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HIST 179s / ICS 179s 

 
Capitalism and its Critics 

 
M, W, 3:30-4:15 pm 

Online 
 

Class Attributes: EI, R, W, CZ 
 

Instructor:  
Jacqueline Mercier Allain 

Office Hours: By Appointment 
jma94@duke.edu  

 
This seminar surveys major advocates, critics, and reformers of capitalism, from Adam Smith, 
Charles Dickens, and Karl Marx to contemporary champions and opponents of ‘free market’ 
reform. The course begins with the emergence of capitalism in early modern Europe and 
concludes with the birth of what is known as ‘neoliberalism,’ or free market fundamentalism. 
Other topics we will cover include the following: classical economics, liberalism, and Marxist 
thought; the management of wage labor; the Gilded Age, the Progressive Era, and the New Deal; 
the intertwined histories of capitalism and slavery; and the intersections of gender and 
capitalism. Though anchored in the United States, the course will scale up and down to 
encompass investigation into capitalism in a global context.  
 
Each week, the instructor will post one or two lectures, totaling 30 to 60 minutes in length, to 
Sakai. The purpose of these lectures is to contextualize the readings. (A detailed schedule of 
lectures begins on page 7 of this syllabus.) Occasionally, I will also assign podcast episodes or 
films to listen to before class. Synchronous class sessions will be structured as twice-weekly 45-
minute-long seminars in which students will discuss the content delivered in the lecture, the 
assigned readings, and primary source documents that connect with the assigned readings, using 
the breakout rooms feature of Zoom to foster small-group conversation.  
 
Learning Objectives 
 
Students will: 
 

• Explore important debates and key moments in the history of capitalism, focusing on the 
United States but remaining attuned to the global 

• Understand critiques and defenses of capitalism from a variety of perspectives 
• Read texts from a variety of disciplines, including economics, history, sociology, and 

political theory  
• Produce a number of short writing assignments and book review  
• Engage in critical discussion with peers 
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Readings 
 
Students are required to attain copies of the following books: 
 

Joyce Appleby, The Relentless Revolution: A History of Capitalism (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2010). 

 
Eric Rauchway, The Great Depression and the New Deal: A Very Short Introduction 

(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). *  
 
In addition, everyone must attain one of the following (your choice):  
 

Peter James Hudson, Bankers and Empire: How Wall Street Colonized the Caribbean 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017). * 

 
Felicia Kornbluh and Gwendolyn Mink, Ensuring Poverty: Welfare Reform in Feminist 

Perspective (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019). * 
 

Daniel B. Rood, The Reinvention of Atlantic Slavery: Technology, Labor, Race, and 
Capitalism in The Greater Caribbean (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2017). * 

 
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry 

Undermined Black Homeownership (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2019). *  

   
Carl Wennerlind, Casualties of Credit: The English Financial Revolution, 1620-1720 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011). *  
 
*available as an e-book through Duke Libraries.   
 
As you can see, except for The Relentless Revolution, all of these books are available 
electronically through Duke. But if you are someone who does not like to read on a computer 
screen, or if you simply want a copy of your chosen book, each of these texts can be purchased at 
the Regulator Bookshop on 9th St. right here in Durham, NC. In addition to the normal 10% 
discount that all students receive, the Regulator is providing our class with a special (additional) 
10% discount, for a total of 20% off of your purchase! You can either pick up your copies in 
person or have them delivered to you.  
 
The reading load for this course is heavy (roughly 80-100 pages per week). Some of the texts we 
will be reading are very difficult. The good news is that we will go over each assigned text in 
class in careful detail, so if you find any of the readings confusing, don’t worry—confusion is 
nothing to be ashamed of. It’s part of the learning process. If we were born knowing and 
understanding everything, there would be no reason to go to school.  
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Grading 
 

• Attendance and Participation (30%): Students are expected to attend and actively 
participate in our class discussions. Everyone is permitted three unexcused absences. 
Any additional absences will cause your attendance and participation grade to drop by a 
full letter grade. For students unable to attend classes synchronically, scheduled 
interactive sessions will fulfill the attendance requirement.  

• Letter Responses (10%) (Due: 12 pm, intermittently): Five times throughout the 
course, students will complete short writing assignments to guide their reading of 
challenging texts. These assignments will consist of ‘letters’ to the writers whose work 
you are reading. This might sound silly, but the purpose here is to get you to think 
carefully about what you are reading and be able to articulate points of uncertainty. These 
will be graded based on completion and effort.  

