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Welcome! 

The broad title of the course provides some freedom in the content. Our central focus will be the 
origin and evolution of the state, its finances and some of its mechanisms, and public institutions 
(such as monetary systems) viewed through an economic lens. We will also consider some 
technological and institutional transformations such as the invention of the printing press. Along 
the way, we will engage in what one past student aptly described as "real economics." You can find 
the reading list of the previous semester--subject to changes--on my website  

This course differs from standard economic history offerings. Here, economic history is not simply 
applying modern econometric techniques to old data; rather, it is a method of using economic 
reasoning to better understand historical developments. 

Course Prerequisites & Expectations 
1. A Passion for History: A genuine curiosity about the past is essential. 
2. Economic Tooling: Practical familiarity with intermediate macroeconomics is expected. (If 

you are slightly short on formal background but are a fast learner with a strong commitment, 
I am happy to help you bridge the gap.) 

3. Active Commitment: There will be regular assignments, heavy reading, and required class 
attendance. Active participation in discussions is vital. 

Anticipate a collaborative approach to inquiry and be aware of how I view the material. Although 
I have accumulated over the years a great deal of historical detail, I have more open questions and 
doubts about their interpretation. Because of my inclination toward a "global history" perspective, 
our discussions may branch into political thought, ideology, and art. These broader reflections 
should enrich our class sessions, but, unless stated explicitly, they will not be exam material. (Some 
mentions may generate extra bonus/points, however).  You will also read primary source extracts 
and be aware of key historical chronologies. gross chronological errors will be penalized. 

What is new this semester 
This semester brings two evolutions. 

1. Broader Geographic Scope: More material will be included beyond Europe and the 
Mediterranean Basin (which will remain the primary anchors). The time span will remain 
the same, from the beginning of monumental architecture to the nineteenth century. This 
is the relevant period for the “Great Divergence” between Europe and the rest of the world. 

2. Use of AI: Artificial intelligence is transforming education. In a caricature of the 
traditional model, a teacher dispenses information and builds hurdles (exams) for students 
to jump through to secure a stamp of talent. That signaling role will stay, but it should be 
a byproduct of education, not its main purpose. 

AI affects fields differently (for mathematics, see this podcast). In economic history, it has broken 
the teacher’s traditional monopoly on information. You now have access to all the raw information 
I possess—and far more. This course aims to help you handle that information more effectively 



and develop your critical mind and your judgement. In the coming world, these are the skills that 
will enable you to make a difference. In my own experience with AI (e.g., Gemini), the results have 
been extraordinary, yet often slanted or simply wrong. I take it as a hyperactive RA. 

To channel this technology constructively, we will use NotebookLM for some topics. I will 
provide a curated set of advanced scholarly articles—sometimes way above the course level--, 
which is precisely where AI can be useful. Rather than pulling from its entire, error-prone database, 
NotebookLM operates strictly within this scholarly repository. This is a pilot effort that will require 
adaptation, collaboration, and patience. 

Course Website and Class Notes 
• An important channel of communication will be the website of the course (Blackboard will 

not be used in this course): 
http://www.chamley.net/statefinances26/ 

• For some topics, I have written class notes that synthesize or complements the reading 
material. 

Written Work and Evaluation 
Assignments will depend on final class size. At this stage, Current enrollment appears smaller than 
in the spring semester, which presents a great opportunity to run the course more like Seminar (in 
the German sense of active group discussion). At this stage, I envision the following structure; 

• Weekly Short Essays (one page): To answer targeted preparation questions before each class, you 
will write one-page essays (submitted the day before class). You may use AI to extract and 
synthesize information, but you must write the essay yourself. Outsourcing the actual writing 
defeats the purpose of building your own thinking and writing ability. If enrollment permits, I will 
read these before class, and you should be able to discuss and defend what you have written. 

• Classroom & Exams: Active class participation and attendance are mandatory. No AI will be 
permitted during midterms or final exams. The style of the questions will remain consistent with 
those of the previous years, and sample questions will be provided.  

No use of electronic device is allowed in the classroom. Slides will be available online before 
classes. You may print them before coming to class.  Use of a notebook is encouraged. 

• Research Paper Option: Some of you may prefer to use the semester to write a paper (using the 
new possibilities of AI). This option should be discussed in my office. A successful paper will serve 
as a substitute for the final exam, and, potentially, for the second mid-term.  

• Grades: In general, I do not grade on a curve; I prefer to maintain consistent standards for each 
grade level. An A is an A. (Last semester, in a relatively large class, 12% earned an A, and the 
average grade was B+). Furthermore, if your final, or your research paper, decisively deserves an, 
you will receive an A for the course.  

This semester, if enrollment stays about the same, I expect each of you to make the effort to reach 
at least the standard of an A-, and I am prepared to help. Past experience has shown that even after 
a slow start, dedicated effort with guidance leads to progress that was successfully rewarded.  

 

 


