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In December 1836, a Massachusetts widow
named Hannah Farnham Sawyer Lee published
a short novel entitled Three Experiments of Liv-
ing, with subtitles defining the “three experi-
ments” as “Living Within the Means,” “Living up
to the Means,” and “Living Beyond the Means.”
The novel tells the story of Frank and Jane Ful-
ton, a young Boston physician and his wife who
start ouf poor, become prosperous, then are
ruined by commercial and domestic debts.
Many of the elements of Lee’s narrative are
familiar to readers of nineteenth-century domes-
tic fiction. The young protagonists, virtuous in
their early poverty, become corrupted by their
exposure to the world of fashion, tempted away
from their industry and benevolence by greed
and social ambition. Their ever-increasing
extravagance—financed by speculation and
borrowed money—proves their downfall, as a
“sudden change” in the financial markets brings
bankruptcy and a return to relative poverty. Like
countless characters in antebellum didactic fic-
tion, Frank and Jane learn that gradual ascen-
sion is better than rapid gain and that a simple
domestic life is more virtuous than participa-
tion in fashionable society.

What is less familiar, even surprising, about
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this tale is Lee’s focus on speculation as a cause
of financial failure and her fairly explicit eco-
nomic commentary on the dangers of debt.
While the Fultons’ downfall is clearly rooted in
moral failings, it plays out as the result of a series
of reckless and unwise financial decisions. Lee
structures the novel around Frank’s increasingly
risky financial ventures, from his investment of
their life savings in an interest-bearing enter-
prise, to his purchase of an expensive house on
credit, to his final abandonment of medicine in
order to speculate full time. At a time when
domestic authors were helping to construct the
notion of the home as isolated and protected
from market forces, Lee unexpectedly brin gsthe
two together, illustrating both the impact of
economic behavior on domestic life and the
influence (for good or ill) of private character
on financial decisions. In short, she undermines
the developing ideology of separate spheres,
using the conventions of domestic fiction to
engage in economic discourse.’

The timing of Lee’s novel helps to explain her
anxious concern about speculation and spend-
ing on credit. During the spring of 1836, new
access to western lands had sparked an unprece-
dented economic boom throughout the nation,
fueled by plentiful bank credit and rising prices.
By the end of the year, however, as Lee was writ-
ing Three Experiments of Living, the boom was



already showing signs of weakening and the
frenzied speculation in western lands and stocks
made many observers uneasy. Just a few months
later, in March 1837, pressure from foreign cred-
itors and new governmental monetary policies
created a shortage of specie, forcing many banks
to contract credit and plunging dozens of
credit-dependent enterprises into bankruptcy;
hundreds more were to follow in the next few
months. By May, a full-scale panic ensued.
Banks across the nation stopped cashing their
own notes, prompting further bankruptcies and
massive unemployment. For a full year, banks
remained suspended, during which time the
panic evolved into a devastating depression that
lasted well into the 1840s.2

Opponents of outgoing President Andrew
Jackson blamed the panic on Jackson’s “mis-
rule” in removing federal deposits from the
United States Bank and attempting to regulate
paper money. Jackson’s Democratic supporters,
on the other hand, attributed the crisis to a com-
bination of excessive credit, a bloated paper cur-
rency, and villainous bankers who, in recalling
loans and suspending payment, “suck{ed] out
the profits of the merchants, and squeezfed] the
last drop of blood out of the mechanic”? Debate
in the nation’s newspapers centered on the very
issues Lee addressed in her novel—the risks of a
speculative economy, sustained by credit and
paper money rather than by hard currency.

Lee was not alone in responding to the Panic
of 1837 through fiction; indeed, Three Experi-
ments was only one of the earliest of an entire
genre of such texts that I have termed “panic
fiction.”* Between 1836 and 1840, an outpouring
of dozens of novels and stories—nearly all
by white, middle-class, Northern women~—
responded to the national threat of financial
failure. Novels such as Catharine Sedgwick’s The
Poor Rich Man and the Rich Poor Man (1836),
Elizabeth Oakes Smith’s Riches Without Wings
(1838), Eliza Follen’s Sketches of Married Life
(1838), and Emma Embury’s Constance Latimer
(1838), in addition to several others by Lee, all
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virtually unknown today, but enormously pop-
ular in their time, contain remarkably similar
responses to panic and economic failure. All
depict the effects of financial loss on the home
and model appropriate responses. As the effects
of 1837 continued to be felt over the next two
decades, and later panics {(most notably in 1857)
reawakened econoric anxieties, later authors
such as Anna Warner, Maria Cummins, and
Alice Haven contributed to this genre of panic
fiction.

