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ABSTRACT 

Dissolving Critiques examines the late nineteenth- and twentieth-century American 

novel’s critical engagement with the conditions of life under capitalism. Reading works of 

realism, naturalism, and utopian fiction through M.M. Bakhtin’s theory of the literary 

chronotope, I argue that the novels under consideration render the capitalist production of 

space legible as a social injustice antithetical to the ideals of freedom and human flourishing 

and represent capitalism’s transcendence as an imperative of reason. However, I also contend 

that these critiques risk dissolving, as the texts confront and inevitably fail to manage the 

seemingly irresolvable problems inherent in their own progressive desires. In choosing 

“dissolve” as a key term, I mean to highlight the term’s potential visual, “scenic” qualities, for 

like a film dissolve, the dissolving critique seems to offer one scene of possible alternative that 

then dissolves back into the original scene, as though unable to hold. In this sense, the 

dissolving critique exposes the mechanisms of narrative failure. But although such dissolution 

inevitably disappoints any progressive desires of a reader/critic such as myself, I also argue that 

even when the critical image dissolves, a lingering sense of possible alternatives to capitalism 

remains—like afterimages in a scene.  
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INTRODUCTION: “IF YOU CAN’T SOLVE IT, DISSOLVE IT” 

A Capitalist Utopia? Get Real! 

Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776) deploys a peculiar form of political 

discourse: characteristic of Enlightenment impulses, the text ostensibly treats its subject 

(economics) as science, but what it actually proceeds to do is construct a distinctly utopian 

narrative, in which capitalism intervenes in world history, liberating human beings from the 

tyranny of want and allowing them to become what they, in theory, always already were. Smith 

critiques the older ‘primitive’ modes of production as antithetical to the Enlightenment ideals 

of freedom and human flourishing, arguing that nations built upon such foundations “are so 

miserably poor that, from mere want, they are frequently reduced, or, at least, think 

themselves reduced, to the necessity sometimes of directly destroying, and sometimes of 

abandoning their infants, their old people, and those afflicted with lingering diseases, to perish 

with hunger, or to be devoured by wild beasts” (104-105). These older systems stunt the 

human being’s growth, limiting it to the status of an amoral animal, mirroring the other wild 

beasts that would sometimes prey upon it—but capitalism produces a solution, creating a 

world in which “all are often abundantly supplied, and a workman, even of the lowest and 

poorest order, if he is frugal and industrious, may enjoy a greater share of the necessaries and 

conveniences of life than is possible for any savage to acquire” (105). In other words, capitalism 

makes it possible for human beings to realize (i.e., to afford) their humanity.  

Of course, Smith’s narrative of capitalism is utopian not only in the sense that it 

promises a better world but also in the more pejorative sense of being naively unrealistic. 

Although the text is motivated by the scientific impulses of the Enlightenment, the production 
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of its utopian narrative depends on Smith dispensing with the processes of empirical 

investigation, as he confronts and immediately turns away from the irresolvable problem of 

inequality inherent in the logic of capitalism. For example, Smith evades the inevitably 

problematic power imbalance inherent in having the bourgeoisie own society’s means of 

production while the proletariat owns nothing but their labor through the assertion that, in 

fact, capital investment is labor, and both classes therefore engage in a symbiotic relationship, 

each providing different kinds of labor to achieve a common goal. He likewise evades the 

prospects of poverty inherent in a shifting labor market through the idea that such threats are 

managed by the market’s ‘invisible hand.’ But any cursory glance at the intervening history of 

capitalism around the globe can attest that Smith’s faith in capital was misplaced: indeed, the 

utopian promise has in many ways produced its opposite, through entrenched systems of 

extreme wealth and poverty, built materially on the ground. Thus, while Smith’s utopian 

narrative mobilizes the language of scientific analysis, it is in many ways a fantastical 

representation of capitalism at work that often bears no relation to its real operations. 

It is a fortuitous coincidence that Smith’s utopian narrative was published in the same 

year as that other formative utopian narrative of the period, the U.S. Declaration of 

Independence, for the promises of U.S. political and social structures have become inextricably 

linked to the promises of capitalism—and responding to the disjuncture between capitalism’s 

utopian promises and its actual depredations has been a central preoccupation of American 

literature. In particular, I see in many American texts a preoccupation with the violent spatial 

conditions of capitalism, as market processes (including the uneven relations between capital 
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and labor) shape the built environment, from the development of cities and neighborhoods to 

the furnishings that fill the houses.  

As the sociologist and philosopher Henri Lefebvre asserts, the material spaces of 

everyday life must be shaped after the fashion of society in order for that society to exist. He 

argues in The Production of Space (1970),  

Any ‘social existence’ aspiring or claiming to be ‘real,’ but failing to produce its own 

space, would be a strange entity, a very peculiar kind of abstraction unable to escape 

from the ideological or even the ‘cultural’ realm. It would fall to the level of folklore and 

sooner or later disappear altogether, thereby immediately losing its identity, its 

denomination and its feeble degree of reality. (53) 

Thus, a capitalist society produces a particular kind of space in order to bring itself into being—

and, as Neil Smith suggests, the generally defining feature of this space is unevenness at local, 

national, and global scales: “Uneven development is both the product and the geographical 

premise of capitalist development” (206). The geographical difference between developed and 

underdeveloped spaces is generated through capitalism’s economic processes, but it is also a 

means of ensuring the reproduction of these economic processes and, thus, the survival of 

capitalist society itself. And this unevenness typically means that space takes on a violent 

character, particularly for the poor, thus making the experience of capitalism painfully real to 

the body. 

As a literary critic, however, I am especially interested in the distinction Lefebvre makes 

between “folklore” and spatial production, for it gets at a central problem faced by authors and 

critics alike who might wish to imagine and exact alternatives to the violent spatial conditions 
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that the utopian narrative of capitalism has produced. Capitalism both “claim[s] to be real” and 

has “produce[d] its own space,” thus appearing not as “folklore,” but as just so much common 

sense, a “real” against which the realisms of all other narratives are to be measured. In this 

context, what can literature—surely representative of the “cultural realm” if not simply 

“folklore” itself—do? And what can a re-reading of U.S. literary responses to American 

capitalism offer? In order to investigate these questions, I turn to a set of case studies, fictional 

narratives alternatively realist and utopian. I have chosen to focus on the novel, as it is this 

genre that has arguably devoted itself most unstintingly to representing and critiquing capital in 

the U.S. And I will be parsing that genre into several of its modes, arguing that each represents 

a distinct way of representing space and time. Spanning approximately one hundred years, 

from the end of the nineteenth century to the end of the twentieth, the novels I have chosen 

are touchstones for critics interested in responses to capital, and, as I will emphasize, each 

represents a different direct engagement with the built environments of American capitalism. 

My choices here are eclectic, but also perhaps not unexpected. I am not the first, for example, 

to point to the ways in which economic systems shaped realism and naturalism at the turn of 

the nineteenth century. But I also expand the boundaries of that familiar archive, adding 

hardboiled detective fiction, socialist utopian narrative, and polyphonic science fiction. In the 

process, I investigate how each text—and the larger mode it represents—engages with the 

spaces of capital and attempts to separate capitalism from its ontological status as the one and 

only common sense “real.”   

I recognize that “capitalism” is a broad term for this historical period. Clearly, the 

capitalism of the late nineteenth century is not identical to the capitalism of the late twentieth. 
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The period I have chosen spans from the Gilded Age through the Depression to the era of 

globalization in the US. But as distinctive as each specific historical moment may be, the 

continuities—the divisions of wealth and poverty, the contradictions between utopian promises 

and actual depredations—remain. And it is those continuities that preoccupy me here. My 

tracking of history and geography in these texts will thus be more broadly philosophical, as 

temporality and spatiality, rather than as a thick description of any particular historical 

moment.  

Key to understanding American literature’s engagement with the spaces of American 

capitalism is the intersection of space and time, a relationship M. M. Bakhtin famously 

articulated via the concept of the chronotope, a concept especially useful in discussing his 

privileged genre, the novel. As he put it, in the chronotope, “aspects of time and space, […]—

those available in a given historical stage of human development—have been assimilated, and 

corresponding generic techniques have been devised for reflecting and artistically processing 

such appropriated aspects of reality” (84). If space and time were fairly straightforwardly 

aligned in the epic, this relationship becomes much more complex in the novel, where multiple 

voices and storylines intersect. Following Bakhtin, I argue that, in genre-specific ways, the 

novels I examine process the capitalist production of space through a distinctly critical lens, 

rendering it legible as a form of social injustice antithetical to the ideals of freedom and human 

flourishing that have arisen alongside it as part of Enlightenment thought and, moreover, 

representing its transcendence as an imperative of reason).  

However, I also contend that these critiques often risk collapsing in on themselves, as 

the texts unfold in a way that is, interestingly, similar to The Wealth of Nations—confronting 
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and inevitably failing to manage the seemingly irresolvable problems inherent in their own 

progressive desires. In The Political Unconscious (1981), Fredric Jameson posits that the 

function of narrative is “inventing imaginary or formal ‘solutions’ to unresolvable social 

contradictions” (79); it might be said that the preoccupation of this project is the difficulty with 

which the texts in question imagine solutions to the problem of American capitalism’s spatial 

violence. It is a meditation on the ways in which late nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

American fiction shift and become unwieldy over the course of a reading, as the idea of 

alternatives beyond capitalism are met with irresolvable problems that force the narrative back 

into the familiar territory of the “real” that it wants to think beyond and, thus, translating the 

idea of a better world emerging in capitalism’s wake into little more than “folklore.”  

Of course, that literary texts try and fail to overturn capitalism is hardly surprising. As 

Jameson suggests, the contradictions represented are “unresolvable,” so any “solution” must 

inevitably remain partial and flawed. What is interesting is thus less that these critiques dissolve 

than how they dissolve as they work to “assimilate[e] real historical time and space” (Bakhtin 

84). In choosing “dissolve” as a key term, I mean to highlight the term’s potential visual, 

“scenic” qualities, for like a film dissolve, the dissolving critique seems to offer one scene of 

possible alternative that then dissolves back into the original scene, as though unable to hold, 

Jameson’s “solution” gone soluble. In this sense, the dissolving critique exposes the 

mechanisms of narrative failure, akin to what directors apparently say of the filmic dissolve: “If 

you can’t solve it, dissolve it” (https://filmglossary.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/term/dissolve/). But 

although such dissolution inevitably disappoints any progressive desires of a reader/critic such 



7 
 

as myself, I also argue that even when the critical image dissolves, a lingering sense of possible 

alternatives to capitalism remains—like afterimages in a scene.  

Dissolving Critiques 

In addressing American literature’s “dissolving critiques” of American capitalism, I build 

on a larger tradition in American literary criticism, for critics have done much to illuminate the 

often ideologically conflicted workings of late nineteenth- and twentieth-century American 

fiction. For example, in The Social Construction of American Realism (1988), Amy Kaplan argues 

that bourgeois values are fundamental to the construction of the realist novel in America but 

that these values also seem perpetually strained on the page: “The realism that develops in 

American fiction in the 1880s and 1890s is not a seamless package of a triumphant bourgeois 

mythology but an anxious and contradictory mode which both articulates and combats the 

growing sense of unreality at the heart of middle-class life” (9). Similarly, Andrew Lawson 

argues in Downwardly Mobile (2012) that the late nineteenth-century American novel anxiously 

reconstructs bourgeois ideals that the destabilizing power of capitalism were quickly eroding 

and rendering increasingly unreal—in other words, the late nineteenth-century American novel 

is a complex expression of the middle-class’s latent sense of bourgeois optimism and its 

growing anxiety over the threat of downward mobility (2).  

Building on such approaches, I argue that late nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

American fiction’s engagement with American capitalism’s spatial violence—specifically 

imagined as a social injustice antithetical to the Enlightenment ideals of freedom and human 

flourishing—presents an opportunity for further discussion, for it raises the question not only of 

the text’s representation of class relations but, more specifically, the text’s representation of 
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class relations as both mediated and made meaningful by a socially produced environment, as 

well as its construction of optimism or despair as the intersection of sociality and spatiality also 

necessarily generates an assertion about history yet to come. And I argue that Bakhtin’s theory 

of the literary chronotope is a particularly useful lens for engaging with this aspect of the texts, 

for the literary chronotope is a symptom—a manifestation of a particular culture’s 

understanding of space and time—and so it provides a way of understanding a text’s logic of 

the historical origins of space, its potential effects on a body over time, and the potential 

malleability of the spatial forms that come to shape the experience of everyday life.  

The theory of the literary chronotope has been taken up by many critics since the 

publication of Bakhtin’s original essay—and, in particular, I think, it has been expertly applied to 

the study of nineteenth-century European realism by Rosa Mucignat in her recent work, 

Realism and Space in the Novel, 1795-1869: Imagined Geographies (2013). As Mucignat 

explains, the Enlightenment sparked a revolution in the geographical imagination, disrupting 

the views of space and time previously developed in the church. Enlightenment thought 

translated space from a static given to an intrinsically temporalized, dialectical field—

simultaneously a product of history and an apparatus that, over time, brings the force of said 

history to bear on the individual (in a sense, participating in the production of the history 

through which it is itself progressively formed). And, according to Mucignat, realism expresses 

this epistemology of space and time through a chronotope that actively narrativizes space: the 

chronotope of realism not only renders space a distinctly visible within the narrative but also 

renders space legible in terms of fully imagined geographies with both historical depth and 

(perhaps most importantly) the power to diegetically influence narrative movement. What 
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Mucignat identifies in late nineteenth-century European realism is a chronotope that expresses 

not only a distinct understanding of the connection between space and historical time but also 

what geographer Edward Soja calls the “socio-spatial dialectic”—the notion that “social and 

spatial relationships are dialectically inter-reactive, inter-dependent; that social relations of 

production are both space-forming and space-contingent” (211). Put differently, the socio-

spatial dialectic expresses a logic of space and time as fundamentally dialectical and mutually 

interdependent—not space and time but space-time—similar to Doreen Massey’s observations 

in “Politics and Space/Time” (1994): “Space is not static, nor time spaceless. Of course spatiality 

and temporality are different from each other, but neither can be conceptualized as the 

absence of the other” (264).1 

But I would argue that the chronotope identified by Mucignat is hardly unique to 

European realism: as an articulation of the Enlightenment logic of space-time (a mutually 

interdependent, dialectical field), this chronotope is the foundation of many different genres—

including American realism, naturalism, and utopian fiction. All these genres evince a similar 

production of highly visible spaces, which both have historical depth and influence narrative 

moment, as they diegetically impose a particular force upon the characters situated within 

them. However, I see in these genres’ uses of this chronotope a very different effect than what 

Mucignat’s finds in her study. Mucignat concludes that the “narrativization of space” in the late 

nineteenth-century European novel promotes an ideology of cross-class interdependence—

which is to say, in Jameson’s terms, that the narrative imaginatively resolves the contradictions 

                                                           
1
 This idea is also articulated in slightly different terms by Pam Morris in Realism (2003). She argues that the realist 

novel is necessarily grounded in “the material conditions of people’s existence in a concrete historical and 
geographical world” (144). Morris notes, “Of all literary forms the realist novel is most suited to facilitate this kind 
of geographical understanding. It typically grasps the individual not just as an identity located in space but ‘as a 
juncture in a relational system without determined boundaries in time and space’” (144).     
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of capitalist society in a fairly idealistic way that hearkens back to the utopian narrative of 

Adam Smith himself. But I find that the “narrativization of space” in late nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century American fiction articulates not a symbiotic relationship mediated by the 

market but, rather, the hostility of capitalism toward the individual body, realized through the 

geography produced over the course of its history.  

Space-time is importantly inseparable in any chronotopic analysis, but in my project I 

find it useful to track where space (as setting or form) or time (as plot, especially as a single, 

progressive narrative) might variously be said to predominate in the dialectic. I have belabored 

the chronotope of realism—and primarily turn of the century realism—because this will provide 

the key terms for the analysis of the texts to follow, a kind of template against which to map 

relationships of space and time, for while space, in realism, seems a potentially malleable thing, 

subject to the force of narrative, in naturalism and utopian romance, the chronotope changes, 

with more static and primordial spaces predominating. This difference results in distinctive 

narrative shifts—in plots of determinism and assimilation rather than, as is the case in realism, 

of reaction—and the possibilities for critique also change, appealing to primordial nature, either 

in Biblical or scientific, evolutionary terms. As Mucignat suggests, the chronotope of realism is 

itself an artifact of the Enlightenment, and the critiques produced in this mode—as well as, as I 

will argue, the other modes I explore—rely on Enlightenment values of rationality, subjecthood, 

and ideas about freedom and human flourishing as metrics against which to measure the 

failings of America’s promises, pointing primarily to economic inequities built into the urban 

environment and the ways in which capitalism not only fails to fulfill the utopian promises of its 

boosters’ narrative but also prevents other political dreams and aspirations from manifesting. 
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This singular focus on the economy does produce blind spots, particularly regarding race and 

gender, which I will highlight in my readings, but it is important that these critiques fail even on 

their own terms, dissolving the possibilities that they seem clearly to wish to offer. 

Indeed, the risk of dissolution is also, I argue, fundamentally chronotopic, for, in each 

case, a problem emerges from how the text represents history—or, perhaps, more accurately, 

the possibility of actually transcending the problem of American capitalism’s spatial violence 

through individual and collective praxis. In the case of realism, the risk would seem to be 

minimal, since the genre is essentially future-oriented, grounded in the idea that, as much as 

the individual is subject to his or her reality, the opposite is also true: the individual always has 

the power to participate in the production of history and effect meaningful change over time. 

Realism, thus, articulates a seemingly Hegelian view of history, in the sense that its ruminations 

about American capitalism’s spatial violence as something one can productively react to (and 

potentially work to resolve) reflects a view of history as “none other than the progress of the 

consciousness of Freedom; a progress whose development according to the necessity of its 

nature, it is our business to investigate” (Hegel 32).2 But its critical impulses confront an 

irresolvable problem in the dominant middle class’s generally superficial understanding of the 

environment it helped usher into being. In The Production of Space, Henri Lefebvre argues that 

social space has historically benefitted from an “illusion of transparency”—a phenomenon by 

                                                           
2
 References to Hegel and the concept of the end of history, here and throughout the project, are not meant to 

fully capture the complexity of Hegel’s philosophy of history or the ensuing scholarly conversations surrounding it. 
Indeed, I deploy the concept of the end of history in a way that is admittedly limited and more optimistic than it 
appears elsewhere; however, I see this particular quote as useful in the context of this project, as it seems to 
describe a distinctly utopian view of history, in which universal freedom and self-determination become the 
ultimate objects. For a more complete sense of Hegel’s philosophical assertions about history and the 
conversations that developed subsequently, one should refer to Karl Marx’s Early Writings (1992), Herbert 
Marcuse’ s Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theory (1960), and Francis Fukuyama’s The End of 
History and the Last Man (1992), among others.   
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which space conceals its status as a social product and “appears as luminous, as intelligible, as 

giving action free rein” (Production 27). This illusion of transparency is not only present in the 

realist narrative but also necessarily limits the possibility of social change, because it makes the 

problem largely invisible to the people who would at least seem to have the most agency to do 

anything about it—and so the narrative really has nowhere to go but to return to the common 

sense “real” of capitalism’s narrative.  

There is an arguably more pervasive threat to the naturalist novel’s critique of American 

capitalism’s spatial violence. Interestingly, the naturalist narrative often expands and amplifies 

realism’s critique, in the sense that it tends to represent both the underdeveloped and 

developed spaces of American capitalism as mechanisms of repression and violence; however, 

it also confronts its own irresolvable problem in its overwhelming fear of the market, imagining 

the market as an uncontrollable monster that has turned against its creator and now dictates 

the course of everyday life with cold indifference to anything but its own survival—a horrific 

parallel to Karl Polanyi’s claim that the proper function of capitalism depends on society being 

subjugated to the market (60). Despite naturalism’s critique of American capitalism’s 

production of space at the level of setting, the plots of determination tend to represent 

capitalism’s violent geography as a problem without a solution: while characters indeed try to 

escape or at least modify their conditions, the narrative inevitably dissolves its scenes of 

possible transcendence back into scenes of the capitalist “real.” In “Realism in the Balance” 

(1938), Georg Lukács argues that works of naturalism are inevitably marred by an obsession 

with the immediate: “they all remain frozen in their own immediacy; they fail to pierce the 

surface to discover the underlying essence, i.e., the real factors that relate their experiences to 
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the hidden social forces that produce them” (36-37). I do not think this is absolutely true—for I 

think most major works of American naturalism (such as Frank Norris’s The Octopus [1901], 

Edith Wharton’s House of Mirth [1905], and John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath [1939]) do 

articulate the Enlightenment epistemology of space-time, at least insofar as it acknowledges 

the historical depth of the spatial dimension; however, I do think Lukács is correct in the sense 

that, as the plot confronts the market itself as a monstrous sort of irresolvable problem, it 

actually negates the idea of history as a progressive phenomenon that might be advanced 

dialectically (in the Hegelian sense of history as a product of human activity, emerging from the 

need for freedom). The narrative’s deeper cultural and ideological work is, thus, that it 

translates a fear of capitalism to its acceptance as the end of history.  

Realism and naturalism share, of course, a strategy of attempting to mimic the “reality” 

that the narrative of capitalism itself has produced, representing it such that its contradictions 

and depredations are now visible for critique, even as these critiques tend to dissolve, fading 

back into the system they seem to wish to transition beyond. These genres, in effect, disavow 

their status as “folklore.” Utopian literature—and here I address texts both roughly coincident 

with these earlier texts as well as a more recent work of utopian science fiction—attempts to 

represent precisely those spaces that do not exist, in each case also presenting, for contrast, 

that earlier scene of capitalism. In the case of the utopian romance, the critique of capitalism is 

overt, typically expressing through dialogue both the ways in which the geography of capitalism 

proves problematic and the ways in which the production of a new world in its wake resolves 

these problems, ossifying the spatial dimension as a Hegelian end of history. But the utopian 

romance also confronts an irresolvable problem in its own claims to moral superiority, 
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specifically when that superiority is grounded in the idea of the primordial as the true “real”—

and, thus, attempts to replace capitalism itself as the source of just so much common sense. As 

Frederic Jameson suggests in “Utopianism and Anti-Utopianism” (1994), utopia often involves 

“a will to power over all those individuals for whom you are plotting an ironclad collective 

happiness” (383). The utopian romance represents possible alternatives to capitalism in the 

most explicit terms possible, but its images of a real alternative dissolves in a much more 

insidious way, containing within its own discourse of freedom its own sinister opposite, 

becoming, over the course of a reading, largely indistinguishable from the dystopian worlds 

Raymond Williams would later define as “putropia.”3  

If the predominance of space in the chronotope of the utopian romance risk stasis, 

subsequent interventions in the genre have begun to reincorporate time—and also to bring in 

narrative techniques more properly associated with the novel—producing narratives less 

machine-like and more polyphonic, heteroglossic, and heterotopic. This alternative, which 

following Tom Moylan I call the critical utopia, produces a critique of American capitalism’s 

spatial violence that is arguably less prone to dissolution, due to its emphasis on the idea of the 

utopian end of history as grounded in a space that is both heterotopic and unexpectedly still 

malleable (a modification of Hegel that sees the possibility of change as an essential 

precondition for the freedom that is supposed to define history’s end). But the critical utopia 

too confronts its own irresolvable problem, in the sense that it often betrays a marked inability 

to think outside the historical moment it wants to resolve. There remains a risk that the 

                                                           
3
 Raymond Williams theorizes “putropia” as a particular form of SF. He defines this as “the characteristic 

twentieth-century corruption of the Utopian romances. Stories of a secular paradise of the future reached their 
peak, perhaps in Morris's News from Nowhere, and since then have been almost entirely converted into their 
opposites: the stories of a future secular hell” (15-16). In recognizing the utopian romance’s will to power, we can 
see that utopian romances are already their own corrupted forms. 
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narrative expresses various elements of capitalist ideology and (unconsciously) renders 

capitalism legible as an ideal solution to its own problems; or, in other words, it articulates the 

pressing need to work beyond American capitalism’s spatial violence but also conceives and 

represents the transcendent future largely as a reproduction of the capitalist sociospatial reality 

it wants to think past. Specifically, I see a risk that the critical utopia articulates the logic of 

capitalism in the sense that its theory of ‘human nature’ (reminiscent of David Harvey’s theory 

of ‘species being’) is largely a naturalization of capitalism’s ideal consumer, and, moreover, the 

plot of production’s reflection of capitalism in its reliance on “spatial fixes” to avoid crises (i.e., 

the limits of production).  

Of course, any attempt to map generic tendencies will produce its own contradictions 

and exceptions. My purpose here is to present, in broad strokes, the backdrop against which I 

read the specific examples in the chapters. Reading these genres in terms of the dissolving 

critique produces a narrative of political failure. This does not mean, however, that these novels 

lack political merit. I think the idea of these texts dissolving their own critiques of American 

capitalism’s spatial violence is dispiriting (or, to pun on Hegelian terms, de-Spiriting), because I 

want them to have some degree of cultural and ideological power, and I want the act of reading 

to be a potentially transformative, political act. In this desire I join a long tradition of critics who 

seek to find counsel in the “folklore” of literary texts. In “The Storyteller” (1936), Walter 

Benjamin explains that the narrative récit traditionally has an implied use-value: “every real 

story […] contains, openly or covertly, something useful. In one case, the usefulness may lie in a 
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moral; in another, in some practical advice; in a third, a proverb or maxim” (145).4 Roland 

Barthes argues, “the Novel—and within the Novel, the preterite—are mythological objects in 

which there is, superimposed upon an immediate intention, a second order appeal to a corpus 

of dogmas, or better, to a pedagogy” (77)—and, while Barthes emphasizes the sinister potential 

of such pedagogies to naturalize ideology and normalize bourgeois power, I think the opposite 

could also be true. “The Novel is a Death,” writes Barthes; “it transforms life into a destiny, a 

memory into a useful act, duration into an orientated and meaningful time” (80). But what if 

the destiny it represents folds into the Hegel’s concept of history as the conceptual and 

material realization of freedom? And what if meaningful time is understood not as an isolated 

period but, rather, in the terms of the Hegelian dialectic? I want the text to do something 

transformative and useful to myself and others—rather than fail, undermining its own 

progressive desires by allowing its progressive scenes to dissolve back into reflections of the 

capitalist “real.” But I find comfort in the fact that, although my reading of these texts is largely 

a narrative of failure, I do nonetheless see some glimmering afterimages in each critique’s 

dissolve that may yet inspire hope by stubbornly insisting on not only the necessity but the 

possibility of positive change.  

I am also mindful that critical desires for literature’s political efficacy are themselves 

potentially problematic. My own mode of critique (tracking the failed critique of others) 

elucidates just one aspect of these complex texts, and I appreciate the “post-critical” impulses 

of readers like Rita Felski, who suggests in The Limits of Critique (2015) that “a number of critics 

                                                           
4
 In “The Storyteller” (1936) Benjamin offers, as an example of the récit, the story of the Egyptian king 

Psammenitus, who is taken captive by the Persian king Cambyses. As the story goes, Psammenitus endures his 
captivity unmoved either by his own plight or that of his children, but is devastated by the sight of his former 
servant as an impoverished old man. The story lacks an overt moral but, as Benjamin suggests, is potentially 
instructive in an infinite number of ways, as the listener refracts it through to his or her own experience (148). 
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are now casting around for alternatives to the fault-finding mentality of critique” (172). 

According to Felski, reading should not just be understood in terms of what we do to a text but, 

also, in terms of just what it is a text might do to us: “In the act of reading, we encounter fresh 

ways of organizing perception, different patterns and models, rhythms of rapprochement and 

distancing, relaxation and suspense, movement and hesitation. We give form to our existence 

through the diverse ways in which we inhabit, inflect, and appropriate the artistic forms we 

encounter” (176). But in its emphasis on the more hopeful afterimages that linger in these 

texts, even after the scenes of potential progress dissolve back into images of capitalism’s 

common sense “real,” my project also evinces what I see as at once a desire and a responsibility 

to think beyond the end point of the texts’ dissolving critiques, registering what might, to 

borrow another metaphor of dissolution, precipitate out as so much new material for future 

musings on literature and the politics of critique. 

Charting a Course 

In the chapters that follow, I turn to close readings of a series of novels that fall into the 

generic categories I have outlined. Focusing particularly on urban public and private spaces, I 

track the ways in these texts map for the reader various scenes, of the extant spaces of the 

time and of alternative spaces to come. Because narrative voice is the mechanism by which the 

chronotope appears, I also track the place of the narrator in relation to the space-time in 

question. The aim of the project is to argue that the literary chronotopes of late nineteenth- 

and twentieth-century American fiction (which articulate an epistemology of dialectical, 

mutually interdependent space-time) contain the potential to critique American capitalism’s 

production of space (which is to say, its production of spatial violence), but that the individual 
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texts that mobilize these chronotopes also contain the antinomical means through which that 

critique seems to dissolve as the scene of image shifts seamlessly into its own opposite. In a 

sense, what this argument implies is that these texts register a crisis of confidence in capitalist 

culture but can never fully occupy the critical position they create for themselves—but I hope 

to argue that there is, even in these cases, a transcendent ideological impulse in the text that 

instills a desire for a better world in the reader.  

The first chapter, “Unrealistic Solutions,” discusses the ways in which the late 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century American realist novel (originally a bourgeois form) turns 

against itself, in effect, twice, first producing a critique, but then dissolving its own critical 

impulses through plots that make the transcendence of this state seem naively unrealistic. 

Although realism is a broad category (and, in the late nineteenth century includes major figures 

such as Henry James and Mark Twain), I have decided to focus on William Dean Howells’s 1890 

novel A Hazard of New Fortunes, primarily for its explicit representation of late nineteenth-

century urban-capitalist culture. As a second text, which exemplifies a kind of continuation of 

Howellsian realism and its potential antinomies into the twentieth-century, I will be pursuing 

what might be considered an unconventional choice: Chester Himes’s Blind Man with a Pistol 

(1969). Critics such as David Cochran and Thomas Heise do not consider Blind Man a work 

realism at all but, rather, something more like a postmodern, surrealist fantasy; however, I 

hope to demonstrate that it is a suitable pairing for Hazard, not just in the way its 

narrativization of the Harlem ghetto mirrors the narrativization of Howells’s Bowery but also 

because of the distinct parallels in the construction of plot. The addition of Himes also 

highlights an aspect of the realist narrative in Hazard that might be less clear. In Blind Man, the 
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detective mode highlights a set of interpretive relationships that pertain in both texts, in which 

the extradiegetic narrator describes the conditions that the characters try to “read,” piecing 

together clues to understand the larger narrative of capital written into the urban fabric. The 

promise of the forward progression of the plot is that this gap in knowledge might be bridged, 

but the novels themselves both fail to deliver, leaving us in the chaotic spaces of the riot, with 

characters failing to grasp the larger “plot” that is capitalist society itself. 

The second chapter, “Outrage and Elegy,” will discuss the ways in which late nineteenth- 

and twentieth-century American naturalism, an outgrowth of realism, similarly produces a 

critique of the capitalist society’s spatial violence, but also risks producing narrative antinomies 

in its (one might say terminal) representation of the historical dialectic. As with the discussion 

of realism, a number of authors and texts immediately suggest themselves as potentially 

exemplary of the form. Inasmuch as Frank Norris is known as perhaps the preeminent 

practitioner of late nineteenth-century American naturalism, it is also true that his definition of 

naturalism is arguably aberrant. As Donald Pizer notes in “Frank Norris’ Definition of 

Naturalism” (1963), “Norris placed realism, romanticism, and naturalism within a dialectic, in 

which realism and romanticism were opposing forces, and in which naturalism was the 

transcending synthesis” (408). The result is something that resembles what I would argue are 

more typical instances of naturalism, but with a much greater tendency to let the “balloon of 

experience” become unmoored and drift into the realm of stark unreality—as with the 

supernatural presences in The Octopus.5 Thus, I have chosen to discuss Theodore Dreiser’s 1900 

                                                           
5
 Discussing the difference between realism and romance in his preface to The American (1877), Henry James 

writes, “The balloon of experience is in fact of course tied to the earth, and under that necessity we swing, thanks 
to a rope of remarkable length, in the more or less commodious car of imagination; but it is by the rope that we 
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novel, Sister Carrie (a novel that, by many accounts, Norris himself greatly admired and was 

instrumental in the publication of). I have chosen to pair Sister Carrie with John Dos Passos’s 

Manhattan Transfer (1925) over other candidates, primarily because it is in keeping with my 

focus on the narrativization of capitalist culture at the level of setting, but also because, at the 

level of plot—and, indeed, the deeper levels of narrative spatiotemporality—it is also indicative 

of the argument about American naturalism and its engagement with capitalist culture I am 

making through my reading of Sister Carrie. Manhattan Transfer’s formal innovation, a 

fracturing of a singular space-time, further spatializes the critique, which has the effect of 

taking any agency out of the hands of the characters. The extradiegetic narrative voices in these 

naturalist texts seem even further from the characters they describe, widening the gap that 

realist texts seemed to hope might be bridged between the material reality of the setting and 

the volition of the characters who seem to have no hand in shaping or intervening into it. 

In the third chapter, “Natural Progress,” I shift from realism and naturalism to utopian 

romance, arguing that, here too, the critical impulse is constantly at risk of dissolution, through 

its potential reliance on problematic ideas of what constitutes a moral ‘evolution’ as the 

ideological foundation of a Hegelian end of history. For the discussion of the utopian romance, 

there are, again, many texts that could be discussed. Jean Pfaelzer notes that in the decade 

spanning 1886 to 1896, a combination of widespread self-consciousness about historical 

dynamics and a sense that the prospects of a better world was immanent in the processes of 

capitalism gave rise to the publication of more than one hundred works of utopian fiction in the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
know where we are, and from the moment that cable is cut we are at large and unrelated: we only swing apart 
from the globe—though remaining as exhilarated, naturally, as we like, especially when all goes well. The art of the 
romancer is ‘for the fun of it,’ insidiously to cut the cable, to cut it without our detecting him” (12). 
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United States (3). However, I have chosen to read what is arguably the most canonical and 

paradigmatic of late nineteenth-century American utopian romances, Edward Bellamy’s 

Looking Backward (1888). As a second text, I have chosen to examine a twentieth-century 

example of the utopian romance, Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915). This is a somewhat 

conventional pairing, especially given that both texts share a socialist impulse. A number of 

critics have discussed them together; however, more often than not, the texts are paired only 

to argue that feminist content of Gilman’s novel makes it a superior work, from a cultural and 

ideological standpoint. I intend to show, by contrast, the ways in which Gilman’s novel 

demonstrates a retention of problematic late nineteenth-century formal characteristics, which 

prevent the novel from fully critiquing the capitalist (or, for that matter, the patriarchal) 

sociospatial reality from which it emerges. Here, as is conventional in utopian literature, 

narrative voice moves into the narrative itself, becoming our first person naïve guide, a pivot 

between the old world and the new. This yields a narrative tightly controlled, such that the 

critique might seem destined to hold, but the appeal to primordial nature triumphs over the 

narrative of progress, producing a spatial end of history that makes the prospect of the utopian 

alternative far less secure. 

The fourth chapter, “The Reproduction of Capitalism,” will discuss how the revival of 

utopian fiction in the later twentieth-century resolves the chronotopic contradictions of the 

utopian romance but introduces novel risks of its own, which themselves threaten to dissolve 

the narrative’s critique of capitalist society’s spatial violence. Although there are a number of 

texts that could be discussed here—for example, Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) or 

Samuel Delany’s Triton (1976), I have decided to focus instead on Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars 
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trilogy (1993-1996), in part because the assimilation of a dialectical, mutually interdependent 

space-time is rendered more explicitly in Mars, with utopia being something that is seen in 

production, and the long timespan covered by the novel enables the diegetic effects of utopian 

space on the human body to be rendered more explicitly. The chapter will discuss how Mars 

produces what seems to be a relatively insoluble critique of capitalist culture; however, it will 

also discuss the ways in which the narrative produces new contradictions of its own—some of 

which are perhaps beneficial to the cultural and ideological work of the chronotope (which is to 

say that, in various ways, they actually contribute to the critique of capitalist culture), while 

others are more problematic. Indeed, the trilogy explicitly describes the Martian alternative as 

“post-capitalist.” However, the heteroglossia and heterotopia can also be read to recapitulate 

capitalism, and the spatial fixes that the extraterrestrial settings produce mean that the scene 

of critique dissolves back into the very society it promises to replace. Mars brings us back to an 

external omniscient narrator, the figure who can orchestrate the polyphony that the characters 

and the spaces they produce represent. But on this narrative level, too, this seeming contrast of 

omniscience and particularity risks mimicking the system it purports to overcome, as the single 

narrative of capital gives the illusion of multiplicity, accommodating difference—even 

capitalizing on it—while producing a covert, single narrative that is the system itself. 

As is apparent from these descriptions of the chapters that follow, the narrative of my 

project is a narrative of failure, as each diverse novel disappoints, in a new way, any simple 

utopian desire on the part of the literary critic. Thus, it is necessary to emphasize once more 

that it is not the intention of this project to be pessimistic about the value of literature and the 

study thereof. The work I will be trying to do here will be not to cast judgment on ‘flawed texts’ 
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from a position of cultural and ideological superiority but, rather, to foreground these 

contradictions so that we might better detect the ideological residue that is always contrarily 

left in their wake. 
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CHAPTER ONE: UNREALISTIC SOLUTIONS IN A HAZARD OF NEW FORTUNES AND BLIND MAN 

WITH A PISTOL 

Disorder, Absurdity, Realism 

William Dean Howells and Chester Himes are, in many ways, an unlikely pair. Howells 

was, in his own time and for much of the twentieth century, often considered an overly genteel 

writer of middle-class “teacup tragedies”; Himes, meanwhile, is best known for a series of 

hardboiled Harlem detective novels teeming with violence and sexuality.6 However, the two 

writers occupy common ground in the sense that their realism is similarly animated by a desire 

to write back against American culture’s departure from reason. In a letter intended to be sent 

to the New York press in the wake of the 1886 Haymarket Riot, Howells writes, “the whole 

tenor of my literature and my life was to counter disorder of all kinds” (qtd in Parrish 29). 

Similarly, Himes begins the second volume of his autobiography, My Life of Absurdity (1976), 

with the assertion that his fiction was a reaction to the absurdity visible in all facets of the racist 

American culture that kept him marginalized (1).7 This idea of realism as a ‘reaction’ to disorder 

and absurdity is perhaps nowhere more evident than in Howells’s A Hazard of New Fortunes 

(1890) and Himes’s Blind Man with a Pistol (1969), each of which tasks its protagonists 

themselves with ‘reacting’ to the mounting depredations of a capitalist system that is daily 

becoming ever more entrenched in the spatial structures of everyday life. 

                                                           
6
 The accusation that Howells is a writer of “teacup tragedies” can be traced specifically to Frank Norris’s 1896 

essay, “Zola as a Romantic Writer.” Norris writes that Howells’s realism “is the smaller details of every-day life, 
things that are likely to happen between lunch and supper, small passions, restricted emotions, dramas of the 
reception-room, tragedies of an afternoon call, crises involving cups of tea” (168).    
7
 As Timothy Parrish notes, Haymarket is generally understood to be the central “disorder” that inspired Hazard. 

The parallel “disorder” for Himes is, of course, the way capitalism’s hostilities combined with those of American 
racism in the postwar era, leaving inner cities hollowed out and crumbling—and the subsequent riots in cities such 
as Detroit and Watts.        
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In A Hazard of New Fortunes, protagonist Basil March moves to New York City to 

become the editor of a new literary magazine, Every Other Week. March embodies a 

particularly middle-class sensibility; however, that sensibility is challenged when March finds 

himself unwittingly tasked with mediating the ideological conflict between the magazine’s 

millionaire investor, Dryfoos, and its socialist translator, Lindau. This sensibility is further 

challenged when that same conflict manifests in the broader public sphere, as a conflict 

between capital and labor evolves into a riot that consumes the city in an outburst of 

spectacular violence, which takes the lives of Dryfoos’s son, Conrad, and the translator Lindau. 

Timothy Parrish notes that March typically represents the “eminently sane” position in 

Howells’s works, but these conflicts represent a form of sociality that cause him actively to 

question his own (middle-class) sense of reason (23). In the end, March condemns both the 

violence of the riot and the conditions that brought it into being, while also committing to the 

institution of Every Other Week and its cooperative economic model, which promises a more 

‘sane’ way forward that may preclude the eruption of violent class conflict moving forward. 

Blind Man with a Pistol is the penultimate entry in Chester Himes’s ‘domestic series.’ In 

these novels, protagonists Coffin Ed and Grave Digger occupy a complicated position as black 

detectives, as they exist in between the (predominantly white) concept of law and order and 

the racialized ghetto. Using a blend of deduction and brute force, the duo throughout the cycle 

deal with murder, counterfeiting and the like—always ‘getting their man’ and restoring the 

conventional sense of law and order, but also subtly subverting the inequality of the status quo 

(for example, by looking the other way when a pile of white people’s money disappears 

mysteriously into the ghetto). However, in Blind Man, Coffin Ed and Grave Digger face a much 
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more difficult assignment: Harlem is literally burning as fighting breaks out throughout the city, 

erupting in riots, and Coffin Ed and Grave Digger are assigned the task of figuring out who is 

responsible. The culprit, as Coffin Ed and Grave Digger know, is the systemic machinations of 

racist, capitalist society: years of poverty, inequality, and violence are being reflected back onto 

the city itself—and this becomes a case too complicated for even legendary figures like them: 

the duo cannot resolve the problem, and, in the absence of any real solution, they are forced to 

choose between the lesser of two evils: the systematic violence represented by the return of 

‘law and order’ or the chaotic violence inherent in the justice sought by the rioters.  

It is commonly understood among critics that both novels express degrees of anxiety 

about the specific cultural moments from which they emerge. In what is arguably still the most 

prominent reading of Hazard, Amy Kaplan argues that the novel expresses the middle class’s 

fear of destabilizing social change—which is to say, its fear of the “otherness” inherent in that 

which is yet to be realized (44). For readers of Blind Man, the novel seems most commonly to 

express anxiety over the dynamics of race and gender—often expressed through the precarious 

position of the detectives themselves (authoritative and hypermasculine, yet always subjugated 

to white authority). Wendy W. Walters, for example, argues that the detectives’ authority, both 

as men and detectives, is in constant tension with their status as racialized subjects. Similarly, 

Stephen F. Soitos argues that the “Bad Black Man” trope through which Himes constructs these 

characters is particularly threatened by the forces of racism in Blind Man. 

However, what I see most distinctly through a Bakhtinian lens is the texts’ anxiety over 

the underdeveloped spaces of American capitalism, as a departure from the ideals of freedom 

that are the cornerstone of much Enlightenment thought (and, in particular, Hegel’s philosophy 
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of universal history). Reading the chronotope’s spatial dimension, realized as setting, these 

novels not only construct their representations of the American city with a sense of historical 

depth (rendering them legible as spaces produced over time in accordance with the needs of a 

capitalist society) and the power to impact diegetic movement (as something that returns to 

the body as a site of meaning). This renders the underdeveloped spaces of American capitalism 

legible as something that not only limits the freedom of the impoverished individual but, in fact, 

inflicts a pernicious form of violence that promises to break a body down over time.  

And it is in the temporal dimension, conceived primarily as plot, that the narrative 

engages with this phenomenon as a problem to be solved, thinking of history in a Hegelian 

sense, as a process of realizing a better world, defined by freedom from such tyranny, through 

human activity—making the protagonist responsible for confronting capitalism’s spatial 

violence as a moral crisis to be ‘reacted’ against and at least potentially resolved. But the 

irresolvable problem inherent in the plots of both texts, which precludes such an eventuality, is 

the persistent blindness of the dominant culture to the real operations of its own historical 

projects (i.e., capitalism and the spaces of capital): the dominant middle class (inevitably white 

and set against a racialized lower class in both narratives) sees the city as transparent, 

concealing its status as a social product so that it “appears as luminous, as intelligible, as giving 

action free rein” (Production 27). This creates an inherent difficulty in generating the scene of 

positive change through the dominant culture itself, as tasking the dominant culture with 

resolving its own problems it cannot even see becomes an inherently unrealistic solution. When 

the lower classes, who have both the perspective and the motivation to remedy inequity, 

attempt to produce their own reaction, they appear as a villainous threat rather than agents of 
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positive change—and narrative closure inevitably begins to depend on a reaction to the rioters. 

Thus, the image of positive change inevitably dissolves back into the image of the “real” 

narrative of capitalism that the narratives persistently critique. 

But I think that, in both texts, there is a lack of closure inherent in this dissolve, which 

conveys a sense that capitalism’s “real” remains transitory and inevitably subject to change, 

based on the needs of the people. I think both novels produce, in the wake of such dissolves, an 

afterimage that conveys the idea that capitalism contains the seeds of its own destruction—

with cooperatives such as Every Other Week emerging from capitalism and enduring in the 

wake of the riot to provide a more acceptable way forward in Hazard, and the recurrence of 

riots in Blind Man signaling that the necessity of freedom will always generate reactions to the 

violence of capitalism. In this way, the novels still gesture, at least tentatively, toward a better 

future, even as they find themselves forced back into the territory of the “real” produced by 

capitalism. 

In both novels, it is the realist chronotope that governs the critique and its failure, as the 

settings (as space) and plots (as time) make visible the contours of capitalism as well as the 

seemingly futile attempts at overturning it. In order to parse these movements, I begin here by 

mapping the novels’ settings, tracking the ways in which the narrative voices map the 

conditions upon which the drama of the narratives will unfold. I then turn to the forward 

temporal momentum of the plots. Here, the detective model provided by Himes offers a means 

by which to understand the relationships of narrative voice to character in both texts, as the 

primary characters attempt to solve the problems they see. The disjuncture between the 

omniscient views of the narrators and the limited views of the characters reveals that the larger 
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“plot” in both novels is the ruse of capital itself. And though this remains invisible to the 

characters (and thus to the resolution of the novel), it is arguably there as an afterimage (and 

challenge) for the reader, a kind of critic/detective who might piece together a new plot for the 

future. 