• Essays (30%) (Due: 11:59 pm, Sept. 6, Oct. 25, and Nov. 9): Students will be asked to 
write three 4-5-page essays responding to given prompts.    

• Book Review (30%) (Due: 12 pm, Nov. 16): Students will write a 3-4-page review of a 
book selected from a list provided by the instructor. See the Readings section of this 
syllabus for the full list of book options.  

• Extra Credit: The following extra-credit assignments will allow students to improve 
their final course grade by up to one-third of a letter grade (so a B+ becomes an A-, and 
so on). You may choose one of two options: 

o Option 1 (Due: 11:59 pm, intermittently): Use the hashtag #HistCapitalism to 
tweet about seven of our readings, the days they are due. Tweets can consist of 
quotes from the readings, a short re-cap, or a point raised that you found 
interesting.  

o Option 2 (Due: 11:59 pm, Nov. 16): Write a 400-500-word reflection/review of 
any of the following films, connecting the film with at least two of our assigned 
readings: It’s A Wonderful Life (1946), Amistad (1997), The Pursuit of Happyness 
(2006), Sorry to Bother You (2018), Hustlers (2019), or The Surrogate (2020).   

 
Detailed instructions for all of the above assignments can be found under the Assignments tab on 
Sakai. I will go over each of these assignments in class.   
 
All writing assignments must adhere to the following specifications: 12 pt. font, Times or Times 
New Roman, double-spaced, 1” margins.  
 
Attendance and Missed Work 
 
In the event of an emergency, you are entitled to an excused absence. For more information on 
excused absences, please take a look at Duke’s Class Attendance and Missed Work Policy. 
 
Late Assignments Policy   
 
Unless you have been granted explicit permission for an extension, a third of a letter grade per 
day will be deducted from late assignments. So, for example, an A paper submitted a day late 
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would receive an A-. Submitted two days late, it would receive a B+, and so on. Late papers will 
not be accepted later than four days, including Saturday and Sunday, after the due date. 
FlipGridvideos and Sakai posts will not be accepted late, so get them in on time! 
 
All writing assignments must be submitted through Dropbox on Sakai. Please do not email me 
your work.   
 
Rewrite Policy 
 
Every student has the ability to rewrite one of their three essays for up to an additional letter 
grade. For example, a student who receives a C+ on their paper can rewrite it for a chance to 
receive up to a B+. Rewrites are due one week after you have received back your paper. If you 
wish to rewrite your essay, I would strongly suggest that you make an appointment with me to 
discuss your revision plan!  
 
Writing Studio  
 
Students are encouraged to make full use of the services Duke University provides, including the 
services of the Thompson Writing Program (TWP) Writing Studio. Please visit the TWP website 
for more information about the Writing Studio and to schedule an appointment: 
https://twp.duke.edu/twp-writing-studio.  
 
Office Hours 
 
I hold Zoom office hours meetings by appointment. If you ever feel confused by the readings, or 
just curious to discuss the course content in further depth with me, please do not hesitate to make 
an appointment, using this link: https://calendly.com/jacqueline-allain/hist179-office-
hours?month=2020-08. No issue is too big or too small for an appointment. Holding office hours 
is part of my job, and I would be happy to meet with you.  
 
Email 
 
I will respond to all emails within 24 hours, excluding weekends. Email should be used for basic 
communications only. More complex questions pertaining to the course material should be 
addressed in Sakai posts or via a Zoom meeting with the instructor.  
 
Classroom Etiquette  
 
The issues and ideas we are going to be discussing this semester are controversial. Sometimes, 
we will disagree with each other. Sometimes, we will disagree with the material we read. That is 
okay. However, students are expected to come to class having engaged with the readings in good 
faith, and prepared to treat each other—and me—with respect. I will do the same for you.  
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Accessibility  
 
I strive to create a welcoming and inclusive environment for all students. According to the Duke 
Disability Management System, students with disabilities are entitled to “reasonable, necessary, 
and appropriate accommodations in a timely manner.” If you have an accommodation need, 
please talk to me about it at your earliest convenience, and if necessary, schedule an appointment 
with a Student Disability Access Office staff member. I will do everything I can to ensure that 
your needs are met and that your work is evaluated fairly. If you are experiencing stress or 
anxiety related to the workload for this class, please talk to me.  
 
