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ANEXO 29 – COMUNICAÇÃO DE ALLENDE PORTILLO (2010) 

 
FICTIONAL LITERATURE AS A MEANS OF UNDERSTANDING ECONOMIC 

HISTORY 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The first issue to be addressed in this essay is the supposed advisability of using 

literature as a source of information to contribute to our knowledge of economic history.  

The research methods used by historians are obviously the core on which we 

base our reconstruction and interpretation of history. In this regard, literature as a 

historical document corresponds to a value merely alternative, subordinate to the tools 

and research methods specific to the economic historian. Therefore, it is inappropriate to 

overestimate the importance of literature to analyze the social and economic history. 

But, on the other hand, I think that its significance should not be underestimated as a 

source of information for our understanding of the social and economic past. 

The literature (either as a novel, drama or poetry) helps us view the history –in 

our case the economic and business history– from a different perspective. Literature 

allows us to virtually put ourselves in another time and place, something like experience 

history from within. Of course, it would be absurd to claim for specific facts and 

rigorous scientific information in literary works for our historical analysis. But what the 

literature gets is to help us feel the pulse of the history. If a particular aspect of history, 

that we are interested in analyzing, has been used by a great writer as a backdrop for the 

plot of his or her fictional work, we will have relevant material available for our 

research. 

For example, when making a historical analysis of the European mining sector in 

the nineteenth-century, if we read Germinal by French writer Émile Zola, we will feel 

more alive and strong the mining sector from within, and our perception of the subject 

will increase enormously. Similarly, if we are to study the family firm as a whole from a 

historical perspective, reading Buddenbrooks by German writer Thomas Mann, we will 

be witnesses to the vicissitudes of a family business for several generations in the 

nineteenth century. Or, for example, when we read any novel by English writer Thomas 

Hardy, we will better understand the definite shift from the rural to the modern world. 

Equally, if we read the novels of American novelist Edwin Lefévre or of other financial 

novel authors, we will be shaken by the intricacies of the stock market a century ago. 

The second point I want to mention –and about which I wish specially to draw 

attention, is how little interest economic and business historians in general have been 

devoting in literature as a document for the business and economic history
1
. 

Other social scientists quite often use literature as a supplementary source for 

analysis. For instance, social historians or sociologists may well be included in this 

group. Among economists, historians of economic thought also often use literature as a 

source of information. Likewise, economists as a whole sometimes refer to the literature 

to explain various economic theoretical concepts, thus using literature as teaching 

materials. And of course there is also a growing number of philologists, literary 

historians and literary critics interested in the study of great literary works related to 

economic issues. Instead, economic historians hardly use the literature in our research. I 

dare say that this circumstance is largely due as much to our own lack of acquaintance 

                                                
1 An example of this is the fact that of all the academicians that are cited throughout this work, the 

number of historians is probably less than five. 
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with literary subjects, as some disdain that we feel unfairly toward literature, academic 

field to which we do not consider strictly scientific, but merely a product of the 

imagination of writers and as such, not valid for our historical analysis. 

Well, even the most sceptical would be amazed at the possibilities of literature 

for economic historians. Of course, and as I said earlier, we can not seek to acquire 

historical information on it in the strictest sense of the term. But literary works do 

provide sensations, experiences and perceptions which are capable of virtually moving 

us to anytime we want to analyze, and which are able to make us feel and evoke the 

economic past more substantially, while complementing our knowledge acquired 

through rigorous historical analysis.  

Some scholars have expressed their opinion about whether or not to use 

literature as a source of information for history. Such is the case, for instance, of 

AYDELOTTE (1948); BRANDIS (1961); CAZAMIAN (1973 [1903]); DeGREGORI 

(1979); McKENDRICK (1986); RUSSELL (1986); and WILLIAMS (1984 [1970]). 

Arguably, all of them in general –of course with certain clarifications–, share the 

opinion that searching in literature for specific and factual information is inadequate. 

However they do not discount the importance of literary sources as a document to 

contribute to know the thinking of the author and public opinion in a given context. 

They further recognize the literary influence in helping to create public opinion, 

especially when due to the novel published in instalments the practice of reading was 

popularized in the context of the realistic novel. Precisely, the realistic novel in serial 

form, based on the daily reality, attended to nuances which rarely were taken into 

consideration by other documentary sources available to the historian
2
. 

                                                
2 AYDELOTTE (1948, 43) is sceptical on the potential advantages of literature as a historical document. 
He asserts on this matter: “What can the historian learn from these novelists? (…) the factual information 

they provide about social conditions is highly suspect for the scholar´s purposes (…). These writers were 

primarily novelists and artists; their reporting of social conditions is always (…) subordinate to his artistic 

purpose. (…) for the facts about social conditions in this period, our other and more conventional sources 

are far more satisfactory; and the attempt to tell the social history of a period by quotations from its 

novels is a kind of dilettantism which the historian would do well to avoid. (…) The historical interest of 

these novels lies in something quite different: (…) The historical value of fiction (…) is not for the 

history of facts, but for the history of opinions.”   

CAZAMIAN (1973, 10 [1903]). As back as 1903 this French academician wrote in relation to the English 

social novel of the 1840s: “novels might be regarded as historical documents, and scrutinised for the 

material for a reconstruction of social life. (…) The novel of manners does, indeed, give us evidence on 
aspects of society concerning which other documents all too often leave us in ignorance. It shows us the 

dynamics of social exchange (…), life and action are breathed into modes of conduct which we would 

otherwise only know as laws, regulations, and surface appearances.”  