The Spatial Dimension: American Unevenness  

While not necessarily the dominant aspect of late nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

American realism’s chronotope, the spatial dimension is an essential source of meaning, as it 

helps define the terms of everyday life in the “real” world produced by capitalism. As Rosa 

Mucignat suggests, realism’s novelty rests, in part, on the way it mobilizes descriptions of space 

to produce something that, more than a background for action, has a much more clearly 

diegetic function:  

description is not an incidental quality that may or may not be added to a narrative, but 

an element embedded and inseparable from it. Transporting this idea onto the level of 

genre, it could be said that realist novels, with their extensive descriptive passages, are 

not just a potentiated folk-tale, or the skeleton of an eternal archetype fleshed out with 

lifelike details. They are a different kind of text altogether, guided by a different set of 

epistemological and aesthetic principles. (Realism and Space) 

In short, the realist narrator constructs setting through strategies of description that render 

space visible as a socially constructed field with historical depth, as well as the power to impact 

individual movement—variously limiting or enabling action and often representing a form of 

crisis in and of itself. 
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Particularly in works of urban realism, such as Hazard and Blind Man, what this means is 

the narrative construction and diegetic activation of a distinctly uneven geography produced by 

the economic processes of American capitalism (i.e., the uneven relationship between capital 

and labor): in Mucignat’s terms, these novels construct spaces that are “discontinuous, 

consolidated in different densities, and marked by some kind of brink, verge or frontier.” More 

specifically, however, what this often means in late nineteenth- and twentieth-century realism 

is that the narrative imagines and represents American capitalism’s systematic production of 

underdeveloped spaces, which bring a violence to bear on the poor—making poverty physically 

real to the individual. American capitalism’s production of space emerges in realism as an 

attack on the body its utopian narrative claims to liberate and nurture. Fredric Jameson writes 

in The Political Unconscious (1982), “the novel plays a significant role in what can be called a 

properly bourgeois cultural revolution—that immense process of transformation whereby 

populations whose life habits were formed by other, now archaic, modes of production are 

effectively reprogrammed for life in the new world of market capitalism” (152); however, I also 

see realism turning against its strictly bourgeois origins in producing a critical representation of 

capitalism’s spatial violence.  

Both Hazard and Blind Man construct their narratives (and, thus, their settings) through 

an extradiegetic narrator—someone seemingly speaking from outside of the narrative’s space-

time. As Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan points out, this type of narrator’s “being absent from the 

story and their higher narratorial authority in relation to it […] confers on such narrators the 

quality which has often been called ‘omniscience’” (96). And while omniscience, as Rimmon-

Kenan notes, is always necessarily an exaggeration, the narrators’ superiority to the space-time 
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of their respective narratives does give them a special insight into it. In short, these novels not 

only construct urban settings with a sense of historical depth (a space produced over time in 

accordance with the needs of a capitalist society) and the power to impact diegetic movement 

(as something that impacts the body in a violent way), but deploy narrators that share this 

knowledge and help us, as readers, understand these spatial qualities in various ways (i.e., what 

the narrator chooses to describe or exclude, their tone, etc.). 

Written nearly seven decades apart, Hazard and Blind Man offer very different 

representations of New York City—but construct the city with a similar acknowledgment of 

American capitalism’s uneven geographical development, and the idea that this produces a 

form of violence that is antithetical to the notion of a historical progression toward freedom 

(which is, in Hegelian terms, the essence of reason). As Amy Kaplan astutely points out, 

Hazard’s construction of setting renders distinctly visible what Mrs. March calls “the line at 

which respectability distinguishes itself from shabbiness” (56)—and the narrative consistently 

crosses and re-crosses this line (representing in one moment a middle-class home, then moving 

into the underdeveloped neighborhoods built to contain capitalism’s reserve army of labor), 

making geographical difference and heterogeneity an important part of the narrative. Similarly, 

in Blind Man, the narrative follows the detectives into crumbling houses, tenements, and literal 

holes in the ground, rendering legible the city’s geographical unevenness and creating within 

the narrative a sense of what Martin Luther King Jr. called the existence of ‘two Americas.’ 

Michael Dummett notes, “it is characteristic of racism that it fuses with other kinds of hostility” 

(29); Blind Man narrativizes precisely this fusion in its construction of the Harlem ghetto, which 

fuses the dual hostilities of capitalism and racism into a concrete reality. Thus, while Hazard’s 
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setting is a still burgeoning metropolis (the iconic ‘el’ train still a novelty), and Blind Man’s is the 

sprawling, postwar cityscape formed under the watch of Robert Moses, both representations of 

the city are similarly “discontinuous, consolidated in different densities, and marked by some 

kind of brink, verge or frontier.” 

These representations of the city’s uneven geography produces a critique, as the 

descriptive work of the narratives’ extradiegetic narrators provide details about the violence (in 

the terms of detective fiction, providing the ‘clues’ to the production of spatial forms as a crime 

against reason, in its restrictions of the freedom that is, in Hegelian terms, the ultimate object 

of history). Whenever the narrative crosses into one of these underdeveloped spaces, there is a 

tendency in both novels to narrativize the setting through the use of descriptive pauses—a 

technique through which time (to twist a well-known Bakhtinian phrase) not only thickens but 

becomes overly thick. Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan notes that text-time is only feasibly measurable 

in terms of narrative pace—which is to say, the “ratio between story-duration and textual 

length,” represented at one extreme by the ellipsis, “where zero textual space corresponds to 

some story duration,” and by the descriptive pause at the other, “where some segment of the 

text corresponds to zero story duration” (52-53).8 The narrative pace slows to a complete stop, 

and textual time extends indefinitely over absolute-zero story duration, creating a space in 

which the narrator’s description renders the setting legible as both a social product created 

over time and something that applies a particular force to the individual over time. This 

produces in both narratives a distinct critique of capitalist society’s production of space, as the 

                                                           
8
 Working from a different theoretical tradition, one might also note that Joseph Frank would consider this is an 

instance of “spatial form” in literature, in the sense that the temporal progression of the narrative seems to be 
consumed by the tendencies of the ‘plastic arts,’ no longer telling a story but, rather, constructing a static image. 
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underdeveloped spaces are revealed as inflicting a force similar to what Rob Nixon calls “slow 

violence”: “a violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather incremental and 

accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a range of temporal scales” (2). In 

other words, these descriptive strategies render legible the idea that the capitalist utopia 

promised by bourgeois philosophers such as Adam Smith is contingent upon the production of 

a second grim world, where no one is free and no one flourishes, the material world itself 

functioning as a bludgeon that beats down the poor.  

Although the opening chapters of Hazard take place entirely in comfortable middle-class 

spaces (settings suitable for ‘teapot tragedy’ and indicative of a naïve faith in the status quo), 

the March family’s move from Boston to New York causes the image of cozy domesticity to 

dissolve into a much more sinister image of the Bowery, as an underdeveloped space that 

disregards and actively works against the needs of the human body. For Amy Kaplan, this part 

of the narrative is, in effect, realism’s search for itself, through a search for an acceptable 

(bourgeois) foreground in the city—a narrative process that “tests the viability of domesticity as 

a touchstone for the real” (47); however, I see in this part of the novel a somewhat different 

ideological impulse, because as the narrative here crosses “the line at which respectability 

distinguishes itself from shabbiness” and moves into an underdeveloped neighborhood built to 

contain capitalist society’s reserve army of labor, what the descriptive pauses point to as a 

touchstone of the “real” is an image of American capitalism breaking its own utopian promise, 

through the violence inherent in these underdeveloped neighborhoods.  

The extradiegetic narrator’s specialized knowledge of space is mobilized immediately in 

descriptive pauses that render American capitalism’s spatial violence visible for critique—
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specifically, in conveying the idea that such underdeveloped spaces are not so much built for 

humans as they are for the dehumanized objects that capitalism requires the poor to be.9 

Hazard’s extradiegetic narrator describes the tenement buildings as lofty, yet also crammed 

with bodies to the point where they seem to be overflowing: “the roadway and sidewalks and 

door-steps swarmed with children; women’s heads seemed to show at every window” (64). 

Particularly refracted through the fact that the Marches’ apartment hunt consistently 

emphasizes the family’s need for adequate living space (a minimum of ten rooms being one of 

Mrs. March’s sine qua nons), the compression of the urban poor (a sine qua non of capitalism) 

creates a sense of an inhumane translation of the human body into something other—and 

lesser—than itself. The adults become deadened objects like commodities in storage or 

sardines packed in a can, signaling not only the psychic violence of dehumanization but also a 

distinctly physical kind, as the individual is deprived of the space that is necessary for one’s 

wellbeing. There is perhaps also something to be said about the way the extradiegetic narrator 

describes these people as being perpetually on display, as though commodities in a store, 

always available when needed (as they are, being members of a reserve army of labor). 

Meanwhile, the children are also subject to a dehumanizing transformation, becoming insects 

literally swarming the streets—a transformation that is especially virulent, because it 

encourages the idea that the poor are a different species and, thus, do not need or deserve 

those things a human being requires to live.  

                                                           
9
 There is a recurring trope in Hazard (as well as in Blind Man and elsewhere), which mobilizes critiques of 

capitalism through anthropocentric assumptions about the human being’s exceptional status: the major 
transgression of capitalism, it seems, is that it translates human beings into something lesser than themselves. 
This, I think, is necessarily a function of capitalist culture’s own obsession with the individual, but it also seems 
symptomatic of Abrahamic religion’s assertions that humans are, indeed, exceptional beings created in God’s 
image.  
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The idea that these underdeveloped spaces are built for capitalism’s dehumanized 

objects (the reserve army of labor, not human beings per se) is also compounded through the 

way the particular absences and substitutions that produce an image of a wasteland that 

cannot possibly sustain the human body. The extradiegetic narrator describes the 

neighborhood as being littered with garbage and ash: these are the ghostly remains of the 

commodity, and their foregrounding in the description seems to underscore the absence of the 

only thing that can conceivably sustain a body in a capitalist space-time (64). And even when 

the narrator’s description does conjure a brief glimpse of the commodity, it seems ironically 

only to reinforce the absence thereof: there are small stores where people can buy provisions, 

but only the cheapest forms of nourishment are available (cabbages, bacon, and sausages 

representing the degraded diet of the poor), which establishes the underdeveloped 

neighborhood as being what would now generally be called a ‘food desert’ (64-65). This 

violence of deprivation is ultimately rendered legible on the bodies of the poor through the 

narrator’s description: “It was not the abode of the extremest poverty, but of a poverty as 

hopeless as any in the world, transmitting itself from generation to generation, and establishing 

conditions of permanency to which human life adjusts itself as it does to those of some 

incurable disease, like leprosy” (65). This long and laborious sentence helps construct the 

setting and convey its problematic nature: first, the slowness of the sentence has a certain 

thematic resonance, in that seems to mimic the slow drag of the spatial violence being 

described; perhaps more significantly, however, the fact that the punchline likening the means 

and ends of capitalism to a virulent disease is so long in coming seems to refract the narrator’s 

sneer in a particular way, framing it as not an unmeasured emotional response but, rather, an 
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empirical conclusion about the way an underdeveloped space such as this fails to sustain the 

human body. It is also worth noting that this is a different strategy of description deployed by 

the narrator, reverting to simile over straight description: I argue that this provides a different 

way of conceptualizing a problem that could otherwise be missed, and this particular use of 

simile, I think, makes the problem more legible and, thus, likely to generate more sympathy 

than other forms of communicating the problem. 

While these scenes offer a number of clues about American capitalism’s spatial violence, 

they are notably limited to exteriors, and they keep concealed (or at least obscured) the reality 

of lived experience inside the home; however, the narrative does eventually move inside the 

home of Lindau, March’s friend and employee, and here the narrator reduces the narrative 

pace for a description that renders American capitalism’s underdevelopment visible as 

something that subverts American capitalism’s its own discourse of the home as sanctuary. The 

threshold, in fact, offers an immediate link between capitalism’s underdevelopment of the 

domestic space of the poor and the breakdown of the human body: “A women with a tied-up 

face of toothache opened the door for [March] when he pulled, with a shiver of foreboding, the 

bell knob, from which a yard of rusty crape dangled” (187). This sentence marks one resident of 

the building as ill via the fabric wrapped around her face and another as already dead via the 

rusty fabric hanging from the door. Inside, signs of decay define virtually every surface: 

“[March] found himself in a kitchen where a meagre breakfast was scattered in stale fragments 

on the table before the stove. The place was bare and cold; a half-empty beer bottle scarcely 

gave it a convivial air” (187). Every adjective the narrator uses (meagre, stale, bare, cold, half-

empty) is a sign of insufficiency, conspiring to convey a sense that this is a space incapable of 
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supporting a human body. Moreover, the sarcasm toward the end of this passage, in the 

comment about the half-empty bottle as décor, once again conveys a tone of reasoned 

indignation over the fact that such a space is actually a part of the city produced over the 

course of capitalism’s history. The signs of spatial violence ultimately are found on the body of 

Lindau himself: March finds him lying in bed, as though in a casket, because “Idt’s jeaper to stay 

in pedt sometimes as to geep a fire a-goin all the time” (188). The image of Lindau here seems 

to create connections throughout the scene, recalling the rusty crape hanging on the door and 

implicitly raising the question of whether or not—or, perhaps, how long it will take before—this 

chronically underdeveloped space will once again fully devolve from a site of comfort and rest 

promised by capitalist culture to literally become the house of the dead.   

It is, then, in the narrative description of setting—and in the sometimes pointed 

commentary of the omniscient narrator—that readers become aware, both of the place of 

capitalism and of the novel’s critical perspective on it. And in this way, Howells prefigures 

Himes, for Blind Man seems to share this idea that the violence of American capitalism’s 

underdeveloped spaces transforms human beings into something less than themselves, but 

mobilizes this idea in a more dramatic way (I would say bordering on the fantastic), by turning 

the human into a grotesque version of itself. In Hazard, the transformation is generally to 

animal or object, while in Blind Man, transformations are monstrous. Reading Blind Man as an 

absurdist fantasy that satirizes the white concept of the black underclass, Thomas Heise 

suggests that the crumbling house under investigation in the opening vignette follows in the 

phantasmagoric tradition of Poe’s house of Usher (“Harlem” 487); however, it is actually 

something very distinct, because while Poe’s house produces meaning largely by referring to 
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that which exists outside of space-time, Himes’s produces meaning precisely because it is a 

representation of capitalist society’s historical processes. The extradiegetic narrator constructs 

the house’s exterior through a descriptive pause in the novel’s opening paragraphs, which 

renders legible its chronic underdevelopment, as part of the larger ghetto that contains 

capitalist society’s (distinctly racialized) reserve army of labor: 

The wooden steps leading up to the cracked, scabby front door were so rotten one had 

to mount them like crossing a river on a fallen tree trunk; the foundation was crumbling, 

one side of the house had sunk lower than the other, the concrete windowsills had 

fallen from all the upper windows and the constant falling of bricks from the front wall 

created a dangerous hazard for passing pedestrians. Most of the windowpanes had long 

been broken out and replaced with brown wrapping paper, and the edges of linoleum 

could be seen hanging from the roof, where years before it had been placed to cover a 

leak. (11) 

The description conveys that, at one point, the house was rather stately, initially produced 

through significant capital investment—but it also traces a subsequent lapse into 

underdevelopment through adjectives that convey the withdrawal of capital, such as “cracked,” 

“scabby,” “rotten,” “crumbling,” “sunk,” and “broken.” The nouns perform a similar sort of 

work, as the narrator creates a list of the many signs of decay on the house’s surface, working 

in a seemingly objective, empirical fashion that seems to mirror the methods of the detective 

itself: the narrator notes, “unseen bottles, tin cans, rusted bed springs, broken emery stones, 

rotting harness, dead cats, dog offal, puddles of stinking garbage,” as well as a number of things 

that feed off decay, such as “swarms of bottle flies, house flies, gnats, mosquitoes” (12). The 
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descriptive pause also generates a number of superficial signs that add complexity to the 

house’s historical production by signifying failed attempts on behalf of the house’s residents to 

slow its decay: the broken glass has been replaced with brown paper, and the crumbling roof 

has been patched with linoleum (12). These represent insufficient repairs and, thus, primarily 

emphasize the house’s overall decay; however, they are perhaps most interesting for the fact 

that they render legible a kind of vain struggle against capitalist society’s historical processes to 

make the house a safe place.  

 And, while Hazard seems to defer a view of inside American capitalism’s 

underdeveloped domestic spaces, Blind Man does so almost immediately: white police search 

the premises without a warrant in a subtle abuse of power, while the narrative exercises its 

own power simultaneously in a parallel ‘search’ that exposes the depredations of capitalism’s 

underdeveloped spaces. What is mainly at issue initially is a number of specific ‘substitutions’ 

that render the house a tragically degraded imitation of middle-class domesticity that, much 

like the tenements in Hazard, handle the human body as something other (and lesser) than 

itself. For example, wooden pallets stand in for beds and a feeding trough stands in for a dining 

table. While the white police searching the house seem to take these substitutions as signs of 

black degeneracy, they are mobilized by the narrator as an additional layer of ‘clues’ to the 

violence of American capitalism’s uneven geographical development and the ways in which 

these spaces are built to translate human beings into something lesser: the pallets translate the 

human body into a commodity in storage (appropriate for reserve labor) and the trough 

translates it into a barnyard animal (also, tragically, a commodity to be consumed). But the 

spatial violence implied through these substitutions is also a distinctly physical one, in that to 
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use these items as they seem to be used by the house’s residents implies a perpetual state of 

discomfort that slowly distorts the physical form and ultimately breaks a body over time.  

The people inside the house also function as a dual clue: further evidence of black 

degeneracy for the white police, and bearers of the bodily marks of spatial violence when 

mobilized by the extradiegetic narrator, as they emerge from the shadows as grotesque 

distortions of the human form (perhaps channeling the increasingly prevalent images of 

monstrous transformations of the human in films such as George Romero’s Night of the Living 

Dead [1968]). The narrator first describes a man cooking in the house’s version of a kitchen, 

making “some sort of stew with a strong nauseating smell” (13). The man is, in a very literal 

sense, nourishing his body through capitalist society’s underdeveloped space, and the effect 

seems much like poison, as his body appears twisted into a shape that seems barely 

recognizable as human at all: “The torso of the black man looked like a misshapen lump of 

crude rubber. He had a round black face with a harelip which caused him to slobber constantly, 

and his grayish skull was shaved” (13). Signs of ill-health are also legible in the descriptions of 

the many children living in the house, their heads were “spotted with tetter” (16-17). These 

spots are a synecdoche for forms of slow violence that may be occurring imperceptibly, 

breaking down the children’s bodies beneath the surface, where the narrator’s gaze cannot 

possibly reach. However, the clearest sign of spatial violence is constructed, I argue, through 

the presence of “three suspicious-looking mounds in the dirt cellar, which, upon being opened, 

revealed the remains of three female bodies” (18). These corpses are the logical extension of 

the signs of violence legible on the bodies of everyone else in the house, and they ultimately 

render legible the reality that the house, as a place that contains capitalist society’s (racialized) 
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reserve army of labor is, in fact, antithetical to the survival of the human beings trapped within 

its walls.  

As Robert Crooks notes, all the novels in Himes’s domestic series “begin with so-called 

crimes and criminals” (85); however, this pattern is given an ironic twist in Blind Man. The 

narrative incorporates this crumbling house as a setting for the purposes of investigation by the 

white police, prompted by a cryptic sign in the window that reads, “Fertile womens, lovin God, 

inquire within” (12). When the investigation uncovers the bodies buried in the basement, the 

crime at hand is ostensibly serial murder; however, the text actually offers no evidence of 

murder at all. What I think the extradiegetic narrator’s simultaneous investigation bears out is 

that they died from some poverty-related issue, and Reverend Sam gave them the only kind of 

‘Christian burial’ economically feasible, given the conditions of everyday life in the 

underdeveloped geography of an inherently racist capitalist society. In fact, Reverend Sam tells 

the police that his most recently deceased wife died during childbirth (18). As Thomas Heise 

notes in “Harlem is Burning,” the discovery of the bodies in the basement “promises to clue us 

into the real nature of the ‘black underclass’ family. But the revelation leads nowhere. The 

subject of these murders is never broached again by the text” (492). The reason why the 

revelation seems to lead nowhere is that the crime of murder is actually imagined: there is no 

evidence to support the accusation of murder, but it fits the expectations of the racist police; 

meanwhile, the “real” crime of American capitalism’s spatial violence against the racialized 

body, which the narrative communicates through the extradiegetic narrator’s descriptive 

pauses, goes completely unseen by them (making them literal blind men with pistols) despite 

the fact that it is right in front of them, even more plainly obvious than Poe’s purloined letter.  
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But elsewhere in the novel, more ambiguous forms of spatial violence also seem to 

compound the danger of everyday life in American capitalism’s underdeveloped spaces, in the 

sense that the narrative emphasizes the ways in which the absence of a real economic base in 

underdeveloped neighborhoods gives rise to underground economies (specifically, in this novel, 

prostitution) and, thus, produce additional layers of (interpersonal) danger for the individual. 

White men coming to Harlem to solicit prostitution is a very common occurrence in Himes’s 

domestic series. It is, in a sense, symptomatic of the culture from which the series emerged: as 

Thomas Heise suggests in Urban Underworlds, the ghetto is space that “secure[s] bourgeois 

morality in wealthy white neighborhoods by locating degeneracy in poor black ones” (88). The 

narrative soon moves to a murder scene, in a dingy underground apartment, and when the 

extradiegetic narrator slows the narrative pace, the scene becomes visible as simultaneously 

the scene of a murder and the scene of capitalist society’s crime against the racialized poor:  

Originally made to accommodate a part-time janitor or any type of laborer who would 

fire the boiler for a place to sleep, the room had been converted into a pad. All that 

remained of the original was a partitioned-off toilet in one corner and a washbasin in 

the other. An opening enclosed by heavy wire mesh opened into the boiler room, 

serving for both ventilation and heat. Otherwise, the room was furnished like a boudoir. 

There was a dressing-table with a triple-mirror, three-quarter bed with chenille spread, 

numerous foam-rubber pillows in a variety of shapes. (65-66) 

As in the opening sequence describing the decaying house, here too the narrator seems to see 

through the apartment’s surfaces to excavate a narrative of its production over time (i.e., its 

historical depth), as a space designed for one form of exploitation and subsequently 
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repurposed for another: namely, it is first designed to contain lower class labor that (given the 

economic vacuum capitalism deliberately produces in the ghetto)  has few options available to 

it; subsequently, it develops into a shadowy space for prostitution (i.e., exploitation of those 

with even fewer options, as the emergence of underground economic practices fill the void left 

absent when other mainstream economic opportunities disappear). And, interestingly, the 

narrator does this in a tone drained of the sensationalism a gruesome murder seems to 

demand, which seems important primarily for the way it refuses to let the spectacular violence 

of the murder distract from the less spectacular layers of slow, spatial violence previously 

mobilized through capitalism’s uneven development. However, I think the fact that the 

narrator’s tone is essentially drained of sensationalism creates a sense of the violence as 

commonplace and, in many ways, banal. Part of the narrative’s critique, thus, becomes the idea 

that murder is fairly common, given the economic reality of the ghetto. Capitalism produces 

unsafe conditions, and this is a normal consequence.  

In “Harlem is Burning” (2007), Thomas Heise suggests that this apartment (given its 

current use) symbolizes the ways in which American culture determines the movements of the 

black body: “In the cellar depths, Himes suggests the black body is forced to contort or perform 

in secret, unnatural, and even comical ways” (495). The fact that this is a space for prostitution 

implies literal contortion and performance—specifically for white people with money. And the 

fact that this prostitute committed murder here (for whatever reason) is another kind of 

contortion (or perhaps a distortion), which transforms the human into another kind of 

monstrous entity—a mysterious murderer lurking in the shadows, capable of slashing throats. 

Such acts of ‘contortion’ seem inextricably linked to the idea of capitalist society’s spatial 
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violence against the racialized poor. Even setting aside the ways in which a damp, dingy cellar 

barely fit for human habitation would break down the human body, inflicting slow violence at a 

microscopic scale that may lead to various illnesses (as one sees in the crumbling house of the 

novel’s opening vignette), this setting also incorporates as a symptom of capitalist society’s 

chronic underdevelopment a risk of a much more spectacular form of interpersonal violence in 

the shadowy spaces of unregulated sex-work, where there are no witnesses.  

It should be noted, however, that Blind Man’s extradiegetic narrator does not rely 

exclusively on descriptive pauses as a strategy for revealing clues about the spatial violence 

inherent in the Harlem ghetto: dialogue, which is in a sense its opposite (story time unfolding in 

real narrative time, with no descriptive pause reducing its pace), provides another avenue for 

revealing the ways in which the economic vacuum in the ghetto itself gives rise to underground 

economies that problematically collapse the division between public and private space in a way 

that puts the individual in harm’s way. As Coffin Ed and Grave Digger interview the people living 

in the floors above the basement murder site, the dialogue subtly implies that what is above 

ground is merely a mirror reflection of the situation below. The narrative pace seems to 

accelerate dramatically, with very little description interspersing the dialogue (and, in fact, 

hardly even any description to demarcate who is speaking, as the narrative slips in and out of 

free indirect discourse), and the dialogue subtly reveals (often in coded ways) that an absence 

of ‘legitimate’ economic opportunities in Harlem turns domestic spaces into potentially 

dangerous ‘underground’ spaces of crime and vice, which expose the residents to untold risk. 

One couple explains that they make their living doing laundry, but when the wife asks Coffin Ed 

if he wants to buy some cheap shirts, she subtly reveals that their home doubles as a shop for 
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stolen clothes (84). The woman next door tells the detectives that she “kept appointments” for 

a living—and her refusal to get any more specific than this implies that she is a prostitute (85). 

The woman next door reveals a similar story, telling the detectives that she “told fortunes ever 

now and then just to pass away the time ‘cause her husband worked at nights” (86). The 

narrative’s construction of these interviews is deliberately dizzying—but they also offer, just as 

much as a slow-motion descriptive pause might, a sense of domesticity distorted over time, as 

the uneven geographical development of capitalism corrupts the home and transforms it into a 

site of crime and vice—which means that they are always potentially hazardous settings, where 

practically anyone may become victims of physical violence at any given moment.  

The construction of these spaces and their incorporation into the narrative foreground 

of Hazard and Blind Man performs significant cultural and ideological work, because it not only 

produces a representation of capitalist society’s urban space as, in fact, the social production of 

two distinct fields of unevenly developed space; it also, more importantly, proposes that the 

production of underdeveloped spaces is, in fact, an act of violence committed against the 

(racialized) poor. By narrativizing the spaces produced on ‘the other side of the line’ or in ‘the 

other America’ renders capitalist society’s production of space legible as an act antithetical to 

freedom and human flourishing—an oblique assault on the body capitalism is theoretically 

supposed to liberate and nurture, according to the utopian promises of bourgeois philosophers, 

such as Adam Smith, reiterated in the Gilded Age (with the discourses of rapid industrialization 

and economic growth which seems to produce evidence of capitalism’s success in some areas, 

but leaves many out—particularly immigrant laborers) and the postwar boom (which seems to 

produce evidence of capitalism’s success in the suburbs, but left the inner city hollowed out). 
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These violent spaces are not an accidental by-product of capitalism. What the texts seem to get 

at is the idea that this is just the system functioning normally: the successes of capitalism are 

fundamentally dependent on failures elsewhere.  

The Temporal Dimension: Enough to Make a Body Riot  

While the spatial dimension of the chronotope makes American capitalism’s uneven 

geography visible for critique, the temporal dimension, which is the more dominant aspect of 

the realist chronotope, proves eminently problematic, as the shallow perspective of the 

dominant culture becomes a seemingly irresolvable problem in the process of realizing the 

historical change these texts seem to desire. Rosa Mucignat argues that realism is an exception 

to the Bakhtinian maxim that “for any given chronotope there must always be a corresponding 

plot complication." She argues that the space of realism “is filled with animation and a sense of 

open possibility that makes it impossible to pin down a single plot pattern” (Realism and 

Space). However, I think the chronotope of late nineteenth- and twentieth-century American 

realism actually produces a plot type identified by Donald Pizer in Realism and Naturalism in 

Late Nineteenth-Century American Literature (1966). Pizer notes that these novels often 

introduce “a moral tension or conflict between the protagonist and his milieu” (3)—which, from 

a Bakhtinian perspective, is a plot complication that essentially invokes the dialectic of history 

itself. Just as the romance chronotope generates plots in which the hero strives toward the 

preservation (or the reproduction) of a divinely given order, the realist chronotope seems to 

generate a plot type, which I call the ‘plot of reaction,’ whereby the protagonist reacts to the 

contradictions and crises of their cultural milieu and, thus, participates in the ongoing 
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production of a dynamic world.10 The poles of the realist ‘plot of reaction’ demarcate the time it 

takes for the protagonist to react to (and, in so doing, participate in the historical production of) 

his or her cultural context—creating narratives that are essentially future-oriented, grounded in 

the idea that, as much as the individual is subject to his or her reality, the opposite is also true: 

the individual always has the power to participate in the production of history and effect 

meaningful change over time. 

The point of moral conflict or tension that often animates these plots is, I argue, the lack 

of freedom in everyday life, as people are made subject to the market and its attendant forms 

of violence. Certainly, many works of realism neutralize this conflict by recasting the more 

insidious effects of the market as individual failures (specifically, the failure to be frugal and 

industrious, as Adam Smith advises). In the works of Horatio Alger, it is more or less standard 

for a young male protagonist to find himself subject to the spatial violence of industrial 

capitalism’s underdeveloped urban spaces but, in the end, succeed in resolving the problem by 

changing himself—discovering that a stronger work ethic is all one needs to escape such 

circumstances and resolving the problem (idealistically) by adapting to the dominant ideology 

that creates it in the first place. The novels of Ayn Rand articulate a similar ideological position, 

representing capitalist society’s spatial violence as a problem reserved for (and deserved by) 

individuals who let themselves be made weak and lazy by the charity of others. While such 

narratives are inescapably works of realism, I think they are an awkward manifestation of the 

                                                           
10

 In Anatomy of Criticism (1957), Northrop Frye suggests that the romance plot involves a protagonist embarking 
on a quest comprised of three parts: “the stage of the perilous journey and the preliminary minor adventures; the 
crucial struggle, usually some kind of battle in which either the hero or his foe, or both, must die; and the 
exaltation of the hero” (187). Thinking chronotopically, it can be said that this plot type articulates a pre-
Enlightenment concept of a relatively static universe, because the object of the hero’s struggles (whether they live 
or die) is either implicitly or explicitly the maintenance of the divinely given order. 
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genre, at once articulating a sense of dialectical, interdependent space-time while refusing to 

acknowledge the historical nature of the crisis it articulates, displacing all problems and 

solutions to the ahistorical terrain of ‘human nature.’ But in many other works of late 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century American realism, American capitalism’s spatial violence is a 

moral crisis that motivates the protagonist toward some form of direct action in the interest of 

progressive sociospatial change. For example, I would argue that the phenomenon Carolyn 

Betensky terms “philanthropic visiting” in Henry James’s The Princess Casamassima (1886) is an 

attempt on the characters’ behalf to mitigate American capitalism’s spatial violence and 

produce a world that is at least marginally more in line with the ideal of freedom toward which 

Enlightenment society strives.  

I see Hazard and Blind Man as ideologically far more in line with the works of James 

than those of Alger or Rand, but the process of reaction becomes extremely complicated in 

both, because the dominant culture is essentially blind to the problem entirely: in both cases, 

there is a distinct gap between the authoritative perspective of the extradiegetic narrator and 

that of the dominant culture depicted within the narrative—and while the hope is that the 

clues presented by the narrator will also be picked up by the characters—that the gap between 

the extradiegetic narrator’s ‘omniscient’ perspective and the more limited purview of the 

dominant culture will be bridged and that a productive reaction will become possible—they 

never are. The reaction, instead, emerges from the narrative background, with the poor rising 

up in riots attempting to resolve the crisis and produce something better—but this, rather than 

actually resolving the problem, ironically becomes the “real” crisis of the narrative, and the plot 

suddenly becomes about engaging with the riot as a disruption, a distillation of violence that 
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needs to be quelled as a precondition of narrative closure. And in the resolution of the riots, the 

narrative transitions from a scene of productive praxis to a scene of the “real” produced by 

capitalism (which is also a comforting return to so much ‘common sense’).  

Although the riots in Hazard and Blind Man are a sudden incursion upon their novels’ 

respective plots (which are initially about other things entirely), they are certainly not 

represented as occurring spontaneously or without explanation; rather, they emerge in both 

novels as a response to the intractable violence that the extradiegetic narrators describe within 

the underdeveloped spaces built for the poor. Both novels represent the riot as the only 

apparent avenue for the sociospatial change the poor need to survive—because the crisis of 

capitalist society’s spatial violence is in both texts figured as a phenomenon felt viscerally by 

the poor but also unfelt and, moreover, completely invisible to everyone else. According to 

Bakhtin, the novel form is always inescapably dialogic, incorporating “all the social and 

ideological voices of its era, that is, all the era’s languages that have any claim to being 

significant” (411). In these two particular novels, there is a tension between different social 

perspectives on the meaning and function of capitalist society’s underdeveloped spaces: one 

that feels spatial violence and knows it to be real and another that sees the city through a 

largely distorted, dehistoricizing lens that delegitimizes the problem. And, as David Cochran 

notes, many scholars understand the concept of narrative heteroglossia in positive terms, 

arguing that “the chorus of competing voices is so complex that the issue of power becomes 

problematic, and the source of power, ultimately, unlocatable” (14). In other words, the 

cultural and ideological work of narrative heteroglossia is typically seen as democratic (and 

democratizing); however, in Hazard and Blind Man, I would argue that the heteroglossia that 
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emerges from these different perspectives on what underdeveloped space is and what it does 

is something else entirely, for it does not so much problematize power as it represents a 

problematic conceptual impasse that becomes a precursor to increased, spectacular violence in 

the form of riots.  

As Paul Gilje notes in Rioting in America (1996), “the term ‘riot’ encompasses many 

different kinds of activity. Depending on the context, a riot could be a parade with an effigy, or 

brutal manslaughter by a crowd, with a wide range of activities in between. Much depends on 

the perspective of the individual” (4). Any activity that disrupts the everyday, then, is 

potentially a riot; however, in these two novels, the riot appears to be a temporary rejection of 

social propriety so that violent action may be used as a means of establishing a new way of 

being. As Michel de Certeau suggests, social propriety, which at its most basic is a compulsion 

to keep the peace, “is largely comparable to the system of the communal ‘kitty’: it is, at the 

level of behaviors, a compromise in which each person, by renouncing the anarchy of individual 

impulses, makes a down payment to the collective with the goal of drawing from it symbolic 

benefits necessarily deferred in time” (9). However, in these novels, the benefits of propriety 

are outweighed by the costs of subscribing to it: the riots emerge in both novels as a matter of 

survival for the poor. But, in these texts, the riots also preserve capitalism in a way, because 

they are a spectacular distraction that prevents people from seeing the underlying problem as 

the plots unfold. People in the novels tend not to understand the riots for what they are. And 

even when they do, like Coffin Ed and Grave Digger in Blind Man, they still seem problematic—

to the point where they seem to represent even more immediate problem than capitalism and 

its violent tendencies. 
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On the surface, the moral crisis animating Hazard’s plot of reaction is a matter of where 

the Marches will live and whether it is right to move the children to the city (indeed, the raw 

materials for a teacup tragedy), because American capitalism’s spatial violence is actively 

repressed by the protagonist’s bourgeois perspective—a perspective, it is generally argued, that 

gave rise to realism. March sees the city through what Henri Lefebvre calls ‘the illusion of 

transparency’—or, alternatively, the alienated perspective Georg Lukács identifies in History 

and Class Consciousness (1923). As Fredric Jameson writes in Marxism and Form (1971), Lukács 

argued that the bourgeoisie sees its relationship to the world and its objects is “not one of 

making or use, but rather that of a motionless gaze, in a moment of time suspended, across a 

gap which it subsequently becomes impossible for thought to bridge” (185). Applied to 

Howells’s March, this would suggest a view of space that is eminently antithetical to the realist 

chronotope’s narrativization of space: it is seen as lacking any meaningful sense of historical 

depth (i.e., completely dissociated from historical processes) and also dissociated from the 

body—a sort of inversion of the trompe l’oeil—and this perspective prevents March from 

recognizing the spatial violence unfolding all around him. 

The fact that March sees the city as transparent is observable in the gap between the 

extradiegetic narrator’s descriptions of underdeveloped spaces and March’s reactions to them, 

as he is constantly romanticizing scenes of stark poverty and universalizing his own feelings 

(imposing his own contentment upon the poor, whose lives are made much more difficult by 

their underdeveloped environment). The neighborhood the extradiegetic narrator describes as 

affecting the poor like leprosy is distorted through March’s lens and reconstructed as a scene 

that is contrarily romantic and picturesque: considering the tenement as a domestic space, he 
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seems to perceive its violent elements, but he does not acknowledge their impact on the bodies 

of the poor, remarking to his wife, “I must say they don’t seem to mind it. I haven’t seen a 

jollier crowd anywhere in New York. They seem to have forgotten death a little more 

completely than any of their fellow citizens” (66). Moreover, March lapses into a dreamy 

discourse about how the tenement is “better and humaner” than other forms of domestic 

space, because the cramped spaces that compress the poor (translating them from human 

beings to something less than themselves, like sardines in a can) is actually beneficial, because 

it may enhance the family’s “consciousness of being” (68). As Samantha Bernstein notes, “Basil 

sees, in the habitations of the poor, a perfect confluence between domestic space and 

domestic life: he idealizes the poor family as possessing a unity and spontaneity denied to the 

urban middle class” (290-91). It might be said that the lens through which March sees these 

spaces is the same one that formed the basis of middle-class women’s magazine writing 

throughout the nineteenth century: as Amy Kaplan argues, these “Voyeuristic intrusions into 

the homes of the poor allow the Marches to externalize these ‘interiors’ as mirrors of their own 

genteel values” (50). Indeed, these underdeveloped spaces do reflect middle-class values back 

all too well, because they are the concrete products of bourgeois ideology—but what March 

sees reflected back at him is something unproblematic and innocent, as the reality (expressed 

by the more authoritative extradiegetic narrator) gets distorted somewhere between March’s 

cornea and his consciousness. 

The narrative preserves this ironic gap between the narrator’s ostensibly objective 

rendering of the city’s underdeveloped spaces and the protagonist’s, even when March is 

presented evidence to the contrary, as March tends to minimize the severity of the crisis as a 
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way of making it okay when it simply cannot be ignored. In this way, the narrative articulates a 

core concept of information theory: as Lefebvre suggests, the commonplace – i.e. ideology 

normalized as knowledge and concretized in space – tends to be clearly understood simply by 

virtue of its commonness. He suggests that “redundancy – that is to say repetition – is the basis 

of intelligibility” (70), which means that the well-rehearsed logic of the status quo becomes a 

paragon of comprehensibility. It also means, through the same line of reasoning, that any 

discourse that attempts to challenge the status quo lacks intelligibility, as it comes in the form 

of “pure information – a total surprise and an utter disordering of the code” (70). March bears 

witness to the signs of spatial violence in Lindau’s home—the decay, the absence of things 

needed, and ultimately the image of Lindau entombed in bed, as though already dead—March 

weakly suggests that Lindau’s situation is actually not that bad, and he suggests that Lindau’s 

conditions could probably be vastly improved through the charity of others: “Oh, it isn’t such a 

bad world, Lindau! After all, the average of millionaires is small in it. […] And I don’t believe 

there’s an American living that could look at that arm of yours and not wish to lend you a hand 

for the one you gave us all” (192). This comment renders March and his understanding of the 

world around him especially ridiculous, as it holds up to no scrutiny at all: Lindau flatly refutes 

March’s optimism, but he hardly needs to, because the narrative to this point has rendered 

March’s perspective so plainly false on its face: after all, it is capitalist culture’s ‘charitable’ 

disposition that produces this proliferation of underdeveloped and violent geographies in the 

first place.   

The best way to describe March’s experience of the city is perhaps to say that he 

simultaneously sees and does not see, or, perhaps that he is a witness that fails to understand 
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that there is any crime at all—a paradoxical way of being that, in at least one instance, the 

narrator forces us to occupy, as the narrative focalizes the description of an underdeveloped 

scene through March’s neighborhood. So we, as readers, see the spatial violence unfolding but 

also neutralized by explanations that support March’s rosy view of capitalist society, relegating 

all other information to the field of unintelligible noise. Describing the immigrants standing idly 

in the street, the narrator says, “[i]t seemed for some reason to be a day of leisure with the 

Chinese dwellers” (185). The narrative here simultaneously constructs and elides the facts: it 

seems to March that the people are enjoying a holiday, but this is actually a repetition of the 

image of labor made idle by the constraints of capital. The neighborhood is constructed as a 

necessary space of exclusion from the utopian promises of capitalism—a space that capital 

develops merely to contain a reserve army of labor and (in so doing) support development 

elsewhere; however, March reconstructs it (ironically) as a space of leisure. Furthermore, in the 

background of the scene, “a Christian mother […] with her face to the sky, sending up an 

inarticulate lamentation” (186). The narrator notes the indifference of the police around the 

woman and suggests that this indifference “forbade the notion of tragedy” (186); however, I 

think we can read this as forbidding the notion of tragedy for March, not objective proof 

against the possibility of tragedy: if poverty is a disease virulent like leprosy, it seems likely that 

this is, in fact, March misreading a distinctly tragic instance of spatial violence, perhaps the 

death of a child through the conditions of everyday life in this underdeveloped neighborhood. 

Far from having forgotten death, the people of this neighborhood are immediately confronted 

with it as a matter of course; it is only through March’s lens that death seems absent. In a 

sense, this focalization closes the gap between the narrator’s perspective and March’s 
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temporarily, but it also works to emphasize the gap between the objective image and the way 

March perceives it, and it satirizes March’s naiveté, encouraging readers to see as a fault 

March’s inability to read plight of late nineteenth-century America’s (largely immigrant) reserve 

army of labor.  

Blind Man produces a similar ironic gap between the perspective of the extradiegetic 

narrator and the dominant (read white) culture of the narrative world.  In the novel’s opening 

chapter, the white police that enforce the status quo operate much like March does throughout 

Hazard: they move through the underdeveloped spaces of the Harlem ghetto, and observe the 

same set of clues pointing to spatial violence brought forth by the narrator, but they fail to 

understand them in the same way—assuming that what the signs point to is an inherent 

degeneracy of blackness (and, in the process, validating their assumptions about a natural racial 

‘order of being’). Blind Man’s white police are, I argue, subject to a particular version of the 

illusion of transparency, in that they read the ghetto as something unrelated to the historical 

processes of capitalist society and, instead, only a twisted manifestation of black culture’s 

inherent degeneracy. This distorted perspective means that they are literally blind men with 

pistols, forcefully upholding the status quo as just and reasonable, while also fundamentally 

misunderstanding the object of their own scrutiny. 

This perspective is illustrated in the reaction of one of the white police officers, upon 

approaching the house—which is to cast judgment upon the individuals who live there: “I don’t 

see how people can live like this” (12). The irony of this reaction is, of course, that they cannot. 

The extradiegetic narrator’s descriptions make clear (makes the reader, in a sense, a witness to 

the fact) that this underdeveloped space produced through the racist, capitalist society brings 



56 
 

 

the violent force of its history to bear on the human body in the form of disease and, 

ultimately, death. However, seeing through a distorted lens, the white police translate the crisis 

into an issue of personal degeneracy, which renders it a problem not so much to be solved 

through historical processes but, rather, one to be looked down upon from a moral high ground 

(as respectable members of a higher caste).  

But, more importantly, the white police’s distorted perspective is illustrated in the fact 

that they arrest Reverend Sam, on the suspicion that he is personally responsible for the dead 

bodies buried in the cellar. No textual evidence actually supports the white police’s perspective: 

their evidence is Reverend Sam’s blackness—but the clues discussed in the paragraphs above 

point more to the idea that these women succumbed to the violence inherent in American 

capitalism’s underdeveloped spaces. The police’s seemingly open-and-shut case against 

Reverend Sam is, in fact, only possible when one ignores these clues or is incapable of reading 

them in the first place. The fact that Reverend Sam is punished for the crisis unfolding in this 

vignette is, indeed, an application of morality that aims (at least in the white police’s 

imagination) at its resolution and a more reasonable future; however, it is ultimately an 

improper reaction that not only fundamentally misses the nature of the crisis itself but, in fact, 

only compounds the harm already done through the underdeveloped geography of the ghetto 

(metaphorically firing the pistol) in prosecuting a man and potentially sending him to prison for 

a crime that only ever took place in the white imagination.  

Again, the hope in these texts is that the narrative will bridge the gap between its own 

omniscient, outside perspective and that of the characters: the hope is that the characters will 

recognize the ways in which capitalism limits freedom, and they will work (as Hegel says, in 
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accordance with reason, which is the desire for freedom) to resolve the problem through some 

kind of praxis—but this gap never closes. Therefore, the narratives instead mobilize the poor, 

summoning them from the narrative background in both cases to do this work, which in both 

cases seems to proceed in a logically escalating manner. In Hazard, Lindau articulates the 

problem directly to others at Every Other Week; however, even at this point, spatial violence 

does not become a moral crisis at the level of plot, because Lindau’s verbal representation of 

the problem is not enough to disrupt others’ perspectives and make the crisis a reality for 

them: although Lindau says things that make the problem legible as a problem, it cannot 

occupy a meaningful role in the plot, because there remains an ideological impasse on the 

matter: capitalist society’s spatial violence remains paradoxically both real and unreal in the 

narrative. It is appropriate, I think, that Howells literally disrupts the conventions of Standard 

English with Lindau throughout Hazard, because the phonetic spellings of Lindau’s words seem 

to underscore the unintelligibility (from a bourgeois perspective) of the divergent perspective 

of the lower class, making them more difficult to read and, thus, reproducing for the reader a 

sense of the bourgeoisie’s difficulty in understanding him. Amy Kaplan suggests that Lindau is 

“represented as a translation, an amphibious figure who speaks both English and German” (56-

57); however, I would argue that, through the use of non-standard spellings in Lindau’s 

dialogue, the text underscores his inherent unintelligibility as a speaking subject in the broader 

context of capitalist society and, thus, suggests that Lindau is not so much a translation as he is 

a text in need of translation by a bourgeois class that is incapable of doing so. Lindau (along 

with the class he represents) is an epistemological problem, literally representing the 

unintelligible noise of a divergent perspective.  
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In perhaps the only study to treat Lindau’s speech at length, Jonathan Arac suggests that 

it seems to push ideologically toward the realization of a more cosmopolitan nation by 

compelling readers to adapt to an unfamiliar language and make it a part of their own culture: 

it is “ugly prose produced by a hope for the future” (17); however, it is important to address the 

ways in which he also clearly represents an epistemological problem in the moment he 

speaks—not just because his language is different but because it expresses something radically 

different that the dominant bourgeois culture actively resists and represses. Within the 

narrative, the things Lindau says seem to others less information than noise—and the gloss of 

unintelligibility in his dialect is ultimately a sign of a deeper sort of unintelligibility, which is to 

say, the unintelligibility to his bourgeois culture of the ideas he expresses, vis-à-vis the violence 

inherent in the historical processes of capitalism.  