Academic Honesty  
 
I expect you to adhere to the Duke Community Standard. Plagiarism, which consists of 
representing another’s words or ideas as one’s own, will be treated as a serious offense and result 
in your being reported to the Office of Student Conduct. Please see the following website to 
learn more about plagiarism, and how to avoid it: https://library.duke.edu/research/plagiarism/. 
We will discuss this further in class.  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

Reading Schedule 
 
Unit 1: What is Capitalism? 
 

• Monday, August 17: No readings.  
• Wednesday, August 19: Joyce Appleby, The Relentless Revolution (selections).  

 
Unit 2: Classical Economics, Liberalism, and Marxism  
 

• Monday, August 24: Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (selections); Appleby, The 
Relentless Revolution (selections). 

• Wednesday, August 26: John Locke, Two Treatises of Government (selections). Letter 
response #1 due by 12 pm. 

• Monday, August 31: Karl Marx, “Value, Price, and Profit” (selections); Holly Lewis, 
The Politics of Everybody (selections).   

• Wednesday, September 2: Rosa Luxemburg, “Introduction to Political Economy” 
(selections); Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (selections). Letter 
response #2 due by 12 pm.  

 
Unit 3: The Problem of Wage Labor 
 
Essay #1 due by 11:59 pm on Sunday, September 6. 
 

• Monday, September 7: E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class 
(selections).   

• Wednesday, September 9: Charles Dickens, “What is Sensational?”  
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Unit 4: The Gilded Age, the Progressive Era, and the New Deal 
 

• Monday, September 14: Appleby, The Relentless Revolution (selections). 
• Wednesday, September 16: No readings.   
• Monday, September 21: Eric Rauchway, The Great Depression and the New Deal: A 

Very Short Introduction. 
• Wednesday, September 23: Robin D.G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama 

Communists during the Great Depression (selections).  
 
Unit 5: Capitalism and Slavery 
 

• Monday, September 28: Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (selections). 
• Wednesday, September 30: Clegg, “How Slavery Shaped American Capitalism”; 

Desmond, “In Order to Understand the Brutality of American Capitalism, You Have to 
Start on the Plantation”; Smith, ““How Slavery Hurt the U.S. Economy.” Choose at least 
ONE of the following: Baradaran, “The Limits of Banking Regulation”; Baradaran, “Fiat 
Currency and the Civil War”; Baradaran, “Cotton and the Global Market”; Miles, “How 
Slavery Made Wall Street.” 

• Monday, October 5: No readings.   
• Wednesday, October 7: Saidiya Hartman, “The Belly of the World: A Note on Black 

Women’s Labors.” Letter response #3 due by 12 pm. 
• Monday, October 12: Kris Manjapra, “Plantation Dispossessions: The Global Travel of 

Agricultural Racial Capitalism.”  
 
Unit 6: Financialization and Neoliberalism 
 

• Wednesday, October 14: Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (selections).  
• Monday, October 19: Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics. Letter response #4 due 

by 12 pm. 
• Wednesday, October 21: Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (selections)  

 
Essay #2 due by 11:59 pm on Sunday, Oct. 25  
 

• Monday, October 26: Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “A Moral Dilemma.” 
 
Unit 7: Gender and Capitalism  
 

• Wednesday, October 28: Friedrich Engels, On the Origin of the Family (selections). 
Letter response #5 due by 12 pm. 

• Monday, November 2: Ann E. Cudd, “Is Capitalism Good for Women?” 
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• Wednesday, November 4: CLASS CANCELED.  
§ Makeup classes will be held at 3:30 pm EST on Thursday, November 5th 

and Friday, November 6th. We will be discussing Daina Ramey Berry and 
Kali N. Gross, A Black Women's History of the United States (selections). 
If you cannot make either of these times, make an office hours 
appointment with me in order to receive a participation grade for the 
missed class. 

 
Essay #3 due by 11:59 pm on Sunday, Nov. 9   
 

• Monday, November 9: Sophie Lewis, Full Surrogacy Now (selections).  
• Wednesday, November 11: Your choice of a selection of news articles (to be posted on 

Sakai) on the intersection of gender and COVID-19.  
 
