
ECON 365-002: Topics in Economic History

Patrick Fitzsimmons
pfitzsi@gmu.edu

Fall 2022

Horizon Hall 4010 — 07:20 PM - 10:00 PM R
Possible topics include ancient, medieval, modern European, and American economic history, using

econometric analysis as necessary. Notes: May be repeated when topic is different. May be repeated within
the term for a maximum 6 credits. Recommended Prerequisite: ECON 103 and 104.

1 Course Description

The course will study history through an economic lens. The course will chronologically move through
time, starting with Neolithic Revolution and ending with inequality in the modern age. The course will, in
addition to time periods, cover topics in economic history such as city development and how culture plays
into development. By the end of the course students should have a firm grasp of how research is conducted
in economic history, topics being covered in economic history, and how economic history can be applied to
understand the world around them. The course will broadly cover important questions such as why Western
Europe took off compared to the rest of the world, and why some countries are now rich while others are
poor.

2 Materials

The material needed for this class will either be from the three required books, or it will come in the form
of academic papers that will be provided on Blackboard. You should have read each week’s reading before
class meets each week. This includes the readings due before the first meeting of class. I have given the
Mason bookstore the list of required text, but you can buy from any seller of your choice. The books do not
have different editions, so the page numbers should match up. For weeks with page numbers in parentheses
after the chapter number, you are only required to read the listed pages. If no specific pages are listed, then
I expect you to have read through the entire chapter.

2.1 Required Texts

• How the World Became Rich: The Historical Origins of Economic Growth by Mark Koyama and Jared
Rubin (HTWBR in the readings)

• The Journey of Humanity: The Origins of Wealth and Inequality by Oded Galor (JoH in the readings)

• A Farewell to Alms: A Brief Economic History of the World by Gregory Clark (FtA in the readings)
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3 Schedule (subject to change)

Please visit the Registrar’s website to see the full University schedule.

• Aug 22: Intro: What is economic history? and the Malthusian World
- FtA chapter 1
- FtA chapter 2 (pg 19-36)
- JoH chapter 2 (I recommend reading this before FtA chapter 2 as it explains the same concept
without the graphs)

• Aug 29: Neolithic Revolution and Agriculture
- JoH chapter 11
- Matranga, Andrea. ”The ant and the grasshopper: seasonality and the invention of agriculture.”
(2017).

• Sept 5: Ancient Economies: Greece, Rome, and more
- Ober, Josiah. ”Wealthy hellas.” The Journal of Economic Asymmetries 8 (2011): 1-38.
- Temin, Peter. ”The economy of the early Roman Empire.” Journal of Economic Perspectives 20
(2006): 133-151.

• Sept 12: Geography: Trade and Development
- HTWBR chapter 2
- JoH chapter 10 (pg 179-187)

• Sept 19: The Problem of Violence
- Douglass North, John JosephWallis, Barry Weingast. “Violence and the Rise of Open-Access Orders.”
Journal of Democracy, 20(2009): 55-68.

• Sept 26: Institutions, Politics, Culture, and Religion
- HTWBR chapter 4
- JoH chapter 9
- Jonathan F Schulz, Duman Bahrami-Rad, Jonathan P Beauchamp, and Joseph Henrich. The church,
intensive kinship, and global psychological variation. Science, 366(2019).

• Oct 3: Midterm October 6th

• Oct 10: Rise of the State
- Koyama, Mark. ”The long transition from a natural state to a liberal economic order.” International
Review of Law and Economics 47 (2016): 29-39
- Johnson, Noel D., and Mark Koyama. ”States and economic growth: Capacity and constraints.”
Explorations in Economic History 64 (2017): 1-20.

• Oct 17: Cities
- Hoyt Bleakley and Jeffrey Lin. Portage and path dependence. The quarterly journal of economics,
127(2012):587–644.
- Donald R Davis and David E Weinstein. Bones, bombs, and break points: the geography of economic
activity. American Economic Review, 92(2002):1269–1289.

• Oct 24: Disease: Black Death and others
- Remi Jedwab, Noel Johnson, and Mark Koyama, “The Economic Impact of the Black Death.” Journal
of Economic Literature 60(2022): 132-178.
- Koyama, Mark. “Epidemic disease and the state: Is there a tradeoff between public health and
liberty?” Public Choice (2021).

• Oct 31: Protestant Reformation
- Becker, Sascha O., Steven Pfaff, and Jared Rubin. ”Causes and consequences of the Protestant Ref-
ormation.” Explorations in Economic History 62 (2016): 1-25.
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- Becker, Sascha O., and Ludger Woessmann. ”Was Weber wrong? A human capital theory of Protes-
tant economic history.” The quarterly journal of economics 124, no. 2 (2009): 531-596.

