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History of Economics 
 Economics 481/820 

David M. Levy 
 7 Carow Hall (Tu Th 2pm) 

Virtual Office DavidMLevy@gmail.com  

COURSE GOAL 

The focus of the class is to examine the historical foundations of modern economics while being 
open to the possibility that there are old pieces of knowledge that have been forgotten by modern 
economists. For the first time ever, the class lectures will not be strictly chronological. You should 
expect some bumps because the reading is chronological.   
 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

Homer, Iliad, translated by R. Lattimore preferred (Any edition will be OK.) 
Adam Smith, Moral Sentiments and Wealth of Nations Glasgow editions 
T. R. Malthus, Population, edited by Donald Winch. 
David Ricardo, Principles of Political Economy, edited by P Sraffa   
J S Mill Principles of Political Economy edited by J Robson  
Sandra Peart and David Levy, “The Vanity of the Philosopher” 
Lord Robbins’ Lectures (ed) Samuels and Medema 

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

GRADES 

1)  Weekly puzzles and problems(100 points) 
2)  Midterm exam (100 points) 
3)  Term Paper (200 points) 
4)  Final exam on all the material (200 points) 

The paper’s topic needs to be approved in writing by me. It cannot be on a text discussed in 
class unless the point is show that the instructor is wrong. The GRADUATE version of the class 
requires that the paper be presented in class. Undergrads can apply for this.  

RESEARCH FIELD 
 

Students who are thinking about history of economics as a research filed might wish to consider 
attending the 15th Summer Institute for the Preservation of the History of Economics 
http://www.eshet.net/index.php?a=28&oc=9&d=765 
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Schedule 

Week 1. Tools 

Assignment One: Get your Library of Congress Card 
Assignment Two: Using the Library of Congress search engine find the earliest published review 

of Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments. What’s the earliest review that notices 
his development of the motivation of “praise–worthiness” or “deserving applause.” 

Start reading the Iliad. The motivation is to ask whether we can have economics without economists. I’ll 
sketch material which is covered in much great detail in Economic Ideas “Homer” and “Utility 
Enhancing Consumption Constraints.” Pay attention to the “trades” that are made and which 
are not made. And pay attention to the consequences of the facts that the gods can live forever 
but humans can’t.  

Assignment Three (GRADUATE)  In the Illiad are the gods represented as having different motivation 
than mortals? In particular, is their motivation more praise–worthy than ours? 

Weeks 2–3. Plato’s Criticism of Ordinary Beliefs & Defense of Hiearchy 
 

Plato Republic, Books 1,2, 6. The Shorey translation of Republic is on the web  
Vanity “Picking Losers for Sterlization” (Ch 6 ) 
(GRADUATE) “Analytical egalitarianism” (Ch 10 in Vanity.) 
 

Week 4 Sympathy and Utilitarianism 
 

Smith Theory of Moral Sentiments 
Levy–Peart “Praiseworthiness” 
(GRADUATE) Levy–Peart “Stoic Sources of Adam Smith” Adam Smith Review 2008 
  

Week 6–7 Wealth of Nations 
 

Smith Wealth of Nations 
Levy–Peart, “From National Characters to Statistical Discrimination” 
(GRADUATE)  Levy–Peart, “Smith and the State: Language and Reform” Oxford Handbook 

Week 8 Malthus, Communism and Christianity 
 

Malthus Population; 
Levy “Christianity or Malthusianism: The Invisibility of a Successful Radicalism.” Historical 

Reflections/Reflexions Historiques 25 (1999): 61–93. 
(GRADUATE)  Hollander The Eonomics of Thomas Robert Malthus, Toronto. 
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Week 9. Ricardo 
 

Ricardo, Principles 
Economic Ideas “Ricardo and the Iron Law” 
(GRADUATE) Hollander The Economics of David Ricardo, Toronto. 
 

 

Week 10: Logic and Economics (GRADUATE)  
 
 A N Prior, Logic and the Basis of Ethics.  

Intentional logic in Smith / Whately; extensional in Jevons 

 
Weeks 11.  Mill and the Racial Debates 
 

The Cliff Notes  http //www.econlib.ore/librarv/Columns/LevyPeartdismal.html  
Dismal  chapters 1–7: Vanity chapters 3 and 8 

 J S Mill Principles 

Week 12 Darwin and Economics 
 

Peart–Levy Vanity Chapters 7 and 9 
Levy–Peart “Sympathy from Darwin to Eugenics” Sympathy: A History of a Concept 2015 

Week 13 Presentations 
  

http://www.econlib.org/library/Columns/LevyPeartdismal.html
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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. 

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 the 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. The reading room in the Jefferson has a very slick scanner that can be used 
without private cost. (Guess what the queue looks like?) 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 Social 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 and 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. 


