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1. The capitalist revolution and its travails: David Teniers the Younger (1610–1690), The Rich Man Being Led to Hell.

We live in a world created by capitalism. The ceaseless accumulation of capital forges the cities we inhabit, determines the way we work, allows an extraordinarily large number of people to engage in unprecedented levels of consumption, influences our politics, and shapes the landscapes around us. It is impossible to look at Earth and miss the world-historical force of capitalism.

This is true as much for the greatest structures we inhabit as for the most intimate parts of our lives, as much for the world’s geology as for the ways we think about ourselves. To start, we acquire almost all goods and services we consume through markets, something that would have been unimaginable for most of human history. We sell our labor through markets—again, unimaginable for most of human history. Some of us might trade in stocks, either as a full-time vocation or to safeguard something called retirement; most people at most times would have considered this trading deeply sacrilegious, more like sorcery than a legitimate way to gain wealth. New technologies and economic growth are mundane certainties, and we know that our children will live in a world quite different from the one we ourselves were born into—a novelty. Our consumption connects us to people in far-flung corners of the world—again, unimaginable for most of human history. The T-shirt you may be wearing right now might have been stitched in Cambodia, the steaming cup of coffee before you grown in Brazil, the TV you have switched off to read this book assembled in South Korea, and the iPhone that lies temptingly next to you designed in California and assembled by women laboring in massive sweatshops in the southern Chinese city of Shenzhen. While trade is much older than capitalism—indeed, ancient—what is new is the intensity of global connections that capitalism has given rise to, a world economy.

The capitalist revolution has imprinted itself on your way of thinking about the world too: When you hear or read about economic affairs in the news, you learn about “the economy” as an active subject that did something or needs us to do something. Most people throughout human history considered questions of production, consumption, and trade, just as we do now, but they would have found it strange to make sacrifices to a human-created god called “the economy.” Along the same lines, you might speak to friends about how you “spend” your time, talk about what someone is “worth,” and recall the last time you enjoyed some leisure—again, concepts alien to most humans of the past. Or you might passionately debate capitalism in a university seminar: You might listen to extolments of the enormous increase in human productivity that it has made possible, to sum-ups of the technical progress it has generated, and to assertions that it has enabled many of us to live longer, healthier, more satisfying lives. On the flip side, you might listen to equally fervent accounts of exploitation, of environmental destruction, of society-structuring inequities, and of grave imbalances between the parts of the world that are fabulously rich and those that are shockingly poor. You might celebrate capitalism as the best of all possible worlds or blame it for the devastations it has wrought and envision its end.

No matter your beliefs, you probably agree that there is no escaping capitalism—neither the debate on it nor its impact on our lives. Capitalism is what one scholar—in a different context—has called a “hyperobject,” referring “to entities of such vast temporal and spatial dimensions that they defeat traditional ideas about what a thing is in the first place.”1 It is thus unsurprising that almost everyone has thought about capitalism in some way or that people have strong opinions about it.

Despite, or perhaps because of, capitalism’s ubiquitous presence, many take it for granted; it seems unremarkable, even natural. It has imprinted our world so deeply that it is even possible not to notice it. But what seems natural is very recent and wholly human-made. If you live in Cairo, Guangzhou, or Florence, you live in a place where the sprouts of capitalism stretch back a long time, perhaps a millennium. But such places are truly exceptional. Almost everywhere else, the capitalist revolution is, at most, a few centuries old, often much less. From a global perspective, even as recently as 1800, much of capitalism was confined to just a few islands in a vast sea of economic life organized around other principles—subsistence production, tributary rule, and almost no economic growth. If you live outside the capitalist heartlands, especially in the world’s countryside, the capitalist revolution may be as recent as the millennium we are living in right now. Capitalism is very new, and even after it emerged, it was spread thinly across the world for most of its life.

Perhaps more surprisingly, the capitalist revolution is recent in terms of not just its spatial spread but its expansion into many spheres of our lives. Even in the world’s most capitalist societies, our grandparents, and perhaps our parents, probably grew some of the food they consumed. They almost certainly did all the cooking and might have produced some of the clothing they wore. They found love at the village dance, not on a subscription dating app. These examples remind us that in addition to being newly arrived, the capitalist revolution was, for a very long time, fairly weak and left large swaths of life, even economic life, unaffected.

Yet what is common and seemingly natural—the way things are—has a history. We can ask how and why such a radically new way of economic life evolved. How did we get from a world in which the logic of capital was limited to only a few spaces to one in which it determines almost everything? How did we ever give such superpowers to something created by but also external to us? Even if we take it for granted, see it as natural, this explosion of capitalism is one of the greatest puzzles in human history. And we need to grapple with it, not just to satisfy our curiosity about how we got to where we are but to gain a better foothold in the present and think creatively about our future. As a Chinese proverb puts it, we need to “learn truth from facts.”2

Yet sometimes the most difficult things to grasp are the most familiar. Capitalism is one of them. This book grew in part out of my urgent sense that we need to understand this almost geological force shaping our lives. But it also grew out of a deep frustration that so many of the stories we tell about capitalism are incomplete and sometimes just plain wrong.

To find ourselves now, we need to journey through one thousand years of capitalism’s history. The road—full of twists, turns, and dead ends—will circle the world to explain how we got here and to perhaps suggest the levers by which we might plot out a course for our future. I have spent my career studying capitalism; this book is a wager that its history—all of it—might be understood, if not wholly contained, between two book covers.

While this book is a serious history of a serious topic, I have tried to make it readable for everyone, because no matter where you live or what you do, you live in capitalism. If I have done it right, you should find here a surprising diversity of protagonists—from ocean-traversing eleventh-century Yemeni merchants to young women working in Cambodian textile factories in 2023. You should encounter a globe-spanning range of places—some you know well and might even call home, others so distant you might never have heard of them—that demonstrate that capitalism, despite our proclivities to think in local or (at most) national contexts, can only be understood globally. And you should find answers to a wide range of questions raised by this revolutionary recasting of economic life. Like capitalism itself, it will be a dizzying ride.




Introduction
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3. Elisabeth Voigt, Der Maschinenmann (The Machine Man), 1932.

It was in the fall of 1639 that Robert Keayne found himself in front of the General Court of Massachusetts, the colony’s legislature and its court of appeals. A recent immigrant to the freshly established British colony, he traded in English manufactured goods. By all accounts, he was a faithful Puritan, having “come over … for the advancement of the gospel,” but in that fateful year, he found himself accused of the “very evil” and “corrupt practice” of overcharging his customers and placing profit above the community’s needs. Convicted and ordered to pay a fine of £200 (equivalent to 2,857 days’ worth of wages for a skilled English worker), he was called before the elders of Boston’s First Church, the “Old Brick,” and narrowly escaped excommunication. When John Winthrop, the colony’s governor, sat down to write about the case in his journal, he remembered that Keayne, “with tears, acknowledge[d] and bewail[ed] his covetous and corrupt heart.”1 Keayne had confessed to the congregation that he had embraced “false principles,” including these:


	That a man might sell as dear as he can, and buy as cheap as he can.

