emergent from the mid 1960s. As ‘postmodernism’ has come to look more 
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and more like a fairly specific formalist literary aesthetic, however, ‘contemporary’ has 

increasingly begun to be utilized to refer to all post-1945 literature, with 

‘postmodernism’ being a subset within that whole. I will address these matters in greater 

detail in my discussion of critical literary approaches in the conclusion of my study. 

22 As the briefest of examples of the different degrees of concern reasonably held by 

economists and social historians (and one specifically relevant to a discussion of the 

validity of ‘regimes of accumulation’), I offer the controversy over the validity of 

‘Kondratiev waves’ or ‘long waves’ of capital accumulation. First statistically theorized 

by Nikolai Dmitrievich Kondratiev and later developed as ‘long waves’ (most notably 

by Ernest Mandel), a ‘wave’ theory of capital accumulation has long been debated in 

terms of its demonstrability by empirical data. See Mandel. For an overview of 

Kondratiev waves in relation to Marxism, see Wood.  

Proving or disproving wave theory, particularly in terms of its inevitability as a 

result of economic progression, is of great significance to economists concerned as they 

are with establishing accurate predictors for future economic development. The social 

historian, in contrast, seeks to demonstrate how a recognized occurrence functioned to 

alter social development. More important than inevitability to social historians, 

therefore, is simply the observability of the previous occurrence. Precise empirical 

factors (usually quantified numerically) are less significant toward such an end than are 

the larger, uncontested outlines of such a formation, so long as those outlines can be 

sufficiently articulated, as they have been for previous occurrences of capital 

accumulation as theorized by capital ‘wave’ theory. 
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23 See Graeber 31 and Simmel 80-81. 

24 See Osteen and Woodmansee 13-21. For seminal monographic statements, see Shell 

and Goux. 

25 For a direct connection between Macherey’s textual statement and contemporary 

cartographic/geographic practices, see Jarvis 8. 

26 Again, Derridean deconstruction is a logical point of connection here. As before, 

however, I opt not to pursue the theoretical intersection because I believe the 

development of Macherey’s ideas through Eagleton and Jameson offers a much more 

direct line to the spatial focus of my study. 

27 In fact, Eagleton goes so far as to suggest that this structurally formative dynamic acts 

as an outer limit in terms of what a given text is able to speak: “It is not simply that 

ideology furnishes the ‘materials’ for the text’s formal aesthetic operations; the textual 

process is, rather, a complex mutual articulation of the two, whereby aesthetic modes so 

define and determine ideological problems as to be able to continue to reproduce 

themselves, but only within the limits and subject to the problems which their own 

overdetermination of the ideological sets” (88). 

28 Jameson’s interest, like Eagleton’s, is in the role ideology plays in textual mediation, 

and his thinking, particularly in a work like The Political Unconscious, could usefully be 

brought to bear on the ideas of Macherey and Eagleton that I have raised here. I have 

chosen not to introduce his work more fully into my own discussion at this point, 

however, because to do so I think would necessitate an extended explanation of 

Jameson’s central contention that narrative functions as a means by which the social 
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collective unconsciously represses historical contradictions. While this by no means 

opposes my own argument (in fact, it is in accord with what I am arguing and might 

usefully be seen as an extension from it), I fear it might at this point unnecessarily blur 

my primary focus: the development of a spatio-textual reading methodology. 

29 For fairly recent overviews of narratological theory, see Bal, W. Martin, and Abbott. 

30 I am taking certain liberty by framing my statement in this manner. Importantly, 

Brown makes a distinction between ‘objects’ and ‘things,’ a point I attempt to 

underscore in my discussion. Objects have a ‘thingness’ that can be in excess of the 

object and which use-value and exchange-value engage in an aggressive effort within 

capitalism to convert into value (Brown 42). It is the object remainder, however, and its 

implications for the formation of subjectivity that provides Brown the crux of his 

argument. My conscious collapsing of these two terms at the outset of the discussion is 

not an oversight on my part, but simply a juxtaposition of the two terms, suggesting their 

close-knit relation to one another. 