Lindau’s articulation of the problem of spatial violence operates as unintelligible noise, 

which has no real impact on the narrative’s plot, on multiple occasions. For example, he tries to 

convey to Fulkerson that the capitalist ideology he clings to with one hand produces a 

geography that is fundamentally incompatible with the (Enlightenment) ideals of freedom and 

equality he holds in the other, suggesting that the processes of capitalist society have 

essentially done away with the idea (and, thus, the reality) of America, transforming its 

landscape into a hostile world that is an inversion of what it once was (or at least claimed to 

be): 

Dere iss no Ameriga any more! You start here free and brafe, and you glaim for efery 

man de righdt to life, liperty, and de bursuit of habbiness. And where haf you entedt? 

No man that vorks vith his handts among you hass the liperty to bursue his habbiness. 
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He iss the slafe of some richer man, some gompany, some gorporation, dat crindts him 

down to the least he can lif on, and that rops him of the marchin of his earnings that be 

might be habby on. (318) 

Lindau’s description of America, notably, reads a lot less like the utopia envisioned by bourgeois 

philosophers such as Adam Smith than it does a reproduction of the violent spaces of feudal 

society, emphasizing that it is essentially a space built for slaves and serfs, a space of 

unrewarded toil and one in which happiness becomes all but unimaginable; he tells Fulkerson 

that the ‘city upon a hill’ is, in reality, both a product of class power and a mechanism through 

which the violence inherent in class relations flows, the poor existing primarily as commodities 

and brutalized bodies. However, Lindau’s words do not make sense to Fulkerson—less because 

the syntax is amiss but, rather, because beneath this syntax are a set of completely 

unintelligible ideas. Consequently, he responds in a way that is simultaneously dismissive and 

pathologizing: “I wish I was a subject of suspicion with you” (319). Fulkerson’s tone is also one 

of hostile mockery as he distinctly conflates ideas about alternatives to capitalism and a sinister 

form of Otherness, as he imitates Lindau’s accent, saying, “You bite yourself mit dat dog some 

day” (319). Thus, although Lindau articulates the idea of spatial violence as a moral crisis here, 

it continues to be repressed by the bourgeois perspective and, therefore, cannot occupy a 

meaningful role in the plot. 

Lindau recapitulates, in somewhat different terms, the problem of capitalist society’s 

spatial violence to Dryfoos, the millionaire investor backing Every Other Week, and once again 

figures only as untranslatable. At a dinner party celebrating the magazine’s initial success, 

Lindau lapses into a dreamy discourse (articulating a Hegelian view of history as a progression 
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toward freedom), ruminating on what the country might look like when capitalism inevitably 

fails and socialism becomes the underlying logic of the production of space: “The men who 

voark shall have and shall eat; and the men that will not voark, they shall sdarfe. But no man 

need sdarfe. He will go to the State, and the State will see that he haf voark and that he haf 

foodt. All the roadts and mills and mines and landts shall be the beople’s and be run by the 

beople for the beople. There shall be no rich and no boor” (344). There is in what Lindau says 

here an interesting echo of Adam Smith’s utopian vision of a world in which “all are often 

abundantly supplied” (105). And there is nothing particularly radical in the idea that an 

individual willing to work should not have to worry about starving. However, Lindau’s words get 

distorted in Dryfoos’s ear, because Dryfoos sees his culture and its spaces as transparent like 

Fulkerson (i.e., as disconnected from historical processes and, likewise, the body). Dryfoos, 

thus, responds with a kind of enraged Othering of both Lindau and his ideas: “He’s one of those 

foreigners that come here from places where they’ve never had a decent meals’ victuals in their 

lives and as soon as they get their stomachs full they begin to make trouble between our 

people and their hands” (347). Dryfoos’s use of “our people,” “their hands,” and especially 

“foreigner” betrays a conflation of America with capitalism and relegates all else to the realm of 

shadowy and sinister Otherness. Thus, while the idea of spatial violence as a moral crisis is 

certainly present on the very surface of the narrative, it continues to be repressed by the 

bourgeois perspective and, therefore, cannot emerge meaningfully in the narrative foreground 

to occupy the role of a proper moral crisis within the plot. 

In Blind Man, the failure of the dominant culture to recognize its own moral crisis 

(articulated in the white police’s reactions to all things happening in the Harlem ghetto as 
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evidence of black degeneracy) likewise conjures the poor to emerge from the narrative 

background and render that crisis legible discursively in a number of protest rallies. The first 

rally employs a discourse of racial fraternity: it broadly represents the rhetoric of Martin Luther 

King Jr. and other civil rights advocates, seeing the creation of the bonds of blood and affection 

as a means of achieving spatial justice. The second uses the discourse of Black Power, 

essentially hoping to resolve the crises inherent in capitalism’s uneven geographical 

development through an assertion of militant masculinity. The third is fundamentally religious 

and uses a discourse of white shame: beginning with the idea that the White Jesus and his 

message of meekness has historically functioned as “whitey’s con,” it aims to confront white 

society with an image of a lynched Black Jesus until “whitey pukes” (81-82). It is, in a sense, a 

kind of indigestible communion. In “Harlem is Burning” (2007), Thomas Heise takes a 

particularly negative view of these rallies, writing, “Himes satirizes black empowerment and 

racial solidarity movements as exercises in megalomania, driven by leaders who will steer their 

followers to destruction to violently grind their own ideological axes or in a bid to line their own 

pockets with money” (500). I think there may indeed be some truth to this, but I nonetheless 

argue that the representation of the protests as activities undertaken by ordinary people living 

in the underdeveloped spaces of capital is not entirely cynical: whatever the motivations of the 

leaders of these various movements, the idea of protest itself is represented as an authentic 

reaction to the violent conditions Himes renders legible elsewhere in the narrative: it reads as a 

very rational attempt to articulate and work beyond of the violent spaces produced by capitalist 

society.  
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And, in an interesting contrast with Hazard, the protagonists of Blind Man actually 

contribute to this discourse as well. Being (at least partially) embedded in this space through 

their work as detectives, Coffin Ed and Grave Digger seem to have been constructed with a 

distinct spatial literacy that makes them far more capable than their white counterparts of 

reacting productively to the crisis unfolding before them: in other novels in the domestic series, 

this has often meant, as Stephen F. Soitos notes, recourse to “some primitive system of justice 

that mediates between an unjust white world and a desperate black one” (62). To be sure, 

none of the novels in Himes’ domestic series end with Coffin Ed and Grave Digger dismantling 

capitalism tout court, but, in their capacity as detectives, they are arguably an authority that 

‘polices’ the ghetto, in more ways than one: by the novels’ end, they inevitably seem to both 

catch a criminal and subtly undermine the socioeconomic processes that make the ghetto such 

a violent apparatus for the people of Harlem (for example, by turning a blind eye when a white 

person’s money mysteriously disappears in its shadowy depths).  

The detectives reproduce and amplify the Harlemites’ concerns about the conditions in 

which they live. Unlike the white police who see the ghetto as a consequence of black 

degeneracy, the detectives expresses a kind of grim knowledge about the ways in which the 

economic processes of capitalism fuse with the hostilities of racism to force the people of 

Harlem (i.e., capitalism’s racialized surplus labor) to live in such underdeveloped and violent 

spaces. Approaching the dingy underground apartment turned murder scene, the extradiegetic 

narrator notes that Grave Digger’s eyes turn sad, as he seems to mourn the lives of those 

forced into such spaces, while Coffin Ed seems to see through time, digging through the 

historical depth of the place itself to find the whole scene tragically intentional: “That’s what it 
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was made for” (67). Similarly, reflecting on the tenement’s upper levels, Grave Digger again 

seems to think the space not as transparent, but as something with formed through processes 

not immediately evident on the surface, as he proclaims, “This place was built for vice, for 

whores to hustle in and thieves to hide out in” (88). The detectives think about the historical 

processes and the economic goals that contribute to the social project of creating an racialized 

class of underprivileged people trapped in an underdeveloped ghetto, whose main function is 

seen in terms of reserve labor—and they make no bones about conveying this information to 

anyone, including the white officers above them in the hierarchy—surely imagined as 

representatives and protectors of the status quo. 

In both novels, the perspective of the dominant culture proves an irresolvable problem 

in the pursuit of an alternative to problematically violent capitalism, as such attempts to 

articulate the crisis of spatial violence and work toward resolving the situation discursively 

register only as unintelligible noise in the plot (a disordering of the code ossified as the “real”). 

But the narrative continues to conjure the poor from the narrative background, and it does so 

in a seemingly logical way, through escalation. The discursive reactions of the poor seem to 

confirm the Lefebvrian idea that, If the violence space inflicts upon an individual reaches a 

certain level of intensity, “space itself, and the practice that corresponds to it, give rise to a 

clearer consciousness” (Production 411). In such a moment, it becomes almost inevitable that 

an individual will challenge the existing state of affairs, in some way or another, because to do 

otherwise would be self-consciously irrational, even masochistic. It would essentially be, to 

borrow a line from Raoul Vaneigem, like playing “a game of heads-you-lose, tails-I-win in which 

one decides a priori that the negative is positive and that the impossibility of living is an 
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essential precondition of life” (36). But when such attempts at negotiating an unjust 

sociospatial situation shatter into little more than an illogical sequence of sounds against the 

wall of common ideas (failing to produce any effect), it seems logical that the disempowered 

feel that the only viable course of action remaining involves a recourse to violence. When plain 

speech fails, the disempowered may opt to speak a different tongue, which Martin Luther King 

Jr. called “the language of the unheard.” Simply stated, the scene of plain speech evolves into 

one of a riot driven by the necessity of freedom (in Hegelian terms, an expression of the Spirit 

on the part of the poor). 

The utopian dream is that this “language of the unheard” is heard, but, in Hazard, this 

evolution is represented only in terms of a multiplication of violence—and a multiplication of 

tragedy—as the eruption of the riot ultimately resolves the dialogic tension between the two 

sides by forming a common language of violence that, like a figurative black hole, 

apocalyptically consumes everything around it. The violence of the riot even strains (although it 

does not completely break) the language of the text itself, in the sense that it represents such 

chaos that it seems to fundamentally appal the narrator and potentially overwhelms their 

capacity to even describe it; where the extradiegetic narrator freely manipulated narrative time 

previously, the pace of the narrative now accelerates to a degree that leaves no room for 

description at all, only action. Gone are the adjectives and insights, replaced with only nouns 

and verbs, as the narrative is reduced to a catalogue of violent actions: “a patrol-wagon whirled 

up from the other side, and a squad of policemen leaped out, and began to club the rioters. 

Conrad could see how they struck them under the rims of their hats; the blows on their skulls 

sounded as if they had fallen on stone; the rioters ran in all directions” (421). I would argue 
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that, if the riot is a manifestation of violence that threatens to consume the culture entire, this 

threat is realized at the level of the sentence, in the sense that it fundamentally changes the 

cultural object that is the narrative itself, transforming it into a frantic, degraded version of its 

former self. 

Crucially, the riot’s violence actually claims the lives of two important secondary 

characters, Lindau (who participates in the riot) and Dryfoos’s son, Conrad (who is there to 

plead for peace), because it manages to simultaneously punish those who would incite violence 

and make them indirectly responsible for the loss of innocent lives. In the midst of the chaos, 

we do see Lindau very clearly goading the police who uphold the status quo, and he is 

immediately beaten to death (422). But Lindau’s actions also pull Conrad into harm’s way, 

directly: it is only because Conrad tries to plead with the police to have mercy on Lindau, that 

he is killed by a stray bullet, apparently fired recklessly from the street car (422). The narrative’s 

construction of this chain of responsibility, making Lindau indirectly responsible for Conrad’s 

death, contributes to the sense that the narrative’s radical stance seems to dissolve into 

something much more conservative, which privileges order over justice.  

And this is perhaps not surprising because, as many critics acknowledge, Howells spent 

most of his career writing domestic novels that were fairly gentle in their criticisms and 

appealed more or less to a conventional American middle-class sensibility. As American 

capitalism became more and more paradigmatic (and, consequently, more unapologetically 

violent) it certainly became apparent to Howells that the status quo was antithetical to freedom 

and human flourishing. As Timothy Parrish notes, the sight of a well-dressed man eating from a 

garbage can on New York’s Third Avenue like a “famished dog” (an incident he fictionalizes and 
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foists upon March in Hazard) caused Howells to rethink his place in the world: “When he saw 

America as a subject he did not see what he imagined every other American to see. In fact, the 

thought of America very nearly made him sick” (24). However, Hazard’s riot solves nothing and 

leaves nothing but dead bodies in its wake. And this new conservative stance is very much 

foregrounded in the narrative, when the protagonist March concludes that rioting is an 

espousal of chaos, and chaos is an invitation to tragedy. He concludes that “men like Lindau, 

who renounce the American means as hopeless, and let their love of justice hurry them into 

sympathy with violence, […] they are wrong, and poor Lindau did die in a bad cause” (451-52). 

Thus, the conflict between capital and labor that runs throughout the novel becomes an issue 

that still unresolvable, and we are denied a clear sense of closure as the image of potential 

progress dissolves back into an image of the “real” produced by the processes of American 

capitalism.  

In Blind Man, the irresolvable dialogic tension similarly finds release in the only way 

possible—through the consumption of all language in the universal metalanguage of violence in 

the riot. What is different here, however, is that the riot is not the reaction of any speaking 

subject in the novel but, rather, a group of Harlemites whose voice has now itself devolved into 

nothing but the metalanguage of violence itself. This group represents a black population that 

cannot even take the idea of peaceful protest seriously—because they know already about the 

persistence of the epistemological impasse that defines discourse between the two groups (the 

populations of what Martin Luther King Jr. would call the “two Americas”). They are an 

interesting presence in the novel, for they not only render the dialogic tension that gives way to 

the riots as less of a sudden development that it seems in Hazard than one that has been 
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building over time. But, insofar as the riot they incite is clearly premeditated, they also render 

particularly legible the idea of the riot as an act (to borrow the terms of capitalism itself) of 

creative destruction: they choose, in a premeditated way, to speak only in the “language of the 

unheard,” in an attempt to destroy and rebuild in different terms the culture that brings them 

harm.  

Accordingly, the riot in Blind Man is represented as a contrarily productive exercise in 

reclaiming the space of the ghetto so that it might be reconstructed in different terms. Notably, 

the narrative emphasizes the rioters’ strategic removal of the individuals who represent the 

standard authority and the maintenance of the status quo: the rioters strategically “chase the 

white cops” (109)—and even Coffin Ed and Grave Digger, who are normally both feared and 

revered by Harlem residents are forced out of the ghetto by a Molotov cocktail (145). This is not 

senseless violence but, rather, the creation of a space for a new authority in the Harlem 

residents themselves, which might work towards a more authentic form of justice than what is 

currently available to the racialized poor in capitalist society. The rioters are also represented as 

working productively, in the sense that they break down the economic foundations by attacking 

white-owned businesses (which contribute to the uneven development of urban space by 

siphoning what little capital there is out of the ghetto and into white neighborhoods 

elsewhere): “A number of adventuresome young men […] began breaking store windows on the 

Block and snatching the first thing they could” (112).  

But in mobilizing the riot as an engine of the change the narrative itself seems to desire, 

the narrative also takes a distinctly conservative turn, condemning the riot as a problematic 

descent into chaos. Interestingly, Himes engages in this conservative turn subtly by painting the 
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rioters in degenerative terms, similar to how the dominant culture within the text treats the 

poor (and which the narrative critiques capitalism for doing), translating the rioters from 

humans to animals and forcing them down the imaginary order of being: “sparrows snatching 

crumbs from under the beaks of larger birds” (140-41). But what truly forces the scene of 

potential change to dissolve back into a scene of the common-sense “real” produced by 

capitalism is the seemingly inexplicable change in the detectives’ perception of the riot, as the 

violence of the riot becomes the main crisis even for them (superseding and replacing the 

narrative’s initial concern over the underlying spatial violence of capitalism). Coffin Ed and 

Grave Digger demonstrate an ideological alignment with the aims of the rioters, in the sense 

that they are able to trace the riot’s sources to the violence inherent in the ghetto itself—but, 

in a highly conservative narrative turn, they also align themselves with the dominant culture to 

which they were previously opposed, condemning the riot on the grounds that violence of any 

sort flies in the face of reason (as defined by the Enlightenment ideals of freedom and human 

flourishing). The detectives position themselves in direct opposition to the rioters and their 

interests, proclaiming that they, like Lindau in Hazard, are engaged in a bad cause: “Screw the 

people! […] justice ain’t the point. It’s order now” (111). Despite the fact that Coffin Ed and 

Grave Digger often use violence in dealing with crime throughout the domestic series, the riot 

represents a too extreme manifestation thereof, and, therefore, in terms of a reaction that can 

bring the narrative to a close, the detectives are left with no reasonable alternative but to 

actually side entirely with white authority and the status quo, effectively participating in the 

maintenance and reproduction of the racist, capitalist culture they despise, as is, in spite of its 

violent tendencies.  
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In terms of a reaction, this seems to be a negation not just of everything that these 

protagonists seem to have stood for in the novel but also throughout the domestic series as a 

whole. As Stephen Soitos points out, throughout Himes’s Harlem cycle, Coffin Ed and Grave 

Digger operate largely in the tradition of the Badman: “The detectives have a mystique of 

power as legendary creatures that fearlessly confront black and white alike” (65). The fact that 

their moral and ethical reaction to the multilayered violence of capitalist society’s production of 

space is, essentially, an alliance with obviously unjust status quo seems to suggest that they are 

here uncharacteristically tamed by and made submissive to white authority: they seem to just 

be doing what they are told, despite the fact that they know it to be unjust. According to Soitos, 

what Blind Man’s conclusion reveals is a crisis inherent in Himes’s domestic series as a whole 

and an undoing of the fantasy upon which it is built: he suggests that, whatever else might be 

said about Coffin Ed and Grave Digger, their power is ultimately limited by the prevailing white 

authority, as “They fight crime in the black world but are unable to do anything about the direct 

causes of the poverty that necessitates the crime” (62). 

However, I would disagree that Coffin Ed and Grave Digger are necessarily limited by 

white authority in the way Soitos suggests: rather than reading the detectives as figuratively 

castrated and made subservient to the will of the status quo, they simply make a difficult choice 

that only contributes to the reproduction of capitalist society, as is, and forces the narrative to 

begin more or less where it begins. As protagonists in a work of realism, the detectives are not 

necessarily forced to do anything: as Donald Pizer points out, realism is a genre that typically 

represents “the ideal possibilities of action within particular social contexts, rather than the way 

most men act within these contexts” (Realism and Naturalism 7). Realism does not necessitate 



70 
 

 

the most ‘realistic’ resolutions to the plot of ‘reaction time’ and, accordingly, Blind Man does 

not require its detectives to be beholden to white authority in the way that a real-life pair of 

black detectives might be. Their reaction could have been to let the riots unfold unabated, or 

they could just as conceivably have chosen to participate in the riots themselves, contributing 

to a kind of creative destruction that ushers in a new sociospatial reality.  Any of these options, 

in their own ways, could potentially be seen as forms of moral and ethical reaction to the 

narrative’s crisis and, thus, could conceivably represent an acceptable resolution to the novel’s 

plot. However, what drives Blind Man to its actual resolution is the fact that the narrative’s 

governing sense of reason simply cannot reconcile itself with the violence of the riot, any more 

than Hazard could at the end of the nineteenth-century. 

The incommensurability of morality and violence (whether it is organized or not) is, I 

argue, precisely the crux of Blind Man’s critique of American capitalism, which propels itself by 

fusing with the pre-existing hostility of racism. The detectives’ decision to essentially uphold the 

status quo is clearly legible as a moral imperative; however, it is also certainly a moral failure as 

participation in the reproduction of capitalism’s spatial violence. It can, in a sense, be argued 

that the detectives’ decision, in fact, reproduces the moral failure of capitalist society more 

broadly; however, so too would it be a moral failure to side with the rioters and perform acts of 

spectacular violence, even if in the name of justice. But therein lies the deeper cultural and 

ideological content of the novel, because this bind produces an implication that the historical 

processes of racist, capitalist society produce a culture in which a real moral and ethical 

reaction becomes impossible. The protagonists’ engagement with capitalist society’s uneven 

geographical development forces them to choose between one espousal of violence or 
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another, each of which is, in its own way, shocking and disgusting. This is a new representation 

of the ‘hazards’ of capitalist society: in addition to the violence of underdeveloped space itself 

and the spectacular social violence that evolves from it, what Blind Man posits, through its plot 

is that the historical processes of racist, capitalist society also harms the very idea of morality 

itself.  

Blind Man’s critique of American capitalism’s spatial violence against the racialized poor 

dissolves because the only resolution imaginable within the text is something eminently beyond 

the pale—a cure worse than the disease itself. The problem is certainly not that the narrative 

fails to imagine a resolution to the social contradictions of the unevenly developed city but, 

rather, that the only solution it can possibly imagine is so appalling that it may as well not even 

be considered a real option at all. Coffin Ed and Grave Digger react to capitalist society spatial 

violence and its criminal multiplication of hazards in the best, most moral way they can; 

however, in the end, they really do not resolve anything at all. The narrative ends on a much 

more conflicted note than Hazard, with the riots restarting, implying an ongoing cycle of 

repression and resurfacing, precisely because there seems to be no morally acceptable way of 

resolving the crisis. The novel’s production of a critique of capitalist society’s production of 

space actually also includes the negation of that critique, because it implies that, although there 

are real solutions available to the problem, there are no good solutions—and the most morally 

acceptable thing one can do is actually allow the crisis to persist, regardless of the actual human 

cost.  

Thus, the riot ultimately stands in both texts not as a solution to the disorder and 

absurdity against which realism is set but, rather, as just one more version of it. Howells was 
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fundamentally opposed to violence in all forms, seeing order as a something that needs to be 

maintained at all costs, lest we lose the thing that makes us fundamentally human. But Himes 

often expressed far more radical and militant views. As Thomas Heise notes in “Harlem is 

Burning” (2007), “Himes disavowed rioting as a tactic for social progress not because its 

violence stymied the pace of racial progress; rather, for Himes, the Harlem and Detroit riots 

were not violent enough. Himes maintained that position his entire life, a militancy that would 

strengthen in the 1960s and beyond” (503). Thus, the problem with rioting would seem to be 

not at all that it is violent but, rather, simply that the violence is not systematized enough to 

ensure real change. This is the position that seems to be articulated in Himes’s final (unfinished) 

novel, Plan B (1993), in which a lone figure, Tomsson Black, compels the people of Harlem to 

violence, distributing military-grade weapons and written instructions to kill as many white 

people as they can. However, as Heise notes in that same article, “Himes revealingly called Plan 

B, whose violence ‘shocked’ and ‘disgust[ed]’ him, a ‘literary suicide’” (503). And, perhaps more 

importantly, the resolution to Plan B is hardly an affirmation of violence but rings distinctly of 

tragedy, as Tommson Black’s plan causes both the dissolution of Grave Digger and Coffin Ed’s 

longstanding friendship and their murders. In other words, Tomsson Black’s plan is represented 

as destructive in ways that outweigh its productive potential, because it dissolves the 

relationship emblematic of the bonds of affection among black men and also kills the characters 

that have throughout the domestic series been emblematic of black empowerment (however 

problematically). Thus, I think it is wrong to take Himes at his word, even in reading Plan B, and 

I certainly think it is so in Blind Man.  
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Despite this seeming difference in the authors’ perspectives, In Blind Man, as in Hazard, 

there is, in the end, a resistance to the idea that violence is, in any way, commensurate with 

morality—and an affirmation of the idea that even productive violence is simply an 

unacceptable solution to the violence inherent in American capitalism’s production of space, 

because the recourse to violence is, in a sense, an abdication of the things that make us human 

and an embrace (however temporary) of the disorder and absurdity that ought to be beneath 

us, as an Enlightened society moving toward a Hegelian end of history defined by freedom. 

Therefore, although both texts articulate a desire for some alternative way of organizing 

American society, they both confront irresolvable problems in the process of imagining what is 

required for such a change to take place, and, in the end, despite their desires for change, the 

narratives seem to have little choice but to ‘face reality,’ dissolving its scenes of potential 

transcendence back into a scene of the capitalist utopia, where each began.  

Afterimages: In the Wake of the Riot  

The cultural and ideological work of these novels is complicated and self-contradictory, 

because while they certainly express a desire for a world beyond capitalism, their scenes of 

progress inevitably dissolve back into images of the “real” narrative of American capitalism, as 

the representatives of the dominant culture in each fail to grasp the larger “plot” that is the 

narrative of capitalism itself, and the narrative priorities shift away from the crises of American 

capitalism’s spatial violence and onto the more immediate and spectacular outbursts of civic 

violence. And it seems that the possibility of actually ever transcending the spatial violence of 

American capitalism and seeing a Hegelian end of history becomes increasingly unreal—

relegated to the field of untenable fantasy or folklore.  
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But I argue that, even as the image of progress dissolves back into the capitalist “real,” a 

set of affirmative “afterimages” stubbornly remain and serve to reinforce, even in the wake of 

the riot, a sense of commitment to a Hegelian historical dialectic that still gestures over a 

discernible horizon toward a better future. In Hazard, although the violence of the riot turns 

the text very conservative and re-establishes the narrative of capitalism as the touchstone of 

the ‘real,’ the critical impulses of the narrative nonetheless survive in its wake, in the sense that 

the descent into civic violence seems to ‘awaken’ March to the crisis that he could not see 

before and allows the plot to reach a much more important resolution than it otherwise might. 

In short, the violence of the riot seems to figure as the absent ‘clue’ that March requires to 

close the gap between his own middle-class perspective and that of the extradiegetic narrator, 

who sees American capitalism’s underdeveloped space as a barrier to the “real” of the 

Enlightenment pursuit of freedom and human flourishing. And we see this gap closing in the 

final pages, because although March wants to distance himself from Lindau and the violence 

which he endorsed and participated in, he nonetheless echoes Lindau’s ideals when he speaks: 

what I object to is this economic chance world in which we live, and which we men 

seem to have created. It ought to be law as inflexible in human affairs as the order of 

day and night in the physical world, that if a man will work he shall both eat and rest, 

and shall not be harassed with any question as to how his repose and his provision shall 

come. Nothing less ideal than this satisfies the reason. (437)  

March articulates an important distinction between the natural and the artificial: the 

“economic chance world” of capitalism is no longer the common-sense “real” for March but, 

rather, a social production—and it is not only unnatural but, in fact, something that flies in the 
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face of the law (as natural as the rotation of the Earth) that participation in society should 

guarantee a share in its benefits. And, of course, in a Hegelian sense, March is right to say that 

nothing less than this is reasonable, because reason is both a desire for freedom and its 

realization over time.  

 Of course, the fact that the ‘eminently sane’ and middle-class March replaces the 

seemingly less stable and prone to violence Lindau as a speaking subject is potentially 

problematic and potentially even indicative of a deeper scenic dissolve into the narrative of 

capitalism, because it means replacing the voices of the poor with those of the middle-class. 

Amy Kaplan notes that, throughout the novel, the way March treats Lindau  demonstrates a 

desire to minimize conflict between class positions—to insist that “all Americans speak a 

common language—the language ‘we all know’—which stems from and refers to a shared 

social reality” (58). And, here, I think we see that happening to a certain extent, because it 

seems to take power away from the poor and put the responsibility of managing society as a 

whole in the hands of the middle class—which is, of course, highly problematic on its face, 

because it is the rise of the bourgeoisie that both created the ‘economic chance world’ March 

bemoans and benefit from its contradictions (through the repression of the poor as a reserve 

army of labor that props up the rest of society quietly and out of view). And, thinking in 

specifically Marxist terms, this is obviously a problem, because, for Marx, it is precisely the 

antagonism between the bourgeoisie who own the means of production and the proletariat 

who own nothing but their labor power that is the motive of history. The proletariat’s struggle 

for freedom from their bondage is the Hegelian Spirit which brings about the positive change—

and, over time, the end of history. For Marx, what moved history to its current point in the 
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nineteenth century was “the expropriation of the mass of the people by a few usurpers,” and 

what will move history to an ideal that satisfies the reason will inevitably be the nothing but the 

revolutionary praxis of the poor: “the expropriation of a few usurpers by the mass of the 

people” (Capital, Vol. 1 930). But Hazard deliberately takes that option off the table, deeming 

this option unsupportable, and keeping the power still firmly in the hands of the usurpers 

themselves, who would seem to have little interest in making any real change (and, as we have 

seen throughout the narrative, only a limited capacity to even recognize that changes are 

needed). 

But Hazard does, I think, resolve this ideological problem and manage to maintain its 

progressive afterimage, in the sense that the novel closes with March purchasing Every Other 

Week—which is at least a small step toward transcending capitalism, because, as a cooperative, 

it starts to move American society toward a different mode of production, premised not on the 

violent suppression and dehumanization of the working class but, rather, allowing them to 

share more equally in its benefits (a future that, in March’s own terms, is a solution that 

satisfies reason). As Amy Kaplan notes, the chaos of the riot does seem to fragment the 

narrative and disrupt its inherent unity by generating an odd proliferation of endings: “the 

narrative meanders through a dress shop of conventional endings, trying on and discarding one 

after another. We are offered a potpourri of conclusions: the reconciliation of enemies in 

death, marriage, nonmarriage, a move to Europe, and the Christian scheme of atonement and 

sacrifice” (61). Each of these conclusions is eminently unsatisfying—and, for Kaplan, so too is 

the fact that March and Fulkerson buy Every Other Week, because she sees the restrictions of 
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the market in which the magazine operates as something that “punctures their dream of 

independence and cooperation” (62).  

However, March’s continued engagement with Every Other Week (and, indeed, its 

solidification as an institution) is a more significant move than Kaplan allows, because, as 

Donald Pizer notes in “W.D. Howells’ A Hazard of New Fortunes: A Mostly Formalist Reading” 

(2013), Every Other Week is actually somewhat anomalous as a business: although it is funded 

by the capitalist investment of Dryfoos throughout the narrative, it does not operate after the 

fashion of a capitalist enterprise: “The magazine is an instance of what is usually called a 

cooperative, which is itself a qualified form of socialism—that is, it has its origin in private 

capital but functions as a partnership of all those participating in it” (5). Every Other Week is 

itself something that actually pushes against the broader operations of capitalist culture—and, 

while the fact that March decides to buy Every Other Week may not dismantle capitalism, it is a 

small-scale intervention against the historical processes that produce the violence pervading 

the novel in the first place. In other words, it is an engagement with more progressive business 

practices, which are the precursors to real socioeconomic change. Therefore, although the 

narrative reverts to an image of the capitalist “real” in the wake of the riot, embedded in that 

image of capitalism’s narrative is a seed of something else—and a kind of embryonic promise of 

something better over the horizon that comes from the actions of the middle class. 

In Blind Man, there is also a sense of an affirmative afterimage still pointing to the 

possibility of historical transcendence embedded in the re-establishment of the image of 

capitalism’s “real”—but it is different (and perhaps more ‘realistic’ in the sense of being less 

idealistic), in the sense that it seems to affirm the infinite capacity for transformative potential 
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through the praxis of the racialized poor. Although the narrative seems to close on the idea of 

the racialized poor resolving the crisis of capitalism as unreal—they are also present in the 

novel’s final pages (an insistent return of the repressed) in a way that reconfigures the 

narrative’s re-establishment of the status quo as something tenuous that cannot possibly hold 

forever. In the novel’s final chapter, the scene of the riot is supplanted by a scene of ‘urban 

renewal.’ As Tyrone Simpson II suggests, this scene “references the birth of what Arnold Hirsch 

and Carlo Rotella call the ‘second ghetto,’ a postwar moment in which the city fathers 

restructure the inner cities of the U.S. frostbelt to be more economically marginal and their 

residents more black and more invisible” (115). These processes of ‘urban renewal’ are, in and 

of themselves, acts of spatial violence: they are a continuation and, indeed, an intensification of 

the historical processes of racist, capitalist society doing violence to marginalized black bodies 

by literally displacing them and forcing them further into a violent periphery.  

Thus, the narrative seems to end with nothing but the production of a spatial form that 

will prove to be an even more severe apparatus of violence than the one that preceded it. 

However, the novel also resists this kind of closure, asserting that this resolution is “enough to 

make a body riot” (191). And a moment of serendipity creates a sense of circularity—returning 

the narrative right back to where it was before the riots were defeated: a literal blind man with 

a pistol emerges from out of the subway and onto the street firing wildly at a white man who 

had humiliated him a few moments earlier, and a stray bullet strikes down one of four white 

police officers who happened to be present. The remaining three return fire, killing the blind 

man instantly (194), producing a symbol of the slow violence that characterizes the ghetto 

itself. Within the hour, word that “The mother-raping white cops has shot down [an] innocent 
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brother” spreads throughout the neighborhood, and a new riot is set in motion (195). The 

novel, therefore, ends on an assertion that the return to order is an illusion—that there will be 

no order until the crisis of racist, capitalist society’s spatial violence is actually addressed. This 

creates the assertion that there is no possibility of a normal life until this problem is resolved. It 

instills in the reader the sense that the crisis of capitalist society’s spatial violence is a moral 

crisis that deserves attention not just because it is an affront to the Enlightenment ideals of 

freedom and human flourishing but also because there is really no alternative to dealing with it: 

just as the Howellsian ‘teacup tragedy’ becomes impossible because the crisis refuses to be 

repressed in Hazard, and just as the normal day-to-day work of Coffin Ed and Grave Digger 

becomes impossible in Blind Man, I think what the plots of these two novels ultimately express 

is the idea that no one—even those that live comfortably outside capitalist society’s violent, 

underdeveloped spaces—can  expect to live a normal life, for as long as there is no (spatial) 

justice, there is likewise no possibility of lasting peace. It is a problem that can never be 

repressed—for it is a matter of life and death. 

Even if Hazard and Blind Man do make the idea of transcending capitalism seem very 

much unreal, I think the afterimages contribute to the overall cultural and ideological work of 

the texts, stubbornly clinging to the idea that change is both necessary and possible. Hazard’s 

offers a vision of progress driven by an awakened (or, perhaps more accurately, ‘Enlightened’) 

middle-class, while Blind Man retains the idea that the praxis of the poor is the motive of 

history, as freedom’s necessity is realized in the endless cycle of attempts to disrupt the status 

quo, which may at times fail—but there is, of course, always the possibility of failing better, so 

to speak, and dislodging historical space-time from its state of violence and moving toward a 
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state of greater freedom and human flourishing. In other words, neither work of realism, in the 

end, really accepts the reality of capitalism as the “real,” and I think this challenge to the 

ontological status of American capitalism is a necessary and useful reminder (even for a twenty-

first century reader) to think about how a person might engage with their own reality—

hopefully finding their own ways of reacting to the ongoing depredations of capitalism in their 

own time and pushing perhaps a little closer to an alternative. 
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CHAPTER TWO: OUTRAGE AND ELEGY IN SISTER CARRIE AND MANHATTAN TRANSFER 

Fear and Loathing in Naturalism 

In the previous chapter, I argued that the realist novels A Hazard of New Fortunes and 

Blind Man with a Pistol dissolve their images of potential progress toward freedom back into 

images of capitalism’s common sense “real,” as the dominant culture’s fundamental inability to 

understand its own historical works (seeing the world they helped construct through a 

distorted lens, which makes it seem far more innocent than it truly is) poses an irresolvable 

problem. But, even as the perspectives of the dominant culture make the prospects of an 

alternative to capitalism seem increasingly unreal in Hazard and Blind Man, affirmative 

afterimages stubbornly articulate the foundational Hegelian idea that the realization of 

freedom is the essence of reason and the motive of history—challenging the idea of capitalism 

as a touchstone of the “real” and encouraging the reader to consider their own possible 

reactions to their own reality.  

I here intend to explore the ways in which naturalist novels Theodore Dreiser’s Sister 

Carrie (1900) and John Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer (1925) simultaneously outstrip 

realism’s tendency to render the spatial violence of capitalism visible for critique and ever more 

forcibly dissolve images of potential change back into the “real” produced by the narrative of 

capitalism, representing the prospects of progress toward freedom so unimaginable that it 

almost disappears from view (except indirectly, in the afterimages that remain in the wake of 

such scenic dissolves).  

Writing respectively from the height of America’s Gilded Age and from the midst of an 

economic boom at the precipice of the Great Depression, Dreiser and Dos Passos both saw the 
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modern American city as an eminently destructive spatial form, something that lures individuals 

to their doom—not unlike the Sirens of Greek mythology. In an 1896 article on labor conditions 

in New York, Dreiser writes that the city "decks herself gaily, fascinating all by her garments of 

scarlet and silk, awing by her jewels and perfumes, when in truth there lies hid beneath these a 

torn and miserable heart, and a soiled and unhappy conscience that will not be still but is 

forever moaning and crying 'for shame"' (qtd in Geyh 416). Years later, in 1925, Dos Passos 

wrote that his own experience chasing success in New York City was “like being rolled naked in 

metal filings” (qtd in Madsen 36). But both articulate the destructive potential of the modern 

American city most fully through the mobilization of the naturalist chronotope—specifically, in 

Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900) and Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer (1925).  

Sister Carrie is a novel about the perils and possibilities of life in the late nineteenth-

century American city. Carrie Meeber is drawn to Chicago by the utopian promises of the 

capitalist city; however, she is forced into a life of poverty upon her arrival, boarding with her 

sister and brother-in-law in a shabby apartment and earning only a few dollars a week working 

in a shoe factory. Eventually, she meets Hurstwood, a well-to-do resort manager, and the two 

elope to New York City—but Hurstwood fails to thrive in this new environment. With 

Hurstwood unable to find work and his savings dwindling, Carrie decides to look for work in the 

theater and finds a minor place as a chorus girl. The couple gradually drift apart, their 

relationship strained by economic pressures, and their individual fortunes diverge dramatically. 

Hurstwood continues to slide further and further into poverty, eventually broken and without 

hope, panhandling just enough change to rent a Bowery room in which he can commit suicide. 

Meanwhile, Carrie falls unwittingly into a leading role, becomes rich and famous—but she finds 
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herself perpetually unhappy, and the novel closes on her rocking sadly in her chair in a 

Broadway penthouse suite, longing for the things that money cannot buy, and a happiness that 

will forever be out of her reach. 

Manhattan Transfer is a kaleidoscopic novel about various characters’ struggles for 

success and the seeming inevitability of failure in the burgeoning metropolis of Manhattan in 

the early years of the twentieth century. The transient, Bud, comes to the city hoping to “get to 

the center of things” (4); however, he gets stuck in the underdeveloped periphery and 

accidentally drowns in the East River. Joe Harland, who once struck it rich thanks to a lucky tie, 

slides further and further into poverty until he disappears from view completely. Anna struggles 

to find a way out of the Jewish ghetto but finds herself perpetually marginalized, until she is 

disfigured in a garment-shop fire. And even success is a form of failure, as demonstrated by 

Ellen Thatcher—born into favorable circumstances and moving with well-to-do circles, but 

never really in control of herself or her circumstances and never truly happy. In the end, the 

novel seems to posit that the only hope one has is through leaving the city, as Jimmy Herf does: 

after years of struggle, Jimmy decides to leave the city forever, determined to live on his own 

terms elsewhere. 

Although few would deny that the city plays an important role in both Sister Carrie and 

Manhattan Transfer, its diegetic function is often minimized or obscured in the criticism of both 

works. Over the last few decades, one of the most important strains of Sister Carrie criticism is 

also the one that most actively subjugates the discussion of setting to that of character—

reducing urban space, if not entirely to a backdrop for action, then at least to a field where the 

consequences of individual characteristics are played out. Walter Benn Michaels, for example, 
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argues that Dreiser “feared becoming a bum on the streets of New York” (19), but in his reading 

of Sister Carrie the novel seems to express not so much a fear of the streets themselves but a 

fear of the self, as everything that happens in the city is ultimately attributable to a “biological 

alibi” (48). Similarly, Philip Fisher argues that what happens to Hurstwood in the Bowery is 

represented as a natural consequence of “subtracting and weakening based on energy, 

sexuality, and the conversion of freshness to exhaustion” (172). More recently, in American 

Hungers (2009), Gavin Jones reiterates the idea that Hurstwood’s experience is a consequence 

of his character—“a cauldron in which inherent traits of weakness spiral into something 

sinister” (77). Meanwhile, the criticism of Manhattan Transfer often obscures the diegetic 

function of the city’s imagined geography through the assertion that the novel renders it 

(deliberately) opaque and incomprehensible. In Writing the City (2003), Desmond Harding 

argues that Manhattan Transfer “supports the premise that the totality of the modern city, like 

the totality of American history itself, had grown beyond human comprehension” (100). 

Similarly, Attila Gergely Mraz argues that Manhattan Transfer represents the modern city as a 

fundamentally ambiguous and metaphysical construct (67).  

I argue that reading Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer chronotopically, focusing on 

the narratives’ engagement with capitalist society’s production of space, produces important 

insights about the texts and their (highly conflicted) cultural and ideological work: specifically, I 

see in these texts a highly anxious chronotope, whereby optimism gives way to a deeper fear 

about the way capitalism’s increasing permeation of and ossification in the institutions that 

define everyday life, to the point where it may be impossible to transcend.  
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Considering the chronotope’s spatial dimension, there is a distinct intensification and 

expansion of the realist impulse that renders the spaces of American capitalism visible for 

critique. Uneven development (a spatialization of the uneven relationship between capital and 

labor) is still very much legible as the logic of capitalism’s production of space in these 

narratives, but the naturalist innovation of the chronotope is that this spatial discontinuity, 

seen in Hazard as a line at which respectability distinguishes itself from shabbiness (and, 

indeed, a line at which safety distinguishes itself from violence), ceases to matter—or, perhaps 

more accurately, matters in a different way. Naturalism imagines this line as really 

distinguishing only between two different forms of spatial violence manifest—one a kind of 

visceral destruction of the body reserved for the poor in underdeveloped spaces, and the other 

a kind of correlative malaise for the well-to-do, as the more developed spaces of capitalism fail 

to realize the utopian promises it seems to be built upon. At the spatial dimension, these novels 

articulate capitalism as a mechanism of a more universalized spatial violence, which is to say 

that they make even the utopian promises of capitalism legible as sour at the core by taking the 

capitalist utopia (shown as partial and flawed by realism) and transforms it entirely into a 

“putropia.” 

But the fear that makes the spaces of capitalism visible for critique at the level of setting 

becomes, I think, much more problematic at the level of plot, turning the market into a kind of 

sublime object that overwhelms the individual’s capacity to engage with it. Like the realist texts 

discussed previously, these texts ruminate, at the level of plot, about the dialectic of history—

but now in starkly negative terms. Both novels seem to imagine the market as a force that 

determines the experience of everyday life to the point where an individual lacks control over 
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itself and its place in the world: although the various characters that populate both novels 

express unhappiness and do perpetually try to alter their conditions (reacting to the 

depredations of capitalism felt personally) what drives the plot now is not at all these reactions 

to the market but, rather, the market itself, as it continues unabated to force the individual into 

various class positions (required for the market’s own monstrous wellbeing) and the 

corresponding places within capitalist society’s uneven geography. What that means, in terms 

of a deeper cultural and ideological content, is the idea that there is no longer any real 

progression of historical time: the age of capitalism becomes, in Hegelian terms, the end of 

history—tragically characterized not by the realization of freedom but, rather, just before that 

point, under the tyranny of capital.  

I see the temporal dimension of these texts creating exceptions to Fredric Jameson’s 

idea that narratives inevitably produce “imaginary or formal ‘solutions’ to unresolvable social 

contradictions” (Political Unconscious 79). In Sister Carrie, the workings of the market force 

Hurstwood into increasingly underdeveloped spaces until he is completely destroyed; these 

same market forces pull Carrie up the class hierarchy and into distinctly overdeveloped spaces 

which, in the end, also seem to reduce her to something battered and broken. In both cases, 

this is represented as something beyond the individual’s control and impossible to resist. 

Similarly, in Manhattan Transfer, characters such as Bud, Joe Harland, Anna and Ellen seem to 

get trapped in particular forms of space—creating a sense of capitalist society’s spatial violence 

as something that is non-negotiable, the market a mechanism that puts a person in their place 

and keeps them there. And, try as they might to improve their experience of everyday life, no 

amount of effort translates into any kind of productive movement: the experience of everyday 
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life under capitalism is represented as entropy, until the body (translated by the market into a 

mere cog in the machine) breaks down and gives out from the strain of trying to realize its own 

Hegelian imperative (freedom). 

But, even as the scenes of potential progress toward an alternative inevitably dissolve 

into images of capitalism’s common sense “real,” made even worse because they are imagined 

as a tragic end of history (defined by violence and repression instead of freedom), there are 

nonetheless afterimages that create a sense that furthering the historical dialectic is, in fact, 

inevitable. Despite the fact that the narratives seem to imagine a world in which the hope for 

change is lost, there is an important contrariness inherent in the perspectives of the 

extradiegetic narrators, who stubbornly refuse to imagine the characters as cogs in the machine 

of capitalism and imbue these characters with surprising interiority and emotional depth, which 

creates sympathetic identification and a sense of tragedy. As Donald Pizer notes in Realism and 

Naturalism in Late Nineteenth-Century American Literature (1966), “the naturalist often 

describes his characters as though they are conditioned and controlled by environment, 

heredity, instinct, or chance. But he also suggests a compensating humanistic value in his 

characters or their fates which affirms the significance of the individual and of his life” (11). This 

sentimental characterization, I argue, generates an emotional residue that works against the 

representation of capitalism as an end of history it appears to be in the text, inviting readers to 

both mourn for the character and perhaps provoking some moral outrage over the idea of 

human life senselessly wasted—and, thus, reinforcing the importance of a Hegelian pursuit of 

freedom and human flourishing, even when this seems most impossible. 
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The Spatial Dimension: Universalized Violence 

In terms of the spatial dimension, American naturalism looks very similar to realism—

more of an amplification and intensification of realism’s concerns than an innovation. Setting is 

similarly imagined in terms of fully imagined geographies, imbued with both historical depth 

and the power to impact narrative movement. And, particularly in the vast terrain of urban 

naturalism, these settings narrativize capitalist society’s spatial violence, thus acting as the 

imaginary grounds from which critique grows.11 But while realist novels such as Blind Man and 

Hazard foreground the violence inherent in the underdeveloped spaces of American 

capitalism—rendering the production of ghettos and tenements legible as the objects of 

critique—naturalism expands this project and registers the violence inherent in capitalist 

society’s production of its more developed spaces, as well: the suburban family home and other 

bourgeois spaces that seem to fulfill capitalism’s utopian promises are often represented as less 

of a counterpoint to the ghetto than a gilded parallel, which transforms the individual’s 

everyday life into an exercise in commodity-worship, producing an irrepressible malaise as 

these commodities fail to approximate the experience of freedom and human flourishing upon 

which capitalism is premised. In other words, the geography of capitalism is legible as a bitter 

harvest: even the parts of the fruit that look best taste like poison. 