BRANDIS (1961, 38) states in that respect: “the license of the literary imagination can provide insights 

into the character and environment of the businessman that the more pedestrian approaches of the 

economist, sociologist, or social psychologist are unlikely to reveal (…) What the novelist or playwright 

has to say about the businessman (…) it cannot be safely ignored by those who try to make a more 

scientific study of this same important figure.” 

DeGREGORI (1979, 225-6) asserts “The literary view of life and society is not one that economists and 

other social scientists seek out as an aid to their inquiries. Yet some of the finest minds that our or any 

other civilization produces have committed their talents to literary endeavors and in these have focused 
their attention on societal problems. At times they have been aware of difficulties that contemporary 

scientists ignored (…). And we as social scientists are dealing with human behavoir. Human behavoir 

involves values, motivations, and moral questions. Literary sensitivity and sensibility ought certainly to 

give us some insight on the value consequences and the normative dimensions of our social science 

theorizing.”  

McKENDRICK (1986, 102) says: “Literary attitudes are often partial (…). But few sources can tell us 

more about prevailing social attitudes and preferred social values.”  

In turn, RUSSELL (1986, 7) states: “One may accept that the novelist exaggerates reality for effect, but 

there can be little doubt that he genuinely reflects a true social dilemma of his time.”  
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This paper briefly reviews the representation of economy in literature, 

specifically what time and in what literary genres economic issues have attracted further 

attention of the writers. Then several specific aspects that have special interest to writers 

will be analyzed, for instance: labour relations and the images of the entrepreneur and 

the firm. Later will be discussed the evolution of two fundamental academic trends in 

understanding the relationship between literature and economy, such as Cultural Studies 

and the New Economic Criticism. Finally, I also refer briefly to the literature as a 

pedagogical tool for teaching economic history.  At the end of the work is also included 

an annex containing several major literary books that deal with economic issues. 

 

2. THE REPRESENTATION OF THE ECONOMY IN LITERATURE 

 

Curiously, the eighteenth-century British literature barely touches on the topic of 

emerging industrialization in England. This country was the pioneer in industrializing, 

but the writers seemed not to notice the important changes that were taking place from a 

social and economic standpoint. Or perhaps they simply did not consider any novel 

circumstances arising from the industrialization worthy to be regarded as material for 

their literary fictions.  

The truth is that if we read the novels by Henry Fielding, Samuel Richardson, 

Laurence Sterne, or even those of Jonathan Swift and Daniel Defoe, references to the 

changes caused by mechanization of industry hardly appear. In these novels we meet 

with entrepreneurs engaged in commerce, or with farm owners, and with many rentiers, 

but almost nothing on manufacturing. 

Something similar happens with other literary expression: poetry. Romantic 

poets, such us Wordsworth and Goldsmith, frequently refer to a rural world that was 

being altered by the enclosures and the modernization of agriculture. That traditional 

world on the brink of extinction is considered by these poets in an idealized and 

nostalgic way. And they clearly opposed it to a growing, unstoppable and somewhat 

dehumanized urban world.   

And still it took several decades in the nineteenth century until English novelists 

began to use the backdrop of industrial activity for their plots. For example, Jane 

Austen´s fiction is rich in references to landlords, gentry, rural middle-classes, etc. But, 

instead, she pays little attention to urban and industrial life. In fact, as late as in the 

1840s literature finally began to become familiar with the issue of industrial activity as 

a backdrop for narrative frames. That is to say when England had more than half a 

century of industrialization, finally the British writers began to consider normal the 

theme of industrial activity and its social consequences
3
.   

Influenced by the hardship and harsh conditions of the factory workers in 

general and child labour in particular, and also spurred by the extreme circumstances of 

the years 1839-42, several writers finally decided to use the world of factories and 

industry as material for their literary fictions. First Frances Trollope, and soon other 

                                                                                                                                          
And WILLIAMS (1984, 191 [1970]) says about literature in general: “What we are told of the history of 
ideas and of the general history of the society is different, looks different, when these novels have been 

read.”  
3 In this regard, CARNALL (2000, 38) asserts referring to the early decades of the nineteenth century in 

England: “The fact is that the literature of the period pays surprisingly little direct attention to Britain´s 

economic transformation.”  

 Similarly, says WILLIAMS (1984, 155 [1970]): “In the second half of the nineteenth century most 

English experience was urban but most English fiction was rural.”. Likewise WILLIAMS (1993, 2 

[1973]): “Even after the society was predominantly urban, its literature, for a generation, was still 

predominantly rural.”   
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writers as Benjamin Disraeli (later Prime Minister), Elizabeth Gaskell, Charles Kingsley 

and, at times, Charles Dickens, began to develop in a literary way the theme of 

industrial relations, mostly in the textile industry. At last, thanks to them, 

industrialization and the social problem that entailed would become literary stuff. This 

was the moment of the so-called British industrial or social novel. Concepts such as The 

Condition of the People or The Two Nations would be developed in the popular 

serialized novels. 

Actually, the fashion of the English industrial novel was ephemeral: it lasted 

about one decade. Already during the 1850s the interest for such social issues was 

diluted. Writers as W. M. Thackeray and Anthony Trollope would provide more care in 

their narratives to other matters, such as the concept of gentlemanly or the 

businessperson engaged in commerce or finance. Neither George Eliot nor other writers 

would have industrial environment among their thematic priorities. 

