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History of Economics: Economics 481/820 

David M. Levy 

Virtual Office: DavidMLevy@gmail.com 

Material Office: 7 Carow Hall TuTh 2pm 

Course Goal The focus of the class is to examine the historical foundations of modern economics by considering the 

issue of human hierarchy. The bulk of the lectures will be chronological, we start with Homer and go 

through F. Y. Edgewood.  

Major tools Careful reading. Use of the Library of Congress both for its book collection and its incredible electronic 

collection. I want to make sure that everyone is up with what is possible with modern textual data bases.  

Required Texts 

Homer, Iliad, translated by R. Lattimore. 

Adam Smith, Moral Sentiments & Wealth of Nations, Glasgow edition via Liberty Fund. 

T. R. Malthus, Population, edited by Donald Winch. 

David Ricardo, Principles of Political Economy, edited by P Sraffa via Liberty Fund  

J S Mill Principles of Political Economy edited by J Robson via Liberty Fund. 

Sandra Peart - David LevyThe Vanity of the Philosopher:” 
Lord Robbins’ Lectures edited by W. Samuels - S Medema 

On reserve: Levy Economic Ideas of Ordinary People & How the Dismal Science Got its Name  
Peart-Levy & Levy-Peart offprints usually available by PDF 

Grades 

1) Weekly puzzles and problems(100 points) 

2) Take-home midterm exam (100 points); 

3) Term Paper (200 points); 

4) Final exam on all the material (200 points). 

The paper cannot be on a text discussed in class unless the point is show that the instructor is wrong or on 

topics not discussed in class.  

The reading list. The reading list looks impossible but the combination of Robbins’s lectures and mine will hopefully 

give you a way into the material. I’d much rather you know a lot about a little than a little about the lot. That 

at least is the basis for trade.  

 
Warning! We’ll be reading some REALLY vile stuff.  I was disinvited to the U of Nevada (Reno) after I was invited to 

talk about eugenics. That is pretty tame material since eugenics was ruled ok in a US Supreme Court decision 
(Buck v Bell).  We’ll be reading discussion of racial extermination as a policy option.  
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Schedule 

Week 1. Tools 

Homer, Iliad. Any edition will be ok. I like the Lattimore translation for reasons I’ll talk about.  
 
I’ll sketch material which is covered in much great detail in Economic Ideas “Homer” & “Utility Enhancing 

Consumption Constraints.” Pay attention to the “trades” that are made and that are not made. The plot hinges 
on a trade that is not made. And pay attention to the consequences of the facts that the gods can live forever 
but humans can’t. The finiteness of a life is something that we’ll come back to in Adam Smith. 

 
Assignment One: Get your Library of Congress Card 
Assignment Two: Using the Library of Congress search engines, find out which of Bernard Mandeville’s 

books were discussed in the contemporary newspapers. Find the earliest published review of Adam Smith’s 
Theory of Moral Sentiments. 

Assignment Three. Find 10 trades and explain the cost/benefit considerations. (Grad students to 20 trades.) 
Question: Can we have economics without economists? 

Weeks 2-3. Plato’s Criticism of Ordinary Beliefs  [the hierarchy of truth seeking] 

Plato Republic (Books 1,2, 6) & Ion The Shorey translation of Republic is on the web  
Vanity “Picking Losers for Sterlization”  
Vanity “Analytical Egalitarianism” (820 only because of the statistical methods)  

Week 4-5 Sympathy & Utilitarianism 

Smith Theory of Moral Sentiments 

Vanity “Sympathy and Its Discontents & “A Discipline without Sympathy” 
Levy - Peart “Stoic Sources of Adam Smith” Adam Smith Review 2008 
Levy - Peart “Smith and the State: Language and Reform” Oxford Handbook of Adam Smith \ 

 
 Week 6-7 Wealth of Nations 

Smith Wealth of Nations 
Vanity Chapters 1-2 

 
Week 8 Malthus, Communism & Christianity 

Malthus Population 
A discussion of the literature: https://eh.net/book_reviews/utilitarianism-and-malthuss-

virtue-ethics-respectable-virtuous-and-happy/ 

Week 9. Ricardo 

Ricardo, Principles 

Economic Ideas “Ricardo and the Iron Law” 
Hollander Economics of David Ricardo, Toronto. 
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Weeks 10. The Racial Debates (round 1)  

The Cliff Notes Version http://www.econlib.org/library/Columns/LevyPeartdismal.html  

Mill Principles  
Dismal Chapters 1-7 Vanity Chapters 3 & 8 

Levy - Peart, “Group analytics in Adam Smith.”  Eastern Economic Journal 2016 

Week 11 Darwin & Economics 

Vanity “Denying Human Homogeneity”, “Statistical Prejudice”, “Darwn & Differential Capacity for 

Happiness”. 

Peart-Levy “Kingsley and the Theological Interpretation of Natural Selection” J of Bioeconomics  2006 

Peart-Levy “Darwin’s Unpublished Letter at the Bradlaugh-Besant Trial: A Question of Divided Expert 

Judgment” European Journal of Political Economy 24 (2008): 343-53. 

Week 12 Jevons & Other Economist-Logicians (820 only) 

Jevons Theory of Political Economy 
Jevons Substitution of Similars 
Peart The Economics of William Stanley Jevons 
Levy 'The puzzle of Jevons” History of Economic Ideas 2007. 

Week 13 (Racial debates round 2)  

 [Greg, W. R.]  1866. “The Jamaica Problem.” Fraser’s Magazine 73: 277-305. 
 F. Y. Edgeworth Mathematical Psychics  1881 
 Levy-Peart, “Group analytics” Eastern Econ Journal 2016 
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Joys of the Library of Congress 

Basic facts The Library of Congress takes up three buildings: the Jefferson, the Adams and the Madison. There 

is a useful tunnel system connecting the three buildings. This helps minimize the cost of getting through 

building specific security. 

Getting there The Metro stop is Capitol South. Going from Vienna to Capitol South is trivial since there is 

only the Orange line service to Vienna. However, coming back, Capitol South is served by Orange, Silver and 

Blue lines. It is easy to find yourself in an odd part of Virginia if you don't watch the colors at Capitol South. 

Parking is tricky around LC. The DC police are very efficient at collecting traffic revenues. 

 

Jefferson Building. Security is very serious. The main reading room and the microfilm room are here on Floor 

1. To read a book you 1) get a library card — you will need a photo id — and 2) present a call slip with your 

number on it. The books can be checked out to a reading desk or for overnight call to be picked up at the central 

desk next day. You can also put in orders for books on line once you get this set up in the Jefferson reading room. 

There are many copiers in alcove seven. You may bring a computer and a digital camera. To use the digital camera 

you will need a note from the reference librarian in the reading room. Digital photography is an important 

alternative to xerox copies. The microfilm reading room now has fancy scanning equipment which works 

sometimes. The Jefferson building is also the home to the Rare Book Room although the hours are much more 

limited than the general reading room. Pencils only here. 

Adams Building The Science Reading Room is on the fifth floor. 

Madison Building The Law Library and the LC Archives are here. You get your card in the Madison Building. 

The LC Archives & the Rare Book Room are very high security. They won't let you bring paper in; rather, you 

are given paper. Prints and photos is here too. 

Hours 8:30a-5p on TuFSa; 8:30a-9:30pm on MWTh; closed Sunday. 

You can bring laptops in and use the building wifi. Many things can be downloaded in PDF form. For your first 

visit is probably a good idea to work in the 1st floor computer room of the Jefferson building so the reference 

librarians can give you some advice. 


