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ACCOUNTING FOR VALUE IN “THE BUSINESS MAN”

Elizabeth Duquette
Gettysburg College

Mind Your Business.
—Motto on 1787 U.S.
cent, Benjamin Franklin

At the beginning of “Metzengerstein” (1832), Edgar Allan Poe’s
first published tale, a young Baron inherits his “vast possessions”:

Such estates were seldom held before by a nobleman of Hungary.
His castles were without number. The chief in point of splendor
and extent was the “Palace Metzengerstein.” The boundary line
of his dominions was never clearly defined; but his principal park
embraced a circuit of fifty miles.!

The passage points to the young nobleman’s wealth and power, but
what does it mean to say that “his castles were without number”? How
many castles must one have for them to be beyond counting, without
specifiable numerical value? If it is impossible to count the castles, it is
equally impossible to define “clearly” the extent of his holdings; in a
tale about the “doctrines of the Metempsychosis” and the permeabil-
ity of psychic boundaries, the inability to establish material borders
troubles not only the possibility of personal possessions, but of self-
possession as well (672). As the story continues, narrating the Baron’s
fate and depicting various gothic horrors, the question of counting is
dropped—for this tale at least.

Indeed, examinations into the meaning of numbers and their op-
erations recur throughout Poe’s career. Although Pym consistently
includes latitude and longitude for the journey southward in The Nar-
rative of A. Gordon Pym (1838), a footnote to the text warns the reader
about the numbers’ accuracy: “I would also remark, in this place, that
I cannot, in the first portion of what is here written, pretend to strict
accuracy in respect to dates, or latitudes and longitudes, having kept
no regular journal until after the period of which this first portion
treats” (848). In both “The Cask of Amontillado” (1846) and “The Thou-
sand-and-Second Tale of Scheherazade” (1845), it is a finally intoler-
able quantity—one too many insults or bedtime tales—that results in
gruesome death. And the late cosmological essay and prose poem FEu-
reka (1848) proposes that “it is folly to attempt comprehending” the
numerical values attached to distances between planets:
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I have stated that Neptune, the planet farthest from the Sun, re-
volves around him at a distance of 28 hundred millions of miles.
... I have stated a mathematical fact; and, without comprehend-
ing it in the least, we may put it to use—mathematically. But in
mentioning, even, that the Moon revolves around the Earth at
the comparatively trifling distance of 237,000 miles, I entertained
no expectation of giving any one to understand—to know—to
feel—how far from the Earth the Moon actually is.?

A thorough, visceral comprehension of what 237,000 miles actually
means is nothing short of futile, especially given the further fact that
it is unlikely that “the man lives who can force into his brain the most
remote conception of the interval between one milestone and its next
neighbor upon the turnpike.” We assume numerical facts are useful
and manipulate them computationally, but Poe is clear that use and
comprehension are every bit as far apart as a distance of 237,000 miles.
What his writings repeatedly suggest is that where numbers are con-
cerned, fact and fiction might be indistinguishable, even if references
to numbers and mathematical operations generate a contrary effect.*

These concerns are central to one of Poe’s lesser-known works, a
satire from the early 1840s entitled “The Business Man.” In this tale,
the narrator, Peter Proffit, recites a rags-to-riches story that celebrates
the value of method in achieving financial success.> Although the tale’s
emphasis on method builds on issues raised in the masterful Dupin
trilogy, the focus of this article is the tale’s critique of American-style
moral economy, an undertaking that is enabled by Poe’s ongoing ex-
ploration of numerical meaning and that takes aim at the assumption
that there is a moral currency in which we trade.® Thus “The Business
Man” asks us to account for why certain narratives count or have es-
pecial worth in the construction of cultural values and moral norms;
with any “idea of a criterion,” Stanley Cavell observes, the issue is
raised about how it is that we “[count] something as something.””
Delving into the nature of the thing, Poe challenges assumptions about
value, calculation, and the belief that time and selves can be divvied
up into discrete units with fixed costs. Peter Proffit’s first-person nar-
rative, which has been insightfully likened to Benjamin Franklin’s
Autobiography, replicates—and skewers—the efficacy of the exem-
plary moral narrative by asking what criteria should be used in shap-
ing our examples, models, or norms. As the narrator’s name suggests,
the punning conflation of profit and prophet necessarily raises doubt
about the value of the message being delivered and who, precisely,
reaps its rewards. The tale’s emphasis on accounting (“telling as num-
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bering or computing”) contains, that is to say, an exploration of the
premises of recounting (“telling as relating or narrating”); on Poe’s
view, the stories we value as purveyors of truths, particularly those
that recount moral accounts, are predicated on beliefs about value that
rely on the effect of moral clarity and epistemological certainty.® The
special problem of “The Business Man” is that what counts as parody
and what counts as normal are so intertwined that discriminating be-
tween the two is difficult, a problem that is precisely the point of the
satire.’

