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Many Histories of Capitalism 
Econ 397MC 

Machmer Hall Room W25 
Tue/Th: 2.30-3:45pm 

 
Mwangi wa Gĩthĩnji  

UMASS-Amherst  
Office Hours: Tuesday/Thursday 4-5.30pm and by appointment – Crotty 311 

Email: mwangi@umass.edu 
 

Course Description 
 

Our understanding of contemporary society is heavily dependent on our view of the 
history of its origins.  The origins of capitalism are often traced to the enclosure 
movements, the creation of "free" labourers, the rise of a bourgeoisie and 
industrialization in Britain between the 12th Century and the 19th Century.   Capitalism 
did not however come into being fully formed.  It adopted and adapted technologies, 
institutions and instruments of commerce and production from previously existing 
global systems. The wealth needed to create capital was also stolen, looted and 
borrowed from other regions of the world.  This course will critically examine the rise of 
capitalism with a particular focus on the contributions made to capitalism by its 
precursors and other regions of the world.   

 

The course is designed to examine the development of Capitalism in the longue durée.  
This entails examining the antecedents of capitalism globally and tracing what they 
contributed to Capitalism in terms of economic instruments, institutions and practices.  
The course will begin with an examination of the term Capitalism in the various forms it 
has existed.  This will be followed by investigation of antecedents of the Capitalist 
system including examinations of the Egyptian, Babylonian, Greek and Roman 
economies alongside China and the Silk road India and the trading empires of the Sahel.  
The examination of these precursors will be followed by discussion of Medieval 
economies across the world.  
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The aims of this course are both to critically understand Capitalism and its various 
trajectories and more generally to build students ability to critically evaluate and 
respond to economic arguments.  In addition, the course will seek to help students 
understand that economic arguments themselves are a blend of both facts and ideology 
and understanding them requires a broader understanding of World economic and 
political history and socio-economic stratification.   

Course objectives: 
The course is designed to engage the students in the fundamental questions on the 
idea of capitalism as understood both within economics and history, and to reflect on 
this critique to understand the world today.   
 
These objectives will be accomplished throughout the course via: 
 
• developing an understanding of the economic, historical, political and cultural 

construction of various notions of capitalism. 

• examining the rise of major global economic systems from a historical perspective 

• understanding that economic systems are part and parcel of political and cultural 
institutions and their co-evolution.  

• understanding economic theory in historic context. 

• reading, understanding, interpreting and reporting on original research work.  

• improving information literacy via the process of writing research exams. 

• performing team-based, in-class presentation, and public speaking skills, as well as 
critical thinking and analytical skills. 

 

Course assignments, policies and grading: 
 

Class participation and in class writing plus coffee hour attendances 20% 
Weekly Reading Responses (10 total)   25% 
Research Midterm Essay (5-6 pages) 25% 
Research Final Essay (5-6 pages) 30% 

*To pass the class you must hand in the final research essay. 
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Participation:  You are graded on active participation in class, which includes both 
written work done in class and in-class group work, presentations and discussions. This 
is a very carefully condensed and accelerated course in which every session covers an 
extensive amount of important reading, activity, and discussion. Therefore, attendance 
and meaningful engagement are essential. 

Coffee Hour:  Twice during the semester students will be expected to take part in 
informal “coffee hours” these will take place via zoom.  These sessions will allow both 
the students and the instructors to get to know each other in more informal settings. 

Reading Responses: To be able to constructively engage in the course students will need 
to read all the assigned reading.  To encourage careful coverage of the material, 
students will be required to submit a weekly reading summary every Monday by Noon 
on Moodle. Each reading response will carry a total of 5 points. If you miss the deadline, 
you can upload the paper by 9am Tuesday for a reduction of one point. In other words, 
any response paper received between noon Monday and 9am Tuesday will receive a 
maximum of 4 points; any response paper received after 9am Tuesday but before 
Wednesday 5pm will receive 2points. Any paper received after that will get no credit. 

