Introduction

A clear understanding of perceptions of a thing can be as informative—or perhaps more informative—in helping us understand society as understanding the thing itself. Perception can be a difficult and slippery object for study, for we look not at fact, but at another’s interpretation of fact; we present not our interpretation of fact, but rather our interpretation of an interpretation of fact—slippery indeed. Perception, in Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, Elaine Abelson’s When Ladies Go A-Thieving, and in Karen Halttunen’s Confidence Men and Painted Women, provides us with an interesting lens with which to view and compare the worlds of colonial, antebellum, and Victorian America. Each work gives us an opportunity to look at two types of perceptions: the community’s perception of deceivers and the individual’s perception of the visibility of their actions.

Colonial American society perceived deceivers as rogues or rascals, but not as any real threat to society as a whole. Rather, the deception was an unfortunate incident in the life of the individual who had been deceived. For antebellum Americans, the perception of deception as a major threat to society pervaded the prescriptive conduct literature of the time; deception was not simply misfortune for the deceived. The confidence man was to be guarded against, lest he seduce young men away from virtue into dissolution. Victorians perceived the deception practiced by middle-class women shoplifters as a mental illness, thus they generally were not considered responsible for their actions. 

Individuals regulated their behaviour according to their perceptions of the visibility of their actions. From early in his life Franklin was aware of the visibility of his actions: he moderated his behaviour in an effort to create a reputation for himself as a man of virtue, so that by his favourable reputation he might become a successful businessman. In the antebellum period individuals perceived that their actions were being examined for marks of sincerity, and behaved in particular manners accordingly. In addition, they, like Franklin, wanted to shape others’ impressions of themselves, and acted so that they might be perceived as better off than they were. In the Victorian era there was, by contrast, a perception of invisibility of actions; this sense of anonymity and invisibility fostered and enabled the behaviour of shoplifting. 

Perception of Deceivers

Perceptions of deceivers trace an interesting arc. The deceiver appears as an individual’s misfortune, as a societal threat menacing the survival of the new American republic, and as a condition of mental illness requiring treatment. The exact same kind of deception in colonial America and in antebellum America produced dramatically different perceptions, based on the social conditions of the time which provides the context for understanding the perceptions. 
Franklin’s account in his Autobiography provides us with an interesting starting point for our discussion. Franklin first encountered Governor Keith when the governor entered the Philadelphia print shop in which Franklin was working. The governor expressed a desire to aid Franklin in setting up as a printer by offering his patronage, if Franklin could persuade his father to assist him monetarily. 
When this failed, his father believing him as yet too young to be set up in business, the governor talked of more direct assistance to Franklin, in the form of a trip to England, complete with letters of introduction and a letter of credit. The young Franklin, unable to conceive of a person making unsolicited offers without the utmost sincerity, took the governor at his word, and with one thing and another, found himself in England, with no letters of introduction, nor any letter of credit for purchasing equipment. 

In writing of the incident many years later, Franklin foreshadowed for the reader the ending of this tale when he wrote: “Had it been known that I depended on the Governor, probably some Friend that knew him better would have advis’d me not to rely on him, as I afterwards heard it as his known Character to be liberal of Promises which he never meant to keep.”
 However it is only after he found himself in England, when Franklin discovered that Governor Keith had deceived him, that he learned that, of the people who knew the governor, no one “had the smallest Dependence on him.”
 Franklin described an habitual deceiver, a man who did not have the monetary means to keep his promises, and a man who, by his deceptions, left Franklin stranded on the other side of the ocean from home. The governor’s deception of Franklin merely served to prove Franklin’s father right that he was “too young to be trusted with the Management of a Business so important.”
 And yet, the perception that Franklin leaves of the governor is of a man who merely “wish’d to please everybody; and having little to give, he gave Expectations.”