• Nov 7: Industrial Revolution
- Allen, Robert C. ”Why the Industrial Revolution was British: Commerce, Induced Invention, and
the Scientific Revolution.” The Economic History Review 64, no. 2 (2011): 357-384.
- Kelly, Morgan, Mokyr, Joel and Gráda, Cormac Ó. ”Precocious Albion: A New Interpretation of the
British Industrial Revolution.” Annual Review of Economics 6 (2014): 363–389

• Nov 14: The Great Divergence
- O’Brien, Patrick. ”Ten years of debate on the origins of the great divergence.” Reviews in History
1008 (2010): 1-15.
- Rough draft due for comments

• Nov 21: Thanksgiving Break

• Nov 28: Inequality
- Philip T Hoffman, David S Jacks, Patricia A Levin, and Peter H Lindert. Real inequality in europe
since 1500. The Journal of Economic History, 62(2002):322–355.
- Clark, Gregory. ”Farm wages and living standards in the Industrial Revolution: England, 1670-1869.”
Economic History Review (2001): 477-505.
- Optional: FtA chapter 15

• Dec 8: Final Exam and Book Report Due

3.1 Important Dates

• Last day to add classes: Aug 29

• Last day to drop with 100% tuition refund: Sept 6 and 50% refund: Sept 13

• September 15th I will out of town at an Economic History conference. Slides will be posted on
Blackboard for this week.

4 Grading

Grade Percent

A 90 - 100%
B 80 - 89.9
C 70 - 79.9
D 60 - 69.9
F 0 - 59.9

Grading for this course will follow a standard ten-point scale. Your course grade will
comprise of a Midterm Exam (25%), a Final Exam (30%), a Book Report (20% Fi-
nal Draft and 5% the rough draft (Nov 14)), and weekly assignments/participation
(20%). Grades are final.

4.1 Midterm and Final Exams

The Midterm and Final will be made up of 5 essay questions. Both the Midterm
and Final are closed book exams. A week before each exam, I will send you a
list of 10-12 possible exam questions. The 5 exam questions will come from that
list. Students who show up late will only be given to the end of the exam time
to complete the exam. You will need a blue book from the bookstore (or
anywhere) for these exams.

• The Midterm Exam will take place on October 6th during regularly scheduled class time.

• The Final Exam will be an in-person exam on December 8th at 7:30-10:15 pm.
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4.2 Book Report (due December 8)

This course fulfills the Writing Intensive requirement in the Economics major. It does so through the
completion of a book essay worth 30% of your grade. You must choose one book from the list below. Please
email me your book selection anytime before the midterm exam. I highly recommend you read the basic
summary for each book and choose one that interests you personally. Feel free to email me if you would like
help choosing based on what topic you are interested in.

The paper should follow the basic outline of Introduction, Body, and Conclusion. The introduction should
describe what book you have chosen (and you can say why it interested you though this is not required)
and what the central hypothesis or theme of the book is. The majority of the paper (the body) should be
reviewing the actual book. What theories does the author come up with to explain what they are
exploring? What evidence does the author give to support their central idea? Does it relate to other things
we have discussed in class? I also want you to say whether or not you agree with the author(s). Do you
think their evidence backs up their claim? Or are they overstepping their bounds?

The paper should be written in a reasonable font (ex: Times New Roman size 12, Calibri size 12, Georgia
size 12, etc) with a length between 10-15 pages. Since you are reviewing a book, I do not expect additional
citations, though you can feel free to include them if you would like. Adding figures to the paper does not
count towards the page length (10-15 pages of actual writing). If you would like me to take a look at a
draft and give some comments before the due date, please send me a copy and I will give what tips I can.

The list of possible books for the book report is at the end of the syllabus.

4.3 Late Policy

Every day an assignment is late, I will drop its grade by 5%. Turning in an assignment two days late will
see your grade drop a whole letter grade. Exceptions will be made for emergencies approved in accordance
with University policy.

4.4 Weekly Assignments

Each week you will have a 1-2 page, double-spaced assignment due where you will summarize the reading
for that week. The assignment is due before class starts each week. I will drop the lowest weekly assignment
at the end of the semester and not include it in your final grade.

4.5 Participation

While you will not be graded on attendance, I am grading you on participation in the lectures. Exceptions
will be made for emergencies in accordance with University policy. I also understand that you are all adults
and life happens. However, the burden to notify me in case of absence rests on you. If you know you will be
absent from class or be late on an assignment due to an illness, you should notify me.

For participating, I encourage all students to speak up every week and comment on or ask questions about
the readings. This class will be a space for respectful and open discussion. I will not tolerate rude behavior
towards fellow students in the class.

5 Office Hours

I will be available for office hours over Zoom on Tuesdays from 1:00 PM - 3:00 PM. If you would like to meet
during these hours, send me an email to set up an appointment. I will not have the meeting room running
for the entire two hours and you must email me if you want to meet during that time. If those hours do not
work for your schedule, please email me and we can try to arrange something else. NOTE: You must use
your Mason email account for all University communications. I will not respond to emails from non-Mason
email addresses.
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6 Electronic Devices

Laptops and phones are permitted for note-taking or accessing class materials. Use of these devices for other
purposes is prohibited and may negatively affect your participation grade. Photos or videos of your fellow
students (identifiable names, voices, or images of other students) are not permitted.

