ANTH72400 (96946): Capitalist Crises

Fridays, 9:30-11:30, Fall, 2009

Michael Blim

Rm. 8402.09

mblim@gc.cuny.edu
212-817-8007

Office Hours: Thursday, 2:30-6 and Friday 2:30-4

The title of the course implies two things: that capitalism is a distinctive economic system, and that it has had or can have multiple crises, historically and simultaneously. Some are conjunctural in that their scope and severity are limited. Capitalism recovers poorly or well, but with no major alterations in its basic operations. Other crises are or become structural: the scope and severity of economic distress is system-wide, and the resolution alters some of the fundamentals of capitalism’s modus operandi.

Throughout the development of political economy and later the discipline of economics, various explanations for capitalism’s crisis have been adduced. Some were normalized versions of the intellectual currents of the day. So, for instance, we will explore briefly explanations that derived from deep-seated beliefs in Malthus’ over-population thesis, evolutionism, mechanics. The neo-classical impulse to reduce economic behavior to mathematical expressions also contributed to the persistent tendency to normalize capitalism’s operations, and to naturalize its crises.

Marx placed economic and finally crises in all its forms at the center of capitalism’s operations. In part, his critique supported a robust theory of the effects of competition during the course of the business cycle. His stress, however, on the contradictions that lay at the base of capitalism’s modus operandi generated a theory of structural crises that only with the onset of the great depression did bourgeois economists come to value and investigate.

The seminar’s purposes are both theoretical and empirical. A decent theory of capitalist crises is hard to come by, for theories depend upon how they explain the facts, and the set of facts under analysis is never the same. So, in a sense, we have a rolling theory of capitalist crises, though it truth, it is a set of rolling theories of capitalist crises that we will sort out. As noted below, classic cases starting with the Great Depression are mixed with a close observation of the past several capitalist crises. Mark Twain’s aphorism that “history never repeats itself, but it rhymes” provides something of a reason for tacking back and forth between past and present cases. 

Readings of less than book length will be placed on e-reserve. The following books will be placed on reserve (the degree to which this is possible), and they can also be found at Book Culture uptown.

Giovanni Arrighi, Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the 21st Century, (New York: Verso, 2007).

Fernand Braudel, Afterthoughts on Material Civilization and Capitalism, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977)

David Harvey, The Limits to Capital, (New York: Verso, revised and expanded edition, 2006).

Charles Kindleberger, Manias, Panics, and Crashes: A History of Financial Crises, (NY: Wiley, 1996, 3rd edition).

Paul Krugman, The Return of Depression Economics and the Crisis of 2008, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2009). Paper ordered; expected 9/15.

Keep up with the readings. Please attend every seminar meeting. Be in touch if something comes up. You will be able to fashion your own writing project in consultation with me. 

Course Outline

8/28: Introduction

9/4: What is a Crisis? First, Its Symptoms
Kindleberger, Manias, Panics, and Crashes
9/11 and 9/25 (make-up needed): Capitalism: A Variety of Views

Fernand Braudel, Afterthoughts on Material Civilization and Capitalism, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977)

____________, Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th Century, Volume III: The Perspective of the World, (New York: Harper and Row, 1984), 71-88, 601-632.

Joseph Schumpeter, “Creative Destruction,” Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, (New York: Harper and Row, 1975 [1942]).

Immanuel Wallerstein, “The Rise and Future Demise of the World Capitalist System: Concepts for Comparative Analysis,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 16:4, (1974), 387-415.

Max Weber, “The Principal Modes of Capitalistic Orientation of Profit-Making,” Economy and Society, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 164-166.

10/2: Theories of Capitalist Crisis

David Harvey, The Limits to Capital, (New York: Verso, 2006, revised edition), 190-203, 300-329, 413-451.

Jurgen Habermas, “A Social-Scientific Concept of Crisis,” Legitimation Crisis, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973), 1-32.

10/9: The Great Crash, 1929
John K. Galbraith, The Great Crash, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1954), 173-199.

John Maynard Keynes, “The Great Slump of 1930,” Essays in Persuasion, 1963, [December, 1930], 135-147.

Roger Backhouse, “Money and the Business Cycle, 1898-1939,” The Ordinary Business of Life, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 211-231.

10/16 and 10/23: The End of the “Golden Age” and the 70s Crack-up 

Giovanni Arrighi, “Tracking Global Turbulence,” Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the 21st Century, (New York: Verso, 2007), 99-174.

Robert Brenner, “The Economics of Global Turbulence,” New Left Review, 229, (1998). (reprinted with preface and conclusion as a book with the same title., London: Verso 2006).

David Harvey, On the Condition of Postmodernity, (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1989), excerpts. 

Michael Piore and Charles Sabel, The Second Industrial Divide: Possibilities for Prosperity, (New York: Basic books, 1984), excerpts.

10/30 and 11/6: Prefiguring the Present: Crises in Mexico, Japan, and East Asia in the 90s

Joseph Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2003), 89-132.

Paul Krugman, The Return of Depression Economics and the Crisis of 2008, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2009), paperback available mid-September.

11/13: The Present Crisis: The Ball Starts Rolling in US Housing

Mark Zandi, Financial Shock, (Upper Saddle River, NJ: FT Press, 2009).

11/20 and 12/4 (Make-up needed): The Crisis in Earnest

11/27: No Class

Nicholas Hildyard, “A (Crumbling) Wall of Money, Financial Bricolage, Derivatives and Power,” October 8, 2008, www.thecornerhouse.org.uk, 63 pages and notes.

Robert Brenner, “The Economy in a World of Trouble,” http://www.solidarity-us.org/node/2071, March, 2009.

Peter Gowan, “Crisis in the Heartland,” New Left Review, 55, (January-February, 2009), http://www.newleftreview.org/?page=article&view=2759.

Giovanni Arrighi, “Postscript to the Second Edition of The Long Twentieth Century, (March 21, 2009), typescript.

___________, “Hegemony Unravelling,” Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the 21st Century, (New York: Verso, 2007), 175-276.

Robert Wade, “Financial Regime Change?,” New Left Review, 53, (September-October, 2009), 5-21.

12/11 and 12/18 (exam period class): The Task of Social Research

Stephen Gudeman, “Making Money,” Economy’s Tension: The Dialectics of Community and Market, (New York: Berghahn Books, 2008), 124-147.

Karen Ho, “Disciplining Investment Bankers, Disciplining the Economy: Wall Street’s Institutional Culture and the Downsizing of ‘Corporate America,’” American Anthropologist, 111:2, (June 2009), 177-189.

Laura Kaehler, thesis excerpts.

Bill Maurer, “Finance,” A Handbook of Economic Anthropology, (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2005), 176-193.

Caitlin Zaloom, “Ambiguous Numbers: Trading Technologies and Interpretation in Financial Markets, American Ethnologist, 30, (2003), 258-72.
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