The writing summary should be 2-3 pages double spaced (minimum 2 pages) and 
should include a summary of the article including what are the major themes covered 
and identification of what is specifically new that the student has learnt from the article. 

Students will be expected to hand in a minimum of 10 responses of the 14 weeks of 
reading 

Research Midterm Essay:  After six weeks' students will be required to write an analytical 
essay based on the previous weeks' discussion and readings.  It is therefore important to 
keep up with the weekly readings.  Students will be expected to do some research 
beyond class readings to answer the question. 

Research Final Essay: A final research essay will be due at the end of the semester. This 
paper will be based on a selection of questions based on the class readings.  As in the 
midterm assignment students will be expected to do some research beyond the class 
readings to answer the question. 

The final essay will be due in exam week. 

Submission of Written Work: All papers must be typed, double-spaced, 1-inch margins, 
12pt font., and handed in by the beginning of the class for which they are due through 
Moodle  
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Deadlines: Given the compact nature of the course deadlines are extremely important 
and will be attended to carefully. A late penalty of one grade increment for each day 
that an assignment is overdue will be used in all cases not cleared prior to the due date 
with the instructor. In other words, a paper due Monday that is handed in on Tuesday 
can only score an A- or lower. The same paper handed in on Wednesday can only score 
a B+ or lower. 

Lateness Exemptions: Students will have 4 excused late days.  These can be used for all 
assignments with the exception of the final.  While an excused day can be used for the 
reading summaries the summary must still be handed in by Wednesday 5pm.   

Accommodations:  The University of Massachusetts Amherst is committed to providing 
an equal educational opportunity for all students.  If you have a documented physical, 
psychological, or learning disability on file with Disability Services (DS), you may be 
eligible for reasonable academic accommodations to help you succeed in this course.  If 
you have a documented disability that requires an accommodation, please notify me 
within the first two weeks of the semester so that we may make appropriate 
arrangements. 

Academic Integrity: Plagiarism and academic dishonesty will result in a grade of 0 for 
the assignment in question and will be addressed using the policies established at the 
University of Massachusetts.   

Academic dishonesty includes but is not limited to: 

•Cheating - intentional use or attempted use of trickery or 
deception in one's academic work 

•Fabrication - intentional falsification and/or invention of any 
information or citation 

•Plagiarism - knowingly representing the words or ideas of 
another as one's own work 

•Facilitating dishonesty - knowingly helping or attempting to 
help another commit an act of academic dishonesty 

Note Please see the link to the University of Massachusetts official plagiarism policy on 
our Moodle course site and see the instructor if you have questions about what 
constitutes plagiarism.  The full university academic honesty policy can be found at: 
http://www.umass.edu/honesty/  

http://www.umass.edu/honesty/
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Electronic Devices 
Students may use computers to take and consult their notes.  At no time should 
students be using them to access non class related material during class time. 

Phones are not to be used in class.  Please set your phone on “do not disturb” when you 
come into class. 

Covid Protocols 
Through out the semester we will follow protocols on Covid aimed at minimizing the 
probabilities of infection.  We have a responsibility to each other to minimize the 
potential of infection.  Failure to adhere to these rules will result in you being dropped 
from the class. 

“For the health and safety of all members of our campus community, students are expected 
to follow all COVID-related policies on campus. At the start of the Fall 2021 semester, there 
are two policies in effect that deserve special mention. First, students are required to follow 
the COVID-19 Daily Self-checklist.  Students who are ill must not attend class, and they will 
be offered reasonable accommodations for missed work. Second, students must follow the 
masking policy while it remains in effect. Students are expected to use an N95 Mask or 
Double Mask. Your instructor will remind you to wear a mask that securely covers your 
mouth and nose, and direct you to a nearby mask station if you do not have one. If you are 
unwilling to mask, you will be asked to leave the class. If you do not leave the class, the 
instructor will end the class, and the Dean of Students office will be informed that you have 
disrupted class and violated the Guidelines for Classroom Civility and Respect. Anyone with 
a mask exemption must provide prior written notice to the instructor and must maintain at 
least six feet of distance from faculty and other students at all times.” 

