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Possible Essay Topics for Final Examination in ECON 328 Fall 2014 

 

I A Malthusian World 

  

Major issue: Why did the standard of living remain relatively constant over centuries prior to 
the industrial revolution? What were the implications of major epidemics historically? Was 
the slow population growth characteristics of pre-industrial Eurasia in terms of marriage and 
reproduction within marriage identical in East and West? 

 

 I.A The Malthusian equilibrium: the inverse relationship between the positive and 
preventative checks, the iron law of wages, and the existence of a culturally defined standard 
of living, a negative feedback system 

 I.B The Mongol invasions of the 13th century: the military power equation  

 I.C The Black Death as a natural experiment in economic history: population size 
and real wages in England 

 I.D Was England governed by the preventative check? Evidence  

 I.E Short-run population dynamics and climatic variation in pre-industrial societies, 
the importance of exogenous changes in food production and food prices upon fertility and 
mortality 

 I.F The Hutterite indices used to compare Malthusian regimes in East and West: 
the impact of culture, hence Axial thought 

 

 

II Europe Goes Global 

  

Major Issues: (1) What did Europe go global (and not China or other regions of the Eurasian 
land mass)? How important is geography in explaining this? Why? (2) How did major Asian 
countries react to the penetration of European merchants, missionaries and militaries?  
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II.A Christianity expands in the Roman Empire; collapse of the Roman Empire 
leading to political fragmentation of Europe strengthening the relative power of the 
sage-king (Vatican and Eastern Patriarch) relative to king-sages. 

II.B The Gibbon hypothesis: did Christianity undermine the Roman Empire? 

II.C The Rise of Islam and the Golden Age of Islam; fiscal strategy of Muslim rulers, 
extracting super-taxes out of Christian and Jewish “people of the Book.” Problems 
encountered in treating non-Arabic populations in Persia and India. The Shia/Sunni 
split. 

II.D The military power equation and military competition between states in 
Europe; application to mercantilism. 

II.E European exploration and colonization: How important was geography? 

II.F The Protestant Revolution and the paradox of the Reformation: followers of 
the sage-king model in Christianity actually strengthen the role of king-sages. 

II.G The Industrious Revolution in Europe: The Weber hypothesis; Z-goods and the 
influence of imports on European consumption. 

II.H Asian Response to the first wave of European penetration into Asian waters: 
Tokugawa Japan isolates itself: the policies on the Bakuhan system (sankin kotai, 
closed country, moving samurai into castle towns, suppression of Christianity) 

II.I Two periods of Tokugawa growth: (1) Extensive growth 1600-1720; limits to 
growth reached; (2) Intensive growth, 1720-1850, dynamics of population stagnation – 
three regions in Japan, mabiki in the North-East. Spread of samurai oriented fief 
academies and of terakoya in the countryside. 

 

 

III Europe Breaks Out of the Malthusian Trap; the Great Divergence; a Second Axial Age 

  

Major issue: (1) What were the defining characteristics of the First and Second 
Industrial Revolutions? (2) Can the progress be simply explained by material forces or 
were intellectual advances equally important? (3) Why did the intellectual advances 
call into question First Axial Age belief systems? (4) What were the military 
implications of the First and Second Industrial Revolutions? 
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III.A The Industrial Revolution in England: Energy revolution (spread of the inorganic 
economy using coal), steam power, challenge and response in textiles and cotton 
textiles as a leading sector; advances in Iron and Steel (Cort’s puddling process and use 
of rollers). 

III.B Simultaneous rise in per capita income and population. 

III.C The Enlightenment: moderate, radical and counter-enlightenment. 

III.D A second Axial Age? Various theories how the Second Axial Age undermined 
the First Axial Age: Marx (religion as the opiate of the people), McCloskey (bourgeois 
dignity and the erosion of first Axial Age “super-virtue”); Pinker (spread of rational 
thought and science); Mosk (nationalism and the spread of infrastructure improving 
the status of the masses, not just elites, language reform as an example). 

III.D Response to the growth of European military power due to the First Industrial 
Revolution, Japan and China compared: The contrast between Tokugawa elites and 
Qing elites (Neo-Confucianism as a common ideology but radically different realization 
in the two societies).  

 

 

IV The Second Industrial Revolution 

  

What were the similarities and dissimilarities between the First and Second Industrial 
Revolutions? 

 

 IV. A Productivity growth and the Second Industrial Revolution 

IV.B Electricity: the spread of the unit drive system and the mechanization of small 
factories; the role of intercity railroads in spreading electrification in Japan. 

IV.C The Internal Combustion Engine and declining relative prices for steel. 

IV.D The germ theory of disease and the reversal of the relationship between 
mortality risks and urbanization. 
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V The Military Consequences of the First and Second Industrial Revolutions 

  

What were the military consequences of the First and Second Industrial Revolutions? Why did 
these consequences reshape power relationships in East Asia? 

 

 V.A The military power equation and its implications for World War I 

V.B Japanese Industrialization and Japanese Expansionism on the Eurasian land 
mass  

  Japan’s Empire Building in Asia: 1894-1910 

Japan in World War I and the Aftermath of the War: The Shandong Peninsula, 
the Manchurian Railraods and the May 4th Movement in China 

The Breakdown of Fukoku Kyohei: Japan creates Manchuko and takes over 
Jehol 

Communists and Nationalists in China 

Japan’s Invasion of China in and after 1937 

Japan attacks the United States at Pearl Harbor 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


