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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. We will meet in groups outside of class to discuss the proposals in late October and early November.  By December 15, 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. We will meet again in groups outside of class during January to discuss the way research projects are developing.  A first draft of your paper is due on March 20. The final draft of an article-length paper is due on May 1, 2008. 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.


The Fall schedule follows.  Meeting dates in the Spring are:  Feb. 9, Mar. 2, Mar. 16, Apr. 6, Apr. 20, and May 4. 

Schedule

Fall Semester 2008


September 15:
Introductory Meeting

September 22:
 Reading Session:  Adam Smith 

Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Robert Heilbroner, ed., The Essential Adam Smith).  Part I, Sec. I, Chapters I-V, 65-77; Part I, Sec. III, Chapters I-III, 78-88; Part III, Chapter III, 105-109; Part IV, Chapter I, 119-123.
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.

Emma Rothschild, Economic Sentiments:  Adam Smith, Condorcet, and the Enlightenment (Cambridge:  Harvard Univ. Press, 2001), 7-51.  

Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (New York, Anchor Books, 1999), 3-34.  

October 6 : 

Reading Session:  Karl Marx 




Karl Marx, Capital, Vol I, Part I, Chapter 1; Part VIII.

David Harvey, The Limits to Capital (Oxford:  B.Blackwell, 1982), 1-35, 39-60, 75-97, 156-203.

Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe (Princeton, N.J., Princeton Univ. Press, 2000),  27-71

October 15: 

Paper outline due

October 27: 
Daniel Carpenter, Harvard University, Government 


“The Ambiguous Emergence of American Pharmaceutical Regulation, 1947-1961”

Commentators:

Jeremy Greene, History of Science, Harvard University

Chris Miller, Harvard University

November 10: 
Kenneth Mack, Harvard Law School

"Markets, Courtrooms and Race: The Creation of the Black Lawyer in Post-World War I America” 

Background Reading: 

Darlene Clark Hine, "Black Lawyers and the Twentieth-Century Struggle for Constitutional Change," in John Hope Franklin and Genna Rae McNeil, eds, African Americans and the Living Constitution (Wash., D.C., Smithsonian Inst. Press, 1995), 33-56.

Mark Tushnet, Making Civil Rights Law:  Thurgood Marshall and the Supreme Court, 1936-1961 (N.Y:  Oxford Univ. Press, 1997), 6-19.

Michael Klarman, From Jim Crow to Civil Rights:  The Supreme Court and the Struggle for Racial Equality (N.Y.: Oxford Univ. Press, 2004), 162-67.

Daniel Wickberg, "What is the History of Sensibilities? On Cultural Histories, Old and New," American Historical Review,  Vol. 112, No. 3 (June 2007), 661-84.

November 24:
Diego Lopez-Medina,  Univ. de los Andes, Colombia, Law


"The Legal Ideology of Early State Capitalism in Colombia, 1900-1930"

    
Background Reading:

    
Robert Sidney Smith, “The Wealth of Nations in Spain and Hispanic America, 1780-1830” in The Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 65, No. 2, pp. 104-125.

   
Peter Evans and James E. Rauch, “Bureaucracy and Growth: A Cross-National Analysis of the Effects of ‘Weberian’ State Structures on Economic Growth” in the American Sociological Review, Vol. 64, No. 5 (Oct., 1999), pp. 748-765.


Commentators:


Morton Horwitz, Harvard Law School


Katie Palms, Harvard Law School

December 8:

Robert Brenner, UCLA, History

"What is Good For Goldman Sachs is Good For America: The Origins of the Current Crisis"

Copies of Professor Brenner's paper are available at the Charles Warren Center, Emerson Hall, and in Griswold 4 South at the Law School.

Background Reading:

Robert Brenner, "The Economics of Global Turbulence," preface and afterward.

Robert Brenner, "New Boom or New Bubble? The Trajectory of the US Economy," New Left Review 25 Jan-Feb 2004.

Robert Brenner, "Towards the Precipice - Robert Brenner on the crisis in the US Economy," London Review of Books, Vol 25, Feb 6 2003

Commentators:

Scott Kurashige, History Department, University of Michigan

Ufuk Topkara, Harvard University

December 15:    
Expanded proposal due

Spring Semester 2009

February 9, 2009: 
Peter Hudson, Department of African-American Studies,


 SUNY Buffalo
Lower Library, Robinson Hall

"Empire, Capital and The Credit Frontier: Winfield, Kansas, 1876 -- Santo Domingo, D.R., 1913"

Background Reading:

Cyrus Veeser, “Inventing Dollar Diplomacy: The Gilded Age Origins of the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine,” Diplomatic History 27: 3 (June 2003)

Mary Speck. “Prosperity, Progress, and Wealth: Cuban Enterprise during the Early Republic, 1902-1927,” Cuban Studies 36, 2005, pp. 50-86

David Scott, “Colonial Governmentality,” Social Text 43 (Autumn, 1995), pp. 191-220

Commentators:

Vincent Brown, (History Department, Harvard University)

Kathryn Boodry, (History Department, Harvard University)

March 2, 2009:
 Uday Mehta, Amherst College, Department of Political Science




 Basement seminar room, Robinson Hall

"Indian Constitutionalism: The Social and the Political Vision"

Background Reading:

David Scott, “Colonial Governmentality,” Social Text 43 (Autumn, 1995), pp. 191-220

Michel Foucault, "Govenrmentality," in Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon and Peter Miller (eds) The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991, pp. 87-104.

Karl Marx, "On the Jewish Question," in R. Tucker, ed.The Marx-Engels Reader, New York: W.W. Norton, 1978, pp. 26-49.

Commentators:

Kerry Rittitch, Faculty of Law, University of Toronto

Sanjay Pinto, Harvard University

April 6, 2009: 
Amy Dru Stanley, Department of History, University of Chicago
Lower Library, Robinson Hall

Paper/Readings : TBA

Commentators:

John Stauffer, Harvard University, History of American Civilization

Liang Dong, Harvard Law School

April 10, 2009: 
New Approaches to Capitalism and Imperialism in US History

    Panelists include:

    Suzaana Reiss, University of Hawaii

    Adria Amada University of California, San Diego

    Brian DeLay University of Colorado, Boulder

    Nikhil Singh, New York University

    Elizabeth Esch, Barnard College, Columbia University

    Adam Rothman Georgetown University

    Amy Greenberg Pennsylvania State University

    David Kazanjian University of Pennsylvania

April 20, 2009: 
Michael Denning, Yale University
Lower Library, Robinson Hall

"The Spectre of Wageless Life"

Commentators:

Laura Binger, Harvard Law School

April 27, 2009: 
New work on the Political Economy of Modern Capitalism
Basement Seminar Room, Robinson Hall

Paper/Reading: TBA