The key to the parody in “The Business Man” is located in an in-
voice Proffit proudly copies from his day-book so that the “reader
[can]judge for himself” how successful his business methods have been:

July 10. To promenade, as usual, and customer brought home, $00 25

July 11. Todo do do 25
July 12. To one lie, second class; damaged black cloth sold for
invisible green, 25
July 13. To one lie, first class, extra quality and size; recommending
milled satinet as broadcloth, 75
July 20. To purchasing bran-new paper shirt collar or dickey,
to set off gray Petersham, 2
Aug. 15. To wearing double-padded bobtail frock (thermometer
706 in the shade), 25
Aug. 16. Standing on one leg three hours, to show off new-style
strapped pants at 12 Y2 cents per leg per hour, 37 %
Aug. 17. To promenade, as usual, and large customer brought
(fat man), 50
Aug. 18. To do do (medium size)," 25
Aug. 19. To do do (small man and bad pay), 6
$2 96 w1

The repetition of “do” in a text that lists what is due to its narrator
plays with the putatively easy translation of money, activities, and
time. Moreover, the nineteenth-century “do” not only referred to book-
keeping, it also carried a host of slang connotations. An abbreviation
for “ditto,” “do” here underscores the centrality of seemingly mind-
less repetition to both commerce and language.'? The iterations are
identical in one way (all depicted by “To do do do”) but actually differ
in terms of remuneration—once the pay is said to be “bad”—relative
to the size of the customer. Chief amongst contemporary implications
of the verb, however, was the belief that “to do” someone was to cheat,
swindle or take advantage of him or her.” If systems of exchange re-
quire norms or standards to guarantee their accuracy, how are we to
account for the correlation of “do” and “due” when their basis is ei-
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ther arbitrary or fraudulent?

Even beyond the invocation of fraud, the reiteration of “do” emp-
ties the word of its content as Poe asks us to “judge” what it means to
be obsessed with the value of doings. The techniques Poe employs to
accomplish this goal in the invoice parallel those Tom Cohen identi-
fies at work in “The Bells” (1849). According to Cohen, in that poem
Poe “performs a violent critique of mimesis and the logos as such. . . .
Not only is repetition itself shown to establish verbal sense or iden-
tity, but it proceeds to dismember words into syllables through rhyme
and, finally, turn each into a clang (of) itself.”"* While “The Bells” might
be more sophisticated in its method, Proffit’s invoice performs a simi-
lar critique. By pushing the repetition basic to signification to its ab-
surd limit, Poe disparagingly suggests that the repetition of fraud has
emptied both American culture and language of meaning. The repeti-
tion of to’s—both the preposition and the number—creates an oscil-
lation of similarity and difference that connects the two signifying
systems, the numerical and the linguistic. Once aligned, however, what
becomes unclear is how and if “to” still means. While some of the play
is visual, as with the “12 %” cent charge from August 1 where num-
bers repeat but make meaning differently, the document as a whole
moves well beyond the particular business satire critics have tended
to assume it to be into a more general reflection on the nature of ex-
change itself—semantic and commercial. The repetition upon which
exchange relies slips, in this invoice, into madness, even monomania.
This is a regular observation in Poe’s works; whereas “Berenice” (1835)
associates repetition with insanity—Egaeus “repeat[s], monotonously,
some common word, until the sound, by dint of frequent repetition, it
ceased to convey any idea whatever to the mind” (644)—in “The Busi-
ness Man” repetition of this sort is business as usual.