In this essay, I hope to demonstrate the value
of American women’s panic fiction as a vehicle
for social commentary in its own time and as a
field for recovery and study by conternporary
scholars. Preceding the economic fiction of
authors such as Twain and Howells by more
than a generation, female-authored panic fic-
tion not only created a model for such later nov-
els with its thematic concerns and narrative
strategies, it also contributed a distinctive fernj-
nine voice to the debates surrounding the ante-
bellum market revolution. Belying nineteenth-
century claims of the separation between home
and marketplace, panic novels advocate wo-
men’s expertise in the economic realm and pro-
pose domestically oriented solutions to eco-
nomic problems. Perhaps most important, the
specific event of panic, not well studied even
by historians, provides us with a useful lens
through which to view the changing dynamics
of gender, class, and race. Adding a sense of
urgency to the anxieties that already existed
regarding social status and gender definitions,
panic brings such concerns into sharper focus.
Seeking rhetorically to conserve both domestic
space and middle-class social status in the wake
of loss, panic authors promote a vastly enhanced
economic agency for women that is clearly
marked by both race and class. Reexamining
these texts today as a genre—that is, not as iso-
lated literary efforts, but as part of a collective
response by middle-class women to economic
circumstances—offers scholars an opportunity
to advance our understanding of the roles such



fiction played in both antebellum economic dis-
course and conceptions of class and gender.

A VEHICLE FOR ECONOMIC
DISCOURSE

Portrayals of financial failure were not new in
American women’s writing in 1836, nor were
such portrayals confined to novels specifically
about panic. Novels such as Sally Wood’s Dorval
(1801) and Rebecca Rush’s Kelroy (1812) had
included bankruptcies as strategic plot elements
and as symbols for women’s vulnerability,?
while Nina Baym has pointed out that loss of
material support forms an important element
of what she calls the “overplot” for nearly all
antebellum domestic fiction, a device that forces
the heroine to develop independence and to
make her own way in the world (16). What dis-
tinguishes panic fiction from both these eatlier
novels and the typical domestic narrative of the
1840s and 1850s is the emphasis it places on
financial matters and its participation in specif-
ically economic discourse. Panic fiction crystal-
lizes the economic anxiety that lurks in the
background of earlier novels, signaling a new
level of engagement with actual and specific
economic events. Put simply, panic fiction
examines economic failure as a subject in itself.

As Lee’s Three Experiments demonstrates,
panic novels dramatize failure in plots that
revolve around the irresponsible behavior and
decisions that lead to the brink of loss and/or the
appropriate attitudes and actions to be taken
once that loss has occurred. In addition, panic
novels offer wide-ranging analyses of systemic
economic issues, exploring the causes of failure
and advocating market reforms that would
ensure continuous and reliable economic growth.
Lee, for example, condemns Frank Fulton’s eco-
nomic ventures on two fronts, pointing out the
risk of loss but also suggesting the deceptiveness
of transactions unbacked by actual assets. The
danger of Frank’s speculation is made obvious by
his ultimate failure and the suffering it causes his

family. Even aside from such evident danger,
though, Lee ruminates on the inherendly illusory
(and dishonest) nature of purchases made on
credit, echoing common objections to a mone-
tary policy that allows “paper” to stand for
money. Questioned about whether their house is
paid for by the novel’s voice of conscience, old
Uncle Joshua, both Frank and Jane equivocate in
turn about how a house might be “paid for” and
yet still owed on (95). Money and credit may be
interchangeable, Lee suggests, but they are not
identical, since they do not result in the same
degree of possession or security. Purchasing on
credit not only leaves one vulnerable to loss, but
also has the moral ramification of leaving one’s
word—literally—open to question. Waiting to
purchase a home until one has the money to buy
it outright, on the other hand, ensures domestic
security and prevents the disruptions to com-
merce caused by personal failure.