Class Presentations 
 

• Monday, November 16: No readings. Presentations of book reviews. Book Review due 
by 12 pm. Extra credit option #2 due by 11:59 pm. 
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Read Before Class 

 
Watch/Listen Before 

Class 

 
Write Before Class 

 
In-Class Activity 

 
 

Mon., 8/17 • Syllabus 
 
 

 
--- 

 
--- 

• Overview of syllabus 

Weds., 8/19 • Appleby, 
Chapters 1 & 
2 

• Lecture: The 
Birth of 
Capitalism 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Appleby 

Mon., 8/24 • Appleby, 
Chapter 4 

• Smith  

• Lecture: 
Capitalism & 
Classical Liberal 
Thought, Part I 

 • Discussion of Smith and 
Appleby 
 

Weds., 8/26 • Locke  
 
 

• Lecture: 
Capitalism & 
Classical Liberal 
Thought, Part II 

Letter Response #1 • Discussion of Locke 

Mon., 8/31 • Marx  
• Lewis  

 

• Lecture: Marxist 
Thought  

 
--- 

• Discussion of Marx and 
Lewis 

Weds., 9/2 • Luxemburg 
• Rodney 

 
--- 

Letter Response #2 
 
 
 

• Discussion of Luxemburg 
and Rodney 

Mon., 9/7 • Thompson  • Lecture: The 
Problem of Wage 
Labor 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Thompson 
 

Weds., 9/9 • Dickens 
 
 

 
--- 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Dickens 

Mon., 9/14 • Appleby, 
Chapter 7 

• Lecture: The 
Gilded Age & the 
Progressive Era 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Appleby 
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• 15 Minute 
History (podcast): 
John D. 
Rockefeller and 
the Standard Oil 
Company   

Weds., 9/16  
--- 

 

• 15 Minute 
History (podcast): 
Populism  

 
--- 

• Discussion of podcast 
• Primary Source Analysis: 

William A. Peffer, “The 
Mission of the Populist 
Party” (1893) 

Mon., 9/21 • Rauchway • Lecture: The 
Great Depression 

 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Rauchway 
• Primary Source Analysis: 

Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, message to 
Congress on wages and 
hours legislation, May 24, 
1937. 

Weds., 9/23 • Kelley 
 
 

 
--- 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Kelley  
• Primary Source Analysis: 

selection of interviews 
with members of the 
Communist Party in the 
Pacific Northwest 

Mon., 9/28 
 
 

• Williams • Lecture: 
Capitalism & 
Slavery 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Williams 

Weds., 9/30 
 
 

• Baradaran 
• Clegg 
• Desmond 
• Miles 
• Smith 

• The Dig: 
Capitalism and 
Slavery, Parts 1 
and 2 (podcast) 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Baradaran, 
Clegg, Desmond, Miles, 
and Smith, and Capitalism 
and Slavery, Parts 1 and 2 

Mon., 10/5 
 
 

 
--- 

 
--- 

 

 
--- 

• Discussion from Weds., 
9/30 continued. 
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Weds., 10/7 
 

• Hartman • Lecture: Gender 
and Racial 
Capitalism 

Letter Response #3 • Discussion of Hartman and 
The Dig  

Mon., 10/12 • Manjapra  
--- 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Manjapra 
• Primary Source Analysis: 

The Commission of 
Inquiry Into the Treatment 
of Immigrants 

Weds., 10/14 
 

• Friedman  • Lecture: 
Financialization 
& Neoliberalism 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Friedman 

Mon., 10/19 
 
 

• Foucault  
--- 

Letter Response #4 • Discussion of Foucault 

Weds., 10/21 
 

• Sen 
 

• Lecture: Homo 
economicus and 
Development, 
Part I 

 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Sen  

Mon., 10/26 
 

• Spivak • Lecture: Homo 
economicus and 
Development, 
Part II 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Spivak 

Weds., 10/28 
 

• Engels 
 

• Lecture: Is 
Capitalism Good 
for Women? 

Letter Response #5 • Discussion of Engels 

Mon., 11/2 • Cudd  
--- 

 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Cudd 

Thurs., 11/5 or 
Fri, 11/6 

• Berry and 
Gross 

 
 

• Lecture: Women 
and Work 

 
--- 

• Discussion of Berry and 
Gross 

• Primary Source Analysis: 
Working Women and the 
World (New York, NY: 
National Women's Trade 
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Union League of America, 
1919) 

Mon., 11/9 • Lewis 
 

• Lecture: Social 
Reproduction 

  

 
--- 

• Discussion of Lewis  

Weds., 11/11 • Selection of 
news articles 
(your choice) 
on the 
intersection 
of gender and 
COVID-19 

 
 

 
--- 

 
 
 

--- 

• Discussion of readings 

Mon., 11/16  
--- 

 
--- 

Book Review • Book Review 
presentations 
 

 