On another occasion Franklin demonstrates a perception of deception as an individual’s misfortune. In traveling from Newport to New York, he is warned by a Quaker woman to beware of two young women who were traveling on the same boat and had been working to make friends with him. He accordingly is careful not to get mixed up with them, and when they prove to be thieves, he considered the trouble that he avoided due to the Quaker woman’s advice to be an “Escape of rather more Importance to me”
 than the escape they had from sinking on the journey. 
This incident does not carry with it a perception of the deceivers as a threat to the very fabric of society. In the antebellum period however, as increasing numbers of young men found themselves among strangers in unknown towns and cities, these deceivers became a threat which was written about extensively in advice manuals. 
The perception of the deceivers was marked by a two-fold identity crisis: for the first time in large numbers young men were away from the stabilizing influence of their family during the formative period of their identity, and society was in the process of transforming from a rural society with a relatively fixed social structure to an urban society with a fluid, liminal quality. The national identity and the individual identity were both in question. Those advice writers who felt that there had been a golden era in social relations from which society had declined, warned of the threat of such a decline to the American republican experiment. (Perhaps if the advice manual writers had read Franklin they would have realized that what they perceived as a unique threat to their time had existed to a certain extent in colonial times as well.)
Deception, in the form of hypocrisy, was perceived as a substantial threat for it “threatened ultimately, by undermining social confidence among men and women, to reduce the American republic to social chaos.”
 In some respects then, for antebellum society, a person’s honesty & sincerity—their character— were the most important perceptions of them. Ironically, many stretched their sincerity in an effort to be perceived as better off than they actually were. Wealth, however, was not necessarily a protection against perceptions of deception. 
By the Victorian era, a person’s financial standing affected how members of the community perceived deception. A middle-class woman found shoplifting was frequently diagnosed by her physician as suffering from an illness, kleptomania, and rarely received punishment; a poor woman found committing the same deception was labeled a thief and punished for it. [Sidebar Note: In this instance, we examine a deception which has a more physical dimension to it than in the other two cases. While the methods of deception are different, it is still possible to look at how the community perceived this deception and gain a better understanding of the culture.]
The perception of this deception as an illness allowed Victorians to reconcile contradictory information: these middle-class women were well off, they did not need to steal, they were virtuous in the other aspects of their lives, and yet they stole. People were not ready to accept that an upstanding middle-class woman might suffer such a breach of respectability. In creating this reconciliation, using “an image of female weakness” to construct the perception of the deception as an act of mental illness, Victorian society “profoundly undermined the self-respect of women as individuals and as a group, even while freeing them of the onus of criminality.”
 Another implication of this perception put the store managers in a difficult situation.
The managers were placed in the position of confronting women of a higher social standing with their misdeeds, which might cause more harm in loss of good-will to the store, whose interests they were trying to protect, than the loss of a comparably inconsequential item. If they had any doubts about the backlash that might come from breaching the social divide, they needed only to remember the public reaction in the Macy-Phelps incident. “To ruin the reputation not only of a possible unwilling offender but also her family, throwing a stain upon the fair reputation of all connected with the accused, is too serious a subject for the average merchant, or man for that matter, to carelessly handle.”
 Intertwined with how the community perceived these actions by middle-class women, was the perception of the visibility of these actions by the women themselves, which in all likelihood fostered the tendency to steal.
Perception of Visibility

Women in the department stores felt themselves to be anonymous, unseen in the great crowds of people, where the crush of people made it difficult to be observed. The department stores strove to create an exotic, confusing environment with lots of activity as a means of enticing consumers to buy merchandise. Free from the scrutiny of a watchful owner in a small store, the hope was that the goods would be so tempting that consumers would make purchases on impulse. The atmosphere thus created, however, prompted women into “believing that in the generally crowded conditions of the dry-goods bazaars nothing was easier than to take something without being seen, and without its being missed.”
 In reality, they were indeed being watched much more closely than they realized. 
In an effort to avoid offense to their clientele, and in an attempt to control the most egregious incidents of shoplifting, the stores implemented security in as subtle manner as possible. When it was necessary to confront someone, they were usually asked to accompany the detective or store manager to private offices away from the crowds, so that they would not be able to make a scene. At times, those who were on the lookout for shoplifting were instructed not to confront an offender, and the perpetrator had no idea that they had been seen. This manner of handling surveillance and incidents reinforced the perception that no one was watching. With the temptation presented by the array of department store goods, and the unique perception in the stores that their actions were not visible, shoplifting may have been a natural consequence of the situation; a situation which showed what otherwise upstanding women might do if they believed they weren’t observed.
By contrast, antebellum society was subject to a perception of constant scrutiny. Within the context of sentimental culture, the most inconsequential acts were scrutinized for the signs of sincerity. Individuals strove to demonstrate an internal moral character through outer manifest signs; codes of dress, behavior, and social ritual ensured the sentimental culture a uniform understanding of these signs. These codes changed in response to a need to re-establish sincerity that arose once it became ambiguous whether they were practiced out of sentiment or convention. The perception of constant visibility, the need to conform to the latest code of sincerity proved to be unsustainable, and ultimately collapsed.