1. Masks will be worn in the class at all times while the university protocols on 
indoor mask wearing are in place. Students without masks will be asked to wear 
one or leave the class. Refusal to leave is considered a violation of the student 
code of conduct. 

2. To the extent possible we will attempt to social distance in the class. 
3. Windows will be open in the classroom so please dress appropriately to 

remain comfortable 
4. No food or drink is allowed in class. 

 

 

Please note that the syllabus is subject to change depending on the pace we move 
through the material and the prevailing pandemic conditions.  Any changes will be 
discussed in class and uploaded to the moodle site.   

 

https://t.e2ma.net/click/cwczad/gjpnx2b/41n5gl
https://t.e2ma.net/click/cwczad/gjpnx2b/kuo5gl
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Course Outline and Readings 
All reading will be available via Moodle and e-books. 
Week 1: Introduction (Jan 25 & 27) 
Introduction and Class discussion on what is Capitalism 

Week 2 Diffusion from where? (Feb 1 & 3) 
J.M. Blaut, (1993) The Colonizer’s Model of the World, The Guilford Press, New York/London Chapter 1, “History 
Inside Out” pp 1-49 
Week 3: Myth of European Miracle (Feb 8 and 10) 
J.M. Blaut, (1993) The Colonizer’s Model of the World, The Guilford Press, New Yor/London Chapter 2, “The 
Myth of the European Miracle” pp 50-135 
Week 4: Economic Parables in the absence of evidence (Feb 15 and 17) 
David Graeber (2011) Debt: The First 5000 Years, Melville House Publishing, Brooklyn/London, Chapter 2 “The 
Myth of Barter” and Chapter 3 “Primordial Debts” pp 21-71 
Week 5: Ancient Origins of Capitalism (Feb 24) 
Note Tuesday Feb 22 follows a Monday schedule, so we only meet one day (Thursday) this week. 
Larry Neal (2015), "Introduction" in Larry Neal and Jeffrey Williamson (editors) Cambridge History of Capitalism 
Volume 1, The Rise of Capitalism from Ancient Origins to 1848, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
England.  pp 1-23 
Michael Jursa (2015), "Babylonia in the First Millenia BCE – economic growth in times of empire" in Larry Neal 
and Jeffrey Williamson (editors) Cambridge History of Capitalism Volume 1, The Rise of Capitalism from Ancient 
Origins to 1848, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England.  pp 24-42 
Week 6: Ancient Origins of Capitalism continued (March 1 & 3) 
Philippe Beaujard: “Evolutions and Temporal Delimitations of Bronze Age World-Systems in Western Asia and 
the Mediterranean.” Interweaving Worlds: Systemic Interactions in Eurasia, 7th to 1st Millennia BC. Eds. Toby C. 
Wilkinson, Susan Sherratt, and John Bennet. Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2011. 7-26. 
Alain Bresson (2015), " Capitalism and the Ancient Greek Economy" in Larry Neal and Jeffrey Williamson 
(editors) Cambridge History of Capitalism Volume 1, The Rise of Capitalism from Ancient Origins to 1848, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England.  pp 43-74 
(Mid Term Handed out -due March 11 @ 5pm on Moodle)   
Week 7: Eastern Moments: China and The Silk Road (March 8 and 10)  
Hobson, J. M. (2004). “Chinese Pioneers: the first industrial miracle and the myth of Chinese isolationism 1000-
1800.” In: The Eastern origins of Western civilisation. Cambridge University Press, pp. 29-73. 
Etienne De La Vaissiere (2015), "Trans-Asia Trade, or the Silk Road Deconstructed" in Larry Neal and Jeffrey 
Williamson (editors) Cambridge History of Capitalism Volume 1, The Rise of Capitalism from Ancient Origins to 
1848, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England.  pp 101-124 
Wong, R. Bin. "Asian Connections and Chinese Comparisons." The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern European 
History, 1350-1750: Volume II: Cultures and Power (2015): 334. (Optional) 
(Mid Term Handed out -due March 11 @ 5pm on Moodle - Spring Break March 13-19) 

https://wsipworldstudies.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/beaujard_interweaving-bronze-age.pdf
https://wsipworldstudies.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/beaujard_interweaving-bronze-age.pdf
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Week 8: Eastern Moments: China Today and Then, and Indian Ocean World (March 22 and 24)   

