
Reading the Market 
Knight, Peter

Published by Johns Hopkins University Press

Knight, Peter. 
Reading the Market: Genres of Financial Capitalism in Gilded Age America.
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2021. 
Project MUSE. doi:10.1353/book.47478. https://muse.jhu.edu/.

For additional information about this book

[ Access provided at 25 Feb 2023 04:12 GMT with no institutional affiliation ]

This work is licensed under a 

https://muse.jhu.edu/book/47478

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

https://muse.jhu.edu
https://muse.jhu.edu/book/47478
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/




Reading the Market



new studies in american intellectual  

and cultural history

Jeffrey Sklansky, Series Editor



Reading the Market

Genres of Financial Capitalism in Gilded Age America

P E T E R  K N I G H T

Johns Hopkins University Press
Baltimore



Open access edition supported by The University of Manchester Library.

© 2016, 2021 Johns Hopkins University Press

All rights reserved. Published 2021

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper

Johns Hopkins Paperback edition, 2018

2 4 6 8 9 7 5 3 1

Johns Hopkins University Press

2715 North Charles Street

Baltimore, Maryland 21218-4363

www.press.jhu.edu

The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition of this book as folllows:

Names: Knight, Peter, 1968– author

Title: Reading the market : genres of financial capitalism  

in gilded age America / Peter Knight.

Description: Baltimore : Johns Hopkins University Press, [2016] | Series: New  

studies in American intellectual and cultural history | Includes bibliographical 

references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2015047643 | ISBN 9781421420608 (hardcover : alk. paper) | 

ISBN 9781421420615 (electronic) | ISBN 1421420600 [hardcover : alk. paper) | 

ISBN 1421420619 (electronic)

Subjects: LCSH: Finance—United States—History—19th century | Finance—

United States—History—20th century. | Journalism, Commercial—United 

States—History | Capitalism and literature—United States—History. | Finance 

in literature. | Finance in art.

Classification: LLC HG181.K63 2016 | DDC 332.0973/09034—dc23 LC record 

available at http://lccn.loc.gov/2015047643

A catalog record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4214-2521-4 (paperback)

ISBN-10: 1-4214-2521-1 (paperback)

The Open Access edition of this book is licensed under a Creative Commons 

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License: 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/. CC BY-NC-ND

ISBN: 978-1-4214-4110-8 (open access)

Special discounts are available for bulk purchases of this book. For more 

information, please contact Special Sales at specialsales@press.jhu.edu.

Johns Hopkins University Press uses environmentally friendly book materials, 

including recycled text paper that is composed of at least 30 percent  

post-consumer waste, whenever possible.

http://www.press.jhu.edu
http://lccn.loc.gov/2015047643


Valerie Kay Knight (1940–2014)



This page intentionally left blank 



c o n t e n t s

Acknowledgments  ix

Introduction  1

1 Market Reports  24

2 Reading the Ticker Tape  59

3 Picturing the Market  101

4 Confidence Games and Inside Information  144

5 Conspiracy and the Invisible Hand  
of the Market  191

Epilogue  252

Notes  259

Index  307



This page intentionally left blank 



a c k n o w l e d g m e n t s

This project has racked up debts that will take a lifetime to repay. Writing this 

book, however, has also made it apparent that, at its best, the academic com-

munity still operates as a gift economy rather than as an exchange economy. 

For making the sometimes impersonal and abstract process of research more 

personal, and for proving that not all insider networks are sinister, I would like 

to thank all those who took part in the Culture of the Market Network, funded 

by the United Kingdom’s Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC), in 

particular my co-organizers Sven Beckert, Christopher McKenna, and Julia Ott, 

as well as Jean-Christophe Agnew, Joyce Appleby, Edward Balleisen, Marieke de 

Goede, Justin Fox, Alissa Karl, Leigh-Claire La Berge, Jessica Lepler, Jonathan 

Levy, James Livingston, Stephen Mihm, Rowena Olegario, Martin Parker, Mary 

Poovey, Jeffrey Sklansky, Richard White, and David Zimmerman.

 For generously taking time to share inside information with me, I am grateful 

to Steve Fraser, Walter Friedman, Richard R. John, Marina Moskowitz, Caitlin 

Rosenthal, Brook Thomas, and Caitlin Zaloom. I am also indebted to the organ-

izers and audiences at seminars and conferences I have taken part in, especially 

the École Normale Supérieure de Cachan (ENS Cachan); the National Museum 

of American History Colloquium; the Centre d’Études et de Recherches sur la 

Vie Économique des Pays Anglophones, part of the Centre for Research on the 

English-Speaking World (Cervepas/CREW) at Paris III; the British Association 

for American Studies; Lancaster University; the University of Copenhagen; the 

University of Edinburgh; Leibniz University (Hanover); and the Research Collo-

quium on Crowd Dynamics and Financial Markets at the Copenhagen Business 

School. I would like to thank the MA students in my Fictions of Finance class, 

and all my colleagues in English and American Studies at the University of Man-

chester, especially Laura Doan, Hal Gladfelder, and David Matthews, as support-

ive heads of department.



x  Acknowledgments

 I owe a debt of thanks to Jeff Sklansky, as the series editor, for his initial enthu-

siasm; Bob Brugger, at Johns Hopkins University Press, for making a speculative 

investment in this project; the anonymous reviewers of the manuscript, for their 

thoughtful suggestions for improvement; and Kathleen Capels, for her meticu-

lous copyediting. A portion of chapter 2 appeared in an earlier form as “Reading 

the Market: Abstraction, Personification and the Financial Column of Town Topics 

Magazine,” Journal of American Studies 46 (2012): 1055–1075; and a section of 

chapter 4 was first published as “Edith Wharton and Inside Information,” in Class 

and the Making of American Literature: Created Unequal, ed. Andrew Lawson (New 

York: Routledge, 2014), 147–61. I am grateful to the presses for permission to 

include the revised versions here, and the respective editors and reviewers for 

their perceptive comments.

 Personal generosity is one thing, but for hard cash and institutional support 

I would like to record my gratitude to the Leverhulme Trust, for a Study Abroad 

Fellowship; the Warren Center at Harvard University, for hosting me; a Baird So-

ciety Resident Fellowship at the Smithsonian Institution; and a Gilder Lehrman 

Fellowship at the New-York Historical Society. I would like to thank the staff and 

librarians of those institutions, as well as those at the New York Public Library 

and the Baker Library at the Harvard Business School. For conversation and hos-

pitality while on research trips to the United States, I am grateful to John Plotz 

and Lisa Soltani, Judith and Paul Plotz, and Gus and Davina Porter.

 I began this project in the basement of libraries in the United States, consult-

ing long-forgotten financial advice pamphlets and novels, but by the time I came 

toward the end, much of what I needed had been digitized. I would therefore like 

to acknowledge the importance of the Internet Archive and other institutions that 

have preserved and made this material available. Although reading the outpour-

ing of Gilded Age financial literature on my computer at home was far easier (and 

racked up far fewer air miles), there are some things that virtual scholarship can’t 

produce, such as a serendipitous meeting with Michael Zakim in the reading 

room of the New-York Historical Society.

 My heartfelt thanks are extended to Andrew Lawson, who generously pro-

vided an incisive reading of the manuscript. I would like to thank everyone in-

volved in putting on the “Show Me the Money: The Image of Finance, 1700 to 

the Present” exhibition, above all my co-conspirators, Paul Crosthwaite and Nicky 

Marsh, whose intellectual companionship has meant so much to me. This book 

would probably have been finished much earlier if I had not gotten sidetracked 

into our collaborative ventures, but I am eternally grateful that I did.



Acknowledgments  xi

 Thanks also are due to my parents, for their unfailing support over the 

years. This book is dedicated to my mother, Valerie Knight, who sadly did not 

live to see it completed. My deepest debt is to Lindsay and Elspeth, who have 

counted the cost of too many lost weekends and evenings I spent reading the  

market.



This page intentionally left blank 



Reading the Market



This page intentionally left blank 



Finance is a subject which the liveliest writer may well despair of mak-

ing popular, since the mere sight or suspicion of it alone is enough 

to cause every reader, except the dullest, to close the most promising 

volume.

Henry Adams, “The Legal-Tender Act” (1870)

There is no more interesting or exciting serial story than the stock-

ticker tells, from day to day, to those interested in the stock market, or 

one that often excites more joy or sorrow, or carries with it more weal 

or woe, prosperity or ruin.

Henry Clews, Fifty Years in Wall Street (1908)

In the opening chapter of The Pit (1903), the second book in Frank Norris’s un-

finished epic trilogy on raising and selling wheat, the young Laura Dearborn at-

tends her first opera in Chicago. She is annoyed that the men in the audience are 

disturbing the aesthetic purity of the drama with their constant whispering about 

the day’s events at the Chicago Board of Trade. “It was terrific, there on the floor 

of the Board this morning,” one of the voices asserts. “By the Lord! they fought 

each other when the Bears began throwing the grain at ’em—in carload lots.”1 

Yet all of a sudden, Laura comes to see that the financial wranglings at the Board 

of Trade are not a dull, workaday distraction from the operatic performance she 

has come to see:

And abruptly, midway between two phases of that music-drama, of passion and ro-

mance, there came to Laura the swift and vivid impression of that other drama that 

Introduction
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simultaneously—even at that very moment—was working itself out close at hand, 

equally picturesque, equally romantic, equally passionate; but more than that, real, 

actual, modern, a thing in the very heart of the life in which she moved. (34)

On the way home from the theater, Laura is amazed to find that the financial 

district is still buzzing with energy:

The office buildings on both sides of the street were lighted from basement to roof. 

Through the windows she could get glimpses of clerks and book-keepers in shirt-

sleeves bending over desks. Every office was open, and every one of them full of 

feverish activity. The sidewalks were almost as crowded as though at noontime. 

Messenger boys ran to and from, and groups of men stood on the corners in earnest 

conversation. The whole neighborhood was alive, and this, though it was close upon 

one o’clock in the morning! (39–40)2

In contrast to Henry Adams’s despairing sense that the “mere sight or suspicion” 

of finance is enough “to cause every reader, except the dullest, to close the most 

promising volume,” The Pit both revels in and is repulsed by the dramatic action 

of the nation’s stock markets. Finance, for Norris, is a matter of romance as much 

as realism.3

 In The Pit, the love plot and the business plot begin to be entangled when 

Laura falls for Jadwin Curtis, an arch-speculator of Napoleonic charisma who 

attempts to corner the market in wheat futures. At first sight, the novel works to 

humanize the opaque operations of the market. Through the sheer force of his 

personality, coupled with his seemingly limitless buying power in the Chicago 

Board of Trade, Jadwin attempts to bring the entire market under the control of 

his individual, mighty hand. The personal battles of the brokers, however, are 

dwarfed by the picture of “the market” as a sublime, impersonal force: “The 

market was in a tumult. He fancied he could almost hear the thunder of the Pit 

as it swirled. All La Salle Street was listening and watching, all Chicago, all the 

nation, all the world. Not a ‘factor’ on the London ’Change who did not turn an 

ear down the wind to catch the echo of this turmoil, not an agent de change in the 

peristyle of the Paris Bourse, who did not strain to note the every modulation 

of its mighty diapason” (328). Norris’s novel about the romance of finance was 

serialized in the fledgling Saturday Evening Post and became an instant bestseller 

on its publication in book form in 1903, selling 95,000 copies during its first year. 

It was turned into a Broadway play in 1904, and in 1907, D. W. Griffith directed 

A Corner in Wheat, a silent film based on the novel and Norris’s short story, “A 

Deal in Wheat,” which had explored similar themes. The novel also inspired “The 
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Pit,” a board game produced by Parker Brothers in 1903. This “frenzied trading 

game” achieved enormous commercial success by promising “exciting fun for 

everyone.”4

 In the decades around the turn of the twentieth century, fiction writers, finan-

cial journalists, and market apologists likewise began to insist that—for better 

or worse—the world of finance provided excitement and intrigue worthy of high 

literature. Money “is the romance, the poetry of our age,” a character ruefully an-

nounces in William Dean Howells’s novel, The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885), while 

the Wall Street grandee Henry Clews declared that “there is no more interesting 

or exciting serial story than the stock-ticker tells.”5

 In the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, Americans began to spend an in-

creasing amount of time thinking and reading about financial markets. Nonethe-

less, according to most historical accounts, the vast majority were not yet actively 

involved in investment or speculation. The American economy was still primar-

ily an agricultural one, with the percentage of the labor force in industry not 

overtaking that in agriculture until the eve of World War I; likewise, a market for 

industrial stocks did not emerge in any significant way until the 1890s. Although 

the historical data on participation in the U.S. securities market is patchy, most 

accounts agree that by 1900, only a tiny percentage of Americans held invest-

ments in the legitimate stock market. Even as late as World War I, the estimated 

number of Americans who owned stocks or bonds was only 0.5 percent of the 

total population. This was not least because, in most cases, the minimum trade 

of 100 shares on the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE)—$10,000 if the stock was 

trading at par—coupled with a minimum margin (deposit) of 10 percent, meant 

that well into the twentieth century, dabbling in the stock market remained only 

for the upper classes.6 Moreover, the financial sector contributed only 2 percent 

to the overall U.S. economy in the 1870s, rising to 4 percent by 1920.7 If partici-

pating in the stock market was impossible for all but the wealthiest Americans in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and it constituted only a small 

part of the wider economy, then why did its “feverish activity”—“picturesque,” 

“romantic,” and “passionate,” but also “real,” “actual,” and “modern”—loom so 

large in the cultural imagination? And why did the turn to finance matter? Read-

ing the Market attempts to answer these questions.

 The standard historical narrative is that popular involvement in the stock 

market did not really take off until the 1920s, enabled by the increase in sur-

plus personal savings and promoted by a public relations campaign, mounted by 

the NYSE in particular, that aimed to make share ownership appear not merely 

democratic but positively patriotic, cashing in on the success of the federal gov-
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ernment’s promotion of Liberty Bonds in World War I. This popularity was short 

lived, however, as the crash of 1929 scared off many ordinary investors until 

the 1950s, with the real increase in involvement coming from institutional in-

vestments, such as pensions, in the 1960s and 1970s.8 This story is broadly cor-

rect, but, like the figures for stock market participation cited above, it leaves out 

several important elements that help explain why the market became an object 

of such dread and fascination around the turn of the twentieth century. First, 

Americans had already become caught up in the patriotic fervor of bond hold-

ing with Jay Cooke’s promotion of Union bonds during the Civil War. Second, 

the development of new financial activities, such as derivatives trading (in the 

form of commodity futures), demanded a new way of thinking about the na-

ture of value. Third, many Americans were involved in speculative activity that 

took place outside the New York Stock Exchange and the Chicago Board of Trade 

(CBoT). Up to 1890, more securities were traded on the Boston exchange than 

on the NYSE, for example; in addition, there were many other kinds of financial 

speculation besides the officially recorded data on stocks and bonds of firms 

listed on the main exchanges.9 Although prestigious institutions like the NYSE 

and CBoT made strenuous efforts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies to restrict popular participation in financial speculation by increasing the 

barriers to entry, their campaigns were not entirely successful. New York’s Curb 

Market and Consolidated Stock Exchange, along with smaller stock and produce 

exchanges dotted around the country, dealt primarily in secondary trading on 

securities listed on the NYSE, or in less-prestigious (and often more dubious) 

securities not listed on the main exchanges, usually purchased in smaller lots, 

which made them accessible to the fabled investor of limited means.

 In terms of numbers of participants, the legions of bucket shops that sprouted 

up throughout the United States in the 1890s and early 1900s were more sig-

nificant than their legitimate counterparts, including second-tier exchanges and 

over-the-counter trading. Bucket shops were small brokerage firms, often with 

several branches, that allowed clients to bet small amounts on the rise or fall of 

stock and commodity prices. They promised a taste of the excitement of spec-

ulation for those unable to participate personally in the NYSE or CBoT, due ei-

ther to limited means or being far removed from the action. Bucket shops were 

able to offer low margins and small lots because, in most cases, punters were 

merely betting against the house, rather than purchasing any actual securities. 

Some bucket shops were out-and-out scams, with bettors fleeced by being fed 

fraudulent quotations over a delayed wire feed. The hundreds of thousands of 
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bucket shop speculators, therefore, do not show up on any of the official statis-

tics of securities ownership, because they did not technically own any shares.10 

Yet the volume of business conducted by the bucket shops far exceeded that 

transacted by the legitimate exchanges: by 1889, for example, bucket shop clients 

were estimated to be betting on the equivalent of 1 million shares per day, seven 

times the volume traded on the NYSE.11 In addition, thousands of more ordinary 

Americans were enticed into what they thought would be lucrative speculative 

deals by confidence artists, who advertised what would turn out to be fraudulent 

brokerage services, specious investment advice, and other financial scams. In 

1902 alone, an estimated $200 million was lost in dubious investment schemes 

and other get-rich-quick con tricks.12

 Even if they were not technically owners of securities traded on the legitimate 

exchanges, bucket shop clients and those responding to the welter of newspaper 

advertisements for speculative schemes considered themselves to be financially 

involved in the market, with its fickle fortunes determining theirs. Long before 

they began to show up on any official statistics of popular participation in the 

NYSE and CBoT, ordinary Americans became entangled in the market, both in 

reality and in their imaginations. Some thought they were investing for the long 

term, but others were merely keen to enjoy the fruits of speculation that they 

felt were being unfairly hogged by the “insiders” on the nation’s exchanges. Indeed, 

some of the very farmers who condemned the Chicago Board of Trade’s speculation 

in “wind wheat” (as they termed the “fictitious dealing” in futures contracts for grain 

that far exceeded the actual crop that was being grown) were themselves betting 

in the bucket shops, convinced either that buying agricultural futures would help 

hedge against the risks of uncertain harvests, or—more likely—that they, too, 

deserved to get rich quick.

 This imaginative engagement with the stock market cannot, however, be ex-

plained entirely by the rise of a financial netherworld outside the lofty confines 

of the NYSE. Judging by the ubiquity of market reports, Wall Street fiction, and 

other accounts of finance during this period, many more Americans became 

emotionally invested in the stock market long before they became financially 

invested, whether in a legitimate fashion or otherwise. The idea of finance in 

general, and the stock market in particular, exerted a fascination—part desire, 

part dread—decades before the NYSE engaged in a concerted public relations 

campaign in the 1910s and 1920s to educate the public and present share owner-

ship as a patriotic duty. Indeed, this vicarious encounter with the market arguably 

helped pave the way for that later democratization, even in cases where the overt 
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tenor of the reading material warned about the dangers of “outsiders” getting 

mixed up in speculation.

 This book explores the many ways in which Americans learned to “read” the 

market in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era. For much of the nineteenth 

century, the stock market was regarded as inconsequential at best and immoral 

at worst, with numerous sermons and diatribes condemning speculation as no 

better than gambling. Likewise, the Brahmin view of the stock exchange as a 

den of thieves was only confirmed, in their eyes, by the distinctly unsavory cast 

of robber barons, whose antics repeatedly featured on the front page rather than 

the business page of newspapers. From the other end of the class spectrum, 

Populist writers also condemned the stock market for the way in which it seemed 

to undermine the republican conviction that economic value should result from 

labor, rather than speculation with other peoples’ money. From the 1880s on-

ward, however, numerous novels, short stories, investment-advice guides, bro-

kers’ newsletters, newspaper columns, illustrations, and magazine articles were 

less immediately concerned with attacking the stock market than making sense 

of it, rendering its mechanism and patterns legible for their readers. Speculation 

was increasingly viewed as legitimate, but even condemnations of the market 

helped render it legible and thus call it into being.13

 This book provides a taxonomy of how Americans made sense of the market 

in the last decades of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth cen-

turies. In this historical moment of rapid industrialization, finance had not yet 

come to play the central role in the American economy that the crash of 2008 

made manifest. Yet it was during this period that many of the ways of organiz-

ing and representing the financialized economy were still in a state of flux, be-

fore they came to be taken as natural and inevitable economic facts. As Marieke 

de Goede argues in her influential “genealogy of finance,” it is vital to “reread 

the historical controversies and political struggles that slowly and contingently 

produced meanings that are in many instances unquestioned today.” Doing so 

allows us to challenge the technocratic inevitability of the triumph of financial 

abstraction by attending to the “political debate, confusion, contingencies, and 

reversals” in a formative period of financial capitalism.14

 In my study of the genres of financial capitalism, I consider popular under-

standings of the market, as well as emerging representational technologies pro-

duced by the market. In this respect I am following in the footsteps of Genres of 

the Credit Economy, Mary Poovey’s pioneering study of writings produced by and 

about finance in the wake of the financial revolution in Britain.15 My approach is 
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also informed by Andrew Milner’s account of genre as a variety of what Raymond 

Williams calls “selective tradition.”16 In this view, genres are best understood not 

as categories to which particular texts and artifacts belong—or fail to belong—

according to a set of externally imposed criteria, but rather as forms, constituted 

immanently, by the practitioners themselves, through their affiliations with or 

dissociations from their predecessors. This book therefore analyzes the forms of 

knowledge produced in and by financial capitalism as they began to constitute a 

particular, identifiable way of organizing the world and explores their genealogy, 

their operation, and their consequences.

 In light of this structuring focus on genre, the following chapters examine the 

market report and the wider growth of nonspecialist financial journalism and 

fiction; the development of popular investment-advice manuals, in addition to 

primers on how to decipher the chatter of the stock ticker; charts, diagrams, car-

toons, and other illustrations that attempted to capture not merely scenes within 

particular stock exchanges, but the idea of the market itself; the confidence trick, 

the market tip, and varieties of inside information that seem to offer a shortcut to 

elucidating the market’s mysteries; and conspiracy theories in both fictional and 

factual works, as a way of making sense of the system of finance as a whole. Some 

of these cultural forms (such as Frank Norris’s novels) are comparatively well 

known, but others (such as investment-advice manuals) are less familiar, dis-

missed by economic historians as inaccurate, by intellectual historians as trivial, 

and by social historians as irrelevant to the story of class struggle. One aim of this 

study, therefore, is to bring them to light, in order to recognize the importance 

of what might be termed a vernacular epistemology of finance and investigate 

how the dominant modes of financial knowledge are neither natural nor inevi-

table.17 There is now a considerable body of scholarship on the emergence of the 

professionalized discipline of economics during this period, but comparatively 

little has been written on how a lay audience grappled with economic ideas in 

general or how, in particular, ordinary Americans built up a mental picture of 

the market. “The print culture that helped people make sense of money through 

financial advice,” Lendol Calder notes, still “awaits its historian,” despite the fact 

that “concerns about money, how to get it, how to save it, how to invest, multiply, 

and spend it have likely sold more books in the last two hundred years than any 

other subject after religion.”18 Yet these works of popular finance did not merely 

describe how to speculate; they also contributed to the discursive and political 

struggle over what form money should take; the meanings of new financial op-

erations, such as futures trading; and the role of finance in the wider economy. 
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Those struggles have largely been forgotten as the representations, instruments, 

and institutions of finance that emerged in their wake have long since become 

naturalized.

Semiotics of Finance

Reading the market had to be learned. As Americans were increasingly forced 

to do business with strangers during the course of the nineteenth century, they 

had to develop skills in assessing the situation. At first this involved learning to 

interpret subtle clues and signs to verify that a stranger was trustworthy. As John 

Kasson argues, in an urban market society characterized by increasing social 

mobility, Americans turned to various forms of “the semiotics of everyday life” 

to render the labyrinthine chaos of the city and the market legible. Etiquette 

writers, novelists, detectives, and others tried to solve the problem of distrust in 

a market society by making social types recognizable, including the “pretentious 

Fifth Avenue parvenu” and “the feverish Wall Street speculator.”19 At first, reading 

the market involved interpreting the new social identities created by it, but later 

in the nineteenth century, as David Henkin has demonstrated, it also started to 

involve deciphering the more impersonal visual and verbal signs that prolifer-

ated in urban centers and began to constitute an emerging “financescape” that 

required new guidebooks.20 Henkin shows, for example, how Americans had to 

learn to read the welter of banknotes that began to circulate promiscuously in 

the second half of the nineteenth century, many of which were either drawn on 

banks whose reserves could not underpin the notes they issued or were outright 

fabrications.21 Even the counterfeit-detector books, published to aid customers 

in deciphering whether a particular note was spurious or not, were themselves 

sometimes fakes, setting up a potentially infinite regress of interpretation.22

 In a society increasingly reliant on “paper profits” and “fictitious capital,” ever- 

more-vigilant reading becomes both a necessity and a liability. As David Zim-

merman notes in his study of panic fiction from around the turn of the twen-

tieth century, “the stock market offered a thrilling read—literally,” with crowds 

of investors across the nation poring over market reports and the stock ticker. 

The market itself, Zimmerman continues, is “constituted and sustained by these 

acts of reading”: it is “composed of readers who are intensely aware that other 

investors are reading the same material at the same time and that their collective 

interpretations and predictions will have an effect on the market.”23 Speculators 

try to second-guess not only how those other readers are reading the market, 

but how they, in turn, read other market readers, and so on, into the potentially 

infinite chamber of echoes that can lead to a self-sustaining financial panic.
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 The outpouring of figurative writing and visual imagery about finance helped 

Americans read the market, in the broad sense of understanding how finance 

functioned in general, and how the nation’s stock exchanges worked in particu-

lar. But a great deal of print in the last decades of the nineteenth century was 

 dedicated to reading the market in a more literal sense. The money column in 

newspapers and periodicals, along with investment newsletters and advice man-

uals, provided a regular barometer of the financial markets, reporting and inter-

preting the endless fluctuation of stock prices churned out by the increasingly 

ubiquitous stock ticker. In addition, the emerging profession of technical, or 

chart, analysis attempted to render legible what it deemed to be the deeper pat-

terns of market movements by abstracting them from the minute-by-minute tide 

of price variations coming over the ticker. Reading the market thus increasingly 

meant viewing price-data charts, with their now-familiar sublime and inhuman 

imagery of mountainous peaks and troughs. In a twist, however, on what today is 

termed behavioral finance, the abstract digest of prices was itself often endowed 

with human characteristics, as if the rise and fall in prices was not a result of 

fickle investor sentiment, but the emotional instability of the market itself.

 The scene of market reading also began to change. Many illustrations of the 

placeless and abstract market that began to fully emerge in the last decades of 

the nineteenth century continued to focus on the crowds at the center of the fren-

zied action on the floor of the stock exchange. A significant number of images, 

however, depicted isolated individuals far removed from the maelstrom of the ex-

change, engaged in an intense reading of prices emerging from the stock-ticker 

machine. The constant churn of the ticker tape turned Americans into fixated 

and frequently anxious readers of the market, whether in person or vicariously, 

through consuming fictions of finance. For example, Edward Neufville Tailer, a 

New York City clerk who became a successful businessman, recorded in his diary 

not only the daily weather, but also the financial meteorology of changing stock 

market prices, along with frequent visits to his broker, many times merely to see 

what was happening on Wall Street.24 Even for those not anxiously checking the 

daily rise and fall of their actual investments, like Tailer, the stock market—as a 

proxy for the larger role of finance in people’s lives—was anxiously watched in 

the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era.

Market Performance

What the various genres of financial capitalism explored in this book have in 

common is that they do not merely provide a detailed accounting, whether fi-

nancial or moral, of the stock market, but instead constitute technologies of rep-
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resentation that actively shape the market they seem so naturally to depict. Some 

are literal devices for recording market data, such as the stock ticker, but I also 

consider financial journalism and financial fiction, seeing them, for instance, 

as communication technologies that also help produce the world they describe. 

Scholars of social studies of finance have begun to examine the rhetorical and 

performative construction of financial markets. They have attacked the value- 

neutral claims of orthodox economic theory, arguing that economic theories are 

not merely reflections of what is already out there, but instead legitimate and 

even actively create the economy they supposedly describe. Donald MacKenzie, 

for example, has provided a compelling demonstration of how technical financial 

models (such as the Black-Scholes formula for pricing options) are performative 

technologies that reshape the very financial markets they seem to neutrally ob-

serve: the more traders use the model, the more prices converge on what the 

model predicts.25 In this study, however, I argue first, that it is not just the detailed 

models of financial theory that shape the market, but a much broader range of  

discursive practices, institutions, regulations, and conceptions, including the idea  

of the self-regulating market; second, that those forms of market culture are 

themselves shaped by financial activity; and third, following the work of Judith 

Butler, that the “performance” created by those representations is not inevitable 

and final, but is open to wider cultural contestation.26

 Some of the readings of the market explored in this book are of specific stock 

and produce markets, most prominently the Chicago Board of Trade and the New 

York Stock Exchange. Many depictions of these exchanges in fiction, journalism, 

and advice manuals act as financial Baedekers, introducing the strange customs 

of these exotic locations to the armchair traveler. Such accounts tend to focus on 

the specific personalities and even the particular architecture of each location, 

often taking in the view from the visitors’ gallery. This volume is not, however, a 

study of the consolidation of and turf wars between the nation’s stock and pro-

duce exchanges, although many of the primary sources it explores are caught up 

in that story. Instead, it tells how geographically specific financial marketplaces, 

in which the desires and intentions of particular individuals played themselves 

out, were nevertheless part of a larger and more abstract “financescape” that 

seemed to be governed by a logic that no one, including the most powerful spec-

ulator, could control. Even those accounts that focused on specific markets and 

their triumphs, tragedies, and personalities began to conjure up the idea of the 

market as a single, coherent entity, an abstract idea that existed over and above 

its specific physical incarnations. The depictions of financial activity examined 

in this book began to create what might be termed a Wall Street of the mind; 
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and indeed, “Wall Street” was often used as a verbal and visual shorthand for the 

entire financial system, with the NYSE in particular serving as a synecdoche for 

the market as a whole, the capital of Capital.27

 This book examines the origins of the notion that the market has a life, a mind, 

and even a will of its own, or, at least, operates by its own logic that has very little 

to with the fundamental values of individual corporations or broader, underlying 

economic factors. In short, during this period there emerged the glimmerings of 

the idea that beneath the surface drama of daily events, whether in the citadel of 

the New York Stock Exchange or in a humble local bucket shop, there was a larger 

system at work, a system that, in significant ways and to an increasing number 

of observers, seemed to move by its own mysterious volition and coordination. 

In earlier decades, Americans had already grappled with the social, political, and 

metaphysical problems of paper money, the fungibility of value, and the impossi-

bility of taking strangers at face value, but it was only during the Gilded Age that 

a truly placeless and faceless market emerged, whose abstractions, in turn, were 

made legible through personification. To be sure, the liberal notion of the market 

produced by all this fevered reading was, as the epilogue will discuss in more 

detail, still a far cry from the neoliberal mantra that “the market knows best,” 

which came to ideological prominence in the 1980s. Nevertheless, we need to 

recognize the significance of this much earlier conceptual shift that transformed 

actual stock markets into the abstract notion (and linguistic shorthand) of “the 

market” that could be observed through different optics and various locations.

 The specific stock exchanges that came under the lens of public scrutiny or 

were dreamed up in the fiction writer’s imagination might be vilified or romanti-

cized, but, in either case, an abstract yet animated image of the market emerged 

from these representations. Even the stock ticker and price charts, which seemed 

merely to provide an objective register of the market, created what Audrey Jaffe 

has called a “vivified abstraction,” a concrete projection of collective affect that 

was endowed with intentionality and then internalized, as if it was a natural ex-

pression of individual emotion.28 In The Pit, for example, Jadwin deludes himself 

into thinking that the market is merely his plaything. Like a Napoleonic general, 

he is able to conquer it:

Then at last the news of the great corner, authoritative, definite, went out over all 

the country, and promptly the figure and name of Curtis Jadwin loomed suddenly 

huge and formidable in the eye of the public. There was no wheat on the Chicago 

market. He, the great man, the “Napoleon of La Salle Street,” had it all. He sold it or 

hoarded it, as suited his pleasure. He dictated the price to those men who must buy 
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it of him to fill their contracts. His hand was upon the indicator of the wheat dial 

of the Board of Trade, and he moved it through as many or as few of the degrees of 

the circle as he chose. (332)

The novel goes on to suggest that price fluctuations in the stock market are not 

ultimately the result of human manipulation, but instead are the inevitable con-

sequence of the sublime economic force of supply and demand. The invisible 

hand of the market, we are led to believe, trumps the once-mighty hand of the 

individual speculator. Jadwin thus insists that he is not able to control the market; 

it controls him: “You think I am willfully doing this! You don’t know, you haven’t 

a guess. I corner the wheat! Great heavens, it is the wheat that has cornered 

me! The corner made itself. I happened to stand between two sets of circum-

stances, and they made me do what I’ve done” (283–84). In Norris’s novel and in 

other depictions, the market, despite being a human creation, is naturalized as 

a sublime and self-regulating force that is indifferent to human concerns.29 As 

de Goede has argued, the task of a historical genealogy of finance should be to 

denaturalize the “truths” of economic knowledge that have come to be taken for 

granted.30 If recent writers have attempted to demystify the “myth of the rational 

market,” which had come to be taken for a timeless and objective truth, with the 

dominance, since the 1980s, of the efficient market hypothesis (EMH), then one 

task of this volume is to demystify the logically prior notion of the market as an 

entity that is both abstract and yet curiously animated.31

 Furthermore, the idea of the market that was constructed by the discourses 

and practices of investment advice and technical analysis in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries was increasingly autopoietic, a self-referential hall 

of mirrors in which the quoted prices no longer seemed to reflect real-world 

economic conditions, but increasingly responded and referred to patterns that 

are peculiar to the market itself.32 Nonetheless, many mainstream financial com-

mentators, such as Charles Dow, continued to insist that stock market prices 

reflected fundamental economic values, which were the surest guide to future 

movements: “The best way of reading the market is from the standpoint of val-

ues. The market is not like a balloon plunging hither and thither in the wind.”33 

Dow himself, however, helped develop precisely the kind of financial journalism 

that made reading the market an obsessive nation pastime; and the Dow Jones 

Industrial Average, his pioneering stock market index, likewise contributed to 

the idea of the market as something resembling a single, albeit complex, living 

organism, whose temperature could be taken by the use of economic indicators.

 For the most part, the emerging profession of economics ignored the realm of 
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stock market investment and speculation, in part because it was keen to distance 

itself from these folk forms of financial knowledge and activity. When these early 

economists talked about “the market,” rarely did they mean the stock market. 

The marginalist revolution, however, which began to take hold from the 1880s 

with the work of economists such as Stanley Jevons in Britain and John Bates 

Clark in the United States, has much in common with the idea that causation in 

the stock market is endogenous rather than exogenous: that panics, for example, 

might result from the market reacting to its own movements, rather than to 

real-world events or conditions. The key marginalist insight was that value, and 

therefore price, are not an effect of an established order of worth (whether God-

given, or, as political economy had insisted, man-made), or even an indication of 

the amount of labor involved in producing a commodity, but are instead a result 

of market sentiment. This view bolstered the conception of the market as an 

autonomous, self-contained, self-referring system of signs.

The Financial Turn

Although professional economists at the time were slow to recognize the signifi-

cance of finance in shaping the nation’s economic destiny in the Gilded Age and 

the Progressive Era, the repeated financial panics that radiated outward from 

Wall Street and the other urban financial centers brought home to many ordi-

nary Americans the extraordinary power of the stock market to hijack and derail 

the wider economy, coupled with the concentration of power in the hands of 

the financier class. Randy Martin has documented the “financialization of daily 

life” in the twenty-first century, showing how financial practices and ideas have 

insinuated themselves into the nation’s inner psyche, since a reliance on capital 

markets has become a defining feature of economic life.34 Even in the nineteenth 

century, many Americans came to think of their lives as being intimately shaped 

by new financial structures and assumptions. Jonathan Levy, for example, has 

demonstrated how, in the course of the nineteenth century, many people were 

becoming increasingly subject to the risks of the volatile economy, with the irony 

being that they turned to financialized solutions, such as life insurance, to allevi-

ate the problems caused by the market itself.35

 Recent historiography on the development of capitalism in the United States 

has likewise begun to place finance at center stage. Earlier muckraking histo-

rians, such as Gustavus Myers (in the 1900s) and Matthew Josephson (in the 

1930s), had focused their attention on the venality of the robber barons when 

telling what they saw as the true story of the rise of American industrial might. 

Since the rise of business history, pioneered by Alfred Chandler in the 1960s, 
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economic historians have tended to downplay the importance of finance in gen-

eral and the stock market in particular. Yet after the crash of 2007, finance is once 

again of vital importance in debates about our current economic crisis. A number 

of  recent historical studies have therefore begun to look again at the first Gilded 

Age, bringing the story of bankers and brokers to the forefront and, in the pro-

cess, challenging the Chandlerian view of business history as the inevitable, tech-

nological progress of economic efficiency and improvements in management 

structures.36 The (re)turn to putting the institutions, mechanisms, and person-

alities of finance at the heart of capitalism is crucial if we are to understand the 

deeper roots of our present situation.

 The emphasis so far, however, has tended to be on the economic and political 

aspects of finance, with less attention paid to the conceptual and representational 

developments underpinning it, or to the way that financial ideas circulated in the 

wider intellectual life of the period. In contrast, the present study focuses on the 

everyday world of finance, taking its cue from work in economic sociology on 

the embeddedness of seemingly abstract and impersonal economic transactions 

within the broader cultural and social sphere. In a discussion of the emerging 

field of inquiry that is becoming known as the New History of Capitalism, Jeffrey 

Sklansky identifies four ways of analyzing capitalism that this intellectual proj-

ect could profitably explore: as “a form of selfhood or way of being, a system of 

representation or way of seeing, and a framework of trust or way of believing,” as 

well as “a system of power or way of ruling.”37 Where other recent works have con-

centrated on the political and economic institutions of financial capitalism, my 

book examines, from a cultural studies perspective, the ontology, epistemology,  

and phenomenology of everyday financial culture, both factual and fictional. The 

ways of being, seeing, and believing explored in this cultural history of finance, 

however, have very important consequences for capitalism’s ways of ruling dur-

ing this period, as well as for the possibilities for resistance to them. For example, 

whether the collusion of vested financial interests constituted a  conspiracy—and 

how to represent it, if it did—vexed Populist and elite critics alike.

 My claim, then, is that the conceptual adjustments that financial capitalism 

requires and entails are equally as important as its economic, political, and insti-

tutional arrangements. What distinguishes “finance capital” (a term that was first 

introduced by Rudolf Hilferding in 1909) from industrial capitalism is that profit 

is increasingly derived from financial instruments, rather than production, and 

finance becomes the master, rather than the servant, of the economic welfare of 

the nation.38 In his revisionist history of the transcontinental railroads, for exam-



Introduction  15

ple, Richard White shows how the robber barons who dominated the industry 

made their fortunes less from the much vaunted application of modern manage-

ment techniques than from the—frequently corrupt—manipulation of specula-

tive securities.39 Even in the flourishing industrial economy, with its rapid expan-

sion of mass production, urbanization, and transportation, the engine of wealth 

creation was driven as much by financial speculation as by the manufacturing 

of material goods. In the new world of finance-driven capitalism, value begins 

to break loose from its moorings in physical commodities, tangible assets, or 

actual production and instead seems to become free floating, with wealth created 

seemingly out of thin air in the emotional rollercoaster of speculative sentiment 

in the emerging securities market. Yet that market was not as entirely weightless 

and self-referential as some critics have imagined: in the decades around the turn 

of the twentieth century, powerful groups of financiers and their coterie were 

indeed able to manipulate fictitious values via privileged access to and control of 

the credit system and money markets.40

 An increasing apprehension about the endless fungibility of value neverthe-

less cast an increasingly long shadow over mental life in the nineteenth century.41 

The debates over the money supply that reached a crescendo in the 1890s, for 

example, revolved as much around the metaphysical nature of floating values as 

the political interests of the debtor versus the creditor classes. William James, 

for example, memorably compared the relativity of language and truth with the 

way in which a credit system of money no longer requires a solid underpinning 

to weld sign to referent: “Truth lives, in fact, for the most part on a credit sys-

tem. Our thoughts and beliefs pass so long as nothing challenges them, just 

as bank-notes pass so long as nobody refuses them. But this all points to direct 

face to face verification somewhere, without which the fabric of truth collapses 

like a financial system with no cash basis whatever.”42 Paper money, credit in-

struments, futures contracts, the self-referentiality of stock market prices, in-

explicable panics, the sudden rise and dramatic fall of speculative fortunes—in 

short, the increasing abstraction, dematerialization, and deterritorialization of 

finance—all contributed to a sense of its fictitiousness, which, in turn, led to 

efforts to call attention to its unreality and to reground the idea of value in some-

thing concrete. It is for this reason that Reading the Market attends to the fictive-

ness of finance, both in invented tales and factual writings about the market. Wall 

Street fiction—not merely a passive reflection of an existing economic reality 

but part of the cultural armature that helps create it—is here studied alongside 

the fabricated financial values produced by the stock market. Fictions of finance 
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helped make sense of the strange new world of the make-believe nature of  

finance.43

Abstraction and Personification in the Age of Corporate Personality

My principal argument is that in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, the mar-

ket was viewed as both impersonal and personal, abstract and concrete, often in 

quite contradictory ways. The evidence explored here suggests that we therefore 

need to rethink the story of the development of capitalism in nineteenth-century 

America. In particular, I wish to revise three influential accounts of economic life 

in the United States from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries. First, that 

there was a transformation from a moral economy, based on the logic of gift and 

expenditure, to a capitalist one, based on exchange and accumulation. Second, 

that there was a mechanization of trust during the period under discussion, with 

trust in systems replacing trust in individuals. Third, that financial capitalism 

brought about an increasing abstraction in social relations.

 In The Great Transformation, Karl Polanyi argues that nineteenth-century Brit-

ain underwent a profound shift: from a traditional society governed by personal 

relations of reciprocity and redistribution to the birth of the modern liberal 

state, with its impersonal and implacable logic of the self-regulating market.44 

Although Polanyi recognizes that markets had existed in earlier historical peri-

ods, the “market society” that emerged in the wake of the Industrial Revolution 

brought about a thoroughgoing transformation in economic epistemology. In a 

market society, the ultimate motive for all endeavor is profit, and the only form 

of value that really counts is price. Yet the rational calculation and self-interest 

at the core of neoclassical economic theory are not, according to Polanyi, time-

less traits of human nature, but are instead produced by the economic system 

they supposedly underpin. In his counter-to-orthodox economic theory, Polanyi 

drew on the work of anthropologists, such as Bronislaw Malinowski, who, in 

the first half of the twentieth century, had begun to be fascinated by the idea of 

alternative forms of “primitive” human societies that seemed to be organized by 

reciprocity, obligation, and kinship rather than by self-interested greed and the 

anonymous encounters of the market; in short, they suggested that a gift econ-

omy (or moral economy, in E. P. Thompson’s formulation) had been replaced by 

an exchange economy.45 Like Polanyi, these anthropologists argued that a more 

human- centered form of economic organization had existed in the past, but it 

was in danger of being wiped out by capitalist modernity, which viewed society 

as atomistic, rather than caught up in chains of mutual obligation and networks 

of kinship.
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 In a similar vein to Polanyi, Roy Kreitner has shown that the utilitarian picture 

of human nature developed by neoclassical economics in the nineteenth century 

was not timeless and inevitable, but was actually an effect of the forms of society 

that it seemed so naturally to create: “The imagined individual of theoretical 

contract discourse begins as an abstraction describing real-world persons, nat-

ural and corporate, who engage in contractual activity. But this image does not 

stop at description. Instead, it transforms the objects it purports to describe. The 

‘inner image of reality’ [in Georg Simmel’s phrase] is transformed as it sheds the 

characteristics of communal connection, passion, anxiety, beneficence, trust, in 

favor of precision and cold calculation.”46 What Kreitner’s and other accounts of 

contract law have in common is the notion of a broad transition from a person-

alized to an impersonal understanding of economic obligation, a shift, in the 

classic phrase of Sir Henry Maine, from status to contract.47

 In addition to these broad metanarratives of economic and legal development, 

several studies of late nineteenth-century America have focused more specifically 

on what might be termed the mechanization of trust in the corporate era. In 

doing so, they draw on the work of Niklas Luhmann (himself building on the 

ideas of Simmel), who argues that in modern capitalist societies, interpersonal 

trust is replaced by trust in abstract and anonymous systems, including legal, 

regulatory, and scientific institutions.48 Luhmann suggests that trust in moder-

nity becomes structural, rather than personal or psychological, and is one of a 

number of complexity-reducing strategies for coping with a situation in which 

people are increasingly reliant on overwhelming amounts of technical knowl-

edge that they cannot possibly hope to master personally. Luhmann’s notion of 

trust can help explain, for example, the development of contract law in nine-

teenth-century business as a way of providing reassurance when dealing in the 

marketplace with anonymous strangers, some of whom might well be inscruta-

ble, not to mention the new possibility of having to deal with huge corporations 

that are distinctly impersonal. Rowena Olegario, for example, has argued that 

the development of credit reporting in the second half of the nineteenth century 

provided the requisite trust that could grease the wheels of an expanding national 

economy, in which dealing with strangers was becoming the norm, by relying on 

more- objective and impersonal measures of trustworthiness (such as objective 

financial worth and the likelihood of repayment) rather than more- traditional 

and subjective evaluations, based on a personal connection or traditional moral 

or ethnic prejudices.49 Likewise, it is possible to understand the emergence in 

American commerce, around the turn of the twentieth century, of the money-back 

guarantee, fixed prices, and uniformly branded packaging as a response to the 
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problem of trust in an impersonal marketplace, rather than merely as the result 

of improved economic efficiency and technology.50 In a similar vein, historians 

have recently begun to focus on what we might call the late nineteenth-century 

technologies of identity verification and other sciences (and pseudosciences) of 

detection, such as phrenology, the rogues’ gallery, fingerprinting, and, in a related 

development, anticounterfeiting.51

 The final narrative that this volume draws on, but also reconsiders, is the com-

mon observation that economic life in the course of the nineteenth century was 

marked by increasing anonymity, impersonality, and abstraction. The dangers of 

economic and social interactions with strangers worried many writers, not least 

because the potential separation of face value and true worth meant that any 

encounter in the marketplace might leave one vulnerable to a confidence trick 

or to other forms of fraud.52 Many commentators were likewise alarmed by the 

vast size and correspondingly implacable impersonality of the new industrial 

combinations. By century’s end, despite these corporations coming to count as 

legal persons in the eyes of the law, they were popularly reviled as “soulless.” In 

his classic work, The Philosophy of Money (1907), Georg Simmel argued that in a 

capitalist society, money leads to the interactions between people becoming ever 

more impersonal, because of its promotion of rational, calculative, and abstract 

thinking, since money is taken as the universal measure of value. According 

to Simmel, money’s logic of generalized equivalence invades all areas of social 

life. A market society increases personal freedom but, in doing so, dissolves 

traditional bonds and kinship ties and changes the way people think and feel, 

introducing abstract calculation into all realms of life. In Simmel’s influential 

account, in modern capitalist societies, money thus serves as an objectified and 

impersonal form of trust that erodes the localized and personal aspects of trust. 

It grinds down differences and makes all commodities, labor, and land commen-

surable. Money, Simmel notes, is “interchangeability personified.”53

 Although there are many significant differences between these various ac-

counts of the coming of economic modernity, I am concentrating here on the key 

features they have in common. Each offers an important corrective to economic 

orthodoxy, not least in their insistence on the historical contingency and em-

beddedness of economics in particular social and political formations. My study 

builds on this tradition of alternative sociological and cultural interpretations of 

financial capitalism. The culture of the market explored in this book, however, 

suggests that we need to qualify these influential narratives. First, the accounts 

tend to assume that the “great transformation” is a one-way process that leads 

inexorably to increasing abstraction and anonymity. While the story of a world 
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turned upside down by the material and cultural dimensions of capitalism in 

the nineteenth century provides a powerful explanatory framework, it neverthe-

less blinds us to the possibility that this development might be cyclical rather 

than unidirectional, and that the transition might have been more contested and 

contingent than previously imagined. For example, in his account of the “long 

twentieth century,” Giovanni Arrighi argues that the epistemological and social 

upheaval brought about by the shift from productive to financial capitalism is not 

confined to our current era of globalization. Instead, he insists that it is a cycle 

of hyperaccumulation that has happened repeatedly over the course of the last 

five centuries of capitalism, albeit each time with greater intensity.54 In a similar 

fashion, Mary Poovey suggests that the “crisis of representation” brought about 

by the introduction of paper money in Britain happened not once, but repeatedly, 

accompanied by a series of anxious attempts to make sense of the philosophical 

ramifications each time.55 James’s specter of “truth collapsing like a financial sys-

tem” repeatedly haunts the popular culture of finance throughout the time period 

covered in this book. It is for this reason that the overall organization of Reading 

the Market is synchronic rather than diachronic, even if each chapter charts out 

the changing fortunes of each mode of representation that it analyzes.

 The transition in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era to increasingly im-

personal, systemic, and abstract forms of trust was likewise more complicated 

than most accounts have allowed. For example, as Scott Sandage has demon-

strated, credit-reporting agencies operated as much through networks of person-

alized spying as they did through the anonymous and abstract logic of statistics, 

with the two modes of attaining information operating hand in glove.56 We can 

also discern the persistence of the personal in an era of impersonal abstraction 

in the efforts to humanize the “soulless corporation” in the early decades of the 

twentieth century. In his pioneering guide to “financial advertising,” for instance, 

the advertising agent E. St. Elmo Lewis recounts the story of an old lady who 

demands to know the name of the teller she encounters in her bank:

The old lady typified the feeling of the world. We want to know the man, the indi-

vidual, the personality with whom we are dealing. I hear the banker say, “Yes, but 

the bank is a corporation, an aggregation of individuals who represent other indi-

vidualities and it can have no personality.” Probably he will quote that ancient and 

moth-eaten jest, a corporation has no soul, as proof conclusive that it has no mind 

or body. He will tell me that the whole tendency of the day is away from personality 

in banking. . . . So long as friendship is a part of business, as it is; so long as enmi-

ties and misunderstandings are possible, as they are; you will have personalities.57
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Although Lewis presents the desire to personalize the soulless corporation as a 

natural tendency (“we unconsciously reach out for that personality which lies 

back of all corporate unities”), Roland Marchand and other historians have shown 

that the idea of a corporation having a “soul” did not come naturally, but was the 

result of concerted public relations campaigns and legal wrangles.58 In his influ-

ential account of modernity, Anthony Giddens joins Luhmann in highlighting 

the importance of the mechanization and systematization of trust, but, in addi-

tion, he observes how consumers and citizens need to think of and interact with 

faceless bureaucracies as if they were individuals.59 Even the notion of money as 

a force for abstraction par excellence has been challenged, with Viviana Zelizer, 

for example, documenting the many everyday practices of money handling that 

involve marking out as special—personalizing, in effect—what might otherwise 

seem merely impersonal and entirely fungible.60

 My central proposition, then, is that the rhetoric of personalization and per-

sonification was vital to the transition to financial capitalism, both for its apolo-

gists and its critics. The autonomous, sublime, and self-regulating market is the  

creation of a particular set of mystified and mystifying market discourses that 

rely on the tropes of personification and personalization. These discourses at-

tempted to counter the impersonal abstractions of the market, but at the cost 

of confirming its totalizing power. The intertwining of a gift economy and an 

exchange economy was central to the development of financial capitalism in the 

Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, because it legitimized the impersonal ab-

stractions of finance by personalizing them. Yet, in doing so, it also made them 

legible and thus more amenable to criticism. Even after the seeming triumph of 

abstraction, then, the impulse to personify remained.61

 As Mark Seltzer notes in his study of the logic of naturalism, at the same time 

that people were increasingly being turned into machinelike things in the reifying 

regime of factory life, so, too, were inanimate objects and business collectives in-

creasingly being treated as people through sentimental personifications. Seltzer is 

concerned specifically with the “double movement” by which “the privilege of rel-

ative disembodiment that defines the citizen of liberal market society (‘abstract 

universal personhood’) is correlated with the making-conspicuous of the body 

in consumer society.”62 My interest in this volume is in the more general double 

movement by which economic ideas were abstracted and, in turn, humanized. 

My argument therefore concerns the personal within the impersonal, and the 

concrete within the abstract. The rhetorical trope of personification attributes 

human emotions and intentions to transpersonal entities—such as the very idea 

of the market—and, in doing so, considers them as if they were larger-than-life 
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persons or gods or, in the related image of anthropomorphization, as if they were 

animals. At the same time, however, personification serves to abstract away from 

the individual and the particular characteristics of the people that make up those 

entities. The trope of prosopopeia thus both personalizes and abstracts at one 

and the same time, creating an inherently unstable rhetorical accommodation to 

the “great transformation” of capitalism around the turn of the twentieth century.

 As the epilogue discusses in more detail, the first Gilded Age laid some of the 

conceptual foundations of the more ideologically concerted fetishization in our 

current Gilded Age: of financial markets as divine but irascible gods ruling over 

us mere mortals. Reading the Market explores the rhetorical strategies of contain-

ment and adjustment—“modern cosmologies,” in Elaine Freedgood’s evocative 

term—that helped Americans explain and accept the development of financial 

capitalism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.63 Many of these 

strategies revolved around imagining a personal connection and intentionality 

within the abstract process of finance, or envisioning the abstraction of finance as 

if it were a person. Older forms of knowledge were used to make sense of newer 

modes, and, in doing so, both were subtly transformed. As Robert Wiebe notes 

in his classic study of the transition of the United States from an agrarian to an 

urban, industrial, and, above all, market-oriented society: “As men ranged farther 

and farther from their communities, they tried desperately to understand the 

larger world in terms of their small, familiar environment. They tried, in other 

words, to impose the known upon the unknown, to master an impersonal world 

through the customs of a personal society.”64

 This book explores a range of vernacular genres of economic epistemology 

and practice in five chapters. The first chapter examines the development of the 

market report, in the postbellum period, seeing it as one of the most important 

ways in which Americans learned to “read the market.” It tells the story of how 

the money column changed from being merely a feature of specialist financial 

journalism to a mainstay of popular newspapers and magazines, using the New 

York Herald and Harper’s Weekly as two case studies. Through a detailed exami-

nation of the financial pages of Town Topics, the preeminent society magazine of 

fin-de-siècle America, the chapter also shows how the image of the stock market 

created in those pages was both the abstract, price-allocating mechanism that 

neoclassical economics was beginning to theorize and a realm of gossip and in-

trigue. Market reports, the chapter concludes, helped create the very market they 

supposedly described.

 The second chapter considers the stock ticker as a more literal and mechanical 

mode of market reading, which, like the market report, performatively constructs 
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the market it seems to objectively record. The ticker, in theory, made the stock 

market more legible, transparent, and efficient, enabling the “perfect competi-

tion” of nascent economic theory. In both the reality of its usage, however, and in 

the way that it was described in the emerging genre of popular investment-advice 

manuals and biographical accounts of traders, such as Edwin Lefèvre’s classic 

narrative, Reminiscences of a Stock Operator, it never fully achieved this. The ticker 

indeed made possible an anonymous and placeless market that unfolded simul-

taneously in all corners of the nation (and, increasingly, the globe). Yet the phys-

ical location and personalities of specific stock markets—the New York Stock Ex-

change especially—continued to loom large in cultural imaginings of the market 

in general and, in particular, in the rash of instructional guides on how to read 

the ticker that began to be published around the turn of the twentieth century. 

Moreover, the machine that supposedly promoted anonymity and abstraction  

in the market was itself often personified, just as the investment guides that 

sought to introduce seemingly scientific, technical analyses to ordinary specula-

tors continued to invoke more-mystical forms of interpretation.

 The third chapter asks how Americans pictured the placeless, abstracted, sub-

lime market around the turn of the twentieth century. What were the visual ana-

logues that were used to make it legible, and in which different representational 

modes was it portrayed? The chapter examines how a particular idea of the stock 

market was constructed in paintings, cartoons, guidebooks, photographs, and 

architecture, before going on to consider the way in which popular- magazine 

illustrations of the period tried to represent a market that was becoming increas-

ingly unrepresentable. Personification was vital to this endeavor, but new forms 

of abstraction also emerged in novel representational technologies, such as the 

charts, diagrams, and indices that were beginning to appear in the financial press 

and other guides to interpreting the market. The chapter argues that these inno-

vative technologies did not merely visualize the market as a whole (or the econ-

omy, which later theorists took as their object of analysis), but, in doing so, they 

also helped construct those realities.

 The fourth chapter discusses the surprising persistence of the reality and the 

imaginative appeal of confidence games and inside information in a historical 

moment supposedly characterized by an increasing anonymity and abstraction 

in economic affairs. Beginning with a reading of Herman Melville’s prescient 

novel, The Confidence-Man (1857), the chapter argues that the con trick works 

through a mimicry of contractual forms of encounter, appealing to status in the 

age of the contract. Although the confidence game became industrialized around 

the turn of the twentieth century, I show how it continued to operate through a 
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personalized appeal. In extended readings of the work of William Dean Howells 

and Edith Wharton, the second half of the chapter demonstrates how inside in-

formation remained crucial to the cultural imagination of Wall Street, suggesting 

that a personalized gift economy was not replaced by an impersonal exchange 

economy, but became fused with it.

 The final chapter focuses on conspiracy theories about finance around the 

turn of the twentieth century, in a range of cultural forms: from Gilded Age 

satirical cartoons and muckraking investigations, to Frank Norris’s novel The 

Octopus, to a diagram of interlocking corporate directorships produced by the 

Pujo Committee’s investigation in 1912–1913. Conspiracy theories melodramat-

ically claim to discover individual intention behind historical events, and they are 

usually contrasted with supposedly more sophisticated accounts that find either 

contingency or structural forces at work. In the case of the conspiracy-minded 

imaginings of individual agency in the age of the trust that are explored in this 

chapter, however, the impersonal system of finance is presented as if it were 

the result of a personal conspiracy of powerful individuals. These conspiratorial 

accounts create a personification of an abstraction, seeing system as conspiracy. 

Populist and Progressive conspiracy theories, then, are not merely the misguided 

delusions of those unable or unwilling to come to terms with modern economic 

conditions. Instead, they are a potentially creative, if also contradictory, way of 

bringing together the notions of structure and agency.

 Together, these chapters tell the story of the uneasy resistance against and 

accommodation to the abstractions of finance through vernacular genres of eco-

nomic knowledge. These ways of reading the impersonal market worked by mak-

ing it personal.



What, then, should be our guide in speculation? What are our sources 

of information? For without some hint or inkling of the future of 

stocks how can one trade intelligently? Let us consider the courses 

of information at the disposal of the trader. First, there is the “mar-

ket tip”; second, the “inside tip”; third, newspaper stories and gossip; 

fourth, news bureaus and market opinions by professional opinion 

makers and professional tipsters; fifth, statistics as to earnings, fi-

nancial condition, business condition, etc., of the various properties 

whose stocks are dealt in; sixth, money and financial conditions of this 

and other countries.

A Wall Street “Piker,” “Confessions of a Stock Speculator” (1907)

The financial writer must work hard in dull times, because it is so 

hard to write, and when the market is active because there is so much 

to write about.

Edwin Lefèvre, “The Newspaper and Wall Street” (1904)

Of all the genres of financial capitalism, the market report in mass-circulation 

newspapers and magazines has arguably been the most influential in teaching 

a lay audience how to read the market. It provides a daily barometer of the eco-

nomic climate, a set of numbers and diagrams from which the concerned citizen 

is meant to discern the lulls and storms of the global fluctuations of finance, pro-

viding a routinized, collective projection that is depicted as both cause and con-

sequence of national mood. Yet it must be remembered that the market report is 

not a timeless, natural, objective snapshot of economic reality. Like the weather 

c h a p t e r  o n e

Market Reports
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forecast, it is a historically and culturally specific representation, the outcome of a 

contingent and contested struggle over what is to count as economic reality—not 

least the suitability of the weather as a metaphor and even a causal explanation 

for price fluctuations.

 This chapter discusses how the view of the market created by the financial 

page in newspapers and magazines in the second half of the nineteenth century 

in the United States was the result of a mixture of technical innovation, jour-

nalistic creativity, rhetorical construction that combines scientific precision and 

folk wisdom, and—it goes without saying—market forces. Whether in specialist 

publications aimed at businesspeople or in the financial pages of mainstream 

newspapers and magazines, market reports that moved beyond the bare bones of 

lists of what were termed “prices current” began to reshape how both profession-

als and laypeople imagined the market. By revealing the supposed natural laws of 

economics that explained the movement of prices on the one hand, or by attrib-

uting price fluctuations to secret manipulations by the big operators dominating 

the nation’s stock and produce exchanges on the other, the money pages in the 

nineteenth century began to reconfigure both professional and popular knowl-

edge of financial capitalism. This chapter begins by outlining the emergence of 

financial journalism in the United States, distinguishing between market reports 

written for business professionals and those aimed at lay readers. It then looks 

in detail at three case studies from the latter half of the nineteenth century, ar-

guing that the emerging popular financial press constituted a particular kind of 

performative technology that pandered to a need that it helped create. Financial 

journalism for the lay reader, I will argue, contributed simultaneously to the 

condemnation and the normalization of speculation. It did this by presenting 

“the market” simultaneously as an impersonal abstraction, governed by natural 

economic laws, and as the product of gossipy, personal relationships. An older 

and more personal interpretation was not replaced by a newer faith in the ob-

jective power of numbers to represent the market, but was fused with it. People 

explained the abstraction of financial markets by personalizing them; but this 

had the effect of letting the system itself off the hook, since the class interests of 

elite financiers were obscured as they were turned into melodramatic gossip.

The Revolution in Financial Information

The market report began in sixteenth-century Europe, when merchants began 

circulating lists of prices current (of commodities and exchange rates), along 

with the details of the arrivals and departures of shipped goods. This kind of 

commercial knowledge had previously been closely held by insiders and shared 
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only within a network of personal contacts, but the invention of the printing 

press made possible the widespread dissemination of what had traditionally only 

been transmitted by word of mouth or individual correspondence.1 This was the 

first stage of an “information revolution” that compressed time and space in the 

world of commerce, although, until the advent of the telegraph in the 1830s and 

the subsidiary development of the stock ticker, with its near-real-time broadcast-

ing of quotations in the 1870s, these records of prices were always already out-of-

date. The pioneering organizers of the Antwerp Exchange in the 1540s realized 

that they could not only profit from selling the information in printed form, but 

that in making the data widely available, they would boost commerce in the city.  

The lists functioned as advertisements for the range of business that could be 

conducted in the Exchange. By the seventeenth century, Amsterdam was pub-

lishing a weekly commercial paper in four different languages, setting the bench-

mark for prices throughout Europe. The circulation of published lists of prices 

current across Europe and through the international circuits of trade thus did 

not serve merely to record the existing, internal workings of the exchanges; by 

enabling the free flow of commercial information, they helped create and make 

more efficient the very possibility and visibility of an international market that 

exceeded the transactions conducted locally at particular marketplaces by indi-

vidual merchants.2

 Although London had published printed sheets of prices current since the 

early seventeenth century, its financial press was invigorated after the accession 

of Prince William of Orange in 1688, accompanied by an influx of Dutch mer-

chants. In the eighteenth century, London witnessed the rapid expansion of fi-

nancial newssheets specializing in four areas: commodity and stock prices on the 

exchanges; rates for bills of exchange; details from the customs house regarding 

imports and exports; and marine lists (such as Lloyd’s List, first published in 1692) 

that tracked shipping cargoes. In fact, precisely because the financial newspapers 

made available information that previously could only be gathered in person at 

the exchange or the customs house or from a network of personal correspond-

ents, brokers could now work out of an office or even a coffeehouse, such as 

Lloyd’s, that subscribed to the financial sheets, knowing that they were not nec-

essarily missing anything by not being on the floor of the exchange in person. 

London, as the center of Britain’s commercial empire, became the market for all 

kinds of commodities and stocks traded across imperial circuits of enterprise. 

It comes as little surprise, therefore, that the first financial newspapers in the 

United States only emerged after the American Revolution, with the growing 

need of its citizens to share information and set prices locally.
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 It was not until the nineteenth century, however, that the market report, in 

a number of related developments, began to move beyond mere lists of prices 

current. First, the four types of specialist financial sheets began to be collated 

into generalist business publications, followed by the publication of the various 

prices current in mainstream newspapers. In the 1830s in the United States, 

nonspecialist newspapers began to include not only lists of prices current, but 

also a brief commentary on market activity, often a short leader written by the fi-

nancial editor.3 Publications such as the New York Herald, for example, pioneered 

a more personalized tone in their money pages. The evening edition of the New 

York papers that were published after the close of the Stock Exchange was known 

as the “Wall Street edition,” while morning papers, such as the Sun, had the 

most-popular reflective money columns. The 1840s saw the emergence of peri-

odicals that, although aimed at a specialist business audience, were nevertheless 

keen to integrate detailed commercial information with wider moral, political, 

and economic commentary. Up until the mid-1880s, the few stocks traded on 

the stock exchanges (the Stock Exchange and the Curb Market in New York, the 

other regional exchanges, and the over-the-counter trade) were predominantly 

those of the railroads, and the front pages of the newspapers were no strangers 

to lurid tales of the financial skullduggery of robber barons, with speculation  

by the bulls and bears thus functioning as a form of spectator sport. The many 

flotations of giant, new, public corporations around the turn of the century like-

wise attracted much popular interest, but by now, with the proliferation of stock 

tickers and bucket shops, members of the public were no longer necessarily 

merely spectators in the drama. Toward the end of the century, middle-class mag-

azines, such as Harper’s Weekly and the Saturday Evening Post, began to include 

financial columns, along with illustrated, melodramatic short stories and serial-

ized novels about business and finance by writers such as Edwin Lefèvre, Frank 

Norris, and Harold Frederic. Following earlier attacks by midwestern newspapers 

sympathetic to the Populist, agrarian attack on futures trading in the commod-

ity exchanges, in the Progressive Era, magazines such as McClure’s, Munsey’s, 

Everybody’s Magazine, and the Independent began to publish articles criticizing 

Wall Street practices, such as wash sales and stock watering, as well as the prolif-

eration of bucket shops.4 After the turn of the twentieth century, there emerged 

more-specialized popular magazines, aimed at investors of modest means and 

bucket shop speculators, such as Financial World (established in 1902), Moody’s 

Magazine (1905), Ticker (1907; later renamed The Magazine of Wall Street), and 

Commerce and Finance (1912), as well as reports circulated by the emerging pro-

fession of technical analysis.
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 The muckrakers hoped to use publicity to bring to light financial fraud, but it 

was often publicity in the newspapers that helped fuel fictitious stock promotions 

in the first place. As chapter 4 discusses in more detail, some market reporting 

was actually a scam: at times, newspapers were in the pay of financial promot-

ers, who used the publicity to manipulate stock or grain prices, while seemingly 

neutral and informative market letters and investment guides were, in reality, 

manipulative advertisements designed to bring in more customers to the bucket 

shops that produced the letters. For example, an article by an anonymous and 

rueful ex–Wall Street “piker” in the Independent in 1907 asserted that although 

some honest newspapers merely gave objective reports of financial facts and 

conditions, others merely pretended to do so: “The majority of financial writ-

ers for newspapers are personally interested in the market, and their comments 

are colored by their own market position. Again, a number of newspapers— 

either the entire paper or the financial columns thereof—are controlled by the 

market giants, and their market comments are designed to further the plans of 

these men. Therefore, when one reads the columns of the newspapers he cannot 

fathom the motives behind them; accordingly, as market guides they are unre-

liable and even dangerous.”5 Likewise, Henry Clews, in his retrospective look 

back at his fifty years’ experience on Wall Street, complained about “the ‘points,’ 

the ‘puffs,’ the alarms, and the canards,” put out by financial news agencies and  

the morning Wall Street news sheets “expressly to deceive and mislead” the gul-

lible public.6 By the early twentieth century, then, the American public had a 

surfeit of financial information and advice to choose from, although not all of 

it was necessarily accurate or objective. The proliferation of fraudulent financial 

reporting during this period thus gives a new twist to the argument that the mar-

ket is performatively constructed by the genres that seem to describe it: at times, 

the manipulated representations of the market in the financial press resulted in 

would-be investors creating the very market conditions conjured up by the fake 

descriptions. The most notorious and extreme case of life coming to resemble art 

was the work of Thomas W. Lawson, a media-manipulating stock promoter who 

later became one of the most vociferous muckraking protestors against the abuses 

of the system. His account (in both fictional and nonfictional form) of an imminent 

market panic helped fuel the very cataclysm that his fantastical writing predicted.7

Every Man a Speculator

The increasing visibility of popular financial reporting is puzzling, however, 

since the level of public interest did not immediately match the reality of stock 

market participation. If (as we saw in the introduction) the demographic of share 
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ownership on the legitimate exchanges was restricted, the fascination with Wall 

Street, part fearful and part admiring, nevertheless pervaded popular culture. In 

real terms, there might have been few actual outsiders engaged in speculation on 

the NYSE, but the perception that there were provoked much anxious commen-

tary in the financial press. Indeed, popular market reports were often couched 

in the rhetoric of an unequal battle between bulls, bears, and lambs. The vital 

question was whether more-easily accessible financial information and greater 

transparency in corporate reporting would be enough to solve the problem of 

the informational asymmetry that put ordinary investors at such a disadvantage. 

Were financial reports the solution to the problem, or did they make it worse, 

because they gave outsiders the deluded impression that they, too, were now 

insiders?

 In the decades on either side of the turn of the twentieth century, the figure 

of the vulnerable investor of modest means became central to debates about the 

legitimacy of the stock market. On the one hand, financial reformers insisted 

that small investors were significant in number and should be protected from 

the manipulation of insiders, as well as from the dangers of fraudulent overcap-

italization of corporations, through the active intervention of the government in 

regulating new stock offerings and requiring public incorporation of the stock 

exchanges themselves. The U.S. Senate’s Industrial Commission, investigat-

ing the “trust question” in 1900–1902, identified the outside investor of modest 

means as central to the developing idea of an American industrial democracy. 

The hope was that ordinary citizens would be able to own a modest stake in the 

newly formed industrial trusts, reinventing the dream of proprietorial democ-

racy in the age of corporate capitalism. Along with academic economists such 

as Jeremiah Jenks, Richard Ely, and John Bates Clark, the commission argued 

that, without full transparency of financial information, outside investors were 

investing merely on blind faith.8 After the Wall Street panic in 1907, the Hughes 

Commission in New York State went further, recommending a number of meas-

ures designed not merely to enforce corporate financial transparency, but also 

to actively protect vulnerable outsiders, such as tightening control over quota-

tions and forbidding trade in potentially risky, unlisted securities that made no 

financial disclosures at all. Likewise, in 1913, the U.S. House of Representatives’ 

Pujo Committee recommended “complete publicity as to all the affairs” of listed 

corporations on the stock market.9

 Wall Street professionals, on the other hand, insisted that the best way to 

promote the American values of democracy and independence was for the mar-

ket to be left free and unfettered, with caveat emptor as its guiding principle; it 
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should not be up to the government to save the “lambs” from their own folly. The 

professionals argued that instead of protecting inexperienced speculators, any re-

forms should be aimed at discouraging unqualified investors. The Hughes Com-

mission, though, hedged its bets and also recommended doubling the NYSE’s 

margin requirements in order to discourage small-time speculators, following 

the distinction, first made by U.S. Supreme Court Justice Oliver Holmes in his 

landmark 1905 ruling on bucket shops, between “speculation which is carried 

on by persons of means and experience, and based on an intelligent forecast, 

and that which is carried on by persons without these regular qualifications.”10 

The reformers complained that the market was being manipulated by profes-

sionals, putting the wider public off of investing; in contrast, the governors of 

the New York Stock Exchange insisted that the market was indeed best left to 

professionals, the only ones able to properly shoulder the risk and maintain a 

liquid  market.11

 It must be remembered, however, that many more people engaged in stock 

market activity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries than the fig-

ures for official participation suggest. For one thing, the ubiquitous presence 

of bucket shops allowed Americans of modest means (clerks, in particular) to 

have the vicarious thrill of speculation, even if they were not technically purchas-

ing actual stock in corporations—although some undoubtedly thought that they 

were. Despite ongoing legal attacks led by the New York Stock Exchange, bucket 

shops spread prolifically throughout the nation from the 1870s up to about 1915, 

when the legal campaign waged by the principal exchanges to protect their price 

quotations as intellectual property finally triumphed. One answer to the mystery 

of why popular financial journalism flourished far in advance of actual mass 

investment in the stock market is that many Americans were, in fact, involved in 

speculation, albeit in a way that does not show up in the scant historical evidence 

we have for active participation in the nation’s formally constituted exchanges.