In the late nineteenth century, with the advent of literary realism and its desire to 

capture reality as close as possible, there will be a renewed interest in narrative fiction 

in addressing issues such as industrial and business environment in general. In United 

Kingdom this is evident with George Gissing and Arnold Bennett; in Spain with realist 

novelists as V. Blasco Ibáñez, B. Pérez Galdós, or E. Pardo Bazán. And in France, 

especially worth mentioning is the key figure of Émile Zola, the father of literary 

naturalism, i.e. an extreme and radical realism. Zola´s influence would be felt much in 

Spain, but also in countries such as the United States, by means of novelists like Frank 

Norris.  

In America the literature dealing then with economic issues paid particular 

attention to two specific points. On the one hand, at the turn of the century it was to 

arise the so-called financial fiction. This literature was focused mainly on the stock 

market activity of Wall Street in New York or La Salle Street in Chicago. In this genre 

are located novelists such as E. Lefévre, who assumed without highly questioning the 

structure of investment and business world. But novelists critical of the whole network 

of high speculative finance predominated; as is the case of W.D. Howells, D.G. Phillips, 

or F. Norris. On the other hand, the so-called American socialist or proletarian literature 

was booming also, which was highly critical of the capitalist system, and very 

committed to the reporting of harsh living conditions of those who did not reach the 

American dream. Representatives of this genre include, among others, Upton Sinclair, 

Theodore Dreiser and Jack London. 

Meanwhile, in Britain –and always from the viewpoint of the economic 

literature– the turn of the century is confronted with the figures of Thomas Hardy, who 

saw the influence of modern industrial activity in the English countryside, and of Joseph 

Conrad, especially interested in the backstage of the maritime and colonial activity. In 

turn, in the early decades of the twentieth century the narrative of D. H. Lawrence was 

basically located in the context of the mining sector in Nottinghamshire. 

Anyway, during the first decades of the twentieth century, the so-called isms in 

the world of literature and art in general were more concerned with symbolic issues and 

matters of thought than with material things. So they devoted less attention to material 

culture and the business sphere as a whole. Such is the case of European writers as 

Marcel Proust and Virginia Woolf.  

Nevertheless, the impact of the 1929 crash and the subsequent economic crisis 

again would revive literary interest in dealing with the harsh reality of social and 

economic issues; as will become apparent in the United States with John Steinbeck, 

Ernskine Caldwell or Upton Sinclair. 
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3. LABOUR RELATIONS AND LITERATURE 

 

The theme of living and working conditions during the early stages of 

industrialization has been one of the first to draw attention to academics and historians 

of literature related to economic topics. 

Among the pioneering works when approaching the social novel, is that of the 

French academician L. CAZAMIAN, published in 1903 under the title Le Roman Social 

en Angleterre, which is referred to the English industrial literature
4
. Thereafter several 

works were published throughout forthcoming decades, works such as AYDELOTTE 

(1948)
5
; HICKS et al (eds.) (1935); and RIDEOUT (1956). 

But the high point of interest in the topic of labour relations in literature is in the 

1970s. One reason for this renewed curiosity derived from the cycle of social, labour 

and even political instability that then affected worldwide, as well as from the 

resurgence of union activity of demands since 1968. Another reason for the unusual 

importance achieved by the essays on social and industrial novels during the seventies 

was the economic crisis that followed and occupied much of the decade, and still would 

continue in the 1980s. This situation would eventually lead to a revival of the subjects 

of industrial relations in literature. Examples are the works of BLAKE (1972); 

GALLAGHER, (1985); JEFFERSON (1972); KEATING (1971a) and (1971b); SMITH 

(1980); and VICINUS (1974). 

Among the topics most generally studied by these academicians are, of course, 

the social consequences of British industrialization. Information source of this topic 

comes chiefly from the so-called English social novel, which was initiated by Frances 

Trollope (Michael Armstrong, the factory boy), and continued by B. Disraeli (Sybil); 

Mrs Gaskell (Mary Barton; North and South); Ch. Kingsley (Alton Locke); Ch. Dickens 

(Hard Times) and others. The social consequences of American industrialization also 

have become traditionally another important topic of study, paying particular attention 

to the called American socialist novel, represented among others by U. Sinclair, J. 

London, Th. Dreiser or E. Caldwell. American academicians also have analyzed the 

literature that deals with the consequences of the 1930´s crisis; as for example is the 

case of J. Steinbeck (The Grapes of Wrath) or E. Caldwell (Tobacco Road).  

However, this interest in analyzing how the literature has addressed the issue of 

labour relations was to be somewhat ephemeral. In fact, this interest declined again 

during the second half of the 1980s: when gradually the economic recovery became 

reality. Appears to be clear, therefore, that in times of crisis such literary topic become 

more relevant, and that, instead, their interest is reduced in periods of economic 

prosperity
6
. 

                                                
4 CAZAMIAN (1973, 4 [1903]). Where we read: “One distinct type of novel emerged (…). It maintained 

a close relationship with political agitation (…). challenging novels took as their subject the grave 

problems with concerned the whole society.” 
5 Where we read: “It was only in the forties that English literature began to deal on a major scale with the 

social problems raised by the industrial revolution” (AYDELOTTE 1948, 42). 
6 However, some recent works on labour relations and literature show a novel approach to the topic; such 

as HAPKE, L. (1995), referring to female labour relations in the United States during the 1930s. See also: 

BIGELOW, G. (2003) for Great Britain and Ireland during 1845-52. 
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4. THE COMPANY AND THE BUSINESS PEOPLE AS SEEN BY THE 

LITERATURE 

 

The business people in particular and the representation of the company in 

general is undoubtedly one of the major issues treated by writers in the literary works 

which, to greater or lesser extent, concern the field of economy. In that respect, one of 

the most relevant research topics carried out by academicians is the portrayal that 

writers have make about business people; whether if such literary descriptions are 

favourable or unfavourable and under what circumstances this occurs. Related to that is 

the chronological aspect, that is in which specific periods literature offers a positive 

representation of the firm and the business person and in which a negative one.    