Like Hazard and Blind Man, Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer construct settings that 

represent two distinct formations of the urban space produced by capitalist society. As Paula E. 

Geyh notes, the setting of Sister Carrie constructs a “city of things” in line with the processes of 

                                                           
11

 A critique of capitalism’s production of space is far from guaranteed in American naturalism. The works of Jack 
London, for example, are notable exceptions. His fiction generally represents the individual’s separation from 
historically produced spaces and relocation to ‘primal’ ones, which function diegetically as a neutral, abstract space 
conducive to the narrativization of his (highly problematic) theories of racial inheritance and atavism.  
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late nineteenth-century industrial capitalism and Manhattan Transfer constructs the “city of 

signs” of postindustrial capitalism (413). There are important differences between the city 

produced by late nineteenth-century industrial capitalism and the emerging postindustrial city 

created by a shift to consumer capital (particularly, as Guy Debord would say, through the 

proliferation of images that help naturalize the market and assimilate individuals into its 

processes). And Geyh is certainly right to say that these two novels render the spatial 

production of different kinds of “urban subjectivities” visible—but I am here more interested in 

the continuity between the two novels, as they construct and render legible the spaces of 

capital as violent apparatuses, antithetical to the imperative of freedom. Whether it is an 

underdeveloped tenement or a luxury penthouse suite, these novels represent the city 

produced by American capitalism as a violent underworld that destroys everyone, regardless of 

their place within it.  

As in realist novels Hazard and Blind Man, American capitalism’s underdevelopment of 

domestic space is an important touchstone of spatial violence in both Sister Carrie and 

Manhattan Transfer, making the actual processes of American capitalism visible for critique as a 

contradiction to its utopian promises of “a greater share of the necessaries and conveniences of 

life than is possible for any savage to acquire.” In Sister Carrie, the narrator describes such 

spaces in terms of patchwork, assemblages of scraps and garbage that, while keeping the 

laborer technically alive, ultimately break the body down prematurely. Slowing the narrative 

pace to absolute zero for a descriptive pause, the narrator constructs the working class 

apartment Carrie shares with her sister and brother-in-law as follows: “The walls of the room 

were discordantly papered. The floors were covered with matting and the hall laid with a thin 
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rag carpet” (17). The description also foregrounds a lot of cheap furniture, which seems to 

reflect the quality of the apartment more broadly: “One could see that the furniture was of that 

poor, hurriedly patched together quality sold by instalment houses” (17). The narrator 

describes this working class apartment as not just cheap, but ultimately fragile and tenuous, as 

if the whole structure is likely to fall apart at any moment—creating a sense of instability and 

insecurity for those that dwell within—and this sense of precariousness represents a form of 

slow, spatial violence in itself, as the threat of losing the little one has in such circumstances 

surely adds a level of undue strain and worry that surely breaks a body down over time. But the 

more immediate threat to the body is, of course, tied to the fact that this kind of 

underdeveloped domestic space seems designed not so much for human beings (with actual 

bodily needs) as it is for the dehumanized objects of abstract labor that capitalism requires the 

poor to be: the tactile imagery of the thin carpet and cheap furniture conveys a sense of a 

refusal or a denial of bodily comfort, and a kind of austere hardness that seems destined to 

distort the human body and break it down over time. Similarly, the aesthetic disarray of the 

space is a kind of disorder that creates an unsettling effect, which may prove resonant in light 

of the fact that it is precisely the discordant paper that drives the protagonist of Charlotte 

Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wall-paper” (1892) to madness.  

Sister Carrie’s narrator compounds the work of rendering the underdeveloped domestic 

spaces produced by capitalism visible for critique, not just through the description of the spaces 

themselves, but additionally through close-up descriptions of the bodies within. The moment 

Carrie enters this apartment, the narrator notes that she feels “the drag of a lean and narrow 

life” (17). Focusing on the characters forced to live within these walls, the narrator makes the 
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chronic effects of this “drag,” played out over years, distinctly legible on the characters 

themselves, creating the sense that that such spatial forms wear down the ‘cog in the machine’ 

prematurely. For Carrie’s brother-in-law, the “drag” produces what the narrator calls “a morbid 

turn of character” (41). Although he is relatively young, he seems to lack the kind of vitality or 

joie de vivre one might associate with youth: he is described as “crusty,” like old bread gone 

prematurely stale, and his interest in life seems to have become strangely lean and narrow to 

match his surroundings—consisting almost entirely of reading the evening paper in silence (41). 

Whatever Carrie’s brother once was, the “drag” of their underdeveloped surroundings seems to 

have transformed him into a sullen drone—a degraded husk of a human being, fundamentally 

lacking the thoughts and emotional life. The only thing that seems to bring him out of this state 

is his infant son—perhaps an implication of some kind of hope deferred to the next generation. 

For Carrie’s sister, this “drag” seems to produce more distinctly physical symptoms, the 

narrator describing her as “lean-faced” in a way that mirrors the “lean and narrow” conditions 

in which she lives (14). However, the description also emphasizes that she “carried with her 

most of the grimness of shift and toil” (14-15). And I think this detail articulates a sense that the 

spatial violence of capitalist society’s underdeveloped spaces are actually exacerbated through 

the dialectical entwinement of capitalism and patriarchy: in addition to the ways in which the 

underdevelopment of domestic space damages the body in general, women’s bodies are also 

subject to additional forms of harm precisely because the male-oriented space of the home has 

traditionally been a site of labor for women, rather than a site of rest and recovery from labor. 

Notably, the aforementioned infant’s cry seems to be a persistent background noise the 

Hansons’ home—and, as much as this infant brings joy to Carrie’s brother-in-law and 
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counteracts his “morbid turn of character,” this crying is also an inescapable sign that the home 

is a site of constant labor for Carrie’s sister—which surely accelerates the “drag” and 

compounds its effects upon the body. 

American capitalism’s underdevelopment of domestic space is an equally important 

touchstone of spatial violence in Manhattan Transfer also represents capitalist society’s spatial 

violence in the construction of underdeveloped domestic spaces in a similar way—but, instead 

of the ‘patchwork’ representation mobilized in Sister Carrie, Manhattan Transfer imagines 

underdevelopment through the prevalence of cheap, imitation articles that approximate the 

idea of “home” but fail to produce the comforts one might associate with it. Notably, one of the 

first things the narrator describes in the room rented by Joe Harland is “the picture of The Stag 

at Bay that hung crooked in the middle of the verdegris wall” (132). This is, of course, just a 

picture of an engraving—which is to say that it looks like the genuine article but is, in fact, only 

a reproduction, made cheaply, and with a very different texture that feels very different to the 

user. And, in this way, the picture of The Stag at Bay becomes a kind of metonym for the room 

as a whole: although it might look the same at a glance, the room is not a genuine production 

of the ideal domestic space but, rather, a cheap reproduction that is accessible to the poor 

because it lacks the tactile qualities of the ‘real thing.’ Next to the picture, for example, the 

narrator notes a “shaky iron bed” (132). There is again a kind of disjuncture between the 

appearance of the thing as solid iron and its actual fragility, which one only discovers when they 

try to use it. And even the room itself, which may appear to be an image of cozy domesticity, 

has a very different texture for those who try to use it, as implied by the narrator’s description 

of the bed as “hemmed in” which betrays a sense of feeling cramped, claustrophobic, and, 
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indeed, trapped. In short, the room tends to look one way and function another: it looks like a 

space of comfort and convalescence (a refuge from the strains of the public sphere), but it is 

only a cheap reproduction of this ideal, and it feels violent and restrictive.  

As in Sister Carrie, Manhattan Transfer’s narrator compounds the work of rendering the 

underdeveloped domestic spaces produced by capitalism visible for critique not just through 

the description of the spaces themselves but also through descriptions of the bodies that bear 

the marks of spatial violence: specifically, the narrator renders subtle signs of this violence 

legible on Joe Harland’s body, manifested as various ailments. The narrator notes that Harland’s 

“clawcold fingers moved restlessly in the bottoms of his trousers pockets” (132-33). This is a 

vague sign, to be sure, but it points in several equally critical directions. It could be a sign that 

Harland’s rented room is either drafty or otherwise insufficiently heated, causing him to shake 

and exert extra calories his body likely cannot afford to waste merely trying to keep warm. It 

could also potentially points to a kind of nervous disorder developing as a symptom of his own 

‘lean and narrow’ life. But the restless movement of his hands may also be a sign of something 

else, as the narrator also notes that the water in Harland’s room is tainted and undrinkable: 

“The water tasted of rank wood and sloppails. He spat the last mouthful back” (133). Thus, the 

description of Harland’s hands shaking may be a sign of some kind of slow violence taking place 

invisibly inside his body, at a molecular level, as some kind of bacterial infection; or, alternately, 

it could be a sign of dehydration. All these possibilities seem equally plausible, and all render 

American capitalism’s underdevelopment of domestic space visible for critique—and it occurs 

to me that perhaps the vagueness of the signs of violence are the point: it seems to suggest 

that American capitalism’s underdeveloped domestic space damages the body in so many 
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potential ways that it is impossible to pin anything down for certain, much less think about 

resolving the problem in any way other than burning the whole structure down and starting 

again. 

Elsewhere in Manhattan Transfer, the underdevelopment of domestic space re-emerges 

in more straightforward representations, which represent American capitalism’s production of 

space as simultaneously the production of disease. The narrative’s construction of the 

tenement where Anna lives with her family early in the novel articulates a problem similar to 

Blind Man, which is the racialization of underdeveloped space, as the predominantly Jewish 

neighborhood is, as Tyrone Simpson II posits, “a racialized ghetto, a ready reservoir of 

vulnerable and stigmatized labor that it may exploit for material or symbolic purposes” (149). 

The sense of underdevelopment is realized in the tactile imagery of the “four flights of grimy 

stairs” that lead into Anna’s home (234). One can almost feel the texture of the residue built up 

from a chronic lack of maintenance (a cost too dear to waste on the poor), and one can equally 

imagine the ways in which this grime (and other forms of filth it represents), over time finds its 

way into the body, infiltrating the blood and inflicting various forms of slow violence at a 

microscopic level.  

And this disease is interestingly foregrounded by the narrator through aural imagery.  

When the narrative enters this space, Anna has just come from the dance hall, and the refrain 

of some popular song is stuck in her head, recurring throughout the scene: “Somebody loves 

me, I wonder who” (234). The memory of this upbeat song fills her with energy and a feeling of 

being authentically alive: “The tune is all through her body, I the throb of her feet, in the 

tingling place on her back where he held her tight dancing with her” (234). But that sound is 



95 
 

 

contrasted by the sounds of the building itself: “Dishes on the tables set for breakfast jingle 

tingle hideously when she bumps against it” (234); also, everything in the house seems to creak, 

as though it could break at any moment—again, revealing a kind of cheapness of the space and 

a sense of tenuousness and insecurity inherent in the space. But, most importantly, the song is 

juxtaposed with the sounds of ill-health that pervade the house, suggesting a transfer of the 

force of this underdeveloped space onto the people who live there, breaking down their bodies 

over time. Specifically, the home is filled with sounds of “wheezy doublebarreled snoring,” and 

strained breath comes that comes out “in a groan through [the] teeth” (234). In the way the 

narrator constructs this space, there is an implication that the space that ought to be physically 

restoring their bodies—the home—seems to be doing as much harm as good.  

But arguably one of the more interesting ways that both novels render American 

capitalism’s underdevelopment of domestic space visible for critique is in articulating how such 

underdevelopment breaks down the division between public and private, in a way that in turn 

breaks down the body. For example, the small room where Anna lives later in Manhattan 

Transfer achieves this in a way similar to the tenement in Blind Man, as the room is at once 

coded as the domestic and as space for prostitution—bringing a dangerous underground 

economy into the home. Paul Petrovic makes much of this particular room and its dual 

function: focusing particularly on the light coming in through the window, Petrovic argues that 

the narrative “reveals how seemingly private spaces for surreptitious sexual exchange remain 

under surveillance and are infiltrated by the forces of consumer capitalism” (165). I certainly 

agree with Petrovic’s assertion and agree that the problem of surveillance forms an important 

part of the violence inherent in this underdeveloped space; however, I would argue that this 
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room introduces an important threat of bodily violence: the blurring of public and private in the 

particular way produced in a space of prostitution creates a potential for hazard through 

interpersonal violence. Such threats seem to haunt this section of the text in the aptly named 

Dick. Noting the light coming in from the window, Dick remarks, “it’s like bein in a theater” 

(329). This implies that, for Dick, there is something unreal about the situation and that Anna 

herself is not a real person but, rather, an object put in the spotlight for his own amusement. 

Likewise, he gives Anna the pet name “kitten,” which is dehumanizing in a variety of ways—

simultaneously infantilizing, animalizing, and, as Paul Petrovic points out, “a euphemism for 

‘pussy,’” which would have her reduced to a set of genitals via synecdoche (165). And these 

distortions of reality on Dick’s part read as very sinister, because they seem to break down the 

limits of acceptable behaviour: if the situation is not entirely real, and if Anna is not really a real 

person herself, it matters a lot less what one does to her. And, even though we never see Dick 

really do anything in his brief appearance in the narrative, the way the narrator shows his mind 

in operation infuses Anna’s room with a spectre of violence, seemingly amorphous and 

ineffable, that is far more threatening than any other material quality therein. 

But in both novels, this breakdown is arguably more prevalent in terms of the problem 

of homelessness in the city (the ultimate breakdown between public and private, in that it 

forces the individual to live entirely in public). Particularly late in Sister Carrie, a group of 

homeless men appear outside a Bowery boarding house (as if previously hidden by the 

narrative from public view), and the narrator describes a twisted mass, grotesque versions of 

human beings prefiguring later images of the zombie hordes of late twentieth-century cinema:  
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These were old men with grizzled beards and sunken eyes, men who were 

comparatively young but shrunken by diseases, men who were middle aged. None were 

fat. There was a face in the thick of the collection which was as white as drained veal. 

There was another red as brick. Some came with thin, rounded shoulders, others with 

wooden legs, still others with frames so lean that clothes only flapped about them. 

There were great ears, swollen noses, thick lips, and, above all, red, blood-shot eyes. 

Not a normal, healthy face in the whole mass; not a straight figure; not a 

straightforward, steady glance. (652-653) 

These men represent a distinct intensification of the logic earlier in the novel, of the “drag of a 

lean and narrow life” becoming visible on the body, as they are hardly familiar as human beings 

at all, with the seemingly unnatural colors of the men’s faces, the premature decay, the broken 

and missing parts, and the strange angles into which the bodies are bent. But the narrator also 

emphasizes a less easily decipherable kind of damage below the surface, with the absence, in 

the crowd, of a single steady glance—which I see as the ‘morbid turn of character’ noted earlier 

in the narrative pushed to the extreme: these men are seemingly completely absent in their 

own bodies, no longer capable of a typical inner life because they are worn down by the drag of 

the leanest and most narrow life the narrative can imagine. But perhaps the most interesting 

thing about this description is the extradiegetic narrator’s choice of vehicles when describing 

the men via simile: the narrator seems to find no human referent suitable for the men, and 

instead has to rely on objects, with one the color of brick and another the color of veal. The 

underlying point, I think, is ultimately that these men experience life primarily as commodities 
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(and undervalued ones, at that), and the fact that they are treated less like human beings than 

objects by American capitalism is creating a kind of uncanny and unsettling resemblance.  

In Manhattan Transfer, the problem of homelessness is foregrounded through the 

characters of Joe Harland and Bud, who are given the impossible task of making public space 

function like private space.  At one point, Harland tries to sleep in a diner. A sense of the 

violence this inscribes on the body is legible in the description of the other men sleeping there 

“crumpled like old newspapers” (152). This simile translates their bodies to literal garbage, 

twisted out of its normal shape and no longer good for anything. But I think the real violence 

inherent in the lack of any real domestic space is the fact that it is actually near impossible to 

sleep at all: while Harland tries to sleep, the dialogue going on around him permeate the text, 

and the voices are described as hitting Harland’s ear “like the screech of chalk on a blackboard” 

(152). The fact that Harland cannot sleep immediately produces a kind of ‘morbid turn of 

character,’ in the sense that he becomes angry—but this anger is, of course, a sign of 

something much more troubling, because sleep deprivation is a deeply violent phenomenon in 

the way it negatively affects the brain and the body. This problem emerges again later in the 

narrative, when Harland is found sleeping on a park bench, and is immediately woken up by 

another character. This seemingly innocuous moment in the text resonates as a problematic 

reminder of the ways in which, for those for whom capitalist society provides no space, the 

sleep that is absolutely essential to survival becomes incredibly rare, because they are 

constantly exposed. It is almost a mercy when Harland disappears from the narrative, dying 

quietly out of the reader’s view, because death is the closest approximation of sleep for a 

character like Harland.  
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But the spaces of homelessness (and the experience of homelessness) is constructed 

most viscerally in Manhattan Transfer through the character Bud. Bud exists almost entirely in 

underdeveloped public space, which read as a kind of wasteland, already used up, left to decay, 

and struggling to sustain what little life it can: “Bud walked down Broadway, past empty lots 

where tin cans glittered among grass and sumach bushes and ragweed, between ranks of 

billboards and Bull Durham signs, past shanties and abandoned squatters’ shacks, past gulches 

heaped with wheelscarred rubbishpiles where dumpcarts were dumping ashes and clinkers” 

(21). As Carey James Mickalites notes, this is a space “where nature and the wasted ‘signs’ of 

commodity culture meet in the poverty invisible to a still spectacular center of capital” (65). 

There is an ironic disjuncture between the fact that there is so much advertisement for 

commodities and the fact that the actual commodities themselves (which a human being living 

in capitalist society depends on to survive) are only available as their own ghostly remains, as 

garbage in the rubbishpiles, which grow larger and larger as the dumpcarts roll in. Just as the 

signs remind you what you need, the space taunts you with the complete absence of these 

things. And just as the grass and weeds struggle to eke out some meagre existence between the 

signs and the tin cans, so too are the poor faced with a dilemma of how to survive in this 

strange nexus of need and lack. Ultimately, the narrative convergence is perhaps less between 

the plants and the people than between the people and the garbage—for the people who live 

there, in the shanties and shacks are essentially human garbage, the detritus of a capitalist 

utopia.  

The narrator renders the signs of spatial violence inherent in these underdeveloped, 

peripheral spaces legible on Bud’s body, primarily as symptoms of deprivation—or, alternately, 
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as a lack of maintenance that causes the ‘cog in the machine’ to wear down prematurely. 

Whenever Bud appears in the narrative, he is always hungry: literally starving at one point in 

the narrative, Bud has to venture out of this underdeveloped periphery in search of a way to 

get some food: he does an odd job and is given a quarter, a plate of cold stew, some stale 

bread, and a glass of sour milk (54-55). The food, of course, is obviously just more garbage, all 

spoiled and about as nutritionally sound as the tin cans in the scene noted above, but he eats it 

anyway. And this is an interesting way of articulating the spatial violence of the city’s 

underdeveloped periphery, because he knows the food will only make him ill—but capitalist 

society’s spatial violence has reduced him to a point where that illness is merely the price of 

salvation: he willingly poisons himself with the spoiled food, inflicting a form of violence upon 

himself out of the necessity of alleviating the greater one perpetuated spatially by capitalist 

society. And, again later, Bud appears in a random bar complaining of hunger pains and 

claiming he “hadn’t et in a dawg’s age” (78). But the sign of violence is, ironically, revealed most 

clearly in an act of friendship, as a stranger’s handshake in a bar leaves him wincing (78). This 

suggests a distinct breakdown of Bud’s body, as the pain seems to suggest that he simply has 

no strength left in him: he can endure nothing any longer, because his body is now quite 

literally eating itself to survive.  

 But, as I note above, the novelty of naturalism (at least in terms of the chronotopic 

spatial dimension) is that it expands the scope of American capitalism’s spatial violence, seeing 

it not just in the spaces of the poor but equally in the city’s more developed areas. Accordingly, 

I see in both Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer a critical narrativization of the city as 

universally violent. Hurstwood’s family home at the beginning of Sister Carrie is characteristic of 
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this: as the extradiegetic narrator constructs the exterior of the home in a descriptive pause, 

rendering it legible as a production of capitalism, designed to liberate and nurture the frugal 

and industrious bourgeoisie (fulfilling the utopian promises of capitalism): 

Hurstwood’s residence on the North Side, near Lincoln Park, was 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. It had a large bay window bulging out from the second floor, and 

was graced in front by a small grassy plot, twenty-five feet wide and ten feet deep. 

There was also a small rear yard, walled in by the fences of the neighbours and holding a 

stable where he kept his horse and trap. (112) 

The description emphasizes certain design elements that would seem to make this kind of 

home an ideal structure of comfort and convalescence—one that liberates and nurtures those 

living within its walls: its vertical construction represents a certain utilitarianism, in that it 

represents a way of economically maximizing space and giving a family more room to breathe, 

so to speak. Perhaps more distinctly, though, the description renders the home legible as a 

sanctuary for the middle class family: this is conveyed through the solidity of the brick itself and 

the fences that shelter the family: it offers the people inside a sense of protection, so they can 

safely go on with their business of becoming rational, Enlightened beings (i.e., to become what 

they, in a sense, always already are).  

This is a form of domestic space designed and produced for the masses—which seems 

to be a partial fulfillment of capitalism’s utopian promises. The scene seems to validate Smith’s 

claims about capitalism: it seems to suggest that, under capitalism, more people are able to live 

better than they would under other modes of production (at least better than they did under 
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feudalism). The description articulates this idea first, very explicitly, noting the home’s popular 

design but also, more subtly, through the fact that it is made of brick. As Thomas Leslie notes, 

the abundance of dense clay just below the city’s surface made brick especially abundant in late 

nineteenth-century Chicago (69). Its rough surface is, therefore, a sign of the structure’s relative 

accessibility for a significant part of the city’s population. This house is, I think, particularly 

resonant as something more than itself, because it seems to fulfill, at least in part, the utopian 

promises of capitalism. The house is more than just a house: it is, in a sense, the very 

foundation of the capitalist utopia imagined by bourgeois philosophers such as Adam Smith. 

 However, as the narrative transitions to an interior scene, the idea of a capitalist utopia 

is demystified as an illusion, because the narrator’s descriptions give a sense that this spatial 

form is, in a manner of speaking, all surface and no substance. What becomes increasingly 

legible through the description of the house’s interior is a sense that, in producing these 

middle-class homes, the bourgeoisie has ironically pulled a kind of bait-and-switch on itself—

the idea that the suburban family home constructed by capitalism actually is not at all a 

comforting sanctuary but primarily just a spatial fix for the market—a space where industry 

unloads upon the individual all of the bland commodities it produces en masse as a matter of its 

own survival. In “The Spatial Fix – Hegel, Von Thunen, and Marx” (1981), David Harvey coins the 

term “spatial fix” to describe capitalism’s historical tendency to resolve its crises of 

overproduction (which put capitalism at constant risk of collapsing in on itself) essentially by 

producing more space “through imperialism, colonialism and geographical expansion” (2). 

However, I think the description conveys a sense that this home and others like it represent a 

kind of internal spatial fix for capitalist society, because they are spaces where the market 
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essentially dumps its excess commodities, inundating the middle class with things. Notably, the 

extradiegetic narrator actually says nothing at all about the house’s structural elements, as it 

does when describing the exterior, but substitutes such details with a long list of commodities:  

There was fine furniture, arranged as soothingly as the artistic perception of the 

occupants warranted. There were soft rugs, rich, upholstered chairs and divans, a grand 

piano, a marble carving of some unknown Venus by some unknown artist, and 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) 

What stands out here most is the fact sense the home truly is just an assemblage of 

commodities. And the description is interesting, moreover, because of the subtly shifting tone 

over the course of the sentence. It begins with a tone of sincere admiration and appreciation 

with adjectives such as “fine,” “soft,” and “rich,” but, as the sentence drags on, the tone 

becomes disillusioned as the narrator registers the factory origins of the art—and, finally, turns 

into a sarcastic sneer, with the  ironic scare quotes around “perfectly appointed house.” This 

shifting tone subtly represents a kind of realization of the bait-and-switch the bourgeoisie has 

pulled on itself. But, interestingly, I think it also says something about the people living in the 

house, which is that they fundamentally lack the ability to conceive of the domestic sphere in 

any other terms: the house is furnished “as soothingly as the artistic perception of the 

occupants warranted,” and this assessment on the narrator’s part conveys a sinister sense that 

the house is also, in a sense, a kind of trap that the middle class falls into and lacks the ability to 

escape or meaningfully revise.  
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And the narrative foregrounds a kind of “drag” inherent in such homes, analogous to 

the tenements and other spaces built to contain the impoverished class, in the way 

Hurstwood’s family seems to have transformed from human beings to consumers—an 

inherently dehumanized abstraction that capitalism requires for its own survival. Hurstwood’s 

home is often understood to be a product of the bourgeois family’s inherent shallowness: 

according to Ellen Moers, it is a manifestation of the family’s “[p]retense and hypocrisy” (103); 

similarly, Amy Kaplan posits that Hurstwood’s home and its excessive accumulation of 

commodities are a Veblenian sign of conspicuous consumption—a socially symbolic articulation 

of a specific class position (143). But, as much as the family participates in producing the home, 

the home also works upon the family in a particular way—turning the family members into the 

very things the market requires them to be. In particular, the daughter is described as having 

been shaped into a single-minded consumer, obsessed with expensive clothes (114); however, 

in general, the family is described as having only an interest in the commodity (itself an 

abstraction): they talk only about the neighbours’ boat, their house, and how much it all must 

have cost (116). The diegetic function of this kind of space is implied by the fact that their 

experience of everyday life is essentially limited to the worship of the market and of the 

exchange value of those items it produces; it creates a condition of everyday life that is, I argue, 

reduced to an obsession with capital, through the bland commodities capitalism produces en 

masse.12 As Raoul Vaneigem would say, it reduces life to a state of survival—which is to say, 

                                                           
12

 As commodities produced by the market, the furnishings and art are, as Theodor Adorno would say, “the mere 
reflection of what one pays in the market for the product” and, in consuming these objects, “the consumer is really 
worshipping the money that he himself has paid” (38). 
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“life reduced to bare essentials, to life’s abstract form, to the level of activity required for the 

individual’s participation in production and consumption” (Revolution 140).  

But a deeper layer of this “drag” beyond the forced translation into a dehumanized 

consumer is specifically legible in Hurstwood, in the form of a profound malaise (which is 

perhaps a sign of the authentic ‘human’ returning to the surface). Hurstwood lives in a space 

that is supposed to be the fulfillment of the utopian promises of capitalism; however, all the 

suburban family home turns out to be, upon closer inspection, is an accumulation of 

commodities that completely fail to approximate the sense of freedom and human flourishing 

upon which capitalism is premised: what the home produced by capitalism does is not nurture 

Hurstwood but, rather, translates him into a pig at the trough, force fed commodities until it 

makes him sick. He finds himself simultaneously full of things but, much like the utopian 

promises of capitalism themselves, fundamentally empty. Hurstwood’s home reduces his life to 

the worship of bland commodities until, as Raoul Vaneigem would say, “the passion for life 

emerges as a biological need” (Revolution 142). Hence the metaphor the narrator uses to 

describe the home: “With the lapse of time it must necessarily become dryer and dryer—must 

eventually be tinder, easily lighted and destroyed” (122). For Hurstwood (and, arguably, for the 

reader, as well), there is a realization that the home is essentially good for nothing except 

burning down: it does nothing for a human being, but if one cannot find freedom and 

flourishing within it, one might find these things by destroying it instead. 

The Broadway penthouse suite that Carrie is essentially given as a way of capitalizing on 

her image at the end of the novel also renders a similar kind of violence inherent in capitalism’s 

more developed spaces legible for critique. As Amy Kaplan notes, the penthouse seems to fulfill 
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“all her romantic and material aspirations” from the beginning of the novel (141). But the 

narrator’s description certainly undermines any sense that this form of space is the dream 

come true it may seem on the surface, because it appears to be nothing but an assemblage of 

objects—perhaps more carefully curated than those in Hurstwood’s family home but ultimately 

not functioning in any greater sense than just being commodities that fill a room:  

They were done in chocolate and dark red, with rugs and hangings to match. Three 

windows looked down into busy Broadway on the east, three into a side street which 

crossed there. There were two lovely bedrooms, set with brass and enamel beds, white, 

ribbon-trimmed chairs and chiffoniers to match. In the third room, or parlour, was a 

piano, a heavy piano lamp, with a shade of gorgeous pattern, a library table, several 

huge easy rockers, some dado bookshelves, and a gilt curio case, filled with oddities. 

Pictures were upon the walls, soft Turkish pillows upon the divan, footstools of brown 

plush upon the floor. (592-93) 

The description conveys a discordant register. On one hand the narrator’s use of adjectives 

seems to betray a sense of awe and admiration for this kind of space: the room is “lovely” and 

“gorgeous.” And the tone of the description seems to betray a kind of breathless enthusiasm 

driving the extradiegetic narrator on, compelling the narrator to keep going. However, at the 

same time, the way the description is constructed as it is, as just a long list of things, also 

deflates that sense of excitement. In listing, the narrator subtly betrays the sense of a bait and 

switch, implying that these things really serve little purpose. 

And the room certainly does not enrich Carrie’s life in any meaningful way, as one might 

expect, and, indeed, quite the opposite: the room is simultaneously full of things and empty, in 
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the sense that there is nothing of any actual value (beyond their exchange value determined by 

the market)—and so to do we see Carrie becoming simultaneously full and empty, expressing 

the inherent “drag” of a life defined primarily by the worship of commodities. This (perhaps 

even grotesquely overdeveloped) domestic space gives her absolutely no joy, producing in her, 

instead, only a deep sense of malaise, as the assemblage of commodities fails to approximate 

the sense of freedom and human flourishing upon which capitalism is premised. As the narrator 

notes, “It does not take money long to make plain its impotence, providing the desires are in 

the realm of affection” (599). And what the narrator renders legible through Carrie’s use of the 

suite is an affirmation of Raoul Vaneigem’s assertion that “[t]o be rich nowadays means to 

possess a large number of impoverished objects” (Revolution 53).  

But there is also a different form of violence legible here, in the sense that the room 

actually helps transform Carrie herself into just another one of those commodities that fills the 

room. As noted above, the suite is essentially given to Carrie at the end of the novel, as a way 

for the hotel owners to capitalize on her image as a Broadway star. But there is something to be 

said about the fact that, once she moves in, people seem to pursue her as through she, herself, 

were not at all human but, rather, an object to be bought and consumed. Notably, Drouet, the 

travelling salesman who famously ‘purchases’ Carrie early in the novel (as I will discuss later), 

reappears at Carrie’s door and, in fact, does the same thing again: he pays the doorman to let 

him in and, in exchange, buys the opportunity at least to go on a date with Carrie (624). And, 

interestingly, when the now impoverished Hurstwood tries to do see Carrie, it becomes a 

laughable scene: the attendant is described as “almost tickled by the spectacle” before pushing 

him outside and closing the door behind him (647). Much like she is on stage, Carrie is, in her 
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personal life, something available only to those with the means to pay. She is, in effect, 

mediated by the attendants working at the door, who profit from such exchanges and filter out 

“bums” like Hurstwood who lack the means to pay the price of admission—and, in this way, 

Carrie seems to become a lot like the ribbon-trimmed chairs, the shelves, and the various 

oddities that fill the room—“lovely,” “gorgeous,” and existing primarily as an object of 

exchange. 

Manhattan Transfer does something similar, making the violence of capitalism’s more 

developed spaces legible for critique, in the bourgeois spaces frequented by Ellen. The idea of 

spatial violence is refracted in a particularly interesting way in the luxurious hotels and 

restaurants in which she appears, because not only is it the case that the overdeveloped space 

of commodities fails to instil in her a real sense of freedom and human flourishing—but, in fact, 

quite the opposite: the narrative suggests that the experience of everyday life within these 

spaces is so deadening that it literally translates people into objects, in a sense absorbing them 

into the setting as commodities themselves. In one scene having dinner with George Baldwin, 

both are transformed into dolls: “Ellen felt herself sitting with her ankles crossed, rigid as a 

porcelain figure under her clothes, everything about her seemed to be growing hard and 

enameled, the air bluestreaked with cigarettesmoke, was turning to glass. His wooden face of a 

marionette waggled senselessly in front of her” (318). Going to meet George for dinner again 

later, a sense of this deadening again creeps up on Ellen: “There’s a horrible, tired blankness 

inside her” (339). This is, of course, reinforced by Ellen’s wistful musings that a more authentic 

life might be possible elsewhere: “Suppose I’d gone with that young man with the ugly necktie 

who tried to pick me up… Kidding over a banana split in a soda fountain, riding uptown and the 
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down again on the bus, with his knee pressing my knee and his arm around my waist, a little 

heavy petting in the doorway… There are lives to be lived if only you didn’t care. Care for what, 

for what; the opinion of mankind, money, success, hotel lobbies, health, umbrellas, Uneeda 

biscuits…?” (339). Of course, Ellen is wrong about the possibilities for life on the other side of 

the divide between capitalist society’s underdeveloped and developed spaces—because that 

sphere is, of course, represented as inflicting its own form of violence—but what she does 

seem to articulate is a sense of the violence inherent in the overdeveloped, bourgeois sphere 

and a sense that, in the novel’s formulation, the city produced by capitalist society is universally 

destructive.  

In terms of the chronotope’s spatial dimension, Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer 

critique capitalist society’s production of space—both in the realist way of representing 

underdeveloped spaces as structures of violence against the poor but also through the 

representation of American capitalism’s more developed settings, such as the suburban family 

home and other bourgeois spaces that seem to fulfill American capitalism’s utopian promises as 

equivalent sites of cultural crisis. In this way, these texts exhibit an escalation of anxiety toward 

capitalist society’s production of space that is often characteristic of naturalism, as the 

assimilation of the Enlightenment epistemology of dialectical, mutually interdependent space-

time at the level of setting, renders the geography of capitalism legible as a space of universal 

violence, which inevitably destroys both the upper and lower classes. These texts express, 

through the construction of setting, a fear that capitalist society is not only incapable of 

fulfilling its utopian promises of freedom and human flourishing but, in fact, precludes that 
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possibility, as the entirety of the city produced through American capitalism comes to be 

refracted through the lens of spatial violence.  

The Temporal Dimension: The Production of Entropy 

The temporal dimension is undoubtedly the weaker aspect of the naturalist 

chronotope—but its subordination to the spatial dimension is precisely what makes the spatial 

violence of American capitalism visible for critique in these works. One of the earliest American 

critics to take naturalism seriously as its own literary form (and not just realism with a more 

pessimistic bent), Donald Pizer astutely observes in Realism and Naturalism in Nineteenth-

Century American Literature (1966), that one of the main characteristics of naturalism is the 

fact that time ceases to function in the same way as it does in realism: 

The major tradition in English and American fiction until the closing decades of the 

nineteenth century was to depict most sequences of events—that is, the physical, 

intellectual, or spiritual movement of characters through time—as progressive. [...] The 

major characteristic of the form of the naturalistic novel is that it no longer reflects this 

certainty about the value of experience but rather expresses a profound doubt or 

perplexity about what happens in the course of time. (33-34) 

Time’s arrow, in other words, no longer seems to point forward in naturalism, with action or 

experience no longer generating the meaningful change one might expect over the course of 

the narrative, and, from this observation, Pizer arrives at the conclusion that naturalism’s 

“major impact is that of the inefficacy of time” (37). 

Pizer’s phrasing “inefficacy of time” is perhaps an overstatement, for it seems to imply 

that nothing happens over the course of the narrative—that time essentially ceases to function 
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at all in naturalism—which is not the case. A more accurate phrasing would instead be that, in 

naturalism, the individual subject loses their ability to effect meaningful change over time. In 

short, characters do often try to alter their conditions, but such moments of potential progress 

are neutralized by an irresolvable problem of a deterministic, external force, and these scenes, 

then, dissolve back into the reality formed through that determining entity.   

In the case of urban naturalism, which frequently imagines the market as that 

deterministic force, I think what the inefficacy of the individual implies is not an endorsement 

of capitalism as a natural, common-sense foundation of reality, as a number of prominent 

critics indeed argue, but instead a sign that capitalism changes the experience of everyday life 

to one of constant frustration, as one’s will is over and over again thwarted by that of the 

market (imagined as a monster, now out of control and turning against its creators). What 

naturalism provides are scenes of potential negotiation with the terms of the market that very 

quickly and unequivocally dissolve back into images of the “reality” produced by the narrative 

of capitalism. Characters do not accomplish anything in naturalist novels, as much as they may 

try; what we get in naturalism are stories about characters having things done to them over 

time, and the plot changes from one of reaction to one of determination. 

 In The Antinomies of Realism (2013), Fredric Jameson suggests that the naturalist plot is 

symptomatic of the bourgeoisie’s fear of déclassement, “of slipping down the painfully climbed 

slope of class position and business or monetary success, of falling back into the petty 

bourgeoisie and thence on into working class misery itself” (149). This fear surely is in operation 

in Dreiser and Dos Passos. However, I think this definition is too limited, because, even if we 

consider only the urban naturalist novel, characters do not inevitably fall from some 
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comfortable class position and die in poverty. Such plots certainly represent a common trope, 

but I think it is more accurate to say that the naturalist plot reflects a broader fear about the 

individual’s loss of control over itself and its place in the world. For example, in John Steinbeck’s 

The Grapes of Wrath (1939), the market forces push the Joad family off their farm in Oklahoma 

and into the underdeveloped labor camps built to cheaply contain migrant labor. But equally 

resonant is the way Edna Pontellier finds herself trapped in a respectable, middle-class home 

largely because the market (combined, of course, with other social hostilities) gives her no 

alternative.  

The plotlines of Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer mobilize this loss of control in 

different ways—but in both cases the progression of time as determined by the market is made 

meaningful because it transforms the experience of everyday life into an exercise in entropy, 

which frustrates and wears down those characters who might try to alter their conditions. In 

Sister Carrie, determinism is expressed through geographical movement, with the market 

forcing Hurstwood into the city’s underdeveloped spaces and Carrie in the opposite direction, 

into the city’s more developed (at times grotesquely overdeveloped) spaces. In Manhattan 

Transfer, determinism is expressed through stasis, with the market keeping every character 

fixed in place. And, although the characters at least try to resist and seek out alternatives on 

their own terms, such attempts inevitably confront the irresolvable problem that the 

individual’s will is never strong enough to actually defy that of the market—the monster now 

out of control and turned against its creators. The main cultural and ideological work of the 

chronotopic temporal dimension in these works is the implication that, under conditions of 

capitalism, everyone becomes a modern Sisyphus rolling a boulder up a hill only to have it 
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inevitably roll back down again—representing life as nothing resembling life at all but, rather, 

its negation. 

Although the temporal dimension renders the workings of American capitalism visible 

for critique in these novels, it also creates a sense of the age of capitalism (at whatever stage) 

as a tragic end of history—in thrall to the market instead of in a state of freedom. The temporal 

dimension of the naturalist chronotope, in this way, seems a refutation of Hegel’s optimism 

about freedom being the motive and the ultimate aim of history, because it posits that such 

pursuits have accidentally created their own undoing. And, interestingly, I think this does tend 

to perform a very negative kind of cultural and ideological work, because it makes the idea of 

critiquing American capitalism both a sensible thing but also a pointless thing—there is no point 

complaining about the things over which we have no power. And, simply stated, what I think it 

does is risk replacing any sense of outrage with little more than mourning for the 

representatives of humanity, irredeemably lost in the gears of the machine. 

When Hurstwood first appears in Sister Carrie, the narrator’s descriptions of him do 

indeed present him as little more than a cog in the machine of American capitalism. There is no 

indication that he has any discernable inner self, and he seems to exist primarily as an 

abstraction whose meaning is determined through the market, because the extradiegetic 

narrator only allows readers to see him through his economic role. The narrator notes, “For the 

most part he lounged about, dressed in excellent tailored suits of imported goods, a solitaire 

ring, a fine blue diamond in his tie, a striking vest of some new pattern, and a watch-chain of 

solid gold, which held a charm of rich design, and a watch of the latest make and engraving” 

(61). This idleness is, ironically, his role in the market and the source of his economic 
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production, in the sense that everything the narrator tells us is part of a performance of social 

significance, which is a saleable commodity: people come to the bar and spend their money just 

to be in his presence—in a sense, to purchase his acquaintance, which they imagine has some 

(economic) value. This much is made clear through the middle-class salesman, Drouet: “Drouet 

immediately conceived a notion of [Hurstwood] as being some one worth knowing, and was 

glad not only to meet him, but to visit the Adams Street bar thereafter whenever he wanted a 

drink or a cigar” (60). The fact that the narrative introduces Hurstwood in this way seems to 

suggest a view of the world “so completely ‘subject’ to the market that there is no position 

outside it that would allow a comprehensive view of its operations” (Day 108): it suggests that 

Hurstwood’s only real significance is that of an object, a commodity that is desirable to other 

men with money and can, thus, be sold (and resold, repeatedly, because, as an object, he is 

never really sold).  

However, the narrative soon turns in its construction of Hurstwood’s character to show 

that his status as a cog in the machine is, in fact, a construction of capital itself—for, in delving 

beneath the surface of tailored suits and rings, a more fully developed human being is found 

within Hurstwood. As Alan Trachtenberg notes, “the novel devotes a surprising amount of 

attention to mind and consciousness” (103). The narrative stresses the fact that Hurstwood is 

not just an object to be manipulated carelessly by the market through the fact that he is always 

thinking and worrying about his situation—and perhaps nowhere more distinctly than through 

the sense of malaise that grows in Hurstwood, as capitalist society’s production of middle-class 

domesticity reduces his life, as Raoul Vaneigem would say, “to bare essentials, to life’s abstract 

form, to the level of activity required for the individual’s participation in production and 
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consumption” (Revolution 140). Accompanying this sense of malaise, the narrative also 

emphasizes his desire for a more ‘authentic’ experience of everyday life defined by something 

other than what capitalist society provides for him—a desire that is articulated in his (naïve) 

pursuit of an illicit love affair with Carrie. Hurstwood’s pursuit of Carrie is never about sex but, 

rather, the possibility of living differently. As Amy Kaplan argues, Hurstwood seems to “value 

Carrie less for a risqué liaison than for a cozy domesticity” (144); what she seems to represent 

for Hurstwood is an escape from the spatial violence of capitalist society’s middle-class 

domesticity and the production of a life that is not reduced to the worship of capital. The 

narrative not only constructs Hurstwood’s desire for Carrie as a desire for an alternative to 

what the market produces; it, in fact, goes further and constructs his eventual elopement with 

Carrie as a symbolic disruption of the market’s processes because: when Hurstwood runs away 

with Carrie, he does so with money he steals from the safe at Fitzgerald and Moy’s—and, 

moreover, because he essentially kidnaps Carrie and turns her into a kind of stolen article. The 

entire process of their elopement, I argue, may read as a sign of Hurstwood’s amorality—but I 

think it is much more significantly a symbolic violation of the rules of exchange upon which the 

market operates. 

At least for a time, Hurstwood does achieve at least limited success in defying the 

deterministic force of the market to carve out a life more in line with his own desires—living off 

money stolen from Fitzgerald and Moy’s (with a woman who is, interestingly, also figured as in 

a sense stolen) and living a life that stands in sharp relief to the shallow commodity worship 

that defines his previous life at home; however, the market soon reasserts itself in the narrative 

as an irresolvable problem that prevents one from living life on one’s own terms, and these 
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scenes of defiance inevitably dissolve back into the an image of the “real” produced by the 

narrative of capitalism. Hurstwood’s story, thus becomes an incessant exercise in entropy— a 

constant exertion of force on Hurstwood’s part, in the pursuit of an alternative, that yields 

absolutely no real results and only wears him down, wearing down the ‘cog in the machine’ 

until he is broken. In short, the market reasserts his ontological status as an object and 

manipulates him as though that is all he really is.  

The irresolvable problem of the market is signaled primarily through the narrator’s use 

of metaphor. Upon Hurstwood and Carrie’s arrival in New York, the narrator notes, “whatever a 

man like Hurstwood could be in Chicago, it is evident that he would be but an inconspicuous 

drop in an ocean like New York” (384). There is a tension at work here, in the sense that the 

narrator at once expresses Hurstwood’s essential humanity by calling him “a man,” but also 

articulates the market’s power to transform into an object, a drop of water. The condition of 

everyday life in a capitalist society is a problematic dual status: Hurstwood is always ‘a man,’ 

which has inherent, natural value, but also an object that is eminently subject to manipulation 

through external forces. The narrator articulates this transformation again through a second 

metaphor: “The sea was already full of whales. A common fish must needs disappear wholly 

from view—remain unseen” (384). The extradiegetic narrator here absorbs the perspective of 

the market in this moment to convey the idea that, in the terms of the market, Hurstwood is 

not a man but something else and, indeed, something lesser—something with diminished value 

and which many people do not think twice about destroying. Although Hurstwood revolts 

against the market and asserts his own will as an individual with needs and desires, he is 

imagined as wholly subject to the market. 
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But, as the narrative goes on, these metaphors take on additional flesh, as we see how 

the market actively dehumanizes Hurstwood once more and, as is fitting for an object, puts him 

in his place—and the processes of American capitalism, thus, become distinctly visible for 

critique, as the market’s manipulation of Hurstwood as an object turns out to mean subjection 

to a force that is not only completely indifferent to the individual but, in fact, actively hostile 

toward it. Progressively over the course of a few hundred pages, Hurstwood is pushed 

increasingly further down the class hierarchy (as a function of the laws of supply and demand in 

the labor market), and this decline, is realized spatially with Hurstwood being pushed 

increasingly into darker and darker corners of the city’s underdeveloped periphery until he 

finds himself alone in a dingy boarding house in the Bowery, frequented by the homeless men 

discussed above. Hurstwood’s room is described only as “a dingy affair—wooden, dusty hard,” 

with “A small gas jet [that] supplied sufficient light for so rueful a corner” (655). It is basically a 

void, like Lindau’s apartment in Hazard, fit only for the dead—except this room actually fulfills 

this idea in a very real way, as the one notable object in the room, the gas jet, provides the 

occupant a convenient way of committing suicide, the real alternative to capitalism.  