	If a man lose by casualty of sea, etc., in some of his commodities, he may raise the price of the rest.

	That he may sell as he bought, though he paid too dear, etc., and though the commodity be fallen, etc.

	That, as a man may take the advantage of his own skill or ability, so he may of another’s ignorance or necessity.2



Keayne later complained about the “unkindness” with which he was treated in New England, and about the “deepe and sharpe censure that was layd upon me … and carryed on with so much bitterness and indignation.” He wrote his 158-page last will and testament to vindicate his deeds, arguing that God was best served by accumulating riches that could later be given away to serve the community. He also asked the “overseers of this my will … [t]o move the General Court … to recall or repeal that sentence and to return my fine” and added that “what is so returned by them may be given to Harvard College at Cambridge.”3

THE ACTS KEAYNE confessed to were, to many of his contemporaries, wrong prima facie. To our modern ears, they seem commonsensical. “That a man might sell as dear as he can, and buy as cheap as he can”—the logic Keayne embraced in his business dealings—structures almost all economic life today. It appears unexceptional, even natural. Yet such ideas, as Keayne painfully experienced, were seen by his peers as a radical departure. He argued that the “covetous” accumulation of wealth actually served his community—prefiguring Adam Smith’s invisible hand. But to his fellow Puritans, Keayne’s single-minded pursuit of profit violated long-established norms. It would take another two centuries before the new form of economic life that people like Keayne helped usher in even acquired a name—capitalism. Two more centuries passed before capitalism emerged as the world’s predominant form of organizing economic life, such that one economist could describe the world in 2019 as “capitalism, alone.”4

THIS BOOK INVITES you to explore this vast change: the emergence and spread of capitalism. How did the capitalist revolution begin? How did a form of economic life that was such a breakaway from previous history spread around the world and into ever more spheres of life? How did we move from a society in which markets were embedded in social relations to one in which social relations are embedded in markets? By what mechanism has capitalism evolved and changed over time? And where are we in its history today?5

These are big and urgent questions. Debated for several centuries, they retain their force and vitality. As recently as the 2007–2008 Great Recession, discussions on capitalism moved into the mainstream across a wide political spectrum in many parts of the world. In its wake, even conservative newspapers began debating what they called the “future of capitalism,” and Paul Polman, then Unilever’s CEO, deliberated in the McKinsey Quarterly about capitalism’s prospects, a topic that also worried the rich and powerful at the 2012 World Economic Forum in Davos as they probed: “Has capitalism got a future?”6 For Pope Francis, capitalism’s impact on the world was so consequential that he made it a significant concern of his papacy. Museum exhibitions dedicated to capitalism opened in New York, Berlin, and Brussels. And even in the 2020s, with the crisis in the rearview mirror, the debate continued: In 2020, Japanese philosopher Kohei Saito published Slow Down: The Degrowth Manifesto, arguing that growth—capitalism’s fundamental dynamic—has run its course. He sold a remarkable half million copies in Japan alone. That same year, a survey found that only one in eight Germans believed that the form of economic organization they lived under—capitalism—benefited them, while a full 55 percent thought that capitalism, on balance, was more damaging than beneficial. In the United States, young adults found socialism just as appealing as capitalism. In some parts of the world, bookstores were filled with works that predicted, in one way or another, the imminent end of capitalism.7 In the spring of 2023, fifteen years after the crisis, Albert Edwards of the French banking behemoth Société Générale even said, “We may be looking at the end of capitalism.”8

With ups and downs, such animated discussions about capitalism have been going on for more than two centuries. While only specialists care to argue about different interpretations of feudalism or hunter-gatherer societies, capitalism provokes visceral reactions. Differences in interpretation of seemingly obscure chapters in its history can bring rhetoric to a boiling point. These passions reflect the importance of capitalism and the ease with which two diametrically opposed stories can be told. One story focuses on increasing wealth and rising output. A revolution in human productivity began in the eighteenth century and was causally linked to the rise of capitalism. The planet now supports a vastly expanded population of people (roughly eight billion, compared with one billion in 1800) who live longer lives and enjoy living standards unimaginable as recently as a century ago. They are healthier, wealthier, and taller. Poverty persists, to be sure, but what is most remarkable is the production of such unbelievable wealth and the breadth of its beneficiaries in such a short time.9

The other story of capitalism, just as easily told, focuses on exploitation, violence, and unfathomable misery—it highlights desperate factory workers, brutalized plantation slaves, starving farmers in once self-sufficient countrysides, expropriated Native peoples, and all the victims of colonialism, war, and displacement. Capitalism’s forward march then becomes a story of satanic mills, the transport of millions of enslaved Africans to the Americas, the vast theft of land and raw materials during colonialism, and a rapacious system’s unprecedented assault on our natural environment. In this story, capitalism is an insatiable demon on a planet-threatening trajectory with staggering social costs.

Capitalism, these diametric stories make clear, is a Janus-faced socioeconomic system, so much so that both the celebration and the condemnation of it have come from all political directions. Most know about the left condemning it and the right celebrating it, but few are aware that conservative critics of capitalism have been common throughout its long history, or that both Karl Marx and the Chinese Communist Party hailed the emancipatory economic possibilities of the capitalist revolution.10

This book absorbs the warmth of these vibrant discussions but is ultimately not interested in contributing to the debit and credit columns of the opposing stories. Instead, it examines capitalism from a global and long-term perspective to grasp its core: a radical departure and discontinuity in human affairs. I invite you, the reader, to embrace its study with a sense of wonder, surprise, and astonishment—not because it is “good” or “bad” but because of its world-shaping power, and because understanding it is crucial to navigating our shared future.