In the British case, virtually no academic states that literature offers mostly a 

positive image of the business people. Some argue that literature represents at various 

times a clearly negative portrayal of business people; others, however, state that 

literature recreates both positive and negative images of entrepreneurs, i.e. that there is 

ambivalence. 

Regarding those who argue that English novelists depict a notoriously negative 

profile of business people in several periods it is possible to mention, among others, 

CARNALL (2000); COLEMAN (1972); MORRIS (2000); POLLARD (2000), RAVEN 

(1989); SIMMONS (2000); SPECK (2000) and WIENER (1981). 

CARNALL (2000, 38) referring to the first half of the nineteenth century states: 

“The fact is that the literature of the period pays surprisingly little direct attention to 

Britain´s economic transformation, and although, (…), the world of trading and 

business is not completely ignored, it commonly appears in an unfavourable light.” 

MORRIS (2000, 138) argues that: “It is difficult to find positive and appreciative 

images of business in 20th-century English literature. This is especially true in the 

period leading up to the Second World War” 

POLLARD (2000, 2, 4, 11) asserts that: “the chronicle of suffering inflicted by 

industry, as we have it in the 19th century novel, takes us through sweated labour, class 

conflict, cut-throat capitalism, bankruptcies and suicides. It is often a grim story.” He 

continues: “graft, unrestrained greed, and oppression of the poor are among the evils 

which literature has associated with business (…) persists into the 20
th
 century.“   

RAVEN (1989, 181, 184-5) asserts that “literary rejection of the business world 

was not dependent upon the development of industrialism but was apparent in the 

earlier reception to overseas trade.” But, he adds that “representation of business similar 

to those discovered in modern Britain can be found in countries which supposed to have 

followed very different routes towards or way from an enterprise culture.” In short, he 

recognizes that literature often provides a negative image of the business people, but 

that this circumstance did not necessarily lead to the subsequent British economic 

decline. 

SIMMONS (2000, 99) states that “T. S. Eliot´s damning portrayal of the power 

of economic forces, in the opening section of The Waste Land, is illustrative of how 

business is represented in the literature of the early-20th century.” 

In turn, SPECK (2000, 31) asserts that “writers in the late 18
th

 century (…) 

deplored the increasing urbanisation of the century´s closing decades and advocated a 

rural rather than an urban way of life. (…).  The early Romantics thus anticipated the 

debate on whether or not the social impact of the Industrial revolution had been more 

detrimental than beneficial, a debate which still can divide historians into optimists and 

pessimists. The Romantic view was definitely pessimistic”. 
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On the other hand, another group of scholars argues that in British literature 

there is not necessarily a bias towards a negative representation of business people; but 

instead the portrayal of the entrepreneur is sometimes favourable and sometimes 

unfavourable. In this group are, among others: EASSON (2000), McKENDRICK 

(1986), McVEAGH (1981) and RUSSELL (1986).  

EASSON (2000, 69) provides both positive and negative examples relating to 

the image of the entrepreneur. On the other hand, he shows how, finally, by the mid-

nineteenth century novelists clearly introduced in their fictions the businessperson and 

the modern economic world resulting from industrialization: “Industry, trade, transport 

transformed the age (…). The age was a business age and the writers were well aware of 

this transformation: it was the material of their fiction and they saw themselves 

increasingly as part of it.” 

McKENDRICK (1986, 102, 114-5) asserts that when it is said that literature as a 

whole considers the entrepreneur adversely, this is due to ignorance. McKendrick says 

that in the literature there are actually representations of both favourable and 

unfavourable business persons. As to the grounds of possible opposition to the 

entrepreneur in literature, he says that “partly this arises from simple ignorance (…). 

Partly it arises from the effects of selective anthologies (…). Partly, too, it arises from 

the influence of powerful critical traditions (…)”. Another reason is “the Luddite 

interpretation of History (…) the tyranny of technophobia”
7
. 

McVEAGH (1981) analyzes English literature from the fifteenth to the twentieth 

centuries, and concludes that there are representations of entrepreneurs of all kinds, and 

that it is possible to outline a general trend for each specific period. For instance, 

Chapter 3 is entitled “The Merchant as Hero (1700-1750)”. In contrast, Chapter 5, 

entitled “The Response to Industrialism (1790-1830)”, presents a clear condemnation of 

the business, condemnation especially made by the Romantic poets. The bad image of 

the entrepreneur continues in Chapter 6, entitled “From Industrialism to Big Business.” 