7 Honor Code

The George Mason University Honor Code is as follows:

To promote a stronger sense of mutual responsibility, respect, trust, and fairness among all
members of the George Mason University Community and with the desire for greater academic
and personal achievement, we, the student members of the university community, have set for
this Honor Code: Student Members of the George Mason University community pledge not to
cheat, plagiarize, steal, or lie in matters related to academic work.

I expect each of you to abide by this code. Any student suspected of any violation will be reported to
the Office of Academic Integrity. Please visit their website for more information.

8 Disability Accommodations

Disability Services at George Mason University is committed to providing equitable access to learning op-
portunities for all students by upholding the laws that ensure equal treatment of people with disabilities. If
you are seeking accommodations for this class, please first visit http://ds.gmu.edu/ for detailed information
about the Disability Services registration process. Then please discuss your approved accommodations with
me. Disability Services is located in Student Union Building I (SUB I), Suite 2500. Email:ods@gmu.edu —
Phone: (703) 993-2474

9 COVID Policy

Safe Return to Campus: All students are required to follow the university’s public health and safety pre-
cautions and procedures outlined on the university Safe Return to Campus webpage. Similarly, all students
must also complete the Mason COVID Health Check daily, seven days a week. The COVID Health Check
system uses a color code system and students will receive either a Green, Yellow, or Red email response.
Only students who receive a “green” notification are permitted to attend this course. If you suspect that you
are sick or have been directed to self-isolate, please quarantine or get testing. If you are unable to attend
class, it is your responsibility to send me an email to receive the excused absence. I reserve the right to ask
you to show me your Green email and are thereby permitted to be in class.

Campus Closure or Emergency Class Cancellation/Adjustment: The pandemic is an ongoing health
emergency and is therefore largely unpredictable. If in-person class must be cancelled for this or any other
reason, you should check your email and blackboard regularly for updates on how we will proceed.
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10 Possible Books for the Final Book Report

• North, Douglass C., John Joseph Wallis, and Barry R. Weingast. Violence and social orders: A
conceptual framework for interpreting recorded human history. Cambridge University Press, 2009.

• Johnson, Noel D., and Mark Koyama. Persecution & toleration: The long road to religious freedom.
Cambridge University Press, 2019.

• Scheidel, Walter. Escape from Rome: The Failure of Empire and the Road to Prosperity. Princeton
University Press, 2019

• Temin, Peter. The Roman Market Economy. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012.

• Ober, Josiah. The Rise and Fall of Classical Greece. Princeton University Press, 2015.

• Kuran, Timur. The long divergence: How Islamic law held back the Middle East. Princeton University
Press, 2012.

• Rubin, Jared. Rulers, Religion, and Riches: Why the West got rich and the Middle East did not.
Cambridge University Press, 2017.

• Clark, Gregory. The Son Also Rises. Princeton University Press, 2014.

• Gelderblom, Oscar. Cities of commerce: the institutional foundations of international trade in the Low
Countries, 1250-1650. Princeton University Press, 2015.

• Scheidel, Walter. The Great Leveler: Violence and the history of inequality from the stone age to the
twenty-first century. Princeton University Press, 2018.

• Pomeranz, Kenneth. The Great Divergence China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World
Economy. Princeton University Press, 2021.

• McCloskey, Deirdre N. Bourgeois Dignity: Why economics can’t explain the modern world. University
of Chicago Press, 2010.

• Acemoglu, Daron, and James A. Robinson. The narrow corridor: States, societies, and the fate of
liberty. Penguin, 2020

• Scott, James C. Against the grain: A deep history of the earliest states. Yale University Press, 2017.

• Mokyr, Joel. A Culture of Growth: The Origins of the Modern Economy. Princeton University Press,
2016.

• Grafe, Regina. Distant Tyranny: Markets, Power, and Backwardness in Spain, 1650-1800. Princeton
University Press, 2012.

• Greif, Avner. Institutions and the Path to the Modern Economy: Lessons from Medieval Trade (Polit-
ical Economy of Institutions and Decisions). Cambridge University Press, 2006.

• Mokyr, Joel. The Gifts of Athena: Historical Origins of the Knowledge Economy. Princeton University
Press, 2002.

• Manning, Joseph Gilbert. The Open Sea: The Economic Life of the Ancient Mediterranean World
from the Iron Age to the Rise of Rome. Princeton University Press, 2018.

• Allen, Robert. The British industrial revolution in global perspective. Cambridge University Press,
2009.

Congrats.
You have made it to the end of the syllabus where I have left extra credit. If you send me a history or
economic history meme (to my email), I will give you 3 % extra credit at the end of the course. It must be
school email appropriate.
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