31 This is a useful place, at the outset, to make the somewhat tangential point that a focus 

on materialist phenomenology does not foreclose thinking about or, indeed, finding 

persuasive alternative phenomenological accounts in whole or part. Psychological, 

biological, discursive phenomenological approaches, to name just a few, all offer 

elements that in many ways easily dovetail with a materialist approach, and, at certain 

theoretical locations, even offer more nuanced and persuasive explanations. My 

materialist phenomenological approach, in other words, does not seek to challenge other 
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approaches in the negative, but simply seeks to develop a persuasive case for a 

materialist phenomenological approach in its own right. 

32 The translation of Capital Brown quotes in his own text differs slightly from the one I 

quote here. The two translations remain close enough, however, that no substantive 

confusion results. 

33 Supplementing materialist theory’s temporal focus (specifically recognized in Marx’s 

theorizing of historical materialism) with an equally significant spatial focus has been a 

part of socio-spatial theory from the outset and has continued to be a part of its 

conceptualization. See, for example, LeFebvre 49, 115, 128-29, 219, 321-26, 331; 

Harvey 205; and Soja 59-70. 

34 One might here find resonance in the film’s use of roses that notably are not American 

Beauties. The misnomer in this naming might be seen as mirroring Lester’s sublimated 

dismissal of the spatio-material struggle for embodied subjectivity experienced by 

virtually all of the film’s characters, but especially the female ones. The roses, 

metonymically linked to both Carolyn and Angela, suggest a social circulation, but one 

that is never able to be fully realized in its own name. 

  
PART I: PRE-FORDIST SPACE 

35 Trachtenberg’s study finally reveals his use of ‘culture’ to divide along class lines—

those who have “Culture” and those who do not. His analysis of the White City at the 

1893 Chicago World’s Fair concludes that it “seemed to have settled the question of the 

true and real meaning of America. It seemed the victory of elites in business, politics, 
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and culture over dissident but divided voices of labor, farmers, immigrants, blacks and 

women. […] The power to say what was real, what was America, seemed now safely in 

the hands of property, wealth, and ‘the word Culture’” (231-32). ” His implicit irony is 

made clear, however, when he turns to the contestation of the matter being settled, 

writing that “a wider diffusion of comfort and the goods of culture (as well as education) 

seems to have overshadowed the vista of a solidarity grounded not in consumption but in 

equality, the dignity of labor, and the sympathy of common need” (234). Trachtenberg 

clearly recognizes, therefore, that ‘Culture’ in this last instance, even if utilized by some 

in the form of ‘Culture’ with a capital ‘C’, nonetheless is subject to the ungrounding of 

that usage by a notion of ‘culture’ that includes the practices and lives of those that 

surely would be left out of the first definition. This, in fact, is the crux of his overarching 

argument. While I am in agreement with Trachtenberg as far as he goes, my definition 

of culture—captured in my development of the concept of ‘social space’—seeks to go a 

good deal further in recognizing the epistemological and ontological implications for all 

resulting from the actions and developments of the institution Trachtenberg himself puts 

at the heart of his study, the U.S. Corporation. 

36 For a succinct but nicely detailed account of the populist battle against organized, 

moneyed interests and the political maneuvers leading finally to the defeat and 

dissolution of populism following the 1896 presidential election, see Wiebe 76-110. 

37 As my description of the advancement of the corporation as a social institution 

suggests, I am by no means suggesting that these advancements occurred without a great 

deal of social, political, and legal resistance and strife. I am arguing simply that the 
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corporate structure as it had already been developed up to this point was structurally 

well suited to effectively and efficiently undertake such endeavors. For a concise 

account of these structures, see Braverman 257-70. For an historical account that also 

identifies significant legal changes in property rights, see Berle and Means 127-52.  

Various competing theories have been advanced to try to explain the expansion 

of the corporate form in America through the nineteenth and into the twentieth century. 

For a classic example of an efficiency argument, contending that corporate structures 

were increasingly refined so as to more efficiently carry out identified goals, chief 

among them the creation of profit, see Chandler. More recently, efficiency theory has 

been challenged as an inadequate explanation, failing to account for many decisions and 

events that have occurred. For one such argument contending that to account adequately 

for corporate development the corporate institution must be examined both internally 

and externally in relation to other social structures such as court determined law and 

culturally held political beliefs, see Bowman. For a distinguishable but related argument 

that contends that the development of the corporate structure has never been an objective 

process but has always been a political, social, and institutional struggle for ideological 

power, see Roy. My study advances most fully from Roy’s argumentation, though 

Bowman’s and even Chandler’s positions provide extremely useful additional analyses 

and components. 

