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In A Political Economy of Modernism, Ronald Schleifer examines the 
political economy of what he calls “the culture of modernism” by 
focusing on literature and the arts; intellectual disciplines of post-
classical economics; and institutional structures of corporate capital-
ism and the lower middle class. In its wide-ranging study focused 
on modernist writers (Dreiser, Hardy, Joyce, Stevens, Woolf, Wells, 
Wharton, Yeats), modernist artists (Cézanne, Picasso, Stravinsky, 
Schoenberg), economists (Jevons, Marshall, Veblen), and philoso-
phers (Benjamin, Jakobson, Russell), this book presents an institu-
tional history of cultural modernism in relation to the intellectual 
history of Enlightenment ethos and the social history of the Second 
Industrial Revolution. It articulates a new method of analysis of 
the early twentieth century – coniguration and modeling – that 
reveals close connections among its arts, understandings, and social 
organizations.

ronald schleifer is George Lynn Cross Research Professor of 
English and adjunct professor in Medicine at the University of 
Oklahoma. He has written or edited more than twenty books, 
including two previous Cambridge University Press books: 
Modernism and Time (2000) and Modernism and Popular Music 
(2011). His most recent books are Pain and Sufering (2014; trans-
lated into Chinese 2017); The Chief Concern of Medicine: The 
Integration of the Medical Humanities and Narrative Knowledge into 
Medical Practices (coauthored with Dr. Jerry Vannatta, 2013). He is 
coeditor of Contemporary Literary Criticism (1998) and is a former 
editor of Genre.
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Preface

In Chapter 1, the “Methodological Prologue” to this book, I mention that 
A Political Economy of Modernism takes its place in relation to my earlier 
books. he irst book is Modernism and Time (2000), which examines  
cultural modernism in relation to intellectual institutions of the sciences, 
mathematics, and aesthetics in the early twentieth century. he second 
book is Modernism and Popular Music (2011), which examines cultural 
modernism in relation to the particular social-aesthetic institutions – the 
experience – of new popular musical forms conditioned by the remark-
able technological innovations related to institutions of experience: 
recorded music, the radio, widening opportunities for large numbers of  
people to encounter music of all forms, which arose in the early twentieth 
century. A Political Economy of Modernism similarly focuses on social –  
rather than intellectual or experiential – institutions by which we can 
grasp the nature of modernism. In my mind, these three books together 
attempt to encompass “the culture of modernism” in relation to institu-
tions of forms of knowledge, experience, and social relations. Still, this 
volume, like the preceding books, does not assume that these books need 
to be read together. Here, there are a modest number of cross-references, 
but all three of these books focus independently, from their diferent van-
tages, on “modernist” experience, knowledge, and social action.

he independent focus on A Political Economy of Modernism is made 
clear in Chapter 2, which presents the thesis of this book and its purposes 
and goals. Originally, I had imagined the articulation of the purposes 
of the book as part of its preface, but I came to see that spelling out the 
purposes of the book after Chapter 1, Methodological Prologue, would 
also allow me to constellate them in the manner that the Prologue sets 
forth; and allow me, I hope, to ofer a speciic example of the book’s 
working assumptions and practices. As I note in Chapter 2, the purposes 
of the book can be understood in relation to its examination of the phe-
nomena of experience – and, especially, the aesthetic experience of the 
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x Preface

discursive arts – in the context of the new twentieth century; in relation  
to its description of the institutional history it presents, again in that 
context; and in relation to its examination of new social organizations 
at this time. hese purposes, constituting a political economy I note 
in Chapter  2, correspond to the subtitle of the book: Literature, Post-
Classical Economics, and the Lower Middle-Class.

I begin and end the Prologue with allusions to Walter Benjamin’s 
famous description of a procedure of exposition that enacts “the art of 
citing without quotation marks” (1999: 458). I note that I follow such 
a procedure (with and without quotation marks) throughout this book. 
Such a procedure aims at grasping a shared culture of knowledge and 
experience without asserting a subjective or idiosyncratic comprehension 
of that phenomenon. Rather, such a procedure allows us to appreciate 
what horstein Veblen calls “habits of thought,” and what I call through-
out this book homological strategies for making sense of – for “constel-
lating” – phenomena that are “cultural” rather than individual. In this 
book, as in the preceding ones, I understand that such shared strategies, 
which developed in the long turn of the twentieth century, are constitu-
ent elements of the culture of modernism.

I further argue that these strategies are discernible in the nomological 
(or “law like”) sciences, the social sciences, and the human sciences within 
the cultural of modernism. hus in the pages that follow I cite Bertrand 
Russell’s contention that in his lifetime – he was writing in 1901 – the 
nomological science of mathematics has become a science of arrangement 
rather than quantiication; I cite Veblen’s contention – he was writing in 
1899 – that the social science of economics ought to focus on social insti-
tutions rather than an essentialist conception of human nature; and I cite 
Roman Jakobson’s contention – he was writing in 1929, based on the work 
of ferdinand de Saussure in 1905 – that the human science of semiotics 
presents itself as a science of functional explanation rather than a science of 
“outer stimulus.” Scientiic understandings in terms of arrangements, insti-
tutions, and functional explanations – which is to say new, “modernist”  
strategies for apprehending knowledge, social organization, and experience –  
array themselves within the complex unity of the political economy of 
modernism. Such an array, as I suggest throughout this book, is “performa-
tive” in J. L. Austin’s sense that it is measured not in terms of constative 
truth or falsity, but rather in relation to its success or failure of obtaining 
the “felicity” of a working social bond – of helping to create institutions of 
habits of thought – which is an important way of understanding “political 
economy” altogether.
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