In his reading of the novel, Gavin Jones proposes that this room represents a merciful 

solution to the problem of poverty, as it allows the people who live there a means of ending 

their suffering quietly and out of public view (84). But what a problematic solution it is—for the 

solution it offers is essentially nothing but the logical conclusion of the repression and violence 

American capitalism inflicts upon the poor through the medium of underdeveloped space: the 

solution it offers is not a means to freedom and human flourishing but, rather, the acceptance 
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of its impossibility and the willful participation in the annihilation of the body capitalism is 

supposed to liberate and nurture. 

Still other readings may assert that Hurstwood’s suicide is represented as a natural 

extension of his character’s deficiencies (i.e., the exhaustion of age identified by Michaels and 

Fisher). However, I see the narrative rendering Hurstwood’s suicide distinctly legible as a 

‘natural’ consequence of the entropy that characterizes life in a capitalist society—and we can 

see in this a form of critique, because we can discern in this a kind of tragedy. As Raoul 

Vaneigem suggests, the act of suicide is inherently an assertion of some kind of value, because 

“one must be endowed with a value that can be destroyed. Where there is nothing, destructive 

acts themselves crumble to nothing” (141). However, Hurstwood’s suicide does not crumble 

into nothing: it leaves a distinct sentimental residue because the extradiegetic narrator 

stubbornly refuses to reduce Hurstwood an object and alienate him from his natural human 

value in the way the market does: the narrator focuses on the things that make Hurstwood 

human, right up until the final moment: the narrator remarks, “It seemed as if he thought a 

while” before committing suicide (655). He vacillates back and forth about taking his own life, 

before his final resignation, marked by the words “What’s the use?” (656). “What’s the use?” 

implies what’s the use of living. But if he is forced to be an object, the answer is inevitably his 

“use value” assigned to him in the market. So what is his use? He is reserve labor, and so the 

point of his going on living is only to exist in the margins and keep the cost of labor low—and 

that is not at all figured as a good reason to keep living. The main object of his life is not only to 

serve the aims of the market but, in fact, actively to participate in the suffering of others 

because he participates in the system the way that he does—primarily keeping other workers 
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down in the dirt. So it makes sense that he decides not to continue. And, in fact, maybe it is 

even a little act of rebellion not to continue. Removing himself as a part of the machine is, in a 

limited way, and perhaps to the limit of what he sees as possible, an act of sabotage against the 

proper functioning of the machine; however, it is one that we know only has limited potential 

for efficacy—for Hurstwood is, after all, just a drop of water, a common fish, and there are 

plenty of other men, as we see, standing outside performing the exact same function as him, 

and, in their numbers, easily negate any impact made by Hurstwood removing himself from the 

market’s equations. 

The Carrie plotline, which seems on the surface to be a total inversion of the Hurstwood 

plotline, is from this chronotopic perspective more like its mirror image. Amy Kaplan notes, that 

Carrie’s progression seems to fulfill “all her romantic and material aspirations” (141), and, 

indeed, it does—but there is an irony inherent in how this all plays out, because Carrie’s story is 

equally about unhappiness with her conditions, her attempts to find an alternative, and the 

dissolution of such scenes of progress back into one of capitalism’s violent reality, as the 

market’s determinism reasserts itself as an irresolvable problem. When Carrie comes to the city 

from rural Illinois, she is already in search of a solution to the violence inherent in capitalism’s 

uneven geographical development—specifically, the conditions inherent in capitalism’s 

subjugation of the rural to the urban, generally. She comes, essentially, chasing the utopian 

promises of capitalism (the wealth, the freedom) that never seem totally real in rural areas. 

And, even in the novel’s opening paragraphs, the narrator lets us know that her pursuit of an 

alternative is misguided and ultimately doomed, through her description as a “half-equipped 

little knight” (5). This description seems to me at once an attempt to find some descriptive 
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referent for Carrie outside the terms of American capitalism (making her legible not as a cog in 

the machine that capitalism requires but, rather, an individual with her own wants and desires), 

but also as a figure doomed to fail—both because she is only half-equipped but, perhaps more 

importantly, because the figure of the knight itself is something that, historically speaking, is 

destroyed by the market, as the bourgeois revolution replaced the feudalist structures of which 

the knight is a part.  

Accordingly, even this initial move in defiance of the world produced by the market very 

quickly dissolves into a grim scene of the “real” produced by capitalism: not only is she forced 

to live in an underdeveloped domestic space with her sister and brother-in-law (becoming 

subject to the violence described in the previous section), but the laws of supply and demand in 

labor adds additional layers of violence to her existence, working in a shoe factory. The shoe 

factory where she works is described as follows: 

Not the slightest provision had been made for the comfort of the employees, the idea 

being that something was gained by giving them as little and making the work as hard 

rooms for the girls, clean aprons and curling irons supplied free, and a decent cloak 

room were unthought of. The washrooms were disagreeable, crude, if not foul places, 

and the whole atmosphere was sordid. (54) 

This experience distinctly articulates the will of the market, as a space designed to maximize 

labor’s surplus value over time. As Marx explains in Capital, Vol. 1, in a capitalist society, a 

worker’s day will be divided into two distinct parts. In the first part, the worker “produces only 

the value of his labour power, i.e. the value of his means of subsistence” (324). This period of 

the day, deemed “necessary labour-time” by Marx, is the necessary mode of survival in a world 
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of abstract labor, and it is at the same time necessary for the capitalist, “because the continued 

existence of the worker is the basis of that world” (325); however, in addition to this, she also 

makes shoes to pay for the employer’s building, equipment, and utilities—and, ultimately, 

generate capital. By making the space of the factory as bleak and uncomfortable as possible, 

the period of “necessary labour-time” is minimized, and the period in which capital is generated 

is maximized.  

 In other words, the narrative proceeds on the basis of the market putting Carrie 

immediately in her place, and in that place she is treated not as a human being at all but, 

rather, just as a cog in the machine, which immediately starts to wear visibly on her body, as we 

see in the narrator’s description of her workday. The narrator notes, “As the morning wore on, 

the room became hotter. She felt the need for a breath of fresh air and a drink of water” (51); 

“She found, after a time, that her back was beginning to ache” (51); ”Her neck and shoulders 

ached in bending over” (51); “Her legs began to tire and she wanted to get up and stretch” (52); 

“She was not hungry at all, but weak, and her eyes were tired” (53); “She was stiff, a little dizzy, 

and very thirsty” (53); “She felt as though she could hardly endure such a life” (56). The 

contours of this setting are such that they seem utterly inhospitable to the human body: the 

space/time is a violent apparatus that seems to twist the human body into an unnatural form 

and, over time, would destroy it entirely. Thus, Carrie’s plot of determination begins by 

emphasizing the disjuncture between her status as an object with an artificial (market) value 

and her more ‘natural’ status as a human being with inherent value, as such: it begins with an 

assertion of her natural subjectivity (i.e., her desire for a particular kind of everyday life in the 

city) that is immediately dissolved, as market forces translate her from a subject to an object, 
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assign her a (market) value that is far lower than her ‘natural’ human value, and, accordingly, 

drive her through the unevenly developed space/time of capitalism into underdeveloped 

settings that work to destroy her body.  

Of course, there is no readily visible way of negotiating with the will of the market for 

Carrie: her conditions do notably change in a way that brings her closer to an approximation of 

her desires on two occasions, but both end up being essentially the will of the market again. 

There is, first, the change in her status affected by Drouet. In the novel’s opening chapter, 

Carrie immediately becomes an object of Drouet’s desire, as he assigns her a quasi-economic 

value as dehumanized, sexual object. He sees Carrie as a kind of signifying object that illustrates 

his own status as a virile man—which is to say that he translates her into a kind of commodity. 

This much is clear in the language Drouet uses to talk about Carrie: he tells Hurstwood, “I struck 

a little peach coming in on the train Friday” (67). Carrie is not a human being to Drouet but an 

object with far lesser value: food that is meant to be consumed. It is also distinctly evident in 

the way the courtship begins. Drouet more or less literally purchases her with “two soft, green, 

handsome ten dollar bills” (84). Amy Kaplan writes that this is a point at which Carrie “discovers 

the absurdity of the notion of ‘earning your bread’” (143); however, I argue what the narrative 

conveys is not so much that Carrie realizes anything about the practice of “earning one’s bread” 

in a capitalist society but, rather, the fact that she herself is now “bread,” a commodity that 

Drouet now owns. But, of course, none of this happens at all unrelated to the will of the 

market, because this all inevitably moves toward the reproduction of domesticity—which, as 

discussed above, the narrative imagines as an integral part of the processes of capitalism, 

precisely because the domestic sphere becomes an ideal place to unload the commodities it 
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produces—mass produced furniture, art, and various oddities one might place in a (mass 

produced) curio cabinet. Moreover, the promise of reproduction inherent in such instances of 

cozy domesticity are equally necessary to the survival of capitalism, because this is the creation 

of the one thing that cannot conceivably be produced in a factory: those human beings that the 

market inevitably transforms into the cogs in its machinery (i.e., laborers and consumers). 

But while Carrie’s relationship with Drouet brings Carrie limited change, the real change 

in her conditions comes much later in the narrative, when the market absorbs her sexuality and 

uses it to transform her into a new kind of commodity, which can be sold on the Broadway 

stage.  When Carrie gets to New York, she tries to get work as an actor, and the market initially 

alienates her from her natural human value, translating her into something lesser. The narrator 

here voices the dehumanizing ideology of the market directly, noting that “Girls who can stand 

in a line and look pretty are as numerous as labourers who can swing a pick” (497: Carrie is not 

a human being but an object—in fact, not Carrie at all but an anonymous laborer with little real 

value because she is so common (in great supply, relative to demand). She is, much like 

Hurstwood, translated by the market into a drop of water, a fish in the ocean, a thing that can 

ethically be manipulated and destroyed. Ironically, it is Carrie’s defiance of the shifting ontology 

of the market through the re-emergence of her displeasure with her conditions that makes her 

valuable. As Amy Kaplan suggests, Carrie’s disillusionment seems to separate her from the rest 

of the chorus line and, somehow, makes her appealing in a way that the others are not: “She 

does not even have to act, but succeeds through exposing her most common expression of 

longing and unhappiness” (156-157). I see this as an articulation of the idea that capitalism co-

opts the things that would otherwise undermine it and turns them into commodities in its own 
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service. Her desire for something outside the possibilities of American capitalism is now 

coopted by capital itself and translated into economic value, as something that can be sold to 

audiences and, in so doing, reproduce capital. 

In The Social Construction of American Realism, Amy Kaplan notes, “The new 

Pennsylvania edition of Sister Carrie, which concludes with Hurstwood’s suicide, confirms and 

resolves what critics have long suspected, that the novel’s previous ending, with Carrie 

dreaming in her rocking chair, is inadequate” (159); however, I argue that the final chapter’s 

sentimental title, “The Way of the Beaten,” refers equally to both Hurstwood and Carrie, whose 

narratives are equally defined by entropic struggle, where attempts to affect change produce 

zero progress, and the expectation of happiness is replaced with only exhaustion. This much is 

evident in the way the narrator seems to deliver a kind of eulogy for Carrie in the closing pages 

of the novel:   

Oh, Carrie, Carrie! Oh blind strivings of the human heart! Onward, onward it saith, and 

where beauty leads, there it follows. Whether it be the tinkle of a lone sheep bell o’er 

some quiet landscape, or the glimmer of beauty in sylvan places, or the show of soul in 

some passing eye, the heart knows and makes answer, following. It is when the feet 

weary and hope seems vain that the heartaches and longings arise. Know, then, that for 

you is neither surfeit nor content. In your rocking chair, by your window, shall you 

dream such happiness as you will never feel. (659) 

It is appropriate that the final image the extradiegetic narrator provides of Carrie is of a 

defeated woman, tired and rocking in her chair—an image, as Donald Pizer astutely observes, 

conveys constant movement and no progress (Realism and Naturalism 36). The narrative, thus, 
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reinforces the idea of the individual’s inefficacy in actually producing real alternatives to their 

conditions. Hearkening back to the (romanticized) space-time of the pre-industrial village, 

through the narrator’s reference to “the tinkle of a lone sheep bell o’er some quiet landscape, 

or the glimmer of beauty in sylvan places,” it seems to imply that the space of beauty is the 

pastoral (outside capitalist space in both space and time). Happiness is only available in a 

romanticized past, which there seems to be no way of returning: the tragedy of Carrie’s story is 

that she can’t flourish in this space/time, but there is nothing outside it. And, interestingly, this 

ending is also a return to the beginning, in the sense that the pastoral scene is the space of a 

half-equipped little knight—implying once and for all that the entire progress of the novel 

(which, for Carrie, appears superficially to be an upward trajectory) is actually an extended 

period of entropy—always striving toward a happiness that she will never feel, ending up 

exhausted, rocking sadly in her chair. Alan Trachtenberg asks, “what place does Dreiser's 

narrative method allow for heroic action? What opportunities exist for the knowledge Ames 

encourages Carrie to value above all else to change her life in practical, purposeful ways?” 

(114). And while he posits that the narrative leaves the answers to the questions unclear, I think 

we might more decisively say that there is none, and that is the point. 

The individual’s inefficacy in relation to the deterministic force of the market is, I think, 

even aggressively realized in the various plotlines of Manhattan Transfer, as the market is 

imagined in this novel as something that absolutely precludes the possibility of any movement 

at all—imagining class (and the realization of class through one’s place in the world) as 

extremely rigid. The Bud plotline is an interesting example, in the sense that the very name 

“Bud” seems to suggest a symbol or figure rather than a ‘real’ character—and this seems to 
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play immediately into the common understanding of naturalism as naturalizing capitalism by 

assimilating the logic that individuals are little more than objects to be manipulated by the 

market (or cogs in the machine). But the narrative foregrounds the fact that Bud is a more fully 

formed human being through his desire for freedom. It is eventually revealed within the 

narrative that Bud came to the city from rural farmland upstate but ran away at a young age to 

escape an abusive father (102-103). In a sense, this is a metaphor for the bourgeois revolution: 

it is a rejection of the pastoral life defined by the tyranny of the patriarch in favor of the 

promise of freedom in urban modernity. But, much like in Sister Carrie, the narrative logic of 

Manhattan Transfer is that of a tension between individual determination and determinism, 

with the former inevitably overruled by the latter, and scenes of potential change inevitably 

dissolve back into the real narrative produced by the market itself.  

Bud’s plot of determination is initiated by his desire to escape one form of tyrannical 

repression and violence, but the scene dissolves into largely the same scenario, as the narrative 

imagines capitalism as an irresolvable problem through its necessity, in Karl Polanyi’s terms, to 

have all aspects of society embedded within the market (60). Like Hurstwood and Carrie, Bud’s 

individual desires are never the source of any truly meaningful movement, because the market 

translates him into something else—an object—and any exercise in individual will is reduced to 

an exercise in entropy. After getting off the ferry, Bud walks toward downtown. Through this 

simple, willed action, he does, in fact, arrive at his desired object, “the center of things,” a 

metonym for urban modernity and the promise of freedom implied therein (4); however, this 

movement is immediately negated, precisely because it was the movement of Bud, the 

individual subject, and not the movement of Bud, the commodified object. When Bud starts 
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asking around for work that might keep him “at the center of things,” an old man at a 

construction site tells Bud to go back where he came from (21); similarly, a butcher sarcastically 

tells him to keep walking straight until he gets to city hall and ask the mayor for a spot on the 

board of aldermen (22). The apparent odyssey of Bud is ironized, in the sense that his ‘quest’ (if 

we may call it that) is incredibly easy and provides absolutely no obstacles to the hero; 

however, when he reaches his goal of getting to “the center of things,” he finds there is no 

reward, because the capitalist laws of supply and demand will preclude its possibility: 

capitalism disregards the qualities of the hero, because it is ultimately indifferent to anything 

but its own internal logic. 

But the most important aspect of Bud’s plot is that he does find a way to circumvent the 

will of the market, in a way, very similar to Hurstwood—stealing money and attempting to 

produce a life on his own terms outside the city—but the narrative symbolically intervenes in a 

darkly playful way, dissolving the attempt to affect personal change and preserving the 

deterministic dominance of the market through a chance accident. Bud and another 

anonymous figure he meets in a boarding house plan to return to Bud’s former home upstate 

and retrieve his murdered father’s stash of money (effectively circumventing the logic of the 

market itself and living off stolen money), but a skyscraper (which is indeed the phallic emblem 

of American capitalism in the early twentieth century) intervenes, and the glare from the glass 

causes Bud to lose his balance and fall into the east river. Michael Madsen writes, “The problem 

in Manhattan Transfer is that even though the skyscrapers of the era were getting taller and 

taller, getting ever closer to heaven and God, the people living in the city (on the street level) 

are living in Hell or a Purgatory of sorts” (41). But I think it is perhaps more appropriate to say 
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that, while skyscrapers highlight the contradictory disparities of wealth inherent in the real logic 

of capitalism, what this moment in the text represents is capitalism’s symbolic reassertion of its 

own order. The skyscraper causing Bud to fall into the river and die is, in effect, a symbolic 

representation of the market preventing anyone from existing outside its own terms.  

Moreover, the fact that he falls into the river as he does seems to literalize his ontological 

status as garbage: his corpse is literally transformed into litter floating in the river, which seems 

to put Bud right back where he started in the novel’s opening pages—existing alongside the 

city’s rubbishpiles, ashes, and clinkers.  

And I think this pattern of the narrative preventing characters from defying the will of 

the market through ‘chance accidents’ (symbolically preserving the order of the capitalist 

“real”) is something of a template that many other plotlines seem to replicate. The Joe Harland 

plotline, for example, is animated by a different kind of ‘accident.’ Joe Harland’s backstory is a 

particularly interesting one, because he seems (prior to his appearance in the novel) to have 

completely undermined the will of the market and enjoyed a seemingly magical ‘rags to riches’ 

story, making a fortune on the stock market by chance, thanks to a lucky tie. Harland drunkenly 

explains as much to anyone who will listen when he first appears:  

The secret of my success was... and when you hear it you’ll laugh among yourselves and 

say Joe Harland’s drunk, Joe Harland’s an old fool… Yes you will… For ten years I’m 

telling you I traded on margins, I bought outright, I covered on stocks I’d never even 

heard the name of and every time I cleaned up. I piled up money. I had four banks in the 

palm of my hand. I began eating my way into sugar and gutta percha, but in that I was 

behind my time. But you’re getting nervous to know my secret, you think you could use 
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it… Well you couldn’t… It was a blue silk crocheted necktie that my mother made for me 

when I was a little boy. (124-25) 

It is absolutely inconceivable that, for such a long period of time, a person could make so much 

money this way, gambling on random stocks (including those he had never even heard of)—and 

Harland is absolutely right to assume that his listeners will laugh and think him a drunken old 

fool for even imagining such success coming from a seemingly magical object. But I think there 

is indeed something that should be taken seriously here: in short, the tie seems to point outside 

the logic of capital in the sense that it is made by his mother (a familial relation that precedes 

the market), the fact that it is handmade (not bought), and the fact that it was given to him as a 

gift (not exchanged as a commodity but freely given). So, at least within the narrative, I think 

that this symbol of something external to the market can conceivably be seen as something 

that allows Joe Harland to completely defy the market’s deterministic force—even to the point 

of having banks (a metonymic institution for capital itself) in the palm of his hand, inverting the 

reality of American capitalism identified by Polanyi by subjugating the market’s will to his own. 

 However, Harland’s magic tie appears as a solution only until the market reasserts itself 

as an irresolvable problem, which puts Harland back in his place: just as the market is said by its 

advocates to ‘correct itself’ in times of crisis, the market seems to correct Harland’s success 

when he accidentally loses the tie, and he finds the experience of everyday life restored to an 

experience of constant entropy that wears him down until he dies out of the readers’ view and 

disappears from the narrative completely. In other words, the market corrects itself at its first 

opportunity by putting Harland back in his place among the city’s underdeveloped spaces and 

keeping him there, precluding the possibility of an individual’s determination overruling the 
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determinism of the market. And, over time, the violence of capitalist society’s underdeveloped 

spaces simply break down his body—by denying him the things such as food, clean water, 

warmth, and sleep—until he dies quietly out of the narrative’s view. 

This pattern is reiterated once more in Anna’s plotline. Born poor and essentially 

trapped in the underdeveloped spaces of capital throughout the narrative (the tenements of 

Manhattan’s Jewish ghetto, the simultaneously public and private spaces of prostitution), Anna 

is eventually provided with a solution to her conditions through her eventual love interest, 

Elmer—at once a romantic interest and someone who gets her involved with socialist politics. 

However, the narrative also takes this solution away almost as soon as it appears, as the scene 

of hope for progress dissolves into an image of yet another tragic accident. Toward the end of 

the novel, a fire suddenly breaks out in the garment factory where Anna works, disfiguring her 

beyond recognition. Tellingly, Anna is seen in this moment humming another sentimental song 

and seeming surprisingly optimistic about the future, as through she were on the brink of some 

kind of meaningful change in her life as she daydreams about a life to come by Elmer’s side—

and the dream dissolves into a frantic nightmare:  

Through the dream she is stitching white fingers beckon. The white tulle shines too 

bright. Red hands clutch suddenly out of the tulle, she can’t fight off the red tulle all 

round her biting into her, coiled about her head. The skylight’s blackened with swirling 

smoke. The room’s full of smoke and screaming. Anna is on her feet whirling around 

fighting with her hands the burning tulle all around her. (337) 

Paul Petrovic reads this scene optimistically, suggesting that the accident gives her an 

opportunity to escape her subjugation—particularly, the strictures of patriarchal society. 
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Projecting beyond the end of the actual novel, Petrovic envisions Anna taking some kind of 

settlement money to open a garment shop of her own, simultaneously liberating herself from 

subjection to her employer and the men who would confine her to the home: “she has the 

chance, at least, to turn the patriarchal system to her own advantage” (170). But I take issue 

with this reading, because Petrovic seems to find an imagined ‘solution’ in the system that is 

largely responsible for all her problems. It is notably problematic that Anna’s solution is passed 

down to her from a man (and Petrovic seems to want to evade this in his reading), but in terms 

of the narrative Elmer is the answer Anna needs—and this disfiguring fire seems to put her back 

in her place by emphatically transforming her into the dehumanized “homely lookin kike” her 

cultural milieu tells her she is, ultimately reinforcing her place in the world. And, as if to put an 

exceptionally fine point on this, the extradiegetic narrator never returns to Anna after the 

accident—but it does give voice to her employer, who insists that no one important was 

harmed, that “it was nothing, absolutely nothing. Just a little blaze in a pile of rubbish” (338). 

The narrative takes away the option for her to participate meaningfully in real historical change 

and relegates her, in the end, to the place where she begins in the margins, and (like Bud, in 

particular), translates her into garbage—the detritus of American capitalism, which is now used 

up and cast aside, never to be thought of again. 

 One character whose story notably does not conform to this pattern is Ellen: the 

difference here seems to be that Ellen looks for the change she desires within the terms of the 

market itself, meaning that there is no real need for an accident to dissolve the scene back into 

a scene of the “real” narrative of capitalism—but even within this alternate plot structure there 

is yet a sense of a dissolve, in the sense that we see an idealized (indeed utopian) scene of 
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American capitalism dissolve into one much more sinister, trapping Ellen within an 

overdeveloped sphere that, as we see with Hurstwood and Carrie at various points in Sister 

Carrie, produces a sense of malaise. Ellen’s plotline seems to imply, at least initially, that money 

guarantees mobility: in an early scene, Ellen sits beside her father on a bench at the Battery 

looking at her “new brown button shoes” (51). This narrative fixation on the objects that 

literally allow Ellen to move and navigate the world is telling—and so is the detail of their 

newness, because it establishes a kind of cash-mobility nexus: it seems to set up the notion that 

freedom of movement is a kind of commodity that is available to those who can afford it. This 

relationship between money and mobility is then developed further as Ellen sees the ships at 

sea and starts talking to her father about the kinds of vacation trips her friends are taking and 

which she would also like to someday take (52). But, of course, the later parts of the narrative 

negate this illusion of mobility, because she does seem to get trapped in the overdeveloped 

spaces described above, which fill her with a sense of cold emptiness and malaise, transforming 

her into figuratively into a porcelain doll. There is, of course, a sense conveyed by her wistful 

musings about going with a random young man with an ugly necktie that perhaps she could use 

her sexuality as a means of escaping, of transitioning between classes and trying something 

different—but the narrative also quickly takes that option away, making it conceptually unreal, 

because it comes with the caveat that one can only do this if they stop caring about, among 

other less important things, one’s health (339). There is a recognition at the level of the 

narrative, that although escape is theoretically possible it is only so through the destruction of 

the self (an idea that is articulated in different terms through Hurstwood’s story in Sister 

Carrie).  
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 The way that the Ellen plotline closes is, I argue, the narrative’s ultimate codification of 

the inefficacy of time, as it seems to fix both Ellen and the reader in their place. The last thing 

the extradiegetic narrator allows readers to see of Ellen is her walking into the Algonquin Hotel, 

disappearing “through the shining soundless revolving doors,” “advancing smiling towards two 

gray men in black with white shirtfronts getting to their feet, smiling, holding out their hands” 

(339). It is important that the narrative does not follow Ellen into the hotel but, rather, stops at 

the door, because this reads as a narrative reinforcement of the logic of capital, in its refusal to 

let any old reader get to “the center of things” and experience this overdeveloped space, if only 

as black and white text on a page: it is the novel articulating the market’s power to control who 

goes where in capitalist society’s geography, because the narrative literally circumscribes the 

movement of the reader itself. But it is also a symbolic gesture, which seals Ellen inside the 

overdeveloped spaces of American capitalism (perhaps even to be guarded and contained by 

the men working at the door). And it also represents a kind of symbolic death for Ellen. In much 

the same way that Harland seems to die quietly out of the reader’s view, withering away in 

capitalist society’s underdeveloped spaces, so too, I think, can we say that Ellen dies quietly 

behind the closed doors of the Algonquin, for this space seems to chip away at her humanity, 

hardening her from the inside out and turning her into a literal object. And I think that perhaps 

what we can say about this plotline is that, even if there is no accident, there is certainly a 

mistake at its foundation, in the sense that Ellen’s faith in the market proves misguided—and, 

indeed, it is the realization of her error that seems to dissolve the scene back into a 

representation of the “real” the narrative of capitalism produces. 
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Thus, we might say that if the spatial dimension of Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer 

render the processes of capitalism especially visible for critique, the temporal dimension of the 

chronotope proves far more unwieldy, complicating the progressive desires of the text by not 

just failing to imagine a resolution to the depredations of American capitalism but, in fact, 

repeatedly representing such resolutions as impossible. Thinking in terms of the 

pseudoscientific impulses that have motivated the form since Zola, we can think of the 

extradiegetic narrator in terms of a scientist, constructing a fearful hypothesis about the reality 

produced through the narrative of American capitalism: namely, that the market is a monster 

that puts everyone in their place and turns experience of everyday life under capitalism into 

entropy, as characters pursue forms of freedom and happiness that are simply not available to 

them. But insofar as this is the case, there is a sense in which the real cultural and ideological 

work of these novels becomes the disavowal of the dialectic of history—but, also, a disavowal 

of literature’s own function in the dialectic of history. As Fredric Jameson writes in Marxism and 

Form (1971), Marxist theory incorporates cultural production into a broader concept of 

historical progress: “The stress Marx laid on individual works of art and the value they had for 

him (as for Hegel before him and Lenin after) were very far from being a matter of personality: 

in some way, which it is the task of Marxism to determine more precisely, literature plays a role 

in the dialectical process” (xi). However, these novels seem to produce a sense of doubt about 

the possibility of a dialectic at all, after the advent of capitalism. These two works seem to 

justify Georg Lukács’s hostility toward naturalism, for these two works of naturalism reduce the 

totality of history to what is immediately visible and refuse to think about whether or not there 

might be a way of moving things forward. 
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And I think, moreover, that Manhattan Transfer in particular contains a chronotopic 

innovation that renders this problem even more prevalent than in Sister Carrie. As a modernist 

work of naturalism, the novel is experimental, both in the sense of Zola’s roman experimental 

(which essentially narrativizes a hypothesis about the human experience), but also in its formal 

innovations derived from other media—specifically, in this instance, the use of what Joseph 

Frank has called the use of the “spatial form” of “plastic arts,” such as sculpture.13 Frank uses 

the idea of “spatial form” to describe the phenomenon in modernist literature of multiple 

narrative elements that are ordered sequentially, but which may be occurring simultaneously, 

in the chronological sense, and the meaning of which is not determined by this sequencing—

and, as Frank notes, this produces a text that relies on the juxtaposition of the various elements 

that comprise an entire work as a source of meaning: “To be properly understood, these word-

groups must be juxtaposed with one another and perceived simultaneously” (789). I think this is 

certainly the case, with Manhattan Transfer, particularly because the various plotlines are 

perhaps less compelling each in their own right, but combine to form a more compelling and 

comprehensive “image” of what the reality of American capitalism really looks like. But it might 

also be said that this fracturing of the narrative into little plotlines that need to be combined to 

form the whole is something that itself seems to limit the possibilities inherent in the text: 

turning lives into little pieces of a narrative forces a kind of narrative compression, which 

perhaps exacerbates the problem by reducing the narrative time available to each, giving each 

character less time to actually think about alternatives to capitalism and how they might 

                                                           
13

 As Brian Nelson notes in his 2012 introduction to The Fortune of the Rougons (1871), “Zola himself claimed to 
have based his method largely on the physiologist Claude Bernard’s Introduction to the Study of Experimental 
Medicine, which he had read soon after its appearance in 1865. The ‘truth’ for which Zola had aimed could only be 
attained, he argued, through meticulous documentation and research; the work of the novelist represented a form 
of practical sociology, complementing the work of the scientist” (ix).  
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actually be effected—and, in this way, forces the representation of American capitalism even 

further into the status of an end of history. 

Afterimages: In the Wake of Tragedy 

One might say that the difference between realist novels such as Hazard and Blind Man 

and naturalist ones such as Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer is a shift from imagining 

American capitalism’s spatial violence as a crisis to representing it as final and irrevocable. In a 

novel such as Hazard or Blind Man, there is at least an implication that the problem of capitalist 

society’s spatial violence has a solution, because there always seem to be at least some options 

for engaging with it (however problematic they may appear). But, in Sister Carrie and 

Manhattan Transfer, the narrative becomes purely about the event itself, without any sense of 

how a character might peer over the horizon of history and work toward the production of 

something different. These narratives are not future-oriented but, instead, seem to dwell 

infinitely on an irresolvable problem—and, insofar as they do, critique ceases to matter. In this 

way, the narratives articulate a complicated emotional response to American capitalism, which 

betrays a sense of outrage over capitalism’s depredations, but an outrage that inevitably 

exhausts itself and transforms itself into an elegy for humanity irredeemably lost.  

It might be said that the cultural and ideological work of Sister Carrie and Manhattan 

Transfer is a double assertion. There is simultaneously an assertion that capitalist society’s 

spatial violence is, to borrow a phrase from another naturalist novel, a “crime […] that goes 

beyond denunciation” (Steinbeck 349). And, they seem to resonate with the realist novels such 

as Hazard and Blind Man, in the sense that they implicitly frame capitalist society’s spatial 

violence as a moral crisis in search of a resolution as a precondition of reason (in Hegelian 
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terms, the pursuit of freedom being an expression of reason). But they also construct a world in 

which this kind of intervention is absolutely unimaginable: every character in these novels tries 

to create something better for themselves, but they fail because the market is the thing that 

determines the future. I would argue that, in this way, the deeper ideological content of these 

novels is, I think, the idea of capitalist culture as a kind of teleological end of history, as the 

absence of any possibility of something different literally negates the idea of history as a 

progressive phenomenon that might be advanced dialectically (in the Hegelian sense of history 

as a product of rational human activity). These novels do not endorse capitalist society and its 

spatial violence—but they do seem to accept it as the limits of history and, thus, an inevitability 

of everyday life. 

But, even as these novels seem to solidify the image of American capitalism as a more or 

less stable reality, with the workings of the market presenting an irresolvable problem for 

anyone seeking an alternative, I would argue that there is a distinctly sentimental register to 

these texts that form a kind of ‘afterimage’ that lingers after scenes of potential change 

dissolve—one that seems alter the texts’ assertions about history by insisting upon not just the 

desire but perhaps even the possibility of moving beyond the ‘false’ end of history produced by 

American capitalism and working toward a more authentic Hegelian end, defined by freedom 

and human flourishing.  

As Donald Pizer notes in Realism and Naturalism in Late Nineteenth-Century American 

Literature (1966), “the naturalist often describes his characters as though they are conditioned 

and controlled by environment, heredity, instinct, or chance. But he also suggests a 

compensating humanistic value in his characters or their fates which affirms the significance of 
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the individual and of his life” (11). And I think we need not look any further for the value 

inherent in these characters than simply the fact that they are human beings: both Sister Carrie 

and Manhattan Transfer stubbornly refuse to accept the logic of capitalism, which translates 

human beings into mere cogs in the machine, and maintains at all times that these characters 

are fully formed individuals, with thoughts, feelings, and desires—and what this means from a 

humanistic perspective is that they have an inherent dignity that is worth preserving. Thus, it 

produces a critique not only by representing the individual’s inevitable experience of spatial 

violence as a violation of the utopian promise of capitalism but, more importantly, through the 

gap that it actively produces between the understanding of the individual as an entity with an 

intrinsic value and its destruction through the experience of capitalist society’s uneven 

geography. In these instances, it might be said that the representation of capitalist society’s 

production of space becomes legible not just as injustice but as tragedy: it creates an effect 

identified by Pizer in Twentieth-Century American Literary Naturalism (1982), which is a sense 

of either the loss of inherently valuable human life or, quite often, its waste, as capitalist 

society’s spatial violence prevents that life from developing in the first place (6). 

This sense of tragedy, which emerges from this tension between the narratives’ image 

of the individual as a fully formed human being and its treatment as a dead object by the 

market is something that can potentially catalyze a reader into some kind of real-world 

reaction, some kind of transcendent practice that seems impossible within the texts 

themselves. In Sister Carrie and Manhattan Transfer, the critique of American capitalism’s 

spatial violence seems to dissolve, because the problem is represented as final and irrevocable: 

there are no solutions available to Carrie or Hurstwood in Sister Carrie, and any solutions that 
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become available in Manhattan Transfer are quickly taken away, the rug pulled out from 

beneath the characters’ feet in a cruel narrative sleight of hand—but I think the sentimental 

residue left by the extradiegetic narrators’ insistence that the characters are, in fact, more than 

just cogs in the machine works to reconstitute that critique and, in fact, makes it more real. As 

Donna Campbell notes, literary naturalism tends to minimize the possibility of real human 

agency: “Like 17th-century Calvinism, in which human salvation was predestined by divine 

Providence without regard for an individual’s actions, naturalism posited a world in which 

individual effort could guarantee neither eternal salvation nor momentary happiness” (499). 

Insofar as this is true, the deeper ideological content of naturalism might be the suggestion that 

the we in a capitalist society live in an age of hopelessness—and to imagine that it could be 

otherwise would make us like S. Behrman, crushed under an endless cascade of wheat at the 

end of The Octopus (1901), struggling vainly against an overwhelming force that will not waver. 

But I think the texts invite us to recognize the unnaturalness and the inherent injustice of the 

violence American capitalism imposes upon the individual and, thus, produces an additional 

layer of cultural and ideological work—which is to say, the production of a reactionary hostility 

toward capitalist culture that might be the foundation for a revolutionary praxis that could 

(despite naturalism’s assertion of its impossibility) bring the end of history to an end. 
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CHAPTER THREE: NATURAL PROGRESSION IN LOOKING BACKWARD AND HERLAND 

Romancing the Future 

In the previous chapter, I argued that naturalist novels Sister Carrie and Manhattan 

Transfer both render the processes of American capitalism visible for critique (particularly in 

relation to the ideal of freedom and human flourishing that is, in Hegelian terms, the object of 

history)—but their scenes of potential change inevitably dissolve back into one of capitalism’s 

common sense “real,” as a result of their deep-seeded fear of the market’s overwhelming force 

(thus making the idea of positive historical change legible as only “folklore”). In effect, what 

these novels do is represent capitalism as a mode of production that supplants the Hegelian 

notion of freedom’s imperative as the motive of history, creating a far more tragic end of 

history, characterized by the market’s violence and repression. But I also argued that the 

emotional residue left by the narrator’s often sentimental treatment of character forms a 

hopeful afterimage that encourages resistance to the violence of American capitalism and 

seems to affirm more than anything else the necessity (and perhaps even the inevitability) of 

freedom in something beyond capitalism—a dim but important reconstitution of the historical 

dialectic in a seemingly hopeless space-time.  

I argue in the present chapter that utopian romances, represented here by Edward 

Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888) and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland (1915), mobilize 

this sense of change’s inevitability, refuting the idea of capitalism as harbinger of history’s end 

by constructing utopian alternatives that, hypothetically, emerge from the very violence and 

repression that Dreiser and Dos Passos represented as irresolvable. But the solutions they 

provide also contain their own sets of irresolvable problems, as they mobilize a claim to moral 
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superiority grounded in essentialisms (which implies levels of violence and repression that are, 

in many ways, analogous to that which the texts aim to think beyond). But, inevitably, these 

novels nonetheless offer afterimages that reaffirm and ultimately support the realization of 

freedom in some utopian future, even if that future bears little real resemblance to those we 

see described in the texts. 

Edward Bellamy and Charlotte Perkins Gilman are two of the most notable reformers of 

the Progressive Era in America. In their non-fiction works, both writers critiqued the 

depredations of American capitalism and advocated for the production of a more egalitarian, 

distinctly socialist culture in America. As Thomas Peyser notes, Bellamy’s “The Religion of 

Solidarity” (1874) “denounces the aggrandizement of the ego and emphasizes the degree to 

which human beings share a common life and destiny” (34). In Women and Economics (1903), 

Gilman simultaneously denounces the irrationality of women’s subordinate role in the economy 

(forced into a state of parasitism, dependent on men) and of the capitalist system itself, in 

which competition and selfishness are barriers to the realization of civilization’s full potential. 

But this shared interest in reform and, in particular, the shared assumption of a better 

world inherent in socialism, are articulated most interestingly through their deployment of the 

utopian romance chronotope in Looking Backward and Herland. Massively popular upon 

publication—and, as Carl J. Guarneri points out, highly influential to progressive reformers such 

as Eugene Debs (159-60)—Looking Backward is a novel about a wealthy insomniac named 

Julian West, who is ‘mesmerized’ and put into a deep sleep at the height of the Gilded Age in 

1887, only to wake up in the year 2000 to find the world he knew replaced by a worldwide 

socialist utopia. West is guided through the utopia by Dr. Leete and his daughter Edith, who 



142 
 

 

point out the various changes of the new world (most notably, the nationalization of all 

industry, the elimination of money, and the reform of the school system) and explain their 

advantages over the capitalist world West once knew. As the narrative goes on, West is 

figuratively ‘awakened’ to the rationality of the socialist utopia, accepting each innovation as 

the plainest common sense and wondering why things should have ever been any different. 

West then falls asleep again and ‘returns’ to the nineteenth-century in a nightmare, where he 

himself identifies the injustices and irrationalities of the capitalist city but seems incapable of 

doing anything about them. When he awakens next, his assimilation into the new world is 

codified, as he confesses his love to Edith Leete and the two are engaged to be wed.   

If Looking Backward uses time to represent different spaces, Herland offers a more 

traditionally geographical approach. Herland follows a group of male explorers—Jeff, Terry, and 

Van—on a mission to investigate vague rumors of an isolated country populated entirely by 

women. In an inversion of narratives of Western, colonial adventure and expansion, though the 

men expect to find a backward civilization, poorly organized and marred by internal conflict, 

they in fact find a utopia that outdoes their home country in terms of efficiency, organization, 

and quality of life. Over the course of the narrative, the explorers are introduced to the many 

utopian features of the country, from agricultural production to egalitarian political 

structures—and the advantages of these features over what the explorers know from their 

male-dominated, capitalist world are explained at length. Terry stubbornly refuses to accept 

the rationality of the utopia and is eventually expelled following an attempt to rape one of the 

hosts. Jeff and Van, however, are fully assimilated into the utopia both by accepting the 

rationality of Herland and, more overtly, by marrying into the civilization. The novel ends with 
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Jeff deciding to stay in Herland, while Van and his wife, Ellador, determine to return to America 

on a sociological tour (which is the subject of the novel’s sequel, With Her in Ourland [1915]). 

Both novels are generally read as predominantly ‘spatial’ fiction (i.e., novels that 

deemphasize plot in favor of a greater emphasis on setting), and rightly so, in my view, as the 

spatial dimension, after all, predominates over the temporal in the utopian romance. Reading 

these texts primarily for the spatial dimension, thus, allows critics to make important 

observations about the sociopolitical ideals these texts describe (and, indeed, prescribe) as 

solutions to the ills of American capitalism. For example, Kevin J. Hayes sees in his reading of 

Looking Backward a utopian prescription for the democratization of both public space and 

public resources. For critics such as George E. Connor and Mark Ferrara, Looking Backward 

articulates a more general prescription for a world governed by the logic of the Christian 

socialism with which Bellamy is associated. The tendency to read Herland as a more ‘spatial’ 

narrative has been equally concomitant with the tendency to interpret the text as a generally 

conflicted prescription for the fulfillment of first-wave feminist ideals and, unfortunately, the 

realization of racist social policies.14 Such readings illuminate the ways in which these texts 

articulate not just a particular desire for something different beyond the limits of American 

capitalism but also a kind of moral position that seems to take the stewardship of the common 

good out of the bourgeoisie’s hands and gives it instead to the state (which is constituted 

through the collective, rather than the individual serving its own interests). And we might add 

                                                           
14

 The sense that Herland is primarily a prescriptive text is no doubt compounded by Gilman’s reputation as a 
‘committed’ writer—which is to say, one who is more committed to politics than art. As Cynthia J. Davis notes, 
there is little question that Gilman’s most famous short story, “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” belongs in the American 
canon, but this story is also an exception in Gilman’s oeuvre, which seems to favor a far more didactic, generally 
artless style: “Gilman possessed artistic ability, but she lacked the inclination, and the early ‘The Yellow Wall-Paper’ 
proved one of the few exceptions to her increasingly didactic rule” (64).  
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that the cultural and ideological work performed by this shift extends into a kind of ‘persuasion 

by description,’ following Fredric Jameson’s assertion in Archaeologies of the Future (2005) that 

such narratives “descend into the field of struggle of representability and desire in order to win 

their case and convert their readership” (143).  

However, I think it is also necessary to consider more fully the intersection of the spatial 

with the chronotopic temporal dimension—which is, admittedly, vastly deemphasized by the 

utopian romance form but tremendously important to the narratives’ cultural and ideological 

work. The idea that these texts provide more than a ‘snapshot’ of an ideal state—or that they 

are respectively more than “a novel which shows a society in operation” (Levitas 191)—begins, I 

think, with Eric Carl Link’s recent assertion that the American utopian romance is a ‘positive’ 

variant of naturalism. As Link notes in The Vast and Terrible Drama (2004), utopian romances 

are not just wishful projections of a particular ideal but are, rather, narrativizations of the late 

nineteenth-century English philosopher and scientist Herbert Spencer’s ‘utopian’ theory of 

evolutionary progress, which maintained “that evolutionary forces were gradually producing 

more complex and stable organisms, and this process opened up the possibilities for social, 

biological, moral, and environmental perfection” (69). Spencer’s ‘utopian’ theory of 

evolutionary progress is arguably just a more ‘scientific’ version of Hegel’s theory of universal 

history: both saw the pursuit of better worlds founded on freedom as the inevitable motive of 

historical progress—only, for Spencer, the idea of Universal History is made novel (and, 

superficially, more scientifically rigorous) through the  theory of evolution. Looking Backward 

and Herland in particular mobilize this logic by imagining socialism as not just a more desirable 

alternative to capitalism but an inevitable product of American society’s natural evolution—the 
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ultimate goal in a “cosmic process that was ever urging onward toward greater and higher 

goods” (Link 69).  

Seeing the temporality of Looking Backward and Herland through this Spencerian lens is 

immediately useful, in the sense that imbues in the settings a particular logic of historical 

depth, which produces an implicit critique of American capitalism’s spatial violence by framing 

at as a problem that (through universal moral evolution) is inevitably solved and gives way to a 

Hegelian end of history, in a perpetual state of freedom and human flourishing. But I think it is 

also very useful, in the sense that it also invites readers to think more carefully about utopian 

time conceived as plot: I think that, far from reproducing the same general plot patterns of the 

naturalism legible in Dreiser and Dos Passos, the plots of Looking Backward and Herland 

function very differently and are, in a sense, primarily geared toward bridging the gap such 

narratives produce between a contemporary moral vision and the narrative’s supposedly 

‘evolved’ one. In these narratives (as is typical of the utopian romance), the narrator moves 

inside the story, becoming the main participant therein. But the narrator is in both cases an 

outsider coming into the utopia from the capitalist space-time of the late nineteenth- or early 

twentieth-century, constantly confronted with forms of space they do not understand. Thus, 

the plot becomes a process of rising and falling dialogic tension over the meaning and function 

of the utopian world: the intradiegetic narrator sees the utopia as simultaneously unfamiliar 

and generally problematic (approaching it from the ‘unevolved’ perspective), but the utopian 

host explains the ways in which that space which was just subject to the narrator’s critique is 

actually a product of moral evolution—and a solution to an either invisible or seemingly 

irresolvable problem of the “real” world. But the idea of the utopian romance as an articulation 
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of a Spencerian moral evolution is also buffered in both cases by two other distinct plot 

elements that are retained from the heroic romance—which are the ‘nightmarish return’ to the 

“real” world of American capitalism and the protagonist’s assimilation into the world through 

marriage—each of which signal that the protagonist has effectively bridged the gap of history 

and ‘evolved’ to recognize the utopia as a Hegelian end of history, defined by freedom and 

human flourishing. 