RUSSELL (1986, 19, 21, 24) states that “the nineteenth century was a 

commercially literate age”, in which “imprudent speculation and widespread fraud and 

mismanagement” were frequent. And he continues: “All these things furnished the 

novelist with fertile material for dramatic or moralistic fiction (…). This was a literary 

tradition of suspicion about the doings of ´money-getters´ which had its genesis at least 

as early as the seventeenth-century.” But, on the other hand, Russell continues: 

“Mercantile pursuits were in the main kindly regarded, as being essential to the nation´s 

well-being (…).  But those who dealt solely in money, or who manipulated commercial 

undertakings purely out of ´greed for gain´, were subject to varying degrees of literary 

invective. It was, perhaps, inevitable that the defalcations of the few should condemn 

the many, producing in literary works violent distortions.” The author clearly 

distinguishes thus between mere speculators, –whose image is negative in literature– 

and businesspeople, with a more benevolent literary projection
8
. 

                                                
7 McKENDRICK says, regarding the concept of literary Luddism: “I am using ´literary Luddism´ in its 

general sense of anti-industrial, anti-entrepreneurial and anti-technological rather than in the sense of 
actual machine-breaking” McKENDRICK (1986, 102). See also: McKENDRICK (1978, ix-lvi).  
8 For these topics see also: McKENDRICK (1979) and MELADA (1970 [1955]). See also: McTAGUE 

(1979, 73-4), who, after reviewing several works by European and American writers, concludes: “The 

works studied here range from the view that businessmen are all bad to a mixed view – some 

businessmen are bad and some are good.” Meanwhile, WINTER (1986, 185), after analyzing G. B. 

Shaw´s Major Barbara and Bertold Brecht´s  St Joan of the Stockyards, asserts that in these plays the 

attack is not on the business person but on the capitalism. Similar idea that literature does not offer a 

uniform vision about business people´s representation is also expounds in WATTS, M. (2003, 308), who 

after reviewing several English and American literary Works, concludes: “literary authors and critics, like 
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In turn, in the case of American literature, the focus of discussion in economic 

fiction generally stresses on the chronology that corresponds either with a kind or with 

an unfavourable portrayal of business people. As in the British case, nobody seems to 

consider that American literature clearly offers a benevolent portrayal of the business 

person. Again, a succession of positive and negative representations of the entrepreneur 

is the norm: different trends depending on different economic and social circumstances. 

This issue is discussed, among others, by BRANDIS (1961); BURDEN (1977); 

BURGUM (1947); CHAMBERLAIN (1948); DeMOTT (1989); FIENBERG (1988); 

GEORGI (1959); HALSEY (1959); HORNER (1992); KAVESH (1955); LYNN 

(1956); SMITH (1964); VAN NOSTRAND (1959); WATTS, E.S. (1982) and 

WESTBROOK (1980). 

BRANDIS (1961, 30-1) argues that already in the 1920s there was a poor image 

of business in American literature, even before the 1929 crash and the 1930´s crisis. 

However, he recognizes that it was in the 1930s when the bad image of the business 

persons and the firms hit bottom. 

CHAMBERLAIN (1948) argues that business people reflected in literature had 

been bad considered during the Depression years; but he also asserts that a similar 

situation occurred during the 1940s. Regarding the beginning of antibusiness literary 

sentiment, Chamberlain places it in the post-Civil War period.  

DeMOTT (1989, 129-30) states that during the Depression “abuse of business 

entered so fully into the national psyche via the popular arts”, and that the onset of the 

good image began in 1945 with the publication of the novel The Other Margaret by L. 

Trilling.  

HALSEY (1959) examines the treatment the business person receives in 

American literature during the first half of the twentieth century. He divides into two 

sources: Critical Novel and Marginal Novel. The first type of novel was developed by 

authors such as F. Norris, Th. Dreiser, S. Lewis, J. Marquand, etc. He asserts that this is 

a recognized quality literature. He argues too that this kind of literature condemns the 

business person; but also that this sort of fiction does not stop just to describe the details 

of the business world. Regarding the second kind of fictional sources, the Marginal 

Novel –represented by writers such as E. Lefévre or D. G. Phillips–, he says that in this 

narrative the entrepreneur is not necessarily bad considered. Halsey also argues that this 

sort of fiction is more realistic and detailed for the professional world and more 

knowledgeable about the business environment; but, on the other hand, its quality is not 

as artistic as the previous one. 

LYNN (1956, 117) examines American literature from 1930 to 1955. He says 

that there is not necessarily a bad image of the entrepreneur; but instead there are all 

kinds of portrayals of business persons. He states that in the Depression years there was 

a tone of conviction against business people; but later this was mitigated. In this regard, 

he asserts: “Most of the new generation of novelists who began to write in the 1940´s 

and early 1950´s have approached the businessman in a spirit which is quite different 

                                                                                                                                          
economists, are hardly a uniform, regimented lot. My own conclusion is that while some literary authors, 

critics, and historians are certainly more adept in describing economic material than others, there is no 

single literary point of view on economic topics, no uniformly pro- or anti-business attitude pervading the 

work of the greatest essayists, novelists, and playwrights. Instead, the range of opinions on economic 

activity (…) basically resembles the range of opinion found among economists.” In turn, for the concept 

of gentleman in the Victorian novel, see GILMOUR (1981). And for the representation of business people 

in Elizabethan literature, see STEVENSON (1984) and STONEX (1916).  While for the topic of family 

firms reflected in literature see ALLENDE (2009). 
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from that of the depression authors (…) the business novel is leaving behind it the 

atmosphere of gloom and the tone of accusation that was typical of depression times.”  