 Another part of the explanation is that the money pages of popular publica-

tions pandered to the public’s desire for the simulation of speculation, even for 

those who were not placing bets in bucket shops. The abundance of popular 

guides to speculation and financial journalism suggests that ordinary Ameri-

cans were emotionally—if not literally—invested in the market before the rise of 

popular share ownership with the take-up of Liberty Bonds in World War I. They 

craved a daily or weekly fix from the nation’s financial soap opera, seeking invest-

ment advice even when they had nothing to invest. As Mary Poovey explains in 

the context of early Victorian Britain, “the new City columns treated the financial 

world as a distinct culture, which writers strove to make interesting even to read-
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ers who did not need to know about international exchange rates or economic 

theory.” In explaining the market’s perplexing ways to lay readers, Poovey argues, 

popular financial journalism also served to normalize the chaotic fluctuations 

of the markets.12 Part of the ideological function of the “new financial journal-

ism,” moreover, was to make the market seem of vital, daily importance to casual 

readers, even in those times when panics, corners, and booms were not making 

the headlines. It helped create an imagined community of market watchers, per-

suading them that it was their duty to check the money page obsessively and to 

identify emotionally with the rise and fall of prices that, as the new marginalist 

economics was beginning to argue, were an aggregation of investor perceptions, 

rather than the objective, underlying value of the corporations.13 Popular market 

reports, as we will see, anthropomorphized the rise or fall in prices as the vital 

signs of the body politic, a metonymic transposition from the supposed psycho-

logical disposition of individual brokers on the floor of the NYSE to the mood of 

the market as a whole.14

The Commercial Sublime

The diverse array of financial publications outlined above can be divided into two 

broad camps. On the one hand, there were newspapers and magazines aimed at 

a lay audience that began to include financial information among their general- 

interest articles. On the other hand, there were publications aimed at business 

and finance professionals (both those who aspired to be a professional and those 

who wanted to think of themselves as such), which often tried to embed the 

reams of technical information amassed in tables and lists into more-general 

discussions of political economy. Before examining in detail three case studies 

of financial journalism for a lay readership, it is worth briefly contrasting the 

cultural work performed by those publications that were written for a profes-

sional readership. Their outlook was usually conservative, with an emphasis on 

the objectivity of statistics and economic laws, part of the larger goal of trying to 

convince both the public and would-be regulators that the market was not the 

plaything of insider cliques, but an impersonal, scientific mechanism managed 

by seasoned brokers and traders for establishing fair prices and redistributing 

risk, fulfilling a socially useful function. By appealing to a specialist audience of 

bankers, brokers, and businessmen (or would-be members of those professions; 

young clerks were often the implied readers), the publications also served to re-

inforce a sense of collective identity for their readers as part of an emerging cadre 

of financial professionals, in pointed contrast to the more-visible public image of 

the financier as a robber baron.
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 New publications—such as Hunt’s Merchants’ Magazine (established in 1839); 

the Bankers’ Magazine (1845); the Commercial and Financial Chronicle (1865); 

the Financier (1884); and, of course, the Wall Street Journal (1889)—were high 

minded and aimed mainly at the business community and the upper classes. 

Their claim, epitomized by Charles Dow of the Wall Street Journal, was that they 

provided a “faithful picture of the rapidly shifting panorama of the Street.” The 

desire was to create “a paper of news and not a paper of opinions,” trading on a 

mixture of impartial and impersonal reporting that combined narrative and sta-

tistical overviews of the condition of the market.15 The claim of the professional 

business press, in short, was to bring a new objectivity to the presentation of Wall 

Street as an institution governed by natural laws, instead of fraudulent, personal 

 influence.16

 William Buck Dana’s Commercial and Financial Chronicle (1865), for exam-

ple, was self-consciously modeled on Walter Bagehot’s weekly newspaper, the 

Economist. It endeavored to explain for a small but influential readership what 

Dana believed were the underlying, immutable laws of economics, which were 

providentially ordained. It was not just descriptive, but didactic; its aim was to 

teach its readers to interpret correctly the data it provided. Thus anything that 

interfered with the natural order of supply and demand in a free market was to be 

condemned. The economy, for example, was figured as a vital force, an organism 

unto itself, with capital supplying the blood circulation to keep the whole thing 

moving. The journal nevertheless recognized its role in promoting the commer-

cial progress of seemingly external influences, such as business cycles, and even 

psychological factors, such as investor confidence. Like other conservative finan-

cial publications of the nineteenth century, it supported a broadly Adam Smith-

ian, laissez-faire approach to commerce, along with a Social Darwinist outlook.17

 What is striking about specialist business publications, such as the Chronicle, 

Hunt’s Merchant’s Magazine, and the Banker’s Magazine, is that they were not 

content merely to provide an objective, statistical description of the market; they 

also felt the need to explain its workings to their audience. Poovey has argued 

that in the eighteenth century in Britain, writing about the market in particular, 

and economic value in general, divided inexorably into two strands, with literary 

writing increasingly defending the cultural value of imagination in contrast to 

the commercial value of factual information. As Elizabeth Hewitt has demon-

strated, however, the specialist business press in the earlier part of the nineteenth 

century in America strove to keep together the genres of fact and fiction by cre-

ating a “literature of commerce.” Hunt’s Merchant’s Magazine, for example, was 

marketed not at specialists in a particular trade or financial activity, but included 
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all commercial enterprises, combining sections on specific industries with arti-

cles of general interest. It consciously brought together statistics with an analysis 

that had a literary bent, arguing that American business was itself a new art 

form, an expression of a national economic sublime. Its aim was “to educate its 

readers in the practical details of the modern marketplace and simultaneously 

to offer itself as commercial epic.”18 Although these dry, professional periodicals 

included a surprising number of fictional and personal accounts of finance, the 

moral of the story was inevitably that the banker must remain dispassionate and 

objective, refusing sentimental attachments or personal responsibility for the 

inevitable human tragedies caused by the operation of economic laws. Although 

the financial press, aimed at professionals, thus deployed a personal rhetoric, it 

merely served the propose of reconfirming that the market was impersonal and 

impartial.

The Philosophy of Commercial Affairs

In contrast, the money page of mass-circulation publications explicitly aimed 

to humanize the abstractions of finance in its leader article, which provided an 

explanatory framework for the lists of prices that were, for many readers, inscru-

table and illegible—in some cases literally so, as they tended to be printed in 

tiny typeface. In 1904, the broker and Wall Street writer Edwin Lefèvre wrote an 

article in the Bookman validating the craft of popular financial journalism, which 

had begun to take shape in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Lefèvre 

argued that, unlike college professors and those who write for dry economics pe-

riodicals, the financial journalist must have “knowledge obtained at first hand, of 

the men whose personality so dominates the financial markets that it is very hard 

to disassociate the men from the events.”19 The focus on personality, rather than 

objective economic facts, was precisely what the specialist and academic presses 

complained was wrong with popular financial journalism. What distinguishes 

successful financial reporters for Lefèvre, however, is that “they are men who are 

able to deduce from dry statistics facts of interest to human beings.” Lefèvre thus 

sees the money page as fulfilling a socially useful role in teaching the ignorant 

public how to think about Wall Street: “They are beyond question an educational 

force, and it is not their fault that we are hysterical as a nation and that the public 

goes to extremes in its stock market opinions and no less so than in its judgment 

of the financial leaders.”20 With the panics that regularly shook the wider econ-

omy in the nineteenth century, it comes as no surprise that the general reader 

would be interested in learning more about finance in those times of dramatic 

events on Wall Street. Yet the financial pages of general-interest publications en-
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deavored to make the vicissitudes of the stock market of vital interest to readers, 

day in and day out. “The financial writer must work hard in dull times,” Lefèvre 

states, “because it is so hard to write, and when the market is active because there 

is so much to write about.”21

 The outline of the larger historical transition that took place over the course of 

the nineteenth century, from the recording of prices governed by Providence or 

impersonal economic laws to the kind of reflection on the human drama behind 

the fluctuation in stock quotations that Lefèvre recommends, is foreshadowed 

in embryonic form in 1835, in the very first two editions of James Gordon Ben-

nett’s New York Herald, the pioneer of popular journalism in nineteenth-century 

America. The first edition was significant in that it understood the importance 

of including a substantial money page, but that page merely contained a list of 

prices current, based on Bennett’s fact-finding strolls along Wall Street. For the 

second edition, Bennett—who was writing the whole paper himself—recognized 

that a list of prices on their own would not suffice; he had to make sense of them 

for his readers. It is therefore intriguing to note that Bennett’s first discursive 

“Money Market” column in the Herald was on the dangers of speculation, and 

it put forward a conspiracy-minded explanation for the fluctuations in prices, 

laying the blame on a “secret conspiracy of our large capitalists.”22 Despite being 

a former teacher of economics, Bennett was willing to countenance rationales 

that involved individual manipulation rather than abstract economic forces, un-

like the editors of more middle-class business publications. His duty, as he later 

explained when improving the “ship news and commercial departments,” was 

to make the raw figures talk, even for businessmen: “The spirit, pith, and philos-

ophy of commercial affairs is what men of business want. Dull records of facts, 

without condensation, analysis, or deduction, are utterly useless. The philosophy 

of commerce is what we aim at, combined with accuracy, brevity, and spirit.”23 

Bennett here sets up the terms of the debate for the function of the market report 

for the remainder of the nineteenth century. Should the facts and the figures be 

allowed to speak for themselves, as if the market itself had a voice, with the fi-

nancial page the concern only of the professional trader? Or should the journalist 

endeavor to humanize the abstractions of the market, to make the “philosophy of 

commerce” part of the wider drama of ideas, with all the ideological baggage that 

the genres of conspiracy and melodrama bring with them? By focusing on the 

“spirit, pith, and philosophy of commercial affairs,” popular financial journalism 

in the second half of the nineteenth century strove to make the mysteries of the 

market engrossing and intelligible to its readers, including those who were not 

necessarily Wall Street regulars, but only by turning it into melodramatic con-
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spiracy that tried to find a hidden agency behind structural forces. It achieved this 

partly by adopting a stance that combined a quasi-anthropological distance from 

the exotic customs of Wall Street with a gossipy appeal to readers, as if they were 

insiders in this tribe. But the price they paid for this personalizing approach was to 

divert attention from considering the vested interests of finance as a system; and, 

by making the fortunes of the market a matter of personal affect and identification, 

to transform ordinary Americans into vicarious spectators of finance, which, in 

turn, helped legitimate the importance of finance to the wider economy, even as 

it led to Populist attacks on it.

 We can see some of these rhetorical maneuvers at work in the New York Her-

ald in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.24 Before giving the list 

of prices current, the market page gave a summary of the previous day’s activity, 

not of the aggregate economy or diverse markets in general, but the floor of the 

New York Stock Exchange in particular. The column tends not to focus on long-

term trends or underlying economic explanations, but instead uses the format 

of a daily diary, coupled with a focus on the manipulations of insiders, to give a 

sense of immediacy and familiarity to the market.25 The column gives outsiders 

the view from the inside of the Exchange, as a battleground of bulls and bears in 

constant struggle. Readers are made to feel that the columnist knows the major 

players intimately, but that he is on the side of the readers, condemning insider 

manipulation. One April day in 1883, for example, we learn that “the bulk of 

to-day’s transactions is to be correctly attributed to the Board Room members,” 

while three days later, it is reported that “outside of the Board Room nobody did 

anything; inside of it professional traders had the swing of business.”26 The col-

umn reports financial rumors but is not always able to give the complete inside 

story: “People identified with Vanderbilt interests,” readers are told, “intimate 

that there is foundation for the telegraphic report of a new scheme to build a 

transcontinental railroad from St. Louis to San Francisco. Specific information, 

however, is refused.”27

 Although the column is remarkable for its comparative lack of philosophizing 

about the causes of market movements, from the 1880s onward it nevertheless 

constantly argues that the market would be better off if outside investors helped 

rally the market into action, to prevent it from becoming merely the plaything 

of professional traders: “It is almost nauseating to again be obliged to repeat the 

fact that the ups and downs of prices are entirely ascribable to manipulation of 

Board Room traders. There is no public, no anybody, except professionals, that 

takes the least interest in stock speculation.”28 In contrast to the condemnation 

of amateur speculation by the exchanges, the money page in the Herald insists 
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that the market should be democratized, albeit merely for the sake of bringing 

some excitement to the dull periods of trading. The market report also strives to 

appear neutral and objective, but is clearly—like most of its readers—far more in 

sympathy with the optimistic bulls than the pessimistic bears.

 The tone is chatty, witty, and informal, full of the latest colloquialisms and bon 

mots doing the rounds of the Exchange. “The boot was on the other leg today,” we 

are informed. “Prices which had every indication yesterday afternoon of going to 

the ‘demnition bowwows’ [i.e., the damned dogs] turned suddenly upward this 

morning, and, with the exception of a pause now and then, tended toward higher 

figures.”29 In addition to this kind of jocular phrasing, the column’s richly figura-

tive language tends to make the market seem familiar and homely. In consider-

ing the previous day’s activities, for example, the columnist imagines himself as 

a farmer or shopkeeper, weighing up produce: “‘Hefting’ it after an avoirdupois 

fashion, the general market may be described as being heavy and weak.”30 Like 

a crop, the market begins to “droop” as the sun approaches its “meridian values” 

(i.e., before the Board Room members broke for lunch); like a stubborn mule, 

the market needs “a rap over the head” from the bulls before it retreats, “beaten 

and disgusted.” The market is also likened to a horse race, with the rise in prices 

held back as if by the heavy going: “Looking over to-day’s stock market sporting 

men would say that the advance in prices was so heavily handicapped by the bad 

weather that little or no improvement in them was either probable or to be ex-

pected.”31 Likewise, “the week opened with much strength as to a rising scale of  

prices, but at the same time with a feeling of impending apprehension that the 

advance had been ‘going the pace’ too long and too rapidly.”32 Or the market is 

itself depicted as a horse, firmly under the control of the inside manipulators, 

with ordinary speculators (the imagined readers of the column) being pulled 

along unceremoniously:

The great operators have the stock market so thoroughly in hand that they are able 

to start prices off upon a gallop or pull them up upon their haunches whenever 

circumstances afford good reason to do so. As for speculators generally, who, so 

to speak, are inside of the coach, their feelings are in nowise considered. Whether 

prices move briskly upward or briskly downward, the passengers in the current 

speculation stand about as even a chance of being dumped into the ditch of lower 

prices as of being landed upon the platform of higher ones.33

 The market is also frequently described in medical terms, as if it were not just 

an animal, but a person: “The upward movement, which had grown almost strong 
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enough to ‘go it alone,’ has again been knocked off its pins.”34 “The spasm of 

improvement noticeable on Thursday and Friday,” readers are informed, “seems 

to have passed away and the market has relapsed into its old collapsed condition. 

What is worse, the public has had another scare and is now more timid than 

ever.”35 Noting that “prices were passably strong at the opening and heavy and 

dull at the closing,” the columnist asserts that “the market has got back into 

the old rut” (a farming metaphor, retooled for psychology and, in turn, used for 

finance), and that the public—in opposition to the professionals—was, only a 

week previously, willing to help “extricate it from the Slough of Despond.”36 The 

mood and psychological status of individual traders becomes confused with that 

of the market as a whole. On 12 February 1890, for example, under the heading 

“A Dull Morning Followed by a Rattling Afternoon,” readers were informed that 

“a report that Mr. J. Pierpont Morgan had been stricken with apoplexy was circu-

lated on ’Change.” It turned out that the rumor was wildly exaggerated, as Mor-

gan had only been suffering from “la grippe.” Here, the fortunes of the market 

seem to turn on the health of one man, who not only embodied, but, as the Pujo 

Committee later alleged, personally controlled the entire market, without ever 

setting foot on the floor of the Exchange. When the columnist concludes a report 

with the declaration that “the market closed feverish and weak,” readers are left 

to wonder whether the market’s woes are merely an allegorical projection of Mor-

gan’s health, or whether they are directly caused by rumors about his fever.37

 The column repeatedly blurs talk about the mood of individual brokers with 

a figurative account of the mood of the market. After a July Fourth weekend, for 

example, we learn that, “with the exception of the stocks referred to, the list was 

stagnant and more or less ‘groggy’—a condition by no means extraordinary in 

view of the extended holiday and its patriotic and spiritual accompaniments.”38 

On 26 February 1881, we are told first that “in the morning the stock market 

opened in a weak and feverish condition,” and immediately after that “there 

were anxious and frightened faces by the score at the Stock Exchange.”39 In a 

fairly straightforward way, we can surmise that the market is feverish because 

the traders are frightened, but the order of the sentences suggests that the causal 

direction is the other way around: the brokers are anxious because the market 

itself is feverish. The individual mood of market actors comes to be figured as an 

aftereffect of the emotional turmoil of the market, which is itself imagined as an 

individual. In a similar fashion, the column frequently draws on the literary trope 

of the pathetic fallacy, blurring, in its rhetoric, the causal linkages between the 

internal mood of investors, the mood of the market, and the state of the weather. 
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“There was dull weather out of doors and equally dull business within,” we learn, 

“and between the two the market remained sluggish.”40 Likewise, “with the hot 

weather and the half holiday which brokers vote themselves on summer Satur-

days, it was no wonder that business should have been dull on ’Change to-day 

and utterly devoid of excitement.”41

 The most common emotional description used in the New York Herald’s 

money page is not excitement, but dullness. Even more than the columnist’s an-

noyance at the market being controlled by professionals, he becomes exasperated 

when, day after day, little seems to happen. On an April Monday in 1883, unre-

markable weather is blamed for producing a dull market; the report for Tuesday 

begins by stating morosely that “today’s stock market was dull and dismal”; and 

by Wednesday, the writer is beginning to despair, insisting that “to-day’s stock 

market was so dead, so dull, so utterly wanting in everything worthy of attention 

that it is simply a waste of space and printer’s ink to make notice of it in this 

column.”42 Prices hold steady during the summer, with the headline on 6 July 

announcing “A Dull but Very Firm Market.” The headline on 7 July is forced to 

proclaim that the market was “The Dullest for Years,” followed by “The Stock 

Market Dull and Weak” on 8 July, and “A Stubborn Dullness” on 9 July. By 12 July, 

the writer is once again despairing that there is nothing to report: “Today’s stock 

market was dull and steady. A really good sensation would have been cheap at 

any price, but none was afforded. . . . So far as the day’s business was worthy of 

record, the least said of it the better.”43

 In part, this obsession with dullness is a consequence of the writer’s convic-

tion that the outside public needs to become involved in speculation; only they 

can stop the market from becoming a tedious plaything of the professionals. Yet 

it is also a result of the need to make a report every day, to find something of 

interest for readers who have little or no direct involvement in the market. The 

thinking is that even if it is dangerous for would-be speculators or out of step 

with economic fundamentals, a lively market is better for the casual observer 

than a dull one. Instead of offering a long-term view, in which temporary fluc-

tuations of prices are shown to be mere blips, the popular money page, with its 

daily dramas (or insipidity, from a lack of them), invites the reader to identify 

completely with the vicissitudes of the market, to ride the emotional roller coaster 

with no end in sight. Making the quotidian ups and downs of stock prices matter 

to readers of the New York Herald is also a result of its presentation of the market: 

simultaneously a remote realm in which financial titans do battle in a scale that 

dwarfs humble individual investors, and a familiar place that can be made sense 

of through homely metaphors. This figurative exchange between the structural 
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abstractions of political economy and concrete popular representations ended up 

serving the needs of financial capital, rather ordinary people.

The “World of Finance”

Where the New York Herald pioneered a rhetorical style of financial journalism 

that sought to add human interest to its daily tables of economic figures, the 

ten-cent, middle-class weekly magazines that began to be published toward the 

end of the nineteenth century dispensed with the lists of prices altogether, con-

centrating instead on including financial information and advice as part of their 

roster of topics suitable for a genteel audience. Although the approach of the 

magazines’ main editorial pages was often a muckraking condemnation of sharp 

practices, such as wash sales and stock watering, and a Progressivist call for regu-

lation, their financial columns often served to normalize and even glamorize the 

heroic actions of Napoleons of finance. Harper’s Weekly provides a good example 

of this contradictory stance.

 The principal editorial page in Harper’s Weekly regularly discussed economic 

matters. For example, it counsels against the silverites in the gold-standard 

debates leading up to the 1896 presidential election, and likewise warns that 

a William Jennings Bryan victory in 1900 would be bad for business. Despite 

its broader interest in political economy, the magazine only instituted a dedi-

cated financial column in August 1899, entitled “World of Finance.” Beginning 

in March 1900, the column is attributed to A. K. Fiske; the broker and financial 

journalist Edwin Lefèvre took over in October 1901, continuing until 1903; and, 

after a hiatus, the investment banker Howard Schenck Mott revived the column 

in April 1908, now as a full-page spread. The “World of Finance” section takes 

its place alongside other topics the magazine’s imagined reader needs to know 

about, from the bicycle craze to the war in Cuba. Unlike the daily New York news-

papers, as a weekly magazine, Harper’s cannot give its readers the same sense of 

being immersed in the daily ebb and flow of market activity. Instead, it provides 

retrospective summaries, along with broader reflections on stock market trends 

and economic principles. The relationship between the immediate events being 

reported and the lessons to be learned are, however, at times unclear. Instead of 

a moral being drawn out of the material at hand, it can begin to seem as though 

individual episodes are reported merely as a pretext for the larger didactic point 

the writer wants to make.

 Although much of the “World of Finance” is still concerned with the minutiae 

of advances and declines and manipulations, one constant is its political stance, 

which combines a reformist call for transparency with a conservative reluctance 
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to regulate private business. “It is to be regretted,” the column opines, “that the 

industrial corporations do not make regular statements of their operations such 

as are made by most of the railroad corporations, though there is a good deal of 

force in their contention that they would thereby be furnishing information use-

ful to their rivals in business.”44 In addition to this call for Progressive financial 

reforms, which would nevertheless be voluntary rather than mandatory, the aim 

of the page is didactic. Its goal is to teach lay readers how the stock market works, 

not so much in the name of objective reporting or for the purpose of exposing 

its evils, but, ultimately, in order to persuade the public to participate. The col-

umn does not just report on the market for spectators; it gives advice on how to 

become involved: “With due care in the selection there are many opportunities 

presented in times like these on the Stock Exchange, and the man with funds to 

invest will not be slow to see them.”45

 As part of that act of persuasion, the money page in Harper’s tries to show 

that financial fundamentals and economic laws, rather than investor psychol-

ogy or insider manipulation, are the real operative forces behind stock market 

movements. A column summing up the year 1900, for example, concludes that 

“the end of the year finds us in a strong position industrially, commercially, and 

financially, with a much better prospect for continued prosperity than appeared 

at the beginning.”46 Likewise, the money page repeatedly emphasizes the “eco-

nomic maxim” that “continuously idle money is a practical impossibility. If it 

cannot find profitable employment in ordinary business channels, it is bound to 

seek investment channels.”47 The column thus also insists that the stock price of 

many companies is a fair reflection of the value of their assets and earnings, even 

if it is forced to acknowledge that some of the giant combinations recently created 

were (in the jargon of the day) overcapitalized.48

 Howard Mott, in particular, perseveres with a rhetorical insistence on eco-

nomic laws as the true underlying cause of market events, even when it might 

begin to seem otherwise. For example, he begins one entry by noting that it is a 

feature of the American national character to have all or nothing, with a tendency 

to go to extremes, and the market in property values follows this psychological 

trait. Yet he nevertheless maintains that the movement of prices is more a re-

sult of economic rather than psychological factors, which were becoming more 

prominent in accounts of panics around the turn of the century: “So our property 

values fluctuate with the same violence as the general estimate of them. I do not 

mean to say that the question of property values is wholly psychological. Far from 

it. Indeed, I expect to show, before you shall finish this page, that natural forces 

are controlling.”49
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 Sometimes a more complicated interpretation is required, when the funda-

mentals seem to tell a contrary story:

To the lay mind the rising stock market of the past two months or more is a re-

markable paradox. Rising prices for stocks appear logically to demand increasing 

corporate earnings; yet ever since last October corporate earnings have been de-

clining, and during most of the period there were no noteworthy indications of a 

revival in business. It is quite evident, however, that last year’s panic depressed the 

prices of nearly all securities far below their intrinsic values, as those values would 

be determined under normal business conditions. The very sense and meaning of 

a speculative market is that it anticipates future rather than existing conditions.50

Although the “lay mind” might be forgiven for thinking that a rise in stock prices 

should reflect the earning power of a corporation, the more-sophisticated an-

alyst should understand that prices have already factored in an anticipation of 

future earnings—an idea of market perfection that became dominant with the 

development of the efficient market hypothesis at the tail end of the twentieth 

century. In a refrain that has been repeated in different guises in boom times ever 

since, readers of the Harper’s column are also told that the remarkable new fun-

damental economic conditions mean that traditional standards of valuation are 

no longer adequate: “The stock market has, for some time past, been suffering 

from a curious sort of deadlock. Advocates of a rise have abounded, while there 

have been not a few believers in lower prices. It has been repeatedly pointed out 

in this column that the extraordinary conditions of industrial and commercial 

prosperity and the even more unusual magnitude of financial operations and 

readjustments of corporate capital have necessitated not, indeed, utter disregard 

of precedents, but rather new standards of comparison.”51

 Harper’s money page sometimes acknowledges, however, that market move-

ments cannot always be explained in terms of economic fundamentals. Instead, 

manipulation by insiders is to blame. Like the New York Herald, Harper’s repeat-

edly laments that “trading in stocks seems to have become an unpopular pastime 

with the general public,” suggesting that “the lack of outside interest in specu-

lation” is a result of “the relapse of the stock market into tiresome ‘professional-

ism.’”52 At times the writer feels able to account for what looks like manipulation 

in terms of the economic laws of supply and demand: “A flurry in money at the 

close of the past month revived the suspicion again that there had been ma-

nipulation for the benefit of the banks and trust companies who had funds to 

lend. There may have been some ‘jockeying’ by the money-lenders but the high 

rates could not have been brought about unless there had been a real scarcity of 
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loanable funds.”53 But more often, the column rails at the lack of involvement 

by the general public, which, in its view, leaves the market vulnerable to manip-

ulation by a clique of insiders: “The dullness which has prevailed in the stock 

market of late is obviously the logical consequence of the lack of outside interest 

in speculation. As a matter of fact, the public at no time since the panic of last 

May put a sudden and disastrous stop to the speculative craze has evinced any 

decided disposition to forget its wholesome lesson.”54 And, in another column, 

“Irregularity was the principal characteristic of the trading in stocks last week. 

Outside interest in speculation continued at a low ebb. This left the market in 

the hands of the professionals, who are prone to govern their actions by technical 

conditions, and to respond readily to rumors of all sorts.”55 If no new capital is 

being channeled into productive use by the market, then the only explanation for 

market movement the financial writer can find is that there must be intentional 

manipulation by a clique of insiders pulling the strings. Yet if the tacit aim of 

the column is to encourage outsiders to enter the market, the rationale given in 

each case seems to undermine that conclusion. In the first example cited above, 

the writer ironically affirms that there is a good reason why the public might be 

wary of getting their fingers burnt again: when the public does invest, it can lead 

to a “craze”; yet when it stays away, the market is sown up by insiders and lapses 

into “dullness.” In the second quotation, the problem is caused not by gullible 

outsiders who misread the market, but by “professionals” who ignore economic 

fundamentals, because they are so caught up in obsessively tracking the technical 

and psychological noise of the market itself.

 Unlike other Progressive Era attacks on speculation as a form of gambling, 

the money page in Harper’s is keen to persuade readers that participating in the 

market is sensible; yet, at the same time, it warns them that the market is ma-

nipulated by a small clique of insiders. With “more holders of stocks and bonds 

[than] ever before known,” the column insists that, even if the only active specu-

lators are professionals, the “daily fluctuations of listed securities attract an exten-

sive passive interest”—not least, I might add, in the proliferating market reports 

in the popular press.56 If the number of nonprofessional participants in the stock 

market is increasing, the magazine sees part of its duty being to warn would-be 

speculators to act cautiously, because of the possibility of confidence tricks: “Al-

though the better class of investors are unwilling to increase their holdings at 

the present moment, promoters of fictitious companies are offering long lists 

of stocks whose flimsiness is concealed behind columns of advertisements.”57 

The column thus simultaneously takes a paternalistic stance to tyro investors in 
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its warning against seductive stock promotions, while also assuming a patrician 

view that it speaks for the “better class of investors,” who are savvy enough not 

to get caught up in the market at present. There might be problems with stock 

promotions, the column suggests, but the best cure is not regulation, but for out-

side investors to become smarter. Speculation might be a disease or a flirtation, 

but that does not necessarily mean that the public should stay away from it: “The 

germs of speculation have been spreading lately, and it seems that very slowly 

the public is again receiving into its system the fever of stock-buying. One hears 

more ‘tips’ and rumors of ‘deals’ nowadays than in many weeks. . . . The public 

has been strenuously wooed in one way and another for a period of six months, 

but until recently there had been no encouragement given by it to the attentions 

of the syndicates with stock to sell. Now matters indicate the development of an 

interesting flirtation.”58

 At times, therefore, the “World of Finance” column suggests that reading the 

market’s signals requires adopting a hermeneutic of suspicion, because nothing 

is as it seems, and the intentions of traders cannot easily be assumed from the 

visible evidence of activity on the floor of the Exchange: “The stock market from 

time to time shows weakness, but it is distinctly traceable to the operations of 

the professional speculators; and on the next day it displays strength, because the  

same professionals are buying back stocks sold on the previous. And as al-

ways happens when the trading is of this ‘professional’ character, ‘sentiment’ 

changes with the fluctuations in prices, being depressed when stocks are falling, 

and hopeful when they are rising.”59 The movement of the market is now to be 

thought of not simply as a reflection of abstract economic fundamentals, with the 

price of corporate securities solidly based on the underlying value of its assets; 

nor is it the case that the price is a warranted representation of future value, as 

suggested earlier; nor even is it a result of broad and impersonal popular-investor 

sentiment. Instead, the implication is that the canny market reader must rec-

ognize that the price signals have been deliberately manipulated through wash 

sales by a small group of professional traders, in order to look like a genuine 

market movement. The trick is to discover malign intentionality beneath what 

has been made to look like impersonal, structural forces. Readers are thus taught 

that rising prices do not necessarily provide a realistic reflection of increased 

productivity, because the market might merely have been manipulated, in order 

to make unsophisticated outsiders think that such is the case. Even though its 

focus on economic fundamentals makes Harper’s closer in tone and outlook to 

the financial press, which is aimed at business professionals, it nevertheless in-
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structs its lay readers on how to identify the hidden hand of market manipulation 

behind what, at first sight, seems to be the invisible hand of supply and demand.

Town Topics

My final case study, Town Topics magazine, is not chosen because it was the most 

influential financial publication of its era. Indeed, if it is remembered at all in 

the historiography of America’s Gilded Age and Progressive Era, it is never for 

its money pages. Yet the magazine is worth exploring in some detail, because the 

rhetorical convergence between its gossip pages and its money section drama-

tizes the way that popular financial journalism both abstracted and humanized 

the workings of the market, and brought a financialized logic to its analysis of 

society manners. In the same way that the gossip pages helped create the very 

idea of “society,” while at the same time policing its indiscretions, so, too, did the 

financial column conjure up “the market” for its readers as simultaneously an 

impersonal, self-sustaining, self-regulating entity, and as a thoroughly personal 

arena of gossip and intrigue that needed continual surveillance.

 In 1885, the brothers William and Eugene Mann took over an existing publi-

cation called Town Topics and turned it into the most influential and widely read 

society-gossip magazine in the country. The driving force behind the rise of Town 

Topics was Colonel William D’Alton Mann. He had had a long and varied career 

before he took on the magazine. He claimed to have served as a cavalry officer in 

the Civil War, and he was a confidence man and schemer who had been, at one 

time or another—or represented himself as—an engineer, hotelkeeper, inventor, 

entrepreneur in the oil industry, tax assessor, newspaper publisher, candidate for 

Congress, and millionaire inventor and manufacturer of luxury railway sleeping 

cars.60 By the time Mann took over Town Topics, he was in the process of losing 

most of his millions with the failure of the Mann Boudoir Car Company, but 

he continued to live liberally, lunching magnificently at Delmonico’s restaurant 

each day, and each weekend during the summer season hiring an entire Pullman 

car to take the staff of the magazine to his country retreat—whether they wanted 

to go or not. By all accounts, Mann and most of his employees lived in a perma-

nent alcoholic haze, but somehow they managed to concentrate enough each 

week to put together an issue of Town Topics.

 The main feature of the magazine was a column called “Saunterings,” tak-

ing up roughly twelve pages, about half of each issue. It was written by Mann 

himself, under the pseudonym of “The Saunterer,” and was based primarily on 

information supplied to him by an army of society insiders, servants, and spies, 

such as a clergyman and a telegraph operator in upscale Newport, Rhode Island. 
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Some of the information came from anonymous tips, often from those harboring 

a grudge. The column, consisting of a series of short but sometimes sugges-

tively connected paragraphs, covered society events such as balls, dinners, and 

 coming-out parties in New York and fashionable watering holes, as well as noting 

new styles in dress, décor, and food. Many of the entries were seemingly bland 

or even quite complimentary about their subjects, but, read in the right way, they 

verged on salacious gossip about prominent society figures and their misdeeds. 

The reports were often (in newspaper jargon) “blind”: they did not mention the 

actual names of the people involved, but they either included telltale clues, easily 

recognizable by those in the know, or were placed close to another, quite innoc-

uous item (the “key”) that did give the names of the participants, leaving readers 

to make their own inferences.

 In addition to the gossip column, the magazine also contained other regular 

features on diverse subjects. The full title of the publication was Town Topics, A 

Newspaper of Society, Fashions, Drama, Music, Art, Books, the Club, Racing, Yachting, 

Military, Flowers, Household, Etc. In part, the inclusion of these genteel and fash-

ionable topics served to make reading gossip more respectable to an imagined 

middle- and upper-middle-class readership, particularly women. The short fic-

tion pieces were mainly sentimental stuff, and the book and art reviews were not 

especially noteworthy, although the magazine’s later spinoff  publications—Tales 

from Town Topics, Transatlantic Tales, and The Smart Set—did publish early stories 

by Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, O. Henry, Jack London, and Stephen Crane.

Reforming the “Four Hundred”

For those men who presumably were worried about being seen to indulge ex-

cessively in the genteel arts, not to mention gossip, Town Topics also included a 

regular section on Wall Street. Because Colonel Mann was, at first, tied up in the 

legal wrangles involving his railway-car company, his younger brother Eugene 

originally edited the magazine. Eugene had studied political economy in France 

and Germany in the 1870s, before studying law and working for the Northern 

Pacific Railway Company. It is no surprise, therefore, that he was keen to include 

a section on financial matters, and from 1897 to his death in 1902, he wrote the 

Wall Street coverage himself.

 One of the puzzles about Town Topics is who its readers actually were and 

why they read it. The magazine’s masthead proclaimed that it was the “newsiest, 

brightest, wittiest, wisest, cleverest, most original, and most entertaining paper 

ever published.” Even if that is somewhat exaggerated, its formula of combin-

ing society gossip with reports on the arts and Wall Street was very successful. 
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When the Mann brothers took over the paper in 1885, the circulation was only 

5,000; but by 1891, it had risen to 63,000; and the Colonel claimed that by 1900, it 

had reached 140,000.61 Like other early society publications, in its less- successful 

previous incarnation Town Topics had merely listed, without commentary, par-

ticipants in formal balls and dinners, just as newspapers had, at first, merely 

published stock prices, before the emergence of the money-market column that 

sought to turn market activity into a coherent narrative, complete with human in-

terest. Although society gossip had long been a feature of American journalism, 

it was, for the most part, dully factual at best and fawning at worst, and, in the 

pre–Mann brothers years, Town Topics was no different.62 The revamped version 

of Town Topics, however, was a revelation, with its witty and wry attacks on the 

foibles of the upper class, and salacious and very knowledgeable gossip threaded 

in among the traditional reports of society happenings, along with other sections 

on the arts and business.

 Colonel Mann insisted that the purpose of the magazine was not to flatter, but 

to expose the excesses of the pseudoaristocracy. He claimed that his work was in 

keeping with other muckraking journalism of the period, which had faith in the 

power of publicity to shame the idle, unproductive rich (who live off their Wall 

Street investments) into mending their ways:

I have long been convinced that the 400 of New York is an element so absolutely 

shallow and unhealthy that it deserves to be derided almost incessantly. . . . There 

are a few conspicuous individuals who are constantly figuring as “leaders” of the 

fashionable lot, and there are others that are constantly pushing and clawing to get 

recognition and publicity, and to these I am merciless. I have iterated and reiterated 

that one inflated and preposterous man was a jackass, and that a vain and jealous 

old lady, who persists in being at the head of the court, is undeserving of the cour-

tesy and tenderness that gentle and true womanhood commands from me, as from 

nearly all men.63

Mann’s true mission in running Town Topics, according to a reporter from the 

New York Times who interviewed him, “was neither mere lucre nor the satisfac-

tion of any personal vanity. What he wants to do is to reform the Four Hundred 

by making them too deeply disgusted with themselves to continue their present 

silly way of life.”64 Yet for all Mann’s reformist piety in attacking the social elite, 

the magazine was written as if it was to be read exclusively by those in the inner-

most sanctum of society. Admittedly, the Saunterer’s column makes mention of 

somewhat more people than the very narrow list of the four hundred guests that 

society leader Ward McAllister had famously declared could fit in Mrs. Astor’s 
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ballroom. Nevertheless, it maintains the illusion that society is a very exclusive 

realm, and that the readers of the column must be part of that select band in 

order to know what the gossip is about. Whether the column is full of intimate 

details, or whether it is mildly indignant at lapses of good taste, it always creates 

the impression of being written by and for those on the inside of high society. Al-

though society figures were supposedly the subject of Mann’s attack, they almost 

certainly did read the magazine, even if they would not admit to doing so, with 

the magazine finding its way “into almost every cottage in the Park [Tuxedo Park, 

an elite, Gilded Age resort in New York], as it did into the cottages, villas, and 

mansions at Newport.” It was read, according to the son of the etiquette-guide 

writer Emily Post (herself a victim of Mann’s scandal mongering), “upstairs, 

downstairs, and backstairs.”65

 The irony is that a circulation restricted to the Four Hundred would not make 

good business sense, so the rapidly growing readership presumably consisted 

not only of the innermost circle of high society, but those who delighted in mock-

ing the scandalous behavior of their supposed betters, as Mann proclaimed. Al-

though reliable evidence of the actual readership of the magazine is scant, it is, 

however, arguable that it also appealed to the vanity of those who wanted the 

illusion that, by proxy, they, too, were part of the inner sanctum of society. Like 

the market reports in mass-circulation newspapers and magazines, the gossip 

pages made the daily intrigues of the wealthy come to seem of vital importance 

to ordinary readers. The trick, then, was to present society as extremely exclu-

sive, yet make readers feel as if they were included, and Town Topics played on 

the contradictory desires for privacy and publicity, secrecy and transparency, that 

made fashionable society tick. As Maureen Montgomery notes in her study of 

the contradictions on display in Edith Wharton’s New York, high-society women 

courted publicity from the press in the promotion of their leisure-class activities, 

but the price they paid was an increased scrutiny by the gossip magazines of  

the boundaries of proper feminine conduct.66 The complicitous gossip pages thus 

both condemned and sustained high society. In this way, as Eric  Homberger’s 

study of Mrs. Astor’s world makes clear, the society column helped forge the very 

notion of the “society” it claimed to merely reflect, a world whose exclusivity had 

to be acted out in the full glare of public attention in order to promote its appeal.67

 The financial page, I want to suggest, had a similarly conflicted attitude to-

ward its subject. Like the other market reports discussed in this chapter, the 

Colonel’s supposedly muckraking financial gossip helped sustain the very mar-

kets it appeared at times to criticize, and, in the process, obfuscated their opera-

tion. Town Topics’ money section is both inclusive and exclusive, sycophantic and 
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admonitory, a champion of the reformist call for the glaring light of publicity in 

financial affairs, yet a purveyor of inside information and an implicit supporter 

of the view that the New York Stock Exchange should rightly remain a private 

gentlemen’s club. We can see these conflicting approaches, for example, in the 

name changes of the various columns making up the financial pages of Town 

Topics. One of the two regular money columns was originally called “The Game 

of Speculation: With a Glance at Dealers and Victims,” suggesting a standoffish 

tone of disapproval. By the 1890s, mirroring the broader decline of militant Pop-

ulism and the rise of a more reformist Progressivism, the column adopted a tone 

that was not so much an attack on speculation as the confidential advice between 

a trusted broker and his privileged client. It changed its title to “Whispers of Wall 

Street,” drawing attention to the gossipy content of the piece. At one stage, the 

subtitle was “The Record of the Financier’s Rambles,” echoing the magazine’s 

main attraction, “Saunterings.” The subtitle of the primary editorializing column 

became “Hints for Bulls and Bears,” as if it were a confidential etiquette manual 

for those new to the club. It appeared under the signature of “The Room-Trader,” 

suggesting that this piece was truly written by a participant insider, while “Whis-

pers of Wall Street” was signed at first “The Financier,” and then “The Rounder,” 

echoing the financial page’s dual focus on the serious and the dissolute aspects 

of Wall Street.

“A Very Shocking Break in Society”

As in so many other accounts of this period, both factual and fictional, the fluc-

tuations in prices of stocks are described in Town Topics in mock-heroic terms, a 

perpetual and personal struggle between the bull and the bear factions, with the 

focus on the dominant personalities of the exchanges. The story of a particular 

deal in Richmond Terminals, for example, is presented as a “hard-fought battle”: 

“The General, flushed with the brilliant advance that he had made, was lavish 

in his gifts to his friends and admirers.”68 The market is often seen to be under 

the personal influence of a masterful player, a bold and energetic character: “You 

have doubtless concluded that Mr. Gould is at the back of this market, and I 

think that such a conclusion, if arrived at, will be proven a fact ere many days 

have passed. . . . I know for a fact that both Cornelius and William K. [Vanderbilt]  

are opposed to the payments of any such large amounts to stockholders.”69 There 

is thus a contradiction at the heart of the financial pages of Town Topics: if Wall 

Street was a rigged game in which the bulls and bears engaged in private battles, 

and the only sure outcome was that the lambs got slaughtered, how could you 

persuade more outsiders to invest, in order to help fuel the engine of a lively 
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market—first in railroad shares and then in the public flotations of corporate 

stocks and bonds—during the Great Merger Movement of the late 1890s and 

early 1900s?

 One solution to the problem was to insist that Wall Street, in general, was a 

democratic, rational, safe place for savvy investors to place their money, because 

it operated through aggregations of prices whose movements were impersonal, 

while, at the same time, to report on the market in detail, as if it were the gossip 

of an exclusive gentlemen’s club—which the New York Stock Exchange, with its 

resistance to external regulation, in reality remained.70 That is what the financial 

page of Town Topics did: it combined a broad editorial stance in favor of conserv-

ative speculation, transparency, and professionalism with an insider’s gossip of 

tales of “the Boys” on the floor of the Exchange getting up to collegiate pranks. In 

this way, Town Topics makes visible the links between the personalized language 

of gossip and the abstract rhetoric of the stock market as a vast, price-processing 

information machine, a connection that, as we have seen, is visible in other pop-

ular accountings of the market during this period. Popular financial journalism 

like Town Topics thus provided an imaginary resolution to the problem of asym-

metrical information in stock markets by rhetorically making outsiders feel like 

they were insiders. The resolution remained in the realm of the imagination, not 

least because the actual members of the NYSE jealously guarded their monopoly 

on price information. In the 1880s and 1890s, they mounted a series of legal chal-

lenges against the telegraph companies that were providing ticker feeds to bucket 

shops, as well as launching public relations campaigns aimed at convincing the 

public that investment remained distinguishable from speculation, if it was left 

to the professionals.71

 Although the financial pages in Town Topics were there in part to make the 

gossip pages seem more respectable and offer something for the husbands of  

the women who were undoubtedly the gossip magazine’s main audience, there 

are closer connections between the two sections than one might at first think. 

Elegant, authoritative, jaunty, and urbane, the two reports from Wall Street are 

very much in tune with the brisk reports of the society column, with both sec-

tions occasionally issuing stern reprimands for behavior deemed to be beyond 

the pale of accepted norms. For example, readers are informed, in a refrain that, 

as we have seen, is familiar to most financial journalism of the period, that “the 

general condition of the stock market during the past week has been decidedly 

dull and uninteresting.”72 Or readers learn that “there was nothing very sensa-

tional in the stock market last week; but the steady strength that was exhibited 

in all the leading stocks showed very plainly how the cat is going to jump. The 
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Southern stocks were undoubtedly the feature of the market, and General Logan 

opened his campaign in Richmond Terminal in brilliant style, making a move of 

11–1/2 per cent in three days.”73

 It is important to note that Town Topics included not just neutral, factual re-

ports of market activity, or even general editorial pronouncements on impor-

tant issues, but columns offering what looked like specific investment advice. 

The “Room-Trader,” for example, refers to his column as a “survey,” but he also 

gives a simulation of intimate, personal investment advice whose selling point 

is its supposed accuracy: “Since I last wrote, I have sold a few of my Richmond 

and West Point Terminals at a profit of four points, and now intend holding 

the  balance. . . . Without any prospect of a settlement of the Transcontinental 

difficulty, with the absolute certainty that the company is in urgent need of new 

steamers, and with the undeniable fact that there will be no dividend on the stock 

for many weary months, perhaps for years, to come, I cannot consistently ask you 

to buy it around its present price.”74 Yet it is only an imitation of personalized 

advice, made to seem intimate and individual for a mass readership. The irony of 

popular financial journalism is that, in theory, broadcasting market information 

should have cut down on speculation, because it introduced a level playing field 

between all investors and reduced opportunities for arbitrage, even for those at 

a geographical distance from the heart of the action in the nation’s exchanges. 

Instead, the newspapers and magazines offered a simulation of privileged infor-

mation in the form of tips and rumors that, by being broadcast widely, necessar-

ily failed to provide individual readers with a unique competitive advantage. In 

fact, soon into the Mann regime, Town Topics established a separate Financial 

Bureau, offering investment advice by letter and telegraph to subscribers, which 

was advertised as a more exclusive, personal service. In effect, the Town Topics Finan-

cial Bureau promised to deliver what the gossip column only gestured toward, 

namely, inside information and trading advice based on well-placed intelligence. 

Its regular advertisement assured readers that its “sources of information are 

more complete, more from the ‘inside,’ and hence more accurate than those of 

any other paper or institution in the country.”75 The Financial Bureau thus func-

tioned as both a supplement and a rival to the magazine’s financial pages, putting 

idle gossip and speculation onto a professional footing.

 Like the Financial Bureau, the columnists emphasized their insider status, 

thus underlining their accuracy: “My information, which comes from a direct 

and official source in Boston, is to the effect that the directors [of the Chicago, 

Burlington & Quincy Railroad] will probably declare a dividend of 1–1/2 per cent 

at their June meeting.”76 Although the financial reporters were always keen to 
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point out their supposedly privileged access to the exclusive club of Wall Street 

insiders, they also took a pious stance in favor of exposing market swindles to 

the harsh light of publicity, just as the society pages both indulged in gossip and 

took a muckraking editorial position against social misdemeanors. “The day for 

making bogus statements has passed,” the magazine announced, going on to 

insist that “chicanery, thanks to exposure, is being relegated to the background.”77 

Likewise, it was not speculation per se that was at fault, but the few bad apples 

that were giving the Exchange a bad name: “I have had, in times gone by, and 

shall probably in the future again have to call attention to the despicable methods 

of some unscrupulous Wall Street operators. The shaking down and pounding 

given by the ‘manipulators’ of the Whiskey Trust, that resulted in ruin to so many, 

are fit subjects for consideration now that the ‘deal’ has been consummated, 

and that the insiders are once again to take the public into this confidence.”78 

In the same way that etiquette guides and society columns served a disciplinary 

function in regard to women’s conduct (the former dealing with idealized theory, 

and the latter with sometimes less-than-perfect practice), so, too, did investment- 

advice manuals and gossipy market reports fulfill a normalizing role in the the-

ory and practice of market behavior.

 Although the financial section of Town Topics at times takes a similarly out-

raged, muckraking stance as the Colonel’s editorializing against the Four Hun-

dred, it also indulges in the same frivolous banter as the gossip column. For ex-

ample, the tone and language of society repartee is occasionally used wittily in 

financial advice: “Those who have an inclination to go short for a big turn, had 

better follow the advice to persons about to get married—‘don’t.’”79 Conversely, the 

language of speculation is used metaphorically in the gossip pages to describe the 

rise and fall in the social stock of particular individuals in the marriage market:

Chicago is nothing without a sensation. This time it is not a break in wheat [i.e., a 

sudden fall in the price of wheat at the Chicago Board of Trade], but a very shock-

ing break in society. The sixteen-year-old daughter of Mrs. H. O. Stone has gone 

and done just what, after all, has not so greatly surprised the knowing ones. . . . 

Her clever mamma was outwitted in a plan for matching the fatly larded millions 

of the late pork packing potentate with the yardstick millions of the still present 

Marshall Field. The insurance business captured the prize destined for dry goods, 

and mamma has avenged herself by dramatically cutting her graceless daughter off 

without a shilling.80

 Personal gossip is also admitted into the supposedly more austere pages of 

the financial column, usually not for its own sake, but for what it explains about 
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the movements of the market. On the one hand, financial woes are intimated to 

be the source of society scandal in the “Saunterings” column, for instance: “How 

the mighty have indeed fallen. Poor E. Berry is a blueberry now; but manages 

to be cheerful. The Pollocks, who cut a wild but brief swath here two years ago, 

have nothing left of their inheritance of $300,000 each, but its memory; I could 

name a few dozen others, who, even last winter, lived at the rate of $200 a day, 

with occasional plunges in the ‘Street,’ costing from $5,000 to $40,000 each, who 

now are stripped and credit less with no hope that Fortune will smile again.”81 

On the other hand, domestic difficulties reported in the “Saunterings” column 

are rumored to be the cause of business problems:

Scarcely a week ago, a callous commercial telegraph company passed over its wires 

the news that a very well-known Wall Street firm was about to be reorganized on 

account of the withdrawal of one of its members. The firm promptly denied the 

statement, but obstinately refused to furnish official endorsement of its denial. . . .  

At the same time Cadley began to talk mysteriously in clubdom about poor Mrs. Z., who 

was going to sue her husband for divorce; and that Mr. Z. had levanted to Europe 

while the family pot was cooling down; and that Mrs. Z. was packing up to move 

out of her apartments at the Saxony.82

Thus, in Town Topics, Fifth Avenue is shown as working the same way as Wall 

Street, with the reputations of individuals on the rise or fall, and the financial 

markets are portrayed as a mirror image of high society, governed by the same 

human passions and peccadilloes. Insights into the domestic arrangements of 

brokers, for instance, are claimed to shed light on financial dealings that would 

otherwise remain murky: “There are a number of rumors afloat to the effect that 

the financial firm of which Harry Hollins is the head will soon be dissolved. . . .  

There does not appear to be any actual certainty about the dissolution of the 

partnership, but the fact that Mr. Yznaga has gone to Europe, and the report of 

some trouble in his domestic relations, have in all probability given credibility 

to the story.”83

 There is a similar convergence between the personal and the financial in some 

of the short stories included in the magazine. For example, a four-act, satirical 

minidrama titled “Ebb and Flow,” placed just before the financial section, re-

counts “the weird way in which money will circulate.”84 It is a parable of how 

personal connections become impersonal, and vice versa, and revives a familiar 

eighteenth-century trope of tracing the circulation of a coin in order to follow 

the course of a debt.85 A married woman catches her lover, Percy Doolittle, about 

to write to a Jewish moneylender for a thousand dollars to pay off a debt he 
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claims he has accrued from unwise bullish speculation on Wall Street. Noting 

that her husband, a stockbroker, has recently received a windfall from Wall Street 

by being bearish on the market, she promises to get the money from her husband 

to lend to her lover (she will claim it is for charity). In Act II, Doolittle is seen to 

give the thousand dollars to a different lover, only half-jokingly in exchange for 

the promise of a kiss. Act III reveals this second woman handing the thousand 

dollars over to her French hairdresser, supposedly to open a shop. In the final act, 

we learn that the Frenchman has taken the thousand dollars to the stockbroker 

husband for a reckless financial speculation. In contrast to the “Romances of 

Real Life” in Hunt’s Merchant’s Magazine, the logic of this story is that the im-

personal abstractions of money as the “general equivalent” mask the complex 

networks of personal and financial obligations that fuel a credit economy—and 

which a gossip-cum-finance magazine is ideally placed to expose, albeit not at a 

structural level. Unlike the more familiar separation of business and romance 

plots in the sentimental fiction of the period, “Ebb and Flow” presents the two 

realms as fundamentally the same.

Making the Market Personal

Along with other accounts in the business press of the late nineteenth century, in 

Town Topics the market occasionally is figured as a vast, anonymous machine—

increasingly global in scope—in which price movements are no longer under 

the control of a master manipulator, but are instead the aggregation of countless 

transactions that are in themselves random, yet, to the trained eye, nevertheless 

reveal meaningful patterns. At the same time, however, the market is presented 

through the synecdoche of the colorful cast of characters populating Wall Street. 

These individuals are represented as both the actual market-makers on the floor 

of the Exchange and as stand-ins for the market itself, anthropomorphized as a 

single, coherent entity, a hive mind with a distinctive character of its own.

 Even when the gossip is not connected to the world outside Wall Street, the 

financial pages of Town Topics are dotted with snippets about the uproarious do-

ings of “the Boys” on the “Street.” For example, the “Whispers of Wall Street” 

column tells a story about a waggish broker sending a rat in a box to a fellow 

trader who dealt in Richmond Terminals, designated on the ticker tape by the 

initials R. T., and hence jokingly known among traders as “rats.” In the same way 

that the Four Hundred comes to represent society itself, so, too, does the New York 

Stock Exchange (and the related commodity exchanges) function as a stand-in 

for the whole of the market. The complexities of finance in the age of industrial 

capitalism are reduced to, but also portrayed as, the personal goings-on of a pri-
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vate gentlemen’s club: “The members of the Produce Exchange held a regular 

jubilee on Monday evening, and attended Nat Goodwin’s performance of the 

‘Mascot’ about 250 strong. Bob Clapp, resplendent in a magnificent dress suit, 

and accompanied by Wallace, occupied a stage box, and among the audience 

I noticed ‘Jumbo’ Goldsmith, ‘Plunger’ Miller . . . and a number of others.”86 

More usually in the popular financial reporting of this period, descriptions of the 

New York Stock Exchange as a private club were harnessed to a critique of the 

lack of democratic accountability in the nation’s financial center, but Town Topics 

combined an editorial call for reformist transparency with a rhetorical appeal to 

readers to consider themselves privy to the inside gossip of the club. As with its 

society-gossip pages, Town Topics maintains a hypocritical stance that both con-

demns and glamorizes the intrigues on Wall Street and in the drawing rooms of 

Fifth Avenue.

 Knowledge of the market, Town Topics’ financial page suggests, is based on 

personal, inside information, but the impersonal market can also be understood 

as if it were an individual. The anonymous writer is thus always keen to assert 

his personal friendship with those he regards as the key players. We learn, for 

example, of a chance meeting with Chauncey Depew in Delmonico’s restaurant: 

“Within a very few hours I met my friend Chauncey M. Depew. . . . After finish-

ing his midday lunch with apparently little effort, the President of the New York 

Central and Hudson River Railroad Company favored me with his views upon 

the market. Depew is very far-seeing. His friends are among the millionaires and 

savants of the two worlds. Everybody who knows ‘Chauncey M.’ admits that his 

magnetic powers are irresistible, and I believe he owes much of his knowledge 

to his ability to mesmerize his subjects.”87

 The financial section of Town Topics serves as a permanent enticement to 

outsiders to think that they are sufficiently on the inside to indulge in specula-

tion, part of the rhetorical work that made it seem a perfectly respectable activity, 

rather than a form of gambling. Other editorials in the magazine, however, warn 

against brokers who actively advertise for business, a practice that was prohibited 

under the patrician rules of the New York Stock Exchange, which wanted to dis-

tinguish what its members saw as their respectable business from bucket shops 

and other less reputable institutions that dealt with investors of modest means: 

“So long as the candle burns within the legitimate precincts of Wall Street and 

the vicinity of the Stock Exchange, and the moths, well knowing the inflammable 

nature of their plumage, will insist upon singeing it, I have no fault to find with 

those who furnish the flame. But when a broker and a banker [Henry Clews] . . .  

deliberately goes about lighting his speculative tapers all over the city and em-
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ploying agents to shoo unknowing and unsuspecting moths into their blaze, I 

moved, out of sheer pity, to raise a voice of warning.”88 As with the contradictory 

logic of the society pages, which both eagerly publicized the activities of society 

figures but then held them up for public scrutiny, the financial pages constituted 

an ongoing advertisement for the excitement of the stock market yet condemned 

brokers who courted publicity. The implicit invitation in the money section is 

that by reading the columns, you will become an insider, but this is coupled with 

the same warning that peppers the advertisements for the Town Topics’ Financial 

Bureau, namely, amateurs and outsiders should be wary of speculating in the 

market: “The average investor will not put in an appearance until stocks sell ten 

or twenty points higher. It is when brokers’ offices are full of customers, and 

everyone is loaded up with stocks and still anxious to buy more, that it is time to 

be cautious.”89

Market Abstraction

For all that the market is presented in personalized rhetoric as a small and exclu-

sive club, Town Topics’ financial pages also insist, in moments of editorial piety, 

that it is governed by impersonal economic laws, akin to the weather or other 

forces of nature that can be predicted, if not actually controlled. Despite its inter-

est in gossip about the big players, the money section affirms that the market is 

not under the control of individuals, and explanations of market events are to be 

found in fundamental economic conditions: “One fact must not be ignored, and 

that is, the market no longer depends upon what any one man is doing. It does 

not matter whether Addison Cammack, S. V. White, and T. W. Pearsall are bulls 

or bears, or whether Jay Gould, Russell Sage, or others are neutral. An effort to 

stem the rising tide of speculation would be about as ineffectual as an attempt to 

control the waves. The market is governed in the long run by natural causes. Tem-

porarily, sentiment may prevail, but the upshot is invariably the same—reason 

dominates.”90 Despite the admonition against “sentiment,” the financial pages of 

Town Topics are almost permanently on the bull side of the market, a stance that 

is based sometimes on an admiration for the cool-headed leaders of the bull fac-

tion, but at other times on an optimistic faith in the inexorable tide of American 

industrial progress, with one columnist, for example, patriotically declaring: “For 

the next two years, write me down as a believer in everything American—from 

the home-made pie to the subsidized railroads and their valuable land grants.”91 

Despite this brief recognition that the “free” market is the creation of governmen-

tal legislation, institutions, and subsidy, Town Topics followed common practice 

in ideologically figuring the market as an unstoppable, impersonal, natural force: 
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“It is of no use—nothing can thwart, much less overthrow, the great and pow-

erful combination of natural and consistent circumstances that must make this 

country prosperous beyond all calculations. . . . The tide of immense prosperity 

shall sweep over the entire country.”92 The impersonal and personalized visions 

of the market here become mutually self-serving, naturalizing the market by 

making its very strangeness seem as homely as apple pie.

 In a final convergence between the language of society gossip and the rhetoric 

of the market, the stocks themselves are personified, acting out dramas that are 

only too familiar to readers of the gossip column. In a fudge between real human 

actors and personalized entities, the price of Canada South stock, for instance, 

is described as “acting in a very suspicious manner.”93 Or, for example, St. Louis 

stock is described as if it were a gentleman sauntering around town, withstand-

ing attacks from rapscallions: “The St. Louis acted admirably. The weakness of 

the other market could not throw them ‘off their pins,’ but they stood erect and 

defiant, and helped rally the market, whenever the other stocks convalesced and 

were strong enough to place themselves under the new leaders.”94 Perhaps most 

significantly of all, the market in Town Topics is sometimes presented not merely 

as a coordinated and coherent abstract entity, but as if it were an actual person. 

“The market,” the Room Trader writes, “reminds me of a man that is halting 

between two opinions.”95 In this way the aggregated, anonymous, and psycho-

logically varied individuals that make up the interconnected circuits of the credit 

economy are abstracted and reified through the imagination of a single, coher-

ent, placeless market, which is then reindividualized by proxy through talk of the 

market as having moods, whims, and opinions. Whatever the moralizing stance 

of Town Topics’ editorials, the trope of personification thus contributes to this 

period’s broader legitimation of the market as both eminently intelligible and yet 

still inscrutable.

The Real Business of Town Topics

All was not what it seemed in the business operations of Town Topics. The rumor 

among those in the know in the 1880s and 1890s was that the magazine was not 

much more than an extortion racket, a piece of gossip that eventually saw the 

light of exposure in a court case in 1905–1906.96 The magazine ostensibly turned 

secret information about the wealthy into a commodity by selling magazines at 

ten cents per week to the curious masses, yet at the same time it conducted a 

cartel among the cognoscenti to keep the choicest items from reaching the open 

market. It turned out that if the magazine uncovered some embarrassing gossip 

about a prominent member of society, it would blackmail that person to suppress 
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the story, and his or her name would then appear on Mann’s “immune” list. If 

people paid handsomely enough, they would find their names mentioned in the 

gossip columns in glowing terms. For all Colonel Mann’s bluster about bring-

ing the light of muckraking exposure to the peccadilloes of high society, behind 

the scenes he was more than happy to bury the story for a price, an example of 

the very corruption he claimed to abhor. Some enterprising members of Mann’s 

staff—it was never proven in court that they were acting under Mann’s instruc-

tions, although that is likely—developed a further scam: anyone they had dirt on 

was persuaded to take out a subscription for a lavish, sycophantic volume that 

would record the “Fads and Fancies” of prominent New Yorkers. As the court 

case that exposed the scam made clear, there was never really any intention to 

publish the volume.

 In the real business of Town Topics, just as in its coverage of social and finan-

cial events, the personal and the impersonal mingled promiscuously together, 

becoming mutually self-serving. Colonel Mann, for all his affected Old World and 

pseudo-Southern manners, was always keen to dress up the bribery as a legiti-

mate business exchange, albeit presumably with an eye to any future legal case. 

In return for burying a story, he would “sell” shares in the magazine at vastly in-

creased rates, although it was not always clear whether any actual shares changed 

hands. (Imagine the delight of muckraking critics when it turned out that the 

very businessmen who had complained about the intrusions of the press turned 

out to be part owners of one of the most notorious gossip magazines.) Instead 

of accepting a bribe pure and simple, Mann’s other main trick was to disguise 

it as a business loan, albeit a loan that was more like a gift, because there was 

never any attempt by Mann to pay it back. Of course, it was only the semblance 

of a gift; at heart, it was really just a commercial transaction like any other. If the 

magazine and its subjects claimed that belonging to the innermost sanctum of 

society was not a question of money, but a quality of refinement that money could 

not buy, then its system of blackmail demonstrated that something seemingly as 

priceless as a person’s reputation had a dollar value after all, understood by both 

blackmailer and victim alike.

Conclusion

Like many of the other genres of financial representation explored in this book, 

the market report did not provide a realistic account of an objective reality, but 

instead helped conjure into being the idea of the market as a single, coherent 

entity. Over and above the specific political positions the various publications 

took up in the debates in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries about 
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the validity of speculation and the need for reform in the nation’s exchanges, 

popular financial journalism served to create and naturalize the market as a “viv-

ified abstraction,” in much the same way as the half-sycophantic, half-judgmental 

gossip magazines helped to sustain the idea of high society.97 As we have seen, 

popular financial journalism allowed readers to imaginatively participate in the 

trials and tribulations of speculation, and it came to make the market’s numbers 

seem like an indispensible barometer of both national and individual moods. 

Unlike the focus on seemingly objective financial data and economic laws that 

were the staple of publications aimed at business professionals, the Wall Street 

pages of mass-circulation newspapers and magazines honed in on personalities 

and hidden intentions in their effort to humanize the abstractions of finance, 

thereby providing an explanation for the fluctuation in prices that contrasted 

with the numerical formulations of both technical analysis and fundamental 

analysis. But they also presented a split vision of the market, combining the 

view from up close on the floor of the exchange with a bird’s-eye view from afar 

of the impersonal workings of the invisible hand; moreover, these different op-

tics became combined, such as in the repeated, uncanny personification of the 

abstract market itself. The popular market report thus relied on a persistence of 

the personal touch in a historical moment in which the general equivalences of 

money, commodities, and statistics were eroding a traditional concern with the 

local and the particular. This seemingly retrograde insistence on reading the mar-

ket in personal terms was not necessarily unwarranted: full financial disclosure 

was not yet compulsory, and trading on inside information was not made illegal 

(and certainly not rigorously enforced) until the New Deal reforms of Wall Street 

in the 1930s.



It takes years of study and actual experience at the tape to become a 

good tape reader. There are numerous ways of judging the market 

from the tape, and if one becomes expert he will be so sensitive to the 

various currents, tides, and eddies, that he can detect them instantly—

just as a good pilot can see in advance of the “landlubber,” when a 

squall approaches, and can judge the meaning and probable effect of 

every little puff of wind or change or sky.

The Ticker (1908)

Alongside the market report in mass-circulation newspapers, the genre of vernac-

ular financial advice in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries helped 

to teach the layperson how to read the market in general, and the stock ticker in 

particular. The flood of guides to investment helped bring into being the very idea 

of the market as a coherent and predictable entity, and the subsequent increase in 

participation in it, based on those guides, in turn helped create the market in their 

image. The popularity of guides offering an education for outsiders in the ways of 

Wall Street thus served to normalize the operations of finance for the reviled and 

revered investor of small means, who was beginning to participate in the bucket 

shops, if not in the actual stock market. The promise of these popular guides 

to investment was not merely to make the market legible through purportedly 

objective accounts of the ways of the nation’s stock and produce exchanges, but 

to make money for the reader, through a mixture of predictions, tips, strategies, 

maxims, stories, personal histories, and advice on how to turn oneself into a cool-

headed speculator. As with the market reports in newspapers and magazines, these 

investment-advice manuals began to appear in considerable numbers, even before 

c h a p t e r  t w o

Reading the Ticker Tape
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the incipient democratization of shareholding after World War I, and were as much 

a stimulation of popular curiosity about the stock market as a response to it.

 Guides to the stock market during this period took on many guises, including 

manuals for would-be speculators, official histories of the New York Stock Ex-

change, biographies of the “kings of fortune,” novels and short stories set in Wall 

Street, magazines outlining the principles of technical analysis regarding stock-

price charts, and seemingly informative pamphlets provided by stockbrokers that 

were, in fact, scams. This chapter will begin by surveying the variety of this advice 

literature, concentrating on the period 1880–1910. These market guides draw on a  

set of tropes, narratives, and axioms that date back to at least the financial revolu-

tion in eighteenth-century Britain, with Thomas Mortimer’s Every Man His Own 

Broker; or, A Guide to Exchange-Alley (1761) usually identified as the first volume 

that aimed to explain the workings of the stock market to the uninitiated, rather 

than merely condemning it out of hand.1 What is distinctive about instructional 

manuals on reading the market in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, how-

ever, is that the very idea of what counted as the market began to change with the 

advent of the stock ticker and the subsequent development of technical analysis 

and chartism (as the practice of predicting future market movements from the 

immediate prior history of prices is now usually termed). As the second part of 

this chapter documents, reading the market came to mean reading the ticker tape, 

with its abstract procession of numbers and symbols, along with the charts that 

further abstracted the endless flow of prices printed on the tape into seemingly 

intelligible patterns of cycles, reactions, and averages. According to these emer-

gent forms of popular financial advice, making sense of Wall Street was now less 

a matter of having privileged access to the cliquish intrigues on the floor of the 

Exchange (as implied by the frequent recourse to gossip in the market reports 

explored in the previous chapter) than of turning oneself into a coolly calculating 

decoder of the impersonal, disembodied, standardized price variations recorded 

by the stock ticker. This was far removed—both literally and conceptually—from 

the tactile inspection of the actual produce being traded or first-hand knowledge 

of the corporation’s activities, and also distanced from sensing the mood of the 

market through personal interaction on the floor of the exchanges. As the final 

section of this chapter will discuss, the rational abstractions of the ticker tape 

and stock charts, however, together with the seemingly scientific and impersonal 

financial predictions they enabled, continued to employ a rhetoric that presented 

the technology of the market, and the market itself, as if imbued with a hu-

manlike agency that was decidedly irrational, uncanny, and supernatural. My 

argument is not that the kind of market reading enabled by technical analysis 
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has rightly been dismissed for its affinity with voodoo finance, nor even that tape 

and chart reading have been unfairly maligned for such associations, which are 

seemingly at a tangent to their main concerns. The conclusion of this chapter 

is that traditional, vernacular modes of market reading did not inevitably give 

way to properly modern and professionalized forms of financial knowledge. It 

was not simply a case of folk and technological varieties of economic wisdom 

operating along parallel tracks and appealing to different audiences (though un-

doubtedly that was at least partially true). Instead, the newer methods of scientific 

 analysis—supposedly operating at a level of statistical abstraction far removed 

from the intrigues of individual market actors—incorporated many elements, in 

both rhetoric and content, of a premodern financescape that attributed a myste-

rious sense of human agency, via the logic of personification, to the market and 

its mechanical registers.

Learning to Read the Market

Nineteenth-century Americans of the middling sort gained what little knowledge 

they had of the workings of Wall Street from many diverse sources, ranging from 

first-hand involvement, as the victim of a bank defaulting, to sermons warning 

against the stock market as a form of gambling and from fictional accounts of 

panics and swindling to official governmental reports on the dangers of specu-

lation.2 Up until the 1870s, most published discussions of Wall Street showed 

a Brahmin distaste for its immoral ways, equating all stock market speculation 

with gambling, and thus attacking not so much the wealth derived from playing 

the market as the lack of productive labor required to get it. In addition to the 

condemnation of speculation to be found in midcentury sermons, newspaper 

editorials, Broadway satires, and cautionary tales, the sensationalist genre of 

city mysteries included sections on the dark arts of Wall Street in their pseudo- 

guidebook portrayals of New York, in titles such as George Foster’s New York 

by Gaslight and Thomas De Walden’s play, The Upper Ten and the Lower Twenty 

(1854), while George Francis Train’s Young America in Wall Street condemned, 

through a series of letters to an imagined reader, the gaudy values of the city’s 

elite whose wealth was founded on speculation.3

 The message of such works was clear: engaging with the stock market, 

whether through investment or speculation, was not only financially risky, but 

led to depravity. The few guides from the antebellum period that did not instantly 

condemn the entire realm of business, but endeavored to take it seriously, were 

written mainly for an educated, middle-class readership (or those clerks who as-

pired to become so) and either provided instruction in business ethics and habits 
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or aimed to educate its mercantile-class readers in the underlying principles of 

political economy, rather than explaining the specifics of investment as such. For 

example, in 1856, Freeman Hunt, the founder of Hunt’s Merchant’s Magazine, 

published a collection of “Maxims, Morals, and Miscellanies for Merchants and 

Men of Business” on topics such as “How to Prosper in Business,” “Effects of 

Ostentation on Credit,” and “Self-Reliance, the Main Spring of Success.” When 

the stock market is directly discussed, his warning is clearly to stay away from 

it: “Don’t Leave a Legitimate Business for Financiering,” one chapter warns. In 

a similar vein, Edwin Freedley’s Practical Treatise on Business includes sections 

on “The Habits of Business,” “Getting Money,” and “How to Get Customers.” 