38 As an interesting aside, it was with the tightening of some of the corporate regulatory 

statues in New Jersey in 1913 by then Governor Woodrow Wilson that Delaware 

became the state of choice for many for incorporation, a status it still holds today. 
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39 Though I will not discuss it here as it is not particularly relevant to this study, the fact 

that the determination of “legal personhood” was not actually a part of this decision but 

was only attached to it as a headnote has been well documented and makes for very 

interesting reading (see Nace 102-18; Hartmann 95-119). Because this determination has 

become settled law through its de facto adoption and chain of precedent, the question of 

whether or not it was initially included within the Santa Clara County decision by and 

large becomes moot for what I am advancing in my study. 

40 My use of the word ‘ironic’ is appropriate here. From the time of its passage, the 

Fourteenth Amendment was legally invoked far more often in furtherance of the rights 

of corporations than it was for the furtherance racial equality. As U. S. Supreme Court 

Justice Hugo Black noted in 1938, “Of the cases in this court in which the Fourteenth 

Amendment was applied during its first fifty years after its adoption, less than one half 

of one percent invoked it in protection of the Negro race, and more than fifty percent 

asked that its benefits be extended to corporations” (Hartmann 126). 

41 An interesting contrast with this can be found in the decision, decades later, to 

maintain ‘traditional ways’ as part of a product’s use. Knowing that packaged cake mix 

would be more marketable if it retained aspects of ‘home baking,’ manufacturers opted 

to offer the product as still needing eggs and oil to be added by the consumer. It is 

widely recognized that this was driven not by technological limitations, but by 

ideological market forces. 

  
CHAPTER TWO 
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42 See, for example, Berthoff, J. Martin, and Ziff. 

43 For a concise explanation and description of the interrelation of macroeconomic 

developments and societal reconfiguration through the nineteenth century, see 

Braverman 271-83. 

44 Pease’s essay touches on a number of related points to my own, but his argument and 

its objectives are quite different from mine. Although materiality and Martin’s relation 

to it play an important role in furthering his case, his main focus is on the act of 

aesthetic judgment and the ontological role it plays. In Pease’s analysis, Martin’s 

exposure to the middle class sphere creates a crisis of identity precipitated by operations 

of aesthetic consciousness: “An aesthetic fault line opens in the space of this deferred 

aesthetic judgment, splitting the differences between the universal subject of aesthetic 

ideology and the strictly contingent, protosocial self otherwise eclipsed when an 

aesthetic judgment is successfully performed” (154). Though Pease makes efforts to 

connect such cognitive operations to material conditions, he does so only secondarily to 

his main focus. In contrast, I argue that material conditions are primary in understanding 

Martin’s processes of embodiment. And, as my discussion above indicates, this leads me 

to a quite different assessment of Martin’s relationship to materiality.  

45 Braverman continues, quoting historian Rolla Milton Tryon as saying, “Practically all 

of the family’s needs [prior to industrial capitalism] were met by its members. The 

producer and consumer were virtually identical.” See Braverman 272. 

46 Gair argues that the true distinction between Butler’s and Martin’s role is that the 

latter’s is entrepreneurial within a market. Gair writes, “Martin makes an investment in 
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the publishing machine, and it is out of his control whether he will make a profit or a 

loss. In this respect, he becomes a kind of shareholder in his own product, which he 

invests in the market of words where it competes against other ‘portfolios,’ each in turn 

invested by other writers” (251). This argument, while usefully suggesting the degree of 

surplus value that potentially accrues as a result of production and market forces, finally 

fails to account for the foundation of valuation Martin employs throughout the text. My 

argument, rather, contends that it is Martin’s inability to conceptualize and accept these 

economic dynamics—dynamics that were integral to and increasingly powerful within 

the emergent middle class cultural space—that ultimately produces Martin’s demise. 

47 The publishing industry underwent many of the same dynamics of professionalization 

at this time, though it also deviated in significant ways. Such an examination is beyond 

the scope of the study I am undertaking here, and I touch only briefly on these point to 

help indicate how the cultural context allows for the professional status of writing to be 

somewhat ambiguous at this time. For a more thorough historical account and study, see 

Wilson. For a study parallel to Wilson’s tracing the way in which specifically magazine 

publishing both reflected and shaped the middle class experience at this time, see 

Ohmann. 