To embark on this journey, we must denaturalize capitalism by viewing it as peculiar, even bizarre. It was a fundamental break in human history not just because it revolutionized economic affairs but because it turned human relations upside down; infiltrated our politics, societies, and cultures; altered the natural environment we inhabit; and made revolution a permanent feature of economic life. The capitalist revolution is the only revolution whose fundamental core is that it is ongoing, that it qualifies as a state of permanent revolution. In this and other ways, it is, in sociologist Marcel van der Linden’s words, “a pattern of qualitatively novel experiences in social life.”11 Capitalism is often seen as “conservative,” but its emergence and spread constituted the most impactful revolution the world has ever seen; historian Joyce Appleby has aptly called it a “relentless revolution.”12 The Puritan ministers of Boston, concerned with maintaining social order, certainly agreed. No other event in history has impacted societies—and the world—as deeply as the expansion of capitalism. A product of human agency, it has increasingly emancipated itself from its creators to become both the Anthropocene’s handmaiden and its driving force. So profoundly impactful has the capitalist revolution been that some observers call the period in which we live the Capitalocene. For the first time, a human-made order can be considered as powerful as the geological forces that have shaped our Earth. Many revolutions in world history have been hailed or condemned and their effects debated. Capitalism was the most impactful revolution of them all. The importance of the advent of capitalism can only be compared with the advent of sedentary agriculture during the Neolithic Revolution many millennia ago.13



To understand capitalism, we need to be able to see it. This is difficult. Many people believe we can understand capitalism from our own experiences, which makes sense, considering how powerfully it structures our individual lives. Unfortunately, our own experience is a terrible guide. We see only a tiny part of capitalism at any given moment, and we miss the vast story in time and space in which it is embedded. Understanding capitalism from our own experience is like taking a movie frame and looking at one detail, then trying to deduce the movie’s plot from that particularity. While such a strategy might lead to some insights, even good ones, it is highly unlikely to help us understand the whole. Capitalism as a planetary phenomenon is not graspable from a biographical, local, or even national perspective.

Another problem is that most of us live in capitalist societies: We are immersed in capitalism like fish in water. We cannot look at capitalism from a distance. As the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu observed in a different context, “a successful institution is forgotten.”14 Because capitalism is all around us, we often miss its peculiarities and its radicalism. It is easier to look at the Stone Age, Europe, or Song-era China, because those economic orders are so different from our own that we immediately perceive them as strange and in need of explanation. In the twenty-first century, however, when capitalism looks so normal, it is difficult to fathom that it has a history. All of this makes it hard to see that capitalism is not simply the way that economic life works, and to realize that it makes up a very small part of the totality of economic life over centuries.15

To see capitalism, we need to understand, first and foremost, that it is a distinctive economic order with a unique logic. We will aim for a fuller definition momentarily, but for now it is important to note that capitalism is distinctive for many reasons, among them its dependence on our acquiring almost everything we need through markets, using money. Almost all inputs and all outputs have been turned into commodities, bought and sold on such markets. Even labor power is a commodity, with almost everyone on the planet hiring out their labor power and a vastly smaller number purchasing it. Moreover, much of the wealth produced is immediately redeployed to produce still more wealth. Capitalism is also distinctive for the particular kinds of social inequalities and global hierarchies it creates. And it is distinctive because it sparked a vast increase in human productivity, making it the most dynamic economic order in human history. How long people live is a good gauge of material well-being. And life expectancy has skyrocketed: It has been estimated that, globally, the average life expectancy in 1820 was twenty-six years; in 2020, it was seventy-two years (largely because of significantly reduced infant mortality rates). Almost unfathomable productivity advances are at the core of that story: Just to make enough in wages to put bread on the table, a French worker in 1830 had to labor for fifteen hours a week; by 1970, just one hour and ten minutes sufficed.16

To see capitalism, we also need to place it in its proper time frame. Little can be understood from a purely contemporary perspective, from which capitalism can appear natural—an almost universal state of the world, if perhaps with perplexing shifts from West to East. Just as limited is a view from the vantage of geological time, from which the history of capitalism seems like a supernova suddenly bursting onto the scene, leading to explosive growth in productivity, resource use, and human populations but ultimately remaining invisible within that big bang. Going back to the moment modern industry emerged about 250 years ago would be a more reasonable alternative, yet it would equate capitalism with industry, a problematic choice that leaves out how merchants and the countryside shaped the capitalist revolution. Instead, I have taken a middle-of-the-road time frame, focusing on the past millennium, capitalism’s millennium. In this time frame, capitalism appears neither natural, as a purely contemporary perspective suggests, nor like a supernova, as a geological perspective suggests. Instead, its history becomes visible as the ongoing unfolding of a new economic logic marked by constant contestation. We can observe its historical development: how islands of capital emerged in cities across the world, became connected, changed shape, extended into the hinterlands—and eventually turned into a capitalist civilization.

There is still another obstacle to seeing capitalism: the politics of our times. For more than a century, some of the deepest ideological divisions in the world have centered on capitalism. This debate was one of the Cold War’s central battlegrounds. Over most of the twentieth century, relentless condemnation and uncritical celebration of capitalism permeated the conflict between the Soviet Union and the United States. So violent was that dispute that when Soviet historian Mikhail Pokrovsky published a 1931 book arguing that commercial capital—merchants—was central to the development of Russia (a seemingly innocuous statement), Stalinists forced him to recant his blasphemous interpretation. On the other side of the great divide, when Antonio Gramsci, one of last century’s most creative thinkers on capitalism, wrote his Prison Notebooks while incarcerated by Benito Mussolini, he used cryptic language to fool his captors. Books have been outlawed—even burned—because of what they say about capitalism; authors have been exiled, imprisoned in camps, disappeared, and executed. This overheated atmosphere has severely compromised our understanding of capitalism, not just by repressing views but by all too often calcifying our ability to really analyze it. On one side, Marx’s writings became sacred texts through which to filter the politics du jour; on the other side, scholars read capitalism’s history through the equally sacralizing lens of Adam Smith’s writings. This book strives to avoid either idolatrous extreme.17

Finally, there is one last hurdle to understanding capitalism, depending on where you are reading this book. Living among the rich and powerful has many advantages, but it brings a crucial disadvantage as well: It radically skews your perspective of life on Earth and its history. If you’re reading this book in Europe or North America, many of the places and people you’ll encounter in the following pages may surprise you: merchants in the Yemeni port of Aden, enslaved sugar growers in Barbados, nationalist industrialists in twentieth-century India. While you might initially find this disorienting, as you read, the problems caused by Eurocentric tellings of the story of capitalism will become all too clear.