Despite a chapter insisting that “Business Pursuits [Are] Not Incompatible with 

Moral and Intellectual Culture,” however, Freedley’s compendium of business 

advice also includes a chapter on “How to Get Rich By Speculation.”4

 The postbellum genres of success literature for the go-ahead generation of 

young men continued to offer familiar paeans to republican manliness and hard 

work, albeit unwittingly recognizing the importance of luck as much as pluck.5 

James D. Mills’s The Art of Making Money, for example, provides sober introduc-

tions to topics such as business ethics and the nature of credit and promises that 

the art of making money is in every American’s grasp. “Success is not the effect of 

accident or of chance,” Mills claims, “but the result of the intelligent application 

of certain fixed principles to the affairs of every-day life” (emphasis in original), 

and he therefore proposes to instruct the reader in the “correct application of 

true business principles to the opportunities which are within the reach of all.”6 

Although he recognizes the necessity of putting idle capital to work, he warns 

against speculation as merely another form of gambling and gives a detailed ac-

count of the operations of the Gold Room as if he were an ethnologist reporting 

on an exotic tribe.

 When not directly condemning it, many novels, stories, and nonfictional ac-

counts of Wall Street from the 1880s onward began to humanize the financial 

economy, simplifying its complex interactions by attributing price movements 

to a manipulation by all-powerful titans who conspired to corner the market. 

Although not designed as practical guides to investment, they nonetheless served 

to instruct readers not merely by making the jargon, mechanics, and personal-

ities of Wall Street familiar, but by reassuring them that speculation—at least  

in the hands of professionals—was not inherently wicked. Unlike George 

Foster’s New York by Gaslight, James K. Medbery’s Men and Mysteries of Wall 

Street presented the enigmas of the financial district as something that could 

be explained and made less mysterious by a knowledgeable guide. This quasi- 
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anthropological primer combined an insider’s account of the quirks, customs, 

and japes of brokers and speculators with a detailed description of the mechan-

ics of investment in its various forms. Similar compendious volumes appearing 

in  succession—such as William Worthington Fowler’s Ten Years on Wall Street, 

Matthew Hale Smith’s Twenty Years among the Bulls and Bears of Wall Street, and 

Henry Clews’s Twenty-Eight Years on Wall Street (later expanded to become Fifty 

Years on Wall Street)— provided a far less judgmental portrait of Wall Street than 

earlier accounts.7 Although they condemned some sharp practices of the “king 

operators,” they indulged their readers’ appetites for dramatic tales of the legend-

ary corners and pools organized by the “celebrities of Wall Street.” “All along the 

pathway of the street,” Matthew Hale Smith opined, “are noble characters who 

stand like light-houses on the tall, rocky cliffs, unchanged and unmoved by the 

agitation, turmoil, and ruin, that play around their feet.”8 Despite seeming to 

provide ammunition for those reformers who felt that the protection of vulner-

able investors is best achieved by educating the public in the specifics of stock 

market activity, these compendia of Wall Street lore nonetheless tended—in part 

by sheer  repetition—to legitimize the stock market by lionizing its larger-than-

life “characters.”

 As we saw in chapter 1, however, by the 1870s, newspapers and magazines 

targeted at a lay readership were beginning to provide not merely a factual ac-

count of Wall Street activity, but to offer instruction in the arcane practices of 

the nation’s stock and commodity exchanges. Tumbridge & Company’s Secrets of 

Success in Wall Street (1875) is an early and—in comparison with more insistent 

promotions later in the century—restrained example of a neutral guide to the 

workings of Wall Street that turns out to be not all that it seems. In addition to 

a brief summary of stock market devices, such as puts, calls, spreads, and strad-

dles, the guide helpfully includes satirical newspaper cartoons, along with pho-

tos of the brokerage premises, showing not only the solidity of its furnishings, 

but the clubability of its customers’ trading room. The overall aim is to make 

speculation appear normal and businesslike: “Persons unacquainted with Stock 

Speculation may become perfectly familiar with the intricate machinery neces-

sary for its operation by a careful study of these pages,” the guide explains. “They 

will also attain a knowledge of financial matters useful in any pursuit, and may 

be the means of their making many safe and profitable investments; even those 

who have had an interest in stocks will find information and hints unknown to 

them before, which will greatly aid and increase their gains in future operations.” 

In return, however, the guide concludes, “we solicit a share of your patronage.”9

 As chapter 4 documents in more detail, offering a free guide to the ways of 



64  Reading the Market

Wall Street as a promotion for a brokerage business became increasingly com-

mon. Advertisements placed in the Sunday editions of New York newspapers by 

“bankers and brokers” promised informative handbooks to potential customers.10 

For example, a typical Sunday in 1903 in the New York Times included advertise-

ments from J. L. McLean & Company, who offer “our new Eighty Page Illus-

trated Wall Street Guide”; W. E. Woodend & Company, who urge readers to “send 

for our weekly Market Review”; Joseph Cowan & Company, who recommend to 

prospective customers their new book, “‘Reveries of a Trader,’ with side notes 

on successful speculation”; and Henry B. Clifford, “Bankers and Brokers of 10 

Wall Street,” who offer their booklet, “Fortunes That Grow in a Night.” The most 

prominent advertisement, however, is from Haight & Freese, who were by far the 

largest operators of bucket shops in the United States in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, with branches throughout the nation. In the preface to 

a revised and expanded 1898 edition of their Guide to Investors, they claim that the 

previous edition of 100,000 had sold out. Even if this figure is exaggerated, it is 

clear that free booklets such as Haight & Freese’s reached a far larger and more 

diverse audience than their more traditional counterparts, issued by recognized 

publishing houses.

 The manner of address of Haight & Freese’s guide is explicitly populist, not 

because it presents a muckraking condemnation of the corruption of Wall Street, 

but because it makes an appeal to ordinary Americans, indicating that they, too, 

can have a slice of the profits that up until now have been confined to the finan-

cial elites: “Our manual is designed for the benefit of the million of busy people 

to whom the subject is of interest, but who require to have lengthy, tough details 

correctly explained and ‘boiled down’ for immediate and easy consumption.” Far 

from viewing speculation as the fleecing of unwitting investors of small means 

by Wall Street manipulators, the booklet speaks to a republican ideal of independ-

ence of thought and a traditional belief in self-improvement, commenting that 

“when so instructed upon every detail (which before perusal of our manual may 

have appeared to him like a mystery), the general reader will be in a position to 

operate with confidence upon his own judgment.” Being familiar with the ins 

and outs of speculation is thus not a danger, but a duty: “It has become a neces-

sity for all classes to be so informed if they are to have a fair chance of securing 

a portion of the immense profits which, year by year, are distributed by means of 

the rapidly accumulating number and value of Exchange securities.”11

 Although Haight & Freese suggest that their aim is merely to equip small 

investors with information about Wall Street’s confusing ways, so they can make 

their own investment decisions, other guidebooks explicitly acknowledge that 
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some novice investors may welcome “help” in figuring out which securities 

to buy—even to the extent of leaving that decision entirely at the discretion of 

the broker to whom they have entrusted their money. Many legitimate brokers 

during this period, however, note that they are reluctant to take on discretion-

ary accounts, ostensibly because they can endanger friendships, even if the in-

vestments go bad through no fault of the broker. Other investment guidebooks 

counsel against discretionary accounts for the would-be investor of small means, 

because they can lead to irresponsible speculation with other people’s assets, at 

best, and the fraudulent appropriation of a client’s money, at worst. But many of 

the financial-advice booklets offered gratis to potential clients were aimed pre-

cisely to entice tyro speculators to lodge their savings with a broker, for him to 

use as he saw fit.

 The rhetorical appeal of many of these fraudulent promotional brochures was, 

ironically, for potential customers to cultivate independence of judgment, not 

so much in choosing individual stocks (after all, that was what a discretionary 

account would do for them), but in choosing which broker to trust, given the 

unsavory reputation of Wall Street in the public imagination. The explanation 

that John H. Davis & Company gives is typical, in its insistence that the lack of 

trust is a result merely of ignorance about the mechanics of finance, an infor-

mation gap that this booklet offers to plug, in a spirit of seeming philanthropy. 

“If there be any less confidence felt by the general public in this dealing with 

stockbrokers than with those in other branches of business,” Davis explained, “it 

grows out of a lack of knowledge as to the rules and customs governing financial 

transactions, and the sole object of this little book is . . . to supply, in part, at least, 

the lacking information.”12 Having generously but disingenuously volunteered to 

provide the lay reader with a free education in the ways of Wall Street from the 

viewpoint of a supposedly well-informed and experienced insider, Davis’s guide 

merely notes that “you should exercise the same good judgment as in your other 

business matters, by selecting a broker of standing and established reputation.” 

There is an ideological legerdemain at the heart of these guides. On the one 

hand, they promise that an “Everyman” can be a speculator; on the other, they 

make clear that the stock market relies not on democratic access to capital, but on 

social capital. The coercive power of liberal individualism makes participation in 

the market seem necessary, yet the system was still heavily rigged in favor of the 

insiders. William E. Forrest (who distributed “Hoyle’s Market Letter”) also makes 

gestures toward the language of republican simplicity and plain speaking in his 

guide to Wall Street. Yet this guide hypocritically promises to protect the “lambs” 

at the very moment that it is trying to fleece them:
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In putting forth this pamphlet the Author has no scheme to work. He has tried to 

give, in plain language, the facts, or some of them at least, about the game in Wall 

Street. He has made no effort at style in writing. Simple English and the ‘calling 

a spade a spade’ is what he has striven for. He does not set up to be a reformer. 

He accepts human nature as he finds it. He hopes that this little work may save a 

‘lamb’ or two from the sacrifice. . . . Possibly, if the public learn something about 

the game, they may avoid making fatal mistakes. If the public should learn to play 

the game so as to win, that in itself would do more to break it up than anything else  

could.13

 Like many other guides targeted at the investor of small means, Forrest’s 

The Game in Wall Street, and How to Play It Successfully combines its more ab-

stract pontifications on the nature of the stock market and the rationale for price 

movements with handy rules-of-thumb for would-be speculators, such as: “Hint 

Number One: After prices have been declining for four or five months and then 

come, comparatively speaking, to a standstill, simply moving up and down over 

a narrow range, do not be tempted to take the bear side of the market. . . . Hint Num-

ber Two: After the market has gone on for some time in the manner above men-

tioned, there will come a day or two of almost complete stagnation in the market. 

. . . Then you can buy stocks with safety and hold them for a good rise” (emphasis 

in original).14 Forrest makes contradictory claims for the kind of knowledge that 

his guide imparts. On the one hand, he avers that speculation is a science, and 

that “one ought not to play this game at haphazard.” He recommends “keep[ing] 

an accurate record of the fluctuations in prices,” but he does not agree that the 

prices of stocks are governed by rigid laws of supply and demand. Instead, he 

insists that “these fluctuations are not due to chance but are the result of design” 

(emphasis in original), and learning to interpret the charts of market fluctuations 

will enable a person to have “a fairly good idea of what the pools are doing.”15 

If speculation is a science, it is because price movements are governed by the 

reliably predictable human nature of the greedy pools of bulls and bears battling 

for control of the market. On the other hand, the knowledge to be cultivated by 

the amateur speculator is like the knowledge of an expert card player, who un-

derstands both the rules of the game and the psychological traits of the expert 

players: “When once this point [that the accumulation and distribution of stocks 

is orchestrated by pools of powerful investors] is clear in your mind all the mys-

teries will become plain to you. The game in Wall Street is a game of human 

nature. The pool generals are men who study crops and politics, both domestic 

and foreign, and legislation and finance. They know when the time is ripe to start 
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a bull or a bear campaign, and when they can afford to end it. . . . The cards they 

use are both ‘marked and stacked,’ and they take no chances.”16

 In reply to a potential objection that prices are governed by physical laws of 

nature, Forrest insists that “the factors that you mention as determining the 

prices of stocks have an undoubted influence, but, as you will see before you 

finish these pages, these commercial factors are not the determining influences 

directing the course of the stock market” (emphasis in original). The people who 

“run the game,” Forrest insists, “allow for these factors and arrange their plans in 

accordance with them, but the general course of prices in the Stock Exchange is 

determined by human intelligence and not by chance or natural conditions.”17 Al-

though amateurs cannot hope to go head-to-head with the market makers, given 

their expert understanding of both the wider economic landscape and the inside 

scoop on manipulations, readers are led to believe that they can nevertheless use 

their knowledge of human nature to turn speculation into a game of skill, rather 

than one of chance.

 In a similar fashion, despite the title of A. N. Ridgely’s The Study and Science 

of Stock Speculation, it offers advice not so much on the scientific foundations 

of finance as an insider’s account of “the game, and how it is played.” Assert-

ing that 90 percent of transactions are speculative, and of those speculations, 90 

percent are manipulated, Ridgely promises to instruct purchasers of his ten-cent 

pamphlet in the methods of the market manipulators (who “leave nothing to 

chance”), so they are not conned by these individuals.18 Women and amateurs are 

warned to steer clear of this treacherous world, but the daring would-be specula-

tor can glean enough of an education from the pamphlet to arm himself against 

the pitfalls of speculation. Ridgely warns against others who charge a high price 

for tips, but he insists that financial letters, if honest, are worth it. His advice 

is mainly based on an amalgam of market fundamentals, common sense, and 

Wall Street lore, but he is also willing to throw inside information into this con-

tradictory mix, as well as chartist techniques, such as “Catching the Turns” and 

“Limited Pyramiding.” Like other guidebooks for the general public, Ridgely is 

not doctrinaire in his account of investment methods, but instead, in a spirit of 

pragmatism, offers an eclectic mix of approaches.

 Lewis C. Van Riper’s The Ins and Outs of Wall Street—another promotional 

booklet of dubious legitimacy liberally advertised in the Sunday newspapers—

combines a seemingly objective guide to finance for the layperson with an ex-

plicit call for readers to invest their funds with him for speculation. In contrast to 

the purists of chartism, Van Riper appeals to the pragmatic authority of hard-won 

experience, rather than any scientific laws of investment. He confesses that he 
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came to Wall Street in 1888 but lost all his money in unsuccessful speculations, 

and therefore decided to stay and study how to recoup his losses. Although Van 

Riper’s book is precisely the kind of promotional scheme for discretionary trad-

ing that more-respectable authorities (such as the Hughes Committee) warned 

against, he takes a dig at would-be speculators who, unlike those training to be 

lawyers or doctors, do not “read only those books written by those learned in the 

profession,” but instead “read the Sunday newspapers and all of the flashing ad-

vertisements.” The problem, as he sees it, is that “there are no standard works on 

speculation written by experienced, successful speculators,” thereby insinuating 

that other guides are based merely on theory or a moralizing stance, written by 

those without direct involvement in the market. He insists instead that “spec-

ulation is a profession” and that the brokers on Wall Street are marked out by 

their “strict integrity and honest dealing,” in part because their deals on the floor 

of the Exchange are conducted with “a nod of the head or motion of the hand” 

that is just as binding as a bond or a mortgage.19 Van Riper is unequivocal and 

unapologetic that he is a speculator, not a broker, but he regards it as a scientific 

profession and thus is very particular to distance himself from both bucket shops 

and those who furnish market tips for a fee. In the Wall Street pecking order, it 

would seem, there is always someone else less respectable who can stand in as 

a negative analogue to underscore the author’s claim to propriety. Appealing to 

the bullish sentiment of most amateur investors, he maintains that speculation 

is not mere gambling, because the real value of American industry is indeed 

increasing.

 A speculator, Van Riper informs his readers, must learn to read the signs and 

symptoms of market movements, combining (in a wayward clash of metaphors) 

the skills of the weather forecaster and the physician: “Wall Street may be said 

to be the financial pulse of America, and it is the first to scent a coming storm.” 

Speculative values are presented as natural phenomena, governed by the laws of 

nature, having “their ebb and flow just as surely as the tides of the ocean.”20 As 

“proof” of the accuracy of his predictions, Van Riper reproduces selected market 

reports from the New York Evening Sun, together with a gloss on how his market 

advice was subsequently borne out by market events (the gloss remains neces-

sary, because it seems that the market cannot entirely speak for itself). Yet for all 

its helpful maxims and seemingly objective advice, The Ins and Outs of Wall Street 

is ultimately an advertisement for customers to place their funds under Van Rip-

er’s management and share in the profits—and presumably also the losses, al-

though these are not mentioned. It comes as little surprise to learn that Van Riper 

had previously been implicated in a “racing information bureau” scam, and was 
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“keenly sought” by detectives in 1900, along with other discretionary-account 

traders (such as John MacKenzie), after customers claimed that although they 

had been informed that their investment had made a profit, they had been unable 

to get their money. Detective McCluskey noted that “as a preparer and distributor 

of catchy, fool-trap circulars . . . [Van Riper] has no equal.”21 In 1920, Van Riper 

was finally imprisoned for five years for using the mails to sell fraudulent stock 

promotions, as well as for running a bucket shop.22

 J. Overton Paine’s booklet on Speculating in Wall Street in Margins came in a 

handy pocket size and was likewise written for potential bucket shop customers. 

Its tone is one of informal, manly camaraderie, like that used in reports on sport-

ing endeavors. Full of the latest slang, it offers instruction via anecdotes taken 

from the author’s own experience. It makes the intriguing argument that spec-

ulation will allow the humble provincial to feel connected to the pulse of global 

commerce: “Just pause and reflect up on this for a moment! Do you not feel 

interested in the possibilities of speculation? Judiciously conducted operations in 

Bonds, Stocks, Cotton, and Grain upon moderate margins enable one to invest 

a small sum so that it will yield very large profits; it also puts you in touch with 

the financial and commercial interests of the world.” Paine tells how he began 

to see through the wiles of market manipulators, and the booklet shows how the 

small investor can likewise resist being fleeced. “It was at this time [1899],” Paine 

recalls, “that I conceived the idea that the ‘Flower’ tip to ‘Buy B.R.T., for 200’ was 

a dodge to catch the poor outsider, and I began to wage war against the ‘Flower 

Crowd.’”23 In addition to the authority of direct experience, the booklet includes 

testimonial letters from bankers and brokers that give it a gloss of respectability, 

but ultimately it is a direct promotion for placing funds with J. Overton Paine & 

Company, a bucket shop operation.24 Given the dubious nature and legality of 

bucket shops (many of which were not much more than betting parlors mas-

querading as brokerages), it is with breath-taking chutzpah that Paine condemns 

advance-information bureaus, admonishing readers that “speculators and inves-

tors should seek more information from their brokers, in lieu of tips sent out by 

irresponsible news agencies and the ‘tipsters’ of Wall Street, if they expect their 

accounts to show satisfactory results.”25

 Henry Clews & Company’s Investment Guide was also issued in a conven-

ient pocket-sized format, but, unlike Paine’s anecdotal promotion, it contains 

merely sparse digests of essential market information on railroad and industrial 

stocks and bonds. It is written not for the amateur speculator, but for the busi-

nessman who merely requires accurate information, rather than guidance (or, 

perhaps more accurately, for those who liked to think of themselves in this way). 
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Confirming its appeal to a professional audience, a testimonial from the Journal 

of Commerce and Commercial Bulletin is included in Clews & Company’s guide, 

describing it as “one of the most compact and useful hand-books for investors 

issued in Wall Street. . . . All the essential facts as to earnings, expenses, capitali-

zation, dividends, etc., of the important railroads and industrial corporations are 

selected and condensed with excellent judgment into a compact little manual of 

over 100 pages, which can readily be carried in the pocket or kept for reference 

in the pigeonhole.”26

 Positioned somewhere between the lively free guides distributed by untrust-

worthy brokers, and the deliberately dry ones issued by their more sober counter-

parts, are those guides that aimed to present a more unbiased overview of market 

mechanisms (particularly in the light of the new discipline of technical analysis), 

but targeted for a lay audience, rather than a professional one. For example, Wil-

liam Harman Black’s The Real Wall Street is written specifically for the novitiate. 

Black was a lawyer, not a broker, and his book is designed to teach readers the 

basic elements of finance by following each stage of a stock market transaction 

as a mininarrative.27 To do this, he gives generic names to each of the actors 

 involved—such as Mr. Long, and Sellshort & Company—and thus personalizes the 

sequence of events in the buying and selling of investments. It is noticeable that 

Black does not moralize about the stock market or impose a distinction between 

sober investment for the long term and short-term risky speculation, but instead 

details the mechanics of purchasing securities, and even includes copies of the 

various forms employed by brokers, in order to familiarize outsiders with the 

logistics of share dealing.

 Unlike the earlier genre of city mysteries, H. M. Williams’s The Key to Wall 

Street Mysteries and Methods is not a gothic extravaganza of vice in lower Manhat-

tan, but is a user-friendly guide for the public on investment and speculation, 

with no moral distinction between the two.28 Williams adopts an informal tone, 

addressing his readers in the second person, and using confessions of his own 

costly experiences on Wall Street to illustrate his points. Like other unrepentant 

traders who have relied on particular tricks of technical analysis, he insists that 

he would have made more money not by adopting different strategies, but by 

following the advice laid out in his book even more closely. Novice speculators 

fail not because of the inherent riskiness of the market, but from ignorance, he 

contends, especially in a failure to understand the wiles of market manipulators. 

Like many others, Williams compares speculation with astronomy and weather 

forecasting, noting that scientific principles in all three disciplines now permit a 

transition from superstition to modern modes of rational and probabilistic pre-
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diction. Yet for Williams, successful speculation remains as much an art as a sci-

ence, achieved, like other professions, such as medicine, through both education 

and on-the-ground experience. The book thus combines general reflections on 

the nature of speculation—most notably in an extended allegory about the path to 

Successville not being easy to navigate—with specific schemes for trading, based 

on tape reading and chart analysis.

 John F. Hume’s The Art of Investing was compiled from articles he had orig-

inally written for Popular Science Monthly. He had signed the magazine articles 

under his own name, and they had attracted “considerable correspondence.” 

So, for the book version, he published under the appellation “A New York Bro-

ker,” because, like H. M. Williams (apparently also a pseudonym), Hume, as 

a member of the New York Stock Exchange, presumably did not want to risk 

breaching its rules on advertising. In the book, “somewhat in the nature of a 

supplement, has been added a chapter on speculation,” he notes. The additional 

section explores in more detail the mechanics of the New York Stock Exchange 

and warns, in particular, about the dangers of watered stock. Although an insider, 

he is critical of speculation when carried to excess: like a cuttlefish, whose dark 

ink stains the water surrounding it, he explains, the “Wall Street monster . . . by 

the example of its few conspicuous successes and its general demoralization, so 

impregnates the atmosphere of the whole country with the speculative mania, 

that thousands and thousands can not resist it.”29 A revised version of Hume’s 

book was later reissued by market analyst John Moody’s publishing company and 

credited Hume by name. Renamed The Art of Wise Investing, it includes the chap-

ter on speculation from Hume, as well as a new first part, which sets out general 

advice on how to err on the side of caution in choosing securities. This version 

insists that there is a clear distinction between investment and speculation (the 

former is concerned primarily with safely preserving one’s principal, while the 

latter chases a higher rate of return, potentially at the risk of losing one’s capital). 

The guide aims to teach readers how to choose investments carefully and, the 

author (presumably Moody) insists, is “the concrete result of many years’ experi-

ence and study of Wall Street conditions and methods.” The work acknowledges 

that it possibly errs on the conservative side, and it repeatedly invokes the goal of 

“safety.” Although would-be investors are advised to consult a reliable broker, the 

book also insists that they should learn for themselves how to identify sensible 

investments. Moody warns against merely following “fixed rules,” exhorting in-

stead that every security should be judged on its own merits. Moody insists that 

doing one’s own research is vital, and he therefore recommends to readers The 

Anatomy of a Railroad Report and Ton-Mile Cost by Thomas Woodlock (editor of 
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the Wall Street Journal), which is written “so that the uninitiated as well as the ex-

pert can understand” it.30 He also praises the fledgling industry of corporate and 

financial statistics, with the volume, in effect, serving as an extended promotion 

for Moody’s Bureau of Corporation Statistics and its Manual of Statistics.

 Overall, the aim of The Art of Wise Investing is to encourage readers not to 

rely on stock market authorities, but to take responsibility for their own invest-

ment decisions, not least by buying Moody’s other publications and services. 

The irony—as the popularity of the free investment guides and market letters 

 suggests—is that readers might well have bought his book precisely in the hope 

of gaining handy rules-of-thumb for the “uninitiated” on how to invest. Instead, 

researching the endless potential pitfalls before buying a particular security 

threatens to become a full-time occupation, turning an amateur into a profes-

sional. Likewise, although the book aims to promote the idea of conservative 

investing as a safe alternative to risky speculation, it presents the stock market 

as such a minefield of potential complexity and deception that the seemingly 

clear distinction between investment and speculation begins to dissolve. Indeed, 

the author even warns that “there is such a thing as going too far in the matter 

of prudence,” with the alarming result that “the investor may pay too dearly for 

safety.”31

 Thomas Gibson’s The Pitfalls of Speculation was also issued by Moody’s pub-

lishing house. It, too, does not see a problem with speculation per se, only with 

speculation conducted in the wrong way. Based on “a careful examination, cov-

ering a period of ten years,” it decries following mechanical rules as much as it 

warns against chasing insider tips, unsubstantiated enthusiasms, and blind luck. 

Unexpected swings in the market are not caused by “manipulation and trickery,” 

but are the result of the vast majority of purchases by the public (the “lambs”) 

being made at the wrong time. In contrast, the “shrewd minority” are able to 

“foresee” market movements and take advantage of them to accumulate profits.32 

Gibson advocates applying “intelligent” business methods to speculative invest-

ments, which in part involve developing “clear thought and sound judgment.” 

Since “speculation is a safe business when business methods are applied to it,” the  

message is that readers would be crazy not to take a plunge: “So great are the 

opportunities offered by speculative changes, that, with proper methods and self 

control, the poor man cannot afford to overlook them.”33

 In the first decade of the twentieth century, Samuel Armstrong Nelson pub-

lished several advice books on the stock market. In them, he expanded the ideas 

that Charles Dow had begun to develop in his editorials in the Wall Street Jour-

nal into a full-fledged investment strategy. In The ABC of Wall Street, Nelson 
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compiled fifteen of Dow’s editorials, covering topics ranging from “Trading in 

Cotton” to a “Dictionary of Wall Street Words, Names, and Phrases,” and from 

“The Daily Work of a Broker” to “Calculating Bond Values.” The tone is sober and 

factual, and the volume combines disparate elements—for instance, tables of 

“Lard Fractional Profits” with illustrations of the exterior of the Chicago Board of 

Trade. In the preface, Nelson states that he thinks the lay reader merely wants an 

objective and nontechnical account of how Wall Street works, rather than specific 

trading strategies or market tips:

The editor presents this little volume to the American public in the belief that it will 

fill a demand. He has been asked many times for just such information as the book 

gives. He has endeavored, briefly, to present in an A B C way the methods of the 

men and the mechanism of Wall Street. He has tried to avoid statistics and details 

that are too technical for those other than the initiated. . . . This is in no sense a 

book treating of “How to Speculate Successfully,” for much nonsense and very little 

common sense has been written on that subject; nor is it a history of Wall Street, 

for such a book would of necessity be much larger; nor is it a book for the busy 

men of Wall Street, who know, perhaps better than the editor, all the facts herewith 

presented; but it is what it purports to be—the A B C of Wall Street.34

Nelson admits that the manipulation of the stock market “is a scientific game 

in itself, . . . the successful rules of which can only be explained by those who 

have had the experience.”35 It is possible, he notes, that the notorious stock op-

erator James Keene “would tell how he does it if you wrote and asked him—but 

the chances are that he would not.” Nelson warns against “those gentlemen (?) 

who with suspicious frankness tell you in the advertising columns of the daily 

press that they can see through stock movements and manipulation with the aid 

of ‘charts’ and ‘systems’ [and] would bankrupt the Bank of England if they had 

the opportunity.” Their services, he continues, are “as worthless as those of a 

fortune-teller.”36

 In contrast, in The ABC of Stock Speculation, Nelson—presumably responding 

to consumer demand—directly addresses the question of whether it is possible to  

make money by speculative trading, and whether there is, after all, some value 

to the “charts” and “systems” he had earlier ridiculed. He offers a whole chapter 

on the various emerging technical strategies of tape and chart analysis, such as 

the book method, the theory of double tops, the law of averages, and—his own 

preferred method—Dow’s theory of action and reaction in stock prices (a “law” 

which states, for example, that a “secondary market movement” will be three-

eighths of the “primary movement”).37 The problem, as Nelson sees it, is not so 
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much to predict the market as to develop a trading strategy that actually delivers 

reliable results. At the very least, he advises, charting prices can alert outsiders 

to whether prices are being manipulated by insiders. Although he concurs with 

the basic assumption of technical analysis—that recent prices are indicators of 

future ones—he insists that a trading strategy must also develop an understand-

ing of the underlying fundamental value of particular securities and of market 

conditions in general. Like other guides, such as Pratt’s The Work of Wall Street, 

Nelson’s ABC of Stock Speculation advocates learning to read not just the imme-

diate trend of prices coming over the ticker tape, but the broader direction of the 

economy as a whole that, he insists, is not random and chaotic: “The best way of 

reading the market is from the standpoint of values. The market is not like a bal-

loon plunging hither and thither in the wind.”38 For Nelson, what distinguishes 

speculation from gambling is that it involves an element of skill, unlike those 

who blindly “take a flyer.” In his guide, the specifics of technical approaches, 

based on chart readings, are tempered with pages of more-generalizing axioms 

that distill the collective wisdom of Wall Street, coupled with advice on achieving 

the right kind of attitude for successful trading.

 In Bonds and Stocks: The Elements of Successful Investing, Roger Babson, a for-

mer broker who pioneered chart analysis as a profession, offered advice similar 

to that of Nelson.39 Babson suggested that, more than luck, successful specula-

tion requires education in the laws of the market, which, like aspects of other 

professions, can only be achieved by careful study. The would-be investor should 

therefore pay attention not only to the surface noise of the stock exchange, but to 

the deeper causes of market movements, which, Babson insists, are not the result 

of accident or chance. Babson’s book, like his other publications and market- 

analysis services, focuses on the power of the chart to present a clear-eyed over-

view of the underlying direction of the market and represents a self- consciously 

modern approach to speculative investing.

 In addition to the work of professional market analysts like Moody and Bab-

son, who emphasized the regularity and predictability of the price movements 

made visible through the tape and the charts, in the first decades of the twentieth 

century, academic treatises, congressional reports, and partisan histories, as well 

as official publications encouraged by the Committee on Library of the New York 

Stock Exchange, likewise focused on the scientific nature of the price setting 

carried out by the cadre of highly skilled and honorable members of the NSYE 

(usually viewed in pointed contrast to other exchanges and bucket shops).40 Led 

by R. T. H. Halsey, the Committee on Library took on the role of public rela-

tions for the NYSE, and it redeployed the language of Populist and Progressive 
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critics to argue that ordinary Americans should be allowed to trade in the “free 

and open market” without regulatory interference. The U.S. Senate’s Industrial 

Commission and New York’s Hughes Committee similarly argued that what was 

needed above all was transparency of information, so investors of small means 

could make prudent investment decisions.41 The NYSE apologist William Van 

Antwerp, responding to a suggestion from one of the witnesses interviewed for 

the Hughes Commission—that the proliferation of stock tickers was, in itself, a 

prime cause of unwise speculation on the part of the ignorant public—argued 

instead that that ticker “is essential to publicity” and is a safeguard against ma-

nipulation, part of the arsenal of modern information sources that makes the 

stock market a democratic place.42

The Stock Ticker

In contrast to Van Antwerp’s pseudo-populist faith in the objective, transpar-

ent, democratic ability of the stock ticker to turn the market into a level playing  

field for all investors (where manipulation would be impossible), many of the 

more vernacular guides to speculation outlined above provide specific instruc-

tions on how to decipher the potential manipulation of prices by learning to read 

the market and its opaque signals. Moody and Hume’s The Art of Wise Investing, 

for example, insists that speculation involves learning to read financial instru-

ments with something akin to a hermeneutic of suspicion: “Read it all, the little 

type as well as the big type, the endorsements, the coupons and all. Don’t take 

someone else’s word for it. Examine the seal, the signatures, even the embel-

lishments.”43 Black’s Real Wall Street includes a chapter on “Reading the Market 

Page in the Newspapers,” while Babson’s publishing company offered an entire 

book on How to Read the Money Article.44 Publications such as Henry Hall’s How 

Money Is Made in Security Investments emphasize the need to learn to read the 

“cautionary signals,” to decode “the signs” that are legible in market prices, while 

Van Riper’s Ins and Outs of Wall Street insists that Wall Street “is the barometer of 

the nation, but in order to read this barometer accurately we must study carefully 

its code of signals and learn the meaning of each market movement.”45

 From the 1870s onward, guides to the stock market increasingly equate read-

ing the market with reading the ticker tape and the charts that digest its record 

of fluctuations. “Nothing, outside of newspapers,” Black notes, “is so universally 

read as ‘the tape,’ by which is meant the paper ribbon upon which the ‘ticker’ 

prints its continuous bulletins.”46 Thus Williams’s Key to Wall Street Mysteries 

includes a detailed introduction to different strategies of trading, with a section 

simply called “Reading the Tape.” With the emergence of chartism in the last de-
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cade of the nineteenth century, publications, such as Nelson’s ABC of Speculation, 

included whole chapters on a variety of “Methods of Reading the Market,” while 

the Ticker gave precise instructions on the skill of tape reading, many elements 

of which are still cited today in guides to day trading for the lay investor.47

 With the introduction of the stock ticker in the late 1860s, the general public 

were barred from the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, making it impos-

sible for nonmembers to observe market transactions in any detail while they 

were taking place (as we will see in chapter 3, the view from the visitors’ gallery 

could only provide a general impression of the frenzied crowd on the floor of the 

Exchange, rather than direct knowledge of particular transactions and prices). 

As Alex Preda argues in Framing Finance, however, the development of the stock 

ticker permitted a new vantage point for the activity of Wall Street, allowing tape 

readers to observe from afar individual transactions taking place on the floor of 

the Exchange in near real time, through the medium of printed symbols on the 

tape. The stock ticker, Preda concludes, “contributed to a radical abstraction and 

reconfiguration of the visual experience of the market.”48

 The stock ticker was pioneered in 1867 by Edward Calahan, of the Ameri-

can Telegraph Company, with Thomas Edison producing a more reliable version 

in 1869. The ticker was a development arising from the telegraph, having two 

wheels that could be controlled automatically: one printed the letter abbrevia-

tion of the company whose stock was being traded, and the other the price and 

volume of that stock. Apart from its increased speed and range of transmission, 

the ticker’s automatic printing also made it more economical than the existing 

electric telegraph, which needed a skilled operator at either end. Prior to the 

invention of the stock ticker, messenger boys would run from the NYSE to the 

neighboring brokerages in the Wall Street district. With data supplied from  

the floor of the stock exchanges in New York and Boston, and the commodity ex-

changes in Chicago and elsewhere, tickers were installed in stockbrokers’ offices, 

and even in some private individuals’ offices, beginning in the late 1860s.49 After 

the turn of the century, ticker use mushroomed, with tickers supplying a steady 

stream of financial and general news not just in legitimate brokerage offices, 

but also in bucket shops and upscale restaurants in Manhattan. The number of 

tickers in operation in this period is disputed, not least because of the discrep-

ancy between licensed tickers in legitimate brokerages affiliated with the NYSE 

and the far larger number employed in bucket shops. Looking back from 1927, 

the Magazine of Wall Street estimated that there were 1,200 tickers in 1902, while  

E. C. Stedman’s edited history of the New York Stock Exchange claimed that there 

were as many as 23,000 subscribers in 1905.50 The popularization of the ticker did 
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not, however, proceed inexorably. From the 1870s to about 1915, the stock and 

commodity exchanges engaged in a legal struggle to prevent bucket shops ac-

cessing, via the ticker, what they argued was proprietorial financial information.51

 The stock ticker transformed financial information. As Preda notes, prior to 

the ticker, price quotations were slow, inaccurate, not standardized, and some-

times even forged. Summaries of price quotations that were printed in market 

circulars were always immediately out-of-date, and also often meaningless, be-

cause they were given without reference to price variations. Before the ticker, 

brokers were connected to their customers either in person or, more usually, 

by letter. The correspondence often combined personal and business matters; 

its aim was to establish a relationship of trust, rather than convey rapidly fluc-

tuating prices. The advent of the ticker, therefore, created a shift in the nature 

of trust: whereas the status, character, and personal connections of the broker 

had previously conferred authority on market information, people began to place 

their trust in the impersonal technical accuracy of the ticker machine and in the 

professional authority of the emerging networks of brokers, market analysts, and 

exchanges that sought to maintain their social status, along with their monopoly 

over price data, by persuading customers of the need for their services. With the 

invention of the ticker, the site of speculation was increasingly removed from the 

face-to-face action on the stock exchange floor, with traders instead adopting a 

more impersonal engagement with the market as an idealized entity, rather than 

as an actual, embodied, physical space in Wall Street.52

 Scholars working in the social studies of finance have advanced the argument 

that technologies of finance—including economic models and the practices of 

market specialists—do not merely provide a better lubrication for the wheels of 

financial machinery, but actively shape how markets develop, how people come 

to represent those markets, and even the very sense of subjectivity of market par-

ticipants. Contributing to this field, Preda thus argues that the stock ticker cannot 

be thought of simply as a more efficient way of transmitting price information. It 

is, rather, a form of “socio-technical agency,” part of an assemblage of technolo-

gies, discourses, and practices that reconfigure the very market that the ticker is 

purported to represent more accurately. The ticker, Preda suggests, encouraged 

an abstract understanding of the market, coupled with a disciplining of its eco-

nomic subject into habits of rational calculation and unceasing concentration 

on the endless flow of prices. The streaming ticker tape thus prompted a form 

of reading the market up close, followed, in the first decades of the twentieth 

century, by the fledgling cottage industry of technical analysis, which produced 

charts enabling a view of the market from afar. The tape created a new sense of 
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the market as a continuous, uninterrupted flow of rising and falling numbers, 

instead of a staggered series of semiprivate agreements on prices formed in the 

open-cry auctions of the exchanges.

 In the “modern” financial-advice literature from the turn of the twentieth cen-

tury, the stated aim is not to gain inside information through personal connections 

with the powerful cliques supposedly pulling the strings of the market, but to 

turn oneself into a recording machine, much like the ticker itself. The goal is thus 

to eliminate emotion and personality, in order to become totally in tune with the 

mechanical rhythm of the market, which is viewed, in an of-the-minute meta-

phor, as an electric motor: “The market is like a slowly revolving wheel: whether 

the wheel will continue to revolve in the same direction, stand still, or reverse de-

pends entirely upon the forces which comes into contact with its hub and tread. 

Even when the contact is broken, and nothing remains to affect its course, the 

wheel retains a certain impulse from the most recent dominating force, and re-

volves until it comes to a standstill or is subjected to other influences.”53 As is the 

case with this quotation, some of the best expressions of the attributes required 

of the would-be tape reader are to be found in the Ticker, established in 1907 by 

the financial journalist Richard Wyckoff (writing under the pen name “Rollo 

Tape”), who was allied to other early chartists, such as Roger Babson and Samuel 

Nelson. The magazine (the forerunner of the Magazine of Wall Street) was aimed 

at the autodidact speculator of modest means and was designed to promote and 

democratize the new discipline of technical analysis:

A little group of men, of which the writer made one, were discussing the attitude of 

the so-called public toward speculative and investment matters a few days ago and 

in the course of the conversation one gentleman, who is connected with a promi-

nent stock exchange house, remarked on the growing astuteness of small investors. 

. . . “It is remarkable,” he said, “how widespread education on topics of this kind has 

become. Every man of ordinary intelligence knows something about the tariff, the 

monetary question, the rebate system, and the inflation of corporate stocks. Twenty, 

or even ten years ago these things were matters to be understood only by politicians 

or students of economics.”54

 In Studies in Tape Reading, Wyckoff used choice extracts from the Ticker to pro-

duce a book-length, composite theory of tape reading and chart analysis, which 

had been set out piecemeal in the magazine:

The Tape Reader evolves himself into an automaton which takes note of a situation, 

weighs it, decides upon a course, and gives an order. There is no quickening of 
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the pulse, no nerves, no hopes or fears. The result produces neither elation nor 

depression. There is equanimity before, during, and after the trade. The Scalper 

[someone who looks to take a quick profit] is a bob-tailed car with rattling windows, 

a jouncing motion, and a strong tendency to jump the track. The Tape Reader is 

like a Pullman coach, which travels smoothly and steadily along the roadbed of the 

tape, acquiring direction and speed from the market engine, and being influenced 

by nothing whatever.55

Wyckoff elaborates further on the qualities of concentration needed by this new 

breed of scientific speculator: “By proper mental equipment we do not mean the 

mere ability to take a loss, define the trend, or execute some other move charac-

teristic of the professional trader. We refer to the active or dormant qualities in 

his make-up; viz., the power to drill himself into the right mental attitude; to stifle 

his emotions, such as fear, anxiety, elation, recklessness; to train his mind into obe-

dience so that it recognizes but one master—the tape.”56 Even a bucket shop drum-

mer like Van Riper concurs that a successful speculator should “drop all sentiment, 

pay no attention to news gossip, points, or tips, but merely become a machine with 

sufficient power to execute your orders according to market movements.”57

 In these how-to-speculate guides for the common man, predicting market 

movements is presented as a mixture of practical know-how and hard science, 

rhetorically reclaiming it as a respectable and democratic form of business activ-

ity, free from the taint of immoral and irrational gambling. Speculative finance 

is thus legitimized, because it no longer seems to involve succumbing to animal 

spirits or to a sinful desire to get something for nothing.58 Instead, the specu-

lator figures as the epitome of cool, detached manliness, influenced by no one, 

embody ing a rational subjectivity; someone whose mastery of the market enables 

him to attain a sense of individual sovereignty, even in the age of corporate cap-

italism, which seemed to some commentators to make a mockery of the tradi-

tional republican value of self-reliance. The ideal speculator delineated by these 

guides is indeed a man. The bucket shop promoter John B. McKenzie’s Bulls 

and Bears of Wall Street, for example, declares: “Women make poor speculators. 

Without the assistance of a man a woman in Wall Street is like a ship without a 

rudder. Those members of the fair sex who read these statements may take excep-

tion, but I assure them that I can pay no greater compliment than by saying she 

does not possess the qualifications necessary to the successful operator. . . . With 

all due respect to the modern woman and her ability in the world of commerce, 

in addition to being too impulsive and impressionable, she does not possess the 

mental equipment of her brothers.”59
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 According to these accounts, tape-reading individuals can regain their own 

economic destiny by predicting the future, not through providential divination, 

or even a deep-seated understanding of political events and economic trends that 

might cause prices to change, but through familiarization with the microscopic 

patterns of price fluctuations themselves. In the view of many of these guides, 

speculation is not gambling, but informed prediction, based on a study of recent 

trends in prices on the tape, following the dictum that “what has happened in the 

past is the best guide to the future.”60 Tape reading, Wyckoff asserts, is “the sci-

ence of determining from the tape the immediate trend of prices. It is a method 

of forecasting, from what appears on the tape now, what is likely to appear in 

the future” (emphasis in original).61 Far removed from the turmoil of the trading 

pits, the dispassionate tape reader has a supposedly objective viewpoint that is, 

ironically, seen as even more privileged than the insider’s view of a member  

of the NYSE, because it is safely removed from the distracting noise and person-

alities of the actual traders on the floor of the Exchange. Tape reading, according 

to these guides for the lay investor, affords a bird’s-eye perspective on the sublime 

vastness of the financial market, and even the whole economy, with Wyckoff, for 

example, comparing the tape reader to the general manager of a store, overseeing 

all the information produced by each part of the business, in a fantasy of total 

surveillance, combined with an internal division of labor within the brain of the 

trader that equates with the reorganization of a company in the age of managerial 

capitalism:

A Tape Reader is like the manager of a department store; into his office are poured 

hundreds of reports of sales made the various departments. He notes the general 

trend of business—whether demand is heavy or light throughout the store, but 

lends special attention to the lines in which demand is abnormally strong or weak. 

. . . A floor trader who stands in one crowd all day is like the buyer for one depart-

ment—he sees more quickly than anyone else the demand for that class of goods, 

but has no way of comparing it to that prevailing in other parts of the store. He may 

be trading on the long side of Union Pacific, which has a strong upward trend, when 

suddenly a break in another stock will demoralize the market in Union Pacific, and 

he will be forced to compete with others who have stocks to sell. The Tape Reader, 

on the other hand, from his perch at the ticker, enjoys a bird’s eye view of the whole 

field. When serious weakness develops in any quarter, he is quick to note, weigh, 

and act.62

 The fantasy sketched out in these manuals of tape reading for the lay investor 

is not merely seeing the financescape as a whole by attuning and disciplining 
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one’s channels of perception to the rhythms of the ticker. In contrast to many of 

the early chartists, who were keen to emphasize the need for their expert services 

to make sense of the seemingly overwhelming mass of data, guides to tape read-

ing instead held out to the amateur speculator the dream of becoming the master 

of the entire information-processing machine of the market.

“I Didn’t Like the Way Sugar Was Doing Its Hesitating”

So far we have seen how financial advice was transformed over the course of the 

second half of the nineteenth century: from a series of Brahmin warnings to the 

common man about the depredations of Wall Street, to assertions that specula-

tion should no longer be the preserve of the elites. At the same time, more-official 

accounts of the stock market in general, and the New York Stock Exchange in 

particular, deployed a similar populist register that promoted the independent 

judgment of investors and the transparency of financial information, even if, at 

the same time, they continued to insist on the exclusivity of their expert knowl-

edge and their monopoly over the prices set by the Exchange. Moreover, the rapid 

adoption of the stock ticker meant that would-be speculators did not merely have 

access to ever-more-detailed and democratically available financial information, 

but, by training themselves to become dispassionate and focused readers of this 

economic barometer, they could, in theory, learn to see the underlying patterns 

of market movements that, chartists argued, were not the result of external fac-

tors (such as secret cabals or investor psychology), but the internal mechanism 

of the market itself. The second part of this chapter will reexamine this account 

of a slow shift to abstraction, impersonality, and rational calculability that sup-

posedly helped make speculation seem sensible, arguing instead that popular 

guides to Wall Street, in both factual and fictional registers, presented the market 

in general, and tape reading in particular, as a supernatural practice, as much as 

a natural one. The financial imaginary during this period, I want to suggest, is 

continually haunted by the glimmerings of an uncanny, humanlike intentionality 

behind the invisible hand of impersonal market coordination.

 In addition to revisiting some of the examples of financial advice outlined 

above, I will turn to Wall Street stories by Edwin Lefèvre and other writers—in 

particular, Reminiscences of a Stock Operator, the semifictionalized autobiography 

of the legendary Wall Street trader Jesse Livermore, ghostwritten by Lefèvre.63 

First published as a series of articles in the Saturday Evening Post, this book is 

still in print and continues to be regarded as an inspirational and even a practical 

guide by the army of amateur online day traders and modern-day tape readers. 

Lefèvre’s story of Larry Livingston (the name he gives to Livermore) is an in-
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structional tale of the self-taught, rags-to-riches success of a stock market legend. 

Livingston, the son of a New England farmer, left home at age fourteen to make 

his way in the world, with his first job, in 1890, being to chalk up the prices on 

the quotations board as they came over the wire in a broker’s office in Boston. 

He began to speculate in bucket shops, and then in regular brokerages, earn-

ing his reputation as the “Boy Plunger.” He went on to make and lose several 

fortunes over the course of his career.64 Reminiscences of a Stock Operator is a 

fascinating but oddly repetitious mixture of self-serving accounts of Livingston’s 

success (attributed not to luck, but skill), liberally sprinkled with advice, axioms, 

and lessons learned.65 His basic philosophy is that “the market never lies,” and 

in some respects, Reminiscences is the classic instructional manual for the ordi-

nary American on how to train oneself in the discipline required for reading and 

decoding the endless stream of anonymous and abstract price fluctuations that 

make up the market.

 At first Livingston, as a young boy chalking up the quotations on the board, 

does not think of stock prices as reflecting the underlying value of an individ-

ual company, or even referring to any actual productive industry. Instead, he 

sees them merely as numbers, which move up and down in repeatable patterns 

that have no reference to outside causes. The numbers Livingston chalks up 

are, for him at this stage, entirely abstract, the prices in his mind representing 

not so much traditional measures of fundamental corporate value as entirely 

free-floating and self-referential signifiers in the endless chain of differences the 

ticker churns out. “Those quotations did not represent prices of stocks to me, 

so many dollars per share,” he admits. “They were numbers. Of course, they 

meant something. They were always changing. It was all I had to be interested 

in—the changes. Why did they change? I didn’t know. I didn’t care.”66 Unlike 

the emerging cadre of technical analysts, producing charts in the back office of 

some of the brokers that Livingston knows, his knowledge of price patterns is 

not achieved by plotting meticulous diagrams. Instead, he carries in his head 

a rough-and-ready sense of the typical movements of individual stocks, based 

solely on his observation of previous patterns. Even when faced with potential 

ruin later in his career, Livingston continues to insist that his campaigns against 

rival factions in the market are abstracted from the level of petty human concerns 

(although, by this stage, he has amplified his reading of the stock ticker from 

pure price fluctuations to broader “basic conditions” of the economy, as revealed 

on the tape): “Fiction writers, clergymen, and women are fond of alluding to the 

floor of the Stock Exchange as a boodlers’ battlefield and to Wall Street’s daily 

business as a fight. It is quite dramatic but utterly misleading. I do not think that 
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my business is strife and contest. I never fight either individuals or speculative 

cliques. I merely differ in opinion—that is, my reading of basic conditions. What 

playwrights call battles of business are not fights between human beings. They 

are merely tests of business vision” (189). At least for part of Livingston’s life 

story, as told by Lefèvre, market activity is viewed not as the human-scale drama 

that some other writers in the period perceive (Lefèvre himself is the obvious 

example), but a contest between rival interpretations of the symbols on the tape, 

the objective numbers seemingly far removed from individual passions.

 Like Reminiscences of a Stock Operator, many of the guides to tape reading 

from this period emphasize the impersonal, objective side of speculation, which 

requires no knowledge of the secret combinations and pools of Wall Street. At 

the same time, however, they also betray a residual conviction that the stream 

of prices printed on the tape indeed reveals a fundamentally human drama. The 

Art of Wise Investing, for example, declares that “the stories of its magnificent tri-

umphs, and of its equally magnificent wrecks, read like tales from ‘The Arabian 

Nights’; some of them like passages from Dante’s ‘Inferno.’”67 Moreover, many 

writers of Wall Street stories during this period ruefully acknowledge that, for 

those equipped to translate them, the dramas hammered out on the tape can 

outdo anything a mere hack can produce. For these writers, the tape is both an 

encoding of the theatre unfolding on the stock exchange floor and a powerful 

kind of writing in its own right, which produces dramatic effects—not just in 

Manhattan’s financial district, but throughout the United States, and the world.68 

The tape, in turn, demands a form of reading that is alert to its hidden dramas 

and to the speculative, fictitious castles-in-the-air—the paper profits and losses—

that it records. Although it comes as little surprise that fiction writers such as 

Lefèvre explored the possibility of reading, through the abstract symbols on the 

tape, the human tragedy and comedy beneath, the same rhetoric of the unmedi-

ated transparency of the ticker was also present in the nonfictional genres of in-

vestment guides and biographies. For example, Wyckoff’s Studies in Tape Reading 

insists that, despite being physically removed from the action on the floor of the 

NYSE in order to focus more clearly on the numbers, the tape reader “should rec-

ognize the turning points of the market; see in his mind’s eye what is happening 

on the floor.”69

 Livingston starts off regarding the tape as simply a stream of meaningless 

numbers, but even he soon begins looking for patterns that are not mere statis-

tical abstractions, but seem to have a personality to them. At the beginning of his 

career, he is “always looking for the repetitions and parallelisms of behavior—

learning to read the tape” (11). Reading the tape thus becomes a matter of find-
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ing, in the endless stream of fluctuating prices, not merely numerical repetitions, 

but familiar quirks and tics. Livingston describes how he “came to be interested 

in the behavior of prices” (9; emphasis added), as if they were an organism, an 

animal, with recognizable intentions: “Stock prices were apt to show certain hab-

its, so to speak” (10). (This is still a far cry from behavioral economics: here, it 

is the market and its prices, rather than the herd-like speculators, that exhibit 

the behavior.) Like others during this period, Livingston compares stock mar- 

ket interpretation with relying on past precedence in horserace gambling. His 

point, however, is not that speculation is akin to gambling, but that individual 

stocks behave like actual horses, with their own recognizable form: “I carried the 

‘dope sheets’ in my mind. I looked for stock prices to run on form” (10).70

 Livingston moves beyond simple animism to seeing in the ticker’s symbols 

the human battle taking place on the exchange floor, with the trader as a general 

surveying his troops, a familiar image in many of the business hagiographies 

and novels of the period: “A battle goes on in the stock market and the tape is 

your telescope” (10). He also, however, comes to see the quotations not through 

the objective and distancing lens of a telescope, but with a sixth sense. (Likewise, 

Wyckoff’s list of the “proper mental equipment” for the ideal speculator, quoted 

above, concludes that “these qualities are as vital as natural ability, or what is 

called the sixth sense of trading.”)71 For Livingston, it is as if the price variations 

are alive, and their movements are governed by subliminal patterns of behavior 

that only a sensitive trader can uncover:

I used to sit by the ticker and call out the quotations for the board boy. The price 

behaved as I thought it would. It promptly went down a couple of points and paused 

a little to get its breath before taking another dip. . . . Then all of a sudden I didn’t 

like the way Sugar was doing its hesitating. I began to feel uncomfortable. . . . I knew 

something was wrong somewhere, but I couldn’t spot it exactly. . . . According to 

my dope Sugar should have broken by now. The engine wasn’t hitting right. I had a 

feeling there was a trap in the neighborhood. At all events, the telegraph instrument 

was now going like mad. (17–18)

For Livingston, then, the tape reveals a deeper, abstract structure that transcends 

individual human intention and is governed by its own internal, causal logic, 

which is machinelike. At the same time, however, the expert tape reader also 

sees the market as a skittish creature, whose infinitesimal behavioral quirks and 

intentions can only be discerned in forms of reading that stretch to the limit the 

pragmatic, quasi-scientific advice in the manuals. In the way that Livingston pre-

sents it, it is not the behavior of investors that makes the price of sugar hesitate; 
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the abstract price itself seems to have a personality all its own, just as the legal 

doctrine of corporate personhood granted to vast, inhuman corporations some of 

the same rights as individuals. The market may be a machine, but it has a soul, 

and only a savvy mechanic who knows its foibles can recognize when something 

is amiss.

Invisible Hands

In theory, the advent of the stock ticker should have shifted the focus of popular 

engagement with Wall Street away from the human stories of cliques, cabals, 

and manipulators and toward the anonymous procession of fluctuating numbers 

on the tape. Yet not only did there remain an obsession with the nefarious (or 

heroic) schemes of Wall Street insiders in the melodramatic novels, muckraking 

journalism, and “kings of fortune” biographies of the period, but the numerical 

abstractions, and even the ticker itself, were portrayed through the rhetoric of 

personification.

 Imbuing the market with a sense of intentionality, agency, and personality has 

a long history. The market has often been depicted as feminine, most obviously 

in the guise of the goddess Fortuna or Lady Credit, while Adam Smith’s trope 

of the “Invisible Hand” of market coordination draws on a longer tradition of 

providential and theatrical metaphors.72 There is also a long tradition of seeing 

the work of Wall Street in animistic or anthropomorphized terms, in particular 

the commonplace division of the market into bulls, bears, and the lambs of the 

unwitting public.73 Around the turn of the twentieth century, the ticker, I want 

to suggest, functioned in financial imaginings as the literal embodiment of the 

invisible hand of the market, a mundane and personified incarnation of the in-

effable presence of the market itself. In Slavoj Žižek’s terms, the invisible hand 

of the market is one of many versions of the “big Other,” the “mysterious spec-

tral agency” that is called into being to provide symbolic grounding for popular 

understandings of why history unfolds as it does (other candidates are Provi-

dence; the Hegelian Marxist, objective logic of history; and the myth of an all- 

encompassing Jewish conspiracy). The image of the invisible hand arises, Žižek 

contends, when capitalism “engenders its own form of anonymous Destiny in 

the guise of market relations.”74 (The sleight of hand at work in the image of the 

invisible hand is even more deceitful, I might add, because, in reality, the visible 

hand of the state creates and maintains a particular version of the market, but 

then disguises its own playing with it.) The stock market, embodied in the form 

of the ticker machine, thus becomes the almighty and eternal opponent that can 

never be beaten in the game of wits played by stock market operators, as Living-
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ston asserts: “A man may best a stock or a group at a certain time, but no man 

living can beat the stock market!” (131).

 In both factual and fictional guides to Wall Street around the turn of the twen-

tieth century, the stock ticker takes on a talismanic status, simultaneously imper-

vious to human feelings and yet seemingly imbued with prophetic powers and 

divine authority. Some commentators recognized that the unmediated “stories” 

told by the supposedly objective ticker could, in fact, be deliberately manipulated 

as part of nefarious schemes, its power of “publicity” (praised by authority figures 

such as Van Antwerp) allowing its deceptive tales to spread far and wide:

About this time there was a great spur given to stock speculation by a single inven-

tion. The discovery of America is usually regarded as a rather important historical 

and commercial event; but to the new estate of man that grows rich without toil, 

the invention of the “stock ticker” outshines the achievement of Columbus. This 

machine has an overmastering power for good or evil. It is the most gigantic engine 

that was ever created to serve the speculative purposes of man. It records the daily 

transactions in the city of New York alone aggregating from fifty to eighty million 

dollars. That it could be used to create and to lead opinion, instead of merely re-

cording it, Walter saw before it had been in use a week. He recognized its future 

potency, its universality, and the volume of its voice before he had watched it a 

fortnight. He saw in it the one essential requisite for the rapid rise or depression of 

values—publicity, instantaneous and widespread. He saw in it the magician’s wand, 

and he determined to know how to juggle with it.75

Sharp operators thus quickly realized the potential for making the tape “speak” 

the message they wanted it to, knowing the methods of interpretation that the 

massed ranks of the ordinary investors would use to read it.76 Others, however, 

came to think of the ticker not merely as a “magician’s wand” in the hand of a 

ruthless stock market operator, but as a potentially sinister device that had a voice 

and a will seemingly all its own. In The Study and Science of Stock Speculation, 

for example, the author quotes from his own potboiler novel, By Law of Might 

(“a thrilling story of finance, mystery, and forbidden love,” as an advertisement 

in the booklet declares), to convey to his readers the uncanny properties of this 

new machine:

Only symbols and signs, yet that little ticking machine, with its wonderful poten-

tiality for evil and its scroll of cabalistic names, is the modern Ananias, the devil’s 

mouthpiece with silent voice luring as a siren to destruction tens of thousands 

throughout the land. It cries “Buy” when they ought to sell, and “Sell” when they 
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ought to buy—nominally a true record of transactions, in effect every inch a lie, a 

false prediction of what is to come, the promptings of the manipulator, every yard 

conveying with convincing earnestness greater falsehoods than the most extrava-

gant and facile pen could frame and make appear the truth.77

 As we will see in chapter 3, in magazine fiction and illustrations about Wall 

Street around the turn of the twentieth century, the stock ticker inserts itself 

ever more insistently at the center of attention. For example, in the opening four 

chapters (some seventy pages) of Lefèvre’s novel, Sampson Rock of Wall Street, 

the intrusive rhythm of the ticker repeatedly demands attention from the nov-

el’s protagonists, right from the very first lines: “The stock-ticker in Sampson 

Rock’s private office had been whirring away half an hour when Rock’s cashier 

entered the room to lay on the desk a bulky letter. It was marked in one corner, 

‘Personal—Important,’ heavily underscored. For additional emphasis there was 

a rough drawing of a hand, the dexter finger rigidly pointing cornerward.”78 With 

the competing claims of personal correspondence (the hand on the envelope 

emphasizing the individual hand that has written the letter) and the public broad-

cast of the impersonal ticker (which “symbolized the democracy of the money- 

makers” [22] in the eyes of a deluded supplicant to Rock), this opening sentence 

captures, in miniature, one of the central dilemmas of the novel, namely, the role 

of corrupt, inside information and familial loyalties in the seemingly impersonal 

and unfeeling realm of business. It is as if the ticker is a central character in the 

novel’s moral dilemma, rather than merely an informational device.79 “In the 

tie-vote between friendship and duty,” Rock thinks to himself as he weighs up 

competing loyalties to a friend versus the confidential business scheme he is devel-

oping, “the ticker usually casts the deciding ballot” (26). Yet later, worrying whether 

this obsession with business is driving him apart from his only son, it comes to 

seem as though “the Lord of the Ticker was a human being after all” (58).

 The novel tells the story of Sampson Rock (apparently loosely based on the 

life of John D. Rockefeller) and his playboy son, Sam Jr. The latter at first rejects 

his father’s obsession with business and his manipulative practices, but then, in 

an effort to make an informed decision, and partly to become something in the 

eyes of his childhood sweetheart and potential fiancée, he agrees to start as an ap-

prentice in his father’s firm and ends up as ruthless and corrupt as the old man. 

In these opening chapters, Rock Sr. is repeatedly torn between focusing on what 

the tape is trying to tell him and listening to a series of visitors: a newspaper re-

porter looking for profitable market gossip; the writer of the confidential report, 

who must be bribed with a generous stock tip; the widow of an old friend, who 
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is also seeking insider investment advice; and his son, who is trying to explain 

his refusal to follow in his father’s footsteps. Rock Sr.’s first words on entering  

his office are “How’s the market?,” and he instantly focuses on the ticker tape, 

for “nothing that Valentine [his clerk] could say would be as illuminative as three 

or four inches of the little paper ribbon. A foot was a book; a yard, a history” (1).

 Rock Sr. is an expert tape reader, able to focus so intently that he can see, 

through the marks on the paper, not merely to the drama on the floor of the Ex-

change, but to the nationwide industrial activity underneath, which the figures 

seem to represent: “He approached the ticker and gazed intently on the printed 

letters and numbers of the tape—so intently that they ceased to be numerals and 

became living figures. . . . Rock’s vision leaped from New York to Richmond, 

from Richmond to Biddleboro, from Biddleboro back to the glittering marble-

and-gold Board Room of the Stock Exchange” (16). In a fanciful conceit, the 

“tape-characters” are compared with “little soldier ants, bringing precious loads 

to this New York office, tiny gold nuggets from a thousand stockholders . . . to the 

feet of Sampson Rock” (16). Although the news on the ticker might cause some 

investors’ “shrieks and sobs,” those imprecations “would not reach the ears of a 

man whose soul had soared so high that the entire State of Virginia was spread 

before him in miniature, like an outrolled map” (16). The ciphers and dashes on 

the tape transform themselves, in Rock’s imagination, into an animated map of 

the expanding railroad he is trying to buy. The map, in turn, becomes a “vein,” 

and even “a living thing, born of work, stretching tentacle-like arms everywhither 

. . . even unto the golden remote Far West and the blue Pacific” (17). Rock’s po-

etic tendency to read the tape as a romance of American industrial destiny and 

his intuitive “habit of thinking in lightning flashes” is, however, coupled with 

a more pragmatic, militaristic “von Moltke–like manner in which he planned 

some of his market campaigns” (3). Immediately after his fanciful daydream of 

the reorganization of the Virginia Central, we learn that “there returned to the 

side of the ticker a calculating machine” (17), that is, Rock himself, who becomes 

as impersonal and rational as the stock ticker.80 Rock’s success comes, in part, 

from his ability to become as machinelike as the ticker itself: “No zeal, no fire; 

only intelligence, dispassionate as mathematics” (21). Forced repeatedly to deal 

with the claims to friendship and family loyalty that his visitors represent, he is 

grateful to return to the ticker in his private office: “The general, while the battle 

was waging, had been without a telescope. Now he could see how his lieutenants 

were fighting” (47).

 In his meetings that morning, Rock’s attention continually drifts back to the 

ticker, even when speaking with his son, who has just returned from a year and a 
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half abroad. Sam finds his father irritable, rather than delighted to welcome the 

prodigal son, and realizes that “the madly whirring ticker was discharging psy-

chic waves into the atmosphere of this office, filling it with something unseen but 

most curiously felt” (49). It is as if a spectral presence has come between father 

and son, in a scene closer to a séance than a homecoming, and Sam begins to 

realize that it is the ghostly voice of the market, projected through the ticker, that 

is the hidden presence both in the room and in the strained relationship with 

his father: “The effect [of his father’s “impersonal irritation”] was of listening 

to a voice without seeing the speaker’s face” (49), a phrase that seems to apply 

equally to Rock Sr., the ticker machine, and the very market itself. Sam feels the 

presence of the zombielike, “unblinking stare of the hungry eyes which he now 

remembered the ticker fiends had,” yet, at the same time, he begins to sense the 

appeal of what the “whirring and the clicking of the little wheels” is recording: 

not so much the “money-monotone, the sound of clashing dollars” as “the pulse-

beats of the working world,” with the ticker tape revealing for “a chosen few” 

the drama of “great plans,” such as the “exact tonnage the tireless railroads were 

carrying” (50). With their conversation interrupted repeatedly by Rock Sr. reading 

the tape and barking orders to his clerk, Sam Jr. slowly becomes entranced by 

the power of his father, through the ticker, “to speak to the world and have the 

world listen,” leaving him wondering whether he, like his father, could become 

a financial Svengali, “the lord of the ticker, so that the ticker obediently repeated 

the message that the master said should go forth to the thousands of well-dressed 

men with hungry eyes” (52).

 Nevertheless, again and again, we hear in these Wall Street stories, biogra-

phies, and advice books the ticker itself speaking, sometimes loudly, at other times 

in a seductive whisper, as if it is the machine, rather than the titanic stock opera-

tor, that is the hypnotic master that must be obeyed. To the financial reporter who 

receives a market tip from Sampson Rock, “the ticker began to sing, goldenly, 

Haste! haste! and then, the cash! the cash!” (27), while the widow finds herself 

unable to listen to Rock’s stern financial advice, as she is too busy “intoxicating 

herself with counting and spending the money the marvelous and kindly ticker 

would surely—oh, yes, surely!—make for her” (46). It becomes a case not so 

much of struggling to decipher the direction of price movements through the 

arcane symbols on the tape, as listening to the ventriloquizing voice of the market 

itself speak in insistent tones. The “most expert type of tape-reader,” we are told 

in an article in the Ticker, “carries no memorandums, and seldom refers to fluctua-

tion records. The tape whispers to him, talks to him, and, as Mr. Lawson [Thomas 

Lawson, the notorious speculator-turned-novelist, active in the early 1900s] puts 
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it, ‘screams’ at him.”81 Likewise, in one of Lefèvre’s Wall Street stories, one ticker 

fiend “could almost hear the stock shouting, articulately: ‘I’m going up, right away, 

right away!’”82 For all its seeming urgency, however, without an interpreter or a 

medium, “the loquacious tape” can end up merely speaking to nothing but itself, 

the intentions of the market left frustratingly inscrutable.83 The repeated refrain 

of the ticker that demands attention in several of Lefèvre’s stories is, at times, 

merely its own mesmerizing rhythm: “‘Ticky-ticky-ticky-tick,’ said the ticker.”84 

Despite the insistence of some market apologists that the market is manly, ra-

tional, and mechanical, Wall Street fiction by Lefèvre and other writers of the 

period makes it clear that the market is “impulsive and impressionable.”85

 If the stock ticker is an inhuman mechanical device that, at times, seems to 

ventriloquize the market in a general way, it is also itself repeatedly personified, 

endowed with human characteristics and foibles. Despite his talk of the spec-

ulator needing to develop an attitude of scientific detachment, Livingston, for 

example, comes to see the ticker machine as a fickle tipster, at times friendly and 

at others treacherous: “The ticker beat me by lagging so far behind the market. 

I was accustomed to regarding the tape as the best little friend I had because I 

bet according to what it told me. But this time the tape double-crossed me. The 

divergence between the printed and the actual prices undid me” (42). In Lefèvre’s 

Wall Street stories, the speculators internalize the abstractions of price variations 

arriving over the tape, becoming, in the process, hypnotized mouthpieces for 

the anonymous market. But they, in turn, then project onto the ticker their own 

desires and fears:

The very ticker sounded mirthful; its clicking told of golden jokes. . . . At times their 

fingers clutched the air happily, as if they actually felt the good money the ticker was 

presenting to them. . . . Their dreams were rudely shattered; the fast horses some 

had all but bought joined the steam-yachts others had almost chartered. . . . And the 

demolisher of dreams and dwellings was the ticker, that instead of golden jokes, was 

now clicking financial death. They could not take their eyes from the board before 

them. Their own ruin, told in mournful numbers by the little machine, fascinated 

them. . . . Wilson, the dry goods man . . . was now watching, as if under a hypnotic 

spell, the lips of the man who sat on the high stool beside the ticker and called out 

the prices to the quotation boy. Now and again Wilson’s own lips made curious 

grimaces, as if speaking to himself.86

When the mesmerized speculator Wilson mutters to himself, it begins to seem 

as if his lips are not under his conscious control. The self becomes inhabited by 

the phantasmagoric spirit of the market, while, at the same time, the ticker it-
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self becomes the symbol of the invisible hand incarnate, producing the uncanny 

spectacle of ventriloquism.87

 In the vernacular economic writings of the period, as much as the tape is 

reckoned to offer a reflection of the sublime vastness of the market itself, it also 

functions as a projection of self, blurring the boundary between representation 

and interpretation. With the tape’s ability to register every passing whim of trad-

ers, the market frequently figures in these writings as a barometer of people’s 

feelings, a financial version of the meteorological pathetic fallacy (but it is also 

simultaneously the cause of those feelings). In Lefèvre’s story “The Tipster,” for 

example, the question “How’s the market?” comes to replace the greeting “How 

are you doing?,” with the speculation-crazed denizens of Wall Street feeling a 

complete identification with the market.88 In Lefèvre’s stories, there is thus a 

convergence between the self and the ticker, as people’s hearts beat with the 

“pulse of the stock market”:89 “He had imagined he knew the market. . . . And as 

time passed the grip of Wall Street on his soul grew stronger until it strangled 

all other aspirations. He could talk, think, dream of nothing but stocks. He could 

not read the newspapers without thinking how the market would ‘take’ the news 

contained therein.”90 One man, suffering from “ticker-fever,” becomes like a tel-

egraphic spiritualist medium, inhabited by the electrical impulses of the tape: 

“He shook his right forefinger with a hammering motion,” and “little by little 

Gilmartin’s whisper set in motion within him the wheels of a ticker that printed 

on his day-dreams the mark of a dollar.”91 Unlike the telegraph—with the all-too-

human hand of its operator—at the receiving end the automatic printing wheels 

of the stock ticker conjured up, for Wall Street commentators, the idea of the 

ticking machine in the corner of the office as a disembodied writer, an automaton 

tapping out the story of the market.

 For numerous commentators during this period, the trader’s trader is James R. 

