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The Political Economy of Modern Capitalism

Research Seminar
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Lower Library, Robinson Hall

This year-long research seminar will explore the political economy of modern capitalism during the past 500 years. This topic is unparalleled in importance. Capitalism predominates over much of the globe today. As a political economic form, it defines not only market dynamics, but also governance structures and social relations. The study of its growth and development therefore attracts scholars from a wide variety of fields. The seminar aims to provide a forum for this intensive inter-disciplinary study of capitalism as a historically situated order by bringing together faculty and graduate students from different departments at the University and beyond. 

Historians and historically minded scholars in allied fields have long recognized that political and economic forces inform one another. They investigate the effect of economic structures on individuals and groups, produce accounts of political change sensitive to material interests, and identify agency within given political economic orders. But in doing so, they often treat the socio-political and economic worlds as discrete and intrinsically separate entities, implicitly endorsing the modern conception of the polity and economy as separate “spheres.” Recent historiographic and disciplinary divisions have reinforced that tendency. Much historical research in the last several decades has eschewed political economic inquiry altogether for new questions about the power of culture and the place of race, gender, and religion in social order. At the same time, the disciplinary divide between economics and other disciplines has deepened. Economic historians—increasingly to be found in Economics rather than History departments—have approached the market order with tools, including mathematical, developed to understand phenomena particularly defined as economic, often downplaying the political, cultural, and social embeddedness of markets. 

Increasingly, historically oriented scholars (in History and Economics departments, as well as fields like law) are recognizing the limits of existing approaches to political economy. Explorations of competing influences, political and economic, can entrench the assumption that those fields have their own logics. Sometimes, that assumption produces naturalizing narratives of change. In other accounts, political organization itself moves, like the market or as part of market development, in almost evolutionary fashion towards modern forms of organization. Other scholarship produces rich accounts of social struggle and contrasts “efficiency” goals with cultural considerations, but fails to interrogate the definition of “efficiency,” or else reifies and abstracts cultural or social considerations. Such limits to our scholarship are especially troublesome given the importance of understanding capitalism as it becomes an increasingly global order. 

The seminar aims to identify emerging approaches to political economy and to facilitate interdisciplinary thinking on this important topic among students and faculty at Harvard. It seeks to tap the energy of new scholarship, working across the conventional boundaries that have constrained past work. In particular, we hope to create a unique forum for intellectual exploration and productive research. 

Toward that end, the graduate-faculty research seminar is structured to bring together interested faculty and students on a continuing basis. The course will include both reading sessions designed for graduate students and research sessions during which students and faculty participants will present current research. Faculty participants will be drawn from a number of schools.

Requirements for graduate students who take the course for credit
The course will consist of two parts. First, students will be expected to attend our bi-weekly meetings, where scholars interested in themes of political economy will present their works-in-progress. Active participation in these discussions is required, as is reading the main paper to be discussed and any background readings for these sessions. Students are also required to draft a one page document mapping out possible questions for discussion, to be submitted by email the night before the meeting. Students might also be asked to comment on another scholar’s work. Second, students are expected to complete an article-length piece of writing, based on original research and related to the theme of the course. To help guide such research, the instructors will meet periodically with students who are taking the course for credit.  

Students who take the seminar for credit are expected to develop a topic for their research on the following timeline. They should be ready to discuss their proposed topic in a meeting in mid-October and, by October 15, should plan to hand in a one-page proposal outlining their topic, its significance, and their proposed methodology. By November 5, participants will be expected to submit an extended research proposal (5 pages) that explains their research problem in some detail, discusses the relevant secondary literature, and lists the (locally accessible) primary sources they will consult. A first draft of your paper is due on March 10. The final draft of an article-length paper is due on May 6, 2007. The seminar includes opportunities for students interested in presenting their research to the wider group; students interested in this option are encouraged to check with the instructors during the fall semester. 

The readings are on reserve at Lamont Library, except where noted.

Schedule

Fall Semester 2007


September 17:

Introductory Meeting
October 1:

Reading Session: Thinking about Capitalism I

Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (Robert Heilbroner, ed., The Essential Adam Smith). Book I: Introduction, 159-161; Chapter 1, 161-168; Chapter 7, 186-194; Chapter 8, 194-208; Chapter 10, 210-219; Book 2: Chapter 3, 234-243; Book 4: Chapter 2, 264-265; Book 5: Chapter 1, 290; 293-297; 302-307.

Karl Marx, German Ideology, part 1 and Grundrisse (selection), in Robert C. Tucker, ed., The Marx-Engels Reader, pp. 146-200 and 222-293

Joseph Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, pp. 59-164.
October 15: 

Bethany Moreton, University of Georgia




"Wal-Mart and the Soul of Neoliberalism”




Background Reading

· Joan Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, "Millenial Capitalism: First Thoughts on a Second Coming," Public Culture 12, no. 20 (Spring 2000), pp. 291-343.
·  Leslie Sklair, "Social Movements for Global Capitalism: The Transnational Capitalist Class in Action," Review of International Political Economy 4, no. 3 (Autumn 1997): 514-538
· E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, pp. 375-400.