The existence of such a large body of panic
texts and its apparent popularity testify to the
genre’s cultural and social significance. Al-
though none of the texts I discuss are in print
today, and few are known beyond a small circle
of scholars, evidence suggests that most of these
novels were familiar and well regarded in their
time. Sedgwick’s and Lee’s novels, in particular,
garnered numerous favorable reviews in the lit-
erary journals, praised for their unsentimental
truthfulness and their potential to influence
men and women for the good amid the “perils”
of a “money-getting and money-squandering
saciety” (Rev. of Rich Enough 509). According to
Frank Luther Mott, Lee’s Three Experiments
reached the equivalent of bestseller status, sell-
ing as many as 125,000 copies, while its sequel,
Elinor Fulton, did nearly as well (306).5 Given
such a response, it is clear that panic fiction
touched a nerve, speaking to the economic and
social anxieties of a white middle-class reader-
ship in a time of extreme economic turmoil.

One reason for recovering and studying these
texts today is simply because they represent an
unusual entry by women into the public sphere
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of economic discourse. Jurgen Habermas’s idea
of the public sphere posits a realm of rational dis-
cowrse and deliberation that lies between the
institutions of government and daily social inter-
actions, an arena in which citizens come together
freely to confer on matters of public interest, to
exchange informed opinions, and to shape pub-
lic policy based on conceptions of the common
good.” Although both Habermas's conception of
the public sphere and the actual public arena that
existed in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
America were implicitly restricted to white, prop-
ertied males, Michae! Warner has pointed out
that print culture also constituted an important
mode of public debate at that time, one whose
private and often anonymous nature opened it to
participation by educated women. Fiction by
both male and female authors often served as a
vehicle for political or social discourse,

Panic authors made use of this opportunity
to weigh in on economic issues of their day.
Many of them, for example, joined Lee in warn-
ing against speculation and credit, allying them-
selves with what historian Daniel Feller calls
“contractionist” economic philosophy. In con-
trast to “inflationists,” who argued that Amer-
ica’s dynamic economy required an abundant
money supply and thus defended the use of
paper currency and credit when gold and silver
were scarce, contractionists advocated a strictly
specie-based currency, viewing paper money as
“fictitious representations of value” (Feller 42,
133). Repeated images of ephemeral wealth in
panic novels—riches that “fly away,” a castle
“made of vapor”—reflect common fears that
paper currency was not real, and that specula-
tive transactions created, in Lee’s words, only
“imaginary value” (Rich Enough 72). Seeing
reliance on such ephemeral sources of wealth as
a root cause of the financial crisis, many panic
authors illustrated the dangers of a credit-based
economy in their stories of failure and urged
their readers to adopt more conservative spend-
ing habits and investment strategies.

A second issue that spurred considerable
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public discussion in the aftermath of the Panic
of 1837 was debtor relief, in particular whether
or not to enact federal bankruptcy legislation.?
While commercial interests lobbied for more
lenient treatment of debtors, including more
generous provisions for discharging debts,
many Americans believed that the complete
repayment of debt was a basic moral obligation
and that relief policies encouraged debtors to
treat that obligation lightly. Eliza Follen voices
this latter position in her 1838 novel Sketches of
Married Life, depicting a scrupulously honest
merchant who accepts a favorable settlement of
his debts but later repents and compensates his
creditors for the full amount. By having her
merchant follow his conscience rather than the
advice of his colleagues, Follen repudiates the
moral validity of debtor relief that allows partial
repayment of debt,

Prevented by law and custom from airing their
views in public meetings, congressional cham-
bers, or even in the economic advice manuals that
were common at the time, panic authors never-
theless conveyed their concerns and proposals for
economic reform to a broad audience via their
fiction, presumably hoping to shape public opin-
ion, and thus, ultimately, public policy. Although
the genre’s economic critique varies from author
to author, and text to text, it does display a num-
ber of common emphases. One of these is that
economic affairs ought to be conducted accord-
ing to moral precepts, with public welfare taking
precedence over individual self-interest. Another
is that the ultimate goal of economic policy
should be to maintain stability rather than to
achieve maximum growth or profit. Both of these
proposals supply a counterpoint to male debates
over the desired pace and nature of national eco-
nomic development.

STABILIZING FEMININE MIDDLE-
CLASS IDENTITY

Their concern with stability points to what I con-
sider the principal value of these novels: their



complicated involvement in the processes of
antebellum class and gender formation, The sta-
bility they seek is not just economic, but social.
Their expressed concerns about loss include
material loss—the physical discomfort of mov-
ing to a smaller home, for example, or doing
without a carriage or new clothes—and how
such deprivations signal changed social position.
Ata time when middle-class status was still fairly
fluid and contested, and when the identity of the
“middle-class woman” in particular was subject
to conflicting definitions, the threat of down-
ward social mobility due to panic and failure lent
particular urgency to a desire to rhetorically “sta-
bilize” a feminine middle-class identity.