Keene, the epitome of ruthless market manipulation who became the hired 

henchman for Standard Oil. For all his detached, masterly control of the market, 

at times he is described as being merely its mouthpiece. He is thus characterized 

partly as the “high priest of the ticker,” who has the uncanny ability to become 

completely attuned to the rhythm of the market, his scrutiny of the tape being 

“so intense that he appeared to be in a trance while mental processes were being 

worked out.”92 We learn that “his most characteristic attitude is standing by the 

ticker, one elbow leaning on a corner of the high ticker stand, his cheek resting 

against his closed fist, his eyes fastened on the narrow paper ribbon that tells 

the story of a ‘Keene market.’”93 Like Sampson Rock, he is totally in control of 

himself and the market, yet he is also subsumed into the market’s rhythms as he 
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“stands there immobile, his heart-beats attuned to the clicks of the ticker, paus-

ing in his scrutiny of the tape only long enough to send an order to a lieutenant, 

buying here, selling there, playing a scientific game of chess with his invariable 

 opponent—human greed.”94

 Scholars of late nineteenth-century Anglo-American culture have shown how 

the period’s fascination with psychic phenomena encompassed both archaic and 

scientific elements. Spiritualism, mesmerism, and telepathy, for example, prom-

ised intimacy with distant, otherworldly interlocutors, with these mystical practices 

viewed as fully compatible with modern technologies of communication, such as 

the wireless telegraph, and invisible forces, such as radiation.95 Likewise, cul-

tural historians have shown the confusions that arose not only from machines 

beginning to seem more like humans, but from people coming to act more like 

machines.96 The financial rationality that the ticker tape both embodied and en-

couraged forms part of the disenchanted rejection of superstition, myth, and 

religious faith that Max Weber famously identified as one of the key attributes 

of modernity; yet, at the same time, the ticker is identified in the vernacular 

economic writing of the period as the very instrument of a magical communion 

with occult forces. Thus, on the one hand, traders such as Livingston, Keene, 

and Sampson Rock are presented as epitomizing scientific and economic ration-

ality, able to make dispassionate calculations and to become machinelike in their 

reading of the tape. On the other hand, they are described as being hypnotized 

by the tape, entering into a divine communion with Žižek’s “mysterious spectral 

agency” of the market, or what Fredric Jameson, in his account of “Culture and 

Finance Capital,” identifies as the financescape of “free-floating capital,” with 

“specters of value, as Derrida might put it, vying against each other in a vast, 

worldwide, disembodied phantasmagoria.”97 The trancelike reading of the ticker 

tape by these lords of finance allows them to possess the secrets of the market, 

but they, in turn, are possessed by its unfathomable forces. Likewise, the stock 

ticker itself becomes a mouthpiece for the sublime and inscrutable divinity of the 

market in its entirety: “There was no god but the ticker, and the brokers were its 

prophets!”98

Prophets of Profit

If tape reading and the speculation it enables are presented as modern, technical, 

and objective, they are also described by Lefèvre, Wyckoff, and other writers of 

popular market tracts in terms of intuition, supernatural possession, and some-

thing approaching mystical divination or prophecy. Like a clairvoyant, the ticker 

itself mysteriously seems to detect anticipations of the future through seismic 
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tremors felt in the prices themselves. Far from being a mere unfeeling machine, 

however, it is presented in the rhetoric of technologically infused spiritualism as 

a sensitive medium, picking up, in advance, the movements of human history 

that elude conscious apprehension:

The tape tells the news minutes, hours, and days before the news tickers, or news-

papers, and before it can become current gossip. Everything from a foreign war 

to the passing of a dividend; from a Supreme Court decision to the ravages of the 

boll-weevil is reflected primarily on the tape.

 The tape tells the present and future of the market. On the other hand, the news 

ticker records what has happened. It announces causes for the effect which has 

already been more or less felt in the market. Money is made in the Tape Reading 

by anticipating what is coming—not by waiting till it happens and going with the 

crowd.99

As we have seen, the adept reader of the tape is supposed to merge himself with 

the ticker, which, in turn, becomes fused with the market itself, which then in-

corporates not only the entirety of history, but all the future.

 Livingston, for example, insists that his analysis of the direction of the market 

as a whole is merely the application of an astute appraisal, not of the underlying 

herd psychology of investors, but of the behavioral oddities of the price quota-

tions themselves. Based on his observation that “there is nothing new in Wall 

Street” (10), Livingston’s trading strategy is to identify, in the jargon of financial 

economics, endogenous rather than exogenous factors in market movements. 

Yet his approach is not merely to ignore insider tips or pronouncements on eco-

nomic fundamentals in favor of an autodidactic version of technical analysis; nor 

is it to second-guess the irrational behavior of fellow investors. For Livingston 

and other vernacular financial analysts, the market is a sensitive barometer of all 

of these external and internal influences, and the trick is to turn oneself into a 

finely calibrated register that can pick up on its mysterious signals.

 Many of the pivotal moments in Livingston’s route to riches are the result not 

of an objective analysis of economic indicators or price patterns, but of hunches 

and a “curious feeling” of intuition (72) that he finds hard to explain. The public, 

not surprisingly, latches onto these supposed market coups as evidence of his 

genius, in which the credentialed expertise of financial elites is outclassed by the 

supernatural powers of the self-taught “Boy Plunger.” Livingston recounts the 

following story. It is 1906, and he has gone on a short vacation in Atlantic City, 

having sold out all his market positions for a while. Bored from taking the sea 

air, out of curiosity he goes to a branch of his brokers in the town, without any 
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intention of getting back into the market. The market is generally bullish, but 

Livingston’s attention is suddenly grabbed by Union Pacific: “I got a feeling that 

I ought to sell it. I can’t tell you more. I just felt like selling it. I asked myself why 

I should feel like that, and I couldn’t find any reason whatever for going short 

of UP” (73). The friend who is with him is alarmed to see that Livingston starts 

short selling Union Pacific, an illogical act in a market that is rising. Livingston 

can only explain that “the urge was so strong I sold another thousand [shares]” 

(77). The next day news arrives of the San Francisco earthquake. Ironically, Liv-

ingston’s inexplicable hunch about Union Pacific shares going to fall would, 

in theory, have been right, but he is annoyed to find that Wall Street does not 

send the prices tumbling in the way that they should: “I was short five thousand 

shares. The blow had fallen, but my stock hadn’t. My hunch was of the first water, 

but my bank account wasn’t growing; not even on paper” (77).

 There are two inexplicable things in play here. As far as Livingston is con-

cerned, the conundrum is that the market does not react to the news in the way 

he thinks it should. But the other, more profound mystery is that he has a market 

hunch that anticipates a completely unexpected and unpredictable event. In the 

book, Livingston tries to give some explanations along the way, mentioning, for 

example, how some friends try to tell him that “it isn’t a hunch but the subcon-

scious mind, which is the creative mind, at work. That is the mind which makes 

artists do things without their knowing how they came to do them. Perhaps with 

me it was the cumulative effect of a lot of little things individually insignificant 

but collectively powerful. . . . I can’t tell you what the cause or motive for my 

hunches may be” (76). The idea of prediction as a form of subconscious sensitiv-

ity to the subtle cues of the market as a whole fits in with Livingston’s presenta-

tion of stock operating as an art, rather than a strictly positivist science, but it still 

does not explain in any coherent, rational way how he could have possibly picked 

up in advance on subliminal signals, through his reading of the tape, that there was 

going to be an earthquake in San Francisco. Livingston seems to suggest that 

unexpected events external to the inner dynamic of the market are anticipated 

in some unfathomable manner by price fluctuations that only a true adept can 

detect. Livingston thus argues that his method of prediction allows him to take 

account of unexpected events through his uncanny sensitivity to the seismolog-

ical fluctuation of market prices: “And right here I will say that, though I do not 

give it as a mathematical certainty or as an axiom of speculation, my experience 

has been that accidents—that is, the unexpected or unforeseen—have always 

helped me in my market position whenever the latter has been based upon my 

determination of the line of least resistance. . . . You will find in actual practice 
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that if you trade as I have indicated any important piece of news . . . is usu-

ally in harmony with the line of least resistance. The trend has been established 

before the news is published” (124). Here Livingston seems to anticipate the 

strong version of the efficient market hypothesis (EMH), the idea that all known 

 information— including future possibilities—has already been discounted in 

the price of securities, with only truly random events able to create significant 

shifts in prices. Yet the example of the San Francisco earthquake takes this idea to  

its metaphysical extreme, with the possibility that somehow the prices recorded on 

the ticker can even offer ghostly foretellings of the inherently unpredictable future.

 The stock market is thus no longer the plaything of individual master manipu-

lators, or a machine that ticks along under its own steam, or even the aggregation 

of the irrational and imitative behavior of the herd. Instead, for Livingston the 

market figures partly as an extension of his own mind, which is in tune with 

the cosmic “harmonies”; partly as an all-encompassing organism; and partly as 

a mystical text in which the future is already written. Prediction thus becomes 

more akin to spiritualist attunement to the otherworldly whispers of the deceased 

than the rationalized projection of future price movements proposed by either 

the chartists or the fundamentalists. For all that Livingston insists on working 

alone and never listening to the crowd (the only time he suffers a major reverse 

of fortunes is when he takes on a partner), his success is based on the ability of 

his mind to be so receptive to the vibrations of the market, and so in tune with the 

desires of the crowd recorded on the tape, that his very identity as the sovereign 

self of neoclassical economics is undermined.100

 Livingston was not the only stock market operator in fin-de-siècle America to 

have been tempted by mystical forms of financial prediction. Cornelius Vander-

bilt famously developed a scandalously close relationship with Victoria Woodhull 

and her sister Tennessee Claflin, who promoted themselves as “Professors of 

Magnetic, Mental, and Spiritual Science.”101 In 1870, asked how readers might go 

about amassing fortunes of their own, Vanderbilt told a newspaper reporter that 

the best way to get rich was to “do as I do. Consult the Spirits!” He added that, as for 

the stock of the Central Pacific Railroad, “it’s bound to go up . . . Mrs. Woodhull 

said so in a trance.”102 Vanderbilt helped set up Woodhull and Claflin as the first 

female brokers on Wall Street. It is unclear, however, how much actual business 

the “Bewitching Brokers” conducted, with their much exaggerated claims for 

accurate financial prediction.103 In a similar fashion, the Wall Street financier  

J. P. Morgan reputedly received financial advice through his frequent consulta-

tions with the astrologer Evangeline Adams.104 According to the apocryphal quote 

attributed to Morgan: “Millionaires don’t hire astrologers. Billionaires do.”
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 In spite of Morgan’s insistence that only billionaires could afford to be so reck-

less as to get their financial advice from such unorthodox sources, many ordinary 

Americans in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were attracted 

to seemingly superstitious forms of vernacular financial knowledge, part of a  

more general cultural fascination with spiritualist predictions and fortune tell-

ing.105 Ann Fabian, for example, has documented how African Americans used 

“dream books”—compendia of dream interpretations that linked the visions to 

particular numbers—to guide their play in the policy numbers game. Drawing 

on the writings of Marcel Mauss and Georges Bataille on alternative economies 

that are based not on accumulation but on wasteful expenditure, Fabian argues 

that these dream books in particular, and numerology in general, were part of 

an antirationalist revolt against the trait of calculability in capitalist society, and 

hence were felt to be dangerous by the moral guardians of the middle class: 

“The players who turned dreams into cash carried on a logical revolt against the 

 rampant rationality of nineteenth-century business civilization. Policy preserved 

a place to exercise the powers of superstition and interpretation; it offered the lure 

of idleness. Policy players exercised forms of power that openly challenged the ra- 

tional assumptions of a market economy.”106 For Fabian, dream books constituted 

a vernacular protest against the encroaching obsession with the bottom line: they 

“applied numbers to entities that could not be quantified and in so doing violated 

the very logic on which quantification and calculation were based.”107 Fabian’s 

analysis of policy players’ use of superstitious forms of prediction is persuasive, 

but it suggests that these residual forms of vernacular financial knowledge oper-

ated in an alternative, contestatory economic realm for those excluded from the 

mainstream. As we have seen in this chapter, however, far more mainstream and 

respectable forms of financial prediction relied equally on what we might now 

call voodoo economics, while, conversely, vernacular guides to reading the mar-

ket’s future were drawn to the rhetoric of statistical quantification. We therefore 

need to conceive of the relationship between superstitious and scientific forms 

of financial prediction neither as operating in worlds apart, nor in opposition to 

the latter, striving to replace the former in the name of progress, but as being 

mutually constitutive and frequently merged at the level of practice, as well as 

in rhetoric.108

 The history of the emergence of financial forecasting has yet to be fully told, 

but most commentators agree on the basic contours: folk methods of foretelling 

the future in a world governed by Providence give way to modern practices of 

observation, recording, and prediction, based on statistical analysis.109 In the late 

nineteenth century, the development of weather forecasting and economic fore-
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casting thus share a similar trajectory, from vernacular wisdom to more scientific 

approaches. The invention of the telegraph, in particular, enabled meteorological 

observations and data about the condition of agricultural crops to be collected, 

systematized, and disseminated, as well as information about the distribution 

of standardized market prices via the stock ticker. Cleveland Abbe (known, in a 

telling mixture of folk and scientific rhetoric, as “Ol’ Probabilities”) is credited 

with the first attempt in the United States to establish a meteorological reporting 

and forecasting bureau, in 1868 and the story of the development of weather 

forecasting is a mixture of individual entrepreneurial activity underpinned by 

state support.110 Although federal and state agencies led the way in establishing 

an agricultural-crop information service and a weather forecasting service in the 

1870s, the development of financial information bureaus and technical-analysis 

services relied more on individual entrepreneurs like Charles Dow and Roger 

Babson, with macroeconomic forecasting emerging later, in major private and 

state institutions such as the Harvard Economic Service and the Cowles Com-

mission.111

 As we have already begun to see, however, the story of the inexorable replace-

ment of traditional superstition with scientific objectivity in financial forecasting 

is not as straightforward as it might at first seem. The broad historical trajec-

tory of the nineteenth century’s slow substitution of a trust in personal authority 

and experience for a trust in numbers and scientific objectivity is fundamentally 

sound (as Theodore Porter, Mary Poovey, and Lorraine Daston and Peter Gali-

son have influentially argued), yet the transition from a traditional to a modern 

epistemological regime was neither smooth nor uncontested.112 As Preda has 

documented, persuading Americans that financial forecasting was a science re-

quired the development of technological, institutional, and intellectual structures 

of authority, yet at each stage, modern methods of prediction did not so much 

replace traditional, superstitious ones as become fused with them, applying a 

veneer of scientific glamour to folk practices. In the same way that fin-de-siècle 

spiritualism was less a challenge to technological modernity than an incorpora-

tion of its new possibilities of ethereal communication, so, too, did vernacular 

methods of financial prognostication take on the language of economic deter-

minism. For example, the first real attempt in the United States to provide a 

quasi-scientific approach to business-cycle forecasting was Samuel Benner’s 

Prophecies of the Future Ups and Downs in Prices, which asserted—fueled only by 

a faith that science would eventually provide the explanation for this “prophecy” 

from an “Ohio farmer”—that there were “cycles of 11 years in the prices of corn 

and hogs, 27 years in the price of pig-iron, and 54 years in general business.”113 
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Despite Benner’s identification of statistical patterns that operated at a level far 

removed from individual human intention, he nevertheless insisted that the 

business cycles he seemed to be uncovering were governed not by economic law, 

but providential destiny: “The author firmly believes that God is in prices, and 

that the over and under production of every commodity is in accordance with his 

[sic] will, with strict reference to the wants of mankind, and governed by the laws 

of nature, which are God’s laws; and that the production, advance, and decline 

of average prices should be systematic, and occur in an established providential 

succession, as certain and regular as the magnetic needle points unerringly to the 

pole.”114 For all its talk of observable business cycles, Benner’s book has more in 

common with the tradition of farmers’ almanacs for predicting the weather, and 

with astrology, than with the development, for example, of actuarial science. Even 

Charles Dow, regarded as the “father of modern technical analysis,” was deeply 

attracted to a pet theory of William Stanley Jevons, the British economist who led 

the marginalist revolution in economics. From the 1870s onward, Jevons, in a di-

rect merging of meteorological and financial forecasting, repeatedly expounded 

the hypothesis that periodic stock market crises were an effect of changing agri-

cultural fortunes that were, in turn, directly influenced by sunspots.115 As we will 

see in chapter 3, the patterns that technical analysts claimed to discover in their 

charts often merely gave a scientific gloss to an activity that was statistically no 

better than finding faces in the clouds.

Conclusion: The Ghost in the Financial Machine

In their revisionist account of the historical evolution of technical analysis, An-

drew Lo and Jasmina Hasanhodzic (drawing on the work of Alex Preda) describe 

how technical analysis in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America 

“evolved into a scientific Endeavour—complete with data gathering, hypothesis 

testing, and mathematical rigor,” turning market analysis into a “full-time, skill-

based occupation.” The authors are faced with the potential embarrassment that 

“inevitably, an esoteric form of market analysis based on astrology quickly sprang 

up in the shadow of the new economic science.” Yet for Lo and Hasanhodzic, this 

“pseudo-science” should not be regarded as part of legitimate technical analysis. 

“Such odd hybrids of rationalism and mysticism will always be with us,” they in-

sist, “so it is important to keep the crackpot theories separate from the legitimate 

ones.”116 In contrast, Burton Malkiel’s A Random Walk Down Wall Street, a guide 

to investment that has gone through numerous editions since it was first pub-

lished in 1973, summarizes the academic financial-economics literature that has 

demonstrated the statistical inadequacy of the whole spectrum of technical anal- 
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ysis.117 From the viewpoint of the EMH, which, in its strong version, claims that—

by definition—stock prices are unpredictable (because only unanticipated, exoge-

nous events move prices), all technical analysis is a pseudoscience, because past 

prices, whether in the long or the short term, can never provide a guide to future 

ones.118 In this chapter I have been arguing, however, that these “odd hybrids of 

rationalism and mysticism” are not occasional, regrettable lapses from the path 

of inexorable scientific progress, but are ever present in popular investment- 

advice literature, in emergent forms of technical analysis, and in Wall Street fic-

tion in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century.

 Drawing on Max Weber, Arjun Appadurai argues that “magical thinking”—an 

irrational reliance on all kinds of technical procedures for divinatory purposes—

has been at the very heart of global finance since the late nineteenth century 

and continues to exert its influence in the present, most notably in the faith that 

uncertainty can be quantified and turned into manageable and exploitable risk: 

“These detailed charts [produced by technical analysts], which are regarded by 

others as entirely unscientific, have very good standing in financial markets and 

are in reality no different from the charts of astrologers, psychics, or tarot card 

operators or other diagrammatic formats for prognostication. In short, they are 

mechanical techniques of prediction with no interest in causal or explanatory 

principles.” For Appadurai, the adoption in finance of “highly technicalized mod-

els of prediction, forecasting, and risk management” has not so much replaced 

the realms of luck and grace as become hybridized with them, “thus confusing 

the spheres of chance and risk as technical features of human life.”119 On the 

one hand, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, even before the 

democratization of share ownership that began in World War I, the mechanical 

regularity of the stock ticker and the growth of technical analysis introduced a 

“cognitive standardization.” In so doing, the ticker and the chart helped popular-

ize the idea of the market as an impersonal aggregation of countless transactions 

whose patterns could be uncovered and—if not actually predicted—then detected 

after the fact. Guides to technical analysis for the autodidact, as well as public 

relations campaigns on behalf on the New York Stock Exchange, emphasized 

the increased legibility and transparency of financial information that resulted 

from the introduction of the stock ticker, even if the NYSE continued to fight a 

legal battle to restrict access to this information in real time. These emerging 

discourses, technologies, and practices helped undermine an older critique of 

speculation as a rigged game of Wall Street cliques and insiders and contributed 

to public acceptance of the goal of a shareholders’ democracy, coupled with the 

promotion of rational calculability as the proper attitude for market observation.
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 On the other hand, the influence of vernacular genres of financial knowledge, 

such as investment-advice manuals, biographies of traders, and the popular fic-

tion I have been examining in this chapter, also served to make the abstractions 

of finance more tangible and personal, with the personification of market devices 

such as the stock ticker, and the depiction of the market as having a mind of 

its own. In these accounts, which seem to offer a view of the market from the 

bird’s-eye perspective of statistical aggregation, the market nevertheless appears 

as a haunted landscape, an uncanny amalgam of natural laws and supernatural 

forces.

Coda

What became of Jesse Livermore? Lefèvre’s book on him was published in 1923, 

and it should come as no surprise to learn that Livermore managed to predict 

the Wall Street crash of 1929, ending up with a fortune of $100 million, nor to 

learn that he is believed to have lost nearly all of that fortune through speculation 

during the 1930s. Down on his luck, he finally took his own life in 1940. His 

suicide note was written to his third wife, Harriet Noble. She had been married  

several times before, and her previous husband had committed suicide.120 There 

are some things, it seems, that even Livermore did not manage to see coming.



The adoption of the stock ticker by the New York Stock Exchange in the late 1860s 

created both an impediment to and an opportunity for would-be observers of the 

stock market. Because the members of the Regular Board were keen to maintain 

their monopoly on the prices that they claimed to actively produce, they now 

closed the floor to nonmembers, meaning that the only way to access those prices 

was via a licensed stock ticker service.1 In theory, it was still possible for nonmem-

bers to follow the activity of the stock market from the visitors’ gallery (and this 

indeed became an increasingly popular pastime for tourists), but from that van-

tage point, the lay observer was only able to gain a general impression of market 

movements, rather than any detailed knowledge of individual trans actions. The 

floor of the stock exchanges and the pits of the commodity exchanges seemed to 

offer a graphic materialization of the abstract and impersonal forces at play in 

the sublime vastness of the national and global economy. More often than not, 

however, casual visitors to the NYSE were struck by the illegibility of the spectacle 

of turmoil on the floor, most obviously in times of panic: “Chairs are abandoned, 

men rush pell-mell into the cock-pit, and crowd, jostle, push, and trample on 

one another. . . . They speak all at once, yelling and screaming like hyenas. . . . 

Several hundred men . . . stamping, yelling, screaming, jumping, sweating, ges-

ticulating, violently shaking their fists in each other’s faces, talking in a tongue 

not spoken at Pentecost.”2

 As we saw in chapter 2, the stock ticker also created a new vantage point 

on the market, a bird’s-eye view (in Richard Wyckoff’s opinion) of all the trans-

actions taking place on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, even for those 

nonmembers at a remove from the heat of the action. The ticker tape afforded 

not merely a better way of observing the stock market; it changed what counted 

as the market. Yet in doing so, it presented a new dilemma: if the stock ticker 

c h a p t e r  t h r e e

Picturing the Market
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now provided the best view of the market, what did that market look like? Was it 

possible to provide a visual analogue for the increasingly placeless interactions 

of the global financescape that dealt not in actual material products, but in im-

material derivatives?3 And if the stock market itself was a sensitive register, what, 

exactly, did its prices represent? Financial markets have often been perceived as 

elusive and mysterious, since they deal primarily in abstractions that compli-

cate and resist figurative representation. As we saw in the introduction, financial 

capitalism itself creates recurrent crises of representation, when the faith that is 

necessary to maintain belief in the value of the numerous fictive substitutes and 

abstractions of “real” value (paper money, credit instruments, futures contracts, 

and so on) periodically begins to crumble. This process unsurprisingly quick-

ened pace when the market became abstracted from the particular locations and 

people of actual open-cry exchanges, as, quite simply, there is less to see. Finding 

representational analogues for financial capitalism became more difficult in the 

last decades of the nineteenth century, as the market shifted from the physical 

location, personalities, and embodied dramas on the floor of the New York Stock 

Exchange or the Chicago Board of Trade to the vast, globally interconnected cir-

cuits of supply and demand depicted in the fluctuating stock prices printed on 

the stock ticker.

 This chapter examines the ways in which the market was visualized in dif-

ferent media in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during the 

crucial moment of the emergence of the deterritorialized and disembodied fi-

nancial marketplace, enabled by the proliferation of ticker services in brokerages 

throughout New York, the nation, and, with the advent of transatlantic cables, the 

world. It will begin by sketching out the broad history of genres that attempted 

to picture and embody the market (such as paintings, cartoons, guidebooks, pho-

tographs, and architecture) before going on to consider the way illustrations in 

popular magazines during the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era grappled with 

the conundrum of portraying a market that was becoming increasingly unrepre-

sentable. The solution, in many cases, was to personify the abstractions. The final 

part of this chapter will discuss new technologies of visualization, such as the 

charts produced by technical analysts, and the hydraulic machines built by econ-

omists to model the national system of supply and demand. Chapter 5 continues 

the discussion with an analysis of a diagram of interlocking corporate director-

ships produced for the U.S. House of Representatives in the Pujo Committee’s 

investigation, an illustration that combines elements of both the anthropomor-

phizations that were the mainstay of muckraking cartoons and the abstractions 

of the market that were elaborated by the early chartists. The argument of this 



Picturing the Market  103

chapter is twofold. First, emerging technologies did not merely create new ways of  

visualizing the stock market, but also helped reconfigure and rationalize the very 

idea of the market as a coherent, predictable, self-sustaining entity. Second, many 

of these representations worked by simultaneously abstracting and personalizing 

the problems of finance.

Allegories of Finance

The full history of how finance has been represented in the visual arts has yet 

to be written, but the basic trajectory is from figurative or allegorical depictions 

in Britain in the eighteenth century to today’s high-art engagements with the 

thoroughgoing dematerialization of financial capitalism.4 In brief, the modes of 

representation of finance move from allegory through satire, realism, natural-

ism, modernism, and on to postmodernism, shadowing the changing nature 

of financial capitalism itself. Within this longer trajectory, the period of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the United States looks back to ear-

lier iconographic traditions, while also anticipating new concerns with the idea 

of the financial sublime.

 Despite these changing modes of representation, it is worth emphasizing that 

a number of themes and images tend to recur. Visual portrayals of the financial 

marketplace frequently utilize a register that is either natural (storms, floods, 

bulls, and bears) or providential (gambling wheels, Lady Luck, and other femi-

nizations of finance). Many of these images both endorse and critique the over-

whelming power of the market, while making evident its ineluctable dynamism 

and the importance of circulation and movement. This alternating impulse to 

either conquer or be conquered by the market is also apparent in the desire to 

interpret or construct its size, density, and complexity. Many visual images of the 

market are thus girded by different kinds of geometrical arrangements, and their 

structures—sometimes hierarchical and sometimes rhizomatic—are suggestive 

of particular interpretations of the possibility that individuals can influentially act 

within the market. Likewise, as the present chapter demonstrates, even images 

that have attempted to make sense of the processes of the market by personaliz-

ing them have given in to its abstractions, reinforcing the overwhelming power 

of the market by anthropomorphically depicting it as a kind of sentient being, 

one quite beyond the comprehension of individual human actors.

 In the eighteenth century, allegorical cartoons that appealed to both literate 

and nonliterate readers attacked the emerging realm of finance as no better than 

gambling.5 The satirical focus of their allegories was quite specific. The Bubblers 

Medley; or, A Sketch of the Times; Being Europes Memorial for the Year 1720, for 
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example, locates the disordered crush of bodies precisely in ’Change Alley in 

London and in rue Quinquempoix in Paris, both streets where stocks and shares 

were openly sold. In these images, the libidinous irrationality of the unregulated 

crowd is frequently symbolized by a gambling motif, indicated by the playing 

cards in the Bubblers Medley and by the coin game and the demonic wheel of fortune 

in Hogarth’s An Emblematic Print on the South Sea. The presence of a carousel, famil-

iar in other representations from that period, such as the Dutch Het Groote  Tafereel 

der Dwaasheid (“The Great Mirror of Folly”), emphasizes the visceral pleasures of 

gambling while still condemning the folly of betting on risky ventures.

 Yet these images also suggest an analysis that is more complex than a critique 

of the moral dangers of a gambling mania. The South Sea Company at the center 

of the speculative boom of 1720 was a trading company that had assumed respon-

sibility for managing the debt that the British government had accrued during 

its war with Spain. The company was formed as a Tory alternative to the Whig- 

controlled Bank of England, and both its rise and fall reveal the social and polit-

ical implications of that nation’s financial revolution in the eighteenth century, 

which involved not only the introduction of paper money and the emergence of 

the concept of national debt, but a set of new—and often largely anonymous—

financial relationships, opportunities, and threats made possible by a secondary 

market in shares and credit.6 It is hardly surprising, then, that at the time of the 

South Sea bubble, an allegorical, typological, or emblematic mode predominated, 

reflecting a sense that financial exchange substituted strange, imaginary, fantas-

tical entities for “real,” tangible things.

 This figurative mode also anticipates concerns about the possibilities of rep-

resentation itself. The trompe l’oeil form of the Bubblers Medley points toward 

an awareness of the implicit duplicity of representation itself, to the widespread 

anxiety about “trickery, artifice, and the kind of fictions that lay at the heart of 

stockjobbing” that the crash laid open.7 The implications of the Bubblers Med-

ley’s ability to so artlessly reproduce the texts that it apparently mocks have be-

come central and recurring concerns of “money artists” from the eighteenth 

century to the present. Much financial imagery in nineteenth-century America 

responded to a similar problem of representation as that which the emergence 

of paper money and a credit-based economy created in eighteenth-century Brit-

ain. With over 3,000 banks issuing paper notes, it became virtually impossible to 

distinguish real from illegitimate money, to the extent that even the counterfeit 

detectors published by banks to aid the public in recognizing false notes were 

themselves sometimes counterfeited. The banks were confronted with both the 

logistical problem of how to integrate anticounterfeiting measures into their 



Picturing the Market  105

banknote design, and the iconographic question of what adornments were suit-

able to enact performatively a sense of dignity, reliability, and solidity to these 

representational proxies for value—a proxy that in some cases was a fraud, since  

the issuing banks were not always able to make good on their promise to ex-

change the paper bills for specie. Many Americans therefore became accustomed 

to the practice of discounting bills from distant, unknown banks, in effect learn-

ing to adopt a hermeneutic of suspicion in their reading of these publically cir-

culating symbols.8

 In addition to the daily, practical problems of an unreliable paper currency, the 

larger philosophical question about the nature of money was a recurrent flash-

point in the power struggles between farmers, industrial workers, and capitalists 

in the nineteenth century. The troubling chronic crises, caused in part by the 

lack of specie in a monetary system officially underwritten by the gold standard, 

led to a political climax in the presidential election of 1896. Agrarian Populists, 

representing the interests of debtors, favored the expansionist and inflationary 

possibilities of a bimetallic standard; sound-money conservatives continued to 

insist that only gold could provide the proper foundation for an economy; and the 

greenbackers represented a minority view, where only a paper currency, backed 

by government fiat and a faith in the nation’s future, could provide a democratic 

form of money that could expand to match economic growth.9 Against a back-

ground of the practical problem of counterfeiting, coupled with a metaphysical 

anxiety about the nature of value, satirical cartoonists, such as Thomas Nash, 

and trompe l’oeil painters, such as William Harnett, returned repeatedly to the 

representation of money itself, both as a symbol of larger anxieties about a spec-

ulative economy and as an immediate, pragmatic, representational problem in 

its own right.10

 The allegorical approach to depicting finance in satirical cartoons that accom-

panied the financial revolution in eighteenth-century Britain continued into the 

nineteenth century and was adopted in a transformed mode in the United States, 

not least in response to the recurrent and increasingly globally interconnected 

panics that punctuated economic life on both sides of the Atlantic. Crashes were 

explained in cartoons partly through references to familiar visual tropes of nat-

ural catastrophes, drawing on biblical images of floods and plagues. But many 

cartoons in antebellum America also drew on traditional explanations of indi-

vidual moral responsibility for financial ruin, in the absence of larger, systemic 

explanations: bankrupts were not victims of an impersonal economic system, 

but were foolhardy profligates who had brought misfortune on themselves. If the 

drawings did seek wider explanations, they did so through the moralized lens of 
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political economy, in which the trials and tribulations of finance were portrayed 

as the result of specific policies or manipulation.11

Market Types

In the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era, an individual—sometimes heroic, at 

other times villainous—was often made to stand in visually for the vast confusion 

of the entire market, representing the animating spirit that operates the eco-

nomic machinery and makes it tick. As we will see below, in some cases the de-

pictions focused on a particular, identifiable, charismatic individual, but in others 

the desire was to portray a generic social type or to personify a particular charac-

teristic of market society. There is a long tradition of embodying the complexity of 

the market in an individual, from satirical prints of the archetype of the deceptive 

stockjobber in the eighteenth century, to lionizing portraits of the Napoleons of 

Wall Street in the late nineteenth century, to the current return of representations 

of evil and greedy “banksters” in works such as Molly Crabapple’s 2011 series 

of cartoonish paintings that were a response to the Occupy Movement.12 For ex-

ample, Het groote Tafereel der Dwaasheid (“The Great Mirror of Folly”), a Dutch 

collection of satirical prints and writings published as an immediate response to 

the financial crises that spread across Europe in 1720 as a result of the collapse of 

the South Sea bubble, included cartoons such as Wind-Kraamer en Grossier (“The 

Wholesale Wind-Peddler’s Fair”). A speculator, seated on a cloud, with a heavenly 

head blowing hot air that emerges as if out of his posterior, is accompanied by 

a man using a pair of bellows to send aloft a cat floating from four balloons. In 

contrast, a French cartoon from 1784 instead depicts the type of the “Spécula-

teur” as a wretched specimen who has fallen on hard times, presumably as a 

result of being seduced into unwise financial dealings. When not a buffoon or a 

degenerate, the figure of the speculator in the eighteenth century—as a stand-in 

for the market as a whole—was seen as a dangerous threat to the social order. 

The possibility of a sudden reversal of the natural hierarchy through the sudden 

creation or panicked loss of great fortunes was equated with the immoral risks 

of gambling, and, more often than not, the speculator was simply depicted as an 

outsider (as Dutch or French in British illustrations in the eighteenth century, 

for example).13 In the American painter Francis Edmonds’s The Speculator (1852), 

a simple country couple are distracted from their humble productive labor of 

shucking corn into a handwoven basket by a foppish city slicker, who had en-

tered this sentimental space to tempt them with real-estate speculation (the paper  

he unfurls before the couple and the viewer of the painting offers “1000 Valuable 

Lots on Rail Road Ave.”).14 During the course of the nineteenth century, the image 
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of the stockbroker slowly became more respectable, as speculation in the market 

was rhetorically distinguished from gambling. The idea of the stock market as a 

legitimate space of economic endeavor was, in part, created by those who wanted 

to think of themselves as financial professionals, able to perceive opportunities 

and shoulder risk, and who were to be distinguished from reckless amateurs tak-

ing a flyer. The image these stock market insiders wanted to present to the public 

was one of prudence, efficiency, and moral rectitude, downplaying the traditional 

archetype of the stockjobbing villain.

 Although many cartoons in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era fixated 

on a particular, identifiable market manipulator of enormous reach, others fea-

tured generic types or specific traits as monstrous personifications of financial 

corruption. One well-known Joseph Keppler cartoon in Puck magazine in 1889, 

for example, depicted the monopoly power of corporate trusts as monstrously 

bloated capitalists looming over the diminished and unaware representatives of 

the people in the U.S. Senate. In this kind of imagery, the corpulent captains of 

industry appear not so much as specific individuals as generic types, abstractions 

endowed with human characteristics. Impersonal entities take on the mantle of 

people, while, conversely, persons become things. Another illustration depicted 

the figure of Standard Oil—already a personification of the corporate entity in 

the body of John D. Rockefeller—morphing into an oil barrel. Often the cartoons 

featured literalizations of figurative understandings, in addition to the personifi-

cations of abstractions.15

The Financial Bestiary

One of the most common modes of allegorizing the market in the Gilded 

Age and the Progressive Era was through anthropomorphization: individuals, 

generic types, or even abstract traits appearing in the guise of animals. Many 

 nineteenth-century depictions of financial panics, for example, focus on the ani-

malistic, herdlike behavior of market crowds, in which the violence of the strug-

gle for financial survival on the floor of the exchange resembles the Darwinian 

jungle. These muckraking attacks on high finance referenced a long tradition of 

characterizing the market in bestial terms; indeed, the Oxford English Dictionary 

dates the first emergence of the term “bear” in relation to stock markets to the 

1710s (the association of the term with short selling was apparently based on 

the proverb “to sell the bear’s skin before one has caught the bear”). More gen-

erally, in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century political cartoons, animal imagery 

featured regularly as a visual shorthand, harking back to the classical tradition 

of animal fables, with political and financial actors taking on the roles and ap-
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pearance of foxes, wolves, lambs, and other emblematic creatures, such as the 

English bulldog, the American eagle, or the Republican Party elephant.16

 The most notable portrayal of bestial finance is undoubtedly William Holbrook 

Beard’s painting, The Bulls and Bears in the Market (1879). Beard’s painting also 

marked a new departure, however, not least because it weds the visual allegory of 

political cartoons to the dramatic narrative and realism of late nineteenth-century 

high art. Beard had already made a name for himself as an accomplished painter 

of humorous, anthropomorphic scenes, including several involving gatherings 

of rapacious and Bacchanalian bears in the woods.17 Although the bears in those 

earlier images referred obliquely to professional speculators, in The Bulls and 

Bears in the Market there is no doubting that the subject is Wall Street: the stam-

peding herd of bulls and bears, tearing the flesh from one another, rush past 

the clearly designated classical portico of (an imagined version of) the New York 

Stock Exchange, threatening to overwhelm the viewer (fig. 3.1). If the cause of the 

devastating panic of 1873 is to be found anywhere, this painting suggests, it is not 

in the moral failings of ordinary citizens, or even in the political machinations 

of those in the nation’s capital, but in the heart of Manhattan’s financial district. 

The canvas combines a melodramatic panorama of the chaotic struggle between 

the bulls and bears, with realistic attention to the details of horns, fangs, and 

hooves. It also couples animal brutality with recognizably human expressions, 

poses, and actions, such as the bear trying to lasso a bull (in the background on 

the right-hand side). Beard thus reliteralizes the metaphor of social Darwinism: 

here in lower Manhattan, the law of the jungle reigns, with the bulls and bears 

personifying those “animal spirits” of greed, fear, panic, and exuberance deemed 

to be ruling the market, and familiar from the era’s other exposés into the “men 

and mysteries of Wall Street.”18

 By the turn of the twentieth century, many of the depictions of a financial bes-

tiary had become ritualized. For example, W. A. Rogers’s cartoon, Great Activity 

in Wall Street, features anthropomorphized bulls, bears, and lambs (i.e., naive in-

vestors, ready to be “fleeced”), dressed up in the latest fashions and all following 

one another in a merry dance. The suggestion is that what looks to the outsider 

like “great activity in Wall Street” is merely an endless and highly regimented cir-

cle of buying and selling, governed by the fixed behavior of the different market 

“beasts.”19 In a neat double metaphor, a Puck cover from 1903 has market bulls 

and bears dressed as Roman gladiators (fig. 3.2).

 Although bull and bear imagery was the most common, as ordinary Ameri-

cans tried to make sense of the profound economic changes in the last de cades of 

the nineteenth century, other animal metaphors were deployed, the most prom-
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inent of which was the octopus.20 With the role of Wall Street, and the vast cor-

porate conglomerations its syndicates organized, becoming more central to the 

life of the nation around the turn of the twentieth century, a range of cartoons 

proliferated that rendered corporations and financial combinations as a malev-

olent octopus. As chapter 5 explains in more detail, the image of the octopus 

conjoined a notion of evil, individual intentionality with a suggestion that cor-

porate malfeasance was part of a complex, many-armed system. These images 

of corporations as a monstrous cephalopod also captured antimonopolist fears 

that the new industrial combinations, and the financial apparatus that created 

them, threatened republican virtues of individual enterprise and self-sufficiency 

because of their unprecedented size and reach. The octopus is scary because it 

can insert its tentacles into the entire business sphere and politics of the nation, 

and even the globe (fig. 3.3).21

 While some of these octopus cartoons presented either a particular corpora-

tion or the entire corporate system as a beast with a will and a mind of its own 

Figure 3.1 William Holbrook Beard, The Bulls and Bears in the Market (1879). Beard 
painted a series of humorous scenes involving animals in human guise. In this painting, 
the bulls and the bears of Wall Street are involved in a panicked stampede, with the inno-
cent lambs—the gullible public—trampled underfoot. Collection of the New-York Histor-
ical Society, oil on linen, 39  61  2 in. ( 99.1  154.9  5.1 cm ), object #1971.104.
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(in effect literalizing the legal fiction of corporate personality), others identified 

the octopus with particular robber barons, giving a name and a face to this an-

thropomorphic rendition of corporate will.22 This way of thinking about massive 

corporations and market manipulations as simultaneously the result of animal 

passions and the will of a single individual was reflected in many of the satirical 

Figure 3.2 Udo J. Keppler, “The Triumph of the Bear in the Wall Street Arena,” Puck 53, 
no. 1373 (24 June 1903), cover. Udo Keppler, son of the cartoonist Joseph Keppler, pro-
duced many satirical images for Puck magazine. This image shows the bearish tendency 
in Wall Street as a Roman gladiator, vanquishing the bullish spirit, with the lambs of the 
general public seeming to give their approval. Prints & Photographs Division, Library of 
Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsca-25752.
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cartoons of the period, which portrayed robber barons as beasts with identifiable 

human features. For example, a Puck cartoon from 1901 depicted J. P. Morgan 

as a bullish figure, blowing worthless soap bubbles of “inflated value” that were 

eagerly chased by the diverse crowd.23 Another Puck cover, from 1913, featured 

Morgan (complete with a bulbous, purple nose) as a monstrous spider, represent-

ing “flim flam finance” at the center of the web of Wall Street (fig. 3.4). In this 

case, however, the caption informs us that “the flies got wise,” with the public 

keeping clear of the web.

Personifying Finance

These anthropomorphic renditions of recognizable captains of industry were in 

keeping with other popular depictions of the period, which also identified the 

market, as a whole, with particular individuals. Despite efforts by Wall Street 

practitioners in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to redefine the 

popular image of finance as professional and impersonal, the American public 

continued to focus on prominent individuals as embodying the stock market. 

Figure 3.3 Udo Keppler, “Next!,” Puck 56, no. 1436 (7 September 1904), centerfold. In 
this cartoon, Keppler draws on a familiar characterization of large corporations, such as 
Standard Oil, as a malevolent octopus controlling the nation. Library of Congress, LC-
DIG-ppmsca-25884.
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Visual and verbal portraits of robber barons, such as Daniel Drew, Jim Fisk, Cor-

nelius Vanderbilt, and Jay Gould in the 1870s and 1880s and John D. Rockefeller 

and J. P. Morgan in the 1890s and 1900s, dominated the public imagination of 

the market as giants that loomed over Wall Street, in the view of a satirical car-

toon from 1903, for example. In the same way that many newspaper accounts of 

Figure 3.4 L. M. Glackens, “The Flies Got Wise,” Puck 73, no. 1873 (22 January 1913), 
cover. Although regarded as a public hero for helping to avert the financial panic of 1907, 
by 1913 J. P. Morgan’s reputation had fallen under public suspicion. In this Puck cartoon, 
the public have “got wise” to the trickery of the spider at the center of the financial web. 
Prints & Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsca-27912.
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corporate corruption focused on the scandalous antics of individual Wall Street 

speculators, so, too, did visual representations of the brave new world of finan-

cial capitalism latch onto corporate leaders as larger-than-life embodiments of 

economic processes, even after the original founders of the great combinations 

had supposedly become obsolete as they were overtaken by the bureaucratic pro-

cedures of the very corporations they had created.24

 The cartoons repeatedly concentrated on the personal power of particular Wall 

Street titans, sometimes as an all-powerful colossus, but at other times as sinis-

ter monsters or puppet masters, controlling the fate of mere mortals. In a Puck 

cartoon from 1902, for example, Morgan is a goliath, single-handedly carrying 

the cornucopia of the nation’s industrial bounty, as “commercial might” dwarfs 

the now-insignificant “divine right” of old European monarchies.25 In another 

Puck cartoon from 1910 (after Morgan had fallen out of favor in the aftermath 

of the panic of 1907), a huge figure of Morgan jealously gathers in a number of 

banking institutions in a “billion dollar bank merger,” providing an answer to 

the question, posed by the cartoon, of why the United States had no need for a 

central bank.26 In a less-reverential earlier image, Cornelius Vanderbilt is shown 

as “The Modern Colossus of (Rail) Roads,” a giant astride different rail lines, 

holding onto the reins not only of two toy-sized locomotives, but also the dimin-

utive figures of Cyrus Field and Jay Gould, whose puppet strings Vanderbilt is 

seen to manipulate (fig. 3.5). Or, in “A Design for Union Station,” the cars of 

the “United States Harriman Railroads” disappear ominously into the cavern-

ous mouth of a monumental depiction of Harriman’s head, emphasizing the 

literal figurehead of this railroad empire, but also creating a macabre image of 

Harriman as a monstrous entity that swallows railroads whole.27 Another Kep-

pler cartoon from Puck features J. P. Morgan, James J. Hill, John D. Rockefeller, 

Henry T. Oxnard, and Jay Gould as thuggish giants who loom over Wall Street 

(Morgan, for instance, wields the club of “high finance”). They are ganging up 

on the tiny figure of Teddy Roosevelt, who rests on the sword of “public service,” 

making the reader wonder whether this humble Jack will indeed be able to slay 

the assembled  giants.28

The Visible Hand

From the 1870s into the first decades of the twentieth century, large-scale corpo-

rations continued to be viewed in the popular imagination as extensions of the 

sinister will of individual owners, even after that was no longer entirely accurate. 

These ways of representing corporations through anthropomorphization or per-

sonification were appealing, because they made sense of the complex new forms 



Figure 3.5 Joseph Keppler, “The Modern Colossus of (Rail) Roads,” Puck 6, no. 144 (10 
December 1879): 650–651. Keppler Sr. mocks the divine pretensions of the robber baron 
Cornelius Vanderbilt, who is shown manipulating the reins of the various railroads he 
controlled, with Jay Gould and Cyrus Field as mere puppets. Prints & Photographs Divi-
sion, Library of Congress, LC-DIG-ds-05068.
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of capitalist organization through more-familiar modes of understanding, many 

of which (as chapter 5 will document) verged on the melodramatic or conspira-

torial. The personification of abstractions was one thing, but equally important 

to many critical commentators was the problem of identifying who was really 

behind some of the new industrial combinations. This vexed Henry Adams, for 

instance, who remarked of the “new man” behind the great trusts: “The longer 

one watched, the less could be seen of him.”29 The difficulty of ascribing indi-

vidual agency to collective entities continued to trouble writers at the turn of the 

twentieth century. For example, the novelist Harold Frederic, preparing to write 

The Market-Place (1899), his foray into financial fiction, encountered the problem 

of the inscrutability of business, compared with the more easily intelligible realm 

of politics. “Business! Business!” Frederic notes in exasperation. “You can read in 

histories, memoirs, state papers, every conceivable detail of how such a war was 

waged, such a revolution created; everything in political and social history can 

be investigated. But in financial history, the great capitalists who [are the] true 

rulers of the world work in impenetrable mystery.”30 Critics continued to insist on 

holding individuals to account, even if, legally, no individual per se could be held 

responsible in cases of corporate malfeasance or negligence.31 If corporations 

endeavored to hide behind the legal protection of limited liability and collective 

identity, muckrakers, in the legal terminology of the age, wanted to “pierce the 

corporate veil” and expose to the harsh light of criticism the individuals they 

felt were to blame for corporate wrongdoing, who, they suspected, were hiding 

behind the legal fiction of corporate personality.32 Thus in 1910, a cartoon in 

Puck tellingly insisted that antitrust campaigners should “get after the substance 

and not the shadow” by identifying the powerful individuals hiding behind the 

legal protection that the laws of incorporation permitted.33 At the same time, 

however, an obsessive focus on the might of particular individual corporate titans 

ended up fetishizing their power, turning them into bogeymen that haunted the 

popular imagination and made it hard to think of the complexities of financial 

capitalism in any other way.

 When the public were not evoking the inscrutable mysteries of Providence, 

popular explanations for sudden market movements that created or wiped out 

fortunes tended, from the eighteenth century onward, to rely on the idea of plot-

ting and scheming behind the scenes by powerful insiders, seeing the conspiring 

agency of a hidden hand in place of the abstract convergence of aggregate sup-

ply and demand that constituted the invisible hand of more orthodox economic 

theory. It comes as little surprise, therefore, that images of finance focus—as the 

very word suggests—on the controlling hand of the manipulator. For example, 
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there is a fixation on the hand in a famous Edward Steichen photograph of the 

notoriously camera-shy J. P. Morgan. In 1903, the painter Fedor Encke com-

missioned Steichen to taken some photographs of Morgan as an aid to Encke’s 

portrait, as Morgan was always too busy to sit for the painter. The atmospheric 

lighting carefully orchestrated by Steichen, in a sitting lasting just three minutes, 

resulted in a photo that shaped the public’s view of Morgan for generations to 

come. Not only do Morgan’s eyes stare fiercely out of the gloom, but the light 

falling on the arm of the chair, gripped by the subject’s hand, looks uncannily as 

if Morgan is brandishing a dagger at the viewer.34

 When the nation’s industrial and financial leaders were not, like Morgan, try-

ing to hide from public display or sink into anonymity behind the façade of their 

corporate identity, they sought to portray themselves as dignified and profes-

sional. Jay Gould, for example, had himself painted as a respectable and kindly 

bourgeois businessmen by the German-British royal academician Sir Hubert von 

Herkomer (ironically best known now as the painter of Hard Times, a searing 

portrayal of rural poverty). The public, however, thought of the notorious stock 

market operator as the “Mephistopheles of Wall Street,” a cold and calculating 

devil manipulating the market with sublime ease. A satirical illustration from 

Judge magazine in 1886, for example, calls to account the outrageous claim made 

by Gould that he never speculated.35 The cartoon shows a caricatured version of 

Gould seated in the bell jar of a gigantic ticker machine, where, unseen by the 

frenzied stock market players beneath, he dictates market prices directly onto the 

ticker tape itself. Gould is thus rendered as both himself and the very personifi-

cation of market manipulation. The cartoon suggests that stock prices are moved 

not by the invisible hand of supply and demand, but by the visible hand of the 

Mephistopheles of Wall Street. (The cartoon thus ironically confirms Gould’s 

scandalous denial: he would have no need to engage in risky speculations if he 

were able to accurately predict price movements by creating them himself.)

The View from the Visitors’ Gallery

The cartoon of a larger-than-life Gould literally writing the prices on the ticker 

tape provides an imaginary portrait of what critics feared was really taking place 

in the stock market. It resembled the view from the visitors’ gallery of the Stock 

Exchange, but it promised to reveal what could not be seen with the naked eye 

from that privileged vantage point. The view from the visitors’ gallery—whether 

real or imagined—was a crucial trope for representing the market in the later 

nineteenth century. As we saw in chapter 2, from the 1870s on, a number of 

quasi-anthropological exposés and tourist guidebooks provided an introduction 
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to the Wall Street scene. A Baedeker travel guide for 1893, for example, recom-

mended that “strangers, who are admitted to a gallery overlooking the hall (entr., 

13 Wall St.), should not omit a visit to this strange scene of business, tumult, 

and excitement, a wilder scene probably than that presented in any European 

exchange.”36 Like a Baedeker guidebook, James K. Medbery’s Men and Mysteries 

of Wall Street provides an early example of practical advice on how to visit the New 

York Stock Exchange: “You can reach the Long Room from the antechamber on 

Broad Street,” while the New Street entrance presents “a better opportunity for 

the spectator.”37 Before explaining the history and operational mechanisms of 

the stock market, Medbery walks readers through the spectacle that confronted 

visitors to the gallery:

The first impression on entering the Stock Exchange is upon the tympanum. A 

genuine tourist almost inevitably has a dreamy reminiscence of Niagara. The visi-

tor finds himself in the vestibule of a vast chamber, which stretches a furlong deep 

from Broad to New Street. At the farther end, shut off by successive iron barriers 

with narrow gateways under watch and ward, is a huge basin-like enclosure, filled 

with wild human tumult. Peering down through the high-vaulted, dim-lighted 

space, the eye sees nothing but excited faces, arms flung wildly in air, heads ap-

pearing and disappearing—a billowy mob, from which surges up an incessant and 

confused clamor. The straining ear distinguishes ever and anon an individual voice 

rising in shriller pitch or heavier volume, only to be drowned out from the abyss.38

The view of the trading floor, one of the indispensable sights for any tourist in the 

city, is chaotic to both the ears and the eyes of the novice visitor: “New York has 

no more entertaining place than its Stock Exchange. It is one of the show places 

of the city. The visitor who for the first time looks down from a gallery upon  

its members in the act of transacting business, is astonished at the apparent 

confusion he witnesses. He seems to have entered a madhouse. The idea that the 

market values of our leading securities should be determined by what appears to 

him to be a howling mob of incurable lunatics, is incomprehensible.”39 “Intense, 

blinding, deafening,” the Long Room at first threatens to overwhelm visitors’ 

senses, unless they are schooled by an expert.40 If the writers of these guidebooks 

adopted an ethnographic stance toward the seemingly barbaric battles and exotic 

rituals enacted on the exchange floor, they also characterized the stock market as 

a sporting contest, or a theatrical spectacle, with the plush, red velvet chairs in 

the visitors’ gallery completing the latter effect. They note how the audience, at 

times, becomes caught up in the drama unfolding on the floor of the exchange 

as panic spreads from speculators to spectators and back again.41
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 For Medbery’s and other guides to Wall Street, part of the spectacle is the quo-

tation board itself, which records, in abstracted form, the ebb and flow of prices: 

“The phenomena of the boards depend upon a great number of distinct forces, 

all acting from without and only disclosing themselves vaguely in the prices of 

the daily share list. Here on the upper floor the official record has notched the 

last wave line of each billowing security, but below fresh elements are working, 

and in the heaving cauldron of the Long Room is a changeful ebb and flow that 

has neither rule nor limit nor certainty. There least of all should one resort for 

a key to the mystery of the street.”42 For visitors to Wall Street, the attraction is 

not merely the manic spectacle of the “heaving cauldron” or the “phenomena 

of the boards” in themselves, but the fact that the stock exchange in New York 

is the symbolic epicenter of the seismic financial movements of supply and de-

mand that are felt across the globe. According to Medbery, “if the visitor wishes 

to master one problem at a time, therefore, he will keep his seat in the chamber 

and will find abundant room for reflection in the thought that here around him 

are the men who daily gauge the value of a billion and a half of national debt, 

whose shouts are the annihilations of millions or a crest-wave of momentary 

fresh wealth, rippling through bank vaults and the iron chests of the thrifty, east 

and west along the tremulous wire, to San Francisco at one end and Frankfort 

at the other.”43 If the wider economy that both reacts to and sends signals back 

to the Stock Exchange cannot be seen in itself, then the view from the visitors’ 

gallery promises to provide a concrete embodiment of the panoramic reaches of 

trade and industry on a global scale. At the same time, however, the vista of the 

economic sublime that the visitors’ gallery affords is, to the untrained eye, a con-

fusing, overwhelming experience that needs a good deal of interpretation if it is 

to be seen as the scientific setting of prices, rather than a hellish gambling den.

The Architecture of Finance

Although outsiders to the nation’s stock and commodity exchanges found them 

a bewildering and bestial spectacle, the image that financial insiders projected 

of their business was markedly different. In their promotional materials, the 

architectural style of their buildings, and even the iconography of their paper cur-

rency, banks and other financial institutions sought to convey a symbolic sense 

of solidity, prosperity, and confidence as a counterweight to the insubstantial-

ity and incoherence of an economy floated on speculation. Although, like the 

guidebooks and sensational exposés, pictorial representations of New York’s Wall 

Street and Chicago’s La Salle Street in the second half of the nineteenth century 

increasingly focused on the exhilarating show put on by the “animal spirits” of 
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speculation, other depictions of finance that were more sympathetic to the in-

siders’ point of view presented it as a calm and rational endeavor. For example, 

even though James Cafferty and Charles Rosenberg’s Wall Street, Half Past Two 

O’Clock, October 13, 1857, is meant to depict the epicenter of that year’s panic, 

it is an oddly static painting, whose only clue to the extraordinary events taking 

place is in its title.

 Despite supposedly encapsulating the dramatic financial events taking place 

within Wall Street and across the nation, Cafferty and Rosenberg’s picture is not 

so different in its composition from Hughson Hawley’s, in 1882 (fig. 3.6). The 

scene in Hawley’s architectural rendering is similarly static and idealized, with 

groups of top-hatted gentleman idly talking or reading a newspaper, genteel cou-

ples strolling by, two black men standing around, and the driver of a horse-drawn 

omnibus holding a pink parasol. It does not show the usual armies of messenger 

boys running hither and thither (a lone messenger or newspaper boy is crossing 

the road, without obvious signs of haste); even the tall telegraph pole outside 

the exchange itself is shorn of the confusing web of wires that struck actual vis-

itors to that site and show up in more-candid photos from the period. Early and  

more formal daguerreotypes featuring vistas of Wall Street likewise tend to por-

tray it as a tranquil and sparsely populated thoroughfare, with the photographers 

technologically unable or ideologically unwilling to include what makes the street 

of interest in the first place.

 Manuals on investment, such as Nelson’s ABC of Wall Street, preferred to 

show Wall Street as a calm zone, with leisurely vistas of Wall Street, Broad Street, 

and the exterior of the New York Stock Exchange building. In addition, Nelson 

includes depopulated views of the interior of the Exchange, with its architectural 

harmony and dignified decoration giving no hint of the frenzied activity that takes 

place there. Picture books, such as King’s Views of the New York Stock Exchange, 

by Moses King, a publisher of travel guidebooks, likewise contains vistas of Wall 

Street and its most important buildings that are either devoid of people or have 

merely a smattering of bourgeois city folk (both men and women) promenading 

in the vicinity or driving by in carriages. King’s book also contains depictions of 

the interior of the Stock Exchange, with, for example, austere photographs of the 

Bond Room and Main Room, cleared of the typical signs of chaotic business that 

struck most actual visitors to the Exchange.

 The only depiction of the trading floor in action that King’s volume does in-

clude is not a photograph, but an artist’s rendering, used as the illustration for 

the lead article, on “The Magnitude and the Necessity of the Institution” (fig. 

3.7). Unlike the descriptions of the view from the visitors’ gallery, this fantasy 
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representation shows an orderly scene, with a cluster of men calmly reading the 

stock ticker in the foreground and two brokers chatting alone at one of the posts 

(one of them is even sitting down); only in the distant background are a couple 

of men hazily shown raising their arms to bid on stocks, but without the sense of 

frenzy that usually characterizes such happenings. This is unsurprising, because 

King’s volume was less a guidebook than a promotional tome, designed to be 

Figure 3.6 Hughson Hawley, “The New York Stock Exchange” (1882). Hawley was a 
well-known architectural illustrator who depicted many of New York’s buildings from 
the 1870s to the Depression. This lithographic rendering features the NYSE. Prints & 
Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-DIG-pga-01478.
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presented to clients as a gift. Although the lead article begins by announcing that 

“this simple account of ‘Wall Street’ and the Stock Exchange, with its accompa-

nying illustrations, is intended for the millions of people throughout the country 

who are deeply interested in the ‘Street,’ and who hardly know what it looks like, 

what it really is, or who its leaders are at this time,” the frontispiece tellingly 

includes a panel announcing that it is “Presented with the compliments of . . .”44

 Although King’s book is not quite as sycophantic as Colonel D’Alton Mann’s 

projected vanity publication of leading New York figures (discussed in chapter 1), 

the vast majority of the “1,050 illustrations” proclaimed on the cover are not of 

Wall Street in general, but are uniform, oval photographic portraits of past pres-

idents, officers, and current members of the New York Stock Exchange, flatter-

ing images that, in reality, tell readers more about the mustache fashions of the 

Gilded Age New York haute bourgeoisie than about the workings of the Exchange 

and “what it really is.”

Figure 3.7 King’s Views of the New York Stock Exchange (New York: Moses King, 1898), 1. 
Moses King was a publisher of travel guidebooks. This frontispiece is from his guide to 
the NYSE, which was a promotional volume featuring views of the building, as well as 
photographic portraits of all its members.
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 Although King’s guidebook dedicates most of its space to meticulously repro-

ducing portraits of all the Exchange’s membership, like other partisan depictions 

of Wall Street its main way of illustrating the different operations of finance 

is to focus on the solidity of the building’s external and interior architecture. 

For the most part, it is devoid of people, whether the public or professionals. 

The neat, unpopulated images suggest that the Stock Exchange is a rational and 

self- regulating machine for allocating money, with its members and officers 

at a lofty, honorific remove from the thick of the action, which indeed is the 

view that the Exchange wanted to present of itself. In a similar fashion, in an 

effort to convey to its readers the modernity and reliability of legitimate broker-

age operations, Ticker magazine included photos of the various departments of  

J. S. Bache & Company (all empty of either clerks or clients), along with floor plans 

and organizational charts emphasizing how each part of the “machine” contrib-

uted to the whole. Likewise, a series of articles launched by Banker’s Magazine in 

1906 aimed to show “Modern Financial Institutions and Their Equipment,” with 

accompanying photographic illustrations that include the principal officers of a 

bank, along with the solidity of their buildings, the sobriety of their premises, 

and even the gleam and heft of the firm’s vault.45 An advertisement for American 

National Bank included in its otherwise very dry and factual prospectus a picture 

of its impressive “nineteen ton vault door,” a visual synecdoche for the institu-

tion’s financial security.46 Unlike nineteenth-century industry, with its potential 

for publicizing itself by showing scenes of factory work and the manufactured 

goods themselves, representing the productive work of finance was necessarily 

less direct and more abstract. The emphasis in these kinds of images is less on 

the personal probity of the bank or the brokerage officers with whom a customer 

might build up a relationship (as the text of some of the guidebooks and bro-

chures on speculation tended to stress) than on the orderly relationship between 

the different parts of the financial machinery itself, as if it were a self-regulating  

engine.

 The image of “modern” finance in these kinds of promotional illustrations 

is one in which the objective and impersonal aspects of the business figure far 

more prominently than the personal ones. The view of Wall Street as a well-run 

engine room, rather than a gentlemen’s club, was championed not only by the 

Stock Exchange itself, but also by the emerging fraternity of technical analysts 

who likewise wanted to portray finance as a rational and predictable endeavor:

A passenger standing on the observation platform in the engine-room of a modern 

ocean liner will observe great masses of steel, some stationary, some whirling at 
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terrific speed; he may go down into the boiler-room where is generated the power 

with which the great ship is driven, but all this will only give him a crude idea of the 

machinery of propulsion. He must know and be able to grasp all the component 

parts of that machinery, and their relation to each other, in order to appreciate what 

a tremendous undertaking it is to move this gigantic mass of men and materials 

over the watery miles separating two continents. So it is with the machinery of a 

large banking and brokerage house. . . . Everything is run with clock-like precision. 

No matter how large a business is being done, there is no confusion, the plant being 

designed to handle the maximum volume of orders.47

Even Haight & Freese’s friendly guidebook to speculation, intended for the in-

vestor of small means, seeks to reassure those potential clients that its brokerage 

premises are not sleazy gambling dens (as adverse publicity had it), but a mod-

ern establishment, with all the accouterments that a would-be speculator would 

expect. “It is not from any feeling of egotism,” the brochure explains, “that in 

addition to the above [the beginner’s guide to speculation] we include authentic 

illustrations of the interior of our various offices, and maps showing the location 

of the different roads.”48 Unlike the more restrained promotional efforts of their 

more white-shoe counterparts who belonged to the august New York Stock Ex-

change, Haight & Freese’s brochure does show actual people in its illustrations 

of its premises. Even then, the suggestion is that this is no mere bucket shop, 

but a thoroughly respectable brokerage, with all the same upscale furniture and 

sophisticated technology of legitimate, upmarket firms; the crucial difference is 

that the Everyman speculator could identify with the figures populating Haight 

& Freese’s images, with their derby and bowler hats instead of the top hats asso-

ciated with traditional Wall Street offices.

 With its appeal to a more democratic audience, Haight & Freese’s brochure 

does not edit out aspects of the mundane reality of speculation (such as the waste 

paper from the ticker strewn on the floor), even though it also tries to draw the at- 

tention of its aspirational audience of clerks and shopkeepers to the solidity of 

its architecture and fittings. Banks, insurance firms, and stockbrokers often 

included images of their own buildings in their promotional literature and (in 

some cases) on their letterheads. The building thus functioned as not merely the 

location of the firm’s premises, but the embodiment of its values.49 The architec-

ture of financial institutions in the last quarter of the nineteenth century favored 

a neoclassical style, with columns, porticos, and friezes calling up notions of both 

republican honesty and monumental grandeur, although the interiors tended 

toward neogothic, combining the soaring spaces of a cathedral or a theater in 
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the trading floor with the sumptuousness of a gentlemen’s club in the smaller 

public rooms.50

 Perhaps the most famous architect of nineteenth-century finance was Chicago- 

born Louis Sullivan, whose career uncannily paralleled that of the speculative 

economy itself.51 Sullivan’s first job, as a draftsman in an architectural practice 

in Philadelphia, ended when the firm downsized in the wake of the economic 

depression of 1873. He then moved to Chicago to work on the building boom, 

which was starting to replace structures destroyed in the fire of 1871 (a confla-

gration that had played a major part in the panic of 1873). Together with his 

partner Dankmar Adler, Sullivan designed many prominent theater and office 

buildings in Chicago in the 1880s and 1890s, with the Stock Exchange Building 

(completed 1894) combining in its vast first-floor trading room those twin ele-

ments of theatrical spectacle and commercial pragmatism.52 Together with the 

Guaranty Building (which opened in 1895), the Chicago Stock Exchange marked 

the high point of Sullivan’s career. As commissions dried up in the wake of the 

panic of 1893, his partnership was dissolved, and his work and private life went 

into terminal decline.53 Sullivan was one of the pioneers of steel-framed high-

rise buildings, whose technical innovation relied on a grammar of ornament to 

articulate their function to an audience that needed instruction in how to read 

these monumental new urban texts. (Sullivan is credited with the dictum “form 

ever follows function,” which later became the mantra of modernism in architec-

ture).54 In structures such as the Chicago Stock Exchange and the Guaranty build-

ing, Sullivan exaggerated the separate functional components of the buildings by 

including, for example, a distinct ground-level section, to suggest a solid base; 

rising vertical ornamentation, to highlight the upward thrust of the main shaft; 

and heavy cornicing at the roof level, which spoke of commercial pragmatism 

rather than spiritual aspiration. In his architectural design for these financial 

institutions, Sullivan thus provided a visual resolution to the potentially danger-

ous paradoxes of a credit economy that seemed increasingly to lack a solid foun-

dation: in effect, by means of ornamental sleight of hand, the public had to be 

reassured that, like the credit it symbolized, so tall a structure could rest securely 

on so slight a footprint, unlike traditional buildings, whose structural integrity 

was clearly manifest in the weight of the stone walls required to support them.55

 Just as Sullivan’s protomodernist commercial architecture did not reject orna-

mentation, other financial architecture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries relied on decorative elements to provide a fitting interpretation of the 

work carried out in the building. Murals, stained glass, and statuary in the beaux 

art style turned to the classical rhetoric of personification to provide a concrete 
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embodiment of the otherwise abstract work of banking, insurance, real estate, 

and stockbrokering.56 The second Chicago Board of Trade building (opened in 

1885), for example, was adorned with stained glass windows by John La Farge. 

Although the building was demolished, similar La Farge windows survive, in-

cluding one, titled Fortune and Her Wheel (1902), in the Frick Building in Pitts-

burgh.57 Likewise, Edwin Blashfield’s murals, such as The Uses of Wealth, offered 

an idealized rendition of capitalism. A contemporary critic waxed lyrical about 

The Uses of Wealth, the full title of which is Capital, Supported by Labor, Offering 

the Gold Key of Opportunity to Science, Literature, and Art: “Capital—the sordid 

and unlovely ‘Capital’ of the demagogues and the statisticians—here appearing 

as a beautiful feminine vision, gleaming like a new sunshine in the yellows of 

her own gold coin and hair and robe, key and sword hilt and chased helmet, hun-

dreds of yellow, varying, delicate, complementary colors, setting off, reflecting, 

and burnishing up each other in a very blaze of affluence.”58 The abstractions 

of capitalism are thus presented in the guise of personifications, rather than 

actual people, and ironically depicted in the shape of sentimental femininity, 

rather than the hard-nosed reality of the world of masculine business. In a simi-

lar fashion, advertisers in the first decades of the twentieth century attempted to 

humanize the “soulless corporation” by representing it as an idealized woman. 

In one example, the Bell telephone system endeavored to redescribe the potential 

sinister reach of its monopoly by representing the company and its networks as 

a helpful, nation-spanning female telephone operator.59

Pictures of Panic

The decoration for the palaces of finance often evoked the abstract grammar of 

classical and religious architecture, or it relied on idealized personifications of 

capital, industry, and nature. In contrast, illustrations accompanying Wall Street–

based fiction in popular magazines tended to focus on the frantically waving 

arms and panicked faces of actual people on the floor of the stock and produce 

exchanges.60 The images were less concerned with depicting specific, recogniz-

able, Wall Street luminaries, however, than representing either generic types of 

speculators or, more commonly, individuals as merely part of a crowd. These 

illustrations often highlighted moments of high drama in the accompanying text, 

turning points when fortunes are won or lost, corners achieved or overthrown. In 

terms of genre, they have much in common with dime-novel adventure stories, 

although they take place not on the frontier, but in the heart of New York.61 They 

also gave visible form to psychological theories about the mass hysteria of crowds 

that began to gain currency in the late nineteenth century, thereby extending 



Figure 3.8 “The Recent Panic—Scene in the New York Stock Exchange on the Morning 
of Friday, May 5th,” Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (18 May 1893), 322. The phenom-
enon of financial panic fascinated observers in the late nineteenth century as they strug-
gled to make sense of how the orderly workings of the stock market could be overtaken 
by animal passions and mass hysteria. This illustration was drawn by Charles Broughton 
“from sketches on the spot.” Prints & Photographs Division, Library of Congress.
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the earlier understandings of animalistic passions encapsulated, for example, in 

Beard’s painting. The image of hysterical speculators on the floor of the Exchange 

became a familiar visual and narrative shorthand during this period for the trans-

formative nature—for better or worse—of financial capitalism as a whole.

 As David Zimmerman has argued, writers and artists in the Gilded Age and 

the Progressive Era frequently invoked financial panics, not only because they 

were compelling events in their own right that demanded explanation, but also 

because they pushed to the very limits the capability of the familiar representa-

tional genres of realism or melodrama to account for them. With their descent 

into chaos and fear, panics embodied all that was confounding about speculation 

in the eyes of this period’s Populist and Progressive critics (fig. 3.8). Like other 

accounts and illustrations of the Exchange floor, the image in Frank Leslie’s Il-

lustrated Newspaper combines, in the foreground, studies of the physiognomic 

reactions of individuals to the extreme emotions that possess them with an im-

pressionistic swirl of deindividualized body parts seething together in a mass in 

the background, recalling descriptions from the guidebooks to Wall Street: “Note-

books, arms, fists, dexter fingers, hats, heads, tossing, swaying, darting hither and 

thither with nervous eagerness, and suggesting a perpetual explosion of bomb-

shells from below. Now concentrating on a single stock; again breaking out into 

twenty different markets.”62 In the Frank Leslie’s scene, the waving arms in par-

ticular, and the maelstromlike movement in general, evoke—as in the Niagara 

references in Medbery’s account quoted above—the recurrent  nineteenth-century 

image of financial panic as a form of individual and collective drowning.63

Scenes of Reading, Scenes of Writing

Although theatrical scenes from the floor of the stock and commodity exchanges 

continued to feature regularly in popular representations of the market well past 

the turn of the twentieth century, it is striking how often the dramas of Wall 

Street in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era are illustrated, both visually and 

verbally, not with noisy scenes of crowds and mass hysteria, but with vignettes of 

concentrated reading of the ticker machine, which is writing its message on the 

tape. Again and again, these tales of fortunes won and lost are depicted in their 

most dramatic moments by scenes of men (and it is nearly always men) poring 

over the ticker tape that cascades into the wastepaper basket (fig. 3.9).