WATTS, E. S. (1982, 5, 7) outlines the development of business people 

character in two centuries of American literature. And she states: “The truth of the 

matter is that American writers produced works with anticapitalistic tendencies from the 

very beginning, despite our current clichés about the Puritan work ethic and the 

economic motives of our Founding Fathers. The capitalist has been attacked (…) 

throughout our literary history.” But she also says below: “I have found ´viable´ 

businessman heroes in the work of several major authors as well as a growing tendency 

among our recent writers to treat the businessman with compassion, understanding, and 

even admiration.” Watts also refers to how “by the post-1945 period, the American 

writer was distinguishing between corporate and private capitalism.”  The former was 

the subject of numerous attacks in fictional literature; the latter was treated with more 

consideration
9
.   

Meanwhile, WESTBROOK (1980, 96) asserts that “progressive complaints 

against the abuses of capitalism rose in volume in the first decade of the 1900s (…). 

Wall Street, the symbolic heart of American capitalism, stood out in these novels as a 

specific target of attack”.  

 

5. MONOGRAPHS 

 

Outside the field of labour relations and business people, literary criticism and 

literary historians as a whole have also addressed other issues in which highlight the 

relationship between economy and literature. These matters include, for example, 

railways, farming sector, economic crises, bankruptcies, and so on. 

The representation of railway sector in literature can be analyzed, for instance, in 

ATHILL (1961); BRIGHTFIELD (1962); and STEIG (1971). ATHILL (1961, 130) 

compares Dicken´s description of the railway in Dombey and Son with Rain, Steam and 

Speed, the painting by Turner. He says that “both painting and novel salute the 

beginning of a new epoch.” In turn, BRIGHTFIELD (1962) presents a comprehensive 

anthology of excerpts relating to railways, gathered from novels published in England 

between 1840 and 1870. Meanwhile, STEIG (1971) analyzes the term ´Stag´, used by 

Dickens in the world of railways. 

For their part, some aspects of the agricultural sector reflected in literature are 

included, for example, in DeGREGORI (1979), where several ideas on property in land 

that have been put forward in great works of literature are explored; or in WILLIAMS, 

M. (1972), where Thomas Hardy´s rural England is studied. While, in CONLOGUE 

(2001) the topic of analysis is American modernization of rural sector according to 

literature. 

The theme of the economic crises thorough the literature is studied, for example, 

in RUSSELL (1981), particularly the crisis of 1825 and the speculative mania. The 

subject of bankruptcy in the Victorian novel is reviewed in WEISS (1986). And the 

various crises in the American economy as seen through the prism of literature are 

                                                
9 Chapter 13 of Watts´s essay is entitled: The Businessman as Hero. This is a title that sometimes appears 

in the literature on the subject of fictional business people. As we already know, also one chapter in 

McVEAGH (1981) is entitled The Merchant as Hero (1700-1750). A very similar title is found in VAN 

CLEVE (1986), specifically Chapter 5, entitled The Merchant as Hero: Lessing, where the representation 

of German business person in the eighteenth century is analyzed. And also SMITH (1964) is entitled: 

“The Search for a Capitalist Hero.” 
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presented in ZIMMERMAN (2006). While DUKORE (1980) analyzes the role of 

money in the works of several writers
10

. 

In terms of authors, Shakespeare, of course, is among the most studied. As far 

back as 1931 was published FARNAM´s essay, entitled Shakespeare´s Economics. 

Dickens is also undoubtedly another author who is devoted attention. For instance in: 

ATHILL (1961); BROWN (1982); HOUSTON (1994); KLAVER (1993); RUSSELL 

(1981); SMITH (1968); STEIG (1971); WALSH (1993) and WEISS (1982).   

For example, BROWN (1982, 167) considers that: “What the novels reveal 

about the way in which the new industrial economic relations and social institutions 

permeate the quality of everyday social life, and colour the general experience, makes 

Dickens the most modern and relevant of the great nineteenth-century English realists.” 

And SMITH (1968, 212) argues that “Dickens did achieve the social awareness that 

differentiates him so markedly from his contemporaries.” 

The works of the nineteenth century utilitarian writer, Harriet Martineau has also 

been the subject of extensive studies; for example those of FLETCHER (1974); 

FREEDGOOD (1999); HIGHFILL and WEBWE, (1991); and O´DONELL (1983) and 

(1989)
11

. 

In terms of specific works, among those which are getting more dedication from 

the academics who study economic literature are the following: 

Shakespeare´s The Merchant of Venice, studied, among others, by DRAPER 

(1935) and KISH-GOODLING (1998). Don Quixote by Cervantes is studied by 

JOHNSON (2000). Gulliver´s Travels by Jonathan Swift, studied by BARLETT (1992) 

and FERNANDES (2001). Robinson Crusoe by Daniel Defoe, reviewed by NOVAK 

(1962). Goethe´s Fausto by BINSWANGER (1994) and DARITY (1999). Mark 

Twain´s Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur´s Court by BIDDLE (1985) and SCAHILL 

(1998). Meanwhile, The Wizard of Oz, by L. F. Baum, has led to an academic debate 

about its potential consideration as a monetary allegory in the United States. And 

Animal Farm, by G. Orwell, is other work traditionally referenced by the academic 

world because of its relations with the economy; such is the case, for example, of 

HAMLEN (2000) and ROBACK (1985). 

 

6. CULTURAL STUDIES 

 

Another form of interaction between literature and economy has resulted from 

the so-called Cultural Studies, which deal with the implications of the various fields of 

culture (not only literature) in historical processes of social change. This 

interdisciplinary field analyzes, for example, the social and political context of the 

culture, the culture in its relation to power, or the relationship between ideology and 

culture. 