With plots that proceed on such a basis, scenic dissolves are essentially the name of the 

game, very much a conscious and intentional part of the narratives’ cultural and ideological 

work—dissolving, in a sense, from the capitalist reality to the utopian alternative, then 

temporarily dissolving back into the capitalist real to show it as problematic, before a final 

dissolve back into a scene of the utopian alternative, which aims to affirm the alternative not as 

mere folklore but, rather, as another “real” that is inherent in the contradictions of American 

capitalism; however, a different kind of scenic dissolve, one less conscious, emerges in these 

narratives, as repressive wills to power become legible within their scenes of supposed 

freedom and human flourishing, causing it to morph from a scene of utopia to an image that 

are practically equivalent in their violent implications to the “real” produced by American 

capitalism. Considering both texts against one another makes the various problems inherent in 

each novel’s construction of utopian geography highly visible for critique, through what Fredric 

Jameson refers to in Archaeologies of the Future (2005) as “a Bakhtinian dialogue or argument 

between positions which claim the status of the absolute” (143). The fact that there is this kind 

of dialogic tension between different instances of the utopian romance makes visible the fact 

that, as Louis Marin argues, “Utopia is an ideological critique of ideology” (71), and it renders 
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legible the problematic, contained within and neutralized by the monologic logic of each 

respective text, that what initially seems like freedom inevitably contains just below the surface 

(and, at times, even right on the surface) a kind of spatial violence all its own.  

But, even within the texts themselves, an internal argument unfolds as the image of a 

seemingly Hegelian end of history tends to dissolve back into an image that refers back to 

capitalism’s common sense “real,”  in the sense that scenes of freedom are constantly 

dissolving into images of repression that the texts would seem to want to transcend. Bellamy 

and Gilman’s utopian futures function as such, I think, only because the narrative voice moves 

into the narrative itself, producing a narrative so tightly controlled that, in fact, there is no 

room on the page for alternative perspectives. But, of course, part of this narrative control also 

rests in the fact that the characters in Looking Backward and Herland are flattened into 

abstractions that seem designed to fit the mold of the narratives’ utopian worlds. In other 

words, it becomes evident that these utopias are not so much constructed to suit human needs 

and desires as the inverse: the needs and desires of the people populating these utopias are 

imaginatively reduced to make them fit within the utopian worlds Bellamy and Gilman imagine 

a priori. And this inversion of priorities turns utopia into something repressive, and, in many 

ways, equally violent to the thing it presumes to supplant.  

In much the same way that capitalism, as Karl Polanyi suggests, subjugates sociality to 

the market, the utopias of Looking Backward and Herland subjugate the social to their own 

vision of morality. And, moreover, insofar as they represent closed sociospatial systems, in the 

sense that historical time is represented as terminal, what these utopias imply is a reality 

wherein an individual may never exercise the right to the production of space and transcend 
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the abject state the utopia might impose. These utopian narratives, thus, complicate their 

progressive agendas by making the idea of change seem in some ways pointless. But, as always, 

I see even in the wake of these novels’ foreclosure on the idea of meaningful social change a 

sense of an afterimage, which seems stubbornly to insist on the possibility of something better 

than the text itself imagines over the horizon of the future. Thus, even if the representations of 

capitalism’s alternatives themselves prove problematic, it might be said that the idea of 

historical change that mobilizes these texts, in the abstract, still manages to provide an 

affirmative afterimage that reconstitutes the (admittedly flawed) progressive impulses of the 

texts.    

The Spatial Dimension: Better Worlds in the Far Distance? 

The spatial dimension predominates the chronotope of the late nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century utopian romance, with a sense of space that is at once similar to and distinct 

from that of the more familiar naturalism of Dreiser or Dos Passos. In both modes, space is 

ossified, becoming a rigid and inflexible terminus of history—but where naturalism positions 

the capitalist “real” as an end, the utopian romance extrapolates a latent “ideal” from within 

the “real” to construct a spatial form that aims to satisfy Hegelian and Spencerian ideas of 

historical progress. As Jean Pfaelzer writes in The Utopian Novel, 1886-1896 (1984), “The 

utopian future uncovered in these novels represented a set of radical social and economic 

alternatives in narrative forms that identified and abstracted possibilities arising from the 

historical tensions of the late nineteenth century” (5). The utopian romance replicates the 

patterns of more conventional naturalism in temporalizing space, in that it gives space a 

discernible sense of historical depth which has culminated in an ossified, static world, but the 
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end is extended into a more Hegelian vision that the author abstracts from the contradictions 

of American capitalism’s common sense “real.”15 As Jean Pfaelzer writes, the utopian romance 

is a hypothetical projection that invites readers “to analyze history, detect its utopian currents, 

and imitate the model” (24). Thomas Peyser makes a similar point in Utopia and Cosmopolis 

(1998), as he suggests that “The authors of utopias in fact frequently intend to alienate their 

readers from their society, and thereby to hasten its destruction and bring on the 

establishment of a new order as the final solution to the riddles of history” (8). But the spaces 

of the utopian romance are also temporalized in terms of their diegetic influence over narrative 

movement—and here, too, the utopian romance functions in a way that is at once similar to 

and distinct from the naturalism of a Dreiser or Dos Passos, for while the diegetic function of 

space in Sister Carrie or Manhattan Transfer is spatial violence, the various spaces that 

constitute the utopian world are legible as imagined solutions to this violence—spaces 

reconfigured into something more conducive to freedom and human flourishing (a kind of 

spatial nurturing, one might say).  

Speaking specifically in terms of Looking Backward and Herland, the setting of each is an 

imagined geography abstracted from the contradictions of American capitalism, offering 

solutions to the seemingly irresolvable problem of capitalist society’s spatial violence through 

socialism. Through the imaginary reconstruction of both private and public spaces, these 

narratives produce a direct critique of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American 

capitalism respectively, because they position the capitalist “real” as something associated with 

                                                           
15

 This is similar to Fredric Jameson’s assertions about utopian space as something that operates on the “real” 
through topical allusion. As Jameson writes in “Of Islands and Trenches” (1977), “the place of the Real—of that 
which must first be constituted within the work before it can be dissolved or ‘neutralized’ by the work as process—
may be identified by the obsessive references to actuality which seem part of the conventions of such texts, the 
perpetual play of topical allusion throughout the narrative” (7).  
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an ‘unevolved’ morality and imply (in accordance with Spencer’s ‘utopian’ theory of evolution) 

that American society’s natural moral development will inevitably produce something better 

and more conducive to the freedom and human flourishing that lies at the heart, 

simultaneously, of Enlightenment thought and America’s foundational documents. Each text 

does this, specifically, by reimagining the relationship between public and private spaces, 

making each more porous and imbuing each with a distinct sense of the other (a spatial 

expression of a shift from capitalism’s unapologetic individualism to a more collectivist way of 

being). 

But, at least in Looking Backward and Herland, the image of a hypothetical utopia that 

resolves the problems of American capitalism contains its own set of irresolvable problems, 

which make those scenes of freedom highly unstable, causing them to dissolve over the course 

of their very construction into scenes of repression that are largely analogous to the reality the 

narrative wants to supplant. Of course, the narrative works by transitioning deliberately from 

one scene of ‘morally evolved,’ nurturing spaces to another, in order to construct a fully 

imagined geography—but I argue that, within scenes themselves, there is a tendency in both 

texts to create what we might call ‘static dissolves,’ which is to say that the narrative remains 

‘in place,’ so to speak, but space starts to take on a very different meaning, as the problematic 

elements of space become visible over the course of its description. This type of ‘static dissolve’ 

can perhaps be explained in terms of a visual transition from a ‘utopia,’ as it is commonly 

understood, to something like what Raymond Williams would call a “putropia.” Raymond 

Williams theorizes “putropia” as a particular form of SF. He writes, “Stories of a secular paradise 

of the future reached their peak, perhaps in Morris's News from Nowhere, and since then have 
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been almost entirely converted into their opposites: the stories of a future secular hell” (15-16). 

But I argue that the putropia is not necessarily a separate genre but something inherently 

contained in the utopian romance itself: indeed, the spatial dimension of the utopian romance 

chronotope proceeds in such a way that it makes its own corruption (i.e., its own wills to 

power) legible, and In recognizing this, one can see that utopian romances already express their 

own opposites. Spencer’s idea was that, as the human evolves, so too does their moral sense, 

and, if humans just submit to that moral sense, improvement follows (Link 69). But the moral 

instincts that imagine these spaces are not the view from a “real” end of history but from 

inherently ideological notions of primordial ‘human nature’—and, thus, the spaces turn out to 

be highly problematic (and become a vision not of utopia but, rather, putropia). 

Considering the narratives’ respective constructions of the domestic sphere, there is in 

both an assumption that the private family home (as a locus of bourgeois individualism) is an 

institution that, far from liberating and nurturing the body in accordance with the utopian 

promise of capitalism, actually limits freedom and breaks down the body in ways expressed by 

more familiar forms of naturalism. Specifically, these novels see the homes of late nineteenth- 

and early twentieth century America functioning as a kind of prison-house that aims to sustain 

everything outside of it through the invisible labor of women—or, in Barbara Welter’s 

terminology, the “hostage in the home” (151). They register American economic individualism’s 

contradiction, which makes the home simultaneously a space of comfort and convalescence for 

men, as well as a space in which women specifically must perform the labor of making that 

happen—a contradiction historically justified through the sexist notion that this specifically 

feminine labor is a necessary precondition to the specifically male individual’s natural ability to 
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participate in the public sphere and produce the means of “universal” human flourishing 

through the market. This assumption, of course, turns the home into an altar upon which 

women are sacrificed to the market-god in exchange for the promise of prosperity—a space 

that restricts women’s social capacities and effectively isolates them from the society of which 

“they were supposed to be the foundation” (Mitchell 205).  

But Looking Backward and Herland work through the problems inherent in the home, as 

a space of capital, and propose solutions by reimagining domesticity as something that is not 

central to life but more limited in function and, in many ways, just an adjunct to one’s public 

life. In Looking Backward, the home is reimagined—not as something that supports the 

activities of the broader sphere but as something very much integrated into it. Primarily, the 

home becomes less distinctly ‘private’ in New Boston, in the sense that the work of cleaning 

and maintaining it is largely displaced onto the public (i.e., the “industrial army,” of which all 

citizens are a part). As utopian host Edith Leete explains to the visitor/protagonist, West, “Our 

washing is all done at public laundries at excessively cheap rates, and our cooking at public 

kitchens. The making and repairing of all we wear are done outside in public shops” (70). 

Similarly, the breakdown is articulated in Edith’s father’s seemingly paradoxical assertion that 

the public dining hall is considered “a part of our house, slightly detached from the rest” (90). 

Through the articulation of such specific points of intercourse between formerly private work 

and public concern, the imperative of freedom as the motive of history is, in part, fulfilled, as 

the “hostage in the home” is no longer confined in the same way she was under capitalism. 

Herland, of course, pushes the model of a more permeable public/private divide even 

further, as the private family home is essentially imagined out of existence, in the extrapolation 
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of a socialist alternative to capitalism. As the narrator, Van, notes, “They had no exact analogue 

for our word ‘home,’ any more than they had for our Roman-based family” (95). Similar to the 

hosts’ explanations in Looking Backward, the Herlanders explain that the absence of family 

homes (as they exist in bourgeois culture) is more conducive to the ideals of freedom, in the 

sense that it displaces what would be considered domestic labor onto the public: specifically, 

meal preparation is outsourced to public eating houses (as it is in Looking Backward), and 

childcare is outsourced to nurseries. This, in effect, restores the economic value of such labor 

(always dissolved, so long as these forms of labor are done in private), and, in so doing, it helps 

to fulfill the sine qua nons of a Hegelian end of history, because it resolves the seemingly 

irresolvable bourgeois contradiction by which slavery became a precondition for freedom. 

Moreover, both texts also make the case that the minimization or breakdown of the 

domestic sphere gives way to an experience of everyday life defined by freedom and human 

flourishing not just because it liberates the “hostage in the home” but also because the labor of 

these liberated hostages will be redirected toward the wellbeing of community more broadly. 

In The Wealth of Nations, the virtues of capitalism emerge largely from an efficiency derived 

from a division of labor—but, of course, it seems contradictory on its face to say that excluding 

half the population from the workforce leads to maximum efficiency. Accordingly, these texts 

argue that if the home recedes as a site of feminine labor, American society solves its own 

seemingly invisible (or perhaps just accepted as inevitable and irresolvable) inefficiency, 

because it immediately doubles the labor force. It resolves the contradiction, by which, as Li-

Wen Chang writes, the domestic space of bourgeois culture “wastes women’s natural 

tendencies to produce” (324). As Herland’s narrator, Van, reflects, “All the surrendering 
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devotion our women have put into their private families, these women put into their country 

and race. All the loyalty and service men expect of wives they gave, not singly to men, but 

collectively to one another” (95). And, in both texts, this multiplication of the workforce 

becomes, at least implicitly, a rationale for the perfection of space all around—and, particularly 

in Looking Backward, a rationale for the rapidity with which this perfection is achieved. 

But, in both cases, there is a sense in which the image of a utopian reconfiguration of 

domesticity also ceases to resolve the problems of American capitalist culture and foregrounds 

its own set of seemingly irresolvable problems, causing the image to dissolve, not necessarily 

back into the capitalist “real” the text wants to transcend, but certainly into something 

analogous to it, in its implications of repression and violence. This is particularly true in Looking 

Backward, because the narrative infuses the construction of the utopian world with an 

irresolvable problem of the very sexism that previously justified making women “hostages in 

the home.” An absence of freedom becomes increasingly visible in Bellamy’s text, as women 

remain subject to the objectifying male gaze. Even while Dr. Leete talks about how women in 

New Boston benefit from the newfound equality and full participation in public life, he still 

articulates a view of women as primarily objects and undermines (at least in part) what the 

narrative says it is trying to do. Leete explains that New Boston’s professionalization of 

domestic labor literally creates a ‘new woman,’ who is nurtured through participation in the 

public sphere and is, thus, physically superior from those of the late nineteenth-century, “who 

seem to have been so generally sickly” (151). There is a sense in which the male gaze clearly 

directs the prose in this moment—that they seemed sickly suggests someone looking at a 

woman’s body like unfresh fruit at the market. It is precisely this kind of dehumanization that 
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justifies excluding particular groups from the pursuit of freedom (i.e., if they are mere objects, 

they do not require freedom), so this moment in the text inevitably makes the scene of ‘moral 

evolution’ read very differently, and we, as readers, are forced to wonder if this space could 

ever function in the way Dr. Leete insists that it does.    

But while Herland evades at least the problem of inherent sexism (at least for the time 

being), both contain a seemingly irresolvable problem that causes the image of a utopian “real” 

to dissolve into one that reads distinctly as “folklore,” in the sense that the redistribution of 

energy that comes from liberating the “hostage in the home” is mathematically a non-starter. 

Even accepting the assertion that the home is in both texts more of an adjunct to public space, 

it is all but inevitable that these spaces need to be cleaned and maintained, and whether this is 

achieved through women’s labor specifically or that of an “industrial army,” this labor inevitably 

has a source. There is not, in the end, more labor to go around in these utopian worlds; they 

just recognize domestic labor as labor, in a way that capitalist society generally does not—a 

good thing, to be sure, but not quite good in the way Bellamy and Gilman’s novels seem to 

think. The problem of this mathematical disconnect is never resolved in either text, but we 

might say that it seems more glaring in Looking Backward, precisely because the narrator, 

West, expresses such astonishment with the progress achieved (at least in part) through the 

liberation of women’s labor. Looking at the progress made over the course of just over 100 

years, West believes that 1,000 years could just as easily have passed (23). The fact that 

doubling the workforce could accelerate progress tenfold seems mathematically questionable, 

even utopian, it becomes even more so, because the amount of total labor available has 

essentially remained the same over that period.    
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In terms of their construction of public space, the logic of both texts seems to be that 

making public space more nurturing (in the way that domestic spaces are ideally supposed to 

be but never really are, under capitalism) will solve their problems. Here again, both narratives 

begin to construct such spaces in terms that initially signal a Hegelian end of history but 

eventually stop producing solutions and start producing problems of their own, forcing the 

image of utopian freedom to dissolve back into a familiar image not too far from capitalism’s 

common sense “real.” In Looking Backward, the store is an important focal point the text uses 

to articulate the idea of public space as ‘evolved’ in a way that solves the problems inherent in 

the corresponding spaces of capitalism—primarily in the sense that it seems to resolve the 

seemingly invisible problem of late nineteenth-century American commercial spaces as a kind 

of apparatus that translates everyone into the market’s slaves. West’s utopian host, Edith 

Leete, explains that advertisements and sales clerks that are necessary fixtures in late 

nineteenth century stores seem designed to help one choose but, in actuality, are designed to 

force a ‘choice’ upon the individual against their will, in the interest of capital, because “the 

storekeeper and his clerks depended for their livelihood on selling” (61). In short, the market 

compels the storekeeper and clerks to deceive, and the shoppers are compelled by this 

deception. Thus, there is an absence of freedom, in any real sense. The capitalist store works to 

sustain capital, not the individuals who work or shop there—but the utopian store Bellamy 

constructs in Looking Backward is said to correct this by allowing the subject to move through 

the store without any kind of pressure to buy—thus, allowing the act of shopping to become 

more about what the individual needs or desires, instead of what the market does. In other 

words, simply by removing advertisements and sales clerks from such spaces becomes a 
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functional utopian ‘evolution’ of space, in the sense that, as Karl Polanyi might say, it helps 

reverse the overall relationship between society and the market created by capitalism, by 

privileging the former over the latter. 

The store in Looking Backward also seems to solve the problem of capitalist society’s 

inherently violent public spaces, in the sense that it seems to make the experience of shopping 

itself a much more physically comfortable (perhaps even fundamentally nurturing) thing. The 

idea of “society as an adjunct to the market” is implicit in the architecture of the late 

nineteenth-century store itself, in the sense that every square inch of the store serves a 

utilitarian purpose of selling commodities, and there is only minimal consideration given to the 

actual user of this space (the shopper, a body with real physical needs). In this way, capitalist 

space treats the human being like an object, because that is, in the end, what people become 

under capitalism, because they are (like Hurstwood and Carrie at different points in Sister 

Carrie), not human beings but abstract consumers. However, the narrative suggests that the 

utopian store successfully inverts these priorities by putting the physical needs of the individual 

above the needs of the market. There are, for example, various public art installations 

throughout the store, including “a majestic life-sized group of statuary, the central figure of 

which is a female ideal of Plenty, with her cornucopia” (60). The implication is, I think, that the 

store deprivileges the market’s needs in favor of the user’s inherent desire for aesthetic 

pleasure. And, moreover, I think we can perhaps expand on this idea to argue that the store’s 

public art produces a kind of benefit that goes beyond the immediate experience of the piece: 

Alberta Arthurs posits that the importance of the arts sector in public life includes “Enhancing 

individual life through encouraging individual creativity, spirit, and potential and through 
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providing release, relaxation, and entertainment” (106). Thus, the fact that the store makes 

room for public art seems to signals that the enhancement of individual life is, in fact, a 

fundamental part of this society’s production of space: it is inherent in the design process. 

Similarly, the store’s contents seem to invert the relationship between society and the 

market, privileging the former over the latter, in the sense that there is a lot of furniture that 

seems to serve no commercial purposes—only social ones. West notes, in passing, “a space 

occupied with chairs and sofas, on which many persons were seated conversing” (60). This, of 

course, suggests a reconfiguration of commercial space to make it more conducive to the body 

and bodily wellbeing, in the sense that there is something there that seems designed only to 

provide comfort and rest to those who need it. However, it might also be said that these things 

actually serve to make the space more accessible—which is made even more interesting, 

because the people West sees using this furniture are conversing: there is an implication in this 

seemingly innocuous observation that this reconfiguration of what a store looks like, in fact, 

helps make participation in public life more possible than it was before—creating a space that 

allows people to interact with one another, instead of only interacting with the commodities 

being sold (or with the sales clerks tasked with foisting them upon the shopper).  

But the narrative’s construction of the utopian store soon reaches a limit in terms of its 

solutions, and this forces the image of utopian freedom to dissolve back into an image that is 

largely analogous to the capitalist “real” it hopes to transcend. This is primarily because 

removing advertisements and the things that “attract custom” does not fundamentally alter the 

act of shopping or what it means to be a consumer in the text. This particular ‘evolution’ of the 

store in New Boston seems to be mostly superficial, while the behaviors of the people shopping 
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remain largely the same. Matthew Beaumont compellingly argues that the store changes very 

little and, in fact, marks an unconscious retention of capitalist ideology and turns Edith Leete in 

particular into “an embryonic symbol of late nineteenth-century capitalism’s emancipative 

promise” (203). And this actually points to another problem in the text, which is that the 

consumer is fairly blatantly coded as feminine. Shopping does not seem to be for everyone but, 

rather, mostly for women like Edith Leete, described by her father as an “indefatigable 

shopper” (59). The store is, thus, a sign of an ingrained sexism that lingers in Bellamy’s morally 

‘evolved’ utopia—and we may well be justified in wondering whether the statue of the “female 

ideal of Plenty, with her cornucopia” is meant to depict someone offering abundance or buying 

it for themselves. Indeed, given the text’s sexist logic of shopping, the statue of plenty seems an 

analogue for the “indefatigable” Edith Leete herself. 

In fact, the appearance of the statue represents another way in which the store ceases 

to solve problems and, instead, creates them, because the art itself is arguably problematic on 

the basis of its representation of an “ideal” feminine form. Certainly, this figure potentially 

serves a sinister, propagandist purpose of inculcating blind faith in the social structure: the 

female figure holding out the cornucopia lets everyone know how good they have it. But, more 

importantly, the fact that the statue also depicts a ‘female ideal’ imposes a narrow definition of 

what a body ought to look like. There is a sense in which this categorization of female bodies 

into ‘ideal’ and ‘not ideal’ is, in itself, an act of dominance in that it is an implicit prescription of 

how one ought to be. One can imagine that this statue of Plenty serves a market function by 

encouraging comparisons between oneself and the ideal and further encourages one to buy 

things to close the gap between the “real” and the “ideal” wherever they are found. Thus, the 
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statue is something that causes the image of utopian store to dissolve back into an image of the 

real, because it does seem to imply a limitation of women’s freedom, making them 

unreasonably subject to both the male gaze and the market (which capitalizes on the sense of a 

need to satisfy that gaze). 

Where Looking Backward modifies the commercial spaces of American capitalism to 

make them more comfortable (and, thus, a little more like home), Herland seemingly dissolves 

the distinction between the two completely, making the spaces where one goes to get the 

things they need to live something like an extension of the home. In short, the idea of a store 

seems to evolve itself out of existence, as such spaces dissolve into a massive public garden—a 

site of production owned in common, which produces food and any other resources one might 

need. Of course, initially seen through the perspective of the bourgeois visitors, the public 

garden is first legible as reproducing the spaces of American capitalism, because they identify it 

as a “truck farm” (15). However, the hosts eventually explain that the space is designed to 

sustain the population with minimal effort: Van recounts his ‘discovery’ that the Herlanders had 

early in the nation’s history replanted the entire forest with specific trees that are useful to 

them and have subsequently developed a “perfect scheme of refeeding the soil with all that 

came out of it,” creating a sustainable source of resources with “an increasingly valuable soil 

[…] instead of the progressive impoverishment so often seen in the rest of the world” (80-81). 

Thus, in a sense, the Spencerian evolution of a “store” in Herland is imagined as a transition 

into its own opposite, in the sense that what was once a space that withholds commodities in 

the interest of exchange and profit becomes, in Herland, a space that democratizes resources 



161 
 

 

and freely provides all that one needs, even on into the indefinite future, in the interest of 

public good.  

But, as in Looking Backward, there comes a point when this representation of space 

ceases to solve problems and, instead, starts to produce them. In particular, one can see in 

Herland’s garden (which seems to make ‘nature’ the foundation of the utopian world) a kind of 

analogue for capitalism’s unrestrained destruction of nature over its course. Jennifer Hudak in 

particular argues that the forest depicts not the Herlanders’ reconciliation of society and nature 

but, rather, the annihilation of nature in society’s interests, as the replanting of an entire forest 

with only those things that are useful to them shows their unapologetic tendency to “define a 

species’ right to exist in terms of how useful that species is to the Herlanders themselves” 

(467). Kristen R. Egan, likewise, argues that the Herlanders’ excessive cultivation of the forest in 

an anthropocentric will to power over the natural world: “The environmental conservationism 

of Herland is intertwined with sanitarianism” (87). Thus, what seems to look like a society 

completely reconciled with nature is actually predicated upon an insidious will to power over it, 

determining the value of nature only in relation to itself, pruning away those aspects which are 

deemed not useful. But there is also an additional will to power inherent in the production of 

the forest, in the sense that, as an imagined solution to the poverty under capitalism, it also 

depends on an additional hostility toward the individual and their reproductive rights. As Van 

notes, the forest is capable of producing an exact amount of resources sufficient for a 

predetermined number of people, and the state limits the population to suit the capacity of the 

forest (80). Thus, the very apparatus that is meant to liberate and nurture the body (resolving 

the problems of need and want in a capitalist society) actually depends on freedom’s 
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dissolution—doing away with untold species’ rights to exist and the individual’s right to 

reproduce simultaneously. And, insofar as it does, the forest becomes an unresolvable problem, 

and the image of a Hegelian end of history simply dissolves back into an analogue for the 

capitalist “real” it aims to transcend.  

Thus, the construction of these spaces and their incorporation into the narrative 

foreground of Looking Backward and Herland performs a very conflicted form of cultural and 

ideological work. Both novels represent capitalist society’s production of both public and 

private space as a production of spatial violence, and they articulate the idea that a new 

geography produced in accordance with the logic of socialist principles—specifically, the 

breakdown of the distinction between public and private space, which is also the breakdown of 

individualism—represents a solution to precisely these problems. But there is an internal 

argument unfolding as the images of an end of history confront a set of seemingly irresolvable 

problems and, thus, dissolve back into an image analogous to the “real.” In both cases, utopian 

space becomes repressive, and, in many ways, equally violent as the thing it supersedes, as 

they dissolve their critiques of capitalism’s production of space, in the sense that their notions 

what it means to produce an ultimately moral end of history relies on reconciling everyday life 

with a specific vision of morality that is no more “real” than any other, as it is ultimately 

grounded in nothing but ideology.  

These problems are, of course, largely invisible in the texts, only because they use flat, 

abstract characters who are essentially designed to fit into the space constructed by a godlike 

author. In this way, the vision of the utopian future seems to resonate additionally with the 

logic of capitalism itself far more than it represents a moral evolution over capitalism: these 
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texts work as utopias only insofar as they unapologetically translate human beings into cogs in 

the utopian machine, much like it has been said naturalism does for market society. But while 

the proliferation of flat characters helps keep the inherent restrictions and violence of the 

utopian worlds largely invisible, it certainly cannot erase its image entirely. While these texts 

insist upon a moral evolution being the source of the spatial forms represented, it is also 

possible to detect moral failures in their fabric, as specific intolerances are integral to both the 

production and function of these spaces: most notably the ostensibly progressive but still very 

restrictive notion of women and their social function in Looking Backward and the more 

generalized intolerance to any real social difference in Herland. It is indeed odd that a number 

of critics such as Marguerite Corporaal and Li-Wen Chang see Gilman improving upon Bellamy’s 

utopian vision when, arguably, Herland is a much more exclusionary text with an arguably much 

more threateningly oppressive vision of what the Hegelian end of history should look like, as 

the utopian hosts’ descriptions create multiple dissolves within the same scene, going from 

problem to solution and shifting back again.  

The Temporal Dimension: Bridging the Historical Gap 

Although the spatial dimension predominates the chronotope of the late nineteenth-

century American utopian romance, the potential for a critique of capitalist culture’s 

production of space is also inherent in the temporal dimension. The utopian romance often 

seems anomalous and fundamentally deficient at the level of plot, not a story but a static 

‘snapshot’ of an idealized world. Such definitions are, I think, grounded (if not directly in More’s 

original pun) in Glenn Negley and John Max Patrick’s early attempts to define the genre as 

fundamentally descriptive rather than narrative: according to Negley and Patrick, the utopian 
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text “describes a particular state or community” and expresses as theme “the political structure 

of that fictional state or community” (qtd. in Levitas 32). Even Fredric Jameson has described 

the utopian romance in these terms—for example, in “Utopianism and Anti-utopianism,” where 

he argues that “the utopian text does not tell a story at all; it describes a mechanism or even a 

kind of machine, it furnishes a blueprint rather than lingering upon the kinds of human relations 

that might be found in a utopian condition or imagining the kinds of living we wish were 

available in some stable well-nigh permanent availability” (385). 

However, it is certainly not the case that time fully ceases to operate in a meaningful 

way in the utopian romance. In Archaeologies of the Future (2005), Jameson suggests that the 

narrative time of the utopian romance is essentially the time of everyday life in utopia: 

“existential time is taken up into a historical time which is paradoxically also the end of time, 

the end of history” (7). In Spaces of Hope (2000), David Harvey also sees a kind of cyclical, 

everyday time in the utopian romance: “Not all forms of temporality are erased. The time of 

‘eternal return,’ of recurrent ritual is preserved. […] It is the dialectic of social process that is 

repressed. Time’s arrow, ‘the great principle of history,’ is excluded in favor of perpetuating a 

happy stationary state” (160). But I would push the idea of the utopian romance’s inherent 

temporality further, since even if we accept the premise that the time of utopia is represented 

as the end of history, it is also inevitable that narrative length corresponds to an important 

progression over a stretch of narrative time. Tom Moylan expresses as much in Demand the 

Impossible (1986), arguing that all utopian romances contain plots that are variations of the 

dialogic ‘guided tour,’ in which the “confused, cynical, or excited questionings” of the utopian 

visitor are addressed by “guides from the utopian society who take the neophyte around town 
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and comment on the workings of the society and how they do better what was poorly or 

unjustly done, or not done, in the visitor’s home” (37). According to Moylan, this plot structure 

is simply a means by which “the fine points of the social alternative are brought out” (38); 

however, I would argue the dialogic element Moylan identifies actually renders this plot 

somewhat more complex than he allows. The dialogic element turns what Moylan sees as a 

matter of the visitor’s curiosity (and the host’s seemingly unlimited willingness to provide 

information) into a pattern of rising and falling dialogic tension: the utopian setting generates 

tension between the estranged subject and the cultural context, and the ability to actually 

continue moving through the utopian geography is only possible when that tension is 

neutralized—whether through the host’s explanations or through the visitor’s own 

observations. The rise of dialogic tension causes narrative time to slow down, and visitor and 

host remain fixed in place; only when the tension is resolved can the narrative movement 

through the utopian geography continue. The progression of the tour (i.e., the narrative 

movement though the utopian geography) is not a frictionless given but, rather, entirely 

conditional. 

But I think the plot of the utopian romance is also meaningful in the sense that the 

narrative puts two ‘times’ at play, and the narrative needs to bridge the gap between the 

protagonist (who comes from a particular moment in the historical dialectic) and the narrative 

itself (which constructs its own version of the Hegelian end of history). The plot is animated by 

the existence of a historical gap and the process of closing that gap through dialogue. The 

dialogue allows the protagonist to figuratively ‘move through history’ and bridge the gap—

allowing them to assimilate to the end of history. The utopia can’t be self-evidently a utopia to 
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an outsider, as they are ‘out of place’ and ‘out of time.’ The protagonist of the utopian romance 

(the visitor to the utopian world) is not just a passive observer or an empty receptacle for 

information but, more accurately, a historically produced embodiment of Enlightenment 

thought—a subject that views the world through the lens of reason. This figure constantly 

works to identify the gaps between the familiar world and the imagined geography of utopia—

and the very fact that the narrative can move forward into new areas functions as an 

endorsement of the utopian world, an oblique sign that the utopia actually aligns with idea of 

reason that was formerly the claim of capitalist society (and its uneven geography). As Gary Day 

notes, Enlightenment reason “represents freedom from the constraints of the old order and, to 

that extent, it is a quality associated more with the bourgeoisie than with the nobility” (101); 

however, the utopian romance’s plot performs significant cultural and ideological work, 

because the protagonists’ affirmation of (and, in most cases, assimilation into) the utopian 

world takes the claim to reason away from capitalist society, assigning it instead to a potential 

society built upon freedom from bourgeois power. In other words, the plot of the utopian 

romance is often used as a means of separating the bourgeoisie from its tools (Enlightenment 

reason) and using them to dismantle and move beyond the bourgeois project. Northrop Frye 

notes in “Varieties of Literary Utopias” (1965), the utopian vogue in late nineteenth-century 

“had much to do with the distrust and dismay aroused by extreme laissez-faire versions of 

capitalism, which were thought of as manifestations of anarchy” (325). The plot of the utopian 

romance is, in a sense, a dialogue that works to produce that sense of distrust and dismay in 

the works of capitalist society and resituate the idea of reason within a world beyond. 
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But two other important elements are central to the utopian romance’s plot of 

assimilation: the protagonist’s marriage into the utopian world and the nightmarish return to 

the “real” world of American capitalism. The narratives are primarily animated by surges of 

dialogic tension, until the protagonist is convinced that the new world satisfies the Hegelian 

end of history more than capitalist society and (as a sign of approval) assimilates into the 

utopian society through marriage. But once the historical gap is closed through the process of 

the guided tour, the idea that the utopian world satisfies the idea of a Hegelian end of history is 

symbolically reinforced through a return to the geography of capitalist society—now recoded as 

a kind of nightmarish underworld characteristically present in the heroic romance. This return 

articulates the idea of reason upon which capitalist society’s production of space is founded no 

longer applies to it: the return to the “real” posits that the concept of reason (defined in 

Hegelian terms as the experience of freedom in everyday life) is now associated with the 

transcendence of capitalist society which is now legible as a form of slavery to the market. But 

this correspondence of capitalism’s transcendence with reason is also symbolically reinforced 

through the protagonist’s inevitable marriage into the utopian society—which serves as an 

expression of the happiness now available in the utopian world, as well as a tacit agreement 

that this world is worth perpetuating through the promise of the protagonist’s implied 

reproduction. 

However, in the case of Looking Backward and Herland specifically, it might be said that 

these two latter aspects of the plot in particular seem to validate the utopian world as a moral 

evolution over the world of American capitalism—but equally introduce irresolvable problems 

into the texts that cause the scene of freedom to dissolve back into the image of the “real” it 
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aims to think beyond. In short, the nightmarish returns to the spaces of capital are meant to 

emphasize a clear break between the two pertinent moments in historical time—but, in both 

cases, they ironically reinforce the similarity between the two, particularly in the representation 

of retained hostilities that surely ought to have been dispensed with in a Hegelian end of 

history. And, similarly, the marriages that seem to validate the utopia as eminently desirable 

inevitably mobilize the logic of objectification and dehumanization in both cases by reducing 

women to a kind of reward for the men ‘reasonable’ enough to assimilate into the utopian 

world. These plot elements are, in short, double-edged in that they simultaneously support the 

texts’ claims to the moral superiority of their utopian visions and call into question the value of 

working toward a better future at all, because they seem to foreground the idea that even the 

best intentioned forms of progress almost inevitably contain their own moral failures, making 

the promise of a better world seem infinitely elusive. 

Both Looking Backward and Herland necessarily begin with a scenic dissolve, through 

which the protagonists manage to circumvent history, finding themselves in an end of history 

that seems to resolve all the contradictions of capitalism’s “real.” In Looking Backward, West 

circumvents historical time to find himself in New Boston through a mesmeric sleep. Somewhat 

differently, Van, Jeff, and Terry ‘discover’ Herland in a more ‘realistic’ way, simply flying there 

by plane. But in both cases what is important is the fact that the protagonists circumvent 

historical time and the Spencerian ‘moral evolution’ that largely defines its course. Jean 

Pfaelzer suggests that this kind of temporal contradiction may be problematic, in the sense that 

jumping through historical time in this way can potentially serve as “diversionary tactics that 

distract the reader’s attention from more likely agents of social change” (23); however, at the 
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same time, this contradiction is also integral to the narratives’ cultural and ideological work, 

because it is through these means that the text displaces bourgeois reason to a space-time 

where it cannot survive as such, and, in effect, sever the connection between the logic of 

capitalism and the concept of reason (which has historically been capitalism’s raison d’être).  

It is perhaps worth noting that because Herland seems to rely on a distinctly spatial 

trench between the “real” and the utopian world, it may be unclear whether or not the text 

really engages with the issue of historical change (a temporal concept) at all. The fact that 

Herland is separated spatially (like More’s Utopia) seems to suggest that it is, in Susan Gubar’s 

terms, “an alternative reality that is truly fantastic” (139). However, even if the text does not 

explicitly propose a dialectical connection between the cultural context that produces the 

visitors and that of the utopian space-time itself, it is nonetheless operative, in a more abstract 

way, because the hypothetical history of Herland is essentially a (thinly veiled) allegory of 

capitalist culture and its inevitable transcendence. Herland emerged from the ashes of another 

imaginary space-time, which failed precisely because its competitive underpinnings gave rise to 

the forces that destroyed it (most significantly, revolutionary masses); following the collapse of 

the state, a small group of female survivors rebuilt the country on a more cooperative basis, in 

which the idea of motherhood translates into a kind of transgenerational social contract 

(essentially a variant of socialism, by which all citizens perpetually ‘pay it forward’). The history 

of Herland (much like the history of New Boston) seems to be optimistically abstracted from 

‘present’ conditions, as it implies in an artful way that competitive modes of production, such 

as capitalism, contain the seeds of their own destruction and, eventually, perfection. Thus, 

when the visitors move through and interrogate the various settings that constitute the utopian 
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space-time, it reads as a possible future, despite the fact that it seems to exists synchronously 

with the space-time of capitalism.  

And in both novels, the initial dissolve from the real to the ideal forms the foundation 

(i.e., the necessity) of a dialogic investigation or interrogation of these settings. The 

protagonists in these novels are not so much characters as they are figures who represent the 

thinking, reasoning individual—Bellamy’s West an educated gentleman and Gilman’s Van, 

notably, a sociologist—and what they see frequently seems to violate that very reason, causing 

dialogic tension to rise; however, the investigation inevitably resolves this tension, as it 

inevitably turns out that the utopian world actually provides solutions to the various 

contradictions of capitalist society and proves to be more in line with the ideals of freedom and 

human flourishing. Most often, the utopian hosts explain the rationality of the utopian setting, 

generally addressing the negative (violent) elements of capitalist culture and explaining how 

the transcendence of capitalist culture has neutralized them; alternately, the rationality of the 

utopian world is occasionally so plainly obvious to the protagonists that the dialogic tension can 

be resolved internally. However it may be accomplished, the result is that the protagonists’ 

(bourgeois) reason necessarily transforms in order to maintain its integrity as reason. This 

continues until the concept of reason is fully dissociated from the culture of capitalism and 

aligned instead with its transcendence. What happens over the course of these novels is not a 

mere description of the world produced in accordance with socialism but, rather, a dialogue 

that, over time, gradually redefines what reason means to the protagonist. 

But, as I note above, the cultural and ideological work of relocating the idea of reason in 

a geography beyond capitalism—i.e., a hypothetical end of history produced in accordance with 
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socialist ideals—also depends in Looking Backward and Herland on a return to capitalist space-

time, now seen as a nightmarish underworld. The protagonist not only goes through the 

process of artificially bridging the historical gap but also must literally look backward and see 

capitalist space-time from a different vantage point, which is the evolved morality of the 

imagined end of history. In Looking Backward, the nightmarish return is represented in very 

literal terms: West falls asleep and dreams of a return to late nineteenth-century Boston in a 

narrative turn that Jonathan Auerbach describes as a return of “repressed realism” (41). The 

narrative seems to shift toward a more realist plot, with West crossing town to see his late 

nineteenth-century fiancée, Edith Bartlett; however, it is also a proper fulfilment of the utopian 

romance’s plot of assimilation, in the sense that West’s movement through the late nineteenth-

century city produced by capitalist society is marked by West’s inability to assimilate back into 

this world, because reason (the tool of the bourgeoisie) can no longer conceptually be aligned 

with capitalist culture (the bourgeois project). In other words, it becomes a narrative of 

irresolvable dialogic tension between West’s transformed sense of reason and the bourgeois 

culture from which he emerged.  

What makes West’s movements through the capitalist space-time discernable as a 

return to a nightmarish underworld is not so much what West observes (for all he sees is all too 

familiar) but, rather, the fact that what West sees now produces a kind of dialogic tension that 

is ultimately irresolvable. As West moves through public space, the omnipresence of competing 

stores and advertisements seems to violate West’s sense of reason, in the sense that it signals 

an eminently violent mode of social relations, which undermines both freedom and human 

flourishing. West notes with a tone of not just discomfort but of horror the tenor of the 
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advertisements plastered on every surface: “Help John Jones. Never mind the rest. They are 

frauds. I, John Jones, am the right one. Buy of me. Employ me. Visit me. Hear me, John Jones. 

Look at me. Make no mistake. John Jones is the man and nobody else. Let the rest starve, but 

for God’s sake remember John Jones” (183). The invective deployment of phrases “They are 

frauds” and “Let the rest starve” are particularly significant, underscoring the fact that, in 

bourgeois culture, the individual’s ability to flourish is inevitably contingent upon the ability to 

undermine and undo another. However, in another sense, the fact that the setting of public 

space is so entirely consumed by the operations of consumer capitalism now seems to violate 

reason, in the sense that what is there leaves no room for other elements that might also 

contribute to a sense of ‘spatial nurturing’ and, thus, human flourishing: specifically, the kind of 

public art and the furniture that, in the hypothetical space-time beyond capitalism, makes 

movement through such settings amenable to the body. Moreover, the repetition of the name 

John Jones emphasizes the individual, inducing a competitive spirit that produces inefficiency, 

which holds everyone back. Instead, the text suggests that a collective spirit means better 

conditions for everyone, because all the energy goes into production instead of competition. 

The dialogic tension increases (adding to the unresolved tension), as West imagines and 

confronts the underdeveloped domestic settings produced by capitalist society, which are now 

seen not just as restrictions of an individual’s freedom but, in fact, signal a scene of horror.  

Every human figure sketched in this scene is incredibly unhealthy: the babies appear weak, 

lacking color and “gasping out their lives,” while, the women appear grotesquely misshapen, as 

if to suggest that the violence has transformed these individuals into something subhuman 

(perhaps even monstrous). Moreover, the people West sees seem to transform from the dying 



173 
 

 

to the already-dead before his eyes: “as I observed the wretched beings more closely, I 

perceived that they were all quite dead. Their bodies were so many living sepulchers. On each 

brutal brow was plainly written the hic jacet of a dead soul within” (189). Much like we see in 

Hurstwood’s Bowery room, the underdeveloped space of the tenement district in Bellamy 

becomes a void, such that it becomes incapable of sustaining living bodies. The nightmarish 

underworld through which West moves, which he investigates, tells him that the 

underdeveloped houses of the poor that are characteristic of capitalist culture function literally 

like tombs; they facilitate only death, and there seems no way to reconcile this with the 

imperative of freedom that, in Hegelian terms, is the essence of reason and the motive of 

history. 

West’s arrival at his fiancée’s home also increases the level of (irresolvable) dialogic 

tension, bringing it to a crisis point, in the sense that the scene of human flourishing before him 

is now seen, not as the result of a properly functioning economic system but, rather, of its 

contradictions, the scenes of its failure through which he has just passed.  West describes the 

scene in a surprisingly neutral way: “The table glittered with plate and costly china. The ladies 

were sumptuously dressed and wore the jewels of queens. The scene was one of costly 

elegance and lavish luxury. The company was in excellent spirits, and there was plentiful 

laughter and a running fire of jests” (190). The force of this capitalist history is brought to bear 

on the bodies of the people, in a positive sense, which seems almost to suggest the 

transcendence of everyday life: the people here are not just alive but in “excellent spirits,” and 

the “running fire of jests” represents a kind of combustion of passion. However, all this 

irrevocably violates West’s reason, and the tone of the narrative quickly turns to a form of 
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invective, as anything good happening here is framed as the result of a form of monstrous 

vampirism: “These costly viands, these rich wines, these gorgeous fabrics and glistening jewels 

represented the ransom of many lives” (191). The price of the human flourishing here (the 

supposed object of capitalism) is represented in terms of the living sepulchers in the tenement 

district, and this cannot be assimilated with reason: the world produced by capitalist society 

turns out here not the utopia envisioned by Adam Smith but, rather, a nightmarish underworld 

filled with monsters and their victims. 

In Herland, the idea of the nightmarish return to the “real” is mobilized, not by the 

shifting consciousness of the protagonist, but through the character of Terry—a visitor who 

refuses throughout the narrative to assimilate and, thus, makes the “real” a constant presence. 

Even as the hosts’ explanations create a conceptual ‘dissolve’ by showing how a particular 

space of Herland represents a solution to the problems of his own patriarchal, capitalist society, 

Terry stubbornly refuses to acknowledge the ‘evolution’ as such, maintaining the superiority of 

the “real” and always conspiratorially advancing the theory that Herland is actually riddled with 

problems the Herlanders keep hidden from them. In short, Gilman condenses within Terry the 

worst qualities of the society from which he came, and he functions as an ever-present 

reference point against which the merits of the new world can be judged. Every time Terry 

doubles down on the logic of the “real” world of American capitalism behind the narrative, it 

represents a nightmarish return to the “real,” because it brings that reality into the utopian 

space—but perhaps nowhere more significantly than at the end of the novel when Terry 

attempts to rape his wife, Alima.  
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Kathleen Lant reads this moment in the text cynically, arguing that Gilman’s inclusion of 

sexual violence in Herland undermines the ideological work of the narrative in the interest of 

spicing up a dry narrative: “by centering the narrative on the issue of Terry and Alima's 

uncertain sexual union and by generating suspense through exploiting the potential violence of 

that union—Gilman compromises the integrity of her own text” (292). But I think this part of 

the text is ideologically important and, in fact, reinforces the critical work of the text, in the 

same way that West’s return to late nineteenth-century Boston does at the end of Looking 

Backward—because Terry is a return of the repressed (bourgeois) values of dominance and 

competition that define the old world. Terry is, in a sense, less a character than a topical 

allusion to early twentieth-century America itself, and his contribution to the narrative is less 

the suspense and sensationalism Lant sees than it is an incursion of the “real” into the space of 

the utopian ideal, and, as such, a reference point against which the narrative can measure the 

‘evolution’ of everyone else. The fact that Terry is tried and subsequently exiled for his crime is, 

I think, central to the narrative’s critique of American capitalist culture. The fact that Terry is 

tried, punished, and expelled from Herland for his crime reinforces the evolution—both for the 

utopia itself and, perhaps most significantly, for the visitors who are now properly assimilated 

into it—and confirms that Herland is a site of freedom. The transgression of the one works 

narratively as a kind of measure by which the transcendence of the others can be affirmed and 

celebrated. 