 The ticker machine itself is often at the heart of the action. In some cases, the 

picture of tape reading captures the moment when an arch-speculator realizes 

that his villainous scheme to corner the market has been foiled; in others, we  
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are meant to see the calm concentration of a heroic Napoleon of finance, who is 

able to apprehend the entire direction of the market from a trancelike study of the 

tape itself (fig. 3.10). In both cases, however, the depiction of someone reading 

the tape acts as a representational proxy for the whole of the disembodied and 

placeless market of similar readers. Thus the trading room of the New York Stock 

Exchange no longer served as an unambiguous symbol of the origin and end 

point of all the financial energy circulating through the nation’s economy. At the 

same time, however, the placeless and impersonal market that was beginning to 

replace this actual marketplace could not be represented directly and realistically.

Figure 3.9 W. R. Leigh, illustration for Edwin Lefèvre, “The Break in Turpentine,”  
McClure’s Magazine (April 1901), 543. Lefèvre’s short stories gave a broadly sympathetic, 
insider’s view of Wall Street, albeit with a gentle criticism of amateurs and outsiders who 
got caught up in “ticker fever.” The stock ticker is a constant presence in both the stories 
and the accompanying illustrations. Harvard College Library.
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 In this way, the stock ticker and the ticker tape became a visual fetish in all 

kinds of illustrations. If King’s Views of the New York Stock Exchange presented 

potential investors with an idealized view of the work of Wall Street through the 

medium of dignified portraits of its elder statesmen, a privately printed and dis-

tributed collection of caricatures of leading Exchange figures in 1904 showed in-

stead how the nation’s financiers pictured themselves when they were not having 

to appeal to ordinary mortals. The images show the members of the Exchange 

as hearty fellows, referencing their individual passions for, say, carriage driving, 

hunting, or yachting, but always with the ticker, the tape, or other symbols of 

Figure 3.10 W. R. Leigh, illustration for Edwin Lefèvre, “The Man Who Won,” McClure’s 
Magazine (August 1901), 363. The scene of intense tape reading was a repeated trope in 
Lefèvre’s stories. Harvard College Library.
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their occupation woven into the image. The caricature of Alfred M. Judson, for 

example, shows him riding the stock ticker as if it were a horse (which also re-

sembles a phallus). Likewise, the portrait of Charles E. Knoblauch in the same 

volume shows him as a cowboy, riding a submissive bull, bear, and lamb simul-

taneously, with a ticker strapped to his back like a rifle (fig. 3.11).

 Although these flattering caricatures portray the NYSE members as using the 

ticker tape to rein in the market, other illustrations show speculators bound— 

almost erotically—by the tape. For example, the cover of David Graham Phillips’s 

novel, The Deluge, features an impish Cupid caught up in the tape flowing out 

of a ticker machine, whereas in Phillips’s novel The Cost, the ticker is the melo-

dramatic instrument of death: “In his struggles the tape had wound round and 

round his legs, his arms, his neck. It lay in a curling, coiling mat, like a serpent’s 

head, upon his throat, where his hands clutched.”64 In contrast, the illustration  

accompanying a story in Ticker, entitled “Your Own Brains, versus Brains Bought, 

Begged or Borrowed,” depicts a decadent, dandyish figure louchely smoking a 

cigarette in a frilled armchair while nonchalantly holding a pet bull and a bear 

by the reins of the tape, which is flowing in art nouveau coils out of the ticker 

machine beside the chair.65 The image represents an ambiguous, sexualized fan-

tasy of gaining dominance over the market, rather than being seduced by it. In com-

parison with the Rough Rider version of masculinity presented in the caricatures of 

Judson and Knoblauch, the mesmerizing power to control the market makes the 

speculator a passive, languid, androgynous figure, whose knowing gaze flirts 

with the imagined reader of Ticker.

 The tape provides the connective ribbon that unites all the players, creating a 

visual representation of the abstract information that constitutes the market. It is 

ubiquitous, fetishized, and yet strangely invisible, not least because so much was 

produced every day, only to be outdated instantly. With their continual printing of 

prices, ticker-tape machines produced vast quantities of waste paper. The advent 

of the ticker-tape parade thus coincided with the proliferation of ticker machines, 

and it provided a convenient solution to the problem of all the instantly worthless 

paper produced by the tickers. The first such parade was held in lower Manhat-

tan on 28 October 1886, for the dedication of the Statue of Liberty. Illustrations 

of ticker-tape parades in the late nineteenth century show how they constituted 

a carnival of (literal) waste in which paper profits and losses returned to mere 

paper, more in keeping with Georges Bataille’s notion of the economy of expend-

iture than with the image of modern, technologically mediated, rational invest-

ment depicted in many investment-advice manuals and promotional works for 

the NYSE. Unlike the images of solitary tape reading, the ticker-tape parades 
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were collective outpourings of emotion: the account of the first parade suggests 

that it was a spontaneous prank, rather than a planned and dignified act of com-

memoration. These events were, in effect, belated reactions to political events, 

the aggregate responses to which had already been registered and discounted on 

the very tape that was floating down on the parade.66

Figure 3.11 Portrait of Charles E. Knoblauch, in George E. Croscup, ed., Stock Exchange in 
Caricature: A Private Collection of Cartoons, Caricatures, and Character Sketches (New York:  
A. Stone, 1904), n.p. In contrast to the satirical cartoons of robber barons in the popular 
press, George Croscup’s privately printed collection of caricatures of leading NYSE person-
alities portrayed them as dashing and energetic men-about-town. Harvard College Library.
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 As we saw in chapter 2, the ticker enabled readers to follow all the action in the 

market from a privileged, bird’s-eye viewpoint. Thus they began to see the market 

in a different way: not as the record of personal struggles between identifiable 

traders, but as the abstract geography of a global financescape. The view from  

the visitors’ gallery of the bulls and bears battling it out on the floor of the Exchange 

is replaced by the vantage point of a lone individual absorbed in reading the ab-

stract procession of numbers coming over the ticker. It was not merely because 

the trading floor was now closed to the would-be market watcher, but because the 

tape offered a better lens through which to view the market’s  transactions— better 

even than participant-observer accounts of action on the floor in the newspapers’ 

market reports and market circulars, which claimed to provide the inside scoop 

on secret deals and manipulations. For many of the advice manuals promoting 

tape reading, the ideal market observer would be far removed from the scene of 

action, precisely in order not to be distracted by the commotion on the floor of 

the exchange. For example, Richard Wyckoff’s Studies in Tape Reading (a digest 

of advice compiled from Ticker) offers a recommendation for the would-be tape 

reader: “For perfect concentration as a protection from the tips, gossip, and other 

influences which abound in a broker’s office, he should, if possible, seclude him-

self. A small room with a ticker, a desk, and private telephone connection with his 

broker’s office are all the facilities required.”67 Likewise, Edwin Lefèvre’s novel, 

Sampson Rock of Wall Street, contrasts the tumult that Rock knows must be taking 

place on the floor of the Exchange with the calm overview of the market he is able 

to achieve in the inner sanctum of his private office:

In the big marble Board Room the air was filled with the exultant whoops of the 

bears who were winning, the maddened shrieks of the bulls who were losing and 

would not lose more—the primal passions made audible in the discordant chorus 

of the dollar-hunters, made visible about the various “posts” in a sea of heads that 

broke into a foam of fists clinched and defiant—with, here and there, the quivering, 

outstretched fingers of a drowning man. And beside the man who had said, “Let 

there be storm,” out of sight and out of hearing of the money-mad mob, under its 

protecting glass dome, as though it were a fragile plant, the little ticker in this office 

was impassively ticking, ticking, ticking!—singing its marvelous song of triumph 

and defeat in one.68

Reading the tape in the quiet of his office, Rock can “see” not only the drama 

taking place on the trading floor, without actually becoming caught up in it, but 

even (as we saw in chapter 2) a heroic vision of the unfurling landscape of his 

transportation empire and the products of industry that it is carrying. Rock must 
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engage in an intense and imaginative act of reading, however, to make these 

economic abstractions come to life, but, unlike the spectacle of the trading floor, 

with its “sea of heads” and “foam of fists,” there is nothing much for an observer 

to see, other than a man reading the inscrutable symbols mechanically printed 

on the tape. For all that the ticker represents a technologically modern form of 

finance, the images of stock market operators engaged in trancelike reading con-

jure up all the worst fears of the period about the occult nature of speculation, in 

which fantastical profits and even entire towns are magicked out of thin air, and 

speculators are mesmerized by sinister market forces.

 Since the intangible, placeless market cannot be represented directly (or, 

rather, since the view of the marketplace from the visitors’ gallery no longer pro-

vides a privileged vantage), scenes of solitary tape reading thus become a rep-

resentational proxy for what is not visible directly. As Zimmerman notes in his 

study of panic fiction, “the stock market offered a thrilling read—literally,” with 

crowds of investors across the nation poring over market reports and the stock 

ticker. The market itself, Zimmerman continues, is “constituted and sustained 

by these acts of reading”; it is “composed of readers who are intensely aware  

that other investors are reading the same material at the same time and that  

their collective interpretations and predictions will have an effect on the mar-

ket.”69 Speculators try to second-guess not only how the market looks to those 

other readers, but how they, in turn, picture other speculators’ second-guesses, 

sudden elations, and panicked reactions, and so on, into the potentially infinite 

hall of mirrors. In a market in which participants obsessively watch each other, 

stock prices are not a realistic representation of fundamental corporate value, or 

even investor sentiment, cashed out via the utilitarian calculus of marginalist 

economics into hard numbers, but, as John Maynard Keynes famously put it, 

are a beauty contest in which investors have to guess what average opinion will 

conclude the average view of the winning photo will be, potentially creating an 

infinite regress of second-guessing.70 In the decades around the turn of the twen-

tieth century, explanations for market panics began to draw on psychological 

theories of crowds, in particular the notion that herd behavior works through a 

process of hypnotic emulation, in which (as Zimmerman puts it) “the self finds 

itself given over to mimesis, not only of an other but also the countless others 

whom this other mimes.”71 The scenes of tape reading thus provide a visual sim-

ulation of a heroic individual’s supposed control of the market, yet the prices on 

the tape are created not by reason, but are the result of the contagious mimicry 

of other acts of reading, such that the boundaries of the self succumb to the fluid 

circulation of desire and fear in a hysterical crowd.
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 The visual shorthand of a stock operator intensely reading the ticker tape thus 

left viewers imagining how he saw the drama unfold in his mind’s eye, not just 

on the exchange floor, but in the vast network of other speculators connected 

by wires and tape across the nation. Illustrations of tape reading also conjured 

up a technological and demotic updating of the Habermasian public sphere in 

the eighteenth century, an imagined community joined, in this case, not by the 

tape readers’ participation in the virtual “republic of letters,” but by their shared 

fixation on the printed characters of the ticker tape in brokers’ offices across the 

city, the nation, and the globe. In a similar fashion to the “consensual hallucina-

tion” that brings the Internet into being, the immersive experience of tape read-

ing afforded by the imaginative projection of a sometimes virtuous, sometimes 

crazed republic of speculators helped concretize the idea of the market as a vast, 

animated landscape that was not coterminous with the actual marketplaces of 

the nation’s exchanges and could only be “seen” via the tiny marks on the ticker 

tape.72

 Despite fin-de-siècle manuals and magazine illustrations shifting their focus 

from panicked crowds to the intensity of a solitary study of the ticker tape, how-

ever, speculation was often a communal activity in the Gilded Age and the Pro-

gressive Era. “Dealers hover over, and intently watch the ‘ticker’ as it rapidly 

unwinds the tangled web of financial fate,” George Rutledge Gibson observed in 

his guide to stock exchanges.73 Although the New York Stock Exchange endeav-

ored to restrict access to its price information, stock tickers were increasingly to be 

found in semipublic places (there are many accounts, for instance, of speculators 

gathering around the ticker machine at Delmonico’s restaurant in Manhattan). 

The promotional booklet put out by the bucket shop operators Haight & Freese, for 

example, contains photographic illustrations of some of their brokerages, showing 

off their well-appointed spaces for clients. In the photos, would-be speculators 

huddle round the ticker machines or sit and watch the fluctuating prices posted 

on the quotation board (fig. 3.12).

 Drawing on the work of Jonathan Crary on the emergence of a distinctly mod-

ern form of visual observation in the nineteenth century, Alex Preda explains how 

viewing the market by reading the tape required new modes of concentration 

that, in turn, involved submitting oneself to the rhythms and timetable of the 

stock ticker.74 As the photo of Haight & Freese’s patrons suggests, viewing the 

market thus holds similarities with another new, communal viewing technol-

ogy of the later nineteenth century: moving pictures. As with movie audiences, 

the experience of watching the market by watching the quotation board meant 

clients were not merely emotionally invested in the highs and lows of particular 



Picturing the Market  135

stocks, but were also gripped by the sheer movement of the unfolding spectacle. 

Like the cinema, it was an experience of isolated, immersive identification with 

what was represented on the tape, which nevertheless took place within a collec-

tive setting. The brokerage was a place in which insider knowledge and camara-

derie (but also, perhaps, hysteria) could be shared with fellow viewers—precisely 

the distractions that tape-reading manuals warned against.75 Unlike illustrations 

of the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, which focused on the spectacle of 

manic activity (even if they also showed the traders not in control of themselves, 

but in thrall to bestial impulses or hypnotic mimicry), the pictures of the cine-

matic audiences in bucket shops captured the passivity of the experience—not 

least because the bucket shop bettors only had the illusion of active participation, 

since, unlike their counterparts in the legitimate exchanges, their purchases had 

no power to move the market itself.

Plotting the Market

Some advocates of tape reading claimed that it offered an objective and lofty 

overview of the market as a whole, safely removed from the corrupting passions 

Figure 3.12 Haight & Freese’s Guide to Investors (Philadelphia: Haight & Freese, 1899), 
frontispiece. In the decades around the turn of the twentieth century, Haight & Freese 
ran a large number of brokerage offices. They were bucket shops, in which the custom-
ers, in effect, bet on the rise and fall of stock prices without actually purchasing any secu-
rities. This photo from their promotional guidebook shows the orderly ranks of attentive 
customers following the fluctuation of commodity prices.



136  Reading the Market

or partial vision of floor traders: “A floor trader who stands in one crowd all day 

is like the buyer for one department—he sees more quickly than anyone else the 

demand for that class of goods, but has no way of comparing it to that prevailing 

in other parts of the store. . . . The Tape Reader, on the other hand, from his perch 

at the ticker, enjoys a bird’s-eye view of the whole field. When serious weakness 

develops in any quarter, he is quick to note, weigh, and act.”76 Other commenta-

tors, however, warned that the optic provided by the stock ticker was in danger of 

giving a distorted picture of the market by the way that it created (as Preda puts 

it) a view from a microscope, rather than a telescope. “The greatest difficulty of 

the tape-reader,” an article in Ticker warned, “is that he becomes so sensitive from 

working close to the tape, that his judgment is rendered narrow. He endeavors to 

catch every small fluctuation in the market.”77 From the 1890s onward, the van-

guard of technical analysis began instead to recommend the chart as providing 

the best perspective on the market. “Charts are simply a bird’s-eye view of market 

movements,” H. M. Williams declared in The Key to Wall Street Mysteries, while 

the bucket shop operator Lewis Van Riper averred that “in this way one is able to 

comprehend at a glance every stock movement of importance in the same way 

that a picture describes to the mind the events which could only be told imper-

fectly, though requiring hours to relate.”78 The story that the charts promised to 

reveal, however, was not simply a record of the trading on a particular day, month, 

or year, or even the truth about hidden manipulation by market insiders. Read 

in the right way, their patterns instead promised to reveal trends and forces that 

operated according to their own logic, far removed from individual intentions, 

in the same way that Darwin’s theory of evolution, Marx’s theory of history, and 

Freud’s theory of psychology developed accounts of the deeper processes at work 

beneath the surface noise of human agency.

 The early chartists were keen to promote their special expertise (which could 

therefore be commodified in the form of investment-analysis services), empha-

sizing what they believed was their objectivity and statistical rigor. Trained as a 

statistician at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Roger Babson, in par-

ticular, adopted the language of Newtonian physics in his production of charts 

that plotted the cyclical motion of the action and reaction in stock prices, along 

with indices of various “business conditions.” By dealing with abstract patterns, 

Babson’s charts were promoted as capturing, with scientific accuracy, the un-

derlying statistical regularities that were not otherwise visible to even the most- 

experienced of tape readers (fig. 3.13). Babson argued that the aim of drawing 

the “Normal Line” (now more commonly known as a trend line) was to make 

immediately manifest the equal and opposite shaded areas above and below 
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the line, since, according to his theory, the area of a boom matched the area of  

the subsequent bust. Yet deciding where to draw this line was presented not as a 

matter of mechanically applying statistical laws, but an act of interpretation based 

on experience, an art rather than a science. Moreover, if the line could only be 

inked in once a cycle had completed, it meant that using such charts to predict 

future stock-price movements was impossible, as academic studies of the predic-

tive accuracy of chartism have since demonstrated.79

 Other chartists around the turn of the twentieth century, however, claimed to 

have discovered more immediately useful, recurrent patterns in the charts. As we 

saw in chapter 2, in the same way that securities prices and the stock ticker itself 

were repeatedly personified, so, too, in the popular guides to chartism, technical 

charts were described in often decidedly human terms, such as the “head and 

shoulders” formation. Even when the patterns of abstract data were not read in 

directly anthropomorphic ways, the shorthand names and instantly recognizable 

shapes lent a homely familiarity to a statistical knowledge that had promised 

to reveal the uncanny, inhuman patterns inherent in the aggregated data. Bab-

Figure 3.13 From the “Babson Compositplot of American Business Conditions,” Roger 
W. Babson, Business Barometers Used in the Accumulation of Money (Wellesley Hills, MA: 
Babson Institute, 1921), inset after p. 106. The business statistician and forecaster Roger 
Babson began to produce his charts of American business conditions in the early 1900s. 
His fundamental assumption was that stock prices were governed by a force akin to 
gravity, and that a period of boom would be matched by a corresponding period of bust. 
Harvard College Library. 
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son’s charts turn the data into now-familiar patterns of mountains and valleys, 

a sublime landscape of economic highs and lows that simultaneously invites 

and rejects human identification.80 As Audrey Jaffe observes in her study of the 

idea of the statistically “average man” in Victorian culture, the trajectory of the 

impersonal stock market graph is often “assimilated to a narrative of feeling. . . .  

Universally apprehended as a picture of emotions—a snapshot of the national 

(or global) mood—it is understood to swing (for example) between elation and 

depression, optimism and alarm. Looking to the numbers to see how we feel, we 

both personalize them—render them a projection of our individual and collective 

narratives—and depersonalize them, conceding our authority to know ourselves 

to an abstract system that seems to have captured this knowledge. . . . Is the 

market a projection of the man, or is the man a projection of the market?”81 Even 

in their most abstract, depersonalizing form, then, the graphs of stock market 

prices tempt readers into an affective identification that is often registered by the 

insistent personification of financial data.

 Although the work of the early chartists might have been based on mistaken 

statistical reasoning, it nevertheless contributed to an important reconfiguration 

of the vernacular epistemology of the market. In addition to their simultaneous 

appeal to both projection and identification, the charts helped rationalize the 

market, making speculation seem sensible, because price movements were at 

least intelligible, if not always entirely predictable. In the eyes of their propo-

nents, the charts seemed to provide instant visual evidence of a profound order 

to the financial universe, a regularity that could not be seen by those immersed 

in either the tumult of the trading floor or the ebb and flow of prices on the 

ticker tape. In effect, chart reading developed a theory about the representational 

capacity of securities’ prices themselves. The price fluctuations shown on the 

charts were not the reflection and the result of important political events taking 

place outside the realm of the market, nor were they representations of the fun-

damental underlying value of particular corporations or the economy as a whole. 

Instead, they registered movements that were intrinsic to the market itself. In 

short, these abstract diagrams of endogenous market events worked not through the 

genre of realism but instead were, in an important sense, self-referential artifacts, akin 

to forms of modernist art that were beginning to emerge at the same time.82

 If the charts did represent something beyond their immediate selves, it was 

the market in its totality, as an omniscient being with a life and a mind of its own. 

Indeed, the charts did not so much reflect a preexisting financial universe as help 

to call the very idea of the market as a coherent entity into being, one that could 
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be grasped “at a glance.” As Preda notes in a discussion of why chartism has per-

sisted, despite its theories having been disproven by academic economists, the 

power of technical analysis lies not in its ability to accurately represent financial 

reality, but in its role as a coping mechanism for would-be investors in the face 

of market uncertainties. The result of the increasing popularity—but not neces-

sarily the accuracy—of chart theory, Preda argues, is that the market is created in 

its image: “In the process of using the theory as an uncertainty-processing instru-

ment, new entities are created, corresponding to the theory’s representations.”83 It 

is therefore worth remembering that the chartists drew their inspiration from the 

work of Charles Dow, whose creation of the Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJIA) 

likewise contributed to the performative construction of the market during this 

period. As we saw in chapter 1, in his editorial in the first edition of the Wall Street 

Journal, Dow declared that the newspaper would “present in its market article, its 

tables, and its advertisements a faithful picture of the rapidly shifting panorama 

of the Street.”84 Although his paper did contain hands-on reporting of the person-

alities and events of the New York Stock Exchange, its inclusion, from the first 

edition on, of the Dow average meant that it also attempted to present, through 

the language of statistical averages, a panoramic overview of “the Street.” Wall 

Street was now conceived less as a geographically specific place, prone to fraud 

and the manipulation of insiders, than as an synecdochic shorthand for the en-

tirety of the market, which, crucially, operated through its own impersonal laws 

that could be discovered by plotting them in tables and charts. The shares picked 

by Dow (twelve originally, increased to thirty in 1928) were deemed by him to 

be leaders in their respective fields and were chosen to be representative of the 

market as a whole, although the relationship between this average and what it 

represented remained opaque, as Dow did not reveal which stocks the average 

contained and expressed it in terms of index points, rather than actual prices. For 

Dow, the average functioned as an impersonal thermometer, taking the temper-

ature of the market as a whole, and it was part of his concerted effort to portray 

finance as a rational endeavor. Leaving aside the issue of the accuracy of Dow’s 

average as a recording and representational technology (it has been recalibrated 

on several occasions, and other indices have joined in the competition to provide 

the best tracking device), the significance of the DJIA is that it helped consolidate 

the idea of the market as a vast, self-contained, self-regulating system. It was a 

performative device that helped create the very object it claimed to represent. As 

Marieke De Goede has argued, the DJIA “has to be understood as a technology 

that did not simply represent financial reality but fundamentally transformed the 
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operation of modern credit practices, making it possible to image the financial 

market as a coherent entity.”85

 In their plotting of the market’s fortunes, the Dow average and the charts 

produced by technical analysts around the turn of the twentieth century also need 

to be seen in the context of the larger history of efforts to identify and represent 

the market in particular, and the economy in general, as a whole—as a vast, 

impersonal machine of intricately interrelated parts that could be analyzed math-

ematically. Here the marginalist revolution in economics is crucial. The central 

insight of the marginalists was that the value of an object resulted not from its 

inherent qualities, or even the labor that had gone into making it, but from its 

desirability or utility to consumers. If utility could be quantified, then, in theory, 

the morally and philosophically complex issues of political economy could be 

boiled down to plotting on a graph the relationship between supply and demand. 

Marginalism presupposed that there are economic laws that, like natural laws, 

can be discovered through the accumulation of data. Although explanations for  

the causal origins of these statistical regularities varied (including Stanley Jevons’s 

theory, adopted by Charles Dow, that a ten-year business cycle was the result of a 

recurrent pattern of sun spots), the professionalization of economics in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was predicated on studying economic 

activity in an apparently scientific fashion.86

 In addition to applying mathematical techniques to the mysteries of economic 

life, economists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries also began to 

consider this accumulated, abstracted data as part of a larger, integrated, univer-

sal system. Where political economy had been concerned, from a moral point of 

view, with weighing up the competing claims to resources among social classes, 

the new mathematical economists were eager to discover the underlying eco-

nomic relations between production and exchange, removed from their imme-

diate social, class, and geographic particulars and put into the purer graphical 

language of supply-and-demand curves. Indeed, many of these pioneering econ-

ometricians were keen to display their data in graphical form, to make immedi-

ately apparent the underlying patterns and immutable laws that they believed 

themselves to be discovering.87 For example, the British economist Alfred Mar-

shall (whose textbook on economics became the standard work on both sides of 

the Atlantic) noted that “the graphical method of statistics, though inferior to the 

numerical in accuracy of representation, has the advantage of enabling the eye 

to take in at once a long series of facts.”88 What the eye was meant to grasp in 

a single glance was a picture of a complete and coherent system of interrelated 

parts, with economists increasingly turning to theories where movements in the 
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market could be explained entirely by reference to the internal structure of the 

economic machine itself.89

Economic Plumbing

As Philip Mirowski has pointed out, neoclassical economists in the nineteenth 

century borrowed many of their terms and concepts from physics and engineer-

ing, not least the idea that all the individual economic impulses were, in fact, 

part of a unified force within a larger, coherent, interconnected system. (In the 

case of the marginalists, “utility” served as the unifying force, which therefore 

permitted a uniform measurement across varied economic phenomena.)90 For 

some economists, the physics metaphors were understood literally, with, for ex-

ample, Irving Fisher, in his pioneering PhD dissertation in 1892 (Yale’s first in 

economics) setting out detailed plans for a hydraulic model of price fluctuation 

(fig. 3.14). He built this model for use in his teaching at Yale and had another one 

made in 1926, when the original prototype wore out. Whatever else it purported 

to demonstrate, Fisher’s contraption served to make visible and tangible the idea 

of the economy as a complex but well-ordered system in which prices would find 

their equilibrium level as naturally as water under the influence of gravity.91 As 

much as Fisher’s model brought a mathematical objectivity to the representation 

of economics, it also portrayed the interaction of supply and demand as a quasi- 

autonomous machine-beast.

 Like the other representational technologies examined in this chapter, Fish-

er’s all-too-solid machine allowed economic activity to be conceived as both an 

abstraction and a totality. This conceptual revolution involved, first, reframing 

the myriad data of economic life as abstracted from local particulars, and second, 

portraying those diverse factors as part of a coordinated system, whose patterns 

might not necessarily be observable at ground level.92 As with the rhetorical tran-

sition from accounts of marketplaces to talk of the market itself, it is important 

to remember that “the economy” is not a timeless and neutral category. Although 

it now seems obvious—the economy being the proper object of knowledge in 

economics—before the twentieth century, “economy,” in the writings of political 

economists, referred simply to the idea of frugality or economizing, the proper 

and efficient use of resources. The use of the phrase “the economy”—in the sense 

of the whole aggregate of statistics regarding production, consumption, inflation, 

and employment that make up a bounded national entity—only emerged in in-

terwar economic discourse as part of institutional efforts (such as the foundation 

of the National Bureau of Economic Research in 1920 and the Cowles Commis-

sion in 1932) designed to gather statistical information to aid the state’s inter-



Figure 3.14 Irving Fisher, “Mathematical Investigations in the Theory of Value and 
Prices,” Transactions of the Connecticut Academy 9 (July 1892): 38. Irving Fisher pioneered 
the introduction of mathematical techniques in economics around the turn of the twen-
tieth century. He was also influenced by approaches developed in physics and engineer-
ing. Despite pushing economics in a more abstract direction, he also designed and built 
hydraulic models for use in teaching, to demonstrate the workings of price fluctuation. 
Harvard College Library.
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vention in and manipulation of national economic life.93 Progressive Era critics 

originally promoted such fact-gathering institutions as the National Bureau of 

Economic Research with the hope that they would produce intelligible, graphical 

representations and statistical overviews of the complex corporate behemoths 

that emerged rapidly in the years around the turn of the twentieth century, so the 

U.S. Congress might regulate and tax them based on objective evidence, rather 

than the patchy and partial information offered up by the corporations them-

selves. The historical irony, as Mary Poovey points out, is that the information on 

the valuation of corporations gathered for the National Bureau ended up helping 

the corporations make better accounting sense of their business and, in the pro-

cess, improved their profitability.94

 Although these early twentieth-century actual and virtual models produced by 

professional economists were born from very different needs and institutional 

contexts than those of the early chartists, they, along with the various attempts 

to picture the market explored in this chapter, share the performative capacity to 

make the object of their inquiry (at first the market, and then the economy) come 

alive. At the same time as they produce an abstracting and totalizing view, how-

ever, the modes of financial representation we have seen in this chapter also rely 

on older visual tropes that make the impersonal data more concrete and more 

familiar, even if it increasingly comes to seem as though it represents nothing 

other than itself. Chapter 5 explores a diagram produced by the Pujo Committee’s 

investigation into the so-called money trust, one that presents the totality of fi-

nancial capitalism as both an abstract network and a quasi-conspiratorial picture 

of hidden intentions. This diagram marks a startlingly original attempt to create 

a panorama of high finance, but it also pushes to the limit the representational 

technologies of the era in combined concrete and abstract visual forms.



Those palazzos, with all their costly furniture, and all their splendid 

equipages, have been the product of the same genius in their proprie-

tors, which has made the “Confidence Man” immortal and a prisoner 

at “the Tombs.” His genius has been employed on a small scale in 

Broadway. Theirs has been employed in Wall Street. That’s all the dif-

ference. He has obtained half a dozen watches. They have pocketed 

millions of dollars. He is a swindler. They are exemplars of honesty. 

He is a rogue. They are financiers.

“‘The Confidence Man’ on a Large Scale,” New York Herald (1849)

We are now forming new combinations of the $25, $50, $100, and 

$500 classes for this purpose, which we confidently recommend to 

our old customers and friends. While all of these combinations af-

ford equal privileges and prospects, we would remind our friends that 

experience has proved that the larger amounts, having the greatest 

power, usually yield the greatest profits.

Lawrence & Company, Special Announcement (1879)

This vast mysterious Wall Street world of “tips” and “deals”—might 

she not find in it the means of escape from her dreary predicament?

Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth (1905)

An issue that repeatedly vexed Americans in the Gilded Age and the Progressive 

Era was the role that personal connections should play in market exchanges in 

general, and in the workings of the stock market in particular, that supposedly 

c h a p t e r  f o u r

Confidence Games and Inside Information
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purest expression of the free market. Were those personal connections, in fact, 

the systematic operation of social capital? Were the fluctuations in prices in the 

stock market a result of the vast, impersonal, uncontrollable aggregation of in-

dividual desires, or were they being manipulated through inside information 

by the elite? On the other hand, in a modern economy, was there still room 

for friendship in business transactions? What role did seemingly noneconomic 

emotions, such as trust, play in the age of Trusts? This chapter will argue that 

the continuing importance of the rhetoric and the reality of personal connections 

in a seemingly impersonal market complicates the standard story of the great 

 transformation—from an economic order governed by traditional relationships 

of status to one ruled by the law of a free-market contract—as far from straight-

forward.

 The chapter explores a number of different accounts and episodes that high-

lighted the problematic relationship between a sentimental and an exchange 

economy, focusing on the idea of inside information, not only as a business 

practice and a legal category, but also as a form of understanding and a narrative 

structuring device. It begins by considering the confidence trick and other forms 

of fraud that worked by appealing to personal connections. I first discuss Her-

man Melville’s tricksy novel, The Confidence-Man (1857), because, in a prescient 

fashion, it worries away at the question of just how much trust and suspicion 

were appropriate in the rapidly expanding marketplace of midcentury America. 

Melville’s novel, I argue, shows how the confidence game worked, not merely by 

gulling innocent greenhorns new to the city, or even by using clever psychology 

to speak to the unspoken greed of the not-so-blameless victims. It shows instead 

how the con trick functioned: by mimicking the rhetoric and reassurance of a 

contract infused with the “Wall Street spirit,” while, at the same time, appeal-

ing to an older tradition of personal connections.1 The chapter next examines 

what we might term the industrialization of the confidence trick around the turn 

of the twentieth century, with the mass production of fraud raising to a new 

level the fundamental sleight-of-hand between gift and grift that is at the heart 

of Melville’s novel. It was not just the conceptual slipperiness of the confidence 

trick that made it so appealing and persistent; the legal definitions of “larceny 

by false pretenses,” “inside dealing,” and other forms of fraud remained fraught 

and fluid throughout the period. In many respects, the modern prohibition 

against the use of inside information in business transactions in general, and 

in the stock market in particular, did not come into effect until the New Deal 

reforms of the 1930s. This chapter argues that inside dealing, in the broadest 

meaning of this term, was not merely an occasional lapse, but was absolutely vital 
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to both the way Americans thought about the market and the way they interacted  

with it.

 The second half of the chapter explores the role of inside information in the 

novel, focusing in detail on William Dean Howells’s The Rise of Silas Lapham 

(1885) and the three major novels of Edith Wharton. The reason for looking 

closely at these novels is that writers in this period returned repeatedly to the 

question of the possibility or impossibility of a moral economy in a world that 

seemed increasingly governed by the blind forces of economic and biological 

determinism—a preoccupation that, in turn, was part of the larger aesthetic and 

ideological debate between the older conventions of sentimentalism and the 

newer logic of realism and naturalism. This thematic dilemma, I contend, also 

underpins the formal difficulties many writers in this period encountered as they 

struggled to bring together (or, in some cases, to keep apart) the love plot and the 

business plot in their novels.

The Con Trick in the Age of Contract

Melville began work on The Confidence-Man during 1855 and 1856, a moment of 

economic boom before the panic of 1857, which once again plunged the Amer-

ican economy into crisis. Even before the crash, Melville’s own finances were in 

a perilous state, in part because he had received a hazily phrased loan to buy a 

house in the Berkshires in Massachusetts from his father-in-law, Lemuel Shaw, 

chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court, whose legal work, ironically, 

significantly contributed to a rethinking of the traditional nature of obligations in 

an emerging corporate economy. Making matters worse, The Confidence-Man was 

the nail in the coffin of Melville’s career as a commercially successful novelist, 

and, to cap it all off, even Dix & Edwards, the publishers of this novel, went bank-

rupt in the panic of 1857, a nationwide financial meltdown widely blamed on a 

“want of confidence” (CM, 71). The circumstances in which Melville composed 

The Confidence-Man encapsulate the dilemmas with which the novel grapples. 

The Confidence-Man provides a series of meditations on how much trust and 

how much suspicion were appropriate in the global marketplace emerging in the 

1840s and 1850s, an economy animated by the wild confidence of boosterism, 

but also racked by the endless suspicion of having to deal with strangers. Was 

confidence vital to the promotion of a credit-based, expansionary economy, or 

was the human bond of trust damaged by the emergence of that economy? As the 

protagonist of The Confidence-Man piously explains as he fleeces another victim: 

“Confidence is the indispensable basis of all sorts of business transactions. With-

out it, commerce between man and man, as between country and country, would, 
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like a watch, run down and stop” (155). The Confidence-Man is less a transcendent 

critique of capitalism as such than an embodiment of the emotional and con-

ceptual problems caused by the intrusion of the placeless financial market into 

every corner of American life.2 In the world of Melville’s novel, there are few, if 

any, guarantees of knowing the true worth of the person or the banknotes the 

hapless characters are doing business with. The society depicted in this book is 

one in which the traditional bonds and obligations of kinship, neighborhood, 

and shared political, religious, and cultural commitment have been unmoored. 

This situation creates an alienated and individualist society in which freedom of 

contract is seemingly the only rule governing relationships between people. In 

this world of chance encounters with strangers, a mastery of the everyday semi-

otics of commercial culture is crucial. The novel offers a self-reflexive meditation 

on the problem of reading in a market society. The potentially infinite regress of 

a literary interpretation of an author’s meaning is equated with the difficulty of 

“reading” a person or a banknote in conditions of radical uncertainty, which are 

exacerbated by the permanent possibility for fraud.3

 Through its focus on the confidence game and a series of staged dialogues 

debating the role of friendship in business, The Confidence-Man provides conflict-

ing answers to the question of the role of personal trust. The plot of the novel, 

such as it is, involves a con artist who appears in different disguises aboard the 

appropriately named Fidèle, a Mississippi paddleboat. The novel plays on the 

genre of western tall tales of frontier rogues, such as Simon Suggs; popular ex-

posés of urban crime and fraud; and a popular fascination with the life and work 

of P. T. Barnum. It riffs in particular, however, on the primal scene of modern 

confidence trickery, the arrest in 1849 (and again in 1855) of a scam artist the 

newspapers dubbed the “Original Confidence Man.”4 The novel offers seemingly 

endless variations on this basic story, in which the different incarnations of the 

con man function as copies of his initial fake, joined in a futile quest for what 

Michael Rogin terms “the single, authentic confidence man.”5 He appears as a 

new social type, yet also as a personification of the abstract possibility of endemic 

deception that is at the heart of a market economy. Moreover, each avatar of the 

novel’s central figure can be substituted for any of the others, a form of repeated 

circulation and depersonalization of literary character that works in a similar 

fashion to the fungibility of both money and language. The novel thus provides 

both a focus on the individualism that is produced by contractarian capitalism, 

and a peculiarly impersonal form of narrative in which the individuals are inter-

changeable. Not merely do the numerous guises of the confidence man begin 

to collapse into one another, but the separation between con man and dupe also 
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becomes blurred, as does the division between the con man and the narrator, who 

becomes, in modern terminology, increasingly unreliable.6

 Why did the figure of the confidence man (and it usually was a man) haunt the 

American imagination from the mid-nineteenth century onward?7 Karen Halttu-

nen argues that fears about con men, not just in fiction, but also in middle-class 

conduct books and advice literature, result from a republican ideology of trusting 

in appearances and in plain speaking when confronting the prospect of dealing 

with strangers—confidence men, avant la lettre—in the emerging national mar-

ketplace from the 1830s on. Halttunen goes on to argue that the middle class 

developed a sentimental “cult of sincerity” as a defense mechanism in the face 

of social mobility and its attendant potential for duplicity, but, she concludes, by 

the 1870s, the idea of sincerity had itself become a self-conscious posture, a rit-

ualized and melodramatic performance that was the forerunner of the Dale Car-

negie “how to win friends and influence people” model of the self-as- salesman. 

Halttunen’s analysis of the cultural function of fears in the advice literature of 

mid-nineteenth-century America about “confidence men and painted ladies” is 

compelling, but it focuses primarily on the social interactions in the parlor. Mel-

ville’s novel, I want to suggest, points to a different understanding of the cultural 

logic of the con man, one in which the sentiment of confidence is essential to 

economic development, although the confidence trick was permanently in dan-

ger of undermining it.8

 The newspaper reports of the 1849 arrest in New York of the Original Con-

fidence Man explained his modus operandi, with most recounting a scam re-

duced so close to its bare bones that its audacious simplicity is as staggering as 

the gullibility of the victims is laughable. The well-dressed and affable William 

Thompson (one of his many aliases) would approach a likely looking gentlemen 

on the streets of New York and engage him in conversation. Thompson would 

first inquire whether the mark had confidence in him and then ask him to lend 

Thompson his watch as proof of that sentiment—“Have you confidence in me to 

trust me with your watch until tomorrow?”—only for Thompson to walk off and 

never be seen again.9 Over the course of a few days, Thompson made off with 

three watches, worth over $300, but was arrested when one of his victims spotted 

him on the street. It was this simplified version of the Original Confidence Man 

that occasioned much newspaper commentary, most of its lamenting the abuse 

of trust in the changing commercial landscape of American society. This rendi-

tion chimes in most clearly with Halttunen’s analysis of the con man’s affront 

to the prevailing republican ideology of simplicity and sincerity, but it seems to 

have very little to do with later commercial fraud. From the point of view of the 



Confidence Games and Inside Information  149

supposedly innocent mark, he is merely asked to offer up a token of an almost 

metaphysical faith in human goodness, one that is more a gift than a form of 

security for a loan. On this account, the moral crime of the con man is that he 

betrays the sentimental generosity of the victim. Indeed, in this iteration it is 

hard to explain why the con trick should be considered illegal, rather than merely 

immoral, because the “friendly loan” could, in theory, be repaid at some future 

stage, with the debt cancelled out by the return of the watch, turning what might 

look like a loan back into a gift.

 In all likelihood, however, the actual scam was a little more elaborate, even if 

many at that time chose to read it as a simple parable of the corruption of worthy 

sincerity. Thompson, it turns out, would show the victim a roll of cash that he 

was planning to invest in a secret get-rich-quick business proposal. He would 

promise to let the mark share in the scheme if the latter would provide a token of  

his trust, in the form of a gold watch, that, in effect, was to serve as collateral.10 

Even this first incarnation of the confidence man thus relied on the victims being 

less than innocent, already corrupted by market desires; the trick plays on their 

hopes of getting something for nothing. As with later elaborations of the confi-

dence trick, Thompson’s marks presumably thought they were getting privileged 

information, an inside tip, a sure-fire way to get rich quick that beats regular deal-

ings in the market and defies the Protestant work ethic of slow, steady accumula-

tion.11 Melville’s novel, I want to suggest, captures the slippage between these two 

differing accounts of the Original Confidence Man, suggesting that there was less 

a slow fall from grace from the republican-spirited greenhorn to the greedy mark 

than a permanent, dialectical intertwining of the two modes of economic being 

they respectively represent.

 In Melville’s story, a man posing as an agent for the Seminole Widows and 

Orphans Asylum strikes up a conversation with a widow by pretending to piety. 

He then says, in a direct echo of the phrase used by the Original Confidence Man, 

albeit in a variation that suggests an interest that is less economic than metaphys-

ical: “By the way, madam, may I ask if you have confidence?” Responding to the 

widow’s confused, stuttering reply, he makes his meaning more clear: “Could 

you put confidence in me, for instance?” And then comes the sting: “Prove it. 

Let me have twenty dollars” (56–57). Only when the widow fumbles for a polite 

way of asking why, exactly, he wants the money, does the confidence man reveal 

that it is not for himself but for charity, the spurious Seminole Widows and Or-

phans Asylum. Even this version of William Thompson’s routine—which seems 

to operate more in the realm of charity than commerce—blurs the line between 

a financial and a sentimental economy by having the con man force the widow 
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to give him twenty dollars as tangible proof of her confidence in him, or, to put it 

another way, she is ironically forced to put a monetary value on a noneconomic 

emotion, creating a dangerous fusion between the two ways of valuing that are 

seemingly incommensurate.12

 The same logic is repeated in the scene between the confidence man and 

a distrustful and ill miser below decks. The confidence man (in the guise of 

the ironically named Mr. Truman, an agent of the fraudulent Black Rapids Coal 

Company) gives the miser a glass of water, an act of kindness that seems to have 

no strings attached. The miser then asks, “How can I repay you?” and the scene 

continues:

 “By giving me your confidence.”

 “Confidence!” he squeaked, with changed manner, while the pallet swung. “Little 

left at my age, but take the stale remains, and welcome.”

 “Such as it is though, you give it. Very good. Now give me a hundred dollars.” (90)

These attacks on hypocrisy—of not putting your money where your mouth is, es-

pecially when it comes to Christian charity—perform a repeated sleight-of-hand 

in which a gift is turned into a monetary transaction, with the confidence man 

getting people to put a price on something that is, in theory, priceless. The double 

irony is that this exchange is, in reality, a form of theft. In a similar vein, there is 

the satirical episode of the businessman with gold sleeve buttons who has a plan 

for injecting the “Wall Street spirit” into the realm of philanthropy, organizing 

charity on an industrial scale and level of efficiency, undermining the very idea of 

charity as selfless giving. The novel repeatedly suggests that a moral economy is 

inseparable from economic calculations, and, vice versa, that market transactions 

are conducted through sentimental forms.

 The Original Confidence Man was arrested again in Albany, New York, in 

1855, just as Melville was writing his novel in nearby Pittsfield, Massachusetts. 

Now going under the alias of Samuel Willis, the confidence man went into a 

jewelry store and asked the owner to step aside for a private matter. He then 

asked whether the jeweler was a Freemason. (It is not clear from the historical 

record if this was a lucky—albeit reasonable—guess, or whether Thomson had 

inside information in advance.) Having made an appeal to this secret, personal 

connection, Thomson then told the jeweler how he had fallen on hard times 

before asking him, as the newspaper account puts it, “if he would not give a 

brother a shilling if he needed it?” The proprietor of the jewelry store, the report 

concludes, “was induced to give him six or seven dollars.”13 In the version of this 

story in Melville’s novel, John Ringman, another of the many incarnations of 
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the confidence man, strikes up a conversation on board ship with a well-to-do 

businessman called Mr. Roberts. (A previous avatar of the confidence man has 

been seen picking up a business card dropped by Roberts.) Ringman tries to 

persuade Mr. Roberts that they have met before, calling up details of how they 

had both done business in an office in Philadelphia, how they had hit it off, how 

Roberts had invited Ringman back to his house for tea, and so on. This encoun-

ter is fascinating, because it blends together elements of both a traditional gift 

economy and a newer, contract-based exchange. The appeal to a Masonic connec-

tion is obviously designed to make the mark respond not as a stranger, but as a 

“brother.”14 In part, this appeal to a Masonic connection has the effect of making 

Ringman seem more respectable by presenting himself as a business equal with 

Mr. Roberts, but it also makes him more suspect, because it conjures up a form 

of business orchestrated by hidden connections rather than by pure freedom of 

contract. The encounter also evinces a tacit appeal to intimacy, a form of knowing 

confidence between men who share a recognition of sameness that exceeds the 

bounds of strict business. The name Ringman evokes marital respectability, but 

it also suggests anal sex. It is thus perhaps not without reason that the confidence 

man is called a “queer sort of chap,” a “queer man—a very queer and dubious 

man,” a “queer customer,” and a “man-charmer” (131, 136, 280).15

 Ringman’s subsequent extended story about how he has fallen on hard times 

is equally significant in terms of the shifting debates about debt, bankruptcy, 

and moral culpability in the middle of the nineteenth century. Ringman is ap-

pealing to an older notion of economic misfortune and debt, not as the result of 

personal liability, but as the effects of an impersonal Providence. “Judging from 

his auditor’s expression,” the narrator comments, “it seemed to be a tale of sin-

gular interest, involving calamities against which no integrity, no forethought, 

no energy, no genius, no piety could guard” (29). If Ringman’s approach to Rob-

erts conjures up the specter of a risky—and potentially unmanning—financial 

exchange with a stranger, it is a very odd kind of impersonal contractarianism, 

because it is framed almost entirely in the language of a personal connection 

achieved through telling a story. There is no explanation, for example, of what  

the terms of the loan might be; it is as if, between gentlemen and fellow Ma-

sons, the embarrassing financial details are best left unspoken. Unlike the earlier 

scene in Melville’s novel, in which it seems that the con man is pretending to be 

a crippled black beggar (the Black Guinea) appealing directly for alms, Ringman 

does not ask for charity as such, but instead asks for a loan, framing a charitable 

encounter as a contractual transaction, using virtually the same words as those 

in the newspaper article about the reappearance of William Thompson/Samuel 
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Willis: “And would you not loan a brother a shilling if he needed it?” (28). It is 

therefore worth noting that in the original newspaper report, the confidence man 

asks the victim to “give” him a shilling, but in Melville’s version, Ringman asks 

for a “loan,” albeit still in the euphemistic amount of a “shilling.” What this scene 

suggests is that it is not doing business with a stranger that, in itself, is the prob-

lem, as the antebellum advice literature studied by Halttunen suggests. Instead, 

the confusion comes from mistaking a contractual relationship for one based on 

friendship, status, charity, and gift.

 The mistake Mr. Roberts makes is to place trust in personal character, rather 

than the impersonal guarantee of freedom of contract. Ringman the con man 

dresses up an impersonal economic relationship in the language of sentimental 

intimacy that both sides try to pretend is otherwise, conveniently passing off as 

a gift what is, in fact, a loan. The con man flatters the mark by implying that 

they are both men of business, even as he silently pockets a charitable donation, 

which is a form of theft.16 As soon as Ringman has extracted a donation from  

Mr. Roberts, he turns cold and impersonal, breaking the spell of their supposedly 

friendly encounter and indicating that his bonhomie was purely instrumental. 

Ringman does, however, leave Roberts with a parting gift: a piece of information. 

It is a gift that serves as partial repayment for Mr. Robert’s charitable donation, 

which had been dressed up as a loan; a gift that, in turn, was actually a form of 

payment for the sob story that Ringman had told. Ringman gives Mr. Roberts 

an inside stock tip for the Black Rapids Coal Company, whose transfer agent— 

another guise of the con man—happens to be on board: “My object, sir, in calling 

your attention to this stock, is by way of acknowledgement of your goodness” 

(31). But this free gift, given supposedly with no strings attached, is yet another 

ploy to con Roberts by making the seemingly impersonal world of financial cap-

italism appear to operate through inside information.

 Melville’s novel thus shows how the confidence trick worked: contractarian 

forms of exchange masquerading as gifts, and vice versa. The emerging mar-

ket for industrial securities in mid-nineteenth-century America was not simply 

fuelled by a new and unwelcome spirit of speculative risk taking and calculability, 

although this was the interpretation that many at the time made after the appear-

ance of the Original Confidence Man. Instead, as Melville’s anatomy of the con-

fidence trick suggests, many speculators were looking to avoid risk by receiving 

surefire tips as gifts, grafting a newer economic epistemology onto a traditional 

system of favors and reciprocities.

 Melville captures the persistence of status in the age of contract with sav-

age irony in a twinned pair of stories toward the end of the novel, which speak 
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poignantly to Melville’s frustration at both the vagaries of a brave new world of 

fluctuating market values and the claustrophobic chains of familial obligation in 

which his economic affairs had become entwined. The first story emerges out of 

an encounter between the “cosmopolitan” Francis Goodman and Egbert (who, 

most commentators on the novel agree, is a thinly disguised parody of Thoreau). 

The conversation goes round in circles as Egbert intransigently refuses to budge 

from his clear separation of a moral economy from a financial economy. In order 

to defend his position that a “friendly loan” always ends in disaster, Egbert re-

counts the fairy-tale story of China Aster, the moral of which is presumably that 

business motives should not interfere between friends, and that a loan should 

be regarded as a gift, rather than a humiliating act of charity or a hard-nosed 

contractual agreement.

 The story immediately following the tale of China Aster, however, has the 

opposite moral. The con man, in the guise of the cosmopolitan, tries to convince 

the ship’s barber to remove the sign that he has placed outside his shop, an-

nouncing “No Trust” (10)—literally meaning that no credit will be given, but also 

suggesting that all business in a modern market society is conducted under the 

sign of suspicion. Most firms at the time, however, were forced to do business 

on credit, in part because there was very little hard currency in circulation; what 

little there was came in the form of paper money, which was prone to counterfeit. 

One reason financial panics were so frequent and so widespread is that the whole 

nation was caught up in an interconnected web of credit and obligation. Yet the 

barber’s sign, proclaiming a refusal of trust, can also be read as an affirmation of 

trust—in hard cash, rather than in insubstantial credit. The con man eventually 

manages to dupe the distrusting barber into shaving him for free by drawing up 

a contract in which he agrees to indemnify the barber for any loss occurred by the 

latter agreeing to “trust” his customers. The contract is thus used to guarantee 

trust, but the promise of a contract is predicated precisely on a lack of trust—or, 

more accurately, a rational, calculating trust in the abstract and impersonal guar-

antee of the law, rather than on incalculable trust in a person, which involves a 

measurement of character as collateral (as J. P. Morgan continued to assert in 

the Pujo Committee hearings). The con man’s contract turns out not to be worth 

the paper it is written on, because the con man leaves, having neither paid for his 

shave nor left any collateral to back up his offer of insurance.

 The moral of the story, we are led to believe, is that there is no place for per-

sonal connections in the impersonal transactions of the market: trust no one. Yet  

Melville’s novel helps us see that the con artist’s routine blurs the boundary be-

tween an older, gift-based system of exchange and a newer, contractarian, market- 
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based economy, suggesting that the two are permanently intertwined. The con-

fidence trick works by promising to transform a risky encounter with an anon-

ymous stranger on the shifting sands of the placeless market into an intimate 

engagement with a friend that is governed not by the harsh doctrine of caveat 

emptor, but by a more-sentimental appeal to friendship and a gift economy, the 

latter through the hope of access to inside information. As Melville shows, the 

con trick was thus not so much an unwelcome assault on more innocent modes 

of social exchange as a clever and confounding incorporation of those traditional 

ways of being into the newer forms of market activity. Although accounts of the 

development of the confidence trick in the latter half of the nineteenth century 

emphasize how the mark was no longer the innocent greenhorn of midcentury 

conduct books, but instead a deceitful person, Melville’s novel suggests that the 

confusion between gullibility and greed was present from the outset—and that 

the con trick plays on that confusion. What is significant about the confidence 

trick, as it developed in the second half of the nineteenth century in the United 

States, is that its ambiguous, two-faced appeal also provided the structuring prin-

ciple for other economic activities, from credit reporting to inside dealing in 

the stock market. In its confounding of gift and exchange economies, the confi-

dence trick was not merely a quaint frontier tale or an affront to the middle-class 

sincerity of the parlor, but instead was central to the development of American 

capitalism in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era. As Stephen Mihm notes in 

his study of counterfeiting in the nineteenth century, “confidence was the engine 

of economic growth, the mysterious sentiment that permitted a country poor in 

specie but rich in promises to create something from nothing.”17

“The Confidence Man on a Large Scale”

Most commentators at the time were initially merely amused or mildly intrigued 

by the appearance of the Original Confidence Man, although, as Halttunen notes, 

the reaction to the con man’s assault on middle-class sensibilities became increas-

ingly pious. Some writers were sanctimoniously proud of the honest, trusting 

character of Americans revealed by the easy success of the con man’s schemes. 

For instance, Evert Duyckink, writing in the Literary World and quoting an article 

in the Merchant’s Ledger, insisted that “it is not the worst thing that may be said 

of a country that it gives birth to a confidence man. . . . ‘It is a good thing, and 

speaks well for human nature, that, at this late day, in spite of all the hardening 

of civilization and all the warnings of newspapers, men can be swindled.’”18 A few 

writers, however, voiced a more astute interpretation of the episode, most notably 
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an acerbic editorial in the New York Herald, three days after its initial news report, 

that ironically compared William Thompson with the “real confidence men” of 

Wall Street who were beginning to fleece the gullible public on an epic scale:

As you saunter through some of those fashionable streets and squares which or-

nament the upper part of this magnificent city, you cannot fail to be struck by the 

splendor of some of the palazzos which meet the eye in all directions. . . . Over the 

whole scene there is an air of that ostentatious expenditure, and that vulgar display 

in which the possessors of suddenly acquired wealth are so prone to gratify their low 

and selfish feeling. . . . Those palazzos, with all their costly furniture, and all their 

splendid equipages, have been the product of the same genius in their proprietors, 

which has made the “Confidence Man” immortal and a prisoner at “the Tombs.”

The difference between the two is one of scale: “His genius has been employed 

on a small scale in Broadway. Theirs has been employed in Wall Street. That’s all 

the difference. He has obtained half a dozen watches. They have pocketed mil-

lions of dollars. He is a swindler. They are exemplars of honesty. He is a rogue. 

They are financiers.” The article sarcastically notes that the Original Confidence 

Man’s fault was his lack of ambition. His methods would have been lionized if  

he had engaged in fraud on an industrial scale, a way that would soon become 

the norm with the antics of the robber barons:

He struck too low! Miserable wretch! He should have gone to Albany and obtained 

a charter for a new railroad company. He should have issued a flaming prospectus 

of another grand scheme of international improvement. He should have entered 

his own name as a stockholder, to the amount of one hundred thousand dollars. He 

should have called to his aid a few chosen associates. He should have quietly got 

rid of his stock; but on the faith of it got a controlling share in the management of 

the concern. He should have got all the contracts on his own terms. He should have 

involved the company in debt, by a corrupt and profligate expenditure of the capital 

subscribed in good faith by poor men and men of moderate means. . . . He should 

have run the company into all sorts of difficulty. He should have depreciated the 

stock by every means in his power. He should have brought the stockholders into 

bankruptcy. . . . Long life to the real “Confidence Man!”—the “Confidence Man” of 

Wall Street—the “Confidence Man” of the palace uptown—the “Confidence Man” 

who battens and fattens on the plunder coming from the poor man and the man 

of moderate means! As for the “Confidence Man” of “the Tombs,” he is a cheat, a 

humbug, a delusion, a sham, a mockery! Let him rot!19
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The Herald’s witty conclusion is that the “original” confidence man is a fake, 

because the stock market is the real con game, with its abuse of trust on an in-

dustrial scale.

 Like Melville’s novel, what this editorial suggests is that the confidence trick 

was not a curiosity or an aberration, but was central to the American way of un-

derstanding and doing business in the increasingly corporate and finance-driven 

society of the nineteenth century. The con man is not merely an outlaw, but is 

fully part of the structure of the expanding, deterritorialized market, an inevitable 

consequence of the nation’s faith in social and economic mobility and the seem-

ing absence of inherited structures of tradition and authority. As Amy Reading 

notes in her study of Frank Norfleet, a victim of a swindle in the 1910s: “Con men 

work firmly within the structures of American democratic capitalism, exploiting 

uncharted territory inside the system itself. . . . The new nation would never have 

prospered without imposture, speculation, and counterfeiting, because America 

was, from its inception, a confidence trick.”20 Indeed, it is arguable that mar-

ket capitalism does not rely on the Weberian spirit of plodding, Puritan accu-

mulation predicated on rational calculability, but on fictional expectations of an 

unknowable, speculative future, for which confidence is more important than 

knowledge.21 The confidence man’s habit of making the future seem tangible is 

thus also deeply connected to other national archetypes, such as the self-made 

man, the trickster, the gambler, the Barnumesque hoaxer, the frontier booster, 

and the traveling salesman.22 Confidence tricks (along with other forms of swin-

dling, such as bigamy) should therefore be considered “crimes of mobility.”23 Yet, 

as the Herald’s editorial makes clear, the confidence trick did not work outside 

the rules of financial capitalism, but it was central to the expanding influence of 

corporate capitalism. Confidence men provided a “negative analogue” that made 

regular Wall Street business seem respectable by contrast.24

 Far from a mere historical curiosity, the confidence trick remained a com-

pelling and increasingly common scenario well into the first decades of the 

twentieth century, a mainstay of lurid criminal confessions and exposés written 

by those trying to educate the public in the ways of the con man. What these 

books document is that by the 1880s, the small-scale, opportunistic confidence 

trick employed by William Thompson had developed into a very elaborate and 

often highly routinized scam. The short con mutated into the long con, as these 

more elaborate scams came to be known. “If the short con is an anecdote,” Luc 

Sante notes, “the long con is a novel.”25 A regimented script began to emerge that 

played almost scientifically on the psychological weaknesses of potential marks, 

and it began to make the crucial assumption that you could only con a dishonest 



Confidence Games and Inside Information  157

person, who, in many cases, became complicit in the illegal activity proposed in 

the con (and hence was less likely to complain to the authorities).26 In each of 

these scams, there was what the historian of the con, David Maurer, identifies as 

a ten-stage process that resembles the formulaic conventions and variations of a 

dramatic genre:

 1. Putting the mark up (locating and investigating a well-to-do victim)

 2. Playing the con for him (gaining the victim’s confidence)

 3. Roping the mark (steering him to meet the insideman)

 4. Telling him the tale (permitting the insideman to show him how he can 

make a lot of money dishonestly)

 5. Giving him the convincer (allowing the victim to make a substantial 

profit)

 6. Giving him the breakdown (determining exactly how much he will invest)

 7. Putting him on the send (sending him home for this amount of money)

 8. Taking off the touch (playing him against the big store and fleecing him)

 9. Blowing him off (getting him out of the way as quietly as possible)

 10. Putting in the fix (forestalling action by the law)27

 Three scenarios in particular came to dominate the world of the confidence 

game: gold bricks, green goods, and the wiretap (the big store). The simplest of 

these was the gold-brick routine, in which a seemingly naive or desperate miner 

would look to sell a solid brick of gold below market value. The brick would 

appear to the mark as genuine. In some cases it was, and would be swapped 

for a fake one by sleight-of-hand at the moment of trade, or a gold plug was in-

serted in a lead brick, so that a sample dug out for the mark to take for assaying 

would come back positive. The green-goods game involved advertising counter-

feit money that could be sold to a willing mark. The money shown to the victim 

would be genuine, but it would either be substituted at the vital moment for a 

wad of worthless paper or sawdust, or the transaction would be interrupted by 

accomplices of the con man posing as police (stage nine in the outline above).

 In the wiretapping game, the mark would be introduced—often with the 

seemingly fortuitous discovery of a dropped wallet—to an apparently high- rolling 

businessman who made his money from betting on a rigged horseracing game 

or from a stock market ploy. The scheme would involve illegally tapping into the 

official race results or stock prices over the telegraph and delaying them long 

enough to allow surefire bets to be placed in a betting parlor or a bucket shop. At 

first, the grift gang would painstakingly carry out the wiretapping, but by 1900 

a more devious version was developed, in which the mark would be shown the 
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scheme apparently working in a elaborate mock-up of a poolroom or bucket shop 

that was peopled entirely by accomplices of the con man running the game. The 

victims would be enticed into getting more money to invest in the supposedly 

risk-free deal, only for them to end up losing it all as any number of carefully 

scripted, smoke-and-mirrors impediments frustrated their ambitions to get rich 

quick.

 These scams became routinized around the turn of the twentieth century and, 

at first sight, are far removed in both practice and spirit from the simple charms 

of William Thompson—at least in the way the ploy of the Original Confidence 

Man was usually reported. No longer was the confidence man a lone artisan, 

plying his trade one mark at a time; the scam had become a corporate affair. The 

wiretapping game, in its most elaborate forms, needed a large organization of 

bunco men, and marks were fed into the assembly line by the dozen by a team 

of expert ropers. Even the green-goods game became scaled up into an industrial 

operation. It was an increasingly hierarchically organized and highly capitalized 

affair, usually with one mastermind behind the scenes, bankrolling the opera-

tion, and, like more-legitimate businesses during the “managerial revolution,” 

with a hired general manager, who would be put in charge of administering the 

complex details of the operation. Paddy O’Brien, for example, employed between 

thirty and forty green-goods men in Chicago, while James McNally’s agents, be-

tween them, had 800 aliases, issuing 750,000 circulars and spending $5 million 

on printing.28 Many commentators—both at the time and since—have romanti-

cized what they consider the consummate artistry of the golden age of the con-

fidence trick (c. 1880–1920), highlighting the way the scam merchant played out 

the drama like a master playwright. For example, even the hard-headed private 

detective George McWatters, in his exposé published in the Pinkerton Detective 

Series, writes with grudging admiration of “Colonel Novena, the Prince of Confi-

dence Men,” who was a “true artist.”29 Con artists characterized themselves—and 

were viewed in popular commentary—as ruggedly independent artisans who 

rejected the soul-destroying strictures of emerging corporate capitalism. None-

theless, they perfected the long con through what might be viewed as the same 

techniques of Taylorized management that were beginning to reshape industrial 

labor. “Wiretapping,” noted the lawyer and thriller writer Arthur Train in 1906, 

had become “an industry, a legalized industry with which the authorities might 

interfere at their peril.”30

 Despite the industrialization and financialization of the confidence game at  

the tail end of the nineteenth century, it nevertheless continued to operate through 

the same basic logic employed by the Original Confidence Man. The proposition 
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that hooked the sucker remained the idea of inside information: the hope of get-

ting ahead in the harsh, impersonal marketplace by befriending someone who 

knew the ropes, in order to even up the informational asymmetry and provide 

a shortcut to the social capital that was vital to the workings of a market society. 

The victim of the con wanted to get rich, not merely quickly and without ef-

fort, but also without risk, using inside information and personal connections to 

turn a hazardous speculation into a guaranteed deal. The marks—usually from 

a second-rate city or the countryside—were made to feel that by using their old- 

fashioned native savvy, they could play in the brave new world of the stock market 

on a par with the big-city manipulators. The rubes might not be skilled in reading 

the market, but they prided themselves on being able to read people; the irony 

was that it was the con man who was the one genuinely skilled in decoding the 

semiotics of psychology. The operation worked by deliberately confusing what 

seemed to be a legitimate, if somewhat irregular, business deal with a personal 

favor—the inside tip that was given (or should that be “gifted”? or “traded”?) in 

recognition of the return of the dropped wallet, an event that would usually set 

the game in motion in the first place.

 Gold bricks, green goods, and the wiretap, however, were just the tip of the 

iceberg of an entire industry of fraud, which often mimicked legitimate forms of 

stock market and other financial transactions. Instead of coming up to one pro-

spective mark at a time on the streets of New York or Chicago or Denver through 

a wallet drop, the “modern” con man approached a vast regional, and even na-

tional, audience through mass mailings and newspaper advertisements. “All the 

more important swindling schemes of the time which are intended to reach the 

mass of the people,” the New York postal inspector and prominent antivice cam-

paigner Anthony Comstock observed, “depend upon two mighty agencies of our 

present civilization, the Newspaper and the United States Mail. By means of 

these two instruments for good or evil, it is possible to reach every household 

in the land.”31 The advertisements and circulars enticed ordinary Americans to 

take part in schemes that would supposedly guarantee advantageous results in 

stock market speculation. Comstock, for example, tells the story of Lawrence 

& Company, a fraudulent brokerage office set up by Benjamin Buckwalter, 

a former snake-oil salesman who had advertised under the operatic moniker  

“Dr. Gounod.” A newspaper advertisement would declare that it was “just your 

time” to “make money safely, easily, and rapidly” in the stock market through 

the “combination method” of speculation.32 Those who replied to the advertise-

ment would be sent a lengthy circular that conjoined a bamboozling explanation 

of how the combination system worked with a direct, friendly approach to the 
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reader. The scheme supposedly allowed small investors to pool their capital, so 

they could collectively engage in a large-scale speculation that would put them 

on an equal footing with noted Wall Street figures such as Jay Gould. Suckers 

who accepted the bait would send in their money to Lawrence & Company, along 

with a signed form that would give the broker complete legal freedom to make 

investment decisions on the client’s behalf. Discretionary brokerages (as they 

were termed) proliferated rapidly in this period and were, in the eyes of their 

more-legitimate counterparts, a scourge on the profession. What made fraudu-

lent discretionary brokerage firms like Lawrence & Company even more treach-

erous was the fact that they did not actually invest the pooled money in the stock 

market on behalf of their gullible clients. Despite an elaborate show of keeping 

records of his alleged stock market transactions, in the hope that he could legally 

defend his practice if the books were examined, Buckwalter would merely pocket 

the money sent in by the public. Investors were strung along by a series of seem-

ingly personal form letters, with detailed statements of account, showing that 

their initial speculations had made tremendous profits, which were now being 

reinvested as a deposit in the next combination, but that a further contribution 

would be needed to secure the deal. In reality, all of this was a fiction. Once a 

sucker had been bled for as much as Buckwalter thought he could stand, the 

“Royal Bounce” letter (as Comstock terms it) was sent, explaining that, sadly, the 

latest combination had failed and the victim’s account was therefore wiped out.

 At the height of the operation, Buckwalter was raking in more than $20,000 

per month, with only a small proportion going toward the expense of hiring 

clerical staff and an office.33 When Comstock raided the firm’s office (not the 

grand Wall Street premises that the vignette on the letterhead notepaper seemed 

to promise, but a shady cubbyhole in an unprepossessing building around the 

corner), he discovered a “sucker list” of more than half a million names and 

seized some 40,000 letters from victims, the most tear jerking of which Com-

stock reprinted. Other, similar scams included “1% margin syndicates” (in which 

participants would be asked to stake a risibly small margin that would inevitably 

get wiped out); “stock promoters” (who would mail out elaborate prospectuses 

for firms whose prospects were grossly exaggerated, or even for firms that did 

not exist); “guarantee brokers” (who would faithfully return all the money from 

failed investments, less an eye-watering 12.5 percent “insurance charge” each 

month); “investment syndicates” (such as E. S. Dean & Company and the Frank-

lin Syndicate, which operated a Ponzi scheme long before Ponzi himself, paying 

out up to 10 percent in weekly returns to early investors, simply by handing 

over the money received from subsequent ones); and the “advance-information 
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brokers” (who promised, for a fee, “inside and advance information” on the fu-

ture course of grain and stock markets, but who would instead use the clients’ 

money to bet on both sides of the market, take a cut from the winners, and offer 

commiseration to the losers, all the while happily pocketing the regular subscrip-

tion fee from both).34 Most prominent of all was the development of the bucket 

shop, which mimicked regular brokerages, but with the crucial difference that 

bettors were not buying actual agricultural produce, or even their derivatives, 

such as commodity futures, but were instead, at best, betting against the house 

on the rise and fall of actual stock exchange prices, and, in the more-fraudulent 

versions, betting against manipulated or entirely fictitious quotations coming in 

over the ticker.