This intellectual trend develops from the 1960s, especially from Birmingham, 

and thereafter its influence would be noticeable for several decades in various European 

countries as well as in North America. In Europe, Cultural Studies would remain for a 

time very close to Marxism and cultural materialism, using Marxist methods of 

                                                
10 In turn, the history of economic thought in literature is discussed, for example, in PERDICES DE 

BLAS and SANTOS REDONDO (2006) for the case of Spain; and in SCHEFOLD (1994) for Germany. 
11 For other authors, for example, the fiction of American W.D. Howells in his relationship with the 

financial world has been studied by TAYLOR (1930) (1932) and (1942). While Th. Dreiser´s financial 

novels have been analyzed by MILLGATE (1961). Among the non-Anglo-Saxon writers, the French 

Émile Zola, whom I consider “a gold mine” for the economic history, deserves, in my opinion, more 

attention by historians of economic literature. 
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analysis, by studying the relation ships between superstructure (cultural aspects) and the 

political economy. In America, however, Cultural Studies will develop in a more plural 

way.  

Among the major pioneers of this intellectual movement in Europe are 

academicians from various fields, including Richard Hoggard, E. P. Thompson, Stuart 

Hall and Raymond Williams. The latter broadly devoted to literature in the 1970s and 

1980s. As regards the relationship between literature and economy, Williams wrote an 

influential theoretical study entitled Marxism and Literature (1977)
12

. But mostly he 

concerns us here for other works not as theoretical, such us The English novel from 

Dickens to Lawrence (1984 [1970]) or The Country and the City (1993 [1973]). Among 

other aspects, in both books relates to the historical and sociological difference between 

town and city analyzed under the literary point of view, referring to “the rhetorical 

contrast between town and country” (WILLIAMS, R., 1993, 46 [1973]). He also scans 

the frequent references to poetically considered rural old-good times, the ideas of 

“happier past” and “mystification of the land and the estate”. In his essays on the rural 

world he studies romantic poets such as Goldsmith, Wordsworth or Shelley, in their 

links with rural environment and agricultural modernization. These poets generally offer 

an image of “combination of protest and nostalgia” (WILLIAMS, R. (1993, 40, 46, 76 

[1973]). 

Williams also notes the changing country reflected in the narratives of 

emblematic writers dealing with the rural world, such as George Eliot and Thomas 

Hardy. And he says: “The profound disturbances that Hardy records cannot then be seen 

in the sentimental terms of a pastoral” (WIILIAMS, R. 1984, 115 [1970]). 

He observes, on the other hand, the impersonal image of the city, the perception 

of the large urban centers as an anonymous environment. Williams uses for this 

observation both the opinion of poets and the opinion of novelists as Dickens and 

Gissing. He says about Dickens in relation to the city: “Most English novels before 

Dickens are centred in rural communities (…) he has to find strength and basis in an 

alternative tradition: in the popular culture of urban industrial society” (WILLIAMS, R. 

(1984, 17 [1970]). 

An academician who might be considered halfway between the field of Cultural 

Studies and the subsequent New Economic Criticism is I. WEBB. In his work, From 

Custom to Capital. The English Novel and the Industrial Revolution (1981), WEBB 

analyzes the connections between the industrial revolution and the ideas and values of 

the people, in the context of the transition “from an agrarian to an industrial nation: 

from custom to capital”. He also develops a Marxist analysis in his approach to 

establish correspondences between elements of social attitudes and the forms of fiction.  

Webb argues that the novel is “a vital practice in the broader response in consciousness 

to the Industrial Revolution” (WEBB, 1981, 213). 

 

7. THE NEW ECONOMIC CRITICISM 

 

The New Economic Criticism is another academic trend that also emphasizes on 

the links between economy and literature. Emerged in the United States in the late 

1970s, this intellectual movement focuses on aspects such as the symbolism of money, 

the rhetoric of economic discourse, or the relation between linguistic and economic 

systems. 

                                                
12 WILLIAMS (1977) discusses fundamental concepts such as culture, language, literature and ideology. 

The essay also relates to Marxist theory in its relation to literature. 
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Its scientific production is really quite prolific in recent decades. Examples of 

this are, among others, AMARIGLIO; CHILDERS and CULLENBERG (eds.) (2009); 

AMARIGLIO, CULLENBERG and RUCCIO (eds.) (2001); GOUX (1994); 

HEINZELMAN (1980); HENDERSON (1995); McLAUGHLIN (1995); MICHAELS 

(1987); MILLER (1995); NUNOKAWA (1994); OSTEEN and WOODMANSEE 

(1999); PURDY (ed.) (1993); VERNON (1984); WICKE (1988); and 

WOODMANSEE and OSTEEN (eds.) (1999). 

OSTEEN and WOODMANSEE (1999) offer an historical introduction of the 

New Economic Criticism. They explain how in this context of relations among 

literature, culture and economics, the first wave of this movement, which appeared 

during the late 1970s and early 1980s, has given way to a second wave, when in the mid 

90s took place the merger between two research lines. On the one hand, the linguists in 

favour of “an emerging body of literary and cultural criticism founded upon economic 

paradigms, models and tropes”; and, on the other hand, the economists who “attempts to 

use literary and rhetorical methods to unveil the discipline´s buried metaphors and 

fictions” (OSTEEN and WOODMANSEE, 1999, 3).  