  
CHAPTER THREE 

48 Dreiser is noted as the first American novelist to use the term ‘celebrity’ with its 

contemporary connotations. See Gerber 14. 
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49 For an insightful analysis arguing that Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ provides a 

means to look beyond purely economic factors to explain the inability of the characters 

in Sister Carrie to reconfigure their social standing, see Markov. A recognition that 

forms of capital other than economic ones are in play socially dovetails well with the 

argument I am advancing. Spatial theory’s focus on literal formations giving rise to 

subjective experience in some respects suggests the “system of dispositions” that 

Bourdieu refers to in his defining of ‘habitus’ (200). While ‘habitus,’ therefore, likely 

would provide a useful refinement of certain points of this analysis, retaining a focus on 

material (which is to say, economic) factors particularly helps illuminate the spatial 

aspect of the approach here being advanced. 

50 In addition to Michaels, see, also, Hussman 52, Lears, and Brown “Matter.” For a 

reading of ‘desire’ in the novel as emblematic of neoclassical economics, see Lewis. 

51 Michaels reads the foreclosure of subjective equilibrium in Sister Carrie as being in 

contrast with Howells’s Silas Lapham, noting the latter text’s valorization of Silas’s 

removal to the countryside as virtuous. Though it is true the novel characterizes this 

removal as positive (a “rise,” as its title notes), nonetheless the need spatially to expel 

this virtuous formation of subjectivity demonstrates, the present study contends, a 

similar awareness of structural foreclosure emergent with the capital dynamics of the 

late nineteenth century. 

52 See Giles for an overview of the contentious critical response Dreiser’s stylistics have 

provoked. Giles places in opposition to the many critics that have faulted Dreiser for a 

lack of stylistic sophistication the assessment of many other critics that Dreiser’s 
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importance as an author lies not in such stylistics, but in Dreiser’s “authentic” 

conveyance of social conditions of his time. Summing up matters from this latter 

perspective, Giles writes: “Dreiser’s style, [social condition critics argue], involves more 

than merely issues of fine writing, since the problem of what constitutes his mode of 

aesthetic ‘realism’ is, in theoretical terms, an issue that manifests itself dialectically 

rather than transparently” (50). What these latter critics identify as primarily important, 

then, is Dreiser’s textual relation to historical configurations, rather than his formalistic 

aesthetics. See Wald 185-86 for a characterization of Trachtenberg as viewing Dreiser’s 

stylistics in this manner. Michaels, of course, also fits in this category. 

53 Brown points out that The Fair was built in 1891, making it very much a part of the 

urban experience leading up to the time of Sister Carrie’s publication in 1900, but in 

actuality anachronistic in its appearance in Sister Carrie, set in 1889. See Brown 

“Matter” 89. Dreiser’s backwards incorporation of specific developments such as this 

further helps suggest that the spatial formations emergent during this period are 

recognizable as a pre-Fordist historical progression that continued to advance toward a 

reconfigured and more stabile Fordist spatial arrangement. 

54 For a reading of Hurstwood as a seminal figure for the paradigmatic alienated male 

suburbanite appearing in twentieth-century novels in the United States, see Jurca. 

55 For a ‘panoptic’ reading of the connection between Carrie on the stage, her name in 

lights, and the glass architecture of the city’s buildings, see Gammel 217-19.  
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56 Though not substantially developed, a connection between Carrie’s use of the theater 

for generating imagery and the similar role played by movie palaces later in the 

twentieth century can be found in Gerber 11. 

57 For an intriguing reading of the rocking chair as a fourth character that can be made to 

square with the character analysis undertaken in this study, see Jaeckle 16. 

  
INTERREGNUM 

58 For an excellent, very detailed account of the rise and development of department 

stores in the United States in the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth century, see 

Leach. 

59 GNP is measured by combining “personal consumption expenditures, investment 

expenditures, government (federal, state and local) purchases of goods and services, and 

net exports of goods and service” (Rosenberg 20). 