 In comparison with the work of the Original Confidence Man in 1849, and 

even the more elaborate “big store” variations that began to emerge in the 1880s 

and 1890s, the scale of these late-century frauds operating through mass mail-

ings and advertising was astounding. Writing in 1904, John Hill, a director of 

the Chicago Board of Trade tasked with combatting bucket shops, estimated that 

$100 million was invested in fraudulent stock promotions in 1902, while another 

$100 million annually was lost by the public in other get-rich-quick schemes, not 

including the rapid proliferation of bucket shops themselves, whose organization 

was increasingly complex. William Rodman Hennig, for example, started out in 

the tape game but then moved up to running a full bucket shop, with a central 

staff of twenty clerks, bookkeepers, and telegraph operators and more than thirty 

branch offices. In response to the legal challenges championed by Hill, Hennig 

created a quasi-trade organization for bucket shops that was designed to ape 

the respectability of the more legitimate exchanges. When that failed to achieve 

the desired results, he announced that he was establishing an entire parallel ex-

change to generate proprietary stock prices that the bucket shops could then use 

without fear of legal challenges.35

 Despite the seemingly industrial and impersonal scale of these operations, 

however, they continued to make a pseudopersonal appeal to their victims, just 

like the trick played by the Original Confidence Man. The letters sent out by firms 

such as Lawrence & Company were lithographically printed to make them look 

handwritten, a technique that many anxious commentators feared would dupe 

the gullible public. “Many of this class,” Comstock advised, “seek to overcome 

the growing prejudice against all this kind of advertising by sending personal 

letters: and these communications, which come unsolicited, are always to be re-

garded as very suspicious, the same as a printed circular.”36 Likewise, McWatters 

warns “youthful readers” that these mass-produced copies are designed to fool 
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the recipients into believing that they are handwritten for their benefit: “Proba-

bly one-third of those who receive these letters do not know that they are in fact 

‘printed,’ and each ignorant receiver feels flattered as he reads the letter that the 

‘speculator’ has taken pains to write to him so extendedly.”37 With the moderniza-

tion of the con trick, the mimicry of intimacy is now doubly false, providing a fake 

appeal to a personal connection that is itself cast deceitfully in pseudoauthentic 

lithographic “handwriting.” Even large bucket shop chains, like Christie Stock & 

Grain, relied on an oddly personal tone in letters that gave their postal clients the 

brush off. “Well, old friend,” one missive began, “we got in wrong this time, even 

though your corn was sold at what seemed to me an outrageous high price last 

evening. We had an old-fashioned runaway market to-day and there is no doubt 

that the December option is controlled by parties strong enough to do as they 

please with it, and it would be folly for any one to mix up with them.”38

 Comstock also documents how the newspaper advertisements placed by 

fraudulent brokerages, such as Lawrence & Company, also worked through a 

sleight-of-hand that was designed to evoke personal trust. Not only did the adver-

tisements address their audience directly, in the second person, as if speaking to 

a business equal, but they were to be typeset, to appear supposedly in the editorial 

voice of the newspaper, rather than as a separate advertising column. The adver-

tisements treacherously called upon the trust readers have in their news paper’s 

friendly voice of authority. As Comstock explained, the editor thus “appears as 

voucher for the fraudulent banking establishment advertised in his paper; and 

straightaway these readers invest their capital and savings. This trust is reposed 

especially in the word of the editor of a religious journal or of a reputable secular 

paper, which has for years been a companion in the household.”39 The adver-

tisements and circulars also included testimonials from allegedly satisfied cus-

tomers (in the case of pyramid schemes, such as the Franklin Syndicate, early 

investors would genuinely promote their success in person to eager denizens 

living in their neighborhood), along with worthless but rhetorically persuasive 

personal “guarantees” from the head of the firm. The scams thus combined what 

looked like impartial details of the success of the investment scheme, as if the 

numbers spoke for themselves, with an appeal that rested on placing trust both 

in the people that ran it and in the opinion of those who supposedly had profited 

by it. One correspondent of Lawrence & Company, for example, confessed that “I 

have read your circular carefully; and though I do not fully understand some of 

the terms, and methods, yet I believe you; and this doubtless is better than if I 

believed myself and doubted you.”40

 Most of the schemes relied on a populist appeal, both by offering the sem-
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blance of participation in the stock market for would-be investors of very humble 

means, and by evoking the democratic sentiment of average Americans being 

able to enjoy a share of the same successes as the elite. Many circulars for the 

“combination method” routinely evoked the idea that by pooling their resources, 

ordinary investors could be the equal of Jay Gould. Lawrence & Company, for 

example, noted that even for Gould, combinations were “the sole secret of his 

success,” but whereas he was said to admit only a favored few into his syndicate, 

with Lawrence & Company, “any one can participate in the business of the street 

at any time.”41 In the follow-up letters that strung the mark along, however, the 

emphasis instead was on the fact that the next combination was reserved for 

special “friends” only: “We are now forming new combinations of the $25, $50, 

$100, and $500 classes for this purpose, which we confidently recommend to 

our old customers and friends. While all of these combinations afford equal priv-

ileges and prospects, we would remind our friends that experience has proved 

that the larger amounts, having the greatest power, usually yield the greatest 

profits.”42 The interpellated investor was figured as both a generic Everyman and 

an “old friend.” The mass-produced confidence trick thus worked by making a 

simultaneous appeal to the inclusivity and exclusivity of the deal. Having access 

to confidential information or to the secret techniques employed by the big play-

ers was key to this advertised dream of leveling the social playing field. As an 

advertisement for an advance-information bureau stated, its aim was “to furnish 

a service that will put the small investor on an equal footing with the large trader, 

or, to use the parlance of the ‘Street,’ the ‘insider.’”43 In contrast to the Progressive 

Era’s political faith in transparency, regulation, and “system trust,” the appeal of 

the industrialized form of the confidence swindle was that it would combat the 

inequalities produced by Wall Street by allowing outsiders to become insiders.

Tips Are Valueless

Many critics were adamant, however, in insisting that participation in the stock 

market was indeed best left to insiders, a conviction that was only strengthened 

by the mounting evidence of the susceptibility of the public to confidence rackets 

promising surefire tips and other ways of beating the market. Despite its cam-

paign in the 1910s and 1920s to promote a “shareholding democracy,” in the 

decades around the turn of the twentieth century, the New York Stock Exchange, 

in particular, warned against the democratization of finance. The Hughes Com-

mittee (which had investigated speculation in securities and commodities in the 

wake of the panic of 1907) likewise counseled that speculation per se should not 

be banned, but was best left to the professionals, who were able to adjudge and 
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shoulder the risk. It identified, as the lowest of five categories of patrons of the 

exchanges, those “inexperienced persons, who act on interested advice, ‘tips,’ ad-

vertisements in newspapers, or circulars sent by mail, or ‘take flyers’ in absolute 

ignorance, and with blind confidence in their luck.” These feckless outsiders, it 

concluded, “almost without exception . . . eventually lose.”44

 The obvious popularity of confidence scams that promised inside access to the 

stock market also worried many of the popular writers who were trying to make 

financial speculation seem safe, and thus suitable for ordinary Americans. Re-

spectable investment-advice manuals—such as John Moody’s 1904 reissuing of 

John F. Hume’s 1888 Art of Investing as The Art of Wise Investing—decried a “new 

form of advertising for ‘Lambs’ [that] has become popular,” in which “for a small 

sum, paid ‘weekly’ or ‘monthly,’ the subscriber will receive ‘sure tips’ on the 

market’s movements, and that in consideration of one-quarter or one-half of the 

profits secured, the ‘Advisory Brokers’ will handle the deals for the ‘Lambs’ who 

don’t know how to do it for themselves.”45 For those seeking market information, 

Hume instead recommended John Moody’s Bureau of Corporation Statistics, 

whose reports “are not influenced or ‘inspired’ and have no bearing on Wall 

Street ‘tips’ and ‘gossip.’” He counseled trusting in objective data rather than 

personal connections, a position that needs to be tempered by the fact that his 

book was published by Moody. Most stock market guides for the common man 

published in the decades around the turn of the twentieth century warn that the 

promise of surefire tips and inside information is illusory, absurd, or deceptive. 

Other commentators, however, such as Thomas Gibson in Pitfalls of Speculation, 

insist that the dream of beating the market by such means is also “illogical.” The 

reason is that “any wide-spread dissemination of advance information as to a 

projected movement would defeat its own object”; in other words, rumors spread 

quickly and the market will instantly discount the anticipated event in much the 

same way that the efficient market hypothesis, a century later, would insist takes 

place. Gibson therefore concludes that “tips are valueless,” and is dismayed to 

admit that “the public continues to use them largely as a basis for trading.”46

 Early advocates of chart and tape reading took the idea of the self-negating 

nature of inside information even further. Richard Wyckoff, in Studies in Tape 

Reading, notes that “the insider who knows a dividend is to be jumped from 6 

per cent, to 10 per cent, shows his hand on the tape when he attempts to turn his 

knowledge into dollars.”47 In this line of thinking, any private information quickly 

becomes public knowledge (at least for those able to “read” the tape correctly), 

so tipsters and their clients are unable to capitalize on their access to privileged 

information. In fact, Wyckoff’s claim is even stronger; he suggests that good tape 
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readers are able to glean genuine inside information through an alert reading of 

the tape alone. He tells one story, for example, about an anticipated U.S. Supreme 

Court decision that would have a significant effect on stock prices, with the tape 

revealing the outcome even before the news wires: “That not even the insiders 

knew what the decision was to be is shown in the dullness of the stock all morn-

ing. Those who heard the decision in the Supreme Court chamber doubtless did 

the double-quick to the telephone and sold the stock short. Their sales showed 

on the tape before the news arrived in New York. Tape Readers were, therefore, 

first to be notified. They were short before the Street knew what had happened.”48 

Wyckoff’s argument is that equal access to stock market information via the stock 

ticker will ensure that finance is democratized for those who can read the tape, 

thereby undermining the usual dubious channels of privileged access.

 A similarly prescient faith in the ability of the impersonal market itself to an-

ticipate any significant inside information is evident in Henry Emery’s academic 

study of speculation, albeit with a very different conclusion. At first it seems 

as though Emery acknowledges the potential importance of inside information 

when he argues that the reason the “outside public” are so easily fleeced is that 

they have no access to advance knowledge of market movements, unlike genuine 

insiders. He notes that “with scarcely an exception . . . every successful operator 

in the stock or grain market has been distinguished by his unusual success in 

securing accurate information in advance of his competitors.” Emery goes on 

to argue, however, that in reality, access to inside information plays a compara-

tively insignificant role in speculation, because in the stock and produce markets, 

“events are anticipated and exert their influence before they arrive,” such that “it 

is often surprising to see how absolutely without effect is the final occurrence of 

an event of importance, provided it has been expected.”49 In another anticipation 

of the efficient market hypothesis and its notion of the uncanny accuracy and 

efficiency of the collective wisdom of the market, Emery is suggesting that the 

market will always have already discounted any inside information. As chapter 5 

explores in more detail, Emery was not alone in arguing that the democratization 

of finance—in the sense of speculation no longer being confined to a small clique 

of insiders, but opened up to the masses—would diminish the possibility of ma-

nipulating the market through inside information, and perhaps even make it 

impossible. If the robber barons had once been able to cannily use their positions 

as company directors to manipulate the market or engineer a corner in those 

securities, the argument went, then more-widespread speculation would make it  

much harder for any one individual to control the market and would make the 

information conveyed in prices more truly representative of actual conditions.
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The Special Circumstances of Inside Information

Although Emery suggested that the problem of inside information was exagger-

ated, he remained concerned that company directors could still use their privi-

leged position to manipulate the market in securities: “If they wish to speculate 

in the shares of their companies, they are in a position of extraordinary advan-

tage. By means of one line of policy or another, combined with the use of false 

information to the public, they may move the price to suit their private purposes. 

. . . Speculations of this order constitute the worst evil and the most flagrant 

scandals of the stock exchange.”50 Sereno Pratt, editor of the Wall Street Journal, 

secretary of the New York Chamber of Commerce, and author of the sober guide, 

The Work of Wall Street, took similar exception to the abuse of inside information: 

“There is still another class of speculators who are called ‘insiders.’ They are 

directors or officials of corporations or in other positions where it is possible to 

obtain inside information as to the business of the companies whose stocks are 

traded in[,] in Wall Street. They know things in advance of the public or even 

the professionals. They are able to speculate on the vantage-ground of certain 

knowledge.” Pratt takes some comfort in the fact that “even insiders sometimes 

slip in their operations,” noting that “there have been speculative directors who, 

selling the stock of their own company short, have found themselves cornered.” 

Like Emery, though, Pratt is still concerned about the power that directors hold 

and the dangers of insider trading: “A director of a great corporation whose secu-

rities are listed on the Stock Exchange is an influential individual, with sources of 

information and opportunities of manipulation denied to others. He is the true 

‘insider’ of the stock-market.”51

 The problem of inside information thus raised a number of political, ethical, 

and legal questions. Should promising to provide inside information be made 

illegal, because so many gullible outsiders get hoodwinked by confidence artists, 

or should the doctrine of caveat emptor apply, meaning that victims of scams had 

only themselves to blame? Was there any need for governmental or even indus-

try regulators to do anything about speculators using inside information, if the 

abstract market was able to regulate itself and negate any advantages of advance 

knowledge? If you can never beat the market, was using inside information un-

ethical, or merely inadvisable? Or, in the absence of any legal requirements for 

full transparency in corporate reporting, was having access to inside information 

a vital function that provided the trust that oiled the machinery of finance?

 As chapter 5 examines in more detail, despite J. P. Morgan’s rejection of the 

Pujo Committee’s accusation that the interlocking directorships of corporations 
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and banks amounted to a vast, yet intimate, conspiracy in the control of a handful 

of insiders, he relied on the seemingly outdated rhetoric of personal connections 

and character in his defense of his business practices. Corporate directorships 

and informal social and kinship ties provided Morgan & Company not merely  

with specific inside information, but a level of confidence that could not be 

achieved in any other way. While critics argued that this privileged access was 

open to abuse, the coterie of investment bankers and corporate financiers in-

sisted that the public should have confidence in them—not because of any regu-

latory requirements (which, they argued, could easily be corrupted), but because 

of their personal professionalism and patriotism. Trust the person, not the rules, 

they insisted.

 Far from being defensive about the charge of inside information, some bank-

ers were proud of the service they could provide to their clients, precisely because 

of their personal connections and privileged position. George Perkins, for example, 

worked simultaneously for the New York Life Insurance Company and J. P. Morgan 

& Company. Morgan wanted help in selling $500 million worth of shares as 

part of his massive consolidation of U.S. Steel. As a component in that larger 

campaign, Perkins was personally given $3 million worth of shares to dispose 

of. His preferred solution was for New York Life to buy the $3 million block, but 

because the terms of an agreement the insurance firm had regarding trading in 

Germany prevented it from owning any stock, Perkins instead sold the block to 

the New York Security and Trust Company, of which he was also a director. With 

the promise to the trust company’s fellow directors that New York Life would 

 continue to keep its sizeable cash deposits there, the trust company agreed to 

return 75 percent of the profits from the deal to New York Life. Perkins’s cozy 

personal relationship with the three firms allowed him not only to circumvent 

laws, but to engage in a financial speculation with seemingly no risk. Like Mor-

gan, Perkins felt that this kind of gentlemanly cooperation was preferable to the 

ravages of unfettered competition and was even willing to defend this position 

when called before the Hughes Committee’s investigation of the shady conflicts 

of interest and cozy relationships between the “Big Three” insurance firms. The 

Hughes Committee revealed, for example, how Perkins had sold $4 million worth 

of International Mercantile Marine bonds to J. P. Morgan & Company on the last 

day of the year, in order to move the loss-making bonds off the books of the insur-

ance company before it made its annual report, only to buy them back two days 

later. When Hughes sarcastically asked whether “you conducted that transaction 

with yourself,” Perkins replied that he had merely acted as agent for the two 

firms. Although rattled both by his cross-examination at the hands of Hughes 
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and by a public campaign led by a young Louis Brandeis, Perkins was “prepared 

not only to defend the insider transaction but to boast of it.”52 He was proud of the 

way he was able to engineer mutually profitable, risk-free deals for both the New 

York Life Insurance Company and J. P. Morgan & Company, and—had he not  

been prevented by Hughes from making a public statement—would have in-

sisted that the transaction “was only possible because of the advantages of my 

connection with J. P. Morgan & Co.”53 As far as Perkins was concerned, inside 

information was not only legitimate, but essential to the proper workings of high 

finance.

 The legal status of inside information was hazy, at best, during this period. 

Although corporations were required to submit annual reports to their state’s 

authorities, there was no requirement for them to be independently audited. 

Many corporate reports functioned as thinly disguised and often quite inaccurate 

advertisements for the firm. Company directors thus had no incentive to share 

their privileged knowledge of the true state of affairs of the corporation and, in 

fact, could make personal fortunes on the stock market by manipulating their 

secret knowledge. Perkins was convinced that his transactions were morally jus-

tified, because he saw himself working ultimately for the benefit of the masses 

of insurance policy holders by reducing competition and thereby reducing risk, 

rather than being a party to the selfish abuse of public trust that had typified the 

era of the robber barons. Perkins assumed that he was fulfilling his fiduciary duty 

of trust by using inside information.

 Although the Hughes Committee and the public were outraged at some of 

the details of the internecine connections between insurance companies, banks, 

and industrial corporations, the kind of insider dealing that Perkins engaged in 

was not technically illegal. The dubious practices that Perkins followed were not 

outlawed until the advent of New Deal legislation that was designed to regain 

public trust in the stock market after the Wall Street crash of 1929. Even then, 

despite a sweeping prohibition on fraudulent securities practices, insider trading 

as such was not singled out for particular attention.54 Although the Securities 

Exchange Act of 1934 did not fully identify and prohibit insider trading, as it has 

since come to be theorized in legal scholarship, it nevertheless signaled a desire 

to overturn the presumption that such manipulative practices were part and par-

cel of Wall Street business. A later U.S. Supreme Court ruling summarizing the 

broad intent of this New Deal legislation concluded that “a significant purpose 

of the Exchange Act was to eliminate the idea that the use of inside information 

for personal advantage was a normal emolument of corporate office.”55 Before 

the twentieth century, as an article in a law journal (summarizing received legal 
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wisdom) noted in 1910, “the doctrine that officers and directors [of corporations] 

are trustees of the stockholders . . . does not extend to their private dealings with 

stockholders or others, though in such dealings they take advantage of knowl-

edge gained through their official position.”56 Strong v. Repide (1909), the first case 

on insider trading heard by the U.S. Supreme Court, began to chip away at this 

prevailing wisdom. The case revolved around the question of whether the direc-

tor of the Philippine Sugar Estates Development Company should have revealed 

to a shareholder—whose shares the director secretly bought on the cheap—the 

negotiations he was involved in to sell the company’s assets to the U.S. govern-

ment. While the Supreme Court broadly affirmed the ruling that company direc-

tors were under no special obligation to disclose all material facts, it argued that 

in the case at hand, there were “special circumstances” that made it permissible 

for the law to intervene in the transaction, a compromise that neither explicitly 

condoned nor prohibited inside information.

 In cases involving confidence tricksters and inside information, the law was 

even more murky, with suits brought by victims of swindling often failing to ob-

tain a conviction. The defense would cite People v. McCord (1871), a case in which 

the victim of a fake arrest tried to bribe Henry McCord, a con man posing as a 

detective issuing a warrant. The Illinois Court of Appeals overturned McCord’s 

initial conviction, arguing that the injured party was complicit in the crime pro-

posed by the con man. People v. McCord was later cited in other cases involving 

confidence tricks, such as attempting to obtain advance information of stock-

price movements by illegally tapping telegraph wires, or by trying to buy forged 

currency in the green-goods game. The victim was deemed to be a confederate 

in the intended crime and therefore not deserving of the protection of the law. 

In both Strong v. Repide and People v. McCord, the underlying assumption was 

that people engaging in the financial marketplace should do so with their eyes 

wide open, with their sovereign individual freedom trumping the need to protect  

the unwary from the dangers of inside information, whether real or fictitious.57 

The law was not particularly concerned with financial fraud; instead, it was left to 

individuals and businesses to provide a private solution to this public problem.58

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, crony capitalism—using 

inside information, relying on personal favors, and betraying both public and 

private trust—was thus a matter of routine. This was no longer the shameless 

political vote rigging and blatant abuse of privilege that had characterized the 

Tammany Hall and Erie Railroad shenanigans, however. Instead, it was a system 

of corruption that was championed as technocratic and professional. As Richard 

White argues, in this historical moment, “the corrupt explored new frontiers: 
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they corrupted information, particularly financial information, on a scale never 

before possible.”59

Love Plots and Business Plots

The questions presciently raised by Melville in The Confidence-Man remained a 

pressing concern in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Why was the confi-

dence trick so troubling, yet so alluring? Did it work by appealing to the moral code 

of friendship, or by abusing it? Should personal friendship and impersonal business 

mix? By the final decades of the nineteenth century, traditional ways of organizing 

social dealings through established hierarchies of status and chains of obligation 

had supposedly given way to more impersonal and abstract modes of economic 

interaction, governed by the developing laws of contract. In Nikolas Luhmann’s 

terms, personal trust had seemingly been rendered redundant by system trust.60 

Yet an older gift economy was not simply replaced by an encroaching exchange 

economy, but was folded within it. Although the law governing insider dealing 

clung resolutely to the laissez-faire doctrine of caveat emptor, the persistent fas-

cination and anxiety surrounding confidence games suggested otherwise. The 

scams promised a personal connection to financial success that bypassed both 

hard work and the laws of supply and demand.

 The second part of this chapter explores in more detail the way that the rela-

tionship between economics and morality was worked through in a number of 

American novels of the period, focusing in particular on fiction by William Dean 

Howells and Edith Wharton. The first reason for looking closely at novels as a 

cultural form is that in their plots, writers returned repeatedly to the theme of the 

possibility or impossibility of a moral economy in a world that seemed increas-

ingly governed by the blind forces of economic and biological determinism—a 

thematic preoccupation that, in turn, was part of the larger aesthetic and ideo-

logical debate between the older conventions of sentimentalism and the newer 

logics of realism and naturalism. Confronted with the increasing importance 

of distant financial episodes in determining everyday reality, many novelists 

felt obliged to explore either the “romance and adventure in Wall Street” (in the 

words of Lafcadio Hearn), or, for those less sanguine about the effects of finance, 

a sense of the floating, unsubstantial nature of reality in an era repeatedly beset 

by panics in which all that had been taken to be solid and dependable melted so 

quickly into thin air.61 The other reason for focusing on the novel is that, during 

this period, it is, as Wai Chee Dimock notes, the cultural form that enacts in its 

structure of multiple plot lines the potentially infinite chains of causality, obliga-

tion, and personal connectedness that continue to exist between individuals in 
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an increasingly vast and complex market society. “In the very form of the novel,” 

Dimock observes, “in its web of causality and its need for closure, we see a uni-

verse of alternating expansion and contraction that would seem to correspond, 

more or less, to the alternately expanding and contracting cognitive universe that 

facilitates both capitalism and humanitarianism.”62 It is thus not merely in its 

story lines, but at the level of form, that the realist novel investigates the idea of 

personal entanglements in an age of impersonal financial strictures.

 The relationship between morality and economics in general, and the concat-

enations of interpersonal causality in particular, are worked through most ob-

viously in the intertwining of a love plot and a business plot in the Gilded Age 

novel. The relationship between the two plot lines in many novels from around 

the turn of the twentieth century is troubling. In many of the popular fictions 

of finance that appeared in large numbers during this period, the two plots find 

mutual resolution in hackneyed endings. In these Wall Street stories, the busi-

ness plot is often melodramatically entwined with the love plot, with rivalries and 

malfeasances on the floor of the stock exchange paralleled, but also eventually 

resolved, by romantic entanglements outside the realm of the market. The spe-

cialty of author Will Payne, for instance, was a love subplot in which the son and 

daughter of warring financiers eventually marry, providing a connubial solution 

to the financial problem that the novel raises, albeit at the expense of plausibility 

and aesthetic sophistication. In other cases, though, the connection between the 

various plot strands is less easily resolved, and both readers at the time and more 

recent critics have disagreed about the logical justification and aesthetic success 

of the conflation of seemingly unconnected stories and genres within the same 

novel.63

The Personal Considerations of Silas Lapham

Against the backdrop of William Dean Howells’s tale of the financial ruin of its 

self-made businessman protagonist, The Rise of Silas Lapham raises the question 

of his moral rejuvenation in the face of adversity. Having made his fortune from 

the fortuitous discovery of a natural mineral paint on the family farm, Lapham tries 

to gain entry for his two daughters into polite Boston society. While on vacation, 

his wife and elder daughter Irene had nursed Mrs. Corey, who is from one of the 

most refined Boston families. Feeling a debt of obligation to Mrs. Lapham, she 

arranges a visit and then a dinner party, one result of which is that her son Tom 

Corey becomes attracted to Penelope, the younger Lapham daughter, although 

everyone else is convinced that it is Irene who has caught his fancy—not least 

Irene herself, who is besotted with Tom. In part flattered by the attentions of 
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Corey Jr., Lapham offers the young dilettante a position in his paint firm, a busi-

ness decision that seems entwined with sentimental considerations, despite 

Lapham denying to his wife that this was the case. The central drama of the novel 

comes when the truth of Corey’s affections are made known: what is the best way 

out of a situation that, whichever way it is solved, will inevitably cause distress 

to one of the Lapham sisters? The solution to the love triangle proposed by the 

Reverend Sewell, whom the Laphams approach for advice, seems to belong more 

properly to the world of business. The utilitarian calculation of an “economy of 

pain” dictates that there is no point in all three young people being made to suf-

fer needlessly for a falsely sentimental notion of sacrifice (i.e., if Penelope allows 

Irene to marry Tom), when common sense dictates that the pair who are truly 

in love should marry, and the unrequited sister should accept the reality of the 

situation as unfortunate and not blameworthy.

 Compounding Lapham’s troubles is the return of Milton K. Rogers, his feck-

less former partner, who fell on hard times after Lapham bought him out once 

he no longer needed the other’s initial input of capital. In an act that is part 

sentimental charity and part hard-nosed business, Lapham agrees to buy some 

mining shares from Rogers, but it turns out that they are nearly worthless, as 

the regional railroad has changed its commitment to connect up with the mines 

(and is perhaps deliberately reneging on the deal in order to force a fire sale of the 

property). In order to recoup some of his losses from these shares, Lapham takes 

to stock market speculation, but he ends up losing even more money, something 

he can now ill afford, as general business conditions are falling into a slump. 

The paint business suffers, and things take a turn for the worse when the appear-

ance of a new paint firm in West Virginia ultimately forces him to sell out to his 

younger rivals. Lapham’s fall is complete when the new house he had commis-

sioned burns to the ground, a disaster made worse by the fact that he had allowed 

the insurance policy on the property to lapse. Alongside the love triangle involv-

ing the tale of Irene, Penelope, and Tom on the one hand, and Lapham’s descent 

toward bankruptcy on the other, there is another plot line that concentrates on 

Zerilla Dewey, who works as a secretary for Lapham. The reader eventually learns 

that Zerilla is the daughter of the man who, during the Civil War, took the bullet 

destined for Lapham, an act for which the latter feels eternally grateful. Lapham 

considers it a debt that can never be repaid. Unbeknownst to his wife and family, 

he supports the girl, her alcoholic mother, and the latter’s equally hapless partner.

 Many original reviewers of the novel were mystified by its title, which seemed 

to promise uplift rather than decline, and could not find any connection between 

the different stories covered in the novel. Some even flat out ignored the far-from-  
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incidental account of Lapham’s lurch toward bankruptcy, seeing the novel merely 

as a story of a tragic love triangle.64 Several modern critics of The Rise of Silas 

Lapham have likewise been unconvinced by the relationship between the various 

parts of the novel, seeing it as aesthetically flawed.65 In contrast, Donald Pizer 

insists that “the apparent conflict between the attack on self-sacrifice in the sub-

plot and Lapham’s self-sacrifice in the main plot” is, in fact, reconciled within a 

“single moral system,” suggesting that the tensions between the love plot and the 

business plot are illusory, because they are both governed by the same sentimen-

tal code.66 In a similar vein, but with the opposite conclusion, Wai Chee Dimock 

argues that Sewell’s utilitarian “economy of pain” provides a cognitive frame that, 

at a thematic level, joins the love plot and the business plot and is matched, at a 

formal level, by the novel’s aesthetic balancing of its different plot lines, which 

function, at a structural level, as an analogue for poetic justice.67 Where Pizer 

views all the plot lines of The Rise of Silas Lapham as operating within a single 

moral framework, Dimock (in keeping with other New Historicist interpretations 

of American naturalism) reads the different elements as part an all-pervasive 

economic logic.

 As we have seen, however, the love plot and the business plot in The Rise of 

Silas Lapham remain confused and conflicted, neither fully demarcated in sep-

arate spheres nor fully integrated. Hildegard Hoeller argues that the tensions 

within Howells’s novel and other works of late nineteenth-century American lit-

erature result from the operation of two different economies within the novel, 

namely, a gift economy of personal obligations and an exchange economy derived 

from the world of contractual business relationships.68 For example, Hoeller 

rightly points out that the conflict between these two modes of interaction actu-

ally provides the starting point for the whole narrative, with the worrying sense 

of limitless obligation felt by the Coreys to the Laphams for Mrs. Lapham’s kind 

act. Hoeller’s reading of the discord between the two perspectives draws on the 

anthropological and philosophical meditations by Lewis Hyde and Jacques Der-

rida on the conceptual impossibility of a true, altruistic gift.69 The implication is 

that the unresolvable confusions between obligation and an exchange economy 

in the novel result from the timeless, contradictory nature of the gift itself.

 I want to suggest instead that The Rise of Silas Lapham repeatedly returns to the 

confusion between gift and exchange, because it had become a pressing problem 

by the 1880s. Lapham is presented as the epitome of the modern businessman, 

in contrast to the obsolescence of the aristocratic world of Corey Sr. The Coreys 

worry that Lapham is too focused on business—“I don’t think it would strike him 

as businesslike” (68)—with Corey Sr. struggling to find some way of understand-
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ing his counterpart.70 He charitably suggests that for men like Lapham, money 

is “the romance, the poetry of our age” (64). Despite the increasing dominance 

of the corporate form, Lapham, early in his career, rejects even a straightforward 

partnership, as it would signal a dilution of his manly sense of independence. 

Later, after his bankruptcy, he becomes more obsolescent still, as his paint-mine 

firm becomes merely part of a larger corporate structure. The novel suggests that 

the Brahmin Coreys are outdated in comparison with Lapham the businessman, 

but he, in turn, is a dying breed of ruggedly individualist proprietor. In a similar  

contradictory fashion, Lapham makes his fortune by an obsessive and hard-

hearted dedication to his business, seemingly to the exclusion of all other virtues, 

yet his feeling for the paint he manufactures is highly personal, the antithesis of 

mere exchange value. His paint firm, the narrator informs us, “was something 

more than a business to him” (50), and he recognizes that the mineral source of 

his paint is a gift, a natural boon. As Brook Thomas notes, Howells’s novel—as if 

trying to work out the troublesome border between the separate spheres of fem-

inine sentiment and masculine trade—repeatedly invokes the very word “busi-

ness” in domestic contexts, with Silas, for instance, telling his wife Persis, “You 

mind your own business, Persis . . . if you’ve got any” (284).71 When Lapham and 

his wife discuss whether he should take Tom into the firm for the sake of Irene, 

Lapham stumbles to the conclusion (drawn from the rhetoric of paint making) 

that “I don’t object to him, as I know, either way, but the two things won’t mix” 

(90). And Persis hesitatingly feels her way toward agreement: “But if you really 

think it won’t do to mix the two things . . .” (91). From the other side of the 

transaction, Mrs. Corey wonders whether her son’s advancement in the world of 

business is not the result of his objective merit: “And you don’t suppose it was 

any sort of—personal consideration?” (101).

 Despite Howells’s insistence that the story is one of the moral rise of its pro-

tagonist despite his business fall, Lapham’s problems stem from the inconsistent 

way in which he manages to “mix the two things” of business and personal affairs. 

Lapham blames his downfall on his dabbling in the alien and amoral new realm 

of stock market speculation, with Silas confessing to Irene on her return from 

her self-imposed exile: “I don’t know as you’d call it wrong. It’s what people do all 

the time. But I wish I’d let stocks alone” (287). Yet it turns out that his difficulties 

arise from other factors, some of which are mere contingencies of “this economic 

chance world,” while others are a result of his repeated and contradictory efforts 

to maintain an old-fashioned moral rectitude.72 Lapham does business with Rog-

ers as a personal favor but presents it as a commercial transaction; yet he then 

refuses the possibility of conducting some business with the representatives of 
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wealthy English investors in a manner that, while on the surface is entirely re-

spectable, smacks of knowing collusion: Lapham “with difficulty kept himself 

from winking” (325). As far as his treatment of Rogers is concerned, Lapham is 

adamant, protesting a trifle too vehemently that “it was a perfectly square thing,” 

because “it was a business chance” (46). Lapham insists on keeping up the fiction 

that they are engaged in a business relation rather than charity: “Rogers came to 

borrow. He didn’t come to beg” (131). Persis demands, however, that the loan is 

never to be recalled, no matter how much Lapham might need it, a gesture that, 

in effect, turns the loan into a gift. Despite Lapham’s insistence on keeping his 

dealings with Rogers on a purely business footing, he seals his own financial ruin 

when, for reasons of moral scrupulosity, he refuses to indulge in the transaction 

that Rogers proposes with the English agents, even when Rogers offers to buy 

the property directly from Lapham, so that the latter’s conscience (and his legal 

liability) will be clear: “You will not have an iota of responsibility,” and “any lawyer 

would have told him the same” (329). Rogers’s reading of the business ethics of 

the case differs from Lapham’s: “I did not think that was necessary,” he informs 

Lapham, “to tell the parties about the G, L & P [Railroad]” (321). At the same 

time, however, he invokes the old-fashioned sanctity of a businessman keeping 

his promises when he tries to persuade Lapham that the latter must meet with 

the English agents.

 With the G, L & P deal, it seems that nearly everyone is “in the know” yet 

willing to maintain the fiction of impartiality: Lapham knows that Rogers knows 

that the English agents know that the property is worthless, and that, in any case, 

the English investors are able to sustain the loss. This only leaves the question 

of whether the unknown wealthy English investors are merely the fools of stock 

market lore, or whether they are turning a blind eye themselves to the specifics of 

a deal they must know is probably too good to be true in order to pass it on to an 

even greater fool. Lapham comes to realize that the inside deal being proposed, 

through euphemism, is that the Englishmen will buy the stock issues at an in-

flated price from Lapham but will then expect a kickback, each side benefitting 

from a “personal consideration.” Despite having earlier boasted to Persis that 

“I’ve got the inside track” on the deal, Lapham insists on conducting business 

with the highest level of morality, even if it means his financial ruin. He explains 

to Persis: “Most likely Rogers was lyin’, and there ain’t any such parties; but if 

there were, they couldn’t have the mills from me without the whole story. Don’t 

you be troubled Persis. I’m going to pull through all right” (279). When presented 

at the eleventh hour with the opportunity of selling his paint firm to a speculator 

from New York, Lapham toys with the tantalizing possibility of rescue but then 
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realizes that he could not withhold information about the rival West Virginian 

paint company from the prospective New York buyer. Despite supposedly being 

the representative of a new age, in which everything is reduced to the bottom 

line, Lapham instead seems to represent an older order, as he finds himself 

unable to compartmentalize his business and his morals. Unlike Melville’s sly 

narrator, Howells—and, indeed, the realist novel as a cultural form during this 

period—cannot recount his protagonist’s rise and fall “without the whole story,” 

that is, without the full disclosure to the reader of all the “material facts” (as the 

Strong v. Repide decision termed it) of the hidden consequences of each charac-

ter’s actions, appearing in seemingly ever-widening ripples of influence that blur 

the boundaries between the various love plots and business plots. Lapham finds 

himself caught up in a web of global business connections that are increasingly 

being woven by a stock market that is geographically remote. At the same time, 

however, he is entangled in a series of domestic moral obligations that cannot 

easily be repaid. There is no easy, dialectical synthesis of the two perspectives. 

Rather than a smoothing out of the apparent tension between a moral economy 

and an exchange economy, the novel provides what we might term an imaginary 

irresolution of real social contradictions.73

Friends

In her autobiography, Edith Wharton observed how her friend Henry James 

“often bewailed to me his total inability to use the ‘material,’ financial and in-

dustrial, of modern American life. Wall Street, and everything connected with 

the big business world, remained an impenetrable mystery to him.”74 In contrast 

to some examples of financial fiction from the turn of the twentieth century, 

Wharton’s novels do not undertake a sustained examination of “Wall Street, and 

everything connected to the big business world.” Yet they nevertheless engage 

dramatically with the tensions between the realm of morality and the realm of 

economics, doing so in more ways than the familiar exploration of marriage as 

a market in the nineteenth-century novel of manners. In Wharton’s novels, the 

link between Wall Street and Fifth Avenue, at the level of both content and form, 

is a moral quagmire of inside information that blurs the boundary between older, 

more personal forms of interaction and seemingly more modern, impersonal ones.

 In his revisionist account of the transcontinental railroads in the nineteenth 

century, Richard White argues that “friendship” greased the economic and polit-

ical machinery of railroad corporations, whose focus was often more on making 

money through financial scheming than on building a robust transportation sys-

tem. Despite all the contemporary popular talk of gloves-off battles between the 
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era’s robber barons, the key players in nineteenth-century financial skullduggery 

routinely invoked the notion of friendship in their creation of reciprocal chains of 

influence and obligation. The sentimental virtue of affection, however, was not 

necessarily part of what was meant by calling an amenable politician or financier 

a “friend.” Instead, “friendship was a code: a network of social bonds that could 

organize political activity.”75 White insists that corruption is not always inevitably 

the same, but has its own history, and that what made Gilded Age and Progres-

sive Era corruption distinctive is that a stylized performance of genteel friendship 

was preferred to brazen bribery. It involved manipulating information, especially 

corporate financial information, thus creating an informational asymmetry in the 

rapidly expanding and largely unregulated markets of the period, one that could 

be exploited for profit.76 What passed hands between the railroad corporations and 

their “friends” was not, if it could be avoided, anything so vulgar as a direct money 

bribe (though, of course, that did happen), but information among insiders. White 

draws attention to the ubiquity of references to “friendship” in the public and pri-

vate correspondence of Gilded Age robber barons, making clear how financial cor-

ruption was normalized, becoming part of the ordinary way of doing business.

 For White, the best guide to this elite world of corrupt friendship is not a 

muckraking journalist, but the novelist Edith Wharton:

Friendship was where the kind of men found in an Edith Wharton novel obtained 

their footing. In a Wharton novel the businessmen husbands or fathers—so neces-

sarily present and as necessarily alien to the love affairs and friendships, to the flirta-

tions and conversation, around which the novels revolved—only blundered and did 

damage. The female characters created networks too insubstantial to support the 

ponderous men whom they accidentally ensnared. But in the hotel rooms, clubs, 

and offices men spun out their webs of friendship. The material networks—the 

bands of steel that girded the continent—also depended on inchoate networks that 

mirrored the secrets, courtships, and flirtations of drawing room and dining room. 

The cultural connections of business and politics were the domain of friends.77

Wharton’s three great novels about the upper class in Gilded Age New York—The 

House of Mirth (1905), The Custom of the Country (1913), and The Age of Innocence 

(1920)—operate, in both their thematic concerns and their narrative structure, 

through the control of access to inside information.78 I want to suggest, how-

ever, that in Wharton’s novels, the “inchoate networks” of the boardroom are 

not merely “mirrored” by the “secrets, courtships, and flirtations” of the drawing 

room, but are influenced and enabled by them, as well as vice versa. Where The 

Rise of Silas Lapham can be read as a nostalgic attempt to apply the uncorrupted 
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domain of personal ethics to the corrupting world of business, Wharton’s novels 

suggest instead that business relations in the Gilded Age take their cue in part 

from the already corrupt world of high society.

 In her fictional as well as her autobiographical writings, Wharton provided 

an ambiguous lament for the passing of the world of her childhood. Although 

the new-money families are at times viewed as refreshingly entertaining, they are 

more often seen as scandalous invaders; furthermore, her novels retain a sense 

of nostalgia for an aristocratic ideal of noblesse oblige that is more in tune with 

traditional American notions of democratic classlessness than the self-conscious 

elitism of the nouveau riche. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the 

 Anglo-Dutch patrician families of New York merchants and landowners—who, 

in Wharton’s eyes, epitomized respectability, business probity, and a sense of 

aristocratic rootedness, but also restrictively clung to tradition and gentility—

were increasingly overtaken by those who had made sudden fortunes in cor-

porate or financial speculation. As Sven Beckert notes, what had held the older 

mercantile class together was a close-knit system of kinship, the forging and 

maintenance of which was dominated by women. “It was in the family parlor, 

not the counting house,” Beckert argues, “that New York’s merchant elite worked 

hardest to remain a community.”79 In the parochial New York of the 1870s that 

The Age of Innocence looks back on, “as through the wrong end of a telescope” 

(74), the matriarch Mrs. Manson Mingott insists that “everybody in New York 

has always known everybody” (27), or, as the arriviste Undine Spragg, in The 

Custom of the Country, observes of the esteemed but increasingly marginalized 

Dagonet family circle she marries into: “They were all more or less cousins” 

(36). The emphasis on family ties and the construction of strong social bonds 

was, for this earlier mercantile elite, a necessary solution to the problem of trust 

in dealing with trading partners who were spread out over the vast distances of 

national and, increasingly, global markets. Beckert argues that by the end of the 

nineteenth century, New York’s bourgeoisie had consolidated itself as a cohesive 

upper class by embracing an increasingly self-conscious cultural identity of elit-

ism, backed up Darwinian racial thinking.80 The genteel networks of influence 

that held together the earlier merchant dynasties were not, however, swept by 

the invading hordes of new money, but, in fact, made the transition possible. 

Wharton’s novels provide an anatomy of these circuits of information.

Tips and Deals

At first sight, there seems to be a vast gulf between Fifth Avenue and Wall Street 

in Wharton’s novels. For example, when Lily Bart, a socialite in quest of a suitably 



Confidence Games and Inside Information  179

distinguished marriage, whose story is told in The House of Mirth, is repaying her 

hostess’s hospitality by helping her out with her correspondence, the narrator 

describes how the household bills provide an “incongruously commercial touch 

to the elegance of her writing table” (63). Likewise, Ralph Marvell, Undine’s old-

money husband in The Custom of the Country, snobbishly reflects that “what [the 

portrait painter] Popple called society was really just like the houses it lived in: a 

muddle of misapplied ornament over a thin steel shell of utility.” Its “steel shell 

was built up in Wall Street, the social trimmings were hastily added in Fifth 

Avenue,” he continues, and “the union between them was as monstrous and 

factitious, as that between the Blois gargoyles on Peter Van Degen’s roof and the 

skeleton walls supporting them” (73). The source of wealth for families such as 

Ralph Marvell’s is discreetly obscure, as they live off inheritances, with the men 

barely engaging in any productive work. (Newland Archer, for example, the pro-

tagonist of The Age of Innocence, dabbles at law and mainly spends his time in the 

office reading the newspaper.) Occasionally, though, the world of finance does 

directly intrude when, for example, in The House of Mirth, we hear disquieting 

rumors that it had been a “bad autumn in Wall Street” (194), or, in The Age of 

Innocence, that “Beaufort’s fortune was substantial enough to stand the strain; 

yet the disquieting rumors persisted, not only in Fifth Avenue but in Wall Street” 

(210). Lily, once she is embroiled in a financial speculation engineered by her 

would-be lover, Gus Trenor, realizes, to her cost, that she does not understand 

“this vast mysterious Wall Street world of ‘tips’ and ‘deals’” (HM, 131). Likewise, 

for Mrs. Spragg, the wife of a midwesterner who has made a fortune in real es-

tate speculation, her “knowledge of what went on ‘down town’ was of the most 

elementary kind” (CC, 16).

 Yet the worlds of business and the drawing room are shown to be intimately 

linked. For Undine, “it was of no consequence that the details and technical-

ities [of finance] escaped her. . . . Every Wall Street term had its equivalent in 

the language of Fifth Avenue” (CC, 537). In Wharton’s New York novels, gossip, 

tips, favors, deals, and—above all—the networks of information conducted by 

“friends” do not merely find their “equivalent” on Fifth Avenue, but instead are 

part of the very same economy. In her reading of The House of Mirth, Wai Chee 

Dimock demonstrates how the logic—and language—of the market pervades 

the entire social world, such that the two realms can no longer be thought of 

as distinct or in contradiction.81 The novel portrays Lily as a victim of a society 

in which women are commodities, whose value rises and falls like a corporate 

stock, and the relations between men and women are reduced to transactional ex-

changes. Although Dimock rightly draws our attention to the pervasive influence 
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of Wall Street on Fifth Avenue in The House of Mirth, it is also important to un-

derstand how this and other Wharton novels chart the converse—the influence 

of the logic of the drawing room in the counting house—with the incorporation 

of a seemingly genteel economy of “friendship” in downtown’s supposedly hard-

nosed realm of exchange. Wharton’s novels suggest that Wall Street’s “‘tips’ and 

‘deals’” at the core of its heartless exchange economy result from a striving to gain 

advantage through corrupt inside information that is dressed up in the refined 

language of favors and obligations, which Beckert shows was the social glue that 

kept the mercantile elite together.

Fraternal Intimacy

Not only does the euphemistic refusal to specify the exact terms of a deal create 

an uneasy parallel with the moral confusions of the intrigues of the drawing 

room, but a Wall Street deal is often enabled by or is used to cement a Fifth Av-

enue connection. In the case of the nouveau riche, Jewish real estate speculator 

Rosedale, for example, we learn that “already his wealth, and the masterly use he 

had made of it, were giving him an enviable prominence in the world of affairs, 

and placing Wall Street under obligations which only Fifth Avenue could repay” 

(HM, 387). The glimpses we are afforded of “big business” suggest that money 

is being made not from an impartial and impersonal interaction with the “vast 

mysterious world of Wall Street,” but from personal connections and inside in-

formation. In The House of Mirth, for example, we learn that Mr. Bry, one of the 

new-money set who continues to prosper despite the economic downturn that 

causes the other, more established members of the elite to tighten their belts, 

“has promised [the Duke] a tip, and he says if we go he’ll pass it on to us” (331). 

It turns out that Gus Trenor generates speculative windfalls for Lily not because, 

as he complains to Lily, “a fellow has to hustle” (129) in his exhausting work 

downtown, but because he has traded access to society for the social outsider 

Rosedale in exchange for some financial inside information—a “half-a-million 

tip for a dinner” (130).82 Trenor reassures Lily that he can make a “handsome 

sum of money for her without endangering the small amount she possessed” 

(135), and readers are therefore left to presume that this deal is less the result of 

smartly calculated risk taking than the reaping of the rewards of the instrumental 

friendship between Trenor and Rosedale. Lily mistakes (or rather, deludes herself 

into mistaking) the arrangement between herself and Trenor as one of “fraternal 

intimacy,” rather than the quid pro quo of money for sex, just as in Wall Street, 

corruption is masked as friendship: “In her innermost heart Lily knew it was not 

by appealing to the fraternal instinct that she was likely to move Gus Trenor; but 
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this way of explaining the situation helped to drape its crudity” (131). Lily realizes 

that she needs to make Gus feel that her request was “uncalculated” (136), relying 

on those qualities of loyalty and benevolence that White argues were essential 

to making corruption palatable. “The haziness enveloping the transaction,” the 

narrator comments, “served as a veil for her embarrassment” (136). Redescribing 

a bribe as a favor, and enveloping the exchange in the fuzzy language of “uncal-

culated” friendship, is precisely what made Gilded Age corruption so successful.

 Lily wishes she “had a clearer notion of the exact nature of the transaction 

which seemed to have put her in his power” (186), and it is only later that she 

comes to realize that “what he said he had made for me he had really given me” 

(472). Although Lily might profess to comprehend little about the technical de-

tails of Wall Street, her seemingly willful misunderstanding of Trenor’s bribe as 

a gift (which she later tries to redescribe as a loan that can simply be repaid) sug-

gests that she would be no stranger to the euphemistic world of corrupt business 

explored by White, an elaborate game where everyone knows the rules, which 

must never be spoken out loud. When Lily continually rebuffs Trenor’s increas-

ingly rapacious advances, in his frustration he breaks the taboo and accuses her 

of “dodging the rules of the game” (234). Instead of acceding to the corrupt logic 

of extramarital seduction, Lily tries instead to reinterpret their “friendship” in the 

more traditional sense of a relationship of affection, rather than the euphemistic 

kind of arrangement that Trenor means. Trying to call his bluff in an effort to 

stave off his threatening advances, she thus asks, with a deliberate disingenu-

ousness, “What more have you done than any friend might do, or any one accept 

from a friend?” (149). Trenor laughingly dismisses Lily’s misguided offer to repay 

any money she might owe him: “‘Oh, I’m not asking for payment in kind’” (235). 

The irony is that payment in kind—sexual favors rather than repayment of the 

money—is exactly what he is asking for, but the euphemistic “haziness” sur-

rounding the whole transaction obliges him to insist on the opposite, even when 

the mask of social respectability has been dropped.

 Lily is equally hazy about the nature of friendship in connection with her 

female acquaintances. As Judy Trenor becomes cooler toward Lily (when she 

presumably learns about Lily’s arrangement with her husband), Lily tries to 

convince herself that she “believed in the sincerity of her friend’s affection, 

though it sometimes showed itself in self-interested ways, and she shrank with 

peculiar reluctance from any risk of estranging it” (208). As if hedging her bets 

against a possible estrangement with Judy, Lily turns back toward her old on-off 

friend, Bertha Dorset, with a “renewal of friendliness,” prompted by the “dis-

covery that they could be of use to each other” (206). Bertha, it turns out, is an 
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expert manipulator of friendship, inviting Lily on a Mediterranean cruise to keep 

her husband amused while she has an affair with the young would-be poet Ned 

Silverton. When Bertha is in danger of being exposed, she does not hesitate to 

cast Lily aside, leaving Lily to wonder to her friend, Gerty Farish (whom Lily uses 

just as shabbily, albeit without conscious malice): “Who are one’s friends at such 

a time?” (361). Lily’s friends end up believing Bertha’s version of the events in 

Nice (that Lily was dismissed for having an affair with George Dorset), because 

it is more in their interests to do so. As Lily’s life crumbles around her toward 

the end of the novel, she becomes more suspicious of the notion of friendship. 

When Rosedale rejects Lily’s belated renewal of a marriage proposal, he asks: 

“Ain’t we going to be good friends all the same?” Lily, suspicious of coming under 

another imprecisely defined obligation, asks the question that dare not speak 

its name: “What is your idea of being good friends?” (410). Wharton’s novels 

thus show not so much a relentless “reduction of human experiences to abstract 

equivalences for exchange,” as a series of uneasy tensions and ligatures between 

the speculators of Wall Street and the social elite of Fifth Avenue, with both op-

erating through the code of instrumental friendship, despite the separate sphere 

of business supposedly animated by more-impersonal forces.83

Knowing People

Euphemism was vital to the operation of the system of Gilded Age corruption 

that White describes, and it is equally central to the social world dramatized 

in Wharton’s New York fiction, with its focus on the “verbal generosities” that  

(in protagonist Newland Archer’s eyes) provide merely a “humbugging disguise 

of the inexorable conventions that tied things together and bound people down 

to the old pattern” (AI, 41). Like expert Wall Street operators, the “knowing peo-

ple” of polite society are able to decode the “faint implications” (14) of everyday 

exchange, and it is the sharing of nonpublic knowledge that both forges these 

people into an exclusive class and permits them to profit, in both Wall Street 

and Fifth Avenue, from their inside information. For example, when Mrs. van 

der Luyden is persuaded to issue a dinner invitation to May’s cousin, Countess 

Ellen Olenska (who is separated from her husband), that evening at the opera, 

“some of the younger men in the club box exchanged a smile at this announce-

ment” (55). Except for those excluded by reasons of age or class from the inner 

circle, everyone in this incestuous world supposedly knows what everyone else 

is alluding to but cannot speak out loud about it.84 Most notably, Newland Archer 

prides himself on the fact that he and his new wife, May, understand the con-

ventions of polite society so well that much that might otherwise cast a shadow 
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on respectability can remain unspoken. In contrast, Ellen doesn’t always seem to 

get what Newland means; he wishes she could be more “feminine” and intuitive 

and spare him from having to state things in plain words (140). He tries to avoid 

putting into words, either to Ellen or to himself, what he actually wants: “‘It is 

your idea, then, that I should live with you as your mistress—since I can’t be 

your wife?’ she asked. The crudeness of the question startled him” (292). At the 

same time, he also becomes increasingly frustrated by the inability of his social 

world to actually name things for what they are. He wishes, for instance, that he 

could say out loud to the men of his club: “If you’d all of you rather she should 

be Beaufort’s mistress than some decent fellow’s wife you’ve certainly gone the 

right way about it” (144).

 The rigid refusal to address certain topics openly had begun to crack by the 

time of The House of Mirth (set in the same historical moment as the novel’s 

publication in 1905), but that social world still operates through codes of shared 

inside information. Even though “Evie Van Osburgh’s engagement was still of-

ficially a secret,” it was “one of which the innumerable intimate friends of the 

family were possessed” (158). Bertha Dorset, we are informed, works her devious 

schemes by “insinuations intelligible to every member of their little group” (177), 

and Lily is well aware that Bertha’s speech is rarely as innocuous as it might seem 

to the uninitiated outsider: “For of course she always means something” (406). 

What distinguishes insiders from outsiders in this upper-class enclave is an un-

derstanding of the social codes of this “hieroglyphic world” (AI, 42), when what 

is left unsaid can itself be deeply meaningful—and profitable: “Lily, well versed 

in the language of these omissions, knew that they were equally intelligible to 

the other members of the party” (HM, 368). Lily’s sanctimonious cousin Grace 

Stepney, who ends up inheriting Mrs. Peniston’s fortune (despite the fact that 

“it had been, in the consecrated phrase, ‘always understood’ that Mrs. Peniston 

was to provide handsomely for her niece [Lily]” [357]), takes vindictive delight 

in breaching etiquette by informing the old lady about Lily’s supposed indiscre-

tions: “I didn’t suppose that I should have to put it so plainly. ‘People say that 

Gus Trenor pays her bills’” (202). Unlike many of the other characters who can 

afford to operate through the indirection of social niceties, the twice-divorced 

society fixer Carry Fisher has a streak of keen-eyed realism, in evidence when 

she “brutally put[s]” (365) the truth of Lily’s situation to her. Rosedale, an outsider 

in this social world, likewise favors plain speaking: “Now we’re talking let’s call 

things by their right names” (418). Yet Lily is aware that even his proposal of a 

“plain business arrangement” (483), a straightforward loan of the kind that busi-

nessmen might make between themselves, might be viewed differently among 
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her class. In this world, Lily learns that there is no such thing as a plain business 

arrangement. Nevertheless, she still shies away from the private exchange of 

information between “friends” that Rosedale proposes, namely, using the love 

letters that Lily had bought from the charlady to blackmail Bertha Dorset into 

rehabilitating Lily’s reputation. The plan only seems troubling to Lily when she 

strips it of its “verbal generosities”: “After all, half the opprobrium of such an act 

lies in the name attached to it. Call it blackmail and it becomes unthinkable; but 

just explain that it injures no one, and that the rights regained by it were unjustly 

forfeited, and he must be a formalist indeed who can find no plea in its defense” 

(485). Barefaced bribery, as White notes, is a cultural failure, when there are more 

sophisticated and “polite” ways of doing business between “friends” that involve 

information, rather than money.85 As Dimock has documented, the rhetoric of 

business insinuates its way into the domestic sphere in Wharton’s novels. At the 

same time, however, these fictive works show how the circumlocutions of polite 

society are central to the operations of the world of business.

The Innocence of May

The plots of Wharton’s New York novels revolve around privileged access to in-

formation and gossip and focus on the question of who knows what. This is 

most notably so in The Age of Innocence, which hinges on the issue of just how 

innocent May Archer is and just how much she actually knows at each stage. 

Newland prides himself on his wife’s perspicacity, the product, in his view, not of 

a cynical knowingness, but of her very innocence and whole-hearted immersion 

in the codes of polite society: “He never saw her, or exchanged a word with her, 

without feeling that, after all, May’s ingenuousness almost amounted to a gift 

of divination” (119). He is convinced of her essential ignorance of any thoughts, 

emotions, or situations that would upset the calm surface of their genteel world.

 The central irony of the novel, however, is that it is not May, but Newland, who 

is deluded. Despite seeming to embody the lost innocence of old New York, she 

is far more knowing and plays the game of “friendship” with more sophistication 

than Archer can imagine. When Newland tries to get May to agree to marry him 

sooner (presumably in order to prevent himself from becoming more emotion-

ally entangled with Ellen, who is separated from her Polish husband), she asks 

him straight out if there is anyone else, showing that she understands Newland 

better than he understands himself. May confesses that “you mustn’t think that 

a girl knows as little as her parents imagine. One hears and notices. . . . Every 

one was talking about it [Newland’s affair with a married woman] two years ago 

at Newport” (148). Newland, blind to the fact that May might actually be euphe-
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mistically referring to his current infatuation with Ellen, expresses his relief: “My 

dear child—was that it? If you only knew the truth!” With more knowledge than 

a mere “gift of divination” would permit, May perceptively—yet still with the sur-

face appearance of ingenuousness—asks, “Then there is a truth I don’t know?” 

(148).

 With all the skills of a confidence trickster, May performs the role of the in-

génue to perfection. When Newland proposes a visit to Washington, DC, May 

realizes that he is lying yet, “looking him straight in the eyes with her cloudless 

smile” (269), insists that he sees Ellen Olenska while he is there, both letting her 

husband know that she is aware of what he really intends, while still keeping  

up the pretense of social decorum. Newland thinks that, as a skilled semioti-

cian of social exchange, he can perfectly decode their restrained dialogue, which 

seems to him to be both the strength and the constricting weakness of their 

emotionally repressed social class. But he is deluded, and it is May who inhabits 

the logic of euphemism with a scary conviction. Even when she disingenuously 

calls Newland’s bluff after she later catches him lying about his trip to Washing-

ton, her voice “was as clear as a bell” (285). Despite seeming not to be privy to her 

husband’s secrets, May knows more of what is going on than Newland and uses 

her privileged information to bend circumstances to her will. When May reveals 

that she had a “really good talk” (317) with Ellen, Newland fails to pick up on its 

significance. Newland hopes this means that May might, after all, understand 

his feelings for Ellen, but to his disappointment, his wife merely seems to want 

to explain why the family has cut her cousin off. The irony, however, is not only 

that May indeed knows about Newland’s affair with Ellen, but that she uses her 

knowledge— unbeknownst to her husband at this point—that she is probably 

pregnant to force Ellen to quit as her rival by returning to Europe. May then keeps 

to herself the knowledge that Ellen is going back to Europe and only reveals that 

fact—seemingly in full innocence—to Newland when it is too late for him to do 

anything about it.

 For all that Newland thinks of himself as an astute and well-informed reader 

of his “hieroglyphic world,” it turns out that he is kept out of the information 

loop as May’s extended family tribe (in Wharton’s anthropological terminology) 

rally round to protect her. He is shocked by the “discovery that he had been ex-

cluded from a share in these negotiations, and even from the knowledge that 

they were on foot” (254). It turns out that he, not May, is the naive one, blinded 

by his infatuation with Ellen and his conviction that his wife, with her “trans-

parent eyes,” is incapable of scheming. Despite the 1870s coming to seem, 

in retrospect, an “age of innocence,” it turns out that all along, everybody had 
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known this crucial piece of hidden information about May. Yet, as in the game of 

“friendship” White describes, they have all conspired to pretend otherwise and 

have collectively refused, in a “tissue of elaborate mutual dissimulation” (342), 

to name Newland’s corruption out loud for what it is: “And then it came over 

him, in a vast flash made up of many broken gleams, that to all of them he and 

Madame Olenska were lovers, lovers in the extreme sense peculiar to ‘foreign’ 

vocabularies. He guessed himself to have been, for months, the center of count-

less silently observing eyes and patiently listening ears. . . . The whole tribe had 

rallied about his wife on the tacit assumption that nobody knew anything, or 

had ever imagined anything, and that the occasion of the entertainment was 

simply May Archer’s natural desire to take an affectionate leave of her friend and  

cousin” (338).

 Newland rails against the way that people in old New York “dreaded scandal 

more than disease” (338), and he finds their “deathly sense of the superiority of 

implication and analogy over direct action” (339) oppressive. Despite his desire 

to break free from the rigid, hypocritical conventions that maintain the social 

solidarity of this elite class at the expense of truth and individual freedom, at the 

end of the novel, Newland nevertheless convinces himself that “after all, there 

was good in the old ways” (350) that had sustained “a kind of innocent family 

hypocrisy, in which children and father had unconsciously collaborated.” On a 

trip with his father to Paris (during which Newland prefers not to engage in 

“direct action” by actually meeting Ellen), Dallas mentions that on her deathbed, 

his mother May had revealed to him that she indeed knew about Ellen: tellingly, 

as far back as the moment when, “once, when she asked you to, you’d given up 

the thing you most wanted” (359). Yet even Dallas, the voice of modernity and so-

cial mobility (he is marrying the daughter of the ruined banker, Julius Beaufort, 

and Beaufort’s former mistress, Fanny Ring), wonders if, after all, there was not 

some value in the customs that had kept his parents’ restricted social class tightly 

knit together: “You never did ask each other anything . . . [and yet] I back your 

generation for knowing more about each other’s private thoughts” (359–60). The 

collective enactment of innocence might be as hypocritical as the performance of 

friendship without affection White describes, but The Age of Innocence neverthe-

less refuses to entirely condemn the social logic of circumlocution, in contrast to 

an unflinching and seemingly Progressive regime of transparency.

Noblesse Oblige

Wharton’s novels view the lost world of old New York from an ironic as well as a 

sometimes nostalgic distance. The rhetorical framing of New York’s mercantile 
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elite as if it were a primitive tribe, with its own arcane codes of etiquette, styles 

of dress, and rituals of marriage, introduces a relativizing defamiliarization that 

also serves to naturalize class as an anthropological given. The stance of “look-

ing through the wrong end of a telescope” (AI, 74) at the New York of Wharton’s 

childhood comes, in part, from the conviction that business and personal ethics 

have changed for the worse by the turn of the twentieth century: “The idea of 

absolute financial probity as the first law of a gentleman’s code was too deeply 

ingrained in [Newland] for sentimental considerations to weaken it. An adven-

turer like Lemuel Struthers might build up the millions of his Shoe Polish on any 

number of shady dealings; but unblemished honesty was the noblesse oblige of old 

financial New York” (AI, 276–77). Despite these allusions to a vanished ideal of 

conduct, Newland’s mother, for example, insists that, strictly speaking, America 

has no aristocracy, in the sense of a titled nobility, and it is supposedly this lack of 

objective distinction that makes the elaborate codes of behavior in polite society 

so important. Likewise, in The Custom of the Country, readers are meant to laugh 

at Undine who, thanks to religiously following the society column in the news-

papers, “knew all of New York’s golden aristocracy by name, and the lineaments 

of its most distinguished scions had been made familiar by passionate poring 

over the daily press” (28).

 Although Wharton’s novels cast doubt on the idea of a literal American ar-

istocracy, they nevertheless manifest a residual hankering for a time when the 

upper class was supposedly held together not by money and contract, but by a 

sedimented sense of kinship and a feudal understanding of the obligations to 

other classes that was markedly different from the social Darwinism of William 

Graham Sumner’s popular tract, What Social Classes Owe to Each Other (1883).86 

For the old New York families in Wharton’s novels, the barbarians at the gate are 

not the immigrant and racial masses, but the newly rich beneficiaries of indus-

trial and financial capitalism. The novels suggest that the reason for clinging so 

anachronistically to the pseudoaristocratic trappings of status and kinship was 

that it was the obfuscating fig leaf that justified overturning America’s faith in 

democratic classlessness: wealth without a sense of noblesse oblige was just vul-

gar materialism. As Wharton noted in a letter to a friend, “social conditions as 

they are just now in our new world, where the sudden possession of money has 

come without inherited obligations, or any traditional sense of solidarity between 

the classes, is a vast & absorbing field for the novelist.”87 Most notably, at the end 

of The House of Mirth, Lily feels no sense of “class distinction” (460) when she 

sits in the kitchen of Nettie Struther, the object of Lily’s past charity. The narrator 

sympathetically captures Lily’s unarticulated nostalgia for kinship and rooted-
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ness that, as The Custom of the Country also makes clear, seems to emerge more 

organically in European society: “In whatever form a slowly accumulated past 

lives in the blood—whether in the concrete image of the old house stored with 

visual memories, or in the conception of the house not built with hands but made 

up of inherited passions and loyalties—it has the same power of broadening and 

deepening the individual existence, of attaching it by mysterious links of kinship 

to all the mighty sum of human striving” (HM, 516).

 Hildegard Hoeller reads the scene with Nettie Struther and her baby not as 

lapsing into sentimentalism, which most critics have viewed as quite jarring in 

the face of the hard-nosed, satirical realism that structures the rest of the novel, 

but as offering a glimpse of a female-centered gift economy. In this reading, the 

bonds of maternal and sisterly love present a viable alternative to the exchange 

economy in which Lily has become entrapped.88 Yet I would argue that in The 

House of Mirth and Wharton’s other New York novels, an older, quasi-aristocratic, 

woman-centered ideal of an economy structured by personal connections and 

obligations does not stand in utopian opposition to a newer, impersonal, manly 

economy of exchange and contract. Instead, there is a continuity between the 

two modes, with the economy of exchange wrapped up in the language of gift. 

The spirit and language of personal connections persisted long into the era of 

corporate capitalism, with the socialization of ownership enabled by limited lia-

bility and the democratization of the financial markets. As White’s studies of the 

patterns of representation of a small number of interconnected families on the 

boards of railroad corporations make clear, the period of the rise of what Wharton 

called the “vast mysterious world of Wall Street” did not destroy an older appeal to 

blood, family, and noble obligation, but was made possible by the concentration 

of ownership through kinship networks. What these families got out of their 

persistent representation on corporate boards of directors was not a monopoly of 

control per se, but corrupt access to inside information. As one study concludes, 

“the emergence of bureaucratic corporations did not mean the end of insider 

networks based on family and kinship.”89

Privileged Circle

Wharton’s novels dramatize the problem of inside information, not only at the 

level of the plot, but also in their formal narrative features. In addition to May, 

who knows more than her self-deluding husband, the reader is also invited to col-

laborate in this secret knowledge through “implication and analogy.” The House 

of Mirth, The Custom of the Country, and The Age of Innocence are focalized, to vary-

ing degrees, through leading characters who are not as astute as they think they 
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are, and we therefore learn to read between the lines, to see what they cannot. 

In this way, the novels use irony to create a sense of complicity between narrator 

and reader, making us privy to the codes and cues that place us in a position of 

superiority. For example, we are not told directly that Undine Spragg is socially 

gauche, because, it is assumed, the right sort of people instinctively know the 

social codes without these ever having to be spoken out loud.

 Readers are not told directly what to think by an omniscient narrator; in-

stead they are invited to glean and hoard crucial pieces of information—tips, 

as it were—that are there to be discovered by those in the know. In The House of 

Mirth, for example, we become like Rosedale, an outsider who is hoarding infor-

mation in his campaign to become an insider. Precisely because he is not “one of 

us,” Rosedale needs to use privileged information to insinuate his way into the 

inner circle of the elite—which, in turn, will bring about financially meaningful 

personal connections. Like the observant reader, Rosedale is “a man who made 

it his business to know everything about every one” (23). When he meets Lily, 

coming out of the Benedick building after having taken tea in Lawrence Selden’s 

apartment there, Rosedale knows that she is lying in her claim that she has been 

visiting her dressmaker. Lily “detected in Rosedale’s eye a twinkling perception of 

the fact” (153), and her silence gives “special meaning” to Rosedale’s seemingly 

harmless comment about owning the Benedick and therefore knowing that it 

is a residence for bachelors. This secret knowledge inserts Rosedale—and, by 

implication, the reader—into a “privileged circle,” and permits Rosedale to smile 

a “knowing smile” (155). The way that Lily later glosses over her behavior ironi-

cally provides a “confirmation of his suspicions” (184), a confirmation that is now 

shared with the reader, putting us in Rosedale’s morally compromised position 

of banking useful information while also having sympathy for Lily as the victim 

of this transaction between “friends.”

 In contrast, in some instances the reader becomes merely one of the social 

crowd, rather than being granted privileged access, learning significant plot de-

velopments accidentally, through tidbits of gossip that are dropped into the con-

versation, thus putting us temporarily in the position of Lily as she begins to fall 

out of the “privileged circle.” For instance, we only learn in passing that Judy 

Trenor has quarreled with her husband, Gus, from the idle gossip that Grace 

Stepney reports to her aunt, Mrs. Peniston (HM, 203–4). The significance of this 

will not be lost on readers who share Lily’s awareness of the reason for Judy’s be-

havior (and the sense of injustice created by the mismatch between public gossip 

and our inside knowledge of the actual circumstances). Or, for example, in The 

Custom of the Country, after Undine’s argument with her aristocratic French hus-
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band over the impossibility of selling any of the estate’s heirlooms, the reader is 

not privy to the fact that on Undine’s brief escape trip to Paris, she has contacted 

an art dealer to come and appraise the chateau’s priceless tapestries (527–38). 

This lack of full disclosure serves the immediate narrative purpose of making the 

appearance of Elmer Moffat at the chateau all the more of a surprise, but it also 

enacts, at a structural level, the pleasures, frustrations, and moral complicities of 

being granted or denied inside information.

 In both their content and their form, then, Wharton’s New York novels ex-

hibit an ambivalent attitude toward the social and economic changes of the late 

nineteenth century. On the one hand, they lament the passing of a tightly knit, 

mercantile upper class that was supposedly founded on financial probity and a 

quasi-feudal rootedness (which admittedly verged on claustrophobia). On the 

other hand, they also make it apparent that those seemingly outmoded values 

of kinship and friendship, and the social mechanisms of being “in the know,” 

make possible the very scheming that, with the emergence of corporate and fi-

nancial capitalism, threatens to undo those old moral certainties and manners, 

and  upper-class identity.

Conclusion: The Confidence Trick of Finance

What Wharton’s novels make clear is that the world of Fifth Avenue and the 

world of Wall Street were not so far apart in the Gilded Age and the Progressive 

Era, either conceptually or in practice. Henry James feared that the novelist was 

ill equipped to chart the changes taking place in both the social world of Man-

hattan and the national economy as a whole. What Wharton’s fiction helps us 

understand, however, is the deep connection between the personal and financial 

realms during that period, an intertwining that takes place not only in the story 

lines, but in the formal structures of the genre. Likewise, the figure of the confi-

dence man might, by century’s end, seem to be merely an archaic and romantic 

outlaw, yet we have seen how the con trick—by that point enacted on an industri-

alized scale—continued to work the rich seam revealed by the fault line between 

business and friendship. Rather than merely sweeping away older modes of per-

sonal connection, however, the brave new world of financial capitalism—with its 

reliance on the impersonality of contracts and its confidence in abstract systems, 

rather than individual people—was enabled, both conceptually and practically, by 

the possibility obtaining of inside information.



The sense of conspiracy and secret scheming which transpire is al-

most uncanny. “Big business,” and its ruthless tentacles, have become 

the material for the feverish fantasy of illiterate thousands thrown out 

of kilter by the rack and strain of modern life.

Walter Lippmann, Drift and Mastery (1914)

If, however, we mean by this loose, elastic term “trust” as applied 

to the concentration of the “money power” that there is a close and 

well-defined “community of interest” and understanding among the 

men who dominate the financial destinies of our country and who 

wield fabulous power over the fortunes of others through their con-

trol of corporate funds belonging to other people, our investigators 

will find a situation confronting us far more serious than is popularly 

supposed to exist.

Samuel Untermyer, “Is There a Money Trust?” (1911)

The question of who or what controls the market became an increasingly press-

ing concern in the course of the nineteenth century. With alarming regularity, the 

United States was beset by financial panics that spread out from Wall Street— 

as well as State Street in Boston and La Salle Street in Chicago—and derailed the 

wider national and, often, global economy. These market-induced calamities created  

lengthy periods of deflation, anxiety, unemployment, bankruptcy, and ruin for 

ordinary Americans who were far removed from the goings-on of the stock and 

produce exchanges. Individuals found themselves caught up in inscrutable eco-

nomic forces that they could neither picture in their mind’s eye nor control. The 

c h a p t e r  f i v e

Conspiracy and the Invisible Hand of the Market
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cause of these cataclysmic events that seemed to come without warning evaded 

familiar modes of explanation, in both ordinary and elite circles. The rise and fall 

of prices had traditionally been explained with reference to the natural fluctua-

tion of harvests, controlled by the unreadable hand of Providence, coupled with 

a moralized view of individual economic failure.1 In the earlier part of the nine-

teenth century, many political economists on both sides of the Atlantic followed 

Adam Smith’s reformulation of the notion of Providence, seeing the work of a 

benevolent “invisible hand” in the overall financial life of a nation, a vision of 

coordination that emerged as if it had been planned, but the mysterious and un- 

attributable genius of this lay in the supposed fact that the best outcome could 

emerge only if there was no central planning, in the form of either governmental 

regulation or other interference in the market.2

 Yet the panics of 1873, 1890, and 1907 (in particular)—and the harsh eco-

nomic times they brought about—challenged both traditional religious accounts 

and Smithian forms of liberal neoprovidentialism. The rise of large business con-

centrations, along with a manifestly unjust distribution of goods, undermined a 

traditional faith in an invisible hand that benevolently provided order in the decen-

tralized laissez-faire economy that privileged the rights of individual proprietors. 