To allow us to see capitalism, this book embraces a historical and global perspective. First and foremost, this work is an effort to reclaim capitalism as a territory for historical investigation, eschewing static, essentializing, excessively abstract, or presentist approaches. It takes us across a millennium of change, through, among other tableaux, medieval merchant houses, long-distance dhows, tropical plantations, weaving sheds, stock exchanges, working-class homes, slave cabins, the offices and households of colonial bureaucrats, the production floors of twentieth-century industrial behemoths, labor union meetings, and the conventions of anticolonial capital owners. I trace how trade, agriculture, and manufacturing were transformed, how production intensified, how a new kind of state emerged and participated in managing economic life, how the least powerful staged massive collective mobilizations, how hierarchies emerged and changed, how political regimes shifted, and how forms of labor became more varied. This history will show that capitalism is neither a state of nature nor a process whose internal logic determines its eventual outcome in more than the most general way. Engaging with capitalism’s eventful history over the past millennium and seeing its many twists allows us to see it as contingent and eminently historical. Such a sense of its past in turn opens new pathways for its future, restoring a sense of possibility to our political and economic horizons.18

Just as important, I analyze capitalism as the quintessentially global economic order that it has always been. Much of our understanding of the history of capitalism has been impoverished because we have studied places in isolation, looking to explain their development or lack thereof in terms of their resource endowment, politics, or cultures. Yet as Jawaharlal Nehru already saw in 1961, “the old idea of writing a history of any one country has become progressively out of date …. It is quite impossible today to think of … history … in terms of any one nation or country or patch of territory; you have inevitably to think of the world as whole.”19 I agree. This book understands capitalism as, above all, a global development whose local articulations can only be understood globally. The economic dynamics of a given place are inescapably shaped by its connections to the outside world. There is no “French capitalism” or “American capitalism”; rather, there is capitalism in France and America, which have contested and complicated relationships with capitalism elsewhere, indeed everywhere. I agree with the Brazilian historian Caio Prado Júnior, who as early as 1945 pointed out that “there is really no longer an economic history of this or that country, but only that of the whole of humanity.”20

Since the capitalist revolution in any one locality was always tied to global connections, the long-running quest to pinpoint capitalism’s origin to one specific location has always been futile. As this book will demonstrate, capitalism originated not in any one place but in the connections between various places. While places and states mattered greatly to this history, at no point was capital completely confined to a locality or fully enclosed by states. Capitalism’s mainspring was its capacity to connect distant places and draw unprecedented power from a connected diversity spanning continents and oceans. I focus on the whole globe because it is the space where capitalism emerged and developed. As I will show, it is the condition of its possibility. Unlike earlier forms of organizing economic life, which were local or perhaps regional, capitalism was born global—it was always a world economy.

This reality makes a Eurocentric history of capitalism impossible. This bears saying because, regrettably, writing on the history of capitalism remains one of the most Eurocentric realms of scholarship, even in the twenty-first century, when a cursory familiarity with the state of the world should underscore the limits of this perspective. The way the history of capitalism is still told all too often follows nearly perfectly, and certainly conveniently, the world’s distribution of economic power until quite recently. Such a narrative marginalizes most of humanity, serving as the ultimate “victor’s history”—one in which much of the world features as a “failure” whose missteps amplified European accomplishments. Indeed, the task that many histories of capitalism set for themselves is to explain either that “failure” or European success, frequently by cultural references that go all the way back to antiquity. The Western example is often naturalized: Capitalism should work, and the rest of the world must, in light of this, suffer from various kinds of pathologies. The varieties of Eurocentrism are stunning. Some focus on ideas, others on cultures, geographies, innovations, or institutions. Whatever their focus, they always end up in the same place: Europeans were (and are) categorically different from everyone else. Some of these accounts read aggressively, depicting those outside the West as lesser people who, for cultural, religious, or even biological reasons were incapable of competing with their European counterparts.21

Eurocentric blinders lead to a narrow telling of the history of capitalism as a regional story rather than a global one. They are not very surprising, considering that the disciplines that study economic life, the social sciences, developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when much of the world was shaped by colonial rule. This book, however, enters these debates at a new historical juncture, a moment when it has become much less certain that the North Atlantic will continue to hold the exalted material and political position it enjoyed over the past two centuries. The Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Brazilian, Indian, and Nigerian roads to capitalism deserve much greater attention today than they received during the past two hundred years of Eurocentric conversations.22

To be sure, Europe and its offshoots (like the United States) were one important center of capitalism’s unfolding. There was a divergence in development. This book aims to explain that divergence even as it insists on capitalism’s globality, with a key strand of the explanation focused on how Europe’s seeming exceptionalism was less intrinsic than embedded in its particular connections to other parts of the world and how actors in other parts of the world influenced European developments. So-called successes in some parts of the world were deeply related to so-called failures elsewhere. The book will show that modern capitalism, even at its most hierarchical and unequal moments, was always a global production and can only be understood as such. Capitalism, we will see, is a totality whose origins and ongoing dynamics are rooted in integrating trade, production, and consumption on a world scale.23

This global and long-term approach to the history of capitalism lets us see many things that might otherwise remain hidden, including, for one, the countryside. Discussions of capitalism have been dominated by a focus on cities and industry, but this book will demonstrate the vital importance of the countryside as a source of labor, raw materials, and markets, placing peasants, sharecroppers, and enslaved people alongside artisans, manufacturers, and industrial workers. Moreover, this attention to the countryside allows us to see the ecological dimensions of capitalist development. An unrelenting series of new commodity frontiers propelled the capitalist revolution forward, drawing on ever new reservoirs of ecological resources that were consumed but not priced. We will encounter some of them in these pages—including sugar, indigo, coffee, and cotton—to examine how capitalism developed a predatory relationship to nonhuman nature. Feeding on gifts of nature, its environmental impact has been dramatic; indeed, so much so that scientists believe it might threaten the very survival of our species.24

The book also foregrounds what has been called “commercial capitalism,” the merchant-driven political economy that dominated capitalism’s history until well into the nineteenth century. In contrast to histories that divorce merchants from production and from capitalism, this one demonstrates that the categorical distinction between circulation and production has never been pure, as from its earliest incarnations, merchant capital entered the sphere of production, and merchants were important protagonists of the capitalist revolution.25



To make capitalism visible is to make it understandable globally and historically. I will chart how capitalism emerged, spread in space and society, and changed shape along the way. There was nothing preordained about its trajectory; its emergence and development were always contingent on environmental, social, political, and technical factors. The political structures in which capitalism was embedded, the diverse forms of labor mobilization that it required, and the great differences in territorial configurations that it inhabited (from city-states to empires), to cite just three important elements, combined and recombined, with a great variety of actors wittingly or unwittingly shaping them at particular moments and in particular places. The book will explore and explain these configurations.26