A more straightforward fulfillment of the trope of the nightmarish return is deferred at 

the end of the novel to the sequel, With Her in Ourland (1916). Li-Wen Chang argues that “The 

motif of home-coming at the end of the novel is significant to the extent that it symbolizes a 
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hope of bringing a breath of fresh air back to Ourland” (326); however, I think this is perhaps a 

bit too literal of a reading. I would argue that the return to America in the sequel ultimately 

works in a way that is, like the nightmare in Looking Backward, a kind of ‘repressed realism,’ 

and the plot of that narrative is, similarly, the production of an ultimately irresolvable dialogic 

tension. As Van notes in that narrative, the experience of moving through capitalist society’s 

geography with a newly evolved sense of reason, “was like carrying a high-powered light into 

dark places” (77). And one might say that the metaphor of the dark place is more appropriate 

than the metaphor of the nightmare in Looking Backward, for the simple fact that, while it may 

be easy enough to wake up from a nightmare, it is much more difficult to find a way out of 

history’s dark places. 

The point of these nightmarish returns would seem to be, as Jonathan Auerbach says of 

West’s return to New Boston, to articulate the idea that “History is a nightmare from which you 

can escape” (41)—but, at the same time, they also negate this idea to a certain extent through 

the retention of problems in their critique of the “real” from an ‘evolved’ position. Although 

they reinforce the separation of the reason from American capitalism, through dialogic tension 

between reason and bourgeois culture, they also replicate it. There is an irony in Looking 

Backward’s nightmarish return to the “real,” in the sense that while it aims to put the two 

worlds in stark relief, it also works to plane away the differences between the two and imply 

that intolerance (and, with it, an inevitable limitation of freedom) lingers in the utopian world 

that West now calls home. West describes the scene in terms that are both critical of 

capitalism’s spatial violence and highly problematic, in the way they reinforce systems of 

thought that are antithetical to equality and freedom:  
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From the black doorways and windows of the rookeries on every side came gusts of 

fetid air. The streets and alleys reeked with the effluvia of a slave-ship’s between-decks. 

As I passed I had glimpses within of pale babies gasping out their lives amid sultry 

stenches, of hopeless-faced women deformed by hardship, retaining of womanhood no 

trait save weakness, while from the windows leered girls with brows of brass. Like the 

starving bands of mongrel curs that infest the streets of moslem towns, swarms of half-

clad, brutalized children filled the air with shrieks and curses as they fought and tumbled 

among the garbage that littered the courtyard. (189) 

The reference to the ships that transported slaves to America is provocative, in the way it 

connects the inhumane conditions on board to those faced daily by the poor—taking a 

prominent image of America’s horrific past and transposing it onto the present to articulate the 

injustice done to the poor—and it is, in a sense, apt, for the more implicit assertion that the 

poor are actively denied freedom and made slaves to the market. But the comparison to the 

imagined “moslem towns” serves an entirely different purpose of imagining the Muslim as a 

savage—which is the same ideology mobilized to justify the enslavement of black Americans for 

centuries. Mobilized as metaphor, these images ignore the actual experiences of racialized 

people. Similarly, it is equally problematic that Bellamy unapologetically aligns femininity with 

weakness—specifically because this equation is precisely the idea mobilized for centuries to 

limit women’s freedom in America, arguing that their inherent fragility makes them unfit to 

participate in public life. And, interestingly contradicting himself in the same sentence, West 

imagines young women with “brows of brass”—a biblical allusion, which speaks to a lack of 

submissiveness (which further implies a logic whereby women should be subordinate to men, 
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which was historically used to limit women’s freedom and trap them in a state of domestic 

servitude). The fact that West hasn’t unlearned these things implies that these things are still 

more or less extant in New Boston.  

In Herland, the nightmarish return to the “real” holds better—but it still nonetheless 

manages to negate the idea of history as something that can be escaped, in the sense that Terry 

proves so resistant to evolution: his obstinacy represents a resistance to historical change and 

signals that the only way of achieving real progress is through separation, by constructing a 

spatial trench that insulates the utopia from the “real.” In Utopia and Cosmopolis (1998), 

Thomas Peyser notes that Looking Backward and Herland articulate distinct attitudes toward 

globalization: for Bellamy, globalization meant a potentially affirmative way forward for 

collective humanity while, for Gilman, it represented an ominous threat to local differences (8). 

And, certainly, Terry is one of these threats to the ‘evolved’ rationality and the freedom 

available to Herland—and he exhibits why Herland must exist in isolation, as a secret from the 

rest of the world. But this turns the idea of escaping history on its ear—for what Herland does is 

show not an escape from the horrors of history but, rather, a need to hide from it lest we be 

consumed by it. This is, at best, a very tenuous escape, and it speaks to the idea that historical 

progress toward freedom is hardly a guarantee, because there will always be a regressive 

‘primitivism’ that is a seemingly essential part of humanity—and, if this cannot be transcended, 

the only way to deal with it is hide from it or, alternately, revert to strategies of eugenics to 

cultivate it out when it becomes apparent before it poisons the well.16 And this is, I argue, 

                                                           
16

 This latter strategy, of course, is visible as the logic of Herland in its approach to nature, but also in its 
representation of biological reproduction. One of the hosts, for example, explains to Van that one of the main 
reasons why Herland exists in its current form is that they “made it [their] first business to train out, to breed out, 
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something very different from the sense of evolution the text seems to be grounded in, thus 

undermining the narrative’s utopian impulse. Thus, while the nightmarish returns to the 

capitalist “real” show history as a nightmare from which one can escape, the end of history, as 

these novels represent it, is also a nightmare from which there is no escape. 

The other important element that seems to define the spatial dimension of these 

novels' chronotopes is a progression toward marriage, arguably a generic requirement of the 

romance, as a sign of the protagonists’ ultimate assimilation into the utopia. In Looking 

Backward, West eventually marries one of his utopian hosts, Edith Leete, and, similarly, in 

Herland, Van and Jeff eventually marry into their new society as well. In both cases, the 

inclusion of marriage as a plot point is significant to the narrative’s critique of the capitalist 

‘real,’ as it literalizes the outsiders’ ‘evolution’ and assimilation into the utopian world. As Jean 

Pfaezler writes of Looking Backward, “Julian’s love for Edith symbolizes his naturalization as a 

citizen of utopia” (29). West’s acceptance of Edith Leete as his wife (similar to Van and Jeff’s 

acceptance of their Herlander wives) is also a symbolic acceptance of their worlds and a 

covenant marking the fact that, in both cases,  reason generally moves beyond the immediate 

reality of American culture when there is a realization of freedom’s absence and its possibility 

elsewhere.  

Yet, the marriage scenes also seem to dissolve into something much more problematic 

when considering the fact that these narratives seem to be positioning women as a kind of 

incentive or a prize for those who get on board with a different way of being. This is perhaps 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
when possible, the lowest types” (83). She notes, “Some of the few worst types were, fortunately, unable to 
reproduce. But if the fault was disproportionate egotism—then the girl was sure she had the right to have children. 
[…] That we never allowed” (83). Herland is, thus, largely sustained by an overt power dynamic that runs counter 
to freedom, as Asha Nadkarni suggests, in the sense that the society “pits rhetoric—and its ideal subject—against 
‘other’ women who become dangerous whenever reproduction is considered central to national destiny” (240). 
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not terribly surprising in Looking Backward, in light of its retention of patriarchal values in 

weaving its utopian end of history—but it seems to me that this is also very much the case in 

Herland as well. Although Gilman goes to great lengths in giving women agency and authority in 

her narrative, it also seems more than a little dehumanizing that, in the end, they do become a 

kind of reward for the men who choose to assimilate into the society. And it seems especially 

odd that it happens at all, because Herland is constructed as a space where this institution has 

never existed because it has no social function—but I think it is as much a convention of the 

genre as it is, as Lynne Evans argues, a function of “Gilman’s inability to imagine a culture not 

constituted through the reproductive futurity of heteronormativity” (12). And this inability to 

truly imagine this kind of world (even in the context of a generally fantastic narrative) seems to 

undermine the idea of Herland as a utopian end of history defined by freedom in everyday life, 

because it narratively reproduces the mechanisms of power that define the culture it aims to 

correct.  

The plots of these two novels thus perform significant cultural and ideological work, in 

the sense that they produce a critique of capitalist society’s production of space by reorienting 

reason (through the motif of the guided tour, as well as through the marriages into the utopian 

societies and the inevitable nightmarish return to the “real”). But, more than this, it might also 

be said that they render the production of (specifically, a socialist) utopia legible as not just 

reasonable but, in fact, a kind of moral imperative. They create a sense that to sit around being 

satisfied with life in a capitalist society is not just a kind of irrational masochism—to borrow a 

line from Raoul Vaneigem, like playing “a game of heads-you-lose, tails-I-win in which one 

decides a priori that the negative is positive and that the impossibility of living is an essential 
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precondition of life” (36); more than this, it is also to subject everyone else to this game, as 

well.  

But the fact that, in these two novels, the utopian future contains the problematic wills 

to power it does translates the idea of a properly utopian end of history into folklore, rather 

than an actual reality beyond capitalism. And, moreover, I think it can be said that the very act 

of imagining the utopian future as a natural evolution of society’s moral sense (and, thus, the 

spatial forms it produces), in the Spencerian vein that Link identifies in The Vast and Terrible 

Drama, also causes the idea of the utopian, as such, to become the business of mere folklore. 

Of course, the recourse to the principles of evolution surely reinforces the novels critiques of 

capitalism on one hand, because it imbues this sort of historical progress with a sense of 

scientific rationality—but if the deeper cultural and ideological work of these novels is 

ultimately the assertion that the production of a utopian geography is the inevitable object of 

nature, these novels would seem to lull the reader into a false sense of security: the cultural 

and ideological work of these novels becomes, one might say, nothing but the production of 

apathy and, therefore, the reproduction of the present, because the absence of a 

representation of the actual processes of history creates a narrative that becomes, for Pfaelzer, 

“a potentially dangerous diversion from the difficult task of forging a new society” (4). One can, 

in this way, identify in Looking Backward and Herland a particular convergence between the 

idea of ‘utopia,’ in the sense of More’s original pun that utopia means ‘no place,’ and the more 

pejorative sense of the term, which is to say something unrealistic and unattainable. These 

novels abstract possibilities from the contradictions of capitalist society but also, in an odd way, 
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negate historical processes, making their cultural and ideological work a resistance to historical 

change and, in a sense, a drive toward the reproduction of the present.  

Afterimages: In the Wake of History’s End 

Through the mobilization of the utopian romance chronotope, Looking Backward and 

Herland render the depredations of capitalism visible for critique and construct an alternative 

which seems to be a natural solution—but their utopias also contain a number of irresolvable 

problems, which cause the image of a Hegelian end of history to dissolve into something more 

familiar, in many ways analogous to the reality it hopes to think beyond. But even after these 

dissolves, the idea of social change (even represented in a problematic form) still serves as an 

affirmative afterimage—because it reinforces (contrary to the more familiar naturalism of a 

Dreiser or Dos Passos) the idea that a given society can always identify its problems and work 

toward resolving them, whether out of a Spencerian moral evolution or out of necessity. 

Looking Backward and Herland are profoundly problematic in their respective constructions of 

a utopian end of history, and it would certainly seem tempting to dismiss them as having little 

to offer a modern reader politically or ideologically; however, it might be said that perhaps 

what these utopian romances really require is the reading of an equally ‘utopian’ reader. On 

one hand, this could simply mean a reader who already shares the particular utopian ‘vision’ of 

the text (or one who is susceptible to the text’s various levels of persuasion). We might think, 

here, about the contemporary readers of Looking Backward who took the text as a kind of 

gospel and actively worked to realize a real-world equivalent of Bellamy’s New Boston (readers 

such as Eugene Debs, for example). However, an ‘equally utopian’ reader might be conceived in 
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different terms, in the sense of a reader equally committed to the idea of utopia that he/she is 

able to transcend the limitations of any particular instance of utopia.  

In Archaeologies of the Future (2005), Fredric Jameson concludes that the best way to 

read utopian fiction is essentially to focus less on the particulars of the content and more on 

the form—which is to say, to focus less on how the narrative breaks with the culture from 

which it emerged and simply realize the significance of the fact that it opens up the possibility 

of a break with the status quo at all:  

it is the very principle of the radical break as such, its possibility, which is reinforced by 

the Utopian form, which insists that its radical difference is possible and that a break is 

necessary. The Utopian form itself is the answer to the universal ideological conviction 

that no alternative is possible, that there is no alternative to the system. But it asserts 

this by forcing us to think the break itself, and not by offering a more traditional picture 

of what things would be like after the break” (231-232).  

What is important is that the utopian romance historicizes capitalist culture and, thus, makes it 

possible to think about its transcendence (even if we do not necessarily know what that 

transcendence will look like). And, thinking in these terms, it becomes possible to see these 

texts in a more affirmative way: thinking of the utopian romance in terms of a break, rather 

than a prescription for a particular state, allows us to read the wills to power that would undo 

the cultural and ideological work of the utopian romance as equally hypothetical.  

The utopian romance gives rise to a kind of paradox, in the sense that, as soon as we 

start looking at utopia, it generally disappears. Particularly when one focuses on the content of 

the utopian ‘vision,’ the utopia transforms before our eyes into something more like what 
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Raymond Williams called the ‘putropia’—which is to say that the utopia becomes a corrupted 

version of itself. New Boston becomes a space-time of sexism that discourages the freedom and 

flourishing of women, and Herland becomes a space-time of often eugenic state control. 

However, despite this fact, the utopian romance also tells the ‘equally utopian’ reader that a 

break is possible, and this insistence on possibility is ultimately the cultural and ideological work 

of the utopian romance. And I would argue that the kind of reader the utopian romance 

demands knows that any particular instance of utopia is never ultimately a prescription for 

anything, except the insistence upon—and the demand for—possibility.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE REPRODUCTION OF CAPITALISM IN MARS 

Utopian Space 

In the previous chapter, I argued that in utopian romances Looking Backward and 

Herland, repressive wills to power become legible within their scenes of supposed freedom and 

human flourishing, causing its utopian representations of freedom and human flourishing to 

dissolve, transitioning finally into an image practically equivalent in its violent implications to 

the common sense “real” of American capitalism. As the narratives unfold, their claims to moral 

superiority become tenuous, and it becomes apparent that these utopian romances, in effect, 

contain their own sinister opposites and become simultaneously utopian and, as Raymond 

Williams might say, ‘putropian.’ But I also argue that an affirmative afterimage remains even 

after the utopias dissolve into secular hells, in the sense that the idea of historical change as an 

abstract possibility may still resonate, even if the representation of the change itself in the texts 

is highly flawed. 

In the present chapter, I trace the subsequent evolution of the utopian narrative in a 

more recent set of novels, Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy (Red Mars, 1993; Green Mars, 

1994; Blue Mars, 1996), which represents a kind of ‘evolution’ of the utopian narrative, which 

seems to resolve the problem of the utopian romance’s wills to power through a vision of the 

utopian end of history as something far less rigid. In Mars, the production of utopia seems not 

to be grounded in a particular moral vision imposed by a god-like author but, rather, in a more 

flexible and dynamic ideology of ‘human nature,’ which sees humanity as inherently polyvalent, 

with different needs and desires that necessarily change over time—meaning that, in order to 

fulfill the idea of freedom as the motive of history, the text imagines the utopian geography as 
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a dynamic heterotopia. Robinson has explicitly stated that a deep preoccupation with the dialectic of 

history underlies his approach to fiction. In the introduction to Future Primitive (1994), Robinson 

describes science fiction as "a collection of thought experiments that propose scenarios of the future.... 

They are historical simulations... images, endlessly reiterated, [that] have come to form in our 

imagination a kind of consensus vision of the future" (qtd in Markley 773).17 But this preoccupation with 

history is perhaps nowhere more apparent than in the Mars trilogy. At root a narrative about 

recognizing freedom’s absence under conditions of capitalism and attempts to productively react in a 

way that generates positive social change, Mars resonates with realist novels such as Howells’s Hazard 

or Himes’s Blind Man, but the hypothetical foundations of utopian fiction create a very different 

narrative, which tries to represent these reactions as actual solutions and to imagine what a geography 

could conceivably look like.  

 In broad terms, Mars is a series of science fiction novels about the production of a 

utopian world in outer space. The processes of capitalism have put immense pressure on 

Earth’s resources, and the world is headed toward an imminent crisis. A group of one hundred 

scientists (the First Hundred) are sent to colonize Mars in the hopes of creating a ‘spatial fix’ for 

capital. However, many of these scientists secretly resent the capitalist culture they are tasked 

with saving, and, en route to Mars, they decide to take this mission as an opportunity to create 

a world more in line with their hearts’ desires. There is considerable struggle, not only because 

the capitalist interests on Earth try to reclaim Mars from the scientists, but perhaps even more 

so because there is absolutely no consensus regarding what a utopian civilization should look 

like. However, over the course of the trilogy, the scientists and their descendants not only resist 

the incursion of capitalism but ultimately produce a utopia that accommodates the needs and 
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 Robinson’s preoccupation with historical processes is unsurprising, considering he earned a PhD under the 
supervision of Fredric Jameson. 
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desires of all: a heterotopia that makes room for potentially infinite ways of being, in 

accordance with the shifting subjectivities of the people who live there—even when that means 

transcending the human form itself and becoming something entirely new. In other words, the 

utopia fails to congeal into any one particular form, but that is the point: the production of the 

utopian space-time in Mars is the production of a very fragmented and dynamic heterotopia, 

because this is the form of space-time that best guarantees the reconciliation of the society and 

‘nature.’ 

Critics who approach the trilogy as a utopian narrative tend to focus explicitly on the 

spatial dimension, while those who think in more realist or science fiction terms tend to focus 

on the temporal. As an example of the former, Eric Otto argues that Mars assimilates Aldo 

Leopold’s “critically utopian vision of a land ethic.” For Otto, Mars invites readers to synthesize 

both the ecologically sound and unsound elements of the Martian landscape to “construct a 

viable model for ecological sustainability and an egalitarian relationship between all of nature’s 

components” (119). As for the latter, K. Daniel Cho sees Mars as a meditation on the nature of 

political revolution: “each recurrence of revolution can be seen as a kind of controlled test run 

that reveals design flaws that are then corrected in subsequent designs” (67). Kenneth 

Knoespel offers a similar view in “Reading and Revolution on the Horizon of Myth and History” 

(2012), seeing Mars as “an analysis of the political-economic clashes and failures that have 

shaped historical trajectories toward the twenty-first century” (110). William J. Burling suggests 

that the trilogy “visualizes in concrete fashion a political process that bears numerous affinities 

to the theoretical model of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe as outlined in Hegemony and 

Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics” (76).  
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Unique in the criticism is the synthesis achieved in  Fredric Jameson’s reading of Mars in 

Archaeologies of the Future (2005), which provides an avenue for a more fully chronotopic 

reading. The pertinent aspect of Mars for Jameson is the way “scientific facts and findings, 

presuppositions and activities are themselves staged: namely, as data and raw materials for the 

solving of problems, rather than as abstract and contemplative features of an epistemology or 

scientific world picture” (394). The scientific impulses of the various protagonists (collectively, 

the First Hundred) are largely mobilized by the text in explicitly sociopolitical terms, and the 

utopian thrust of the narrative emerges from the incessant deployment of the theme of 

problem solving.  

Building on Jameson’s insight, and turning it in more distinctly generic directions, I 

would suggest that what we seem to get through this narrative of sociopolitical problem solving 

is a chronotopic synthesis of realism and utopian romance that, at least tentatively, resolves the 

contradictions of both. In terms of the chronotope’s temporal dimension, realized as plot, the 

narrative is very similar to works of realism, in the sense that the characters are constantly 

reacting to the aspects of their society that represent a moral crisis (specifically, the limitations 

of their freedom by the forces of capitalism), but I argue that the plot of this novel fuses with 

the spatial emphasis of the utopian romance—because the characters’ reactions take a 

specifically and very explicitly geographical angle: the plot is, in a sense, largely about the 

production of utopian space (over the course of a history that is conspicuously absent in a novel 

like Looking Backward). And it seems to evade the ‘dissolve’ characteristic of the typical utopian 

romance, specifically because the novel accepts that there is really no one solution that is 

appropriate for all: the correct solution to capitalist society’s spatial violence is, in fact, a 
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multiplicity of solutions. The narrative’s espousal of a more polyvalent view of ‘human nature’ 

refuses the monologic solutions of the past.  

In other words, the cultural and ideological work of the trilogy is, I think, an impulse 

toward spatial justice specifically through the production of a distinctly heterotopic form of 

space—a space that is inherently fragmented, discontinuous, and marked by difference—

because this is the only conceivable way of actually creating the utopian ideal of ‘spatial 

nurturing’ for all human beings. All of this is constructed through an extradiegetic perspective 

(positioned somewhere outside the space-time of the narrative itself), which allows the 

narrator to have a certain sense of ‘omniscience,’ in the sense that they have knowledge about 

a multitude of characters over a very long stretch of time, but, more importantly, the narrator 

also has an unusually specialized knowledge of history that seems to speak from the end of 

history, realized in a state of freedom and the fulfillment of the human Spirit.18 

However, as in the other texts discussed throughout this dissertation, the Mars trilogy 

renders its own ideological position unstable, as even this more flexible view of the utopian 

world encounters seemingly irresolvable problems and is forced to ‘dissolve’ its image of 

freedom back into an image of the ‘real.’ That this occurs should come, by now, as no surprise. 

What interests me, though, is the nature of the failure, which is in some ways even more 

spectacular by virtue of its contrast with the trilogy’s spectacular successes. On one level, it 
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 I would note that another recent reading that seems to provide an avenue for reading in a way that synthesizes 
both a focus on space and time is Lindsay Thomas’s “Forms of Duration: Preparedness, the Mars Trilogy, and the 
Management of Climate Change” (2016). Thomas argues that the use of narrative time works toward an affective 
theory of climate change, inviting readers “to experience climate change not as a series of discrete disasters to 
which we must unthinkingly respond, but rather as the intersection of various scales and compositions of time, 
both human and nonhuman” (162). Thomas’s approach seems generally compatible the idea of capitalism’s spatial 
violence and its transcendence that I have been working through in this dissertation, but approaches the text from 
a more eco-critical perspective that the current project does not incorporate (and perhaps the worse for it). 
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might be argued that the problem with the trilogy’s critique is a matter of severity—simply that 

the trilogy could do more to articulate and engage with the specifically physical violence 

inherent in capitalist society’s production of space. However, a far more troubling contradiction 

emerges over the course of the narrative because the problem solving processes that comprise 

the narrative not only reproduce but truly obscure the logic of capitalism the trilogy aims at 

transcending. The reconciliation of the individual subject and their environment in the trilogy is 

ultimately reminiscent of the ‘freedom of choice’ provided by the market—and, moreover, the 

idea of producing this intergalactic utopian space is also problematic to the extent that it 

ultimately relies on the same logic of ‘spatial fixes’ that capitalism itself also requires in order to 

avoid collapsing in on itself. One might say that the deeper cultural and ideological work of the 

trilogy is perhaps less an impulse toward the transcendence of capitalist space-time but, rather, 

its reproduction in a new form—a new model for the public to buy and to consume. But, in 

spite of this, there nonetheless remains an affirmative afterimage, which sustains an optimistic 

view of the future even after Mars’s critique of capitalist culture seems to fold back into the 

“real” image of capitalism itself. Given Robinson’s careful negotiation of the pitfalls of realism, 

naturalism, and the utopian romance, this affirmative residue is perhaps even more 

ideologically potent, both for affecting real change and for conspiring with real complacency. As 

critical readers of Robinson’s perpetually deferred future, we must guard against becoming like 

Dreiser’s Carrie, rocking away in a reverie of unfulfilled (and unfulfillable?) utopian desires. 

The Spatial Dimension: New Worlds Waiting to be Born 

Despite the overwhelming popularity of the utopian romance genre in late nineteenth-

century America, the tumults of the twentieth century proved unkind to the concept of utopia. 
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As Fredric Jameson notes in the opening paragraphs of Archaeologies of the Future (2005), 

“During the Cold War […] Utopia had become a synonym for Stalinism and had come to 

designate a program which neglected human frailty and original sin, and betrayed a will to 

uniformity and the ideal purity of a perfect system that always had to be imposed by force on 

its imperfect and reluctant subjects” (xi). The not unwarranted fear of rising totalitarianism 

(often couched in utopian rhetoric) provided an unsettling lens for thinking about sweeping 

systemic change, and widespread suspicion toward the concept of utopia gave rise to its dark 

parody in the contrary image of ‘dystopia.’ Raymond Williams, of course, suggests in “Science 

Fiction” (1956), the stories of “secular paradises” in the late nineteenth-century utopian 

romances were “almost entirely converted into their opposites: the stories of a future secular 

hell” (15-16). Eleanor Courtemanche, similarly, notes that “The hopefulness of the utopian 

genre at the fin de siècle may have been the secret of its popularity at the time, but it probably 

also contributed to the lasting backlash against the genre’s perceived limitations and to its 

replacement in the twentieth-century canon by dystopian critiques” (226).  

But while fearful representations of America under totalitarian rule in novels such as 

Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962) replaced the optimistic visions of Bellamy and 

Gilman around the middle of the century, the late twentieth century critical utopia represents a 

kind of utopian synthesis. This genre expresses the epistemology of dialectical, mutually 

interdependent space-time in a way that is similar to the utopian romance, constructing an 

imagined utopian geography that indirectly critiques capitalist society’s production of space by 

rendering its transcendence legible as a means of greater freedom—but, as Tom Moylan points 

out, the utopian world is here also “shown with its faults, inconsistencies, problems, and even 
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denials of the utopian impulse in the form of the persistence of exploitation and domination in 

the better place” (44). In short, the critical utopia reimagines the utopian geography as a space 

that never completely ceases to produce dialogic tension between itself and the individual. This 

stems primarily from the fact that the critical utopia reimagines the protagonist in more 

complex terms than the late nineteenth-century utopian romance, as an individual with a more 

nuanced identity that is not as readily assimilated into any given cultural context. As Moylan 

suggests, “the more collective heroes of social transformation are presented off-center and 

usually as characters who are not dominant, white, heterosexual, chauvinist males” (45).  

But I think it is perhaps more accurate to say that, in general, what the critical utopia 

does is replace the flat construction of character (i.e., creating abstract characters designed to 

fit within the world) with a view of ‘human nature’ that is much more fragmented and flexible, 

such as David Harvey’s postmodern reconstitution of the human “species being” in Spaces of 

Hope (2000):  

We are, at root, curious and transformative beings endowed with vivid imaginations and 

a certain repertoire of possibilities that we have learned to put together in different 

ways at different places and times. We are political and semiotic animals with respect to 

each other, and politics is grounded in communicative abilities that are themselves 

evolving rapidly. Among our more endearing habits, furthermore, is the ability to be 

sophisticated rule makers and compulsive rule breakers” (208-9). 

The critical utopia emerges from and expresses a view of ‘human nature’ that is much more 

‘polyphonic,’ in the sense that it is seen as infinitely heterogeneous, diverse, and ever-mutable 

over time: it is a theory of nature that refuses reduction to a singular, monologic ideal, because 
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the true realization of nature is the realization of individual subjects as “sophisticated rule 

makers and compulsive rule breakers,” all with different, often conflicting hopes, aspirations, 

and desires.  

The increased sense of difference as an inherent quality of humanity makes the utopian 

space read very differently, as it provides many more avenues for dialogic tension between an 

individual and their cultural context, often of a kind that seems irresolvable. In critical utopias, 

such as Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) and Samuel Delany’s Trouble on Triton (1976), 

the imagined utopian geography often reveals contradictions that would be neutralized in the 

utopian romance. In The Dispossessed, the utopian settings of Annares do operate diegetically 

in positive ways, but the narrative also foregrounds ways in which the utopia produces its own 

forms of spatial violence, diegetically producing various kinds of repression and limitations to 

the ideals of freedom and human flourishing. The price of everyday life on Annares for the 

protagonist, Shevek, is the loss of intellectual freedom, the loss of freedom of expression, and 

even freedom of association. Moreover, the fact that jobs in this utopian space-time are 

assigned by a computer seems to suggest a kind of translation of the subject into an object—a 

determination of the terms of everyday life that, in a sense, robs the individual of social power 

and subjugates sociality to the market (i.e., translating the subject into an object), in much the 

same way that Karl Polanyi argues capitalism does (60).19 Similarly, in Triton, the protagonist, 

Bron, constantly struggles to find a place in the utopian space-time—ironically, because he is a 
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 In An American Utopia (2016), Fredric Jameson advocates this kind of computerized distribution of labor as a 
utopian ideal, on the grounds that, “in today’s generalized and structural employment crisis, we do not need to be 
told that [jobs and tasks, necessary or elective] are no longer matters of freedom” (45).  
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white, heterosexual, chauvinist male. Tom Moylan describes Bron as “a non-utopian misfit 

trying to live in utopia” (45).  

Because the spatial dimension of the critical utopia is inevitably a source of dialogic 

tension in this way, it may seem that it really does not do anything terribly dissimilar to that of 

the dystopian construction of space—which is to say that it encourages further skepticism 

toward the concept of utopia, as the emphasis on the failures of such worlds to become the 

Hegelian end of history that has always been the promise of the utopian narrative before seems 

to encourage a kind of anti-utopian (or perhaps, in Fredric Jameson’s parlance, an anti-anti-

utopian) stance; however, just the opposite is true.20 As Tom Moylan points out, the critical 

utopia does not just emphasize the “failure to achieve perfection” but also stresses that such a 

thing is ultimately “a false goal in the first place” (44). The critical utopia acknowledges that 

problems will always exist in any given space-time, but it also insists upon the permanent 

availability of solutions through individual and collective praxis—in particular, the production of 

geographical solutions via the ongoing production of space. In other words, the critical utopia is 

a narrative form that assimilates the concept of ‘dialectical utopia,’ proposed by theorists such 

as Jean Baudrillard and David Harvey. As Baudrillard writes, “The existing order is a topos. 

Criticism and analysis of this topos permits the elaboration of utopia” (31). However, 

Baudrillard continues, the utopian process is not completed with the production of the utopia: 

“The realized utopia is a new topos, which will provoke a new critique, then a new utopia” (32). 

In other words, even a utopian geography inevitably demands ongoing critique and revision and 
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 In the introduction to Archaeologies of the Future (2005), Fredric Jameson uses the idea of “anti-anti-
Utopianism” to denote a sense of both desire for and discomfort with the idea of utopia, “for those only too wary 
of the motives of its critics, yet no less conscious of Utopia’s structural ambiguities, those mindful of the very real 
political function of the idea and the program of Utopia in our time, the slogan of anti-anti-Utopianism might well 
offer the best working strategy” (xvi). 
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can never be completely realized; it is always necessarily in the process of being produced—

and, thus, always, in a sense, necessarily deferred. In Spaces of Hope (2000), Harvey writes that 

this is a kind of utopianism in which “The static and finally achieved spatial/institutional forms 

of classic utopias are jettisoned as either unachievable or, if achieved, unstable and still in 

transition to something yet to be defined” (189).  

What this means is essentially a revision of the Hegelian concept of the end of history, 

on the grounds that such a concept is flawed from the outset: any impulse toward stasis is 

bound to create friction because no monologic ideal (no singular plan) can possibly satisfy the 

polyvalent needs of all individuals. It fundamentally revises the concept of utopian space into 

something that is always at best provisional, limited in use perhaps only for a short while or to a 

specific subgroup of people, but in its limited aims for utopian space the genre seems to 

(perhaps ironically) restore the liberatory promise of utopia, because the new frailty of utopian 

space contains the promise that it can always be broken down and reconstructed in new forms, 

as needed—an inherent assertion that human beings can always produce the specific forms of 

space that they need to satisfy their own emergent needs and desires. As soon as a critique of 

the existing topos emerges, it can be torn down and reconstructed in different terms. 

Thus, the setting of Mars shares similarities to Bellamy’s New Boston or Gilman’s 

Herland, in that the Martian landscape functions as an imaginary geographical solution to the 

violent tendencies of the world constructed through the processes of American capitalism; 

however, it is fundamentally different, in the sense that the Martian setting is represented as 

something infinitely fragmented and dynamic, always fundamentally subject not to a particular 

plan imposed from above but, rather, in accordance with the needs of the people embedded 



196 
 

 

therein. Where older utopian narratives represent a fully isotopic utopian geography as an 

acceptable solution (because the goal is to nurture a ‘flattened’ version of humanity, with all its 

inherent differences planed away), the utopian geography of Mars is grounded in a more 

postmodern theory of ‘human nature,’ which is necessary because there is really no such thing 

as consensus among the First Hundred or anyone who follows them subsequently. As William 

Dynes writes of Mars, “Not only do characters explicitly disagree with one another over 

scientific and political principles, but they frequently find that even their so-called objective 

memories of particular events are at odds” (152). And, as Jameson notes in Archaeologies of 

the Future, “there is no lack, in the Mars trilogy, of socialist and cooperativist alternatives and 

ideologies, among which anarchism and Bogdanovism hold the pride of place, but also the 

Mondragon cooperatives in Spain” (414). And the question of what a body really needs to be 

free and flourish is, essentially, just one more thing that no one can possibly agree on. 

Therefore, the geographical solution is accordingly fragmented, marked by difference, and, 

inevitably, always subject to change when a particular geographical solution is no longer 

recognizable as such.  

The image of capitalism’s common sense “real” is displaced onto an Earth that is now 

governed by ‘metanational’ corporations, plagued by poverty and on the brink of 

environmental catastrophe as a result of centuries of capitalism’s ‘progress’—but it is also 

interestingly mobilized as an ideological ‘return of the repressed’ as the metanational 

corporations attempt to fold the Martian territory into the geographical narrative of capitalism 

as a spatial fix. Dispensing with descriptive pauses (arguably the main technique by which 

realism, naturalism and often even the utopian romance renders legible the violence inherent 
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in the spaces of American capitalism), Mars’s extradiegetic narrator instead deploys similes and 

metaphors to convey the violence inherent in the spaces of capitalism that the narrative seeks 

to transcend. In Red Mars, this technique renders capitalism’s geography visible as a 

mechanism of dehumanization, which translates the individual into an animal, ‘naturally’ lower 

in the divine order of being. Specifically, describing the ‘space elevator’ that connects Earth to 

Mars and makes the extraction of resources economically viable, the extradiegetic narrator 

reimagines through the character of Frank Chalmers this connective apparatus as a fishing line: 

“it descended ever more slowly, always there in their sky. A very odd sight indeed; it gave Frank 

a touch of vertigo, and every time he saw it the image of standing on the ocean floor returned 

to him. They were looking up at a fishing line, a black thread hanging down from the plum sea 

surface” (435-36). The metaphor casts the processes of capitalism in a distinctly critical light, in 

the sense that it evokes a displacement of humanity from the human family, and not only are 

actual humans relegated to a lower order of being, the reduction of status is further 

compounded through a relegation to a distinctly low status, within that subordinate category. 

Viewed through the lens of Abrahamic religion, one might say the people are not just 

transformed into animals but distinctly “unclean” animals, making the situation all the more 

humiliating. But, rippling outward from this, we might also discern an additional layer of 

critique emanating from this metaphorization of capitalism’s processes, in the sense that we 

must consider the crustaceans living on the ocean floor are part of a delicate biosphere that is 

fundamentally disrupted by processes of resource extraction, such as commercial fishing: it 

becomes a provocative metaphor for the violence of capitalism, in the sense that we can 

recognize the parallel between the extraction of Martian resources harms the life chances of 
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humans like Frank in the same way that commercial fishing (which generally proceeds by 

sweeping the ocean floor) does crustaceans.  

Frank offers a second figurative construction of capitalism’s processes later in Red Mars, 

which is perhaps more conventional and certainly reminiscent of the patterns of American 

naturalism—a simile pointing to the dehumanization of humans by turning individuals into little 

more than cogs in the machine. Grimly reflecting on the Martian struggle for liberation in Red 

Mars (1993), Frank notes, “Some people were used to being treated like ball bearings. A lot of 

people, in fact. But on Mars it was supposed to be different” (441). This simile compounds the 

pattern established by the earlier space elevator metaphors, in the sense that human beings’ 

potential—and, importantly, their freedom—is blunted because they are recast as mineral and 

made subject not to their own will but, rather, the will of the market. The people are made into 

matter that can only possibly lay idle unless compelled by something vibrant and vital, which 

can only mean the corporation. If humans have any potential at all, it is not their own; it is that 

of a dead object waiting to be manipulated—which is absolutely antithetical to the 

Enlightenment ideals of freedom and human flourishing, and specifically the Hegelian idea of 

reason as the realization of freedom (and the motive of history).  

But although the extradiegetic narrator sees capitalism in these terms through Frank, 

the narrator also expresses their own slightly different perspective on capitalism’s violence 

through a second metaphor in Green Mars. Apparently unsatisfied with Frank’s figurative 

imagination (perhaps a sign that there is no consensus anywhere in the narrative), the narrator 

states when the space elevator is connected for the second time in the trilogy, “It was as if an 

umbilical cord had been retied” (69). The direct implication here is that Earth is a mother to 
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Mars, and that idea can, of course, convey a range of positive ideas about nurturing, growth, 

and development that would all be nicely at home within capitalism’s own ‘utopian’ narrative; 

however, the idea of the umbilical cord is heavily ironized in this case: where an umbilical cord 

typically transports oxygen and nutrients that contribute to fetal development, the reverse is 

true here. We know that the implication of the connection is a form of parasitism, whereby 

resources are extracted from Mars to fuel the progression of Earth’s own capitalist narrative; 

therefore, the metaphor involves a kind of monstrous reversal in which the mother parasitically 

feeds from the child, impairing the child’s development for its own survival. Ironic inversions 

aside, however, the metaphor also casts capitalism on Earth in the role of the adult and the 

people on Mars in the role of subordinate children. The extension of capitalist isotopy into Mars 

strips the people there of their autonomy, their authority as human beings. They are 

diminished through the intrusion of capitalism, as they are infantilized and made subservient to 

a corporation masquerading as a human. While the purpose of parenting is ostensibly to raise 

children so that they can eventually enjoy autonomy, the space elevator concretizes this 

adult/child relationship, essentially freezing time, as though the capitalist space-time governed 

by bourgeois reason were not just proper but timeless. It is an umbilical cord that is never 

meant to be cut. Thus, like the previous metaphor, this one works to convey the sense that, 

given capitalist space-time, only the corporation can occupy the role of a fully-formed human 

being, while everyone else is effectively blunted. 

But while the processes of capitalism are imagined as a problematic system in slightly 

different ways, they are at least in agreement that it is problematic because it violently limits 

the individual’s freedom by making them subject to the market; what is much more polyvalent 
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in the narrative is the way solutions are constructed. There is a general consensus that the 

violent process of capitalist geography’s alienation is figured as a problem to be solved, but that 

necessary geographical solution imagined by Mars takes many forms simultaneously. The exact 

shape of the utopian geography is best expressed by the text’s own metaphor of the chimera: 

as John Boone ruminates in Red Mars (1993): 

[Mars] looked to John like a great orange cell, or embryo, or egg. Chromosomes 

whipping about under a mottled orange shell. A new creature waiting to be born, 

genetically engineered for sure and they were the engineers still working on what kind 

of creature it would be. They were all trying to clip the genes they wanted (their own) 

onto plasmids and insert them into the planet’s DNA spirals to get the expressions they 

wanted from the new chimerical beast. (345) 

The primary characteristic of the chimera is, of course, that it is comprised of fragments; it is a 

fantastic animal comprised of parts of many different ones. Given the narrative’s impulse to 

reconcile society with its particular vision of the ‘natural’ human, the only formulation of space 

that could possibly emerge from truly and authentically human labor is a chimera, and the only 

kind of space that could facilitate what is truly and authentically human is also necessarily 

chimerical. Thus, Mars concerns itself with imagining not just a world beyond capitalism but, 

ultimately, a geography that is subordinate to the polyvalent needs of the individuals inhabiting 

it, rather than one that forces people into a particular mold designed to support a particular 

system.  

The polyvalence of humanity is articulated in the text through the various interests and 

specific political inclinations of the various characters—but perhaps most strikingly through the 
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tendency of the characters to manipulate their own DNA and, in essence, produce themselves 

corporeally in accordance with their own desires. Amadeo D’Adamo argues that the production 

of the utopian space-time in Mars is significant, in the sense that it produces a new kind of 

social self: “Though utility remains important in their relationships, it is no longer the capitalist 

or Ilychian work-based utilities of self-advancement but the virtuous utilities of pursuing their 

mutual social-political commitment” (92). But the modification of the self does, I think 

represent a particularly distinct form of self-advancement in a different sense. The process of 

humans producing themselves brings the postmodern theory of the truly and naturally human 

to a paradoxically logical conclusion. In some cases, these changes are significant, yet more or 

less imperceptible, such as the introduction of crocodile genes into one’s DNA to increase one’s 

tolerance to CO2, enabling life in different altitudinal conditions and, thus, different ways of 

being in relation to both society and nature. Some changes are yet more profound. One of the 

main cultural groups that emerges late in the trilogy is “the ferals”—a group of nomadic 

Martian hunter-gatherers, who choose this mode of everyday life, in order to better 

approximate what they believe it naturally means to be human.  

These individuals are not so much primitive as they are ‘future-primitive,’ because, in 

addition to their desire to return to relative simplicity as hunter-gatherers, they actually use 

science to better realize their theory of “human nature” by becoming something that really 

looks less like a human and more like post-human, human-animal hybrid. The change starts 

with the development of biotic bird suits, which they use to fly and “really get the senses 

roaring”—i.e., to really experience the full spectrum of human feeling, which was previously 

blunted under capitalism; however, as savvy scientists, the use of prosthetics such as the bird 
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suits soon gives way to all different kinds of genetic manipulation, such as the alteration of their 

eyes for better sight in low light and even the introduction of fish DNA so they can grow gills 

and breathe underwater (529). As one character observes of these new feral post-humans, 

“They’re the next step in evolution” (529)—and perhaps this is, in a sense, true. Accepting the 

postmodern view of ‘nature’ that informs the critical utopia’s plot of production, the humanity 

of the ferals is undeniable. One might reasonably argue that, if anything, because they are 

willing to radically alter what a human being is, in accordance with their own desires, they 

ultimately represent the most authentic kind of human beings. 

Inasmuch as this kind of genetic engineering allows individuals to be more ‘human’ than 

humans in the text, it also paradoxically implies an end of humanity, as such, and the 

replacement of humanity with a creature that is, in fact, radically non-human—a new creature 

waiting to be born. And if the authentic human is something that, paradoxically, undermines 

itself this way in the process of its own realization, as Mars suggests, there seems to be 

something profoundly tragic about this kind of utopian space-time: it is ultimately where 

humanity effectively goes to die, and a human form we may have come to recognize as 

inherently sacred disappears forever. However, while the suggestion of human extinction, as 

such, might seem tragic, we must nonetheless acknowledge that, according to the logic of 

Mars, even if humanity were to destroy itself entirely in the process of its own realization, the 

loss should not be cause for mourning, as what new creatures might emerge in humanity’s 

wake would be the product of nothing but authentic human desires. And one might say that 

this kind of annihilation of the human is really what humans have always really wanted all 

along. 
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And, in producing different versions of themselves, the Martians, of course, need to 

produce an appropriate space that can, in effect, make themselves “real” as a society, instead 

of falling, as Lefebvre might say, to the level of abstraction and “folklore.” A number of places 

throughout Mars dispense with urbanism in favor of a more rural form of living (Blue 380-81), 

the ferals being an extreme example. But the implication is that there is far greater diversity of 

other settings left unseen, especially considering the “explosive diaspora” made possible by 

placing “Shareware” for starting settlements on asteroids, “expressing a growing sense of 

humanity’s power to create, its vitality and variety” (Blue 481) and the development in the final 

pages of the trilogy of floating cities—literally, town-ships (Blue 725). Taken as a whole, Mars’s 

utopian geography is represented as infinitely flexible—meaning that when space becomes 

recognizable as an impediment to an individual’s pursuit of freedom, there is always a way out 

available through the production of space. The narrative seems in this way to insist upon a 

sense of historical optimism that has been in crisis at least since the late nineteenth-century. 

But I think the most interesting of the narrative’s geographical solutions are, in fact, the 

ones that refuse to be explained: the narrative, quite paradoxically, renders the utopian 

geography partially invisible, because, in order to create a utopian space-time that is potentially 

for everyone, the narrative must make a room for everything—including the unimaginable (a 

very utopian idea). This means not just implying that all things are plastic and malleable, prone 

to being broken down and rebuilt in some new way but, also, solidifying the ‘vision’ of a 

particular kind of utopian space-time by allowing certain parts of it to remain obscure and 

illegible. There is always a shadowy part of Mars, in which utopian space-time becomes a kind 

of empty signifier that can be filled by anything, at any time, by anyone, thereby ensuring 
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narratively that there is always a space in the utopian world that the reader can cognitively fill 

in and cognitively occupy, even if they cannot themselves assimilate into any other part. 

Perhaps the most significant example of utopian space-time as pure signifier emerges through 

Hiroko, one of the First Hundred. In the first half of Red Mars, not much is known about Hiroko, 

except that she is the subject of various rumors, and that she seems to have a ‘secret agenda’—

arguably, both statements that could apply to just about anyone in the trilogy; however, she 

becomes a major figure in the trilogy when it is revealed that, in the background, she and her 

followers have been secretly building a new settlement apart from the main colony—“a place 

that is beautiful in a new Martian way, a way never seen on Earth” (Red 230). Other than the 

implication that life in this new part of the world will involve a lot of ritual dirt-eating, chanting, 

and free love, though, readers are not really shown how exactly this new setting will differ from 

anything that has ever existed on Earth, or even the main colony from which Hiroko and her 

followers defect in Red Mars.  