If the market was like a self-regulating machine, many Americans wondered, 

why did it periodically seem to implode, causing disaster across the nation on a 

scale that was out of all proportion with what seemed to be the proximate causes 

in the intricate financial cogs and mechanisms of the stock exchanges? Many in 

the emerging profession of economics continued to insist that financial panics 

were aberrations, occasional interruptions in the otherwise intelligible operation 

of the economy, whose laws of supply and demand could now be explained by ref-

erence to mathematics and physics, rather than theological metaphors.3 Others, 

such as Arthur Hadley and Jeremiah Jenks, developed new theories of business 

cycles to explain how overproduction (and the economic chaos of falling prices it 

brought about) was not a failure of the normal equilibrium of supply and demand, 

but a predictable tendency of an economy increasingly dominated by vast corpora-

tions with fixed capital costs. The conclusion was often that ruinous overproduction 

could be avoided by embracing cooperation, and even monopoly, rather than com-

petition.4 As we saw in chapters 2 and 3, the emerging genre of popular investment 

advice wavered between exogenous explanations of market movements that needed 

to be understood by studying trends of fundamental values within the wider econ-

omy and society, and endogenous accounts that began to find hidden patterns and 

rhythms by charting the very prices themselves. Manufacturers blamed excessive 

labor regulation and overproduction; workers, in turn, pointed to the unjust use 
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of antitrust legislation against labor, and the fact that mechanization was depress-

ing wages. At the same time, other commentators turned to the emerging social 

sciences to provide a better explanation of economic panics, with early studies of 

the psychology and sociology of crowds, for example, accounting for the dizzying 

rapidity with which financial contagion seemed to spread.5 In the last quarter of 

the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century, however, a  

number of other writers and political agitators claimed to find a hidden hand, 

rather than an invisible hand, at work in the market. Both Brahmins and farmers 

alike turned to the language of conspiracy to make sense of the chaotic progress 

of the financial markets in particular, and the American economy in general. The 

wild swings of the market were not simply the byproduct of a business cycle in 

the era of large industrial combinations, they argued, but the direct and deliber-

ate result of secret manipulation by powerful forces in business and government.

 This chapter analyzes a range of conspiracy-minded interpretations of financial 

capitalism from the 1870s to the early 1900s, viewing them not as merely misguided 

and erroneous beliefs, but as creative—if also somewhat  contradictory—attempts to 

provide a mapping of Wall Street’s place in the American economy. The turn to what 

we would now label a conspiracy theory has long been derided as mistaken and 

delusional, if not actively paranoid.6 In Drift and Mastery (1914), for example, the 

young Walter Lippmann warned that the excessive fervor of conspiracy-minded 

muckraking might lead American society into a dangerous, rudderless drift in a 

world that modernity was making increasingly hard to comprehend:

The sense of conspiracy and secret scheming which transpire is almost uncanny. 

‘Big business,’ and its ruthless tentacles, have become the material for the feverish 

fantasy of illiterate thousands thrown out of kilter by the rack and strain of modern 

life. It is possible to work yourself into a state where the world seems a conspiracy 

and your daily going is beset with an alert and tingling sense of labyrinthine evil. 

Everything askew—all the frictions of life are readily ascribed to a deliberate evil in-

telligence, and men like Morgan and Rockefeller take on attributes of omnipotence, 

that ten minutes of sanity would reduce to a barbarous myth.7

Although many historians have tended to follow Lippmann by viewing conspiracy- 

minded imaginings of the “money power” as the work of those at the intellectual 

or political fringes of American society, in contrast this chapter will argue that 

these accounts have much in common with the other emergent, vernacular forms 

of financial knowledge explored elsewhere in this book. In particular, conspira-

torial interpretations of market activity in America’s Gilded Age and Progressive 

Era share a combination of personal and abstract registers with other genres. 
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The need to personify abstractions remained, long beyond the disenchantment 

of modernity. While these forms of lay economic analysis may be guilty of sim-

plifying complex economic processes by reducing them to melodramas in which 

individual, villainous intention is the root cause of all social effects, they serve, 

at the same time, as sophisticated transcoding metaphors that rethink the rela-

tionship between impersonal structure and personal agency. Often they do so by 

creating personifications that function as human-scale proxies for the sublime 

unrepresentability of vast industrial combinations. The situation was compli-

cated by the competing legal debates about corporate personality, combined with 

the emerging techniques of corporate public relations, which tried to personalize 

the soulless corporation.8 Many oppositional voices of different political stripes 

wanted—in the legal terminology of the period—to “pierce the corporate veil” in 

order to find out who was really behind the actions of faceless corporations, and 

to hold them accountable.9

 Many feared that the rise of the large industrial combinations would mean the 

demise of the republican promise of individualism, as both the small business-

man and the farmer, on the one hand, and the lower-middle-class clerk on the 

other, were swept aside by the unrivalled power of the corporations and their bu-

reaucratic systems.10 Others, however, worried that the corporations (and, indeed, 

the market itself) were the playthings of corrupt robber barons, able to pull the 

strings of the financial system. The question, for Populist agitators and Brahmin 

commentators alike, was whether the mass of entangled financial transactions 

that were increasingly being channeled through Wall Street and the nation’s 

other stock exchanges constituted a coherent system, and, if so, whether anyone 

was in control of it. Did the interconnecting network of plutocratic relationships 

constitute a financial conspiracy against the interests of the nation, or was what 

might look like a conspiracy to the uninitiated merely the unintentional but not 

unexpected outcome of a social class pursuing its own vested interests? Was 

there a plan behind the economic upheavals that beset the United States, or were 

they simply the result of the blind workings of the market? Was there a hierar-

chical chain of command, or did financial capitalism constitute a decentered and 

deterritorialized system—and, if so, how did agency emerge from the interplay 

of structural forces? Could corporations be thought of as having intentionality 

and, thus, a legal liability separate from the individuals who owned and directed 

them? Moreover, if there was something systematic at work, then how could or 

should it be represented, both in visual diagramming and in dramatic narratives? 

The problem of a financial conspiracy in the age of the corporation thus pre-

sented an ontological, epistemological, and aesthetic problem. In the era of giant 
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pools, trusts, and corporations, the nature of agency, causality, and responsibility 

came under increasing scrutiny by legal and economic theorists and novelists, as 

well as ordinary farmers and political radicals. Looked at in one way, the modes 

of conspiratorial representation explored in this chapter failed to understand the 

nature of class privilege in seeking to pin the blame on a few individual, malev-

olent robber barons. Looked at in another way, however, these popular ways of 

explaining finance constituted an attempt to combine an understanding of both 

agency and structure, long before those social scientific terms had gained intel-

lectual purchase. Often they did so by seeing structure as agency, and system as 

conspiracy, by personalizing the impersonal abstractions of economic theory.

 This chapter begins by looking at early Gilded Age accounts of financial skull-

duggery, focusing in particular on the work of Charles Frances Adams regarding 

the corruption scandals of the Erie Railroad. It also reexamines some of the clas-

sic works of conspiracy-minded Populism from the 1890s, such as William H.  

“Coin” Harvey’s Coin’s Financial School and Sarah Emery’s Seven Financial Con-

spiracies. It contrasts these portrayals of conspiratorial causality with the view 

from probusiness apologists around the turn of the century, who argued that 

accounts of individual manipulation of the market were now outdated. The dis-

cussion also encompasses the changing meanings of conspiracy in legal and eco-

nomic debates during that period concerning the regulation of large corporations 

and financial syndicates. The chapter then turns to the way in which popular and 

literary novels of the period explored the question of individual agency in the age 

of the impersonal trust, concentrating in particular on Frank Norris’s The Octopus 

(1901). Finally, the chapter considers the investigation into the so-called money  

trust by the U.S. House of Representatives’ Pujo Committee in 1912–1913, dis-

cussing, in particular, a diagram produced by the investigation as one of a num-

ber of early attempts to provide a conspiratorial “cognitive mapping” of the un-

charted landscape of financial capitalism.

Chapters of Conspiracy

It comes as little surprise that financial capitalism was viewed in the popular 

imagination through the lens of conspiracy theory in the late nineteenth century, 

because the years immediately following the Civil War were a golden age of ac-

tual Wall Street conspiracy. The corrupting influence of corporate finance over 

the government and legislatures was widely condemned at the time as the “great 

barbecue,” a shameful and dangerous moment in the history of the republic. A 

series of high-profile scandals and financial cataclysms shaped public percep-

tions of Wall Street for a generation: the gold conspiracy, the Crédit Mobilier, 
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the collapse of the Northern Pacific Railroad (which led to the implosion of Jay 

Cooke’s bank), and, the most sordid and long-running saga of them all, the Erie 

Railroad debacle.11 The tales of watered stock, bribed judges, and insider dealing 

carried out by Daniel Drew, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jim Fisk, and Jay Gould dis-

gusted but also fascinated the reading public. The robber-baron directors of the 

Erie Railroad continually plundered its assets for their own personal gain, all with 

the connivance of their paid political hirelings. Drew started it off in the 1850s by 

using inside information gained from his position as a director to wager on the 

railroad’s stock; indeed, his main reason for buying his way into a directorship 

seems to have been the profit that could be derived from insider trading, rather 

than any long-term business interest in the company as such. Likewise, Vander-

bilt became involved in the Erie Railroad not because it was a good prospect (it 

was, in fact, notoriously run down), but because it would help him establish a 

monopoly over railroads into New York, and thus enable him to corner the mar-

ket and push up the share prices without hindrance. Drew, now joined by Fisk 

and Gould, prevented the Vanderbilt takeover by endlessly printing worthless 

new stock certificates. Both sides then resorted to rampant bribery of the judges 

and senators in the state capital, Albany. The combatants wanted control of the 

company, either in order to exploit inside knowledge for their personal gain in 

the stock market, or to create a stranglehold on railway traffic into New York and 

thus skew the market.

 Although the beginnings of popular involvement in the securities market 

began with Jay Cooke’s promotion of Union bonds during the Civil War, the flood 

of revelations about financial corruption in newspapers and popular periodicals 

in the 1860s and 1870s frightened off many ordinary, would-be investors for a 

generation. By the 1880s, however, those stories of skullduggery and intrigue 

had become part of Wall Street lore, constituting the mythological origins of “the 

Street” that were endlessly recounted in popular compendia and memoirs, such 

as those published by William Fowler and Henry Clews. While critics saw the 

entire financial system as immoral, Wall Street insiders often used the tales of 

past excesses to emphasize, by way of contrast, the professionalism of the current 

practitioners of speculation. Indeed, as Richard R. John has demonstrated, far 

from being confined to later and more-radical sources, the term “robber baron” 

was used within the business community as early as the 1880s, to stigmatize Jay 

Gould as acting beyond the pale of proper business conduct.12

 All the scandals during this period of Wild West lawlessness on Wall Street 

revolve around the corrupt relationship between government and business, high-

lighting the fact that the market was far from being the self-regulating realm de-
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scribed by laissez-faire economic theorists who argued for the reduction of state 

interference. Before New Jersey and Delaware changed their laws in the 1890s  

to make incorporation less restricted, corporations were creatures of the state, 

granted charters to raise capital for carrying out large, public infrastructure proj-

ects (and were thus considered by legal theorists, in the parlance of the day, as  

“artificial entities”). As the scandals made clear, governmental largesse was at 

the heart of much corporate activity, either legally, in the form of licensed mo-

nopolies, vast land grants, and generous federal subsidies to the railroads, for 

example, or, illegally, through the repeated buying of legislative and judicial favors. 

Most of the critical attacks on this system of corruption focused on the individ-

ual, whether literally, in the guise of a particular larger-than-life robber baron, or 

symbolically (as we saw in chapter 3), with the satirical anthropomorphization 

of corporate officers and political officials as fat cats, bears, octopuses, and so 

on. The potentially impenetrable activity of corporate finance was turned into a 

human melodrama, with the Erie Railroad itself popularly dubbed “the Scarlet 

Woman of Wall Street.”

 While many critical commentators at that time saw the wild fluctuations 

merely as an occasional manipulation of the market by powerful individuals, 

others considered conspiratorial treachery to be part of a systemic pattern of cor-

ruption. For example, in 1871, the brothers Charles Francis Adams and Henry 

Adams (grandsons of John Quincy Adams) published Chapters of Erie and Other 

Essays, an exhaustive and damning indictment of the Erie Railroad machinations 

and the gold conspiracy, among other events. As pillars of the Boston establish-

ment, the Adams brothers were not the typical wild-eyed, socially marginal con-

spiracy theorists later condemned by Lippmann. (Indeed, the Adams brothers 

feared the erosion of what they saw as the benign, paternalist influence of the 

gentry class in the face of the rise of the masses from below and the vulgar 

greed of the new corporate leaders from above.) “The stock exchange revealed 

itself as a haunt of gamblers and a den of thieves,” Charles Francis Adams acidly 

noted, and “the offices of our great corporations appeared as the secret cham-

bers in which trustees plotted the spoliation of their wards.” Furthermore, “the 

law became a ready engine for the furtherance of wrong, and the ermine of  

the judge did not conceal the eagerness of the partisan; the halls of legislation 

were transformed into a mart in which the price of votes was higgled over, and 

laws, made to order, were bought and sold while under all, and through all, the 

voice of public opinion was silent or was disregarded.” Adams saw the episodes 

as part of a larger system of corruption, in which the virtues of republican gov-

ernment were in danger of being overwhelmed by the extraordinary influence 
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that large combinations could exert: “It tends always to development—always 

to consolidation—it is ever grasping new powers, or insidiously exerting covert 

influence. Even now the system threatens the government.”13

 At the same time, however, the system of corporate power was, in their eyes, 

worryingly concentrated in a few powerful hands. “The belief is common in 

America,” Adams noted, “that the day is at hand when corporations far greater 

than the Erie—swaying power such as has never in the world’s history been 

trusted in the hands of mere private citizens, controlled by single men like Van-

derbilt, or by combinations of men like Fisk, Gould, and Lane . . . will ultimately 

succeed in directing government itself.” This combination of systematic corrup-

tion and enormous power in individual hands raised the specter of tyranny in 

American political and economic life: “As the Erie ring represents the combi-

nation of the corporation and the hired proletariat of a great city; as Vanderbilt 

embodies the autocratic power of Caesarism introduced into corporate life, and 

as neither alone can obtain complete control of the government of the State, it, 

perhaps, only remains for the coming man to carry the combination of elements 

one step in advance, and put Caesarism at once in control of the corporation and 

of the proletariat.”14 The pessimistic concern of these Brahmin commentators 

was that the only way to combat the antirepublican influence of industrial com-

binations was to grant equally undemocratic powers to the political executive.

 For the Adams brothers, the discovery of a series of individual financial con-

spiracies was coupled with a tragic sense of the pervasive reach of systematic cor-

ruption. Individual acts of criminal activity were revealed to be behind the great 

affairs of Wall Street, yet, for the Adams brothers, the problem was not merely a 

case of a few bad apples. In their view, the end result of this betrayal of traditional, 

republican individualism would be the installation of a dictatorship of imper-

sonal corporate capitalism—which, ironically, would place undue influence in 

the hands of a single titan. The Wall Street conspiracies they reported on were at 

one and the same time highly idiosyncratic yet also part of a more systemic re-

organization of American political economy: “The stock exchange revealed itself 

as a haunt of gamblers and a den of thieves; the offices of our great corporations 

appeared as the secret chambers in which trustees plotted the spoliation of their 

wards; the law became a ready engine for the furtherance of wrong, and the 

ermine of the judge did not conceal the eagerness of the partisan.”15 Their analy-

sis repeatedly combined a focus on individual agency and impersonal structure, 

and they developed a form of conspiracy rhetoric that went beyond the typical 

accusation of a hidden hand behind what might otherwise have seemed to be 

baffling financial events. It is thus not surprising that the Adams brothers were 



Conspiracy and the Invisible Hand of the Market  199

uncertain as to how to represent what they had uncovered. “It is a new power,” 

they asserted, “for which our language contains no name. We know what aristoc-

racy, autocracy, democracy are; but we have no word to express government by 

moneyed corporations.”16

Populism and the Paranoid Style

If, from their lofty position, the Adams brothers were not quite able to name the 

problem, other, more demotic voices a generation later were less circumspect. 

Many Populist and other radical authors from the 1880s onward (reaching a cre-

scendo in the run up to the presidential election of 1896) denounced what they 

saw as a conspiracy of the plutocratic class. In The New Plutocracy, for example, 

the Socialist writer John C. Reed warned that “while our people are nominally 

and seemingly self-governing, they are in reality governed by the private cor-

porations mentioned, who fleece them on a most gigantic scale without their 

knowing it.”17 Reed presented a totalizing picture of the power of the plutocracy, 

asserting that, from the legislature to the press, and from the clergy and the 

universities, everything is under their control. He was concerned, however, not 

merely to depict an abstract system of power, but to expose the actual conspira-

tors who, in his view, had been manipulating events behind the scenes. “At the 

proper place in this work,” he warned, “we must drag these lurking wirepullers 

into the sunlight.”18 Like other Populist and radical writers, Reed found the key 

for much of what was wrong with contemporary America in the convoluted de-

tails of postbellum monetary policy. For Reed, as for so many other writers of 

that period, all present-day woes were ultimately traced back to the “crime of ’73,” 

in which the forces of plutocracy had supposedly conspired to bring about the 

demonetization of silver.

 The endlessly repeated accusation was that the Coinage Act of 1873—which 

had uncontroversially confirmed in law the everyday reality that silver coins had 

dropped out of circulation—had, in fact, been part of a larger, secret plan by the 

vested interests of eastern capital to return the United States to the gold stand-

ard after its temporary experiment with fiat notes (greenbacks) during the Civil 

War. The story usually revolved around the rumor that British banker Ernest 

Seyd—in some versions, at the behest of imagined arch-conspirators, such as the 

Rothschilds, in particular, or the so-called international Jewish banking cabal, in 

general—had arrived in the United States with a briefcase full of dollars to bribe 

congressmen into passing this piece of legislation.19 In the eyes of many Populist 

commentators, the crime of ’73 ultimately had the effect of promoting the inter-

ests of wealthy eastern capitalists at the expense of the debtor class in the west. It 
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was undoubtedly a conspiracy theory, and a fairly simple-minded one at that, but 

it was also connected to a wider, political-economic analysis of the relationship 

between class power and the technocratic details of monetary policy:

Thus did the plutocrats of finance demonetize silver. Now that they have in the 

last two presidential elections struck down finally, as it seems to them, all serious 

popular resistance, they but sneer and scoff when one mentions the crime of 1873. 

That does not wipe it out. It is the blackest forgery, the basest example of crimen 

falsi in human annals. The perfidy and turpitude of those who deliberately deceived 

congress and the president in consummation of their plot of years to sell their own 

countrymen to foreigners are matched only in Benedict Arnold and Iago. It be-

hooves all who love the right and the land of their fathers to keep this most gigantic 

of all the many monetary treacheries in the unfading and unforgiving memory of 

the American people.20

For Reed, as for other Populist and radical agitators, bringing to light the details 

of this supposed primal act of financial conspiracy was vital to any Progressive 

project. Even if the specific details of the allegation turned out to be false, the 

conspiratorial focus on individual decisions made by bankers and politicians that 

shaped the market to benefit a particular class provided an important counter-

weight to the laissez-faire insistence that economic arrangements were immuta-

ble states of nature.

 As Reed’s diatribe makes clear, those who would expose what they believed to 

be a conspiracy were well aware that their critics would “sneer and scoff” at them. 

In his seminal analysis of the “paranoid style in American politics,” Richard Hof-

stadter famously viewed such Populist denunciations of conspiracy as the sign 

of a delusional mindset that crops up repeatedly in American history, albeit only 

among the poorly educated and ill-informed on the margins of power, who fail to 

understand what he regarded as the strength of the American political system’s 

“usual methods of political give-and-take,” in contrast to the more bitter and 

bloody ideological conflicts in Europe.21 For Hofstadter, conspiracy theorists are 

prone to seeing the world in Manichean, apocalyptic, suspicious terms, convinced 

that grand conspiracies provide the “motive force” of historical causation. At the 

same time, however, the heated rhetoric and lurid psychosexual projections of 

imagined enemies are, in this analysis, wedded to a pedantic obsession with 

the minutiae of spuriously footnoted evidence. According to Hofstadter, the ten-

dency of the paranoid style to see individual causes behind impersonal historical 

processes means that conspiracy theorists are guilty of creating a simplistic and 

seductive appeal to the masses. Even allowing for the fact that conspiracism oc-
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curs repeatedly throughout American history, Hofstadter noted that “it remains 

true that Populist thought showed an unusually strong tendency to account for 

relatively impersonal events in highly personal terms.”22 There was “something 

about the Populist imagination,” Hofstadter noted, “that loved the secret plot and 

the conspiratorial meeting. There was in fact a widespread Populist idea that all 

American history since the Civil War could be understood as a sustained conspir-

acy of the international money power.” If only intellectuals are familiar with “im-

personal explanations” for troubling events, then, for Hofstadter, it follows that 

the paranoid style will be popular among uneducated and suspicious farmers 

who are far from the centers of power: “Populist thought often carries one into 

a world in which the simple virtues and unmitigated villainies of a rural melo-

drama have been projected on a national and even an international scale.”23 Most 

controversially, Hofstadter saw in Populism the potential roots of modern mass 

political demagoguery, which had, at the time he first began to formulate these 

ideas in the mid-1950s, recently manifested itself in the form of McCarthyism. In 

making the implicit connection between Populism and Mc Carthyism (and, later, 

the rise of Goldwater conservatism), Hofstadter’s analysis of the paranoid style 

served to delegitimize forms of radical dissent by tarring them with the brush 

of irrational—and mainly right-wing—extremism.24 Significantly, Hofstadter also 

found many Populist exponents of the paranoid style guilty of knee-jerk “rhetorical 

antisemitism.”25 In sum, Hofstadter argued that the Populist and radical writers of 

the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era were too eager to blame easy scapegoats 

for economic woes that were more complex. And yet, before the emergence of the 

professional social sciences around the turn of the twentieth century, alternative 

explanations for financial calamities were not necessarily any more sophisticated 

or accurate than the Populist conspiracy theories.

 Nevertheless, Hofstadter’s focus on the symbolic dimensions of political rhet-

oric still has much to commend it, especially when reading classic texts such as 

the Omaha Platform of the Populist Party, written by Ignatius Donnelly, with 

its accusation that, with the demonetization of silver, a “vast conspiracy against 

mankind has been organized on two continents, and it is rapidly taking posses-

sion of the world.”26 Hofstadter’s implicit dismissal of much of the Populist rhet-

oric as merely delusional, however, fails to understand the wider significance of 

conspiracy theory as a form of economic analysis during that period.27 As we have 

seen, in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, conspiracist interpretations of 

corporate malfeasance that accounted for “relatively impersonal events in highly 

personal terms” were not confined to those from the backwaters, but were also 

deployed by Brahmin commentators such as the Adams brothers, whose genteel 
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way of life and traditional sense of noblesse oblige seemed equally redundant in 

the brave new world of corporate conglomerations. Furthermore, it is arguable 

that conspiratorial antisemitism, although pervasive in much Populist writing, 

did not greatly influence American policy or action; it was often merely an un-

thinking evocation of centuries-old diatribes against usury. In many cases, the 

ultimate enemy is identified as the antidemocratic forces of the aristocracy in 

general and often, specifically, the British—with the Rothschilds scoring the tri-

fecta of being Jewish, British, and aristocratic.28

 Even some of the texts that serve as Hofstadter’s main examples, such as 

Sarah Emery’s Seven Financial Conspiracies and William H. Harvey’s Coin’s Finan-

cial School, are not as delusional as Hofstadter—and critics from their own era 

—accused them of being. Although Emery, for example, rehashes the old canard 

about Seyd’s supposed plan to influence the passage of the Coinage Act of 1873, 

her analysis focuses more squarely on the underlying historical pattern of laws 

passed in the interests of the financial elite, underpinned by her conviction that 

the evidence is hidden in plain sight in the public record—if you know what you 

are looking for. In focusing on the broader legislative framework, rather than 

condemning individual bankers, her pamphlet thus constitutes more of a hybrid 

form of conspiratorial political economy than simply the delusional scapegoat-

ing of Jewish financiers and their stooges in Congress. Emery’s starting point 

is the economic misery and increasing inequality that devastated the lives of 

many ordinary Americans in the 1870s and again in the 1890s, each time as 

a result of a financial collapse that began among the elite on Wall Street. For 

Emery, traditional explanations of hard times in terms of natural disaster, or 

the will of Providence, or immoral greed on the part of the bankrupt are inade-

quate, but so, too, is the emerging social scientific view of impersonal economic 

forces, such as overproduction or excessive competition. Instead, she traces the 

deep historical causation of class divisions to a systematic pattern of political 

corruption.29 Unlike the incendiary accusations of the Omaha Platform, Emery’s 

widely distributed and much reprinted pamphlet (at least 400,000 copies were 

produced) provides an account that is enormously detailed in its financial and 

legislative analysis, even if the ultimate conclusion readers took from it was that 

the nation’s recent economic policies had served to promote the vested interests 

of the moneyed elite.30 “Murder, insanity, suicide, divorce, drunkenness, and all 

forms of immorality and crime have increased from that day to this in the most 

appalling ratio,” Emery insisted. “Every result is produced from certain causes, 

and it is certain that no more like begets like than that the increase of misery and 

crime in our country are the direct results of evil legislation.”31
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 Like Emery’s tract, Coin’s Financial School (1894) is remarkably detailed in its 

discussion of technical monetary policy, which is somewhat surprising, given 

that this pamphlet was a wildly popular success, selling over a million copies.32 

A Mississippi congressman noted that “a little free silver book called ‘Coin’s Fi-

nancial School’ is being sold on every railroad train by the newsboys and at every 

cigar store.”33 Although the book is structured as a public lecture, with personal-

ized, ad hominem ripostes to his audience, it is not a simple-minded attack on 

individual bankers per se, but on the system of capitalism that promoted greed 

and hard-wired economic injustice into society.34 Even if “Coin” Harvey’s inter-

pretations of monetary theory are idiosyncratic at best, he provided a welcome re-

joinder to the conventional laissez-faire wisdom that the market is a neutral and 

self-regulating ecosystem governed by the impersonal laws of economic compe-

tition. He insisted instead that the financial arrangements of a nation are always 

connected to class interests. Furthermore, his faith in the intrinsic value of silver 

is not, in itself, ultimately any more irrational than the goldbugs’ unwavering 

addiction to the gold standard. In any case, his position on silver is based less on 

a metaphysical credo in the inherent properties of the metal than on a strategic 

recognition of its current political utility. Although a bimetallist at heart, he is 

willing to countenance the adoption of greenbacks.

 Even if the details of some of Harvey’s economic interpretation are ultimately 

misguided, what remains striking about the work is the way in which it brings 

together abstract analysis with a variety of representational modes aimed at mak-

ing his points more concrete, personal, and, thus, comprehensible to a lay au-

dience. For example, Harvey includes in his lecture a handy illustration of how 

many gold and silver coins fit into one cubic foot, to give his audience a rough 

handle on large numbers and thus make the financial abstraction imaginable on 

a human scale. In addition to the dialogical and dramatic nature of the imagi- 

nary lectures, the inclusion of cartoons is, as we saw in chapter 3, in keeping 

with many other popular attempts from that period to make finance intelligible 

to a nonspecialist audience. The metaphor of the invisible hand, for example, is 

given a literal twist in a cartoon depicting the hand of a banker pulling the string 

that winds up the mental cogs within the mind of the “average business man.”35 

Although this satirical drawing provides a crude and conspiratorial suggestion 

that bankers control business, it also evokes a model of ideological influence and 

coordination that questions the naive faith in an invisible hand providing benev-

olent order to the selfish chaos of business activity.

 The book contains other literalizations of economic metaphors, such as a car-

toon personifying the assassination of silver; or a depiction of a massive hand 
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with a sponge of debt soaking up the productive money of the west; or a drawing 

in which the invisible hand of supply and demand is made visible and tangible 

as it manipulates the ratio between gold and silver.36 Following in the footsteps 

of Irving Fisher’s 1892 dissertation on economics (though it is highly unlikely 

that Harvey was aware of it), Coin’s Financial School also includes a diagram of 

free coinage as a pipe connecting two reservoirs of gold and silver, providing a  

hydraulic analogy for financial movements, albeit vastly less complex than Fish-

er’s machine.37 If Harvey’s cartoon of the Rothschilds—as an octopus spanning 

the world—at first sight merely repeats the familiar anthropomorphic and antise-

mitic image of Jewish financial influence, it also suggests a slightly more nuanced 

interpretation of global economics in its depiction of the octopus’s tentacles as 

arteries through which capital flows from the core to the periphery in the British 

Empire.38 Coin’s Financial School thus makes finance seem personal and homely, 

and yet, at the same time, presents it as an entire system. The book struggles to 

create a mode of presentation that can hold these two seemingly incompatible 

perspectives in one single view. This enormously influential tract therefore cannot 

be dismissed as merely delusional, not least because many of Harvey’s opponents 

emulated his innovative approach to popular financial  literacy.39

The Impossibility of Conspiracy

It was not only later commentators, such as Lippmann and Hofstadter, who dis-

missed the conspiratorial turn in popular accounts of the market. By the 1880s, 

Wall Street apologists and the emerging profession of economics had begun to 

insist that the vernacular view of market manipulation was outdated, because 

simple conspiracies were no longer possible. For example, in an article in the 

middle-class magazine Arena, which was more a public relations exercise than an 

objective portrait, the Wall Street grandee Henry Clews looked back with a certain 

nostalgia on the days of the daring exploits of the robber barons:

The corners in Harlem, Hudson, Erie, and Northwest, in which Vanderbilt, Drew, 

and Gould achieved such successes for themselves and their associates, have passed 

into history as a conspicuous portion of the great events of Wall Street. Their inter-

est is chiefly historical, because of late years no comprehensive corners have been 

organized. Share capitals are so large that it is difficult for one man to control any 

one of them, and a divided corner is apt to fail. But in their day and generation they 

have offered brilliant illustrations of genius and strategic skill in financial warfare.40

While conceding that market-manipulating conspiracies might have played a 

part in the more lawless era of Wall Street chicanery, Clews is keen to suggest 
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that they are no longer even possible, because the market has now reached a 

high degree of complexity and professionalism. This position was, no doubt, 

self-serving and not a little hypocritical (Clews himself was accused of contra-

vening NYSE rules by advertising for customers), but it captures an increasingly 

influential idea: the market was becoming too big to be moved by a lone trader 

or a small cabal, whether in secret or out in the open. In another editorial, Clews 

insists that it is impossible for such a large group of men to deal with one another 

on Wall Street on anything other than “principles of fair dealing and equity”; he 

observes that a “conspiracy to cheat must always be confined to a small number” 

(416), suggesting that popular fears that the entire financial system is to blame 

are misguided.41 The stock exchange apologist William C. Van Antwerp likewise 

asserted sanguinely that the era of robber-baron skullduggery was long since gone, 

leaving the market to the “way of natural supply and demand”:

The questionable practices in Wall Street which started all this hubbub, and which 

were a natural and human accompaniment of the slowly developed technique of 

this or any other business, have now been effectually stopped. It has been a very 

long time, for example, since Jay Gould ran his printing-press for Erie certificates, 

and that incident cannot possibly happen again. The Keene type of manipulator has 

gone, never to return. “Corners,” too, have seen their last day on ’Change, and so 

have other artificial impediments in the way of natural supply and demand. It has 

been years since the Cordage scandal, and the Hocking Coal incident marked the 

end of that form of manipulation. Yet there are persons who talk of these things as 

though they were daily occurrences, overlooking the fact that the New York Stock 

Exchange, by its own efforts, put a stop to the evils complained of, and will never 

tolerate their return.42

 In a similar fashion, but from a different institutional perspective, Henry 

Emery, in his trail-blazing 1896 economics treatise on speculation, argued that 

the notion of the market being able to be controlled or cornered by a small con-

spiracy of powerful interests was fundamentally misguided, because share own-

ership was no longer confined to a handful of insiders. Emery sternly warns 

against “the greatest evil of speculation,” namely, “the reckless participation in 

the market by the outside public.” He admits, however, that widening participa-

tion in the stock market, in theory, is a good thing, because “the more buyers 

and sellers the less likelihood, in the long run, of wide fluctuations,” and, more 

importantly, “manipulation in a wide and active market is probably more difficult 

than in a narrow market.” The market now needed to be recognized as a vast ag-

gregation of individual transactions, and it was becoming the impersonal mech-



206  Reading the Market

anism for determining prices and allocating resources that theoretical economic 

models assumed. “Many of the most active securities represent capital of such 

enormous proportions, and so widely distributed, as to make individual control 

. . . impossible,” Emery notes. “No corner . . . could occur in such securities.”43 

Emery argues that, unlike the situation in medieval Europe, when it was actually 

possible for an individual or a clique to manipulate the price of a commodity by 

buying up and physically hoarding it, in the brave new world of futures trading in 

the Chicago pits, the speculator could only manage to corner a particular subset 

of contracts for future delivery, not the actual commodity. For Emery, small-scale 

manipulations are part of the normal and proper process of establishing the collec-

tive wisdom of prices in the market, and the vast accumulation of such trades on an 

hour-by-hour basis is precisely what makes large-scale manipulation impossible. 

“In a sense,” he concludes, “all speculation is manipulation.”44 Although Emery 

does not state it in these terms, his underlying assumptions are that the market 

knows best, that the market cannot be beaten, and that prices will ultimately 

reflect fundamental values. While it has some similarities to the efficient mar-

ket hypothesis that came to dominate academic discussions of finance from the 

1960s on, the implication of Emery’s analysis is that the knowledge and agency 

of the market itself trumps that of any individual, no matter how powerful. Al-

though Emery and other probusiness commentators insisted that speculation 

was best left to professionals, who could correctly price and shoulder risk, they 

also recognized that the increasing democratization of stock market participation 

would, in theory, ensure that manipulation of the market by cliques of insiders 

was a thing of the past; therefore, Populist conspiracy theories were hopelessly 

misguided.

 The foolishness of those who thought that they had found the secret to what 

was really going on in Wall Street is likewise given typically short shrift by Edwin 

Lefèvre in his short story, “The Tipster,” which tells of a naive young man who is 

convinced that a mysterious “they” control the market:

Shortly after he left Smithers he buttonholed another acquaintance, a young man 

who thought he knew Wall Street, and therefore had a hobby—manipulation. No 

one could induce him to buy stocks by telling him how well the companies were 

doing, how bright the prospects, etc. That was bait for “suckers,” not for clever 

young stock operators. But any one, even a stranger, who said that “they”—the per-

ennially mysterious “they,” the “big men,” the mighty “manipulators” whose life 

was one prolonged conspiracy to pull the wool over the public’s eyes—“they” were 

going to “jack up” these or the other shares, was welcomed and his advice acted 
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upon. Young Freeman believed in nothing but “their” wickedness and “their” power 

to advance or depress stock values at will. Thinking of his wisdom had given him 

a chronic sneer.45

Although writers like Emery and Lefèvre decried the naivety of conspiracy in-

terpretations of market movements, their own position was predicated on an 

equally dubious Panglossian faith that the market, if left to professionals rather 

than bungling amateurs, would miraculously regulate itself. They ignored not 

only the stark reality that individual manipulation of the market continued to 

play a part, but also the increasingly apparent conclusion that the operation of 

the stock and produce exchanges was skewed toward predictable class interests.

 Some probusiness writers made similar arguments, positing that the so-

cialization of ownership brought on by corporate shareholding gave the lie to 

muckraking accusations about powerful individuals manipulating the market 

behind the scenes. As we saw in chapter 3, in the postbellum period, both critics 

and apologists alike tended to identify particular corporations visually with the 

charismatic individuals who had created them, seeing either the visible hand of 

Napoleonic genius or the sinister hand of conspiracy. By the 1890s, early efforts 

at antitrust legislation had begun to warn of the danger of vast, superhuman 

entities crowding out small entrepreneurs and proprietors, with the impersonal 

corporations, not the charismatic proprietor, now constituting the real conspir-

acy. Yet those in favor of the Great Merger Movement argued that the dispersal 

of ownership through mass shareholding ensured that large industrial combi-

nations and their influence over the market could no longer be regarded as a 

plutocratic conspiracy against the “little guy,” because ordinary folk were now 

the collective owners. For example, in his testimony before the U.S. Industrial 

Commission’s inquiry into trusts in 1900, Charles Flint insisted: “Never before 

was there such a wide distribution of manufacturing interests. The great bulk 

of the stock is held, not by the very rich, but by the moderately well-to-do. The 

control of the new system is not vested as it was under the old, in the hands of a 

few abnormally rich men, but it rests with the majority of stockholders, whose 

numerical strength is growing every day.”46 For Flint and other corporate advo-

cates, the democratization of ownership—combined with what they saw as the 

increasing complexity of the channels of decision making and control within 

large, bureaucratic organizations—ensured that a simple model of market abuse 

under the sway of a conspiring robber baron no longer made sense. In this line 

of procorporate thinking, conspiracy theories were necessarily mistaken. Their 

opponents, however, insisted that the increasing size and complexity of corpo-
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rate capitalism merely meant that conspiracies were far more dangerous, and far 

harder to detect.

Conspiracy in Restraint of Trade

Despite these emerging attempts to rethink the nature of individual agency in 

an era of increasingly collective organization, from the 1870s into the first de-

cades of the twentieth century, large-scale combinations continued, for good or 

ill, to be viewed in both the popular and legal imaginations in terms of individual 

rights, sometimes as extensions of the will of singular “captains of industry.” As 

Rudolph Peritz comments: “Trusts and other large business enterprises were 

not the faceless conglomerates we perceive them to be today. Rather, they were 

associated with names, faces, and industries. . . . And the personified corporation 

was not limited to popular culture. Among elites as well, bureaucratic institu-

tions were imagined in human terms.”47 The central issue was whether, in an 

increasingly interconnected economy, agency was always the result of individual, 

intentional action or whether it emerged—in a way that was hard to explain or 

represent or find morally accountable—from the corporation itself, as if it were  

a single person, and (more problematic still) from the interacting components of 

the entire corporate system.48

 This question was at the heart of legal debates over the definition of the crime 

of conspiracy in the Gilded Age and the Progressive Era. British common law, 

especially concerning labor combinations to raise wages, had traditionally viewed 

the very act of conspiring as illegal in itself, even if the planned actions (e.g., with-

drawing one’s labor) were not a crime if carried out by an individual. American 

jurists, at least up until the 1890s, rejected this common law approach, insisting 

instead that it was the criminality of the acts carried out by a conspiracy that made 

them wrong, rather than their origin in a conspiracy, a position that was articu-

lated most notably by Massachusetts Supreme Court Justice Lemuel Shaw in the 

Commonwealth v. Hunt decision of 1842. Price fixing and other “combinations 

in restraint of trade” on the part of business owners had also traditionally been 

viewed under British common law as wrongful conspiracies, but in the United 

States—at least until the emergence of antitrust legislation in the late nineteenth 

century—they were not considered illegal in their own right. At any rate, secret 

but voluntary agreements to carry out a conspiracy to skew the market were not 

contracts that could be enforced at law, so members of a conspiracy could not sue  

one another for failing to keep their private agreements. In addition to being 

regarded as operating within the legitimate realm of individual freedom of con-

tract, price-fixing pools, or cartels (in the industrial sector), and the corner, or the 
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stock flotation syndicate (in the realm of finance), were seen by their participants 

as legitimate solutions to the problem of falling profits amid what businessmen 

began to blame as ruinous and chaotic competition. What was regarded as sensi-

ble cooperation by some, however, was viewed as potentially damaging collusion 

by others, with an uneasy convergence of prolabor, antimonopoly critics on the 

one hand, and defenders of traditional values of free-market competition on the 

other.49

 These modes of informal collusion were not formally regarded as criminal 

conspiracies, but the development of antitrust legislation, beginning with the 

Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890, meant—at first—that all combinations in re-

straint of trade, whether cartel or trust or union, were deemed to be inherently 

illegal. The act reflected the still-dominant laissez-faire assumption that any con-

centration was an interference with the natural laws of free competition, and 

monopolistic power was only achievable through conspiracy or some other ille-

gitimate manipulation. For the more conservative, literalist position (still in the 

majority in the U.S. Supreme Court in the early part of the 1890s) the aim was 

to outlaw all forms of combination or conspiracy in restrain of trade as inimical 

to free competition and, therefore, illegal per se. These antimonopolist critics 

insisted that the need for the state to intervene in the market and curtail individ-

ual freedom of contract in order to ensure competition trumped the traditional 

principles of free-market liberalism. All fixed prices, whether they benefited the 

public or not, were deemed to be wrong, because the aim was to protect “small 

dealers and worthy men” (in the much-repeated phrase of Supreme Court Justice 

Peckham’s opinion in the United States v. Trans-Missouri Freight Association case 

of 1897) from the unfair encroachment of big corporations. With the Addyston 

Pipe & Steel Company case (1899), however, the rule-of-reason faction began to 

dominate the judicial argument. The case before the U.S. Court of Appeals (Sixth 

Circuit) involved a deal among makers of cast-iron pipe not to bid competitively 

against one another in tendering for municipal business. Their defense was that 

such an agreement was necessary for them to make a reasonable profit. Judge 

Howard Taft rejected their case but made the important clarification that some 

restraints of trade should be permissible if they were reasonable and not the di-

rect aim of the conspirators. Rather than forbidding all restraints of trade as 

necessarily a conspiracy, the rule-of-reason proponents were thus prepared to 

countenance the possibility that some form of combination in restraint of trade 

was reasonable, if it was necessary to provide a fair return on investment; or, 

through corporate reorganization that achieved a monopoly, a reduction in prices 

beneficial to the public; or, to a lesser extent, for labor to command a fair wage. 
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The existence of a conspiracy was thus no longer a crime in itself in the eyes of 

probusiness jurists.50

 Despite the ascendency of the rule-of-reason faction, however, gentlemen’s 

agreements and even more formalized cartels continued to come under the anti-

trust spotlight in the 1880s and 1890s.51 If profits were falling because of “ruinous 

competition,” as corporate apologists argued, the challenge for business was to 

find ways of cooperating that avoiding legal sanction and yet worked in prac-

tice. Even if a group of businessmen succeeded in establishing a conspiratorial 

agreement to fix prices or corner the market in the short term, the difficulty was 

that the collusion, unenforceable by legal contract, ultimately tended to break 

down. Given the antimonopoly attacks on business collusion from without and 

the inherent weakness of informal agreements from within, it soon became ap-

parent to corporate lawyers that a different form of cooperative structure would 

be needed. Following the cartel, the next logical development, from the 1880s 

onward, was the trust, a legal ruse that was first instituted in 1882 by Samuel 

Dodd, a lawyer working for Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company. Owners of the 

constituent firms that were being amalgamated voluntarily assigned their voting 

rights—in secret—to the trustees, thus bypassing the need for formal incorpo-

ration, with all of the usual restrictions that would have brought with it. The 

trust format was thus designed to sidestep legal restrictions on ultra vires and 

foreign-ownership rules (i.e., operating beyond the particular state in which they 

were chartered) that pertained to corporations, quite simply because trusts were 

not corporations.

 Antitrust legislation, however, soon targeted these new trusts as conspiracies 

by any other name, based on what would soon become the increasingly out-

moded laissez-faire assumption that any concentration of business power that 

thwarted “natural” competition must be the result of conspiratorial manipu-

lation. In 1892, for example, the Ohio Supreme Court ordered the breakup of 

Standard Oil of Ohio, although the larger Standard Oil entity continued to op-

erate through interlocking directorships. The next phase of legal maneuvering 

saw the introduction of the corporation as a full-blown holding company, which 

came about with the passage of the New Jersey Corporation Law of 1889. New 

Jersey’s free incorporation law (followed rapidly by other states that were forced 

to play catch-up) was initially designed to make the creation of trusts easier, but 

it had the effect of opening the floodgates to the creation of vast corporate con-

glomerates, in what became known as the Great Merger Movement, in the de-

cade from approximately 1895 to 1905. Whereas corporate lawyers had justified 

the trust in terms of the natural property rights of the individual shareholders 
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(transferred by proxy to the trust directors), they increasingly began to insist that 

the merged corporation, as a holding company, possessed a legal identity—a per-

sonality, in the jargon of the time—in its own right. This form of an unlimited 

corporation did away with a preponderance of the usual restrictions imposed on 

corporations, most notably by allowing the holding company to buy shares in 

other companies. Now that business entities were free to buy up a controlling 

interest in rival firms (without having to go to the enormous expense and hassle 

of outright ownership), corporations resulting from mergers became virtually 

immune to antitrust accusations of monopolistic, conspiratorial price fixing and 

other predatory activities, despite their increasing power and control of particular 

industrial sectors.

 Indeed, one advantage of both trusts and mergers as legal entities was that 

they made the accusation of, say, a price-fixing conspiracy much harder to prove, 

because the original, separate firms were now, in theory, part of the same huge 

organization, so technically there were no two separate parties that could con-

spire with one another. Where once rivals within a particular sector of the econ-

omy had needed to actively conspire to bring about a restraint of trade, now they 

could voluntarily secede their intentions to a holding company that could not, 

logically, conspire with itself.52

 Despite the increasing acceptance by both apologists and critics alike that 

economic concentration was inevitable, some commentators continued to rail 

against the dangers of conspiracy to the body politic. The muckraking journalist 

and political agitator Henry Demarest Lloyd, for example, feared that the logical 

endgame would be for all corporations to eventually consolidate into a single, 

giant combination that, despite its omnipotent, monopolistic reach, would none-

theless be able to avoid an accusation of conspiracy: “Under these kaleidoscopic 

masks [of the different legal forms of combination] we begin at last to see pro-

gressing to its terminus a steady consolidation, the end of which is one-man 

power. The conspiracy ends in one, and one cannot conspire with himself.”53 

The final stage of this evolutionary arms race between regulators and corporate 

lawyers was the kind of “community of interest” pursued by Standard Oil (or, 

more accurately, this was how the company chose to present itself when the 

legal spotlight was on it). In the U.S. Supreme Court case of 1911 that led to its 

breakup, Standard Oil was accused of being the ringmaster of a cartel, illegally 

forcing its competitors to toe its line through predatory pricing and exclusionary 

transportation deals. Rockefeller’s lawyers insisted, however, that the deals had 

been struck under an individual’s freedom of contract, and that, instead of a con-

spiracy, there was merely a convergence of enlightened interests.54
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 It is thus arguable that the changing organizational and legal structure of in-

dustrial combinations during this period was not simply the inexorable progress 

of greater managerial efficiency (as many argued at the time, and since), but  

was instead part of a long-running, highly contested, intricate set of legal maneu-

vers designed to avoid antitrust legislation, or, at the very least, maneuvers en-

tered into with the predictable consequence that they might avoid such scrutiny. 

At the same time, however, the new corporate forms enabled precisely the kind of 

collusive, coordinated activity that muckraking critics denounced as conspiracy. 

The vital question for critics trying to prove a conspiracy was whether a trust or 

a corporation could act with the same degree of coordination and purpose—and 

therefore culpability—as an individual. Trust advocates claimed that stockhold-

ers and corporate directors handed over control to the trustees, who made deci-

sions for companies in which they had no direct involvement, often not through 

formal, recorded, decision-making processes, but merely through an unspoken, 

cartel-like harmony of purpose. The trustees were thus deemed not to be per-

sonally accountable—a state of affairs that was hard to combat under existing 

antitrust laws. The Brown University economist Elisha Andrews, for example, 

insisted that trusts were indeed capable of acting like a conspiracy. “Whatever the 

theory,” Andrews argued, “whatever it states in law, the trust is, in actual fact, a 

solid, organic, efficiently centralized structure.”55

 The ebb and flow of the legal struggles surrounding trusts and corporations 

ended up redefining the very idea of conspiracy. Although not initially designed to 

do so, the legal notion of corporate personality (or corporate personification, as it 

was sometimes known) ended up being used to bypass trust-busting accusations 

of conspiracy by presenting these complex organizations as if they were a single 

being, almost with a life and a mind of their own. At the same time, however, 

muckraking opponents of the vast industrial and financial conglomerates used 

the familiar trope of personification to provide an easy target on which to focus 

their resentments, “piercing the corporate veil” (in the legal jargon of the time) to  

show the individual intention and culpability behind the legal euphemism of col-

lective agency, coupled with limited liability for individual shareholders. Reading 

the market as a conspiracy was thus not the last refuge of the simple-minded, 

but an understandable response to the need to hold someone or something to 

account for the economic hardships that beset so many yet seemed either to be 

attributable to a faceless corporation or to merely emerge out of the nature of 

the economic system. In some muckraking novels and commentary, however, 

illegitimate power came to be imagined not as concentrated in a single hand, 

but dispersed throughout a network—all the while without lapsing back into the 
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Smithian fantasy of the benevolent coordination of the invisible hand. Indeed, 

antitrust agitation began to suggest that the system of corporate and financial 

capitalism itself constituted a conspiracy, rather than any specific aberration of it.

 The second part of this chapter will consider in detail two particular attempts 

from the early decades of the twentieth century to come to terms with, and come 

up with terms for, the changing nature of corporate and financial conspiracy. 

Both cases push up against the limits of representation as they struggle to bring 

together an understanding of impersonal structure and personal agency. They 

also explore the possibility of a conspiracy that is organized not as a simple, hi-

erarchical chain of command, but as a distributed system. The first case study is 

Frank Norris’s naturalist novel, The Octopus, and the second is the work, in the 

U.S. House of Representatives, of the Pujo Committee’s investigation into the 

existence of a purported money trust, focusing in particular on Exhibit 243, a 

diagram produced by the committee.

The Fiction of Corporate Personality

From the 1870s to the 1920s, legal debate returned repeatedly to the issue of 

what was known in legal jargon as the “fiction of corporate personality.” Since 

the time of the U.S. Supreme Court’s Trustees of Dartmouth College v. Woodward 

decision (1819) up to the 1880s, legal orthodoxy and common practice held that 

a corporation was a creature of the state, with its powers explicitly granted and 

limited by state charter. Corporations were thus deemed to be “artificial enti-

ties,” whose property rights were derived from public authority through charters, 

grants, and concessions, rather than inhering in them naturally, as in the dom-

inant Lockean model of private individuals contracting freely. In the last decade 

of the nineteenth century, however, the concession theory of corporate existence 

was undermined, as the development of free incorporation meant that, in reality, 

corporations no longer owed their existence to or could be controlled by the state 

charters that supposedly created them. In the eyes of both critics and apologists 

alike, industrial combinations and their efficiencies of scale were seen as part of 

the inexorable, evolutionary progress of business organization that would inev-

itably eclipse the age of small-scale, proprietorial, individual competition. Some 

conservative legal theorists in the 1880s and 1890s nevertheless attempted to ac-

count for the emergence of the new, freely incorporated combinations in terms of 

traditional individual property rights. Corporations, in this line of thinking, were 

merely agglomerations of individual corporators, and any rights that seemed 

to belong in a metaphysical fashion to the combination, as if it were a person, 

were ultimately derived from the unproblematic natural rights of the individual 
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shareholders (even when signed over to trustees). Corporations, in effect, were 

little more than large partnerships, and thus required no new legal categories to 

explain their rights and qualities.56

 In contrast to this contractarian approach, legal commentators, influenced 

by the German organicist tradition associated most famously with Otto Gierke 

and translated for an Anglo-American context by Frederic Maitland and Ernst 

Freund, began in the 1890s to theorize instead that a corporation—like other 

collective organizations and groups—had an identity, and thus a legal stature, in 

its own right, just like natural legal persons. In this model, corporate personality 

was not derived from an explicit state concession or from the rights of the indi-

vidual members that supposedly made up the collective. By 1900, a corporation 

was no longer deemed to be an artificial creature of the state but was designated 

as a real, or natural, entity in its own right—a legal person, or, as Maitland put 

it, a “right-and-duty-bearing unit.”57 By 1911, for example, law professor Arthur 

Machen could confidently declare that “a corporation is an entity—not imaginary 

or fictitious, but real, not artificial but natural.”58 One important consequence of 

conceiving of the corporation as a real rather than an artificial entity was to make 

it less amenable to state regulation or scrutiny. Yet the idea of a collective organi-

zation having (nearly) the same legal status as individuals caused great difficulty 

for some commentators. As the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey complained 

in a famous article in 1926 (by which time the debate had come to seem archaic), 

the discourses about the legal fiction of corporate personality in the Gilded Age 

and the Progressive Era became bogged down in unnecessarily metaphysical dis-

cussions, often because commentators drew on nonlegal, philosophical notions 

of personhood in order to test their applicability to the corporate case, at times 

tying themselves in knots as they tried to identify the qualities of personality that 

could apply to both individuals and groups.59

 Despite Dewey’s dismissal of the pointlessness of much of this discussion, 

the debates in the legal sphere, as much as in the popular realm, nevertheless 

had to grapple with genuinely difficult questions about intentionality, agency, 

blame, and identity in the age of ever-larger corporate conglomerations. The idea 

that a corporation was merely a glorified partnership was increasingly untena-

ble from the 1890s onward. For one thing, shares in the newly formed mergers 

began to be offered directly to the wider public, as investors, through the stock 

exchanges, rather than through a private subscription to a limited number of 

active owner-partners. Given the anonymity and complexity of the emerging mar-

ket in industrial securities in which the ownership of shares could pass through 

many hands, courts in the early 1890s therefore understandably began to relax 
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the “trust fund doctrine” that previously had, in theory, made the initial subscrib-

ers of subsequently failed companies liable for the full par value of the shares.60

 Corporations were thus recognized as having a legal identity separate from the 

identity of the individual owners—even to the logical conclusion of immortality 

—in a way that partnerships (which were wound up with the demise of the part-

ners) never could. Ownership was now simply too diffuse to make the idea of a 

corporation as a private partnership plausible, and the practical, day-to-day in-

fluence of the directors and managers was too powerful to maintain a fantasy 

of active control by a corporation’s supposedly ultimate owners. Indeed, the real 

point of the corporate form of organization was precisely that it enabled limited 

liability for the shareholders, unlike the strict liability rules governing partner-

ships. Likewise, it was no longer possible, in any meaningful sense, to see cor-

porate decisions as the unanimous expression of the conglomerated intentions 

of the individual corporators. Corporations were therefore described as having a 

will and an identity of their own that corresponded neither to the intentions of 

the shareholders nor even strictly to the intentions of the appointed directors and 

managers. Despite this convenient legal fiction of corporate will and personality, 

in reality, corporate activities and decision making were becoming too complex to 

be regarded as the product of unitary identity and intentionality, whether derived 

from the will of the shareholders, the directors, or the “corporate personality” it-

self. As we have seen, however, this did not stop Populist critics from continuing 

to try to hold individuals accountable or to identify—even if only for dramatic 

purposes—the real individual power behind the veil of corporate personality.

 Given this situation, it comes as little surprise that novelists around the turn of 

the twentieth century were repeatedly attracted to the rhetoric and narrative logic 

of conspiracy as they grappled with the problem of representing the complexities 

of collective liability and complex causality through a traditional narrative form 

that privileged individual agency and responsibility. Ignatius Donnelly, for exam-

ple, not only penned the Omaha Platform, as well as his truly bizarre conspiracist 

interpretations of the myths surrounding the lost continent of Atlantis and the 

authorship of Shakespeare’s plays, but he also wrote Caesar’s Column (1890), a 

macabre, dystopian imagining of class conflict as an all-out conspiracy.61 Jack Lon-

don’s Iron Heel (1908) likewise presented a dystopian future in which a shadowy 

oligarchy of corporate trusts controlled the whole of society. Many of the fictional 

portrayals of finance from this period pandered to the public’s insatiable appe-

tite for revelations about the underhanded scheming carried out by the nation’s 

robber barons. For example, in David Graham Phillips’s muckraking  novels—

The Master-Rogue (1903), The Cost (1904), and The Deluge (1905)—everything that 
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happens in Wall Street is shown to be the result of deliberate plotting by the 

Machiavellian princes at the heart of the nation’s financial exchanges.62 In The 

Cost, the narrator at one point suggests that the striking events on the stock ex-

change are like a force of nature: “The mysterious force which had produced a 

succession of earthquakes moved horribly on, still in mystery impenetrable, to 

produce a cataclysm. In the midst of the chaos two vast whirlpools formed—one 

where Great Lakes sucked down men and fortunes, the other where Woolens 

drew some down to destruction, flung others up to wealth.”63 By this point in the  

novel, however, the reader knows that the sudden downturn is not the result of 

natural, elemental forces, but of an individual enemy motivated by a love tussle. 

In a fairly heavy-handed way, The Master-Rogue and The Deluge allow readers to 

see market machinations from the inside, because they are presented as an un-

apologetic, first-person account: we learn, as all good conspiracy theorists believe, 

that nothing happens by accident, because everything is planned and plotted in 

advance.64 Some novels, however, began to question what conspiratorial agency 

and moral accountability might mean in the era of vast, bureaucratic corpora-

tions and the complex, interwoven nature of modern economic life. As David 

Zimmerman has shown, Upton Sinclair’s The Moneychangers (1908), a fictional 

account of the panic of 1907, destabilizes the traditional notion of conspiracy by 

suggesting that ordinary members of the public might be complicit in letting the 

financial panics happen, even if they have their origins in the sinister machina-

tions of an oligarchy.65

 Frank Norris’s novels provide some of the most intriguing, but also the most 

contradictory, fictional engagements with financial conspiracy during this pe-

riod. The Octopus (1901) and The Pit (1903), the first two portions of Norris’s 

Epic of the Wheat, a projected trilogy of novels about the production, marketing, 

and consumption of wheat, revolve around the question of who, or what, is in 

control of the mighty economic systems at play. These works of literary fiction, 

immensely popular in their time, engage with the same issues that were animat-

ing the debate on the legal notion of corporate personality. The novels capture 

the conflicting desire to represent corporate capitalism and the manipulation of 

finance as both a simple, personal conspiracy and a complex, impersonal net-

work. Like the octopus cartoons examined in chapter 3, at one and the same time 

they personalize financial conspiracy, and register the dispersal of power into the 

abstractions of the economic sublime, as they struggle to find a representational 

form that can bring together agency and structure. Both novels are shot through 

with awkward tensions as they try to square the circle of individual versus collec-
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tive causation, but these formal contradictions reveal much about the problem of 

popular attempts to read the market around the turn of the twentieth century.66

 In the eyes of its original readers, The Octopus presented a classic Populist por- 

trait of the megacorporation at the turn of the twentieth century as an evil con-

spiracy against the common people, and it did much to popularize the image of 

the corporate financial system as a cephalopod with a sinister, human face.67 The 

novel is mainly told from the perspective of Presley, a would-be poet from the east 

who wants to write a modern Homeric epic of the west. He eventually comes to 

realize that his true epic subject is the struggle of the farmers of the San Joaquin 

Valley in California against the might of the (fictional) Pacific and Southwestern 

Railroad. Early in the novel, Presley is out walking in the fields when a railroad 

locomotive thunders by, and it is described in the first of many such incantatory 

passages as a monstrous creature, part horse, part mythical being: “a locomotive, 

single, unattached, shot by him with a roar, filling the air with the reek of hot oil, 

vomiting smoke and sparks; its enormous eye, cyclopean, red, throwing a glare 

far in advance, shooting by in a sudden crash of confused thunder; filling the 

night with the terrific clamor of its iron hoofs.”68 Back home at Magnus Derrick’s 

ranch, where he is staying, Presley then sees the locomotive—through a trope 

of what might be termed mechanical anthropomorphization—as a symbolic em-

bodiment of the unstoppable power of the railroad trust itself:

Then, faint and prolonged, across the levels of the ranch, he heard the engine 

whistling for Bonneville. Again and again, at rapid intervals in its flying course, it 

whistled for road crossings, for sharp curves, for trestles; ominous notes, hoarse, 

bellowing, ringing with the accents of menace and defiance; and abruptly Presley 

saw again, in his imagination, the galloping monster, the terror of steel and steam, 

with its single eye, cyclopean, red, shooting from horizon to horizon; but saw it now 

as the symbol of a vast power, huge, terrible, flinging the echo of its thunder over 

all the reaches of the valley, leaving blood and destruction in its path; the leviathan, 

with tentacles of steel clutching into the soil, the soulless Force, the iron-hearted 

Power, the monster, the Colossus, the Octopus. (1: 48)

The passage works its way through repetition and amplification, eventually 

alighting on the single image that sums up what the “soulless” corporation is to 

those whose livelihoods are shaped by it: the octopus.

 The novel is loosely based on the Mussel Slough incident of 1880, in which a 

small group of Californian farmers tried to prevent the Southern Pacific Railroad 

from seizing their homesteads in a dispute over the price the railroad wanted to 
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charge the settlers to buy the land they had worked on and improved for more 

than a decade. In Norris’s version, however, the protagonists are not the dirt-

poor tenant farmers of Mussel Slough, but are comparatively wealthy ranchers 

with large landholdings. Despite their relative affluence, in the logic of Norris’s 

story they represent the increasingly outdated fantasy of a Jeffersonian yeomanry, 

coupled with an old-fashioned faith in the level playing field of a free-market 

exchange between equals. Magnus Derrick, the leader of the Farmers’ League 

that is set up to fight the railroad’s conspiratorial scheme, believes in the fantasy 

of rugged individualism. He prides himself on his supposedly unimpeachable 

virtue and, more than anything, wants to be firmly in control of his own destiny. 

In an image drawn from the world of railroads, Derrick refuses to take a vacation, 

because he believes that his firm and very visible hand is needed to control his 

ranch, imagined as an engine: “the machine would not as yet run of itself; he 

must still feel his hand upon the lever” (1: 57).

 Derrick, however, is still a gold miner and a gambler at heart. His get-rich-

quick attitude is at odds with the nostalgic ideal of careful husbandry of the land. 

He and the other farmers of the San Joaquin Valley are not immune to the spirit 

of financial speculation that, in most of the agrarian and Populist rhetoric of the 

period, was an anathema to the producerist fantasy of honest, self-reliant labor as 

the only true source of economic value. As Norris’s trilogy aimed to show, how-

ever, both the seemingly self-reliant producers of wheat in remote corners of Cal-

ifornia and the distant consumers in the Far East are tied together in an intricate 

financial network, with the stock ticker as the symbol of the local presence of that 

abstract and deterritorialized market. Like the ticker fiends explored in chapter 

2, Magnus and his son Harran “had sat up nearly half of one night watching the 

strip of white tape jerking unsteadily from the reel. At such moments they no 

longer felt their individuality. The ranch became merely the part of an enormous 

whole, a unit in the vast agglomeration of wheat land the whole world round, feel-

ing the effects of causes thousands of miles distant—a drought on the prairies of 

Dakota, a rain on the plains of India, a frost on the Russian steppes, a hot wind 

on the llanos of the Argentine” (1: 51). With their large ranches, the farmers in 

The Octopus are described as practicing agriculture on an industrial scale that is as 

monumental and as rapacious as the railroad itself. Derrick, in particular, is seduced 

by the idea of establishing a vast (and presumably monopolistic) trust of producers 

that could exploit new global markets and stand up to the might of the railroad.

 Despite the seemingly clear opposition between the evil of the trust and the 

good of the people, the novel makes the connections between the two sides ap-

parent. The main story revolves around a supposed conspiracy orchestrated by 
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the railroad: first, to raise its freight rates in order to drive those farmers to ruin, 

and then to sell off the tenanted lands at prices elevated to a level beyond the 

reach of the farmers, before installing its own dummy buyers in their place. In 

the eyes of the ranchers, the railroad is the very epitome of a cunning and ruth-

less conspiracy. We learn, for example, that in the eyes of Dyke, the locomotive 

engineer turned hop farmer, “the Trust was silent, its ways inscrutable, the public 

saw only results. It worked on in the dark, calm, disciplined, irresistible” (2: 60). 

Yet, pushed into a corner, the Farmers’ League sets in motion—in Presley’s dis-

missive term—its own “obscure conspiracy” (2: 161), employing Derrick’s other 

son, Lyman, in a doomed attempt to fix the election of the railroad commission 

that will set the rates. For Derrick, resorting to bribery is an affront to his much-

vaunted moral code, but other farmers, such as the hot-headed Annixter, see it 

merely as a way of fighting fire with fire. This necessary turn away from their 

republican faith in the impartiality of contract ironically returns them to a more 

old-fashioned and more personalized form of business, which is also in keeping 

with their conviction that the railroad trust had made a personal, contractual 

promise to them to honor the original valuation of the land.

 This tension between a personal and an impersonal encounter with the trust 

and the larger financial market runs throughout the novel. On the one hand, 

in the eyes of the ranchers, the railroad is inhuman, a mixture of monster and 

machine. For example, Annie Derrick, Magnus’s wife, “saw very plainly the gal-

loping terror of steam and steel, with its single eye, cyclopean, red, shooting from 

horizon to horizon, symbol of a vast power, huge and terrible; the leviathan with 

tentacles of steel, to oppose which meant to be ground to instant destruction 

beneath the clashing wheels” (1: 173). On the other hand, the vast and seemingly 

anonymous trust is embodied for them in the all-too-solid person of its local 

agent and banker, S. Behrman. “There was no denying the fact,” the narrator 

comments, “that for Osterman, Broderson, Annixter, and Derrick, S. Behrman 

was the railroad” (1: 64). Behrman’s corpulent and repulsive frame, together with  

his ostensibly Jewish name, seems to the farmers to be the very personification of 

corporate greed and shady manipulation.69 In the logic of the novel Behrman is, 

at one and the same time, an actual individual and a symbolic representation—a 

personification—of the corporation. In a very different sense to the one used in 

legal debates during that period, he is a literalized fiction of corporate personality. 

His all-too-human flesh, like a corporation, is seemingly immortal, impossible 

to kill off, despite Presley’s would-be anarchist attempt to assassinate him with a 

thrown bomb and Dyke’s last-ditch attempt to kill, with his bare hands, the man 

who, in his eyes, embodies all the duplicity of the railroad.70 For Annie Derrick, it 
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was futile to “grapple with the railroad—that great monster, iron-hearted, relent-

less, infinitely powerful. Always it had issued triumphant from the fight; always  

S. Behrman, the Corporation’s champion, remained upon the field as victor, 

placid, unperturbed, unassailable” (1: 172). Behrman, who is both a man and a 

personification, eventually dies in a manner that is overloaded with symbolism: 

he is smothered by the wheat flowing into the hold of a cargo ship, until only 

his hand—the visible hand of invisible manipulation—is seen clutching in des-

peration above the rising tide of grain. If Behrman is the human representative 

of the vast trust, even he—as he contemplates the Niagara of wheat that will 

soon drown him in the hold of the cargo ship—believes that there is no single 

individual behind the entire system: “The place was deserted. No human agency 

seemed to be back of the movement of the wheat. Rather, the grain seemed im-

pelled with a force of its own, a resistless, huge force, eager, vivid, impatient for 

the sea” (2: 350).

 Although Behrman is the local stand-in for the railroad and the most im-

mediate instrument of the conspiracy, the farmers are in no doubt as to who is 

really behind the trust and its plots. As Harran explains to his fellow ranchers: 

“S. Behrman manipulated the whole affair. There’s a big deal of some kind in the 

air, and if there is, we all know who is back of it; S. Behrman, of course, but who’s 

back of him? It’s Shelgrim.” The narrator picks up on this thought:

Shelgrim! The name fell squarely in the midst of the conversation, abrupt, grave, 

somber, big with suggestion, pregnant with huge associations. No one in the group 

who was not familiar with it; no one, for that matter, in the county, the State, the 

whole reach of the West, the entire Union, that did not entertain convictions as to the 

man who carried it; a giant figure in the end-of-the-century finance, a product of circum-

stance, an inevitable result of conditions, characteristic, typical, symbolic of ungovern-

able forces. In the New Movement, the New Finance, the reorganization of capital, 

the amalgamation of powers, the consolidation of enormous enterprises—no one 

individual was more constantly in the eye of the world; no one was more hated, 

more dreaded, no one more compelling of unwilling tribute to his commanding 

genius, to the colossal intellect operating the width of an entire continent than the 

president and owner of the Pacific and Southwestern. (1: 99–100)

In the farmers’ vernacular, Shelgrim is the puppet master who controls everything 

and is at the heart of the conspiracy. “He sits in his office in San Francisco,” An-

nixter declares, “and pulls the strings and we’ve got to dance” (1: 100). Shelgrim 

is the hidden hand, rather than the invisible hand.

 After a violent showdown in which many of Presley’s rancher friends are 
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killed, he finds himself in San Francisco, passing the building that houses the 

headquarters of the railroad trust. In an image of individual control that is re-

peated many times in the novel, Presley imagines Shelgrim as the locomotive en-

gineer in charge of the entire machinery of the trust, albeit combined with a hint 

of the medieval feudalism of the robber barons: “Here was the keep of the castle, 

and here, behind one of those many windows, in one of those many offices, his 

hand upon the levers of his mighty engine, sat the master, Shelgrim himself” (2: 

279). On a whim, Presley decides to enter the building and confront the legendary 

man who is the controlling intelligence behind the evil octopus conspiracy. The 

man he finds, however, is not monstrous, but human. Presley “had been prepared 

to come upon an ogre, a brute, a terrible man of blood and iron, and instead had 

discovered a sentimentalist and an art critic” (2: 284). Although not the ogre Presley 

had been expecting, Shelgrim is nevertheless a man of infinite capacities, larger 

than life, more than a mere individual. He was “not only great, but large; many-

sided, of vast sympathies, who understood with equal intelligence, the human 

nature in an habitual drunkard, the ethics of a masterpiece of painting, and the 

financiering and operation of ten thousand miles of railroad” (2: 284).

 Here, Presley at last penetrates behind the corporate veil, supposedly dis-

covering the actual person behind the fiction of corporate personality. Like the 

revelatory moment in The Wizard of Oz (another novel with seemingly strong, 

agrarian, Populist sympathies, published a year before The Octopus), Presley pre-

sumes he has discovered the human figure pulling the levers of power behind the 

anonymous façade of the trust.71 Although Shelgrim turns out not to be quite the 

cartoon octopus of the Populist imagination, Presley nevertheless presumes that 

he is the controlling intelligence at the peak of the vast pyramid of conspiracy that 

defeated the ranchers. Instead, in a disorienting moment that catches Presley 

completely off guard, Shelgrim conjures up an infinite regress of the origin of 

power, insisting that even he is not in control of the railroad trust:

“Believe this, young man,” exclaimed Shelgrim, laying a thick powerful forefin-

ger on the table to emphasize his words, “try to believe this—to begin with—that 

railroads build themselves. Where there is a demand sooner or later there will 

be a supply. Mr. Derrick, does he grow his wheat? The Wheat grows itself. What 

does he count for? Does he supply the force? What do I count for? Do I build the 

Railroad? You are dealing with forces, young man, when you speak of Wheat and 

the Railroads, not with men. There is the Wheat, the supply. It must be carried to 

feed the People. There is the demand. The Wheat is one force, the Railroad, another, 

and there is the law that governs them—supply and demand. Men have only little 
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to do in the whole business. Complications may arise, conditions that bear hard on 

the individual—crush him maybe—but the wheat will be carried to feed the 

people as inevitably as it will grow. If you want to fasten the blame of the affair at Los 

Muertos on any one person, you will make a mistake. Blame conditions, not men.”

 “But—but,” faltered Presley, “you are the head, you control the road.”

 “You are a very young man. Control the road! Can I stop it? I can go into bank-

ruptcy if you like. But otherwise if I run my road, as a business proposition, I can do 

nothing. I can not control it. It is a force born out of certain conditions, and I—no 

man—can stop it or control it. Can your Mr. Derrick stop the Wheat growing? He 

can burn his crop, or he can give it away, or sell it for a cent a bushel—just as I 

could go into bankruptcy—but otherwise his Wheat must grow. Can any one stop 

the Wheat? Well, then no more can I stop the Road.” (2: 285–86)

 As in The Pit, the vision of power that Shelgrim evokes is one in which human 

actors are mere conduits for the sublime, impersonal, and natural forces that 

flow through them. Other than the personified abstractions of the wheat and the 

railroad themselves, there is no individual at the top of the chain of command. 