Complicating matters further, the total of the charges listed is
wrong: it should be $2 95 %%, not $2 96 Y. Although contemporary
editors often correct the error, it is present in both the 1840 and the
1845 editions of the tale; that Poe makes minor changes to the invoice
but does not correct the computational mistake suggests that the num-
bers do not figure properly because Poe’s numbers here, as elsewhere
in the tales and his own record-keeping, generate only the effect of
accuracy.® The arbitrariness of the numerical value attached to the
activities forces a reflection upon the nature of exchange and the sta-
tus of money (or its invisibility, if July 12 is any indication). Is the
value of an action any more or less arbitrary than the 25 cents Proffit
charges for “do do do”? The temperature, 706 in the shade, is surely
nonsensical according to any actual system of measurement but ad-
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equately captures the sense of what it is to be absurdly hot; is it pos-
sible that numbers are available for metaphorical reading or does such
a use make them unreadable? Is this temperature an example of being
overheated or, to borrow an idiom from “Metzengerstein,” a heat “with-
out number”? The sundry lies, implicit (the extreme temperature of
Aug. 15) and explicit (July 12 and 13), contribute to the confusion.
Poe’s complicated joke relies on various homophonies, the repetitive
rhyming of to and do, the reader’s supposed familiarity with average
businesses and their basic practices, the obviousness of the manner in
which the invoice is presented, and the nonsense it depicts. All these
contribute to this satire of American business culture, a satire that
seemingly includes a jab at people who think accounting can either
justify courses of action or make possible accurate judgments con-
cerning character and commerce.

In a culture of this sort, then, one might even read the invoice as
a poem, or as indistinguishable from a poem. This is a point that be-
comes clear, I believe, when considering Poe’s proposal for a new
method of scanning the poetic line. In the 1848 essay “The Rationale
of Verse,” Poe lays out a numerical system for measuring “the exact
relative value of every syllable employed in Verse,” extolling the “sim-
plicity” of this mode of reckoning and the “time, labor, and ink saved.”¢
A numerical charting of relations of stress and value would improve
upon the standard graphic marks, Poe demonstrates with reference to
some lines from Christopher Pearse Cranch, because they would come
closer to conveying specific and accurate information about the rela-
tionships between language and time that is the basis of poetry:

3/2
Many are the | thoughts that | come to | me
6 6 6 2 2
In my | lonely | musing, |
2 2 2 (ER, 59)

Compared to the clarity of the above numerical system, “[d]oes the
common accentuation,” he asks, “express the truth, in particular, in
general, or in any regard? Is it consistent with itself? Does it convey
either to the ignorant or to the scholar a just conception of the rhythm
of the lines?” (ER, 60). Poe concludes that each of these questions re-
quires a negative response because a series of graphic marks—cres-
cents or bars—“express precisely nothing whatever” (ER, 60). Building,
and punning, on the intimate historical association between numbers
and verse, an association Alexander Pope pointed to when he chimed
“As yet a Child, not yet a Fool to Fame,/T lisp’d in Numbers, for the
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Numbers came,” Poe suggests that we translate the poetic line back
into a numerical equation.”” The economy of such a system is evident
in the time saved (a mere twenty-six accents are needed to convey
information that had required forty-one) and in the accuracy about
time imparted. Linking time, rhythm (“from the Greek arimos, num-
ber” [ER, 56]), mathematics and poetry, Poe concludes that “the plea-
sure received, or receivable” from poetry relies on the effect created
by “mathematical relations” (ER, 39). And if Pope could babble num-
bers as a babe, why can’t Poe rhyme them as an adult, playing in all
seriousness on the metaphorical association of numbers with poetry
and the contemporary commercial debasement of literature? Proffit’s
invoice also translates experience into a numerical accounting of time
that seeks to get to the truth of the matter but, in an inversion familiar
to readers of Poe, translating time into these equations “express|es]
precisely nothing whatever.” The invoice manipulates the sounds of
signification, establishing relations between time, language, and value,
getting paid by the line for doing so. Is this so different from the popular
writers Poe hypocritically derided, who wrote for financial, rather
than literary, effect?'® If fiction is a lie of sorts, then doesn’t it also
have a price tag, like the lies of July 12 and 13? That Americans had
already accepted the equation of time and money further clarifies this
point; if poetry is predicated on time, and time and money are ex-
changeable, then an invoice is surely a poem."