I will show that capitalism is a global order, but not one determined by frictionless circulation. Local, regional, and national contexts, as well as social movements, produced the fragmented and hierarchical spaces that structured the capitalist revolution, in turn creating an almost fantastic variety of local but always connected outcomes: In the pages that follow we will see that while private property rights strengthened in Europe, massive dispossessions shaped European expansion into the wider world. While enslaved workers toiled on US cotton plantations, wageworkers spun and wove that cotton in Europe’s textile mills. Political and social rights expanded in some parts of the world, while categorical hierarchies—between colonizers and colonized, enslaved and free, white and Black—structured life in much of the colonial world. As we will observe, the territorial organization of capitalism was equally dynamic and varied, ranging from a global economy structured by vast colonial empires to one populated by independent nation-states. There were moments in which commodity chains were nationalized and others in which global trade took center stage. Massive territorial states like the United States incorporated labor, raw materials, and markets into their national territories, while small city-states like Singapore and Hong Kong emerged as important nodes of global capitalism. We will encounter a panoply of political regimes: Though fundamentally liberal political structures shaped twentieth-century Britain, authoritarian, even fascist, states partnered with capital owners elsewhere. In contrast to some strands of modernization theory that argue there is a straight line from capitalism to liberal democracy, this book shows that capitalism has been embedded in a diversity of political forms, including a range of illiberal variants.27

The diversity in capital, labor, territorial, and political forms that emerged in different regions and times that we will encounter in the book was partly the result of the capitalist revolution colliding with and co-opting older social and cultural systems and distributions of power—from gendered divisions of labor to older inequalities that structured tributary regimes. Consequentially, this stunning diversity is not just a colorful facet of capitalism’s history but one of its essential dynamics—capitalism thrives not on homogeneity and consistency through time and across space but on variety. Capitalism is, in historian Kenneth Lipartito’s words, “a many-headed hydra.”28 Unlike many of its most vocal apologists and critics, capitalism is undogmatic. Great diversities at any given moment speak to what German philosopher Ernst Bloch called the “simultaneity of the non-simultaneous,” the structuring of capitalism at any given moment by a plurality of historical times. Yet as the book will demonstrate, capitalism across these differences remained a totality; there were no “capitalisms” in the plural, only changing and varying articulations of one differentiated and hierarchical structure.29

As capitalism unfolded on a global scale, its structures emerged from distributions of power in specific locations. Capitalism, therefore, does not tell the story from an orbital perspective alone; it finds capitalism in the local and bottom-up experience as well. Family relations in the English countryside help explain labor mobilization in early factories, the social structure of Indian agriculture has implications for the spread of plantation slavery in the Americas, and the geography of La Réunion Island helps explain the particularities of labor regimes in the post-slavery French Empire.

This wide-ranging perspective makes for an important argument: Capitalism is not just about the working out of ahistorical economic laws that can be analyzed abstractly, even mathematically. Capitalism, instead, is the result of a panoply of political choices and social conflicts, structured in myriad ways by society and the state. Because capitalism is just as much an ecological, cultural, social, and political order as it is an economic one, it can only be understood through an analysis embedded in politics, nature, the distribution of social power, and cultures and institutions.30

This book emphasizes these factors. I show that viewing capitalism as an exclusively market-based society is misguided. First, markets have existed in noncapitalist societies as well. Second, nonmarket forces are integral to capitalism. To understand capitalism as primarily a market society would be akin to understanding feudalism as a godly order—a notion that would have rung true to feudal lords and churchmen of the time but would satisfy few hoping to make sense of the feudal order today. Just as the feudal order was partly maintained by its protagonists’ success in convincing many that it was godly, so, too, is the naturalizing of the market not incidental to capitalism but a condition for its very existence. Yet this does not explain it.

By showing that economic life under capitalism is deeply entrenched in nonmarket structures, the book joins a broader tradition of political economy, from Karl Polanyi to Melinda Cooper, from Joseph Schumpeter to Nancy Fraser. The “props made of extra-capitalist materials,” in Schumpeter’s words—including family structures, beliefs, distributions of social and political power, nature, and categorical hierarchies constructed by sexism and racism—will feature centrally.31

No noneconomic institution mattered more than the state, that ensemble of institutions that govern, tax, wage war, regulate society, and adjudicate conflict in myriad ways. Because the state set and enforced rules and allocated resources that helped create novel political economies (and itself emerged from them), it is a fundamental part of my analysis. Capitalism, this book argues, is an extraordinarily statist form of economic life. Though that state changed over time; developed different institutional forms; grew in scale, scope, and territorial extent; and occupied more or less powerful positions within an international system of states, it always remained an essential ingredient in the capitalist revolution. It is impossible to think about capitalism as only an economic order—it has always been a political economy as well.

To be sure, capitalism is a powerful structure that has enabled but also constrained people’s interactions with the world. Yet, like everything with a history, capitalism is made by people. The problem with many histories of capitalism is that they start with capitalism and the economy, as if these structures and processes are actors in themselves, draining the agency and indeterminacy of history and thus radically impoverishing our understanding of the world. By contrast, this book is an actor-centered history. It uses the tools of social history, with its focus on a variety of people, often in conflict, to understand global capitalism as a state of permanent contestation. Some of these actors wielded capital. Whether you call them capitalists, businesspeople, merchants, industrialists, or entrepreneurs (all of these words are used herein), they greatly influenced the capitalist revolution. People such as Aden merchant Madmun ben Hasan ben Bundar, Surat trader Mohammad Chelebi, Augsburg merchant Jakob Fugger, Dutch salt trader Maria Jacoba Daemen, Chinese merchant Wang Zhi (汪直), Barbados plantation owner James Drax, Bordeaux merchant Johann Jakob Bethmann, Glasgow cotton manufacturer Kirkman Finlay, Saar steel industrialist Hermann Röchling, Turin automobile innovator Giovanni Agnelli, Indian serial entrepreneur (and adroit politician) Ardeshir Godrej, and Chinese internet entrepreneur Jack Ma stride across these pages. And while they navigated very different worlds—and found their niches in specific economic, social, and political configurations—they all sought the most profitable ways to invest their capital.32

But a history of capitalism requires much more than a history of capital and capitalists. Other actors, both at the level of production and exchange and at the level of local, national, and global political economies, affected the dynamics of capitalism and need to be foregrounded. Indigo-growing peasants (such as Digambar Biswas), enslaved men and women on sugar plantations (such as Jumpeter and Carlota Lucumí), wageworkers in cotton mills and on railroads (such as Elizabeth Brown and Souleye N’Dour), and women binding dynastic fortunes (such as Mary Woodbridge Tiffany) appear prominently in this book, as their individual and collective actions helped channel capitalism’s development. These actors’ sources of social power were very different from those that capital owners could muster. Yet they impacted the capitalist revolution and moved it in often surprising directions.

Furthermore, and in line with the argument that capitalism is a highly state-centric economic order that needs to be understood primarily as a political economy, statesmen, politicians, and intellectuals—from Kuroda Kiyotaka to Margaret Thatcher, from Rosa Luxemburg to Friedrich von Hayek—appear frequently in the narrative as well.