Or, to put it another way, in Shelgrim’s cosmogony, there is no hidden center 

from which the conspiracy originates, with the corporation and its actions ap-

pearing instead as blameless acts of nature:

Presley regained the street stupefied, his brain in a whirl. This new idea, this new 

conception dumfounded him. Somehow, he could not deny it. It rang with the clear 

reverberation of truth. Was no one, then, to blame for the horror at the irrigating 

ditch? Forces, conditions, laws of supply and demand—were these then the ene-

mies, after all? Not enemies; there was no malevolence in Nature. Colossal indiffer-

ence only, a vast trend toward appointed goals. Nature was, then, a gigantic engine, 

a vast cyclopean power, huge, terrible, a leviathan with a heart of steel, knowing no 

compunction, no forgiveness, no tolerance; crushing out the human atom standing 

in its way, with nirvanic calm, the agony of destruction sending never a jar, never the 

faintest tremor through all that prodigious mechanism of wheels and cogs. (2: 286)

Much to his surprise, Presley finds himself swayed by Shelgrim’s argument. The 

novel itself takes the possibility of the uncanny agency of corporations seriously, 

not least because it chimes in with the mystical sense of enlightenment that 

Presley’s shepherd friend Vanamee has achieved in viewing human endeavor—

as well as human tragedies, including the rape and death of his beloved—as 

insignificant in the face of cosmic energies, of which the fertility of the wheat 

and the might of the railroad trust are the most potent symbols. The final conclu-
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sion that the novel reaches, buoyed up by capital letters, as if trying to convince  

both the reader and Presley himself, is that individual human agency is insignif-

icant in the face of seemingly cosmic forces:

Men—motes in the sunshine—perished, were shot down in the very noon of life, 

hearts were broken, little children started in life lamentably handicapped; young 

girls were brought to a life of shame; old women died in the heart of life for lack 

of food. In that little, isolated group of human insects, misery, death, and anguish 

spun like a wheel of fire. But the wheat remained. Untouched, unassailable, un-

defiled, that mighty world-force, that nourisher of nations, wrapped in nirvanic 

calm, indifferent to the human swarm, gigantic, resistless, moved onward in its 

appointed grooves. (2: 360)

 Both the railroad trust—the local symbol of global capitalism—and the ir-

repressible fertility of the wheat crop are presented as impersonal forces that 

operate on a plane far above mere mortal concerns and the traditional con-

ceptions of individual agency: “Men were naught, death was naught, life was 

naught; force only existed—force that brought men into the world, force that 

crowded them out of it to make way for the succeeding generation, force that 

made the wheat grow, force that garnered it from the soil to give place to the 

succeeding crop” (2: 343). At the same time, however, these inhuman forces are re-

peatedly personified in the novel. Like the use of prosopopeia in Greek mythology,  

the personification of abstract forces humanizes but also mystifies natural and 

social processes. “There, under the sun and under the speckless sheen of the sky,” 

the description of the harvest rhapsodizes, “the wooing of the Titan began, the vast 

primal passion, the two world-forces, the elemental Male and Female, locked in 

a colossal embrace, at grapples in the throes of an infinite desire, at once terrible 

and divine, knowing no law, untamed, savage, natural, sublime” (1: 125–26).72

 Although Presley is seduced by the vision of sublime natural and economic 

forces that cast into relief petty human concerns, he finds the implications of 

Shelgrim’s speech troubling. He still feels an emotional need to find someone 

responsible for the tragic events at the ditch, and the final section of the novel 

vacillates between the two positions. Once away from Shelgrim’s office, Presley 

qualifies the self-serving analysis provided by the railroad boss, recognizing in-

stead the asymmetrical nature of power and suffering:

The drama was over. The fight of Ranch and Railroad had been wrought out to its 

dreadful close. It was true, as Shelgrim had said, that forces rather than men had 

locked horns in that struggle, but for all that the men of the Ranch and not the men 
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of the Railroad had suffered. Into the prosperous valley, into the quiet community 

of farmers, that galloping monster, that terror of steel and steam had burst, shooting 

athwart the horizons, flinging the echo of its thunder over all the ranches of the 

valley, leaving blood and destruction in its path. Yes, the Railroad had prevailed. 

The ranches had been seized in the tentacles of the octopus; the iniquitous burden 

of extortionate freight rates had been imposed like a yoke of iron. The monster had 

killed Harran, had killed Osterman, had killed Broderson, had killed Hooven. It 

had beggared Magnus and had driven him to a state of semi-insanity after he had 

wrecked his honor in the vain attempt to do evil that good might come. (2: 359)

Unlike Shelgrim’s insistence on the passive voice, this passage—focalized 

through Presley’s consciousness—once again uses active verbs, although it is 

not the railroad boss himself that is the subject, but the abstract, collective per-

sonifications: “the Railroad,” “the monster,” “the Octopus.”

 As Presley reflects on the death of his friends, especially when he is sickened 

by the indifference of the haute bourgeoisie whose dinners he attends in San 

Francisco, he still feels an emotional pull to the dawning class consciousness 

fuelled by Populist and anarchist conspiracy rhetoric that had marked his final 

weeks at the ranch, leading up to the cataclysmic events at the ditch. He is dimly 

aware that Shelgrim’s insistence that the trust creates and controls itself is an 

ideological naturalization of a political-economic arrangement, borne out in the 

way Shelgrim equates the sublime “financiering” of the trust with the uncon-

tainable fertility of the wheat. Although the novel continues to push toward its 

final, mystical conclusion, Presley nevertheless registers a residual resistance to 

Shelgrim’s all-too-convenient evasion of blame: “The Railroad might indeed be a 

force only, which no man could control and for which no man was responsible, 

but his friends had been killed” (2: 317).

 Contemporary readers of the novel assumed that The Octopus was a straight-

forward attack on corporate trusts, pictured as a conspiracy against the common 

man. New Historicist critics, however, such as Walter Benn Michaels, have in-

sisted that Norris’s novel legitimates the procorporate position, because it natu-

ralizes corporations by fetishizing the discourse of superhuman forces.73 None-

theless, it would be more accurate to read the novel as both a diatribe against 

the incorporation of America and an endorsement of it. Like many of the other 

Populist attacks on financial capitalism explored in this chapter, it combines the 

rhetoric of personalized conspiratorial agency with a quasi-structural analysis 

of distributed systems of power that operate as networks, rather than as simple, 

hierarchical chains of command. What makes the movement between the two 
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more fluid, and thus more complicated, is that the portrait of impersonal power 

is often presented through the trope of personification. Far from an older, animis-

tic tradition of thought giving way to a newer, more abstract mode of economic 

representation in the age of the corporation, The Octopus demonstrated that the 

abstract could only be made legible via new modes of personification. The nat-

uralist writing thus attempted to make sense of collective agency and causality 

through the representational technology of the individual-centered novel. There 

is not a simple conspiracy behind the railroad, the novel implies, but an entire 

system of corporate trusts; nevertheless, that abstract system is endowed with 

monstrous will and envisioned as an octopus (which, in turn, is imagined as if 

it were endowed with human desires and intentionality). The rhetoric suggests 

that, on the one hand, the evil is intentional and centered in the “great bulk” (2:  

283) of Shelgrim’s body, yet, on the other hand, it is so infinitely distributed 

that it is scarcely recognizable as a coherent being: “Abruptly Dyke received the 

impression of the multitudinous ramifications of the colossus. Under his feet 

the ground seemed mined; down there below him in the dark the huge tentacles 

were silently twisting and advancing, spreading out in every direction, sapping 

the strength of all opposition, quiet, gradual, biding the time to reach up and out 

and grip with a sudden unleashing of gigantic strength” (2: 60–61). The image of 

the octopus enables Norris (and other radical critics of that era) to conceive of the 

dizzying complexity of financial capitalism as part of a single, coherent system, 

yet, at the same time, to imbue that abstract system with agency and will. In this 

way, The Octopus establishes a mise en abyme in the quest for the ultimate source 

of agency and causality.

 The map of conspiracy the novel creates is not the usual one, in which power 

is conceived as a chain or a pyramid, or, at the very least, as having a center. 

When Presley visits the railroad headquarters in San Francisco (which is in keep-

ing with the revelation about Shelgrim that he is about to discover), he at first is 

struck by the fact that the building is not “pretentious.” He “must have passed it,  

unheeding, many times,” yet despite being unremarkable from the outside, nev-

ertheless “it was the stronghold of the enemy—the center of all that vast ram-

ifying system of arteries that drained the life-blood of the State; the nucleus of 

the web in which so many lives, so many fortunes, so many destinies had been 

enmeshed” (2: 279). Presley’s mental map of how power operates resembles the 

actual map of the railroad that Lyman Derrick studies in his office:

It was a commissioner’s official railway map of the State of California, completed to 

March 30th of that year. Upon it the different railways of the State were accurately 
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plotted in various colors, blue, green, yellow. However, the blue, the yellow, and the 

green were but brief traceries, very short, isolated, unimportant. At a little distance 

these could hardly be seen. The whole map was gridironed by a vast, complicated 

network of red lines marked P. and S. W. R. R. These centralized at San Francisco 

and thence ramified and spread north, east, and south, to every quarter of the State. 

From Coles, in the topmost corner of the map, to Yuma in the lowest, from Reno 

on one side to San Francisco on the other, ran the plexus of red, a veritable system 

of blood circulation, complicated, dividing, and reuniting, branching, splitting, ex-

tending, throwing out feelers, off-shoots, tap roots, feeders—diminutive little blood 

suckers that shot out from the main jugular and went twisting up into some remote 

county, laying hold upon some forgotten village or town, involving it in one of a 

myriad branching coils, one of a hundred tentacles, drawing it, as it were, toward 

that center from which all this system sprang. The map was white, and it seemed 

as if all the color which should have gone to vivify the various counties, towns, and 

cities marked upon it had been absorbed by that huge, sprawling organism, with 

its ruddy arteries converging to a central point. It was as though the State had been 

sucked white and colorless, and against this pallid background the red arteries of 

the monster stood out, swollen with life-blood, reaching out to infinity, gorged to 

bursting; an excrescence, a gigantic parasite fattening upon the life-blood of an 

entire commonwealth. (2: 4–5)

The map of the railroad both abstracts and vivifies a system. It is, at one and the 

same time, mechanical and organic, animal and vegetable, impersonal yet alive 

with its own malevolent volition. On the one hand, the passage suggests that  

the inanimate railroad is a living creature that has a single point of control, be 

it the “plexus” of a central nervous system or a beating heart, with its “ruddy 

arteries converging to a central point.” At other moments, however, the “multi-

tudinous ramifications” of the railroad are portrayed not as part of a being with a 

central location of control, but as a dizzying and decentered network out of which 

conspiratorial agency emerges, without there being any obvious commanding 

agent pulling the strings. Yet, just when it seems that the passage lapses into 

ideological obfuscation with its portrait of the railroad trust as a sublime phe-

nomenon whose complexity and vast scale is beyond human comprehension, 

it invokes the uncanny possibility that there is agency and control in the system 

itself. The description also conjures up the master image of the novel as a whole: 

the map of the railroad resembles an octopus, with a centralized intelligence, yet 

with endlessly ramifying appendages that constitute a complex but organic whole 

(“a myriad branching coils, one of a hundred tentacles”).
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 In its account of corporate and financial capitalism, the novel thus wavers 

between embracing a thoroughly posthuman notion of individual agency, viewed 

from a sublime distance, and remaining committed to a rabble-rousing, conspir-

atorial depiction of big business as the expression of a monstrous, parasitic will. 

These contradictory viewpoints within The Octopus are never ultimately resolved, 

either aesthetically or politically. In part this is a reflection of and engagement 

with the contemporary legal debates surrounding the nature of corporations. 

The novel does raise the possibility, however, of a synthesis between the two op-

posing poles of theories: traditional, individual agency versus newer, sociological 

models of structural causation. In the era of monopoly capitalism, The Octopus 

represents the system of class privilege as conspiracy.

“Unless You Have Got Actual Control, You Can Not Control Anything”

When antitrust legislation was not being used to attack unions, the cases brought 

forward tended to involve individual firms or clusters of firms working through a 

deliberate, yet secret, agreement to fix prices or force competitors out of business. 

I now want to examine in detail a case study in which the purported conspiracy 

not only involved an entire sector of the economy, but was imagined as operating 

almost without intentional agreement. What makes the case so arresting is that 

it pushes to the limit the very meaning of conspiracy and raises the question of 

how best to represent the system of high finance that was emerging around the 

turn of the twentieth century. Was there indeed a system, or was it merely a col-

lection of individual, uncoordinated acts? Should finance be left to the experts, 

or should the state bring regulatory oversight and transparency to what bankers 

insisted were private agreements, governed by individual freedom of contract? 

Were bankers selflessly working in the national interest to maintain financial 

stability, or should the government be trusted to interfere in the natural organ-

ization of the market? If there was a panic on Wall Street, must there always be 

someone to blame? If there seemed to be evidence of what looked to all intents 

and purposes like coordination and control in the financial markets, must there 

necessarily be a hidden hand at work? Finally, was the financial system now too 

complex to be controlled by a small clique of powerful private bankers—and, if 

so, then who should be in charge of it?

 Although J. P. Morgan was at first hailed as a popular hero for single-handedly 

saving the nation’s financial system during the panic of 1907, some skeptical 

voices were troubled by the idea that an individual banker could wield such vast 

financial power, constituting a one-man lender of last resort, a function that, 

critics began to argue, should be the privilege and the responsibility of a central 
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bank.74 Following agitation by Senator Robert La Follette and Senator Charles 

Lindbergh Sr. (father of the future aviator hero), the U.S. House of Representa-

tives established the Pujo Committee in 1912 to investigate monopolistic abuses 

of power in the banking sector: to discover whether, in short, there existed a 

secretive money trust. As the original House Resolution that established the in-

vestigation put it:

It has been further charged and is generally believed that these same groups of 

financiers have so entrenched themselves in their control of the aforesaid finan-

cial and other institutions and otherwise in the direction of the finances of the 

country that they are thereby enabled to use the funds and property of the great 

national banks and other moneyed corporations in the leading money centers to 

control the security and commodity markets; to regulate the interest for money; to 

create, avert, and compose panics; to dominate the New York Stock Exchange and 

the various clearing house associations throughout the country, and through such 

associations and by reason of their aforesaid control over the aforesaid railroads, 

industrial corporations, and moneyed institutions, and others, and in other ways 

resulting therefrom, have wielded a power over the business, commerce, credits, 

and finances of the country that is despotic and perilous and is daily becoming more 

perilous to the public welfare.75

The working assumption of the investigation was not merely that a de facto bank-

ing conspiracy had a stranglehold on credit, but that a “money trust” had control 

of the industrial combinations they floated on the New York Stock Exchange. The 

investigation argued that the private bankers were drumming up new business 

by using the inside information and influence they obtained from each bank 

having one of their partners as a director on the board of a large number of 

companies. The suspicion was that a cluster of investment banks acted as both 

principal and agent, both underwriter and investor, in the enormous consolida-

tion deals they brokered, which would mean that the nation’s system of finance 

was hopelessly corrupt. At its heart, the Pujo Committee was concerned with the 

question of whether there should be democratic oversight of high finance, and 

whether there should be a limit to the influence—either explicit or implied—that 

an individual or a single bank could hold over the nation’s economic institutions.

 Despite the fiery rhetoric of the House Resolution, in practice the Pujo Com-

mittee was more circumscribed in its investigative remit, constrained at first 

by the need to avoid seeming partisan in the election season of 1912, and ham-

pered by a reluctance on the part not only of the banking community, but also 
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sectors of the government itself, to furnish relevant evidence.76 Although denied 

access to the full accounts of most corporations, and even to the government’s  

own records kept by the comptroller of the currency, the committee’s lead coun-

sel, Samuel Untermyer, nevertheless managed to amass a large amount of data 

about the extent of the interlocking corporate directorships of the biggest Wall 

Street investment banks and many of the largest industrial combinations in the 

country. In particular, Untermyer focused on the concentration of power and 

money in the hands of a small group of financial institutions, led by J. P. Morgan, 

that included the First National Bank; the National City Bank; Lee, Higginson, 

and Company; Kidder, Peabody, and Company; and Kuhn, Loeb, and Company. 

Among its many headlined conclusions (which were summarized and expanded 

in Other People’s Money, a popular and influential book written by Louis Brandeis 

in 1914), the report concluded that industrial corporations and public utilities 

worth $22 billion were under the control or influence of this handful of finan-

ciers, who sat on the boards of countless corporations in a complex pattern of 

interlocking directorships and voting trusts, and participated as stockholders.77 

For example, George F. Baker, the president of the First National Bank, was a 

director in 58 companies, while Morgan, First National Bank, and National City 

and Guaranty Trust held over 300 directorships in 100 companies.

 The volume of evidence was overwhelming, and it provided the American 

public with a damning insight into the murky world of high finance. Yet the 

evidence remained circumstantial, at best, without ever uncovering a “smoking 

gun” document or a moment of testimony that would prove the existence of a 

money trust as anything more than a muckraking metaphor. Morgan, for ex-

ample, admitted in one cross-examination that he and Baker were old friends 

and had engaged in mutually beneficial associations and transactions, but there 

was no paper record of the agreements, and thus no chance of proving an actual 

conspiracy—a state of affairs befitting the genteel world of banking in which a 

gentleman’s word was his bond.78 Proof of a conspiracy was the sticking point. 

Although the original House Resolution—and certainly the popular view—was 

that a money trust indeed existed and was engaged in a “despotic” and “perilous” 

conspiracy, Untermyer and Brandeis came to a more diplomatic conclusion. In 

their eyes, even if there was not an actual document that could prove a conspira-

torial agreement or intention behind the money trust, this small group of finan-

ciers nevertheless managed—through a “gentleman’s agreement” or “banking 

ethics”—to eliminate competition in investment banking and thus constituted, 

in all but name, a monopolistic conspiracy in restraint of trade under the terms 
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of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act.79 For Untermyer, the terminology was crucial: “If, 

however, we mean by this loose, elastic term ‘trust’ as applied to the concentra-

tion of the ‘money power’ that there is a close and well-defined ‘community of in-

terest’ and understanding among the men who dominate the financial destinies 

of our country and who wield fabulous power over the fortunes of others through 

their control of corporate funds belonging to other people, our investigators will 

find a situation confronting us far more serious than is popularly supposed to 

exist.”80 The Pujo Committee never managed to prove the conspiracy allegations 

conclusively, although it is arguable that they did manage to provide convincing 

evidence that high finance was run by a “community of interest”—even if they 

did not go so far as to name it class privilege. The changes to antitrust legisla-

tion that were passed by the U.S. Congress, however, were ultimately not very 

far-reaching or effective in tackling the problems the investigation had exposed. 

The committee concluded that banks were likely to fall prey to a conflict of in-

terests, with their loyalties compromised between promoting the profitability of 

their own firm and securing the best deal for both their corporate clients and the 

investing public, and, more often than not, they abused their position of privi-

leged access to inside information to speculate for easy profits. As a solution to 

the specific problem of conflicts of interest, the committee proposed the Clayton 

Act of 1914, which extended the Sherman Anti-Trust Act of 1890 by prohibiting 

directors from sitting on the boards of two companies competing in the same 

sector of the economy.

 Despite the failure of the investigation to prove an explicit conspiracy, I want 

to argue that the Pujo Committee’s struggle to explain and represent the nature 

of collusion in itself provides a significant insight into the public perception of 

finance during this period. Leaving aside the specific political wranglings, what 

this case reveals is a deep-seated ideological rift in the understanding of agency 

and causation. An older, more personal, individualistic way of thinking about 

business continued to hold sway in Wall Street long after the complexity of large, 

collective organizations became a reality. The case also brings home the diffi-

culties that observers of finance had in finding an adequate way of representing 

the relationship between individual agency and structural causation in the new 

corporate era, with much of the debate revolving around the thorny issue of what 

counted as control and conspiracy, and where the dividing line between the two 

lay. The first section will look in detail at some of the thousands of pages of testi-

mony from the Pujo hearings, while the following section will examine an indi-

vidual diagram produced by the committee that maps the interlocking corporate 

and financial directorships.
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The Pujo Hearings

The hearings were a fraught affair. Most notoriously, William Rockefeller evaded 

appearing before the committee, with his doctors insisting that he was too ill to 

give testimony, because a cough brought on by stress could kill him. He led the 

committee’s lawyers, who were trying to serve a subpoena on him, on a merry 

dance as he retreated from public view into his mansion in North Tarrytown, 

New York. He gave the slip to the Pinkerton detectives watching out for him and 

escaped to his cottage on Jekyll Island in Georgia, where he eventually granted 

a brief and inconclusive interview, cut short by his supposedly life-threatening 

laryngitis.81 In the actual hearings, Untermyer repeatedly tried to show that the 

coterie of bankers centered on Morgan acted covertly, in concert, to control the 

financial affairs of the nation. For his part, Morgan was adamant in arguing that 

he had no actual control over any of the companies he was associated with. He 

insisted that his private banking business (an unlimited partnership, rather than 

a limited liability corporation) should remain out of the scrutinizing gaze of the 

state. As far as he was concerned, his selfless patriotism and his gentlemanly 

code of banking ethics were ultimately a better guarantee that the interests of the 

nation would be served than any regulatory intrusion.

 Untermyer clashed repeatedly with his witnesses, with the two sides differing 

not only in their fundamental political outlook, but also in the meaning of seem-

ingly straightforward terms. At the heart of the matter was whether Morgan and 

the dense network of directors associated with him were actually in control of the 

corporate and trust boards they sat on. For example, when Untermyer quizzed 

William Sherer, the manager of the New York Clearing House Association, on 

whether the Security Bank and the Fourth National Bank were closely interwo-

ven, Sherer replied that he had no direct, personal knowledge, only hearsay. Un-

termyer prodded him further, trying to pin him down over the meaning of the 

term “control,” and the exchange ended in a stalemate:

untermyer: Do you know that they have a number of directors in common?

sherer: Yes. The bank is owned by a great many stockholders.

untermyer: I am not talking about stockholders. We are talking about the people 

who control its practical affairs and its management, not about the stockhold-

ers. You know what control means, do you not?

sherer: Yes.

untermyer: You know that control of a bank, so far as its active management and 

direction and policy are concerned, is not dependent upon the stock ownership, 

and that the two have no relation, do you not?
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sherer: I do not want to answer that, because I consider the stockholders the 

owners of the bank, and I do not want to say that the owners of the bank give up 

control of it.

untermyer: But you know the management is one thing and the stockholding is 

quite another thing?

sherer: Yes.

untermyer: You know that the banks of this city, as a rule, are managed by men 

who do not control the stock?

sherer: No, I do not know that.

untermyer: Do you know whether that is so or not?

sherer: No.82

 Untermyer then returns to the question of what counts as “control” in one 

of his lengthy cross-examinations of Morgan. Untermyer tries to get Morgan to 

admit that he favors combination over competition, and Morgan confesses that 

while he likes “a little competition,” he prefers cooperation (the term he insists 

on using instead of the more damning “combination”). Morgan feels that he is 

being misrepresented and makes a request to put his version across. The two 

men dance around the meaning of the word “control,” in a sequence of bizarre 

and increasingly tautological exchanges:

morgan: This may be a sensitive subject. I do not want to talk of it. This is proba-

bly the only chance I will have to speak of it.

untermyer: You mean the subject of combination and concentration?

morgan: Yes; the question of control. Without you have control, you can not do 

anything.

untermyer: Unless you have got control, you can not do what?

morgan: Unless you have got actual control, you can not control anything.

untermyer: Well, I guess that is right. Is that the reason you want to control 

everything?

morgan: I want to control nothing.

untermyer: Then what sort of control is it that you want? You say, in order to 

have complete control . . .

morgan: I do not want either—I do not want any control.

untermyer: What is the point, Mr. Morgan, you want to make, because I do not 

quite gather it?

morgan: What I say is this, that control is a thing, particularly in money, and you 

are talking about a money control—now, there is nothing in the world that you 

can make a trust on money.
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Morgan interprets Untermyer’s words in a literal fashion, arguing that money—

understood simply as gold coin rather than as privileged access to credit—is im-

possible to monopolize. In another session, Untermyer returns to the question 

of control, and once again fails to get Morgan—arguably the most powerful and 

influential man in America at this point—to admit that he controls anything:

untermyer: Some other man who might control might not take the view you have?

morgan: He would not have the control.

untermyer: That is your idea, is it? Your idea is that when a man has got a vast 

power, such as you have—you admit you have, do you not?

morgan: I do not know it, sir.

untermyer: You admit you have, do you not?

morgan: I do not think I have.

untermyer: You do not feel it at all?

morgan: No; I do not feel it at all.83

Morgan’s immediate argument is that a single, powerful man cannot control 

affairs because the board of directors can always outnumber him. What is more 

striking, however, is his steadfast refusal to acknowledge that, even if in a mi-

nority, the outsized influence of his firm in the financial community could still 

hold sway, or to even concede that he could, in any way, be considered powerful.84

 On another occasion, Morgan begrudgingly accepts Untermyer’s suggestion 

that his authority is unconscious for him, calling up the enigmatic notion that he 

possesses power over which he claims to have no personal knowledge or con-

trol. This raises the paradoxical possibility that a conspiracy might emerge unbe-

knownst to the conspirators:

untermyer: You and Mr. Baker dominate the anthracite coalroad situation, do 

you not, together?

morgan: No; we do not.

untermyer: Do you not?

morgan: I do not think we do. At least, if we do, I do not know it.

untermyer: Your power in any direction is entirely unconscious to you, is it not?

morgan: It is, sir; if that is the case.

untermyer: You do not think you have any power in any department of industry 

in this country, do you?

morgan: I do not.

untermyer: Not the slightest?

morgan: Not the slightest.85
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In one light, Morgan’s prevarications spring from his conviction that he is merely 

primo inter pares on a board of trustees, a humble agent for the individual share-

holders he represents, rather than the formally recognized principal driving the 

structural changes to the constituent businesses—a process that, unsurprisingly, 

became dubbed “Morganization.” Read in a different light, however, these re-

peated clashes around the definition of “control” get at the heart of the issue at 

stake in the Pujo hearings. If there is no actual conspiracy, is it possible for con-

trol to emerge without straightforward intention or direct, personal knowledge? 

Is it possible that Untermyer is wrong to claim that there is a conspiracy, but, 

at the same time, that Morgan is wrong to deny having any influence over the 

nation’s financial and industrial system?

 For their part, the bankers insisted that there had been no conscious act of 

conspiracy, and no personal knowledge of one. They also therefore claimed that, 

if there happened to emerge a situation that, in an unfavorable light, resembled 

an illegal restraint of trade, it was not their primary aim—and this was key to 

the legal definition of conspiracy under the rule-of-reason interpretation of the 

Sherman Anti-Trust Act, which permitted restraints of trade as long as they were 

not the main intention of the business agreement. For example, Sherer defended 

the Clearing House Association’s (CHA) practice of creating a virtual monopoly 

by forbidding members to deal with the Curb Exchange or the rival Consoli-

dated Exchange, along with the stipulation that only members could clear checks 

through the CHA at the set rate. Like most of the witnesses, Sherer endlessly 

tried to claim no personal knowledge of any of the common rumors of sharp 

practices. He maintained that it was not a case of a deliberate restraint of trade, 

since the Clearing House was like a private club in which the members submit 

voluntarily to the rules that they endorse. In this case, however, as Sherer and 

others insisted, the agreement on rates did not happen through explicit, contrac-

tual approval, but through a tacit, mutual accord on the principles of conservative 

banking. The CHA thus did not constitute a conspiracy, Sherer argued with a 

remarkable degree of chutzpah, any more than did a voluntary agreement by 

union members not to offer their labor below a certain wage. This voluntarist 

model obsessively cleaved to the principle of economic actors as autonomous 

individuals, operating on the level playing field produced by freedom of contract 

and competition. Sherer’s denial of the existence of a money-trust conspiracy 

thus did not contravene the Sherman Anti-Trust Act on a very literal reading  

of the law. Nevertheless, it ignored the patently obvious facts exposed by the 

investigation: the CHA used its clout to reinforce the monopoly power and priv-

ileges of an inner circle of elite bankers.
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 Like Sherer, Morgan repeatedly rebuffed the accusation that there was a for-

mal money-trust agreement contravening existing law by likewise employing 

a very literalist interpretation of how conspiratorial agreements are made. He 

made clear, for example, that he did not personally know some of the directors 

with whom he was alleged to be colluding and thus could not be guilty of or-

chestrating a conspiracy. In a letter belatedly replying to the accusations and in-

sinuations made by Untermyer in his cross-examination of Morgan, Morgan & 

Company’s lawyers were adamant that the kind of all-encompassing money trust 

sketched out by the Pujo Committee was impossible, because it was contrary to 

the natural, immutable, impersonal laws of supply and demand: competition 

can never be totally suppressed. The letter challenged the “exceedingly mistaken 

inferences,” drawn from the diagrams and tables prepared by the committee 

that showed interlocking directorships, that “this vast aggregate of the country’s 

wealth is at the disposal of these 180 men.” The letter noted that “such an impli-

cation rests solely upon the untenable theory that these men, living in different 

parts of the country, in many cases personally unacquainted with each other, and 

in most cases associated only in occasional transactions, vote always for the same 

policies and control with united purpose.”86 This face-saving letter presented a 

view of high finance operating solely through the impersonal, rational calculus 

of economic logic, rather than the actual mutual back-scratching of a clubbable 

coterie. It rejected out of hand the all-too-plausible idea that vested class interest 

indeed might lead to individual bankers always voting the same way, even if they 

did not explicitly agree to do so in advance—a possibility that, ironically, was 

pretty much exactly the defense offered by Sherer in his account of the Clearing 

House, operating, through tacit agreement, as a private members’ club.

 In his own testimony before the Pujo Committee, Morgan did not emphasize 

the modern, abstract, impartial nature of finance, as the letter from his counsel 

had done, but instead, like Sherer, repeatedly evoked a picture of banking domi-

nated by the Old World values of personal trust and close-knit social connections. 

He was adamant, for example, that the decision to loan money ultimately rested 

not on an objective and strictly numerical analysis of credit history or financial 

worth, but on a much more subjective response to an applicant, based on a trust 

in personal character, rather than impersonal numbers:

morgan: I know lots of men, business men, too, who can borrow any amount, 

whose credit is unquestioned.

untermyer: Is that not because it is believed that they have the money back of 

them?
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morgan: No, sir; it is because people believe in the man.

untermyer: And it is regardless of whether he has any financial backing at all, is 

it?

morgan: It is very often.

untermyer: And he might not be worth anything?

morgan: He might not have anything. I have known a man to come into my 

office, and I have given him a check for a million dollars when I knew he had 

not a cent in the world.

[ . . . ]

untermyer: Is not commercial credit based primarily on money or property?

morgan: No, sir; the first thing is character.

untermyer: Before money or property?

morgan: Before money or anything else. Money can not buy it.

untermyer: So that a man with character, without anything at all behind it, can 

get all the credit he wants, and a man with the property can not get it?

morgan: That is very often the case.

untermyer: But that is the rule of business.

morgan: That is the rule of business. . . . Because a man I do not trust could not 

get money from me on all the bonds in Christendom.87

Morgan and the other bankers called before the Pujo Committee thus seemed 

to want it both ways. On the one hand, they stressed that business is a matter of 

impersonal, rational calculation and economic laws that would undermine any 

conspiracy theory of a cabal of bankers pulling the strings behind the scenes. 

On the other hand, they were keen to emphasize that personal relationships and 

trust are the key to the world of private banking. This contradiction was not 

merely the result of self-serving prevarication (although there is fair measure of 

that). Instead, it must be seen as a result of the wider difficulty that both critics 

and apologists alike had in accounting for the continuing relevance of individu-

alism in an era of megalithic corporations operating in an increasingly complex 

financial landscape.

 The financiers resolutely denied any kind of conspiratorial connection or mo-

nopolistic control, but it is still worth asking if there was any substance to the 

Pujo Committee’s accusations. If there was not an actual conspiracy, then how 

can we explain the overwhelming influence of a small clique of private bankers 

—and of J. P. Morgan in particular—during the development of the great trusts 

and corporations? Following the lead of Alfred Chandler, many business and eco-

nomic historians have argued that, unlike Britain and France, the United States 
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and Germany followed a path to the “managerial revolution” that separated own-

ership from control. For Chandler, it was the persistence of “personal capital-

ism” (that is, both family ties in the ownership of corporations, and the close 

involvement of family owners in the management of their firms) that explains 

why Britain suffered an economic decline in the twentieth century. In this story, 

the United States had a far lower rate of interlocking corporate directorships than 

Britain and even Germany, thereby explaining its comparative economic success. 

The Pujo Committee, according to this line of thinking, saw the hidden hand 

of an evil conspiracy, whereas it should have seen the genius of what Chandler 

famously termed the “visible hand” of managerial efficiency.88 Chandler’s story of 

inevitable progress toward technological and economic efficiency has, however, 

been challenged from many quarters. Some historians have shown that “per-

sonal capitalism” persisted in some sectors of the American economy far longer 

than Chandler had imagined and, in the British case, was necessary to sustain 

trade across the vast distances of the Empire.89 Even the basic premise of the 

American innovation of managerial capitalism has been questioned, with Leslie 

Hannah, for instance, demonstrating how, in 1900, Britain and France had a far 

more democratic spread of share ownership and corporate governance rules, 

with the United States far closer in reality to the picture of plutocratic control 

sketched out in the Pujo Committee’s report and its diagrams.90 It is arguable, 

therefore, that during this period, it was the United States, and not Britain, that 

was dominated by “personal capitalism” and dense interlocking networks of elite 

bankers, even if they were structured by mutual interests and social cohesion, 

rather than direct conspiracy.91

 More recently, economists such as Bradford DeLong have revisited the issue, 

posing the question, if there was no monopoly, why did firms like J. P. Morgan 

& Company manage to sustain such extravagant profits from the mergers they 

c reated? DeLong starts with the presumption that there was no secret money 

trust. Therefore, he posits that both the corporations and the investors were will-

ing to pay a premium for something they might have been able to get cheaper 

elsewhere. DeLong claims that using Morgan to handle the stock market flota-

tions of newly formed corporate behemoths in effect added 30 percent to the 

value of a corporation’s stock, in part because Morgan insisted on instituting 

sound managerial restructurings once he took his seat on the board. In essence, 

DeLong’s argument is that in a “market for lemons,” sound guidance is worth 

paying for, to even up the informational asymmetry.92 DeLong’s neoclassical eco-

nomic analysis sees only rational economic agents, however, and ignores the 

possibility that forms of monopoly control exist that do not amount to a full-
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blown conspiracy, yet profoundly tilt the playing field in favor of the already  

powerful.

 Susie Pak’s study of the secretive world of private banking begins with a sim-

ilar question to that of DeLong: “If the Morgans’ network was not homogenous 

or collusive, and if their influence was not based on their monetary capital, as 

they claimed, what was the source of their power?”93 Like DeLong, Pak starts 

from the position that there was no tightly knit conspiracy, at least in the way 

that the Pujo Committee and popular sentiment imagined. Her research into the 

Morgans’ social networks suggests, however, that their influence was not solely a 

result of rational and impersonal economic factors. The kinship and community 

networks the Morgans cultivated were necessary in a business world in which 

information was hard to come by, because there was very little in the way of 

regulatory requirements for disclosure and the publication of accounts. In short, 

they provided the personal trust that was vital to doing business in an era without 

adequate mechanisms for impersonal trust, and this personal mode persisted 

far longer into the twentieth century than most economic theorists, either at the 

time or since, have countenanced. The underwriting syndicates the Morgans put 

together relied on—and in turn helped cement—social networks in Manhattan 

based on kinship ties, memberships in elite clubs, and the reciprocal exchange of 

favors, as well as the interlocking directorships identified by the Pujo Committee. 

As Edith Wharton’s novels make clear, inclusion in a deal was as much the result 

of a social calculation as an economic one, and, vice versa, financial cooperation 

also helped advance social ambitions, albeit not always in fully reciprocated ways. 

Pak also demonstrates that although the Morgans maintained their elevated sta-

tus by cultivating very exclusive and exclusionary social circles (they were undeni-

ably racist and antisemitic), they nonetheless were willing to do business, when 

necessary, with German-Jewish bankers, such as the house of Kuhn-Loeb. The 

two groups moved on parallel social tracks but shared a commitment to the dis-

cretion and conservative values that formed the bedrock of “gentleman banking.” 

It was precisely the flexibility of their networks that made them so durable, with 

their secretive world of insider dealing and the granting of favors lasting long 

into twentieth century. Simple-minded Populist conspiracy theories about the 

existence of a money trust may well have been mistaken in many of their claims, 

but their basic sense that finance was dominated by a plutocratic network was not 

so wide of the mark.

 As Pak suggests, it was the invisibility of those ties—maintained more by 

tacit assumptions than actual agreements—that made it so difficult for the Pujo 

Committee to prove that there was a conspiracy. Progressive critics of high fi-
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nance thus made the mistake of focusing solely on combating illegal, formal 

collusion, when, in fact, it was the informal social ties and shared mores that 

were more important in oiling the machinery of business during this period. The 

partners of J. P. Morgan & Company (Morgan himself died in 1913) reluctantly 

accepted the Clayton Act’s prohibition on interlocking directorships, if only to 

avoid negative publicity, but in private they recognized that the social relation-

ships would continue unabated, and, ironically, would become increasingly im-

portant if more-formal channels of economic cooperation were outlawed. Thus 

Jack Morgan (Pierpont’s son) insisted in private that he was “absolutely confi-

dent that the present relationships are built on personalities rather than on stock 

ownership, and that they will continue unadulterated,” while Benjamin Strong 

Jr. of the Bankers Trust acknowledged that “legislation won’t bother us if we are 

surrounded by such good friends.”94

 Muckraking critics were thus wrong to focus fixatedly on the specific details 

of a single, vast, money-trust conspiracy. Their broader conspiratorial outlook 

on high finance, however, should not necessarily be rejected automatically as 

delusional or misguided. First of all, the Chandlerian dismissal of Progressive 

Era interpretations of business and economic development as a highly personal 

story of heroes and villains (associated most famously with The Robber Barons, 

Matthew Josephson’s scathing look back at the Gilded Age from the anticapital-

ist perspective of the Great Depression) is in danger of throwing the baby out 

with the bathwater.95 Chandler advocated a new approach to business history 

that would focus not on the individual skullduggery or the genius of the rob-

ber barons, but on the abstract economic, technological, and managerial fac-

tors that seemed to inevitably fuel industrial progress. By taking this line, how- 

ever, the emergent discipline of business history downplayed the role of finance 

(and the particular compromises reached between Washington and Wall Street) 

in its Whiggish story of the triumph of the efficiencies of industrial capitalism. 

The preoccupation with modern structures of impersonal bureaucracy, economic 

rationality, and professional management blinded this research to the surprising 

persistence of personal connections, insider dealing, and a cultural milieu more 

suited to secretive collusion than transparent competition. In a similar fashion, 

Hofstadter’s attack on the irrational elements of Populist and muckraking rhet-

oric ended up unfairly delegitimizing the desire to understand the way in which 

monopoly power worked: through personal networks and the unspoken assump-

tions of class privilege. Hofstadter might have been correct in dismissing Popu-

list critics for their adherence to the “simple virtues and unmitigated villainies of 

a rural melodrama,” but the alternative—seeing financial history as entirely the 
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result of immutable economic laws—ignores the role of individual agency and 

the socially embedded networks of privilege in which those individuals operate.

 If the Pujo Committee was wrong to claim that the money trust was a carefully 

orchestrated conspiracy, it was nevertheless correct to recognize that financial 

networks based on personal connection were central to the monopoly stage of 

industrial capitalism, especially before the banking reforms of the New Deal. 

What emerges from the surreal and frustrating exchanges in the Pujo hearings 

is a surprisingly complex picture of power that is both individual and structural, 

intentional and unconscious. The forms of collusion it reveals are sometimes con-

scious but more often are unspoken, merely taken for granted, part of the collective 

world view of gentleman banking. Muckraking attacks on high finance thus grap-

pled with the problem of what to call the concatenation of influence they uncov-

ered, how to make sense of it, and how to represent it. If it was not a conspiracy, 

what was it? The short answer is that it was the workings of the class interest of 

the moneyed elite, coupled with lax regulation, with all of it underpinned by a 

shared ideological outlook that made active, conscious conspiring unnecessary. 

But the language of class and ideology has usually been relegated to the fringes 

of American political life, as stigmatized as the talk of conspiracy. (Even Pak, for 

example, rarely identifies the exclusive social networks of the Morgans as part 

of class privilege.) As William Domhoff rightly notes in his exhaustive study of 

the way that America has historically been ruled by a small elite that, with the 

Occupy Movement, has recently come to be identified as “the 1%,” there is no 

need for a conspiracy theory. The elite openly pursue their transparent goals of 

self-advancement, and it does not take a secret conspiracy of obscure plotters for 

them to be able to achieve this.96 On the other hand, in the early decades of the 

twentieth century, in a situation with little accurate information on the workings 

of Wall Street, and in the absence of the analytical frameworks of sophisticated 

sociology, making sense of the invisible networks of high finance—figuring 

out whether Morgan was, like Shelgrim, the cunning spider at the center of the 

web—stretched to the limit the explanatory and representational models of the 

time.

Exhibit 243 and Other Diagrams

The tension between viewing power in terms of individual, secretive, intentional 

agency or seeing it as the result of an ideological collective structure is at its most 

extreme in a remarkable illustration that was included as an appendix to the Pujo 

Committee’s report (fig. 5.1). The chart was submitted as Exhibit 243 and was 

one of a series of diagrams that provided a schematic representation of the links 



Figure 5.1 “Exhibit No. 243,” Pujo Committee Report, 25 February 1913. The Pujo Committee was tasked with investigating the existence of a 
money trust that allegedly involved an illegitimate concentration of power in the hands of the nation’s bankers. This illustration, prepared by the 
Committee, shows the affiliations of J. P. Morgan with other directors of banks and insurance firms. Image courtesy of FRASER [Federal Reserve 
Archival System for Economic Research, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis].
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between the various bankers and institutions under investigation. The diagram 

was derived from a huge table that plotted all the interlocking directorships of 

the biggest financial firms with the largest industrial and transportation compa-

nies. The table and diagrams were prepared by Philip Scudder of the Investors’ 

Agency, a New York firm of accountants and financial advisers. In his testimony 

to the committee, Scudder recounted how it took a team of twelve clerks, working 

day and night for three weeks solid, to gather the data and prepare the table and 

charts.97 Exhibit 243 uses careful color-coding to show the various affiliations 

(black for those involving J. P. Morgan & Company, green for the National City 

Bank, and so on), along with different lines to indicate the precise nature of the 

relationship (e.g., a wiggly line for a voting trustee, dashes for a director in a 

subsidiary company). Finally, the size of the circles is in proportion to the capital 

worth of each firm.

 It was important to Populist, Progressive, and Socialist critics alike to find 

a way of rendering visible the networks of power against which they were pro-

testing. As Louis Brandeis put it: “Wealth expressed in figures gives a wholly 

inadequate picture of the allies’ power. Their wealth is dynamic. It is wielded 

by geniuses in combination. It finds its proper expression in means of control. 

To comprehend the power of the allies we must try to visualize the ramifications 

through which the forces operate” (emphasis added).98 Scudder no doubt would 

have received his instructions from Untermyer, but there is little in the historical 

record about where the latter derived the specifications for Exhibit 243. Although 

largely forgotten now, the diagram is fascinating, because it draws on a variety 

of different and quite contradictory representational traditions to create what is 

arguably one of the first attempts to provide a graphical mapping of the entire 

landscape of American financial capitalism.

 We might begin by noting that the diagram has a family resemblance to the 

many satirical cartoons of the era, which picture corporations as octopuses. With 

its depiction of Morgan as the central financial intelligence, connected by numer-

ous appendages to outlying parts of the national economy, Exhibit 243 resembles 

a structural circuit diagram of a cephalopod. Like the railroad map in The Octo-

pus, the schematic conjures up the specter of a monster with flailing tentacles. 

The chart also recalls muckraking cartoons that depicted Morgan as a spider at 

the center of the web of “flim flam finance,” trying to lure the public to their 

doom (see figure 3.4). The muckraking cartoons of the era and the Pujo diagrams 

share a desire to see a totality that is more than the sum of its parts, to visualize 

a coordinated pattern beneath the surface detail, and, above all else, to identify 

the individual—or at any rate, the individual firm—at the center of the web. 
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Unlike the satirical cartoons, however, the Pujo diagrams unsurprisingly eschew 

any direct personification or anthropomorphism, relying on corporate names, 

numbers, and color-coded lines to make their argument. Yet, as illustrations, they 

are not entirely mechanical and impersonal; they are painstakingly hand drawn, 

equally works of art as charts of accountancy.99

 As much as the diagrams are geometric abstractions of anthropomorphic oc-

topuses or spiders, they also draw their visual rhetoric from the corporate organ-

izational charts that were pioneered by the engineer Daniel McCallum for the 

New York and Erie Railroad in the 1850s.100 In McCallum’s seminal drawing, the 

unprecedented organizational complexity of a large corporation was visualized as 

a series of branch and trunk lines, much like the ramifying structure of the rail-

road itself (fig. 5.2). What is striking, however, is that the more familiar pyramidal 

shape in twentieth-century organizational charts is here inverted: the managers 

are at the bottom, with the lowliest and remotest parts of the New York and Erie 

Railroad at the top. McCallum’s chart is even more intriguing because its visual 

metaphor is organic, rather than machinic; it resembles a natural-history draw-

ing of a fern or the display of a peacock’s feathers (both favored decorational 

motifs in Victorian America), rather than an engineering drawing. Its schematic 

logic also draws on the much older visual trope of the family tree, which was 

beginning to be used in more systematic ways in the mid-nineteenth century, 

such as the one-time railroad lawyer Lewis Henry Morgan’s schematic diagrams 

of comparative kinship structures derived from his study of Native Americans.101

 Ironically, the Pujo Committee charts, which were designed to show the con-

spiratorial complicity of the corporate giants, drew on the very modes of organi-

zational rationality that Chandler and Robert Wiebe argue contributed to the rise 

of corporations.102 This irony is understandable if we remember that Untermyer 

was trying to make a case for a money trust that was less fevered than the Populist 

accusations, which not only had led to the establishment of the Pujo Committee, 

but were in danger of getting the investigation sunk before it could even begin. It 

must also be remembered that both Untermyer and Brandeis, before they turned 

to the antimonopoly cause, had made their fortunes as lawyers undertaking cor-

porate reorganizations, particularly of railroads. It was, I want to suggest, pre-

cisely their training in the organizational efficiency of the railroads that allowed 

them to visualize financial corruption as a system. Exhibit 243 thus reveals insider 

dealing not as an occasional and incidental corruption of proper business, but as 

a structural component of it, part of a complete ecosystem.103

 The Pujo diagrams have few direct antecedents, but they do share features 

with two other early twentieth-century visualizations of corporate interlocks. 



Figure 5.2 “Representation of a Plan of Organization,” New York and Erie Railroad (1855). 
Daniel McCallum’s drawing of the organizational structure of the New York and Erie 
Railroad in the 1850s is considered to be one of the forerunners of modern corporate 
organizational charts. Geography and Map Division, Library of Congress.
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Historians of social network analysis have identified the young British Fabian 

writer, John Atkinson Hobson, as the creator of one of the first visual depictions 

of corporate interlocks. Having gone to South Africa to report on the Boer War, 

Hobson was alarmed to discover that the jingoistic promotion of the war was 

being orchestrated by what he believed to be a conspiracy of newspapers in the 

control of financiers—and it was the financiers who were cynically promoting 

military intervention by the British, in order to provide themselves with protec-

tion for their business activities that they had no wish to pay for directly them-

selves. Hobson argued that there was a cabal of corporate and financial interests 

that were controlling events and, therefore, that the patriotic story of imperial 

conquest was just a smoke screen. Hobson also insisted that, apart from Cecil 

Rhodes, most of the significant financial players were Jewish.104 Hobson’s work 

on the supposed secret economic truths behind the fiction of imperialism in-

fluenced Lenin, and historians such as Niall Ferguson have lined up to dismiss 

Hobson’s work as conspiracy-minded antisemitism.105 In the revised edition of 

his Evolution of Modern Capitalism, however, published in 1906, Hobson began 

to develop a less ad hominem and more structural analysis of the relationship 

between German-Jewish financial interests, South African corporations, and the 

process of imperialism.106 Like the Pujo Committee, Hobson was grappling with 

the problem of how to visualize financial capitalism at the moment of its dizzy-

ing global expansion. A similar convergence of a personal-conspiratorial and an 

impersonal-structural perspective can be seen in the diagram accompanying 

Hobson’s text (fig. 5.3). Like the Pujo charts, it encapsulates the contradictory 

impulses of mapping structure and plotting conspiratorial agency.

 In contrast, John Moody, the American financial analyst and founder of the 

bond-rating agency that still bears his name, produced diagrams of corporate 

interlocks around the turn of the twentieth century that were designed not to 

condemn the conspiracy of capitalism, but to celebrate the emergence of the 

trusts and corporate combinations as an inevitable stage in economic evolution 

(fig. 5.4). For Moody—as it was for Morgan—the problem of competition was 

to be solved through cooperation. “The modern trust,” Moody asserts, “is the 

natural outcome or evolution of society conditions and ethical standards which 

are recognized and established among men today as being necessary elements in 

the development of civilization.”107 The charts are not mere illustrations, but are 

central to Moody’s overall project of trying to understand and represent industrial 

combinations that have grown too big to be grasped by mere mortals.

 Moody acknowledges that, because of the lack of publicly available documen-

tation and the interconnectedness of the entity, “it is not possible to more than 
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attempt an approximate estimate of the entire Standard Oil industrial, financial, 

and commercial interests of the nation, as their ramifications are so varied and 

extensive that a clear line of demarcation could not be drawn which would abso-

lutely distinguish the interests which are more or less dominated by them, from 

those which are not.” Nonetheless, “the chart which we publish . . . gives a fairly 

accurate ‘bird’s eye view’ of the immensity of their influence and importance 

as the leading factors in American financial and industrial affairs.”108 From this 

imaginary bird’s-eye perspective, Moody is convinced that, beneath the melodra-

matic surface story of corporate skirmishes, the two sides constitute a single, 

vast entity: “It should not be supposed, however, that these two great groups of 

capitalists and financiers are in any real sense rivals or competitors for power, 

or that such a thing as ‘war’ exists between them. For, as a matter of fact, they 

are not only friendly, but they are allied to each other by many close ties, and it 

would probably require only a little stretch of the imagination to describe them 

as a single great Rockefeller-Morgan group.”109

 Whereas the Pujo Committee saw the “ramifications” of the banking-indus-

trial complex as something akin to a conspiracy, Moody—like Presley in The 

Figure 5.3 John A. Hobson, The Evolution of Modern Capitalism: A Study of Machine 
Production, 2nd ed. (London: Walter Scott, 1906), 272. The Socialist John Hobson adapted 
his original antisemitic interpretation of the Jewish mining interests in South Africa 
into a more schematic diagram of the interlocking vested interests propping up British 
imperialism. Harvard College Library.
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Octopus—marveled at the quasi-divine, sublime order that emerged beneath the 

mundane intrigue and infighting. He paints a picture of a vast corporate being 

whose life force circulates throughout the nation, and wasteful competition be-

tween rival firms is replaced by a new cooperative and symbiotic system:

Therefore, viewed as a whole, we find the dominating influences in the Trusts to 

be made up of an intricate network of large and small groups of capitalists, many 

allied to one another by ties of more or less importance, but all being appendages to 

or parts of the greater groups, which are themselves dependent on and allied with 

the two mammoth or Rockefeller and Morgan groups. These two mammoth groups 

jointly (for, as pointed out, they really may be regarded as one) constitute the heart 

of the business and commercial life of the nation, the others all being the arteries 

which permeate in a thousand ways our whole national life, making their influence 

Figure 5.4 John Moody, “The Great Steam Railroad Groups,” Truth about the Trusts: A 
Description and Analysis of the American Trust Movement (New York: Moody, 1904), insert 
after p. 432. The business analyst and statistician John Moody saw the development of 
industrial and transport conglomerations as the next inevitable step of economic evolu-
tion and attempted to portray visually the interlocking corporate interests as an orderly 
system. Harvard College Library.
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felt in every home and hamlet, yet all connected with and dependent on this great 

central source, the influence and policy of which dominates them all.110

Moody’s written description of the Rockefeller-Morgan group is couched in fa-

miliar biological terms (dating back to at least the Physiocrats) of a central heart 

supplying the economic life force to the whole body of industrial America. Al-

though Moody’s image is labeled a “family tree,” the picture draws more from 

the visual rhetoric of machine diagrams than the organic language of biological 

or hereditary models (fig. 5.5). If the Pujo Committee perceived conspiratorial 

complicity and crushing size, Moody instead saw “interdependence, harmony, fi-

nancial strength, commercial power, [and] ability.” However, both the Pujo Com-

Figure 5.5 From John Moody, “The Rockefeller-Morgan ‘Family Tree,’” Truth about the 
Trusts: A Description and Analysis of the American Trust Movement (New York: Moody, 1904), 
insert after p. viii. Where muckraking critics saw backstabbing competition or dubious col-
lusion between Rockefeller’s industrial concerns and Morgan’s financial operations, Moody 
viewed them as a more harmonious “family tree.” Harvard College Library.
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mittee and Moody were animated by a desire to create a panoramic overview of 

industrial capitalism as a coordinated system, albeit with very different intents. 

For the Pujo Committee, as for Hobson, what began to emerge from the dia-

grams was a picture of a system that acted like a conspiracy, or, at the very least, 

produced the kinds of effects as if there had been a deliberate plot.111

Conclusion: System as Conspiracy

Leaving aside the question of accuracy, the Moody and the Pujo diagrams pre-

sented an abstracted panorama of the entire corporate economy of the United 

States in a way that had not really been done before. Although they reached wildly 

different conclusions, they both signaled a significant departure from earlier 

ways of conceiving of the power structure of large organizations—and even the 

entire economy—as hierarchical. That traditional approach was embodied most 

clearly in some of the very few visual representations of power structures that 

were made before twentieth-century corporate organizational charts appeared, 

such as schematic diagrams from the eighteenth century depicting the Catholic 

Church, or illustrations from the 1790s revealing the supposed hidden chan-

nels of power of secret societies, such as the United Irishmen or the Bavarian 

Illuminati.112 Like the Moody diagrams, the Pujo charts represent the financial- 

industrial complex not as a pyramid in which authority flows down from above, 

or as a simple web in which control radiates outward from the center, or even as 

a hub-and-spoke conspiracy, but as a circuit of flows in which power is dispersed 

throughout the entire, interconnected system.

 In Other People’s Money, Brandeis attempted to clarify what the Pujo Commit-

tee had uncovered. “A single example,” he claimed, “will illustrate the vicious 

circle of control—the endless chain—through which our financial oligarchy now 

operates.”113 This is not the usual hierarchical chain of command favored by con-

spiracist denunciations of secret societies like the Illuminati. Instead, Brandeis 

describes an interwoven pattern of control in which, like poststructuralist the-

ories of signification, the ultimate source of power and meaning is ultimately 

deferred: “The chain is indeed endless; for each controlled corporation is en-

twined with many others.”114 Viewed in isolation, Exhibit 243 might seem to show  

J. P. Morgan & Company as the controlling spider at the center of the web, or the 

central, octopus-like intelligence controlling the economy through its tentacles. 

It is important to note, however, that this was just one of several visualizations 

produced by Scudder from the master table of interlocking directorships, each 

viewing the network of relationships through a different filter. The individual 

Pujo diagrams edge toward identifying the commanding conspirator at the heart 
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of system, but, viewed as an entirety, they create a picture of power that is un-

cannily decentralized and cannot be easily put together into one overarching 

figure. On the one hand, the individual diagrams present a level of detail that 

is highly personalized: they name names and document in microscopic detail 

the actual connections between particular capitalists. On the other hand, taken 

together, they constitute an abstract and impersonal representation of the dense 

and messy entanglement of familial, social, and financial ties.

 In this regard, the Pujo charts have much in common with some recent works 

of art that attempt to provide a visualization of financial capitalism. For example, 

we can see a similar fusion of the abstract and the personal in the work of the 

conceptual artist Mark Lombardi, who produced a series of elaborate drawings 

in the 1980s and 1990s that provided a “cognitive mapping” of the conspiratorial 

connections that emerged from his research into the financial and political scan-

dals of the period. Lombardi drew the diagrams in order to make some sense 

out of the 12,000 filing cards he had assembled in the course of his research.115 

Looked at in one way, these drawings are not so different from the countless flow-

charts of conspiratorial association that clutter up the Internet. If we stand back 

from Lombardi’s drawings, however, what we see are works of sublime beauty, 

geometric abstractions that resemble modern-day constellations. In a similar 

fashion, there is the work of the French artist duo, Bureau d’Études, who pro-

duce “cartographies of contemporary political, social, and economic systems,” 

with the aim of “revealing what normally remains invisible and contextualizing 

apparently separate elements within a bigger whole.”116 Finally, Griftopia, William 

Powhida’s 2011 reworking of Lombardi’s drawings, takes us back closer to the 

muckraking spirit of the Pujo Committee’s Exhibit 243, where all roads seem to 

lead ultimately to Morgan, or, in Powhida’s case, to Alan Greenspan.117

 Viewed through the prism of these modern conceptual artists, we can see how 

the Pujo diagrams not only combine conspiratorial agency and impersonal sys-

tem, but represent system as conspiracy. They endow impersonal structures with 

personal agency, in a similar way to the Gilded Age cartoons that personify finan-

cial corruption as a larger-than-life conspiracy. This may well still mean that they 

ultimately fail to account for the structural processes at work, but they cannot be 

dismissed as simple and naive conspiracy theories. Conspiracy theory has usually 

been seen as the polar opposite of systems theory, a throwback to a humanist and 

melodramatic fantasy of individual villainy as the hidden cause  behind troubling 

developments in society. Timothy Melley, however, in his account of the recurrent 

“agency panic” in post–World War II American literature and culture, argues that 

there is a “postmodern transference” at work.118 Paranoically fearful of the loss 
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of individual agency through the controlling influence of vast organizations, net-

works, technologies, or systems, writers repeatedly imagine that those abstract 

and impersonal structures act as if they have the malign will of a conspiring indi-

vidual. A faith in individual agency is thus ironically preserved by imaginatively 

transferring it onto a larger entity. The abstract structure is imbued with a sense 

of uncanny, almost supernatural agency, a ghost within the machinery of mo-

dernity. Melley suggests that this process is peculiar to the late twentieth century 

and is, at heart, a panicked reaction to the increasing complexity and interde-

pendence of American life in the era of corporate globalization. Fredric Jameson 

makes a similar diagnosis, claiming that “conspiracy theory is the poor person’s 

cognitive mapping in the postmodern age.” It is, Jameson asserts, a “degraded 

attempt—through the figuration of advanced technology—to think the impos-

sible totality of the contemporary world system.”119 Jameson reads conspiracy 

theory not as a mere symptom of a delusional mindset, but as an allegory, at the 

level of form rather than content, of the complex social and economic changes of 

globalization that cannot be understood in any straightforward way.

 It is arguable that a similar rhetorical process was at work in the first Gilded 

Age, as it is in the current Gilded Age, for similar reasons. The sudden emer-

gence of enormous corporate and financial entanglements in the late nineteenth 

century likewise undermined traditional ways of understanding personal and 

historical causation, not least because of the increasingly vast disparities of 

wealth. In his study of the breakdown of traditional societies in the nineteenth 

century, Robert Wiebe famously noted: “As men ranged farther and farther from 

their communities, they tried desperately to understand the larger world in terms 

of their small, familiar environment. They tried, in other words, to impose the 

known upon the unknown, to master an impersonal world through the customs 

of a personal society.”120 For Wiebe, though, as for Hofstadter and Lippmann, 

those who turned to older and more-personal ways of understanding the world—

of which conspiracy theories are a prime example—were rural folk who failed to 

comprehend the changes that urbanizing modernity was bringing. Instead, we 

might follow Melley’s insight: many writers turn to the rhetoric of conspiracy 

theory in order to account for the operation of the invisible hand of the market, 

because a more properly sociological analysis, in terms of class or ideology or 

political economy, is viewed with suspicion in the American scene. That was as 

true for the muckraking era as it is for our own.



There are times when reading the market trends and market psychol-

ogy using specific metrics seems as effective as Roman soothsayers 

reading entrails. However, if you carefully pick the indicators, under-

stand their limitations and use them in tandem, you will be much 

better positioned to spot the market’s mood and adjust for what that 

mood means for your positions.

Jason Van Bergen, “How to Read the Market’s  

Psychological State,” Investopedia

Brad and his team were building a mental picture of the financial 

markets after the crisis. The market was now a pure abstraction. It 

called to mind no obvious picture to replace the old one that people 

still carried around in their heads. The same old ticker tape ran across 

the bottom of the television screens—even though it represented only 

a tiny fraction of the actual trading. Market experts still reported from 

the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, even though trading no 

longer happened there.

Michael Lewis, Flash Boys: Cracking the Money Code (2014)

In the bull market leading up to the dotcom crash of 2000 and in the years since the 

global financial crash of 2007, amateur trading on the stock market has reached 

unprecedented levels.1 This army of do-it-yourself day traders are, for the most 

part, self-trained, often relying on websites, blogs, and the rolling financial advice 

dished out on television channels such as CNBC. Despite the many changes 

in the technology and the media of finance over the course of the last century, 

Epilogue
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instructions for the nonexpert on how to “read the market” tend merely to echo 

the fledgling financial advice from the (first) Gilded Age. The recommendation 

is still to carefully watch the prices coming over the ticker tape—now digital and 

symbolic, rather than analog and literal—in order to tune into the mind of the 

market and perceive the hidden patterns that are invisible to the untrained eye:

Learn to follow the market’s price action and read the signals it gives. This can 

become a strict discipline in itself and the result will be greater confidence that a 

trade is or is not working. . . . If we are watching a high, low, or opening price as a 

pivot point, we are watching to see whether there is any impulsive price action as 

the market approaches the point or moves further away from it. What is “impulsive 

action?” I like to call it a “whoosh.” The market moves rapidly as if just coming to 

life for the first time. It is usually a series of ticks in one direction without a tick in 

the opposite direction. The market is tipping its hand.2

Despite most of these forms of technical analysis and chart reading having been 

shown by academic financial economists to be based on flawed statistical analy-

ses, many of the old nostrums of tape reading continued to be trotted out as fact; 

indeed, in some cases the authors explicitly reference favorites from the turn of 

the twentieth century, such as Charles Dow and Richard Wyckoff.3

 As with the vernacular financial advice explored in this book, the twenty- 

first-century equivalents insist that market reading involves intense discipline 

and watching. “By making it a habit to read the market every day, five days a 

week,” one website advises, “you’ll be able to make a good call on its health.” The 

writer warns that “the market’s health and direction could alter in the space of 

24 hours, which is why you should remain vigilant at all times. If you take your 

eye off the market, you may miss out on the opportunity of getting in when a 

new uptrend has been established.”4 Yet the approach to be adopted is not simply 

becoming a hypervigilant and hyperrational watcher of the market’s health, like 

a financial physician who is permanently on call. As we saw in the advice manu-

als for the lay investor from the turn of the twentieth century, market reading is 

still considered more an art than a science, more mystique than technique.5 One 

blog notes that “regarding tape reading, it truly requires the ‘gift of touch.’”6 It is 

necessary to cultivate a peculiar habit of being in which the self is merged with 

the fluidities of the market in a quasi-mystical fashion: one website recommends 

“creating the perfect mindset that can handle unusual and uncertain liquid trad-

ing environments.” Successful trading, according to this and other guides, in-

volves moving beyond rational knowledge: “[It] is not about knowing. Trading is 

about acting on situations, patterns, and signals that you are familiar with. This 
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all comes from experience, proper training, and something that you and I call in-

tuition.”7 The appeal of such advice literature remains resolutely populist, selling 

the promise that the investor of small means can learn the tricks required to be 

able to compete with the big players, the insiders. One blog counsels that “it pays 

to watch what the big players are doing,” and it is tape reading that can level the 

playing field: “Price and volume charts can help you to see what the professional 

investors are doing, allowing you the opportunity to follow in the large investors’ 

footsteps.”8

 Another striking similarity between these autodidactic homilies and their 

forerunners from a century ago is the way in which they animate and personify 

the market, often as a divine being whose mood and intentions can be augured 

by its adepts. For those with the strict discipline to follow its signs, it is possible 

to see how the “market moves rapidly as if just coming to life for the first time,” 

and, for those able to interpret this, the market is “tipping its hand.” Electronic 

trading may now be completely anonymous, but the market that is created by 

this trading is considered to be a person.9 One website giving advice on “How To 

Read The Market’s Psychological State,” for example, encourages its readers that, 

“if you carefully pick the indicators, understand their limitations and use them 

in tandem, you will be much better positioned to spot the market’s mood.” We 

have also become accustomed to hearing bankers, economists, and other sooth-

sayers reading the entrails of financial data to interpret the whims and moods of 

the market god. This deity is usually portrayed as far more inscrutable than the 

more homely creature imagined by the day-trading gurus, sometimes seeming 

like a wrathful god, and at others as a “skittish” creature that might easily be 

spooked: “One reason the market acted so skittishly Monday is that it simply 

can’t wait six weeks or so before the government is ready to start buying the first 

$250 billion worth of toxic securities from troubled firms. In normal times, this 

would seem blazingly fast. In these compressed times, it seems terribly slow. 

The markets want to know—right now—whether the bailout plan will work.”10 

At times, it comes to seem as if the projected authority of the financial markets— 

simultaneously reified and personified, made to seem both impersonal and 

highly idiosyncratic—is dictating events, here hurrying the U.S. government into 

a huge bailout for troubled banks, or there demanding a hasty sacrifice from the 

Greek people in order to appease the inscrutable gods of finance.11

 The techniques, rhetoric, and ideology of popular modes of “reading the mar-

ket” have remained remarkably consistent across a century. Yet there are signif-

icant differences. Most importantly, the very notion of “the market” has become 

a highly charged term. It no longer refers simply to a particular stock exchange, 
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or even to the stock market in general. Instead, it is the preferred term of neolib-

eralism, which has fetishized the idea of an omnipotent, omniscient, ubiquitous 

market that is wiser than any individual, wiser, even, than any collective political 

consideration: the market knows best.12 Second, at the turn of the twenty-first 

century, the lives of a much greater percentage of ordinary Americans have  

become caught up in the dramas of finance than those at the turn of the twentieth 

century: more than half the nation is invested in the stock market in some form 

(usually through their retirement pensions), while many more in the lead-up to 

the subprime mortgage crisis came to think of their homes as fungible invest-

ments.13 Indeed, with the massive public bailouts of banks and corporations, and 

the ensuing Great Recession, there are few whose everyday lives have not been 

affected by the opaque world of global finance. Third, the scale and significance 

of finance has increased dramatically. After a high point of 4 percent in the 1920s, 

by 1940, only 2 percent of the overall gross domestic product came from finance; 

by 2000, it was 8 percent. These figures are more extreme if we consider the 

share of business profits. In the 1950s and 1960s, between 10 and 20 percent of 

total profits in the U.S. economy came from the financial sector, but by 2001, 40 

percent of total profits originated there.14

 As became clear in the wake of the 2007 crash, the world of shadow banking 

has grown to a scale that is hard to comprehend. In the eyes of many commenta-

tors, it is a crazed, self-replicating machine that has become uncoupled from the 

so-called real economy. By 2007, the international financial system was trading 

derivatives valued at one quadrillion dollars per year. This is ten times the total 

worth, adjusted for inflation, of all products made by the world’s manufacturing 

industries over the last century.15 Farmers in the late nineteenth century were 

mystified by how futures contracts for grain that were traded on the Chicago 

Board of Trade far exceeded the amount of wheat actually grown, but the scale 

and secrecy surrounding derivatives contracts now makes their fears about “wind 

wheat” seem quaint. (The popular political response to the 2007 crash and sub-

sequent sovereign debt crisis at times contained direct echoes of the late nine-

teenth century, however, with calls to outlaw speculative practices such as short 

selling.16) The global financial system has now reached a level of abstraction and 

opacity that is hard to comprehend, let alone regulate. The market increasingly 

consists of complex mathematical formulas, embedded in computer code, ca-

roming around the world at close to the speed of light. The development of algo-

rithmic trading in general, and high-frequency trading (HFT) in particular, has 

opened up the specter of machines trading with other machines at a speed that 

mere humans are incapable of following or controlling.17 In the “flash crash” of 6 
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May 2010, 9 percent of the value of the Dow Jones was wiped off within minutes 

as an exponential chain reaction of machine-generated selling caused the market 

to crash, only for it to rebound equally rapidly and inexplicably. As Michael Lewis 

explains in Flash Boys: Cracking the Money Code, trades are now conducted at a 

speed measured in nanoseconds (one-billionth of a second), far beyond the capa-

bility of humans—and even the investigatory powers of regulators—to compre-

hend. Lewis describes how members of the banking team he focuses on “were 

building a mental picture of the financial markets after the crisis”: “The market 

was now a pure abstraction. It called to mind no obvious picture to replace the 

old one that people still carried around in their heads. The same old ticker tape 

ran across the bottom of the television screens—even though it represented only 

a tiny fraction of the actual trading. Market experts still reported from the floor of 

the New York Stock Exchange, even though trading no longer happened there.”18 

It is arguable, however, that technological changes have always outstripped the 

ability of the popular imagination to make sense of the market, and the latest 

developments are not, in this regard, any different from previous ones. It has al-

ways been the case that speed gains you an advantage in the market. Despite the 

mantra of the efficient market hypothesis—that the market already knows any 

relevant information in advance and factors it into the current price—insiders 

have habitually attempted to rig the market in their favor. The stock exchange has 

never been the free, transparent, perfectly functioning market that its neoliberal 

champions have claimed.19

 The idea that the market has reached a level of “pure abstraction” has now 

become commonplace. While there is some truth to this observation, it ignores 

the way in which the market—even a market created by high-frequency trading 

—continues to be depicted in popular rhetoric as an animal, person, god, or force 

of nature. The impersonal market, as we have seen in this volume, is repeatedly 

made intelligible by concretizing its abstractions. As Paul Crosthwaite argues, 

though, the effect of these anthropomorphic figurations is “paradoxically affirm-

ative, because they imply that these autonomous and largely unregulated systems 

[of HFT], with the potential to generate devastating financial convulsions, should 

be treated not merely as lying outside the scope of human deliberation and inter-

vention, but as ‘natural’ and unchangeable facts of life.”20 Likewise, presenting 

the stock market as a self-contained and self-regulating ecosystem—albeit one 

prone to cataclysmic natural disasters—fails to recognize the crucial role of the 

state in creating, sustaining, and subsidizing the free market.

 When popular accounts of finance are not framed in terms of abstraction or 

anthropomorphization, they tend to focus on the individual human dramas of 
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greed, fear, and contagion as ways of explaining the chaotic movements of the 

market. Rationales for the crash of 2007 thus tend to rely on a handful of basic 

narratives, which, at their heart, either blame the system or blame individuals. 

On the one hand, there are accounts that speak in terms of systems and pro-

cesses: it was a “black swan” event that could not have been predicted, or it was 

the result of the structural flaws in the banking system that should have been 

foreseen. Other explanations point the finger at particular people or human char-

acteristics: it was the recklessness of individual bankers, or the inevitable “mad-

ness of crowds,” or the greed of the American public in wanting to live beyond 

their means. As in the first Gilded Age, however, some of the most compelling 

popular ways of making sense of the market in general, and financial crashes in 

particular, work by making the mystifying abstractions concrete and personal. 

Drawing on images and narratives whose pedigree dates back to the turn of the 

twentieth century, these vernacular modes of reading the market have never been 

so necessary, nor so fraught.
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