60 This qualitative change in the role and objectives of the individuals guiding corporate 

enterprise is the foundation on which the structure of monopoly capitalism, the object of 

Baran and Sweezy’s study, arises. A quite detailed characterization of this change can, 

therefore, be found in their work. See especially the second chapter, “The Giant 

Corporation,” 14-51. 

61 This is not to say that the Fordist social relations of the United States were themselves 

internally fully adopted by other countries or regions. As in the United States, cultural 

factors played very strong roles in particular patterns of development. The European 

automobile industry through this period, for example, continued to operate far more on a 
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craftsman’s model, preferring individualized attention in the production process over 

mass production assembly lines like those pioneered by Ford. To say that the U.S. 

exported Fordism is simply to say that its dominant world position allowed it to structure 

an international monetary system and open up foreign trade in ways that forced the 

restructuring of economic relations around the world even as it strongly benefited the 

U.S. Fordist system. Obviously, though, this international system and relations, in trade 

and otherwise, with the U.S. strongly affected the structure of social relations within 

many other countries. 

  
PART II: INTRODUCTION 

62 The measurement of trade in consumer items is only one part of the measurement of 

trade overall, which also includes such major non-consumer items as agriculture and 

services. U.S. trade overall continued to show a surplus for another decade before the 

U.S. in 1971, for the first time in decades, became a debtor nation (Moffit 35). 

Following the pattern initiated in the 1950s, the decline in trade surplus continued as a 

steady progression (30; Rosenberg 167). 

63 As Collins reports, “Between 1961 and 1965, real GNP increased at a rate above 5 

percent per year[, … e]mployment grew by 2.5 percent per year[, … and] the rate of 

inflation remained below 2 percent per year through 1965” (53). 

64 Corporations engage in ‘leads and lags’ currency speculation in order to try to 

diminish their costs. If a company knows it will have to make a payment in a given 

currency at a given point in the future, it will attempt to acquire that currency in 
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advance, speculating that the currency is at a better price at the moment of acquisition 

than it will be at the moment of required payment.  

65 Other theorists, of course, have offered their own competing terminology for and 

characterizations of the post-Fordist era, varying in range in their proximity to Harvey’s 

perspective. Scott Lash and John Urry’s ‘disorganized capitalism’ offers many overlaps 

and complementary elements to Harvey’s observations, with ‘disorganization’ 

paralleling in some respects Harvey’s concept of ‘flexibility.’ See Lash and Urry. 

Immanuel Wallerstein’s “world-systems analysis” recognizes many of the same changes 

taking place, but places primary emphasis on the relations of production as they play out 

in physical geographical terms between what he identifies as the Northern and Southern 

hemisphere nations, developed and developing nations, or primary and periphery 

nations. See Wallerstein. Manuel Castells’s “information age” theory places its emphasis 

on contemporary identity as it is increasingly mediated by global information, especially 

electronic telecommunications. See Castells Rise; Power; and End. I focus in this section 

and the next on Harvey’s ‘flexible accumulation’ because Harvey’s model quite 

consciously and specifically draws on the terminology and ideas of the Regulation 

School, thereby connecting Fordist and post-Fordist regimes and, by extension, 

illuminating some of the fundamental transformations occurring with the corporation as 

a social institution. Giddens’s ‘structuration theory’ is similarly recognizable as an 

attempt to model contemporary dynamics, and it is to some of the specific concepts of 

Giddens’s theory that I turn in the final part of this section as I attempt briefly to 
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articulate the socio-spatial experience of bodily transacting contemporary, globalized, 

material space. 

66 See, for example, Stiglitz 23-52; Nace 190-92; and Friedman 101-11. 

67 This is not to say that the nation-state no longer occupies an important place in the 

global system. As theorists such as Leyshon and Thrift (297-99), Friedman (xi-xix), 

Bowman (296-304), and Derber (155-71) argue (in quite different ways), the nation-

state continues to play a key role in keeping international economic flows moving. 

While an analysis of the current condition and status of the nation-state in the 

contemporary period and how it compares to earlier periods is well beyond the scope of 

the current study, the subject, I nonetheless believe, closely ties to much of what I am 

examining here. 

68 The notion of ‘fictitious capital’ is drawn from Marx, who seeks to show how it, 

unlike real capital, offers no real market claim because no “expansion of production and 

augmentation of the means of production […] ha[s] taken place” (Harvey Limits 269).  