Part of panic fiction’s project, then, is to define
a feminine middle-class identity that is indepen-
dent of economic circumstances, and thus pro-
tected from the threat of sudden loss. In short, it
participates in the creation of what we have come
to call domestic ideology, defining middle-class
women according to a domestic character that is
constant and not determined by income or level
of consumption.’ Jane Fulton, the female protag-
onist of Lee’s Three Experiments of Living, serves
as a negative example: her sense of identity
becomes so tied to her increasing material pos-
sessions and her husband’s rising fortunes that
when bankruptcy takes those away her social
identity is shaken. In Elinor Fulton, an immediate
sequel to Three Experimentsthat narrates the Ful-
ton family’s gradual economic recovery, Jane’s
uncertain sense of self becomes most apparent in
her unstable relations with former acquain-
tances. She alternately shrinks from the imagined
shame of facing them and haughtily claims the
same women as “my friends” when her daughter
criticizes them. Far from embodying constancy,
Jane clearly flounders in her attempts to come to
terms with her altered status, revealing a funda-
mental uncertainty about “who” she is. Her
daughter Elinor, by contrast, functions as a posi-
tive example of domestic constancy. Able to greet
former acquaintances with dignity and compo-
sure, she stakes claim to the family’s continued

middle-class status by maintaining domestic
standards of neatness and gentility despite re-
duced space and diminished possessions. Her
cheerful temper, correct manners, thoro ugh edu-
cation, and dutiful attention to domestic routine
signal her possession of an identity still inflected
with middle-class values and unchanged by eco-
nomic loss. It is clearly Elinor, not Jane, who
serves as a model for both weaker characters and
readers to imitate. Jane learns from her dau ghter
how to value inner qualities and relationships
more than material possessions.

But the economic anxiety manifested in
Jane’s initial response to failure pervades neatly
all panic fiction, never completely dispelled by
images of domestic constancy. Panic authors’
acute awareness of the home’s vulnerability to
economic crisis prevents them from embracing
an entirely separate domestic sphere. The move
toward divorcing middle-class domesticity
from economic status that I have been dis-
cussing is always in tension with an opposite
move toward acknowledging (and sometimes
embracing) the economic dimensions of domes-
ticity.

In the next two sections of this essay, I will dis-
cuss in more detail two panic novels that exhibit
this tension in distinct ways, undermining the
cultural narratives of a non-economic domestic
sphere that they also help to create. Anna Bartlett
Warner’s Dollars and Cents (1852), a fictionalized
account of the Warner family’s experiences fol-
lowing the Panic of 1837, reveals the hidden eco-
nomic underpinnings of middle-class domestic-
ity by showing how financial loss did, in fact,
change domestic practices and threaten the social
identity based on them. Warner responds to
panic by openly depicting the economic anxieties
it produced. In contrast, Lee’s Elinor Fulton
attempts to counteract anxiety about loss by
imagining a domestic role that gives middle-class
women increased economic agency and thus
greater control over their social and economic
status, largely at the expense of the working class.
While Warner’s novel illustrates the impossibility
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of maintaining middle-class domesticity without
adequate economic resources, Lee’s argues for the
necessity of a domesticity protected by women’s
enhanced economic power.