Last but not least, the perspective of this book allows readers to see the development of capitalism for what it was: a difficult, often unlikely venture that encountered enormous resistance from both elites and commoners. Against these long odds, the capitalist revolution entailed an astounding amount of coercion and violence. Although capitalism’s history is often told as a story of contracts, private property, and wage labor—that is, stylized as a history of the realization of human freedom—there is another story, equally important, about vast expropriations, huge mobilizations of coerced labor, brutality in factories and on plantations, fierce destructions of noncapitalist economies, and massive extractions of resources for private gain. Capitalism rested, as we will see in the chapters that follow, not just on productivity gains but on enormous appropriations—dispossessions, really—ranging from land to labor to lives to technical knowledge.33

Once we understand capitalism as a difficult, unlikely, but revolutionary project whose essence was a globe-spanning creep that produced a connected diversity, a new view emerges. We see capitalism as a process whose origins spanned centuries and arose in many parts of the world. Importantly, we can grasp that capitalism is still emerging, still becoming, its logic still infiltrating new places and new aspects of human life. There is not one transition to capitalism but many, and those transitions continue. Capitalism is not one thing or one event. Any monocausal explanation, any fragment—an institution, a technology, a nation—does not explain much. As British historian Herbert Butterfield so aptly writes, it is “the whole of the past” that produces the present.34 Embracing a historical, global, and multicausal approach helps us understand something that is in some ways puzzling—namely, capitalism’s staying power. And it lets us see capitalism’s great strength: flexibility on a world scale.35



Before we embark upon a journey into capitalism’s history, we should clarify what we are talking about when we talk about capitalism. The word itself is recent—it was first used in the 1830s, but people spoke about the phenomenon before that. Is this novel economic order, as Adam Smith argued in 1776, at its core built upon an almost natural “propensity to truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another,” which thrives principally thanks to people’s “regard to their own interest”? Or, as Marx proposed in the mid-nineteenth century, is it a form of economic life in which surplus-extracting capitalists exploit a vast proletariat, enabled by and enabling the development of the “forces of production”—that is, the combination of tools, materials, scientific knowledge, and human labor—to produce a crisis ending in proletarian revolution? Was Max Weber right when he called it a rational and calculative culture and behavior favored by certain religious beliefs? Or is capitalism, as economic historian Larry Neal, a more recent student of such matters, puts it in his Cambridge History of Capitalism, primarily an economic order characterized by “private property rights, contracts enforceable by third parties, markets with responsive prices, and supportive governments”?36

The enormous diversity in definitions of this novel economic order is, despite some overlap, confusing. Some have concluded that it is best to discard the word.37 I instead take a leaf from medievalist Marc Bloch, who, when he tried to grapple with the many definitions of feudalism, the political and economic order he studied, concluded that “the mere existence of the word attests the special quality which men have instinctively recognized in the period which it denotes.”38 Just as Bloch did with feudalism, we can take “the mere existence of the word” as an invitation to “analyze and explain” what concerns us here: capitalism.

When we do so, we see that certain features are unique to capitalism, first and foremost that it is an organization of economic life defined by the ceaseless accumulation of privately controlled capital. In capitalism, capital is productively invested, wealth is principally deployed to generate more wealth—it is invested in undertakings that combine labor, machines, technical knowledge, and raw materials to generate further investable capital. Capital is thus not every and any claim or resource (these have existed throughout human history), but a claim or resource embedded within particular social relations that allows for ongoing accumulation. Its core impetus is therefore the reproduction of conditions that allow such accumulation to continue; the “power of generation,” as Marx puts a common insight most memorably, is not just a feature of capitalism but its very essence.39 Capitalism is a form of economic life in which owners of capital organize the production of commodities not because they need or want them but because they hope to produce more capital. Because such relentless accumulation is the fundamental animating force of capitalism, it always seeks to colonize new geographic spaces and new spheres of life. In this way, it is a radically different form of economic life than, say, European feudalism or precolonial Indigenous communities in North America. Schumpeter may have summed it up best when he observed that “[c]apitalism, then, is by nature a form or method of economic change and not only never is but never can be stationary.”40

To enable that ceaseless expansion, capitalism can unfold only in a society where both inputs and outputs are sold on markets, that is, commodified, which is capitalism’s second defining characteristic. Everything needed to make capital work—land, labor, raw materials, technical knowledge—needs to be available for purchase for money, and everything made, all outputs, must be salable on markets. The “production of commodities by means of commodities,” in the words of Italian economist Piero Sraffa, is a defining feature of capitalism.41

One of the core commodities is labor: Without the ability of capital owners to buy labor power on markets, there is no capitalism. Across the ideological spectrum, scholars have taken wage labor to be the quintessential form in which capitalism commodifies labor power, seeing it, correctly, as capitalism’s most important form of labor mobilization. As this book shows, however, capitalism has been perfectly compatible with other forms of labor commodification, including, at key historical moments, slavery. What defines capitalism, therefore, is the commodification of labor across a spectrum of forms.42

The accumulation of privately controlled capital in a world of commodities in turn depends on the powerful presence of the state in economic life. Because capitalism is conceptually unimaginable without the state (while at the same time producing states of unprecedented scale and scope), the state itself is part of the very definition of capitalism, even though the precise forms the state takes have shifted quite dramatically over the past centuries and also vary between different countries.

Last but not least, capitalism is demarcated, as scholars like Maria Mies, Nancy Fraser, and Melinda Cooper have discerned, by the constant redrawing of the boundaries between the spheres of life seen as subject to capitalist logic and those seen as outside it: production and reproduction, economy and polity, human activity and nature. Capitalism subsumes other logics into its reproduction (for example, a deeply gendered organization of economic life), feeds on them, and at times even reinvigorates them. Capitalism rests on, and continually produces, spaces of non-accumulation.43

Capitalism, as this definition suggests, is a process, not a thing or an event that can be precisely dated or located. The “transition to capitalism” happened not in one moment but every day, ongoingly. Ultimately, capitalism is best defined as a global process in which economic life is fundamentally driven by the ceaseless accumulation of privately controlled capital, is structured by the state, and propels the ever expanding commodification of inputs and outputs, including labor, creating constantly shifting boundaries between its outside and inside. Despite never-ending quarrels about its precise definition, “eschewing” the term capitalism, as British historian R. H. Tawney once stated, would mean ignoring “a fact.”44 This book will look that “fact” in the eye and trace capitalism’s history—not with the goal of offering another impossibly fine-tuned definition of capitalism’s essence but with the intent of tracing what I call “capitalism in action.” The book aims to look at capitalism not as what it should or could have been but as what it was and is.