As Harvey points out, however, fictitious capital is both inherent and necessary in the 

capitalist process. To overcome the barrier of capital becoming fixed (which is to say, to 

overcome the hesitancy of lenders/investors dedicating capital to borrowers/producers 

for a period of time), a nuanced credit system is necessary. As increasing quantities of a 

society’s capital are dedicated to fixed conditions, a more-greatly nuanced credit system, 

and nuanced system of fictitious capital, become necessary. In short, Harvey argues, 

“Fictitious capital is as necessary to accumulation as fixed capital itself” (269). For a 

fuller discussion of ‘fictitious capital,’ see Harvey Limits 266-70.  My own primary 
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purpose here is to point out that the growing imbalance between real capital and 

fictitious capital occurring as part of the dynamics of contemporary globalization 

naturally produces a socio-spatial condition less and less underpinned by an 

epistemological and ontological value rooted in materiality. 

 For a fuller discussion of derivatives, including an enumeration and explanation 

of many of the individual “derivative products” that have emerged in the financial 

markets over the last couple of decades, see Valdez 226-76. 

69 Nike, Inc. offers a particularly interesting and demonstrative example of this dynamic. 

Long and widely known for its financial success in the manufacturing of athletic 

(especially basketball) shoes, Nike more recently has sought to distance itself not only 

from that particular product, but from the material elements of manufacturing more 

broadly. Nike CEO Phil Knight adamantly insists that his company, contrary to some 

views, is not in the business of making athletic shoes or even athletic apparel. What 

Nike sells, Knight claims, is the spirit of achievement (“Just do it!, as one of their well-

known slogan states”), and everything else, shoes, clothing, or otherwise, is merely 

ancillary. This perspective, extremely overt in its dematerialized view, acquires 

interesting resonance when juxtaposed with the labor conditions Nike facilitates and 

benefits from through its ‘flexible’ manufacturing practices. 

70 These post-Fordist changes in corporate structure have lent momentum to 

dematerialized conceptualizations of the corporation, as a brief extension of the 

preceding note helps suggest. The Nike corporation has been extremely aggressive 

through the 1990s and to the present at instituting the sort of subcontracting production 
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arrangements I have discussed. As a result, Knight can quite accurately claim that Nike 

does not manufacture a single athletic shoe (in spite of the fact that athletic shoes are the 

product most associated with Nike and which ultimately directly generate the greatest 

portion of their revenue). Technically, the athletic shoes that Nike sells are, in fact, 

manufactured by other relatively small entities and then branded and brought to market 

under the Nike name. For a succinct discussion that summarizes these marketing trends 

while providing some historical perspective, see Klein. 

71 Two brief examples help underscore the advancement of these dynamics. First, one 

need only visit the orange juice section of any contemporary large grocery store to 

witness the proliferation of niche marketing. Orange juice can now be purchased in a 

staggering array of individual permutations: from concentrate, not from concentrate, no 

pulp, some pulp, lots of pulp, low acid, calcium added, vitamins added for children, 

blended with tangerine (or various other juice blends), as well as others.  Second, the 

Coca-Cola company is known for have established internally, as part of an effort to 

expand its sales, a list of thirty-two different daily “beverage occasions” wherein one 

might be inclined to consume its products. The company then, through its marketing and 

product design, sought to promote its products in different respects to the individual 

segments of the market as they correlated to these daily consumption occasions. While 

both of these examples emphasize the marketing aspect of the production cycle (rather 

than any quick retooling of product manufacturing), they nevertheless serve well to 

demonstrate the increasing niche market segmentation manufacturers now exploit. 

72 See Harvey Condition 156. 



 432 

                                                                                                                                                      
73 Jean Baudrillard argues, for example, “The circulation, purchase, sale, appropriation 

of differentiated goods and signs/objects today constitutes our language, our code, the 

code by which the entire society communicates and converses. Such is the structure of 

consumption, its language [langue], by comparison with which individual needs and 

pleasures [jouissances] are merely speech effects” (Consumer 79-80). Such a 

conceptualization contends that the hyper-commodified condition of contemporary post-

Fordist culture is so dominant and pervasive that it vanquishes Marx’s materially-

grounded use value. The “code” or “language” of our hyper-commodified 

environment—the way in which social space annunciates us—determines our needs and 

thereby rules over our subjective formation. 