Poe’s (somewhat bitter) joking about money, language and their
respective values is evident, finally, in another (albeit disputed) work
from the same period; in the “Epigram for Wall Street,” Poe writes
that the way to wealth is found primarily in a plan that plays on how
words are put together. “I'll tell you a plan for gaining wealth / Better
than banking, trade or leases,” he writes. “Take a bank note and fold it
up, / And then you will find your money in creases!”® Without “dan-
ger or loss,” the poem continues, such a “wonderful plan” “Keeps your
cash in your hands, where nothing can trouble it; / And every time
you fold it across, / 'Tis as plain as the light of day that you double
it!"?! The pun associates the poem, further, with contemporary anxi-
eties about the illusory value of paper money, which one pamphleteer
claimed was “founded on the great principle of making money out of
nothing.”” When it points to “in creases,” the poem literalizes the
metaphors of value of the invoice while indicating that these values
are properly illusory.
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The Fithess of Things

In “The Business Man,” the relationship between value, exchange
and profit is reducible to the thing itself but what counts as a thing is
under constant examination. In the first lines of the tale, Proffit as-
serts that “Method is the thing, after all” (413). Slipping from an idi-
omatic sense of “the thing,” this claim points to the collapse that can
occur between systems of value.” Put differently, the computational
and representational dilemmas in the invoice are refracted through-
out the story as it persistently questions how we assign value, our
method of accounting for worth and the criteria it presupposes.

One of the first judgments Proffit makes in the story is between
the genuine or true business man and the false genius. Always going
“off at a tangent into some fantastic employment, or ridiculous specu-
lation, entirely at variance with the ‘fitness of things,” the doings of
the genius have “no business whatever to be considered as a business
at all” (413). Fortunately, the genius is easy to spot, for he will invari-
ably be a “merchant or . . . manufacturer . . . or something of that
kind” (413). Another way to characterize the genius would be to say
that he is interested in things as they function within social forma-
tions and systems of value. The things that geniuses make, trade, buy
and sell are, in truth, less things than objects for “the sort of objectifi-
cation that takes place during these operations . . . produce use value,
sign value, cultural capital.”* One might even say that the complaint
Proftit has about geniuses is that they define the uses and needs that
transform random things into necessities; notably among the profes-
sions he derides are the cotton or tobacco trades and hardware or gro-
cery stores. Engaging in these businesses, he complains, is “entirely at
variance with the ‘fitness of things’” (413). On the one hand, then,
Proffit seems to object to the commodification of things, to the idea
that value resides in use; this would provide a plausible reading of the
diacritical emphasis on the “fitness of things” in the tale. On the other
hand, the narrator’s lack of interest in objects obviously does not trans-
late into a rejection of commerce for the narrative does little beyond
explaining his various false starts on the road to wealth.” It is impor-
tant to stress, in other words, that for Proffit the problematic genius
corresponds to what readers would likely have assumed was the en-
tirely ordinary man of commerce. In associating the idea of the ge-
nius, so important to various brands of Romanticism, with grocers,
Poe mocks writers like Emerson who were trying to define what the
American genius would look like; the genius United States culture is
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willing to celebrate, he seems to suggest, would have to be found
amongst the “new breed of young men looking to capitalize on grow-
ing economic opportunities,” a man of commerce and capital.? Proffit’s
confusion about genius and the value of things suggest that in Poe’s
critique of political economy the commercial genius is always already
a perversion of the concept and even those figures who might try to
break the mold can only ever aspire to a status that is, at best, mean
and, at worst, soul-less. The successful genius incorporates, in “The
Business Man,” losing his soul in the process. What becomes clear in
Poe’s story, through Proffit’s attempts to distance himself from the
values he embraces, is that in such a world there is no escape from an
obsession with things.