Needless to say, any discussion of capitalism encounters a voluminous literature. Indeed, analyzing capitalism has been one of the key projects of the social sciences since their inception in the nineteenth century, and scholars, ideologues, and laypeople have been battling over how to understand it ever since. A book, perhaps even a multivolume study, could be written just about these debates. This is not that book. I follow Marc Bloch, who introduced his study on European feudalism by saying that “[n]o survey will be made here of those paper wars in which scholars have sometimes engaged. History, not historians, is my concern.”45

That said, two great works of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries bear mention for their reach: Adam Smith’s 1776 An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations and Karl Marx’s 1867 Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. Max Weber’s 1905 The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism comes in at a distant third. The staying power of these works testifies to their brilliance, but they are also products of their times. Smith wrote when people—even in more industrialized Britain—still manufactured goods almost exclusively by hand and got around in carriages or on foot; Marx wrote when automobiles, the welfare state, and China’s emergence as the world’s manufacturing superpower were not even distant dreams. These thinkers theorized a historical formation, capitalism, that was still emerging. Brilliantly, both Smith and Marx (and Weber) understood capitalism as the revolutionary force it is, but they could not anticipate where the revolution would go. Smith naturalized what he called “barter” because he lived in a society where the commodity form was still unusual; naturalizing it made gaining political support for it easier. Marx denaturalized the commodity form to overcome it; to do this, he naturalized class conflict. As much as Smith and Marx disagreed, both tended to universalize from the European experience. And both were certain about the “laws” of this strange new form of economic life, a confidence not shared by this book.

Still, Capitalism draws inspiration from the vibrant debates these scholars have spawned and the eclectic mix of authors who have contributed to those debates. It also draws inspiration from the rich and often very specialized studies of economic life that have been published during the past century, many of them quite recently, as bookshelves are again full of fresh studies of merchant communities and financial markets, of slavery and “the Great Divergence,” among many other topics.46 I build upon this flourishing literature to understand global capitalism, ranging from the studies on the activities of Jewish merchants in the medieval Muslim world to the neoliberal “thought collective” of the twenty-first century.47 My global perspective is, in turn, encouraged by a vibrant strand of recent historical scholarship, global history, that has enabled my rethinking of the history of capitalism, inspiring me to join these scholars in the emancipation of historical writing from national cages.48 And while this book dispenses with the fundamentally ahistorical and naturalizing readings of capitalism that gained particular force with the rise of neoclassical economic theory in the twentieth century (which clamored for mathematical precision more akin to the claims of physicists by imagining a fictional perfect market along the way), I am inspired by the many economists—among them Thomas Piketty, Ha-Joon Chang, Denis Cogneau, Isabella Weber, and Jeffrey D. Sachs—who have rediscovered history and connected their ideas to some of the discipline’s most distinguished but largely forgotten traditions, such as the German Historical School.49 They all seem to agree with another economist, Schumpeter, who, when looking back at his career, found a historical perspective to economics crucial:


I wish to state right now that if, starting my work in economics afresh, I were told that I could study only one of the three [history, statistics, and theory] but could have my choice, it would be economic history that I should choose. And this on three grounds. First, the subject matter of economics is essentially a unique process in historic time. Nobody can hope to understand the economic phenomena of any, including the present, epoch who has not an adequate command of historical facts and an adequate amount of historical sense or of what may be described as historical experience. Second, the historical report cannot be purely economic but must inevitably reflect also “institutional” facts that are not purely economic: therefore it affords the best method for understanding how economic and non-economic facts are related to one another and how the various social sciences should be related to one another. Third, it is, I believe, the fact that most of the fundamental errors currently committed in economic analysis are due to lack of historical experience more often than to any other shortcoming of the economist’s equipment.50



If I had to single out one author who has most influenced my thinking about the history of capitalism, it would be the French historian Fernand Braudel, whose monumental work has allowed us to see capitalism within economic life by emphasizing its radical departure and slow unfolding, understanding its global condition of possibility, and appreciating merchants as central actors in the capitalist revolution.51

Importantly, for my analysis of the history of global capitalism, I also draw heavily on the holdings of archives and libraries around the world, among many others from records on typewriter production in the Godrej Company Archives in Mumbai to fascinating depictions of a rail workers’ strike found in the National Archives of Senegal, from technical reports written by 1910s Fiat engineers and kept in that company’s archive in Turin to the diary of an anarchist sugar worker stored at James Cook University in Townsville, Australia. At the National Archives of the United States in Washington, DC, I read about economic policymaking in 1970s Chile. At the University of Glasgow archives I found the employment contracts of eighteenth-century children working in cotton mills. In Völklingen, Germany, I was hosted by a steel company with voluminous archives. In Aix-en-Provence, I examined the records of French colonial officials to understand post-slavery labor in La Réunion. I also spent a productive week at the National Archives of Barbados to better understand that island country’s seventeenth-century slavery complex; consulted records in Rio de Janeiro to observe the culture of its nineteenth-century economic elite; visited sites of medieval commerce in Florence and Samarkand; and interviewed textile workers in Phnom Penh. Information gleaned from these and other sources helped me grasp global capitalism.



The book is divided into four parts, each representing a moment in capitalism’s history, reflecting the fact that capitalism unfolds not linearly but as a process of punctuated change, jelling at times into distinct regimes. After two opening chapters that trace a world of capitalists before capitalism during the first half of the second millennium, part 1 takes the story from the fifteenth century, when commerce intensified throughout the world, to the verge of the Industrial Revolution in the late eighteenth century. It charts the enormous dynamism of merchant capital and the new forms of economic life and global hierarchies that this merchant capital enabled, showing how intensifying trade, recast agrarian production, and manufacturing under the aegis of ever more powerful European capitalists and states redistributed the world’s resources and skills, creating new global hierarchies. This was a moment in capitalism’s history in which much accumulation materialized from extraction. The second part of the book focuses on the Industrial Revolution and its aftermath, chronicling the rise of industrial capital and the new civilization it created, both in its industrial heartlands and in the world’s countryside; the tensions that emerged with the old political and economic order in which it was embedded; and the way those tensions culminated in a series of rebellions. The third part, covering the century after 1870, examines capitalism’s reconstruction in the wake of the mid-nineteenth-century rebellions and traces the painful emergence of a fundamentally new ensemble of economic, political, and social institutions. It is here where we encounter the technical innovations of the Second Industrial Revolution, the reorganization of capital, the emergence of new labor regimes, the birth of the modern labor movement, a recast state, and a novel fusion of national capital with that state. Part 4 delineates the post-1970s crisis of this reconstructed capitalism and probes the still-emerging new order that structures our contemporary moment.52



While I leave the future to others more expert in such matters, or more confident in their prophetic abilities, I hope this book provides you with tools to think about possible futures and to find your place and role in them. It shows that capitalism’s history was deeply contingent—and thus it encourages you to expect that the future, like the past, is open-ended, even if at any given moment it feels like we live with insurmountable constraints. This future, the book demonstrates, will also be what we make of it. The book lays out the astonishing effects of human creativity—the scientific, technical, engineering, and organizational expertise that has altered human life in ways that would have seemed fantastic to our ancestors. It also shows that the seemingly weakest protagonists have made some of the greatest changes. If enslaved sugar growers in 1790s Saint-Domingue—mostly illiterate, uneducated, and dirt poor—could topple the well-funded and well-defended institution of slavery, then we can make history as well.