Paper outline due
October 29: 
Reading Session: Thinking about Capitalism II


E.P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present, 50: 76-136 (1971). (available on JSTOR)

Fernand Braudel, Afterthoughts on Material Civilization and Capitalism
Morton Horwitz, The Transformation of American Law, 1780-1860 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1977), pp. xi-xviii, 1-4, 30-62, 160-170, 173-188, 201-210.


Douglass North and Barry Weingast, “Constitutions and Commitment: The Evolution of Institutions Governing Public Choice in Seventeenth Century England,” Journal of Economic History, 49: 803-832. (available on JSTOR)


Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference, Introduction and Chapter 1.


Kenneth Pomerantz, The Great Divergence, Introduction, Chapters 1 and 6.

November 5: 
Terry Bouton, University of Maryland, Baltimore County, and 


Woody Holton, University of Richmond

"Foreign Founding Fathers: Rethinking American State-Creation as a Story About a Developing Nation and International Capital." (Bouton)

"Debtors, Demagogues, and the Constitution: A Reappraisal." (Holton)

 Required Readings:

Charles Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (Chapter 11).

William Manning, "Some Proposals For Making Restitution to the Original Creditors of Government and To Help the Continent to a Medium of Trade," in Michael Merrill and Sean Wilentz, eds., The Key of Liberty: The Life and Democratic Writings of William Manning, "A Laborer," 1747-1814.

(continued)

E. James Ferguson, The Power of the Purse (Chapter 12)

Optional Readings:

Beard, Economic Interpretation (Preface, Chapters 2, 5, and 6, and Conclusion)

Jackson T. Main, "Charles A. Beard and the Constitution: A Critical Review of Forrest McDonald's We The People," (with rebuttal by Forrest McDonald), The William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd Ser., Vol. 17, No. 1 (Jan. 1960), pp. 86-102.

Gordon Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (Chapters 13 and 14)--optional

November 26:

Noam Maggor, Harvard University (American Civilization)


“Gilded Age Tax Reform and Boston's Politics of Property, 1865-1885"

Commentators:

Robert D. Johnston (University of Illinois-Chicago)

William Rankin (Harvard University)

December 10:

Alexandra Harmon (Washington University, History Department)

"American Indian Economic History and Academic Tribalism"

Commentators: James Livesey (Sussex University) and Lauren Coyle (Harvard Law School)

Required Reading:

Patricia Albers, "Labor and Exchange in American Indian History," in A Companion to American Indian History, ed. Philip J. Deloria and Neal Salisbury (Blackwell, 2002, 2004), pp. 269-286.

Colleen O'Neill, "Rethinking Modernity and the Discourse of Development in American

Indian History, an Introduction," pp. 1-24, and "Conclusion" by Hosmer and O'Neill, pp. 330-334, in Native Pathways: American Indian Culture and Economic Development in the Twentieth Century, ed. Brian Hosmer and Colleen O'Neill (University Press of Colorado, 2004).

Spring Semester 2008 

February 11: 

Christine Desan, Harvard Law School

“Re-conceiving the Creation Story: Money, Credit and the Advent of Capitalism.”

Commentators:

Michael Merrill (Empire State College) and Nithya Raman (MIT)

February 25: 

Julia Ott (New School)

"The Free and Open People's Market": New York Stock Exchange Public Relations, 1913-1929

Commentators:

Chris Capozzola (MIT)

Jason Jackson (MIT)

March 10: 

P David Ludden (New York University)

"Topographies of Globalization"

Commentator:

Maya Jasanoff (Harvard University) and Shekhar Krishnan (MIT)

NOTE: This session is co-sponsored by the South Asia Initiative
March 31: 

Kathryn Boodry (Harvard University)

"United in Credit: Atlantic Financial Relationships and the Plantation South, 1800-1860"

Commentators:

Seth Rockman (Brown University)

Caitlin Rosenthal (Harvard University)
April 14: 

Zephyr Frank (Stanford University)

"Property and Power in Rio de Janeiro: 1840s-1880s"

Commentators:

Aldo Musacchio (Harvard Business School)

Di Yin Yu (Harvard University)

April 28: 

New Research in the Political Economy of Modern Capitalism
Meghan Morris: "Ethical Consumerism Meets Enviro-Capitalism: The 'Moral Economy' of Fair Trade Chocolate Production"

Di Yin Lu: "Plunder and Profit: The Sacking of the Yuan Ming Yuan and the International Art Market"

Shekhar Krishnan: "Bombay Cotton: Share Mania in the Colonial City"

Caitlin Rosenthal: "Accounting for Labor: Information and the Factory in America, 1800-1850"

Jason Jackson: "State-Society Relations and Industrial Upgrading during India's Institutional Reforms: Contextualizing the Dynamics through History"