In colonial America Franklin was keenly aware of the visibility of his actions to others. Rather than collapsing from the scrutiny as the sentimental culture did, he exploited this awareness in his attempts to shape how others viewed him. He believed that their opinion of him mattered, in some respects, more than what he actually was. Franklin says:

In order to secure my Credit and Character as a Tradesman, I took care not only to be in Reality Industrious and frugal, but to avoid all Appearances of the Contrary. I dressed plainly; I was seen at no Places of idle Diversion; I never went out a-fishing or shooting; a Book, indeed, sometimes debauch’d me from my Work; but that was seldom, snug, and gave no Scandal: and to show that I was not above my Business, I sometimes brought home the Paper I purchas’d at the Stores, thro’ the Streets on a Wheelbarrow.

Franklin realized that it would matter little how industrious he was if people thought of him otherwise; for him it was essential that he be viewed as a sober, industrious man, so that people would choose him over his competitors. 
Even as he was doing well, he realized that it was critically important that he cultivate his image as a hard-working printer. Perhaps from the manner in which he watched others around him, he perceived that if his outward actions and attire were in any way disconsonant with that image—if he dressed too finely for a printer, or pursued leisure activities—that he would jeopardize what he was striving to build. In all of this, he is striving to make certain that no wrong impression be conveyed, for he is hard-working and industrious; in another instance he realizes that the same principle can be applied to control impressions, even if he is not what he strives to have people believe he is.
Franklin believed that there were times when the appearance of a thing could substitute for the reality of it. When a friend told him that he was viewed as a proud man, and realizing that such a view of him might impede him socially, he set about to remedy that defect in his personality. “I determined endeavouring to cure myself if I could of this Vice or Folly among the rest, and I added Humility to my List, giving an extensive Meaning to the Word. I cannot boast of much Success in acquiring the Reality of this Virtue; but I had a good deal with regard to the Appearance of it.”
 

Conclusion

By examining these perceptions of deception and of the visibility of personal actions, we see how a situation placed in different social contexts can produce a very different perception. While both Franklin and antebellum Americans realized that their actions were visible, Franklin’s perception of that visibility allowed him to turn it to his advantage, whereas the sentimental culture’s perception of that visibility produced a vicious, self-destructive cycle. Contrasted with the reactions when women perceived that their actions of shoplifting in the department stores were not visible, and we see an excellent example of Michele Foucault’s discussion of the power gained by controlling authorities when individuals perceive that they are under a watchful gaze that sees all.
The manner in which social context affects perception is seen clearly when we contrast the perception of deceivers as either an individual’s misfortune or narrow escape with the perception that they were a serious threat to the fabric of society. One saw society as robust entity that will not greatly change because of the incidents in a single person’s life—though of course the individual’s life may be greatly affected by these incidents—the other saw society as a fragile, interdependent entity that could fall apart if care was not taken to protect individuals from these incidents. And, lastly, we can see how perceptions were used to reconcile the irreconcilable, in order to preserve the inherent contradictions within Victorian society.

side note:





Given the governor’s record of deception and financial difficulties in the latter part of his life, I cannot help but wonder if the governor’s encouragement to Franklin’s father to set the young man up in business had another motive besides the desire for a better printer in Philadelphia. 


Would the governor have hoped to benefit financially in some way? 


Pure, unsubstantiated speculation, but an interesting thought nonetheless.
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