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The concept of “necroeconomics”, which Jennifer MacLure’s compelling book places at the
centre of its interrogation of the politics of feeling in Victorian fiction, has begun to attract
increasing attention in Victorian studies. The similar term “necroeconomies” is used by
Jolene Zigarovich in a recent special issue of Victoriographies (13.3, 2023), though it there
takes on a different meaning. For Zigarovich, following the economist and former Georgian
minister Vladimer Papava, a necroeconomy is a “dead economy”, which “exists when there is
no market for goods and there is no hope that such markets can ever exist”, resulting in such
peculiar cases as dead bodies being pulled into economic circulation (Zigarovich 2023, 301).
MacLure instead draws on Mike Hill and Warren Montag’s rereading of Adam Smith by way
of Achille Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics, itself a development of Foucauldian biopolitics
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(13-14). As such, necroeconomics becomes a way of thinking about how “capitalist affects are
disturbed from the very beginning by the injunction to let die” (16) - that is, to passively or
actively promote the debilitation and death of those internal others (especially the poor) who
are portrayed as a threat to the health and wellbeing of society, or at least to that bourgeois
part of it which sees in itself the image of the whole. MacLure traces this to two sources: Adam
Smith and David Ricardo’s “principle of noninterference” (7), and Thomas Malthus’s idea of
“population as a problem” (8). Harriet Martineau, Elizabeth Gaskell, Charles Dickens, George
Eliot and William Morris are then read as framing the ethical and political dilemmas that
result from necroeconomics as problems of feeling; they show us “how capitalism works,
not only as an economic system but as an affective one” (17).

Perhaps the most significant outcome of this approach is its rethinking of sympathy. Challen-
ging the centrality of Adam Smith’s fundamentally intellectual and individualistic account of
sympathy to nineteenth-century fiction, MacLure asks “what we can see in the Victorian novel
when we think outside of Smith’s definition of sympathy” (18). Her answer is a renewed attention
to instinctive, bodily feeling towards the other, as expressed by figures such as Margaret Hale in
North and South and Esther Summerson in Bleak House, which comes into conflict with the drive
to let the poor die that political economy designates as healthy. MacLure traces this conflict back
to Harriet Martineau, whose Cousin Marshall, written in the build-up to the New Poor Law of
1834, sets up “a conflict of interest between caring for the individual bodies of poor patients
and caring for the biologized social body as a whole” (35). MacLure’s argument is that the
good doctor of the story must counter-instinctually resist helping the poor, and that this same
conflict is reproduced in Martineau herself, who, in the wake of criticism over her perceived align-
ment with “murderous economic policy” (45), revisited the dilemma in Deerbrook (1838), where
Dr Hope is unjustly castigated by rumours that he is “killing the poor” (51). In this later narrative,
MacLure finds Martineau surreptitiously making a “fundamental change in her ideology” (51)
regarding the question of who should be allowed to die.

This internal conflict in Martineau sets the tone for the readings that follow, among which it
is Gaskell who is most radically reassessed. Arguing against readings of Gaskell, from Raymond
Williams and Terry Eagleton onwards, as a liberal humanist whose call for cross-class sympathy
is in the end commensurate with capitalism, MacLure proposes that Gaskell departs from
Adam Smith by “trying to recover or revitalize a form of sympathy that does threaten capital-
ism” (65). Such sympathy is closer to Spinoza’s conception of it, emerging “without will or cog-
nition in the productive space between vulnerable bodies” (65). MacLure convincingly argues
that it is those who are least invested in sustaining necroeconomics (and “pathoeconomics”
(60), defined as keeping workers in a state close to death) — primarily the poor and middle-
class women — who exhibit this bodily, non-rational form of sympathy. The argument is par-
ticularly interesting in relation to Margaret, who represents those bourgeois women expected to
act as “supplemental sympathy generators” (76) within middle-class homes, even as sympathy is
systematically stamped out elsewhere. In the case of unmarried women in particular, however,
there remains the dangerous possibility that “the privately funded sympathy of bourgeois
women [...] might by those women’s own volition become public property” (79), which is
what takes place in North and South. This chapter prompted me to return to the Preface of
Mary Barton, with its emphasis on sympathy as something not willed but “always felt”, associ-
ated with “dumb” (hence bodily) “agony”, which becomes for Gaskell a way to respond to the
death of her son Willie (Gaskell 2006, 3). We might reread this preface via MacLure as Gaskell’s
first attempt to put sympathy to work against death.

It is Esther in Bleak House who most clearly shows the costs of charging unmarried women
with the task of forging sympathetic connections against the deadening force of capitalist sep-
aration. Esther is said to create an “ethical epidemic” (118) that works against the so-called
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“boundary-pleasure” (92) of Mr Skimpole, Mrs Jellyby and Mrs Pardiggle, who enact the idea
that “the suffering of the other will translate into my health” (96) by finding enjoyment in
witnessing or admonishing the suffering poor. Dickens’s attempt to undo the “iron barriers”
(118) between people that enable such pleasure, however, relies problematically on “the vul-
nerable body of a largely disempowered woman” (118). Racialisation is important here, as
MacLure identifies a Foucauldian “biopolitical racism” (93) which designates internal
others, such as Jo, as members of groups that can (or must) be allowed to die - though
MacLure is also alert to the limitations of Foucault’s thinking on race. The place of Skimpole
in this picture might be given a further twist in light of Lydia Craig’s recent argument that in
him Dickens reproduces the racist treatment of Leigh Hunt, after whom he was modelled, and
whose racial descent was ambiguous (Craig 2022).

The final chapter puts Eliot’s Middlemarch and Felix Holt in conversation with Morris’s
News from Nowhere, reading Bulstrode’s decision to let Raffles die as a sign that in Middle-
march capital is both “sticky” and “disgusting” (128), tainting those who come into contact
with it. The exceptions to this rule are those such as Caleb and Mary Garth, who have no
affective attachment to money in itself. For MacLure, such figures anticipate on an individual
level the generalised condition of Morris’s utopia, where the interpersonal boundaries estab-
lished by necroeconomic capitalism have been removed, resulting in a “radical affective
sharing” (152). In this section, which feels less tightly linked to the earlier readings, sympathy
becomes less prominent (it would have been interesting to hear whether Spinozist forms of
sympathy return in Eliot, given her interest in him), but even here the culmination in
Morris is a general “communicable sympathy” (150) that extends beyond the limits of the
human. While this chapter does not ask us to rethink Eliot and Morris as thoroughly as
the excellent opening chapters on Martineau and Gaskell, it nonetheless demonstrates
MacLure’s central point, that the drive to think against the constrictive compulsions of
necroeconomics continues to shape Victorian fiction up to the final decades of the century.
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