74 See Giddens Constitution 41-92. 

  
CHAPTER FOUR 

75 Discussions of contemporary corporations sometimes interchangeably use the terms 

“transnational” and “multinational.” Though such usage often is generally adequate, in 

certain important respects the distinction becomes significant. “Multinational” suggests 

a corporation operating simultaneously in multiple nations, yet retaining grounded 

nationalistic ties to one or more of those nations. “Transnational,” in contrast, suggests a 

condition beyond this, wherein a corporation has acquired such far reaching global 

operations and mobility that it no longer operates as a national (or multi-national) entity. 

Legal formation and structures inherently necessitate some national affiliation, but the 

developing dynamics of globablization (including not only locations of production and 



 433 

                                                                                                                                                      
consumption, but also the movement of vast amounts of capital) have made a move 

toward transnational status more and more possible for large, global corporate 

enterprises.  

76 Derrida explores many of these same fundamental elements of deconstructive theory, 

and in a manner that is somewhat easier to follow, in his essay “Structure, Sign, and 

Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences.” Reading both essays in conjunction is 

particularly beneficial toward understanding Derrida’s broader theoretical contours. I 

have opted to draw entirely from “Différance” for my discussion above, however, 

because it more readily employs the term ‘trace’ and relates the term more fully to the 

concept of ‘différance.’  

77 It has been argued on this foundation (in line with much post-colonial theory 

conducted in recent decades) that late twentieth-century capitalism can be seen as a 

reconfigured and redeployed form of the economic structural mechanisms utilized by 

world powers within regimes of colonial rule in previous historical periods to maintain 

control and global dominance. See, for example, Hardt and Negri. 

78 A detailed working out of the constitutive role consumption plays in a late-capitalist 

environment, especially in terms of its semiotic operations, can be found in the early 

works of Jean Baudrillard. See Baudrillard, Consumer; Critique; and System. The 

fundamental premise of consumption playing a constitutive role in the formation of the 

social underlies much contemporary social theory, particularly so within strains termed 

“postmodern,” and is present throughout the work of individuals such as Jameson and 

Harvey. 
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79 Baudrillard’s later work, often more widely recognized, moves beyond the positions 

explicated here, arguing that a postmodern condition results in simulation becoming 

absolute. Lowe contests such an argument, as do I. The destabilization that Baudrillard 

speaks of in his early works can be understood apart from a belief that everything 

becomes simulation and simulacra. 

  
CHAPTER FIVE 

80 Baudrillard is known for shifting, throughout his work, the specific articulations he 

gives to the concept of ‘the code.’ As I noted in the previous chapter, Baudrillard’s later 

work becomes increasingly nihilistic, as does his conceptualization of ‘the code.’ I 

address this in my textual discussion later in this chapter, with reference there to note 

number three below.  

81 Though his interpretive focus is quite different from my own, Tom LeClair has 

previously pointed out the importance of these specific structural arrangements of 

DeLillo’s novel. 

82 I am quite consciously here drawing upon the passage above from The Consumer 

Society because it offers an articulation of this concept that is most in line with the 

argument I am developing in terms of tracing a hypperreal cultural condition back to the 

material conditions that produce it. 

83 This phrase, of course, is the source of Osteen’s title for his monographic study of 

DeLillo’s work. 
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84 For a particularly salient discussion of how White Noise utilizes the conventions of the 

disaster genre in a manner that overruns the boundaries of that genre to portray 

contemporary culture’s drive to aestheticize, see Duvall 434-38. Genre, as taxonomic 

structure, is specifically implicated in my discussion of epistemology’s dependence on a 

culture’s socio-spatial dynamics. I touch briefly on this generic influence in the 

concluding chapter of this study. 

  
CONCLUSION 

85 For a notable exception, see Civello. Nonetheless, Civello’s study is not grounded in 

economic formations, but looks instead at “constructions of ‘reality’” as influenced by 

cultural discursive formations such as science and philosophy, thereby keeping intact 

literary categories of ‘naturalism,’ ‘modernism,’ and ‘postmodernism,’ seeking to show 

how the latter categories contain aspects of the earlier ones. 

86 See, for example, Osteen and Woodmansee. 
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