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Introduction to Anthony Trollope and "The Way We
Live Now"

Anthony Trollope was a renowned British novelist in the 19th century, celebrated for his keen
observations of society and his intricate character development. Among his extensive body of work,



one of his most significant novels is "The Way We Live Now," published in 1875. This novel captures
the essence of Victorian society and its moral dilemmas, reflecting on the rapid changes in social,
economic, and political spheres during that time. Trollope's sharp critique of contemporary life and
the various forces shaping it provides a timeless commentary on human behavior and societal
norms.

Context and Background

"The Way We Live Now" emerged during a period of profound change in England. The Industrial
Revolution had transformed the landscape of society, leading to urbanization, shifts in class
structures, and the rise of capitalism. Trollope wrote this novel against the backdrop of these
sweeping changes, addressing the tension between traditional values and modern aspirations.

Victorian Society and Its Challenges

Victorian society was characterized by strict moral codes and expectations, yet it was also a time of
great hypocrisy and corruption. The disparity between the wealthy elite and the struggling lower
classes was stark. Trollope was particularly concerned with the following issues:

1. Financial Speculation: The novel delves into the rise of speculative finance and the moral
implications of wealth acquisition.
2. Social Class: Trollope examines how social class influences relationships, opportunities, and
personal integrity.
3. Gender Roles: The portrayal of women in the novel highlights the limitations placed on them by
society and the struggle for autonomy.
4. Politics and Corruption: Through his characters, Trollope critiques the political landscape and the
impact of corruption on public life.

Plot Overview

The narrative of "The Way We Live Now" revolves around several interconnected characters and
their lives in the city of London. The story primarily focuses on the unscrupulous financier Augustus
Melmotte, who epitomizes the greed and moral decay of the era. Melmotte's rise to power and the
subsequent fallout reveal the fragility of societal aspirations and the consequences of unchecked
ambition.

Main Characters

Trollope populates the novel with a diverse cast of characters, each representing different facets of
society:

- Augustus Melmotte: The central antagonist, a wealthy and corrupt financier whose dubious
dealings reflect the darker side of capitalism.



- Paul Montague: A young man who becomes entangled in Melmotte's schemes, representing the
idealism that contrasts with Melmotte's cynicism.
- Marie Melmotte: The daughter of Augustus, who finds herself trapped in a world of wealth and
expectation, highlighting the challenges faced by women.
- Lady Carbury: A widow striving to secure her family's future, embodying the struggles of the lower
gentry.
- Mr. Yule: A character representing the old-fashioned values of respectability and integrity.

Themes and Motifs

"The Way We Live Now" explores several enduring themes that resonate with readers even today.

1. The Corruption of Society

Trollope’s portrayal of Melmotte serves as a critique of the corrupting influence of money in society.
The novel illustrates how ambition can lead to moral compromise, ultimately questioning the
integrity of those who pursue wealth at any cost.

2. The Nature of Love and Relationships

The relationships in the novel often reflect the transactional nature of love in Victorian society.
Characters often marry for financial security rather than love, revealing the societal pressures that
dictate personal choices.

3. The Role of Women

Through characters like Marie Melmotte and Lady Carbury, Trollope highlights the limited options
available to women. Their struggles for agency and recognition illustrate the broader societal
constraints imposed on women during the Victorian era.

4. The Impact of Class

The novel demonstrates how social class shapes individual destinies. Trollope critiques the rigidity of
class structures and the hypocrisy of those who maintain appearances while engaging in morally
dubious behavior.

Writing Style and Narrative Technique

Trollope's writing style in "The Way We Live Now" is marked by its wit, irony, and keen social



observation. His narrative technique employs a third-person omniscient point of view, allowing
readers to gain insight into the thoughts and motivations of various characters. This approach
creates a rich tapestry of perspectives, enhancing the novel's complexity.

Character Development

One of Trollope's strengths is his ability to create multi-dimensional characters. Each character in
"The Way We Live Now" undergoes a journey that reflects their moral choices and the societal
pressures they face. This depth of characterization invites readers to empathize with their struggles
and dilemmas.

Social Commentary

Trollope's keen observations of society serve as a powerful commentary on the moral state of his
time. He skillfully weaves social critique into the narrative, prompting readers to reflect on their
own values and the implications of societal norms.

Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "The Way We Live Now" received mixed reviews, but it has since been recognized
as one of Trollope's masterpieces. Its exploration of themes such as greed, hypocrisy, and the
complexities of human relationships resonates with readers across generations. The novel's
relevance persists, as contemporary society grapples with similar issues related to morality,
ambition, and social dynamics.

Influence on Literature

Trollope's work has influenced countless authors who followed, particularly in the realm of social
realism. His ability to capture the intricacies of human behavior and societal norms paved the way
for future writers to explore similar themes in their own works.

Modern Adaptations

The novel's enduring appeal has led to several adaptations in various forms, including television and
stage productions. These adaptations often highlight the timeless nature of Trollope's themes,
making the narrative accessible to new audiences.



Conclusion

In "The Way We Live Now," Anthony Trollope offers a profound exploration of the moral and social
dynamics of Victorian society. Through his richly developed characters and incisive commentary, he
invites readers to reflect on the complexities of human nature and the societal forces that shape our
lives. As relevant today as it was in the 19th century, Trollope's work serves as a reminder of the
enduring struggles between ambition, integrity, and the quest for belonging in an ever-changing
world. The novel remains a significant contribution to English literature, showcasing Trollope's
talents as a keen observer and a master storyteller.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Anthony Trollope's 'The
Way We Live Now'?
The main themes include greed, corruption, social class, and the impact of financial speculation on
society.

How does Trollope portray the character of Augustus
Melmotte in 'The Way We Live Now'?
Augustus Melmotte is portrayed as a ruthless financier and conman, embodying the excesses and
moral decay of the era.

What role does social class play in 'The Way We Live Now'?
Social class is a critical element, with characters constantly navigating the complex hierarchies of
society, revealing the tensions between old money and new wealth.

In what ways does 'The Way We Live Now' reflect the Victorian
era's views on capitalism?
The novel critiques the capitalist ethos of the Victorian era, highlighting its potential for moral
failure and the consequences of prioritizing wealth over ethics.

How does Trollope use satire in 'The Way We Live Now'?
Trollope employs satire to expose the absurdities of societal norms, particularly in the realms of
finance and marriage, using humor to critique the moral compromises of his characters.

What is the significance of the title 'The Way We Live Now'?
The title signifies a commentary on contemporary society, reflecting both the prevailing attitudes
and the ethical dilemmas faced by individuals in a rapidly changing world.



How does 'The Way We Live Now' address the issue of gender
roles?
The novel explores gender roles by depicting the limited options available to women, contrasting
their experiences with those of men in the pursuit of wealth and social status.

What impact did 'The Way We Live Now' have on Victorian
literature?
The novel had a significant impact by pushing the boundaries of realism and social commentary in
Victorian literature, influencing later writers to tackle similar themes.

How does Trollope's writing style contribute to the narrative
of 'The Way We Live Now'?
Trollope's writing style, characterized by detailed character development and a keen observation of
social interactions, enriches the narrative, allowing readers to engage deeply with the complexities
of his characters.
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Discover how Anthony Trollope's "The Way We Live Now" reflects societal changes and human
nature. Explore its themes and relevance today. Learn more!
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