Proffit’s perverse dance of denial and embrace is mirrored in the
tale’s use of things, which proliferate wantonly at the level of the word.
‘Thing’ appears in the story at least seventeen times, yet the last thing
the reader should expect from this proliferation is a clear sense of what
comprises a thing. Proffit’s final venture (to which I will return shortly)
notwithstanding, each of his occupations avoids things almost entirely,
trading instead on appearance, absence, silence; he is paid, for instance,
to stop playing a street-organ and not to splash passers-by with mud.
The thing in “The Business Man” is characterized by its absence, a
realization that could readily prompt the suggestion that what Poe is
driving at is the thing-in-itself that Kant brackets in the Critique of
Pure Reason; in other words, the thing is unknowable so, literally, it
is no thing. Tempting as this might be, and while this basic Kantian
premise would have been available to Poe through popular essays on
German philosophy, I believe he is after something different with his
talk of things. These nonproductive occupations correspond to Proffit’s
sense of the “firness of things.” The story allows us to wonder, in other
words, what happens when we make commodities of nothing, of si-
lence, of views, of theories? Like paper money, which generates an
illusion of value which functions in exchange as the real thing, or
numbers that we cannot understand but employ anyway, such ser-
vices proliferate in a market economy that presupposes and trades on
the value of intangibles. The equivalence inherent in the commodity
form necessarily turns nothings into things.

But it is not only silence or appearance that become things in such
a world: this is also the fate of thought and truth and persons. The
presumptive materialism of American culture aligns actions, ideas,
theories, and requests with things, a point, indeed, upon which Poe
and Emerson were in complete agreement. Writing in 1837, at the
beginning of the financial panic that surely informs “The Business
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Man,” Emerson expressed his concern about “the alienating implica-
tions of the new market society.”” “Man,” he explained,

is thus metamorphosed into a thing, into many things. The planter,
who is Man sent out into the field to gather food, is seldom cheered
by any idea of the true dignity of his ministry. He sees his bushel
and his cart, and nothing beyond, and sinks into the farmer, in-
stead of Man on the farm. The tradesman scarcely ever gives an
ideal worth to his work, but is ridden by the routine of his craft,
and the soul is subject to dollars. The priest becomes a form; the
attorney, a statute-book; the mechanic, a machine; the sailor, a
rope of a ship.®

The problematic metamorphosis that Emerson describes springs from
an “old fable” that narrates how “Man” came to be differentiated into
“men” in order to be more “helpful to himself,” a process he likens to
the division of the hand into fingers “the better to answer its end.””
Even as he cedes the seeming necessity of original division, Emerson
deplores its practical results in the conflation of persons and things, of
souls and numbers.*® In his emphasis on the implied spiritual dimen-
sion of “Man,” Emerson renders explicit a concern that remains im-
plicit in Poe—that questions about men and things translate the ancient
problem of the one and the many into a debased nineteenth-century
currency. Despite their many disagreements, Poe and Emerson con-
cur that accounting for persons numerically creates monsters, partial
men without the ability to recognize the extent to which they had
been handicapped by the ideals of their society or, as Emerson ex-
plains, “The state of society is one in which the members have suf-
fered amputation from the trunk, and strut about so many walking
monsters,—a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a
man.”' This observation would seem to shift us to “The Man That
Was Used Up,” but as Poe has demonstrated, it can be hard to tell
things (or tales) apart and Proffit’s final venture hints that at the lim-
its of thinking value inheres in the sum of parts.