Weber, Isabella M (2021) “Bureaucratic Market Participation: Guanzi and the Salt and Iron Debate.” How China 
Escaped Shock Therapy, Routledge London/New York pp 17-41 
Hobson, J. M. (2004). “Islamic and African pioneers: building the Bridge of the World and the global economy in 
the Afro-Asian age of discovery, 500-1500.” & “In: The Eastern origins of Western Civilisation. Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 29-73. 

Week 9: Eastern Moments: Indian Ocean World (March 29 & 31)  
Philippe Beaujard “The Indian Ocean in Eurasian and African World-Systems before the Sixteenth 
Century.” Journal of World History 4 (2005): 411-65 

Week 10: Eastern Moments: Africans Gold and Islam (April 5 & 7) 
Lydon, Ghislaine. On Trans-Saharan Trails: Islamic Law, Trade Networks, and Cross-Cultural Exchange in Nineteenth-
Century Western Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009. Chapter 1 “‘Making History’ Across the African 
Divide,” and  Chapter 2 “Trans-Saharan Trade in the Longue Durée”. 

Week 11: Medieval Moments (April 12 & 14)  
Sevket Pamuk (2015), "Institutional Change and Economic Developments in the Middle East 700-1800" in Larry 
Neal and Jeffrey Williamson (editors) Cambridge History of Capitalism Volume 1, The Rise of Capitalism from 
Ancient Origins to 1848, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England.  pp 193-224 
Pezzolo, Luciano  (2015)”The via italiana to Capitalism” in Larry Neal and Jeffrey Williamson (editors) Cambridge 
History of Capitalism Volume 1, The Rise of Capitalism from Ancient Origins to 1848, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, England.  pp 193-224 
Pezzolo, Luciano. "The Venetian Economy." A Companion to Venetian History, 1400-1797 (2013): 255. 

Week 12: Trade in the Americas (April 19 & 21) 
Ann M. Carlos and Frank Lewis (2015) "Native Americans and Exchange: Strategies and Interactions before 
1800" in Larry Neal and Jeffrey Williamson (editors) Cambridge History of Capitalism Volume 1, The Rise of 
Capitalism from Ancient Origins to 1848, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England.  pp 193-224 
Kenneth G. Hirth and Joanne Pillsbury (2013), Merchants, Markets and Exchange in the Pre Columbian World, 
Chapter 1, Dumberton Oaks, Washington DC 

Week 13: Slave Trade and the rise of Capitalism (April 26 & 28) 
Darity, W (2005). “Africa, Europe and the Origins of Uneven Development: The Role of Slavery” in Conrad, 
Mason and Whitehead (eds) African Americans in the US Economy, Rowan and Littlefield, pp14-20 
Darity, W. (1990). British Industry and the West Indies Plantations. Social Science History, 14(1), 117-149. 
Bailey, R. (1990). The Slave(ry) Trade and the Development of Capitalism in the United States: The Textile 
Industry in New England. Social Science History,14(3), 373-414.  

Week 14: Modern Capitalism Emerging and Capitalism Today (May 3) 
Hobsbawm, E. J., & Wrigley, C. (1999). “Origin of the Industrial Revolution.” In: Industry and empire: from 1750 
to the present day. New York: New Press, pp. 1-11. 
Stephen Metcalf, Neoliberalism the Idea that changed the World 
Alfred Filho, Neoliberalism 
 

Final Essay due Thursday May 12 by 5pm on Moodle. 

https://wsipworldstudies.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/beaujard_jwh-indian-ocean-world-systems.pdf
https://wsipworldstudies.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/beaujard_jwh-indian-ocean-world-systems.pdf
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