DOLLARS AND CENTS:
FACING FAILURE’S THREAT TO
SOCIAL IDENTITY

As scholars of the Warner sisters know well,
Susan and Anna’s father, Henry Warner, lost
most of his money in the Panic of 1837, forcing
the family to move from their New York City
home to some property on Constitution Island
in the Hudson River, opposite West Point. A
series of costly lawsuits further impoverished
the farnily, making it necessary for the sisters to
support themselves, their father, and their aunt
through their writing. Although Susan’s novel
The Wide, Wide World (1850) was one of the
biggest bestsellers of the nineteenth century, and
both she and Anna eventually became well-
known authors of nearly seventy-five books
between them, the Warners never recovered
their former financial or social position. 1
Anna Warner’s Dollars and Cents translates her
family’s experiences of loss into the fictional tale
of the Howards, a once wealthy Philadelphia fam-
ily that has to move to the country following a
sudden economic failure. Mr. Howard has many
plans for developing his rural property, but as each
successive scheme fails, the family plunges further
into debt. At first the changes to their lifestyle are
slight and easy to bear; young Grace Howard, who
narrates the novel, is enchanted by country life,
and notices only that her stepmother has pur-
chased handkerchiefs of a “lesser-quality” mater-
ial. Warner’s use of handkerchiefs as Grace’s
benchmark for determining the family’s change of
condition is significant, however: decorative as
well as functional, and principally associated with
sentimental acts of weeping, the handkerchief
serves as a symbol for middle-class gentility. Hav-
ing to make do with coarser materjal presages a
long sequence of similar substitutions that ulti-
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mately force Grace into a realization of the fam-
ily’s declining economic and social position. Plain
hoods and calico dresses replace more stylish bon-
nets and silks; later, as Mr. Howard’s debt
increases, the women do without new dresses of
any material. They pawn the company tea-set to
pay one creditor and sell the silver to satisfy
another.

An equally significant emblem of decline is the
women'’s changing relationship to physical labor.
At first, a hired farmer, day laborers, and domes-
tic servants perform most of the work at Glen
Luna. Grace’s older sister Kate, the most sensitive
to class distinctions and middle-class conven-
tions, is dismayed early on when their father toils
along with his hired men in the field, asking the
women to bring them all lunch. Gradually, how-
ever, the girls themselves take on more domestic
tasks when the family has to let servants go. To
bring in some income, they also begin copying
mnaps and legal papers at home for a local lawyer.
Finally, Mrs. Howard decides that they will do
without servants altogether, forcing the women
to perform all the housework themselves. Warner
makes explicit the disproportionate share of eco-
nomic hardship borne by women in Grace’s
description of their labor:

Nevertheless the want of servants fell much
more heavily upon us than upon him. The
work Mr. Howard had to do, was good, whole-
some exercise in the open air—not more than
his health required; and the chars {sic] once
done, the rest of the day and night was his own.
His meals too were better cooked than when we
had Caddie, his bed sloped with a nicer grad-
ing,—his linen might have been the envy of the
neighbourhood; and the weariness of hand
that sometimes accomplished the one and the
other, was quite beyond a strong man’s imagi-
nation. The endless routine of meals and
dishes, sweeping, dusting, bread and bed mak-
ing,—the toil of mind to contrive and arrange
it all,—the want of a pail of water when the
clothes were to sprinkle, of good wood when



they were to iron, of kindling when the fire
went out,—the cold rooms and mornings
when and where we came down to get break-
fast—it took women to understand or to get
through it. (378)

Written at a time when middle-class ideals of
domesticity stressed the emotional bonds
between family members within a home more
than the physical labor of housekeeping, and
most domestic novels portrayed the mistress’s
labor as easily performed, Warner's description
here of the tedious, frustrating, and largely
unacknowledged nature of domestic labor s
unusual. Her portrayal of the Howards doing
work that in most domestic novels is performed
invisibly by servants demonstrates their lowered
status while evincing the mental and physical
exertions that underlie the comfort and seeming
serenity of even the simplest middle-class domes-
tic arrangement.

To some extent, Warner does participate in
panic fiction’s promotion of domestic con-
stancy as a means for maintaining class identity.
Mis. Howard epitomizes the middle-class domes-
tic ideal of emotional nurturance as she smiles
through each succeeding difficulty, cheerfully
encouraging her stepdaughters’ patient submis-
sion to circumstances. Warner suggests, in fact,
that the family’s material losses allow them to
learn worthier values and, as Thoreau similarly
claimed about his simple life at Walden, to expe-
rience deeper truths, only the Howards’ lessons
are relational rather than transcendent. When
Grace dreams that all their furniture has been
removed but she is still happy because she had
Kate and “that was enough,” we understand that
she has rightly learned to value family relation-
ships over things (281),

In addition, Warner clearly ties the Howard
women’s middle-class status to their domestic-
ity by contrasting Grace’s and Kate’s efficient
domestic labor with the idleness of their wealthy
neighbor on the one hand and the chaotic
household of a poor neighbor on the other.