The closing episode of “The Business Man,” added in Poe’s revi-
sions to the tale, summarizes the narrative reflection on objects and
things by returning to the issue of objects and examining what hap-
pens when a body is simultaneously an object and a thing. Having
failed in seven businesses, Proffit embarks on a final speculation in
“Cat-growing,” an enterprise he describes as “a most pleasant and lu-
crative business and, really, no trouble at all” (490). An infestation of
cats, he explains, led the legislature to an unusually “wise and whole-
some” law that would offer a reward for evidence that a cat had been
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destroyed. Although as originally written the premium would be paid
for “cat-heads” the legislation is amended in the Senate and tails are
substituted (419). Determined to profit from the “Cat-Act,” Proffit
invests his “whole estate in the purchase of Toms and Tabbies” (419).

At first, I could only afford to feed them upon mice (which are
cheap), but they fulfilled the Scriptural injunction at so marvel-
ous a rate, that I at length considered it my best policy to be lib-
eral, and so indulged them in oysters and turtle. Their tails, at a
legislative price, now bring me in a good income: for I have dis-
covered a way, in which, by means of Macassar oil, I can force
three crops in a year. It delights me to find, too, that the animals
soon get accustomed to the thing, and would rather have the ap-
pendages cut off than otherwise. (419-20, emphasis added)

“Tom” will not become the archetypal name for slaves in the United
States for another six years, but Poe’s references to slavery are none-
theless clear in this recounting of Proffit’s final business, one that shows
him shifting his method by trading in objects. The subtle invocation
of the whip (cat-o-nine-tails), a familiar image in abolitionist tracts of
the period, and the use of names for the cats (Toms and Tabbies) asso-
ciate the passage with the business of slavery; but Poe goes farther,
yoking Scripture to the description of his trade and even asserting, as
did many proslavery writers, that his cats like what is done to them,
preferring the removal of their tails to their retention. Although “The
Business Man” demonstrates that Poe was thinking about the logical
consequences of a culture in which things as objects were over-valued,
and other kinds of things were under- or mis-valued, I do not think
we can read the story as committing him to a particular position on
the issue of slavery. The rhetoric of the legislative decision—heads or
tails—points instead to the idea that for Poe the issue was up in the
air, the matter of the toss of a coin, yet another example of the sinister
mess the US had sown by enthusiastically cultivating commerce.
Indeed, while the episode provides another example of Proffit’s
peculiarities, it also encourages us to wonder why we might find the
enterprise anything out of the ordinary. The law is spurred by “a peti-
tion for relief, most numerously and respectably signed” (419). Unlike
Proffit’s other ventures, this one is entirely respectable. Capitalizing
on a fine opportunity, Proffit invests his “whole estate” and is quickly
successful (419). Far from extraordinary, the tale has become the en-
tirely ordinary story of the American self-made man, a point Poe drives
home in the closing sentence: “I consider, myself . . . a made man, and
am bargaining for a country-seat on the Hudson” (420). Shifting the
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claim forwarded earlier in the story, that method not money made
the man, Proffit has acquired the trappings of middle-class respect-
ability by trading in formerly animate objects; unlike Emerson and
Thoreau, who advocated various forms of retreat from society, Poe’s
tale concludes with the recognition that there is no viable solution to
the problems posed by economic man when economics and politics
are so thoroughly intertwined.* In such a nation, all things that could
have spiritual value—literature, morals, persons—are sources of profit.

One might go even further and juxtapose the revised ending of
“The Business Man” to the debates resulting from the Creole rebellion
of November 1841, which ended in the liberation of a cargo of slaves
by British authorities. Certainly there are no international incidents
in “The Business Man,” but the introduction of the Senate in register-
ing communal priorities suggests the potential impact of the Creole
debate to Poe’s revisions to the tale. That a cargo can consist of slaves
in one harbor and persons in another reveals the contingency of what
counts as normal, as well as the moral horrors that can result. Poe
points to this dynamic by stressing that the difference between an
ordinary practice (slavery) and an extraordinary one (the cat-tail busi-
ness) is arbitrary; what seems to be chance is stripped of its aleatory
aspects and, endorsed by the good citizens of the community, natural-
ized by the regularizing function of the market, which effectively ef-
faces its brutality. The tale’s more ambitious aspect, hidden under the
satire, is the claim that when method is indistinguishable from nu-
merical accounting—when philosophy and mathematics are inter-
changeable—then the only kind of thing that one can make is a Proffit;
in such a world, thought itself is up for sale and method becomes a
means of discrimination in the fullest sense of the word.*