The sense of obscurity surrounding Hiroko’s production of space-time is, of course, 

largely established by the fact that it is generally a secret production executed outside the 

reader’s view, but, even when conflict with the forces of transnational capitalism forces 

movement directly into this setting, I would argue that the descriptions thereof remain largely 

obscure, in the sense that they seem to favor the aesthetic and symbolic over the more 

conventional modes of description that, in Rosa Mucignat’s terms, a nineteenth-century 

narrative chronotope renders space visible: 

Under the dome it was always cold, but the light was perpetually changing. In summer 

the dome glowed bluish white all the time and pencils of lit air stood under the skylight 
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shafts. In winter it was dark, and the dome flared with reflected lamplight, like the 

inside of a mussel shell. In spring and fall the light would dim in the afternoon to a gray 

and ghostly dark, the colors only suggested by the many shades of gray the bamboo 

leaves and pine needles all ink strokes against the faint white light of the dome. In those 

hours the greenhouses were like big fairy lamps on the hills, and the kids would wander 

home crisscrossing like gulls, and head for the bathhouse. There in the long building 

behind the kitchen they would pull off their clothes and run into the steamy clangor of 

the big main bath, sliding around on the bottom tiles feeling heat buss back into their 

hands and feet and faces, as they splashed friskily around the soaking ancients with 

their turtle faces and their wrinkled hairy bodies. (Green 16) 

More than anything else, the paragraph emphasizes the colors green and white, through the 

light that shines through the ice onto bamboo shoots, rolling hills, greenhouses, and even the 

turtle-faced elderly. The description relies on aesthetics to conjure a sense of beauty that can 

perhaps be parlayed into a kind of abstract utopian feeling rather than outlining in detail how it 

all works as a machine built to facilitate a particular form of everyday life. The green and white 

also serve as symbolic of the spiritual and the scientific in the context of Mars, and the blending 

of these two into the figure of the Alchemist represents one way of conceptualizing what 

utopia might mean, but what that really amounts to is wide open to interpretation, because it 

ultimately describes nothing at all. In Looking Backward, one might say that the blending of 

spirituality and science is something clearly defined: it means creating a communications 

network that carries sermons into people’s homes by phone. In Mars, blending spirituality and 

science could mean just about anything: it remains to the reader to decide what this utopian 
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ideal actually means, which means that utopia remains a site of practically unlimited 

possibilities. 

But as the emphasis on symbol over specifics renders this part of the chimera ill-defined, 

the narrative also compounds this blurred vision of utopian space by literally pushing it out of 

view. This is partially a function of where the town actually is: when the ice dome covering the 

village begins to crack, Hiroko and her followers move deeper still into the polar ice (Green 58). 

This relocation seems to represent a progressive obscuring of space-time—burying it ever 

deeper in the ice and concealing it from outsiders. But as this happens, the narrative also 

conspires to conceal more and more details about the space from the reader, as well. The 

details about the first village were sparse and often symbolic, but the narrative also subtly 

withholds even this level of detail from the reader, refusing to make it visible, even in the 

abstract. The only sense in which the space becomes visible is through Nirgal’s negative 

reaction to it: “it never seemed right to Nirgal, no matter how much he tried to focus on the 

making of it. It wasn’t his place” (Green 62). And then, when Nirgal eventually leaves (in pursuit 

of a geographical solution that suits him better) this removes all possibility of getting a better 

explanation—because the narrative leaves the space along with him, never to return. It is 

perhaps important, in this way, that the village is encased in ice, because the ice not only 

creates a cover but also, perhaps symbolically again, seems to preserve the mystery of this 

particular manifestation of utopian space.  

Other utopian spaces throughout the narrative are equally ill-defined, in the dual sense 

of not only being characterized by a lack of description but also a fundamental lack of clarity 

regarding who exactly produced it in the first place. It is unclear, in the trilogy’s final novel, 
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whether or not Hiroko is still alive, but there are unconfirmed (and, ultimately, unconfirmable) 

rumors that she is traveling around (both on Mars and on Earth) producing new forms of space, 

in accordance with her own desires. She becomes, in a sense, a kind of mythical recapitulation 

of a Johnny Appleseed, producing utopian spaces on an interplanetary scale: Nirgal is told that 

she has been working in England after the floods on Earth: “Just moving around the coasts, 

building stuff out of the wreckage for the fun of it, what it looked like. Intertidal civilization, 

they called it” (Blue 205). Nirgal also suspects she might be involved in the production of space 

in rural areas on Mars, but there is no way to confirm these suspicions because Hiroko only 

seems to exist as myth: “a fair number of issei lived in the region, but every one of them denied 

ever having met Hiroko or any of her group. Yet all of them were farming with great success, in 

rocky wilderness that did not look easy to farm—cultivating exquisite little oases of agricultural 

productivity – living the lives of believers in viriditas—but no, never met her” (Blue 381). This is 

important because space reflects its producers—but now, not only do we not see it directly; we 

can no longer imagine what it might look like through characters X or Y, and so the various 

utopian fragments, we start to see, could be potentially anything, through the progressive 

obscuring of space, even to the point where the producers are ultimately unknowable. 

I argue that this lack of visibility is really a part of the narrative’s utopian thrust, 

precisely because the absence of definition actually allows it to be legible as anything a reader 

may want to see in it. In Spaces of Hope (2000), David Harvey sees ambiguous representations 

of utopia as problematic. For Harvey, utopianism that refuses to articulate anything specific for 

fear that it will be repressive ultimately undoes itself by paralyzing the prospective architects of 

a utopian space-time. Commenting on Henri Lefebvre’s notion that utopia is something that 
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necessarily refuses all attempts at definition or closure (in order to preserve the ideals of 

freedom and human flourishing), Harvey writes, “He refuses to confront the underlying 

problem: that to materialize a space is to engage with closure, however temporary” (182-83). 

But Mars manages to have it both ways: in its representation of a heterotopic utopia, it 

sometimes shows and tells and other times withhold all information, refusing to ascribe a 

definition to the utopian condition. It, thus, seems to satisfy both Harvey’s desire for a definite 

“port to which we might want to sail” (Hope 189), as well as Lefebvre’s insistence upon 

“nothing that even remotely resembles a system” (Production 423).  

But, in another way it may ultimately satisfy neither the Lefebvre’s or Harvey’s 

positions, because the narrative’s construction of utopian geography does inevitably cease 

producing solutions and starts encountering its own set of seemingly irresolvable problems, 

which forces the image of absolute freedom to dissolve into something more aligned with the 

real spaces of American capitalism. For one thing, the simultaneous visibility and invisibility of 

space-time in Mars is something that cuts both ways: while one might argue that the 

simultaneous visibility and invisibility of the utopian space-time seems to strengthen the 

narrative’s critique of capitalist culture, there is problematic parallel to this narrative strategy, 

in the sense that Mars also renders capitalist space-time somewhat indistinct by forcing it 

largely into the narrative background. Indeed, its persistent concerns with space 

notwithstanding, the trilogy does not actually address what is, for many, the central problem of 

capitalist society’s production of space—which is the fact that its unevenly developed 

geography is fundamentally violent and ultimately renders the terrible force of history legible 

on the bodies of the poor. In Archaeologies of the Future (2005), Fredric Jameson briefly notes 
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that “the liberal corporatist ideology of the Praxis metanational is given a more sympathetic 

hearing than it may deserve” (415). And, indeed, it is very confusing how this corporation—

which initially planned to consume the utopian space-time and reassimilate it back into the 

capitalist space-time—seems to assimilate into the utopia itself; however, in a larger sense, it is 

not just Praxis that gets a too sympathetic hearing but, essentially, all of capitalism, as a 

historical producer of space.  

This indistinctness of capitalist space-time and the violence it inflicts upon the bodies of 

the poor in particular, I think, stems largely from Robinson’s construction of his protagonists—

i.e., the fact that the focus of the trilogy is always on the First Hundred and their descendants, 

an incredibly privileged group that seems to push the poor so far into the background that they 

are practically invisible (indeed, mostly only legible as a threat to the delicate utopia they are 

trying to produce). The First Hundred are highly accomplished scientists, and the initial voyage 

to Mars is obviously fueled by amounts of money so enormous that most people cannot even 

truly conceive of it. No one among them ever goes hungry. No one ever experiences the bodily 

discomfort of underdeveloped spaces in their experience of everyday life. As Amedeo D’Adamo 

puts it, “Mars is a privileged white world; it feels at times as if a top North American research 

university was given a very large land grant to indulge its youthful ideals of intentional 

communities” (83). Their only real problem with capitalism is that it does not allow them to 

express their human desires; not having their animal needs met is simply not a part of their 

experience of everyday life, because money and resources are seemingly always just there for 

them in abundance. Then, as for their descendants, it seems that by the time they come of age, 

the post-capitalist economy is stable enough that they would never know poverty either. Thus, 
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these characters are never really in any position to articulate (much less engage with) capitalist 

society’s most visceral forms of spatial violence, either. Where there is any semblance of 

deprivation on Mars, one would be hard pressed to connect it to the concept of poverty, as 

such: it is always aligned with something more like hermitage, as in the case of a Harry 

Whitebook living in a trailer in the outback genetically engineering animals, or a kind of 

monastic asceticism, as in the case of Ann living in the mountains to experience a more ‘pure’ 

mineral Mars. For all intents and purposes, the poverty and spatial violence attendant to 

capitalist space-time simply do not exist in Robinson’s Mars. In many ways, it is precisely these 

things that become unimaginable in Robinson’s text because they are pushed forever into the 

background, and the poor themselves, along with their physical realities, become little more 

than abstractions, perhaps to the point where they never truly seem real at all. 

 But, perhaps most importantly, the representation of utopian space in Mars produces 

irresolvable problems, in the sense that its promise of democratized spatial production—i.e., 

the idea that there can be spaces produced to satisfy any given need or desire—quickly finds 

itself confronted with the problem of not just incompatible but ultimately irreconcilable 

interests in Sax and Ann. Throughout the trilogy, these two characters advocate for the 

opposing ideals of complete terraforming and the total preservation of a mineral Martian 

landscape. The narrative seems to resolve this conflict with Ann producing a small town, which 

remains untouched by the terraforming process and allows her to fulfill her desire to become a 

part of “the chasmoendolithic life” of Mars (Blue 280). But what seems like a reasonable 

compromise is actually Sax’s interests taking priority over Ann’s, because terraforming the vast 

majority of Mars is inevitably the destruction of the mineral landscape that Ann values—and 
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the limited space Ann is allowed is hardly enough to make up for what is lost. There is a sense in 

which the loss of Mars’s purely mineral landscape is necessary, in that it articulates the idea 

that one person can never have the authority to dictate what the production of space should 

mean for everyone else—such a thing would represent a limit on everyone else’s right to the 

production of space. But the tension between the opposing ideals is clearly a problem that 

proves irresolvable in the text—and, accordingly, the absence of a solution forces a peculiar 

scenic dissolve, which turns the ideological conflict into a latent love story between the two 

characters, which itself seems to dissolve politics in the treacle of romance. And while this 

move allows the narrative closure necessary for a utopian narrative, it also seems to confirm 

the artificiality of that closure and leaves a lingering sense that even a dramatically heterotopic 

spatial form as Robinson’s Mars is not quite enough to provide the experience of everyday life 

defined by freedom that the narrative promises. 

The Temporal Dimension: Utopia Deferred 

In terms of the temporal dimension, the critical utopia effectively inverts the utopian 

romance’s plot of assimilation, constructing one that proceeds on the basis of identifying 

sociospatial contradictions and the production of geographical solutions. The setting produces 

dialogic tension between the protagonist and the utopian world and, whereas the utopian 

romance imaginatively resolves this sort of tension through a change in the protagonist’s 

perception, the critical utopia does so through the modification of the utopian world itself—

which is to say, through the historical production of a new geography that operates more in 

accordance with the needs and desires of the individual. The tension is, thus, resolved, not 

because the cultural context becomes more legible as a site of freedom and human flourishing 
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but, rather, because it is transcended historically and transformed into something that better 

meets these ideals. This plot of production is especially interesting, in the sense that it 

assimilates the idea of dialectical, mutually interdependent space-time (in that it 

unconditionally assimilates the idea of the historical dialectic), but also because it reconstitutes 

the optimism that has been in a state of profound crisis, at least since the late nineteenth-

century, insisting that the production of space is still something that can, now and always, be 

wielded in a progressive way, to resolve the crises of everyday life, moving always in the 

direction of the Enlightenment ideals of freedom and human flourishing. 

But although the plot of production operates inversely to the late nineteenth-century 

utopian romance’s plot of assimilation, both are equally grounded in the romantic ideal—which 

is to say that its deeper ideological impulse remains the reconciliation of society and nature. I 

would argue that, in this way, the critical utopia’s plot is capable of producing a critique of 

capitalist society’s production of space in much the same way that the utopian romance’s plot 

does—which is to say that it critiques capitalist culture by framing its transcendence as a means 

of achieving that freedom and human flourishing capitalism promised but, ultimately, never 

delivered; however, this critique manifests itself in a slightly different way in the critical utopia, 

as this genre emphasizes the perpetual importance of what David Harvey refers to in Spaces of 

Hope (2000) as the individual’s “right to the production of space,” which is to say “the right to 

reconstruct spatial relations (territorial forms, communicative capacities, and rules) in ways 

that turn space from an absolute framework of action into a more malleable relative and 

relational aspect of social life” (251). This, necessarily, means an alignment of reason with the 

kind of heterotopic space-time Henri Lefebvre theorized in The Production of Space (1974). For 
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Lefebvre, a heterotopia is a ‘differential space,’ one whose production is premised upon an 

entirely different schema than those that make up the dominant spatial form of society and 

thus facilitates a radically different set of social relationships and experiences. In this sense, 

Lefebvre’s concept of heterotopia is not necessarily substantively different from Foucault’s; 

however, for Lefebvre, the point of heterotopia is not to exist as a mere exception within the 

dominant sociospatial reality but, rather, to actively repel that dominant sociospatial reality—

and, indeed, the idea of dominance.21 The ideal, for Lefebvre, is a geography in which there is 

no dominant sociospatial order per se but, rather, a mosaic of radically different spaces co-

existing, expressing and facilitating radical difference as a fundamental tenet of everyday life 

(and, thus, producing a fragmented geography beyond capitalism that not only nurture the 

body but also reconcile the experience of everyday life with an individual subject’s expression 

of his or her ‘nature,’ whatever that may happen to mean in any given instance).  

The Mars trilogy, accordingly, dispenses the tropes of assimilation that define utopian 

forerunners, such as Looking Backward and Herland: absent are the guided tours, the 

nightmarish returns to the “real,” and the marriages into the utopian world, and the aim of the 

plot is no longer to bridge the gap between a particular historical moment and a morally 

‘evolved’ utopian future;  instead, the plot aims to produce a discourse of real historical time, as 

                                                           
21

 Foucault defines a heterotopia as “a sort of simultaneously mythic and real contestation of the space in which 
we live” (24).  Essentially, the heterotopia is a space that exists within a broader sociospatial reality and which 
operates according to its own rules, therefore allowing users to transcend the repressive or otherwise detrimental 
aspects of everyday life. However, Foucault’s assertion that his heterotopia is a fundamentally utopian construct is 
questionable. As David Harvey writes in Spaces of Hope, Foucault’s theory works under the assumption “that 
power/knowledge is or can be dispersed and fragmented into spaces of difference,” but it is not clear to what 
extent, if at all, “connections to the dominant social order are or can be severed, attenuated or, as in the prison, 
totally inverted” (184-85). This concept of “heterotopia” involves a kind of acceptance of the idea of a dominant 
culture, while Lefebvre’s is absolutely antithetical to the idea of a dominant culture. As Lefebvre writes toward the 
end of The Production of Space (1974), “we are looking for nothing that resembles a system” (411).   
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it proceeds from an age of late capitalism to an end of history, defined by freedom. The plot, as 

Fredric Jameson suggests, essentially narrativizes the process of figuring out what form late 

capitalism’s violent repression of freedom takes and producing a space that represents a 

solution. But it avoids dissolving its scenes of such freedom, as Looking Backward and Herland 

do, because it acknowledges that its solutions are inevitably tentative and always subject to 

revision—that utopia, as Baudrillard would say, is always necessarily deferred in time. It 

proceeds based upon the understanding that human nature is not only polyvalent but also 

flexible and dynamic, always itself changing from one moment to the next through the 

emergence of new interests and desires. The plot, thus, is a meditation on the idea that a 

properly functioning utopia must be an ongoing historical project, and it emphasizes the idea 

(like realism) that history is always at our individual and collective disposal as a means of 

creating something new when the existing topos ceases to be recognizable as conducive to 

authentic freedom and human flourishing (whether we live in Adam Smith’s capitalist utopia or 

some future situation of our own making). 

Thus, the plot of Mars is initially distinct from that of Looking Backward or Herland, in 

the sense that while these earlier texts are mobilized by a certain amount of discontinuity 

between the protagonist and the cultural context in which they suddenly find themselves, Mars 

proceeds from a sense of discontinuity or tension between the protagonists the cultural context 

from which they emerge in the first place: what makes the plot possible is an already-existing 

recognition of capitalist space-time as a site of violence, figured particularly as the production 

of individual alienation and malaise. The vast majority of the scientists sent to Mars to produce 

the spatial fix required for capitalism’s reproduction are constructed with a nagging sense of 
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not being (perhaps never having been) truly assimilated into the world of late capitalism. In 

fact, it is only because they (‘naturally’) feel alienated by capitalist culture that they are willing 

to participate in this mission at all: 

they were crazy enough to want to leave Earth forever, but sane enough to disguise this 

fundamental madness, in fact defend it as pure rationality, scientific curiosity or 

something of the sort—which seemed to be the only acceptable reason for wanting to 

go, and so naturally they claimed to be the most scientifically curious people in history! 

But of course there had to be more to it than that. They had to be alienated somehow, 

alienated and solitary enough not to care about leaving everyone they had known 

behind forever. (Red 27-28) 

Collectively, the First Hundred represent the bourgeoisie’s disillusionment with its own 

historical project, unfulfilled by the utopian promises of capitalism and existing in constant 

tension with their culture, which fails to satisfy their needs and desires. However, the 

realization of the discontinuity between these characters, as individual subjects, and their 

cultural context also depends on the resolution of a deeper kind of tension within themselves 

(i.e., a tension between their ‘natural’ status as subjects and their ‘determined’ status as 

objects, assigned to them by capital). Their alienation seems to coexist in a delicate balance 

with the supposedly ‘rational’ bourgeois reason that has been repeated (and, thus, concretized 

as the norm) throughout capitalist space-time. The First Hundred perceive their discontent as 

evidence of personal defectiveness: they are simultaneously “crazy” and “sane,” as the passage 

above states, and this is a distinct ideological confusion that the narrative needs to resolve 

before it can proceed in any meaningful direction at all. This contradiction, I think, makes sense 
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in light of information theory, which dictates that, if redundancy of one particular message 

helps ensure that it actually gets received, it also helps to drown out others, making alternative 

messages not information but unintelligible noise. As Henri Lefebvre suggests in The Critique of 

Everyday Life, Vol. 3 (1981), the intelligibility of discourse is based primarily on redundancy: “it 

is the mundanity of everyday discourse that makes for its intelligibility. It is maintained by 

redundancy: banalities and commonplaces” (70). 

But these characters are also deployed, in Harvey’s terms, as “sophisticated rule makers 

and compulsive rule breakers,” and the way they react to their alienating cultural context is to 

change it: they essentially hijack their own mission, refusing to expand capitalist space-time 

into Martian territory and choosing, instead, to produce a new space-time more in accordance 

with their own desires. This opening plot point echoes other utopian narratives, such as Looking 

Backward, in the sense that it is a narrativization of the idea—as part of the narrative’s 

hypothetical history—that capitalism contains the seeds of its own destruction, alienation being 

both the thing upon which the survival of capitalism here depends and the thing that dooms it 

to failure. Mars works through the problem of rationality by drawing on the Marxist idea that 

the condensation of labor in urban space inevitably gives way to a greater class politics. On the 

way to Mars, a solar flare drives everyone into the ship’s storm shelter. This gathering of the 

alienated subjects in a tight setting enables conversation among them, and this gives way to a 

kind of mass confessional with practically everyone in the room revealing their feelings of 

alienation (i.e., their authentic, subjective selves). There is a certain amount of irony pervading 

the scene, through the fact that it is scored with Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony. When the 

solar flare strikes, the speakers play “the third movement when the village dance is disrupted 
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by storm” (58); however, where the storm represents danger to the villagers in Beethoven, the 

storm in Mars ultimately becomes an opportunity.  

This ironic intertextuality also closes out the scene, as the resolution to produce a new 

kind of space-time on Mars is scored with Pastoral Symphony’s final movement, “Glad and 

Grateful Feelings After the Storm” (64): in Beethoven, the “glad and grateful feelings” come 

with a return to normalcy, but, in Mars, the happiness is the represents the break from it, with 

the First Hundred claiming the right to their own subjectivity and, as an extension of the natural 

rights of the subject, the right to the production of space, in order to translate themselves back 

from objects to subjects. In other words, the text here plays with two different senses of time 

here, with the more romantic, pre-Enlightenment sense of circular time in the symphony 

displaced by a more progressive one: instead of the reestablishment of a more or less static 

pastoral existence, we get a historical break, as capitalism’s closure as a fait accomplit gives 

way to renewed potentiality. The sense of alienation that was previously registered by 

individual subjects as unintelligible noise achieves the status of intelligible information, and, 

consequently, it becomes not only possible but sensible to abandon their given mission and, 

instead, create an entirely new kind of space-time on Mars, in accordance with their own 

desires. The gathering of the alienated subjects not only makes them realize not just their 

‘nature’ but, moreover, the idea that to act upon this ‘nature’ in the historical production of 

space-time is the way to solve the problem of reconciling that nature with society (and achieve 

true freedom and human flourishing). 

Thus, I think the plot of Mars is motivated by the idea of utopia deferred—in the sense 

that the capitalist utopia envisioned by Adam Smith has failed to realize itself as such; however, 
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it can be said that the entire narrative is a deferral of the utopian geographical solution that 

exists almost immediately in narratives such as Looking Backward or Herland, first because the 

narrative is essentially about the creation of that solution. One way of understanding the plot 

of the trilogy overall is offered by K. Daniel Cho, who argues that the progression of the trilogy 

is a series of revolutions (each conceived differently), all aimed at the production of this utopian 

solution: 

In Red Mars, revolution appears in its most recognizable form as a violent revolt led by 

the vanguard, Arkady Bogdanov and his faction, which has the opposite effect of 

increasing and intensifying the intransigent Terran presence. In Green Mars, revolution 

is reconceptualized with a constellation of metaphors borrowed from physical science, 

agriculture, and economics: "Phase change, integrated pest management, selective 

disemployment." Finally, in Blue Mars, revolution takes on a totally unfamiliar form as it 

is likened to "a choir in counterpoint, singing a great fugue." (66) 

In other words, the plot is comprised of a series of not exactly failed but also not exactly 

successful attempts to produce the utopian geographical solution the First Hundred desire: 

“each recurrence of revolution can be seen as a kind of controlled test run that reveals design 

flaws that are then corrected in subsequent designs” (67).  

 Cho interprets this pattern through the philosophical lens of Slavoj Zizek and Ernst 

Bloch: the recurrence of revolution in Mars is a recapitulation of Zizek and Bloch’s sense that 

failed revolutions are not and end but, in fact, an integral part of the process of historical 

change: it articulates the idea that “one should never wait until the moment when all the 

theoretical conditions of possibility are met before taking a certain action because those 
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conditions are opened up, are created, by what is left unfulfilled in the action itself. An action's 

failure creates the conditions of possibility for its success thus enabling, even begging, its 

repetition” (71). I do think this interpretation is apt, and there can be little question that 

Robinson is both familiar with Zizek and Bloch and would likely integrate their ideas into his 

fiction (along with those of other theorists). But the largely unanswered question in Cho’s 

analysis is why Robinson uses this specific sequence of revolutions. Why does the final 

revolution in Blue Mars seem to represent a utopian solution when those of Red Mars and 

Green Mars do not? According to Cho, the difference is that the first two revolutions are 

inherently violent and, thus, cannot possibly give way to the kind of peaceful existence the 

concept of utopia demands—but the third revolution successfully produces a utopian society 

because it is not an exercise in antagonism: it is an entirely peaceful process and, according to 

Cho, this is why it stands at the end of the trilogy as not just another revision of the 

revolutionary method but, in fact, a viable means of bringing on the long-awaited production of 

utopia. 

However, I think this interpretation seems to oversimplify the work of the narrative, in 

the sense that the deeper ideological content of Mars’s plot seems reducible to the platitude 

that peace cannot be achieved through violence. Instead, I think the difference inherent in the 

final revolution is not exactly that it is non-violent but, rather, that it is not aimed at any kind of 

consensus. The revolutions in Red Mars and Green Mars are, in a distinct way, impositions of a 

specific will: as Cho notes, the revolution in Red Mars aims at imposing the will of a particular 

character, Arkady Bogdanov, as the ideological underpinnings of Mars; the revolution in Green 

Mars, is similarly an imposition of a particular will—albeit one conceived collectively through 
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the Dorsa Brevia congress. As such, they seem to presume that utopia can be achieved through 

a kind of one-size-fits-all solution—meaning that they seem to exercise the same problematic 

logic of utopian romances such as Looking Backward and Herland, which is to say the idea that 

one can “flatten out” humanity, plane away its differences to find a specific ‘human nature,’ 

and work from there. But Mars uses a theory of nature that is actually based on those 

differences that would be planed away in the first and second revolutions. Differences are 

inherent in practically every interaction we see between characters: thus, the revolution that 

gives way to utopia (i.e., the geographical solution that reconciles the individual and their 

environment) can only be one that embraces this fundamental difference in each individual.  

In other words, the age of utopia can only be realized in the narrative through the 

codification of the idea, to quote David Harvey once more, that “[w]e are, at root, curious and 

transformative beings endowed with vivid imaginations and a certain repertoire of possibilities 

that we have learned to put together in different ways at different places and times” (208). And 

that is the essence of the third revolution: it is not the imposition of will but, rather, the 

incessant proliferation of wills that exist alongside one another but no longer in tension with 

one another. This is rendered legible stylistically in the dizzying chapter near the end of Blue 

Mars, which has the character Coyote essentially summarizing the history of Mars, but with 

other voices interrupting and, in a word, signing counterpoint to the narrative: “Essentially that 

cable was going to come back to haunt us, that’s what I said all along. You did not, you loved 

the cable. The only complaint you had was that it was too slow. You can get to Earth faster than 

you can get to Clarke, you said. That’s true, you can, its ridiculous. But not the same as saying 

the cable was going to come back and haunt us, you have to admit” (746). This section of the 
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narrative, I think, expresses the essence of the revolution in both its form and its content. In 

addition to the fact that it formally registers the idea of a peaceful coexistence of multiple 

perspectives through the fact that no one perspective is necessarily privileged above any 

other—it is notable that there are disagreements among perspectives and, yet, there is no real 

sense of antagonism. And, despite the evidence of different perspectives and, indeed, different 

wills, the entire sequence ends not in a desire to consume any particular will through any other 

but, rather, a celebration, a toast: “Cheers. Here’s to Mars” (751). The final note of the 

sequence signals that this revolution is inherently different from those that precede it because 

it is an acceptance of difference and, I think, the codification of difference—and, indeed, the 

right to difference—as a basis for the production of space and, thus, the basis of the practice of 

everyday life. 

But perhaps this final revolution is not so much a revision of the methodology of 

revolution, as Cho suggests, but rather a codification of what various characters are already 

doing throughout the trilogy. In Red Mars, Arkady and his followers produce their own space on 

a satellite orbiting Mars, using ‘Bogdanovist’ architectural principles: Arkady says, “This 

arrangement resembles the prehistoric way to live, and it therefore feels right to us, because 

our brains recognize it from three millions of years practicing it” (Red 342). For Arkady, ‘human 

nature’ is tied to a form of living from a bygone pre-capitalist era, which he feels he successfully 

restores through the production of space. The group referred to as ‘the ferals’ do something 

similar later in the trilogy, producing a more ‘natural’ space for themselves as a means of 

satisfying their ‘nature.’ Hiroko and her followers produce another space. Likewise, Ann and Sax 

work to produce their own spaces on Mars, respectively, through the processes of terraforming 
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and the resistance to terraforming. Thus, this third revolution is, I think, always in progress—

not just in Blue Mars but, in fact, throughout the entire trilogy, in the sense that all of these 

different characters are always trying, as John Boone notes, “to clip the genes they wanted 

(their own) onto plasmids and insert them into the planet’s DNA spirals to get the expressions 

they wanted from the new chimerical beast” (345). The only thing that appears different at the 

end of the trilogy is that everyone finally accepts what is happening all along: they stop trying 

to make Mars a singular geographical solution and, instead, allow it to be the heterotopic 

utopia that everyone has always already been building, allowing these differences to coexist so 

that everyone can have a place that nurtures their own particular version of ‘human nature.’ 

And I think it is important to note that, even at this point in the narrative, utopia is still 

something that is deferred in time, always necessarily in the process of becoming, despite the 

fact that this final revolution, expressed by the choir singing counterpoint, seems to mark a final 

stage of history—but that is what allows Robinson’s utopia to really be legible as such. Mars 

suggests that this third revolution ushers in a period known as Harmony—as foreseen within 

the narrative in Charlotte Dorsa Brevia’s “multivolumed analytical metahistory” of the utopian 

space-time (Blue 482). But what is important to note is that while ‘Harmony’ is a final stage of 

history, it is not exactly an end of history, in a strictly Hegelian sense: instead, it is, rather, a 

codification of the right to difference, and the right to the production of space as a means of 

realizing this difference (i.e., of solving the problem of alienation). As Fredric Jameson writes in 

Archaeologies of the Future (2005), “Unlike the ‘monological’ Utopias of the tradition, which 

needed to dramatize a single utopian possibility strongly because of its repression from Terran 

history and possibility, this more ‘polyphonic’ one includes the struggle between a whole range 
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of utopian alternatives, about which it deliberately fails to conclude” (410). This ‘final stage’ of 

historical space-time (which also marks the end of the narrative) is the ossification of 

polyphony, different voices coexisting in pleasing contrast with one another. As an ending, it is 

also a kind of refusal of the idea of an ending, because the right to radical difference must also, 

necessarily, include the right to change over time. Even in this end of history, there will always 

be a right to historical change and transcendence. Harmony represents an end of history that is, 

perhaps paradoxically, defined by the fact that it is infinitely dynamic, and so it is perhaps not 

only that the narrative fails to conclude in favor of any one utopianism but, rather, it ultimately 

concludes against the idea of conclusions, as such—and this is, essentially, the most utopian 

idea of all. 

Such a “polyphonic” solution seems especially salutary in our own age of celebrating 

difference, offering a true alternative to the monologic narratives I discussed in the previous 

chapter. Nonetheless, this very familiarity of the solution risks hiding from contemporary 

readers the degree to which, in solving one problem, the trilogy reinforces another. There is still 

a sense in which, despite its apparent promise as a critical utopia, Mars dissolves its scenes of 

freedom into something that is very much analogous to the capitalist “real” it aims to think 

beyond—turning the idea of an actual alternative once more into mere “folklore.” In short, 

despite the fact that it represents the dialectic of history as an always-available means of 

solving problems, the narrative also seems in some ways to completely flatten out history, in 

the sense that it fails to think outside of its own historical moment and essentially reproduces 

the logic of capitalism as an ideal solution to its own problems. It does this most notably, I 

think, through the theory of nature that grounds its romantic ideals. We might concede, as 
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David Harvey does, that a theory of nature is ultimately indispensable to the concept of utopia: 

as Harvey writes in Spaces of Hope (2000), “Unless we confront the idea, however dangerous, 

of our human nature and species being and get some understanding of them, we cannot know 

what it is we might be alienated from or what emancipation might mean” (207). However, even 

if we accept this necessity, the specific theory incorporated by Mars seems largely symptomatic 

of capitalist culture itself, because it traces the idea of a ‘natural’ self in a variety of diverse and 

ever-changing desires, which seems to be largely a naturalization of the insatiable consumer 

that capitalism itself produces—one might say a naturalization what Guy Debord calls the 

society of the spectacle. Seen in this way, Mars is not necessarily opposed to capitalism at all: in 

fact, it sits rather well with it, because solving the problem of individual desires is exactly what 

consumer capitalism already does as a matter of its own survival. Although capitalism does 

surely subjugate sociality to the market, as Karl Polanyi suggests, it also inevitably manages to 

survive by catering to consumerist desires, in whatever form they may emerge. And, moreover, 

I think it could even be said that the process of production (in the sense of extracting materials, 

producing commodities and experiences, etc.) becomes largely obscured by this point in the 

narrative, creating a sense of endless pleasure on the backs of absolutely no one—which is, I 

think, a kind of narrative sleight of hand quite similar to capitalism’s, which often focuses on 

the abundance available to the consumer while eliding the labor and suffering that goes into 

making such abundance possible as a means of preserving its appearance as a utopian project. 

And, in this vein, one can see the narrative’s perspective as a reproduction of capitalism’s 

narrative, considering the narrative as accommodating multiple perspectives at once, but only 
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superficially, because they are needed to support the workings of the one “real” logic, which is 

the system itself.   

The plot of production in Mars also reproduces the logic of capitalism through its 

reliance on the idea of the “spatial fix.” As David Harvey suggests, capitalism depends on the 

exploitation of space in order to resolve its many contradictions, such as the tendency toward 

overaccumulation: when a crisis looms, it can be absorbed (at least temporarily), by expanding 

itself into a new geographical area. Mars’s plot of producing geographical solutions, I think, 

depends on a similar logic, in the sense that it needs to be constantly exploiting (imaginary) 

spatial fixes in order to keep reconciling its view of human nature with the geographical 

production necessary to make all its divergent subjectivities “real” and not “folklore.” The fact 

that the utopia is displaced onto another planet besides Earth is itself a major spatial fix, in the 

sense that territorial expansion is used to minimize the political tensions of producing a utopian 

space—but the narrative even reaches certain limits of production on Mars and needs to 

further displace its production of its fragmented heterotopia onto asteroids, satellites, and 

even floating towns on Mars’ oceans. In other words, the narrative seems to imagine spatial 

production as a solution to the depredations of capitalism and, simultaneously, a kind of 

problem in itself, as its scarcity limits the narrative’s capacity to function as a utopia—and it 

eventually resolves this problem by replicating the processes of capitalism.  

It may be possible to argue that this particular reproduction of the logic of capitalism is a 

sign that Mars’s deeper cultural and ideological work recalls Walter Benn Michaels’s accusation 

that naturalism produces an (unconscious) endorsement of capitalism. However, I think it is 

more appropriate to say, in this case, it simply makes the narrative’s representation of 
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alternatives to capitalism ultimately seem more “folklore” than potential “reality”: just as 

capitalism’s spatial fixes are ultimately a false solution that cannot possibly sustain the mode of 

production forever, it becomes evident that a utopia cannot survive forever on them, either. 

And, in this way, the deeper cultural and ideological work of Mars is, perhaps, the exhaustion of 

utopianism. In its reliance on the spatial fix in order to produce its meaning, Mars seems to 

translate the idea of utopia back into the ‘no place’ suggested by More’s original pun, because 

they highlight their implausibility. And, insofar as it does, we might conclude that it does much 

less to serve the transcendence of capitalist space-time than it does its reproduction, because it 

strips utopianism of its power and encourages the idea that perhaps there really is no viable 

alternative to capitalism (only those available through imaginary flights of fancy, in ‘escapist’ 

narratives, among which we might now include Mars). 

Fredric Jameson notes the similarity between Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe constructing a 

new island home out of broken pieces of a shipwreck and the First Hundred building their 

utopia out of pieces of the Ares (402-403); in neither case is the result something entirely new. 

Just as Crusoe’s island is, in a number of ways, a reproduction of England, so too does Mars 

become a reproduction of the world created by capitalism. The problem is arguably a 

consequence of the limits of imagination: as Walter Benn Michaels argues, “Although 

transcending your origins in order to evaluate them has been the opening move in cultural 

criticism at least since Jeremiah, it is surely a mistake to take this move at face value: not so 

much because you can’t really transcend your culture but because, if you could, you wouldn’t 

have any terms of evaluation left—except, perhaps, theological ones” (18). Mars’s critical 

representation of capitalist society’s production of space is every bit at risk of dissolution as any 
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other, precisely because it struggles to actually transcend its own cultural context: it finds 

solutions to the problem of capitalist society’s spatial violence in the logic of capitalism itself 

and, in so doing, drives more than anything else toward the reproduction of capitalist 

geography as a utopian scheme. The narrator of Mars, speaking, as it were, from an imaginary 

end of history, thus becomes not entirely different from Adam Smith, dreaming of a world in 

which “all are often abundantly supplied, and a workman, even of the lowest and poorest 

order, if he is frugal and industrious, may enjoy a greater share of the necessaries and 

conveniences of life than is possible for any savage to acquire” (105).  

Afterimages: In the Wake of Capitalism’s Reproduction 

Like the late nineteenth-century utopian romance before, Mars renders the 

depredations of capitalism visible for critique by asserting that its transcendence in a 

hypothetical future can produce a utopian space-time that is more nurturing to the individual 

and, in essence, reconciles society with humanity’s polyvalent ‘nature’;  however, because the 

narrative’s representation of an alternative to capitalism so closely resembles capitalism itself, 

in certain ways, there is yet a sense of an irresolvable problem that causes the very idea of a 

utopian alternative to become legible as mere “folklore.” But, in the end, the narrative does still 

produce its own set of affirmative afterimages that make the prospects of real historical change 

seem stubbornly possible, even if the representation of such change falters. There is, of course, 

a sense in which this afterimage is the same as one might get from a novel such as Looking 

Backward or Herland: simply articulating a historical break from capitalism is itself provocative, 

because it makes it possible to think about capitalism’s transcendence (even if we do not 

necessarily know what that transcendence will look like). What is important is simply the 
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insistence upon—and the demand for—possibility. However, I think the idea of the dynamic 

heterotopia deployed by Mars (as opposed to the more monologic, isotopic structures 

constructed in the utopian romance) creates an additional and equally important afterimage, in 

the sense that making the production of utopia an ongoing project makes the idea of making a 

better world, in a sense, more “realistic.” Utopia becomes less of an “all or nothing” 

proposition, which, when it fails, is simply a failure—a dystopia or a “putropia.” Instead, it 

makes utopian failures (including, I think, failures to completely think outside the terms of 

capitalism) acceptable, because they simply become further problems that society can find 

solutions to and, in time, resolve. Put simply, this kind of utopian form allows for instances of 

failure and compels one to think about how one might succeed later—or, at least, fail better. 

And, in this way, the critical utopia seems to structurally make up for its own (perhaps 

inevitable) shortcomings and still point toward a future more conducive to authentic freedom 

and human flourishing. 

But it is indeed worth returning to the fact that Mars leaves much of its utopian world 

obscure and undefined as a kind of affirmative afterimage, in the sense that it actively displaces 

the work of imagining the utopian future to the reader (which is where it seems to belong 

anyway). Although the narrative itself ultimately fails, in certain ways, to think outside its own 

historical moment, perhaps this act of envisioning the future was never so much the work of 

literature but, instead, the work of reading. We might say that a trilogy such as Mars does 

everything it is supposed to do, in that it reinforces the possibility of a historical break, and that 

it is not the job of the text to tell us what a utopian space-time should look like—even if the 

text tells us that utopia is only what we desire it to be (because even this might be an insidious 
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reproduction of the logic of capitalism). Perhaps, as I have concluded in other chapters, it is 

ultimately the job of the reader to continue the work of the text and bring into being a certain 

level of hostility toward capitalism that the text may fails to articulate on its own. Even if the 

First Hundred can only articulate part of the violence inherent in capitalist society’s production 

of space, we as readers can negotiate with the text and bring other forms of knowledge and 

experience to it, in order to think more completely about why capitalist society’s production of 

space is a problem and what we ought to do about it. Moreover, it may well be the 

responsibility of the reader to suss out where the trilogy’s utopian vision falls in line with the 

logic of capitalism and try, as unimaginable as it may seem, to imagine a world that is truly 

different from the one we currently know. Doing so may require leaving the rocking chair of the 

scene of reading and moving forward into the messier space-times of real life.
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AFTERWORD: DISSOLVING CRITIQUES 

 American capitalism does immeasurable damage to the individuals it promises to 

liberate and nurture, because spaces of capital do not serve human needs: they satisfy the 

needs of the market first, last, and always. An alternative was clearly needed back in the 

nineteenth century and is needed now more than ever, because everywhere capitalism’s spatial 

violence is only intensifying and taking on new and increasingly virulent forms. The production 

of capitalist space is an exercise in hostility, because it makes the social inequality of capitalism 

physically and emotionally real. For example, in Detroit, one can see this hostility in vast 

expanses of underdeveloped urban space, where crumbling buildings and failing infrastructure 

represent routine hazards to the body. Likewise, in nearby Flint, this hostility is legible in the 

ongoing water crisis, with corroding pipes releasing toxic metals in the public water supply. 

Speaking more broadly, the hostility of capitalist society’s production of space is also routinely 

visible in the absence of the amenities human beings depend on to survive (i.e., what Adam 

Smith called “the necessaries and conveniences of life”)—consider, for example, the impact 

that the lack of access to medical facilities or even more basic amenities such as grocery stores 

(i.e., food deserts) has on the individual. Moreover, as Mike Davis suggests in City of Quartz 

(1990), spatial violence against the poor in particular became a sadistic design choice in late 

twentieth-century Los Angeles: public benches designed to prevent people from sleeping on 

them, the privatization of restrooms, and other measures constituting “a merciless struggle to 

make public facilities and spaces as ‘unliveable’ as possible for the homeless and the poor” 

(232). And, indeed, thinking about the global implications of capitalism, climate change now 

represents a catastrophic form of spatial violence taking place at a planetary scale—one from 
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which no one is exempt: natural disasters, droughts, and food shortages can now be included as 

ways in which American capitalism’s production of space will return to the body as the ultimate 

site of meaning.  

There is, of course, no easy solution to capitalism and its increasingly violent tendencies, 

not only because capitalism still somehow enjoys an air of common sense “reality” but also 

because space is, although technically always dynamic, also very rigid and resistant to change. 

David Harvey ruminates on this very problem in Spaces of Hope:  

Once such structures are built they are often hard to change (nuclear power stations 

commit us for thousands of years and institutions of law gather more and more weight 

of precedent as time goes on). Struggle as we might to create flexible landscapes and 

institutions, the fixity of structures tends to increase with time making the conditions of 

change more rather than less sclerotic. (185) 

But even if, as Harvey argues, “reorganization of materialized organizational forms like New 

York City or Los Angeles is much harder to envisage let alone accomplish now than a century 

ago,” the prospects of sociospatial change are hardly lost (185). In much the same way that the 

production of a capitalist geography in America has been a process unfolding over time, the 

production of an alternative spatial form (however conceived) is always equally available, even 

if it is a nearly inconceivable task. 

I do not claim to know exactly how the reconfiguration of capitalist space into a form 

more conducive to the ideals of freedom and human flourishing would unfold over time, much 

less what that alternative space should look like at any point in that process—but I suspect that 

reading can play an important part making such changes happen. As I think my readings of 
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Hazard, Blind Man, Sister Carrie, Manhattan Transfer, Looking Backward, Herland, and Mars all 

indicate, it would be naïve to think that one can really look to literary works from the past to 

provide any kind of prescription, particularly because they do almost inevitably confront some 

kind of irresolvable problem when imagining alternatives and, thus, dissolve such scenes of 

progress back into the common sense “real” of capitalism. But I think they do, nonetheless, 

provide something useful, in the sense that literature often proves formally an ideal way of 

making capitalism’s spatial violence visible for critique. For example, the way texts often reduce 

the narrative pace to absolute zero for a descriptive pause represents a temporal alignment 

with the slow violence inherent in capitalist space, which makes it easier to register and to 

understand as antithetical to the ideals of freedom and human flourishing that developed 

alongside (and, indeed, in conjunction with) the market. Additionally, it might be said that the 

way late nineteenth and twentieth century American novels in particular often construct space 

with a clear sense of historical depth helps demystify the rationality of space and actually 

render the spaces of capitalism more transparent for the reader. And, perhaps even more 

importantly, I think the ‘afterimages’ I identify in these texts can resonate with the reader in 

various ways, reaffirming one’s desire for and indeed the necessity of change, even in the face 

of seemingly irresolvable problems. I think, for these reasons, that reading can be at least a 

starting point from which an individual might start reflecting some of capitalist society’s 

violence back onto it, working toward the production of something different, because it can 

produce not only a crisis of confidence in the bourgeois project but also a sense that something 

radically different is not only necessary but entirely possible.  
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However, in bringing this dissertation to a close, it occurs to me that perhaps my desire 

for the literary text to do something is, in a sense, the irresolvable problem of my own 

‘narrative.’ Following Marielle Macé, I do think the act of reading helps one organize one’s 

perception of the world, and, as much as it has become undeniable since Althusser’s Reading 

Capital that readers impose their will upon every text they encounter, I think it is naïve to think 

that the text does not ‘bite back,’ in a sense, and leave its own mark upon the reader. While we 

work upon the text, the text simultaneously works on us. As Macé writes,   

Literature does not stand on one side, and life on the other, in a brutal, 

noncommunicating stand-off that belies any possibility of believing in books […]. We 

encounter, rather, forms intrinsic to life itself, impulses, images, and ways of being that 

circulate between subjects and works, revealing, activating, and affecting them. Reading 

is not a separate activity, functioning in competition with life, but one of the daily means 

by which we give our existence form, flavor, and even style. (213) 

I think it is difficult to imagine that the text does not, in some way, leave some kind of mark 

upon the reader—but I cannot help but wonder whether the fact that I want that mark to be 

traced to an affirmative afterimage that points beyond capitalism (even after the irresolvable 

problem of the text causes the scene of potential progress to dissolve back into one of 

capitalism’s common sense “real”) shapes my own ‘narrative’ in a way that causes it to dissolve 

into something more positive and hopeful than it actually ought to be?  

Have I unwittingly produced, over the course of this dissertation, a truly fantastical 

representation of reading that, in some way, diverges from its real operations? This is certainly 

possible. And, if so, this will undoubtedly become apparent to those who read this dissertation. 
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Even if such a divergence does become evident to a reader, betraying a kind of utopian view of 

reading (that is, perhaps in the end, only so much folklore), I would hope that there is 

nonetheless an afterimage that lingers after the fact, which may prove useful or instructive. 
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