Important forerunners in this academic movement have been D. McCLOSKEY, 

with her highly influential work The Rhetoric of Economics (1985), and M. SHELL 

(1978) in his innovative studies The Economy of Literature (1978), and Money, 

Language and Thought (1982). McCLOSKEY (1985) sets out the idea that the speech 

of economists is made up of rhetorical and literary devices
13

. In turn, SHELL, M. (1978, 

7, 152) argues that “literary works are composed of small tropic exchanges or 

metaphors, some of which can be analyzed in terms of signified economic content and 

all of which can be analyzed in terms of economic form (…) The economy of literature 

seeks to understand the relationship between literary exchanges and the exchanges that 

constitute a political economy”. Likewise, SHELL (1982) also expounds the idea that 

money is a system of tropes and an internal participant in the organization of language. 

 

8. LITERATURE AS A TOOL FOR TEACHING ECONOMIC HISTORY  

 

 Another aspect, finally, also related to literature and the economy is made up of 

works devoted to providing the educational and pedagogical aspect of literature as a tool 

for teaching economics. In this respect, once again, there are increasingly important 

achievements in the field of economy as a whole; but very few still in the field of 

economic history in particular. For this reason, we use here primarily the work done by 

economists interested in making use of literature as an auxiliary tool in the daily 

practice of the university classroom when teaching economics. 

There are, among others, the works of BRAWER (1998); BREIT and ELZINGA 

(2002); DIGHE (2007); HANSEN (2002); HARTLEY (2001); KISH-GOODLING 

(1998); O´DONELL (1983) and (1989); PERSLTEIN, R. (1995); and (1989); 

SCAHILL (1998); STOCKWELL and TENGER, Z. (2001); and, especially WATTS, 

M. (1999) (2002) (2003) (2004a) (2004b) and WATTS, M. and SMITH (1989). 

                                                
13 McCLOSKEY (1992) advocates for breaking the dichotomy separating letters and the economy. And 

she calls for greater humility and recognition from the literature and the arts on economic and daily 

professional activity. She says: “It is hurtful for the nine of ten adults who work in home, office, or 

factory to be told their main occupation is beyond the reach of poetry and fiction. No wonder they turn to 

other sources of lyric and myth, to rock music and country, the TV soaps and the National Football 

League. The literary people keep telling them that what they do is ´alienating´ and that the only real living 

happens in leisure time and in libraries”.  
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The issues addressed buy economists in this field are very different. For 

example: BADARACCO (2006) refers to the concept of leadership analyzed through 

literature. BRAWER (1998, 223) relates some aspects of daily management of the 

companies with certain passages of literary texts. And he says that “the fictions of 

business prompt us to examine and to reexamine the values, biases, and preconceptions 

that underline the tasks we undertake as professional managers.” BREIT and ELZINGA 

(2002, 368) argue that “almost all good economic analysis is structured like classical 

detective fiction.” While O´DONELL (1989) asserts that as far back as between 1832 

and 1834, the novelist Harriet Martineau showed that fictional narrative was valid to 

help popularize economics, and to explain principles of economics in an easier way. 

Other scholars discuss the potential advantages of a particular work as teaching 

materials. Such is the case of KISH-GOODLING (1998), who states that the reading of 

Shakespeare´s Merchant of Venice provides an interesting way for an interdisciplinary 

interpretation of the modern concept of interest. The question had already aroused 

interest some decades earlier in DRAPER (1935). Similar is also the case of SCAHILL 

(1998) in relation to Mark Twain´s story A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur´s Court, 

which is considered adequate to explain the concept of real wages. 

The academic discussion about the conception or not of L. F. Baum´s story, The 

Wonderful Wizard of Oz as an allegory of the monetarist debate in the United States in 

the late nineteenth century, also extends to the use of literature as a pedagogical tool for 

teaching economy. There are, as we know, academics positioned both for and against if 

Baum´s intention, when writing the story, was to write a fable of the debate on 

bimetallism. But in what appears to be greater consensus is regarding The Wonderful 

Wizard of Oz as an interesting and valid teaching tool. A significant number of scholars 

have analyzed the topic, including: DIGHE (2007); HANSEN (2002); LITTLEFIELD 

(1964); PARKER (1994); RITTER (1997); ROCKOFF (1990) and ZIAUKAS (1998). 

Other scholars show in their essays the practical lessons they have made using 

literature as teaching material. This is the case, for example, of HARTLEY (2001) and 

STOCKWELL and TENGER (2001). 

As mentioned above, Michael Watts is one of the academicians who more effort 

has devoted to spread the virtues of the interaction between literature and economy from 

an educational point of view. In WATTS (2004a) we read that the biggest advantages of 

using literature to the economist come from the field of didactics. But always –the 

author clarifies–, using literature as a supplementary material. A similar concept is 

expounds in WATTS (2004b): “the literary passages provide a vivid introduction to the 

topics for students, which then serves as a common set of material that can be discussed 

or referred to in class discussions or other assignments”. However, “the literary and 

economic approaches are, or at least can be, complements, not substitutes”. And, in 

Introduction to WATTS (2003) we read: “Literary works often describe human 

behavoir and motivations more eloquently, powerfully, or humorously than economist 

typically do, even when dealing with economic subjects (…) Literature is therefore a 

rich resource to economists as writers and researchers”.  
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HOWELLS, W. D. The World of Chance 1893 USA 

IBSEN, H.  Juan Gabriel Borkman 1896 Norway 

LAWRENCE, D. H. Women in Love 1920 UK 

LAWSON, Th. Friday, the Thirteenth 1906 USA 

LEFÉVRE, E. Wall Street Stories 1901 USA 
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