In concluding that Poe uses this tale to reflect on the business of
slavery without offering either justification or condemnation, I part
company with many distinguished scholars who have sought Poe’s
explicit endorsement or repudiation of the institution.* It seems to
me more likely that Poe’s manipulation of the rhetorical conventions
associated with the increasingly national debate about slavery reflects
his own ability to mine (and mock) the cant of the day, in this case the
language used to talk about slavery. “The Business Man” will not tell
us if Poe found slavery repugnant, but it does suggest that he believed
the explanation, and responsibility, for its continued practice could
be found by looking at the nation’s political and economic methods.
Thus, Proffit’s proposed home is on the Hudson River in New York
and the tale is explicit that the legislation is the result of communal
will. Divorcing slavery from its association with the South, Poe in-
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stead points to the bottom line—the entire nation enjoys the profits
of this “peculiar institution.”

What’s the Use?

Nineteenth-century Americans were far from certain about how to
achieve the lofty ideals promised by the nation’s founding documents
and, as numerous scholars have demonstrated, regularly expressed
concern about their national profile. One remedy for this plight was
the conscious crafting of national narratives and models, including
the figure of the self-made man as expressive of the values peculiar to
the United States. A “popular hero,” indeed a “central symbol of Ameri-
can society,” the self-made man, John Cawelti explains, allowed
“Americans . . . to synthesize, under his aegis, many conflicting strands
of belief and aspiration.”® A wide range of authors, including Nathaniel
Hawthorne, conflated the self-made man and the business man, a
phrase that entered common parlance in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, and maintained that this figure “stood as the ideal” of the middle-
class.® With its pithy sayings and proclamations about how best to
manage one’s affairs, “The Business Man” draws upon these assump-
tions and narrative traditions as it dictates the way to wealth; in this,
the tale is not only an attack on American commercialism, it is also a
savage parody of the exemplar of the virtuous business man—Ben-
jamin Franklin, patron saint of the socially useful self-made man.

As Leo Lemay has shown, “The Business Man” exposes Franklin’s
“Art of Virtue” to be more properly “the philosophy of a scoundrel.”
Complementing the tale’s evaluation of method and accounting, in
other words, is an assault on the founding father of American moral
accounting and the exposure of the dangers inherent in the exclusive
or excessive reliance upon a single model—be it citizen, profession, or
narrative—in the creation of national character. Looked at in this way,
“The Business Man” not only critiques the reliance on moral compu-
tation, it also turns its satirical focus on a related assumption, namely
that the exemplary narrative is useful and universally applicable. In
the opening paragraph of the Autobiography, Franklin explains why
he has decided to commit the story of his life to paper:

Having emerg’d from the Poverty & Obscurity in which I was
born & bred, to a State of Affluence & some Degree of Reputation
in the World, and having gone so far thro’ Life with a consider-
able Share of Felicity, the conducing Means I made use of, which,
with the Blessing of God, so well succeeded, my Posterity may
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like to know, as they may find some of them suitable to their own
Situations, & therefore fit to be imitated.*®

Certainly many eighteenth-century writers defended their texts, fic-
tion and non-fiction both, on the basis that they were models for imi-
tation or instruction; that literature could influence the reader for good
or ill formed the basis of many of the objections to the increasing
popularity of the novel. While Poe’s objections to novels (that they
are too long) differ from those of moralists who sought to limit their
secular influence, his concern about imitation, particularly how what
the determination is made about what is “fit to be imitated,” echoes
such worries. According to Poe’s “The Business Man,” Franklin’s pre-
mises—that his values are “suitable” for imitation and that moral econo-
mies make moral societies—just don’t compute.