While the Howard girls spend the morning use-
fully ironing the family’s clothes, the wealthy
Clemence reads French novels and pets her lap
dog. At the other end of the socioeconomic
scale, a destitute Irish mother gratefully watches
as Kate rolls up her sleeves and makes the fam-
ily’s bread while the mother holds her sick child.
In this seemingly simple act, Kate creates a nur-
turing, sustaining domestic environment out of
what had been a scene of emotional and physi-
cal need. Even without financial resources, then,
the Howards’ values of industry and order con-
tinue to mark them as middle class in compari-
son with their neighbors.

But Grace’s emphasis on the material aspects
of domesticity—of fabric, furniture, and china—
combined with her almost obsessive documenta-
tion of these items as they disappear, suggests that
Warner has little confidence in the ability of a
dematerialized domesticity to provide a stable
basis for class identity. As each emblem of gentil-
ity from handkerchiefs and dress materials to the
tea-set and silver, is stripped away, the Howard
wornen’s social standing is progressively compio-
mised. Without proper dishes they cannot enter-
tain genteel visitors; without a carriage or appro-
priate clothes, they cannot visit others. They are
cut off from their middle-class social acquain-
tances, and as their lives revolve more and more
around their domestic labor, distinctions be-
tween the Howards and their poor farm neigh-
bors become blurred.

This sense of threatened identity is intensified
during the clirnax of the novel, when the fam-
ily’s furniture and other household belongings
are seized for payment of debt. In repeated
scenes in which the Howards’ possessions are
appraised, catalogued, and finally removed for
auction, Warner explicitly undercuts any fagade
of stable identity. At first, the process of ap-
praisal actually seems to strengthen the Ho-
wards’ status, because it reveals them as the ones
best able to place correct value upon their own
possessions. Unlike the uneducated men with
“unkempt heads” who have been hired to count
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and move the furniture, family members
embody Gillian Brown’s concept of “sentimen-
tal possession™ they know what each item is,
what it is made of, and how it should be cared
for and used.! Grace repeatedly differentiates
the family from the workmen according to their
respective familiarity with the trappings of a
middle-class household. She notes with amuse-
ment, for instance, the appraiser who mistakes a
bust of Hebe for Martha Washington, and when
one of them says the Howards will not need the
fish knives because he only has fish about once
a year, Grace thinks to herself, “I wonder what
your table has to do with ours!” (396). Grace’s
own inventory of the family’s departing posses-
sions—her fond and lingering descriptions of
black walnut and satinwood chairs, maple
chairs, an ebony cabinet, silver, dressing cases,
Kate’s harp—further suggests a virtual resumé
of the family’s gentility, evidence of their mate-
rial and emotional qualifications to be part of
the respectable middle class.

Ultimately, however, the furniture’s monetary
value trumps its sentimental value, at least temn-
porarily. Through the auction, Warner reminds
us that these trappings of domesticity are, after
al, commodities. Further, having defined her
family’s status and identity through their depart-
ing material possessions, Grace finds that when
those possessions are taken away, that basis for
identity is Jost. When all the furniture is gone,
Grace reveals, “We almost wondered whether we
were not some family of Smiths, just waked up!”
(404). Her response conveys not just uncertain
identity but identity reduced to the lowest com-
mon denominator, to the level of anonymous
poverty and non-distinction.

In portraying this dimension of the Howards’
loss, Warner exposes the economic basis of middle-
class domesticity that domestic ideology often
sought to obscure. A middle-class identity based
in domesticity is not, Warner suggests, indepen-
dent of economiic status or material possession
and is not therefore as stable in the midst of eco-
nomic fluctuation as some domestic fiction con-

8 LEGACY: VOLUME 2! NO. 1 2004

tends. Dollars and Cents demonstrates that mid-
dle-class domesticity and the identity it confers
are linked very closely with the number and qual-
ity of household objects possessed, as well as with
who does the labor connected with the house-
hold, both of which are dependent upon eco-
nornic status. And because household objects are
among the first to be reduced when failure
occurs, the terms of domesticity are necessarily
altered by economic fluctuation.

Warner avoids spelling out the long-term
implications of middle-class identity loss by pro-
viding financial recuperation in the form of Kate's
marriage to a local minister and Mr, Howard’s
acceptance of a professorship at a nearby college,
In appending sach a conventionally happy end-
ing—rather than having Kate and Grace face the
same prospects of deprivation and life-long wage
labor that the Warner sisters themselves faced—
she restores the economic basis for the Howards’
threatened social status and reaffirms middle-
class domesticity through the creation of a new
family. Nevertheless, Dollars and Centsdoes probe
more deeply into the anxieties about loss that
many panic novels seek merely to assuage, placing
the author’s own experiences of change and
uncertainty in tension with claims of domestic
constancy.