A brief glimpse at Kant’s discussion of the limitations of the moral
example clarifies the extent, and indeed the precision, of Poe’s objec-
tions to the exemplary narrative of useful business men. While virtue
and wisdom are ideas, the wise man—Kant specifies the stoic but one
could just as easily select the business man—is “an ideal,” “that is a
man existing in thought only, but in complete conformity with the
idea of wisdom.” Thus, “as the idea gives the rule, so the ideal in such
a case serves as the archetype for the complete determination of the
copy” (B597/A569). In other words, from an idea, say “wisdom,” an
individual can generate something that functions like a rule: “It is
wise to behave in x-manner given y-situation.” This rule, however, is
still too abstract to be copied or imitated, to manifest “practical power.”
To realize this “power” one needs instead an “ideal.” The standard for
our actions is the conduct of this “man” “existing in thought only”
against which we “compare and judge ourselves, and so reform our-
selves.” “Although we can never attain to the perfection thereby pre-
scribed,” this “ideal” man helps orient us in our practical matters (B598/
A570). Although there is no “objective reality” for such figures, they
should not be regarded as “figments of the brain.” Without actually
existing in the world, such ideals provide human reason with the out-
lines to copy.

The regulative efficacy of moral examples, then, is linked to their
ability to mold conduct and provide standards against which the indi-
vidual can measure his behavior—which they can do as long as they
are not written down.” “But to attempt to realise the ideal in an ex-
ample,” Kant continues, “as, for instance, to depict the . . . wise man in
a romance, is impracticable. There is indeed something absurd, and
far from edifying, in such an attempt” (B598/A570). Not only “im-
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practicable” but “absurd,” giving an ideal a narrative representation
meets with Kant’s immediate and vehement censure. The problem
with such narratives, according to Kant, is that they replace morality
with imitation; rather than thinking through what should be done in
a given situation, the person applies a course of action dictated by the
exemplary narrative. This has the effect of impoverishing both the
individual and the society in which he or she lives by undermining
moral standards and replacing thought with imitation. While the
exemplary ideal can play an important practical role in everyday
philosophic consideration, once inserted into a narrative, into fiction,
it can only participate in a negative fashion—one that is both absurd
and confusing. Why is the “ideal” figure assigned a value so markedly
below the one existing “in thought only”? Because, Kant insists, ex-
amples do not recognize their limits. The “natural limitations” of
the example, its narrative constraints, are “constantly doing vio-
lence to the completeness of the idea” (B598/A570). Aiming for an
illusion that Kant asserts is “altogether impossible,” the example
drags the idea down to its level, “by giving it the air of being a mere
fiction” (B598/A570).

We see Poe reaching a similar conclusion in “The Business Man,”
albeit more satirically. In this tale, the fixed morals of the didactic life
narrative reduce fiction and philosophy to a “to do do do” list. Proffit
engages in a range of businesses, all of which would make their profit,
hypothetically, from ignoring communal interests for personal gain.
Indeed, in the organ-grinding episode, Proffit is clear that his goal is
to annoy as many people as possible. Yet central to the celebration of
the business man is the belief that “No man can promote his own
interest without promoting that of others,” as Edward Everett asserted
in 1838, giving voice to an enduring American belief in the commu-
nal value of self-interest.*” Not only is self-interest injurious to the
community in “The Business Man,” but Poe also questions the effi-
cacy of assuming that one particular figure, especially one as self-in-
terested and narrow as the celebrated self-made man, could prove the
ideal representative of a nation’s moral values. “The life which men
praise and regard as successful is but one kind,” Henry David Thoreau
writes in Walden (1854). “Why should we exaggerate any one kind at
the expense of others?”* Poe anticipates Thoreau’s question, replying
that a world which sacrifices beauty to utility or character to account-
ing will turn everything of value—art, morals, philosophy—into a
mere numbers game.
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