ELINOR FULTON: ECONOMIC
AGENCY THROUGH FEMINIZED
PATERNALISM

Hannah Lee’s approach to the anxieties of loss
and social instability is more proactive, model-
ing a domestic role for middle-class women that
forestalls, or at least mitigates, the negative
effects of failure by giving such women more
control over family finances and preserving
their social position in relation to the poor and
working class. Whereas the Howard women in
Warner's Dollars and Cents respond passively to
each new financial setback, unable to do more
than simply adapt “like india rubber” to each
fresh loss (428), Lee’s female protagonists, par-



ticularly those of the younger generation, take
charge of their situations, often guiding their
families back to solvency through responsible
fiscal management. For characters like Elinor
Fulton or Sophia Harcourt of The Harcourts,
panic and failure are converted from calamity
into opportunity, a kind of “fortunate fall” that
allows them to exercise authority and assume
responsibility for household expenditures. Inan
age when women were often characterized as
“not understanding business” or as financially
incompetent, Lee turns the tables, demonstrat-
ing that women can be rational economic
agents, creating order out of the chaos of a male-
dominated speculative economy.

Elinor’s assumption of this more empowered
domestic role is made possible by her father’s
absence and her mother’s incapacity. Immedi-
ately following his failure, Frank Fulton heads
west to repair his fortune and honor, leaving his
family to survive on a small legacy from Uncle
Joshua. With Jane nearly helpless with grief and
self-pity, Elinor supervises the family’s move to
a smaller house and makes all decisions relating
to household expenses. She also supplements
their income by giving piano lessons, enabling
her to pay off all her parents’ unpaid household
bills with her own money. Although Elinor’s
economizing measures may differ little materi-
ally from those of Warner’s Mrs. Howard, it is
her independence and financial autonomy that
make her efforts a model for other middle-class
women. Her rational economic decisions are
not undermined by a husband’s or father’s fool-
ish speculations, and thus she is able to effect
positive change in her family’s circumstances.

Elinor’s economic agency as domestic manager
is not solely an individual achievement, however,
but is predicated in large part upon the main-
tenance of hierarchical relationships between
socioeconomic classes. Since two important
aspects of her management of household re-
sources are her aliocation of funds for charity and
her employment of domestic servants, Elinor’s
empowerment—and thus her family’s financial

recuperation—depend upon a kind of inter-class
relationship that I call “feminized paternalism.”
Without objects of benevolence or employees to
be supervised, the middle-class domestic role
would lose much of its authority. In addition, the
preservation of middle-class status depends upon
maintaining distance from the poor and working
class. When financial failure lessens the economic
differences between middle and working classes,
naturalized distinctions of ability, character, and
often physical or racial traits miust be made in
order to preserve the status quo. Thus many panic
novels seek to shore up the middle-clags identities
of their heroines by emphasizing class distinctions
and defining paternalistic relationships between
classes. In Elinor Fulton, Lee signals the vital
importance of maintaining appropriate inter-
class relationships by treating at some length Eli-
nor’s successful attempts to aid a poor family and
to tame a domestic servant that others have found
“high-tempered”

Elinor’s venture into benevolence serves both
to emphasize her own economic competernce
and to reinforce her superiority to the passive
recipients of her aid. Recent work on nine-
teenth-century benevolence by Lori Ginzberg,
Deborah Carlin, and Susan Ryan suggests that
although middle-class reformers’ efforts were
theoretically employed to elevate the poor, their
emphasis on teaching domestic values rather
than addressing the economic origins of
poverty tended to keep class differences intact. 1?
Nevertheless, as Ginzberg points out, rhetoric
about the purely sentimental or emotional basis
forwomen's charity work “tended to conceal the
fact that benevolence and money went hand in
hand” {42). Women raised and distributed large
amounts of money, with some benevolent orga-
nizations operating much like corporations.
Lee’s description of Elinor’s project illustrates
the financial aspects of charity, contrasting a
natve, sentimental approach with Elinor’s more
tational method,

The object of charity is the poor Bemis family,
left destitute by the father’s temporary disability
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