Despite its often grim account of human affairs, this book is optimistic—not just because it is a record of enormous human creativity but because it shows that the world, including capitalism, is historical, a product of our politics, ideas, and collective actions. Our ability to shape history means we can and should think about how we can shape better, more just, and more sustainable worlds.

Viewed from an almost unimaginably distant future, capitalism might turn out to have been a supernova, appearing suddenly in the night sky, shining bright and burning hot—and violently impacting its cosmic neighbors. Supernovas do not end well for the stars involved, but unlike a supernova, capitalism is human-made. We are not just subjects of capitalism; we are its architects.

This book seeks to uncover the historical traces that capitalism has left behind in order to grasp its history. The Italian writer Italo Calvino was talking about cities, but he could have been describing capitalism when he wrote that “[t]he city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters of the steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, every segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.”53 Capitalism, too, “does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand.” I invite you to join me on a journey of tracing these lines.

We start in a place and time you may have never encountered: the port of Aden in the year 1150. And we begin with the world’s earliest capitalists—merchants.




1.

Islands of Capital
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3. Swahili and Arab merchants on a thirteenth-century Indian Ocean ship. Page from Al-Maqamat al-Hariri (The assemblies of al-Hariri), a collection of fifty illuminated tales, or maqamat, crafted by poet and philologist Abu Muhammad al-Qasim ibn ʿAli al-Hariri (1054–1122).

It is impossible to pinpoint an exact place or moment when capitalism began. Capitalism is a process, not a discrete historical event with a beginning and an end, and it did not drop fully formed into a particular location. Even today, no society is organized along fully capitalist lines, and some have argued that a fully capitalist world is a theoretical impossibility. Efforts to isolate one patch of soil as capitalism’s place of origin—Florence, Barbados, Amsterdam, Baghdad, the southern English countryside, or Manchester, for example—have all proved insufficient. That is because the capitalist revolution had always been a process that drew energy from myriad sources. The first springs fed into rivulets that over time became meandering and ever more powerful streams. As these streams moved through time and space, they encountered a world often hostile to their further development—rivulets dried out; brooks met sandbanks and evaporated; and even the mightiest streams encountered mountain ranges that stopped their flow and forced them to take on new contours. Shape-shifting through the centuries, and against all odds, this novel logic of economic life—one that centered less on markets as such and more on the growth of capital, that is, money and goods dedicated to the production of more money and thus more capital—gained power.1

Given capitalism’s winding course, one reasonable place to start is with the first capitalists—merchants—who played a critical role in propelling capital’s revolutionary recasting of economic life on Earth and personified its logic. While we do not know precisely when and where merchants of this particular bent emerged first, there surely was an unusually vibrant and early community of traders who, in the twelfth century, plied their business in the port of Aden, a port that became, according to its most important historian, Roxani Margariti, the heart of Indian Ocean trade.2 Capitalism did not “break out” in Aden in 1150, but the city was one among a number of notable places that linked together to form the stream that became the river and ultimately the flood.

Today a teeming Yemeni city of about half a million inhabitants in a terribly poor and war-ravaged country, Aden was then, nine hundred years ago, one of the world’s greatest commercial hubs, the center of a trade network that spanned three continents. Its merchants sent ships to distant ports across dangerous oceans, brought the riches of Asia, Africa, Arabia, and Europe back to their storage sheds, then distributed them to the far reaches of the known world, buying low and selling dear, providing shipping services, exchanging currencies, offering credit, and sometimes financing and even organizing the production of agricultural commodities and manufactured goods.

Aden’s principal claim to fame was its pivotal role in the trade between the Arab world and India. When North African scholar Ibn Battuta visited in early 1330, he observed the arrival of “great vessels from” throughout South Asia.3 He said of Aden, then under the control of the Rasulid dynasty, that “[t]he merchants of India live there, and the merchants of Egypt also,” and he added that its inhabitants “have enormous wealth; sometimes a single man may possess a great ship with all it contains, no one sharing in it with him, because of the vast capital at his disposal, and there is ostentation and rivalry between them in this respect.”4 Protected by rock formations as well as walls and citadels, Aden was “completely surrounded by [the sea]”; it was, quite literally, a fortified node of capital, an island of capitalists.5 Capitalism originated on such islands.

For several centuries, Aden was a bustling port, “the commercial centre of the countries of the Ta-shï [Arabs],” even according to far-off observers like the twelfth-century Guangzhou port official Chau Ju-kua, also known as Zhao Rukuo.6 From the sparse textual and archaeological information that scholars have painstakingly assembled, we have an idea of what this world must have been like. The tenth-century Arab geographer al-Muqaddasi deemed Aden “a source of good fortune to those who visit it, a source of prosperity to those who settle in it.” “It is the corridor of al-Sīn [China], the seaport of al-Yaman,” he wrote in his Best Divisions for Knowledge of the Regions (985 CE), “the granary of al-Maghrib, an entrepôt of various kinds of merchandise, the depot of all kinds of merchant goods. There are many mansions in it.”7

The city’s pulse was the wind: Ships sailed from Aden to India in the late summer, shortly after another set of ships had arrived from Egypt via the Red Sea. The return journey took place from November to March, when winds shifted. Over the year, according to a contemporary document by the rabbinic court of Aden, these winds brought “ships from every sea,” including “ships from India and its environs, ships from the land of Zanj [Africa’s Swahili coast] and environs, ships from Berbera [Somalia] and Habash [modern-day Ethiopia and Eritrea],” as well as “ships from al-Ashhar [al-Shihr, Yemen] and al-Qamr [Yemen].”8 Passage to and from Aden was dangerous and often frightening: Merchant Halfon ha-Levi ben Nethanel noted “the suffering I endured” when he sailed from Aden. Central Asian traveler (and perhaps also merchant) Ibn al-Mujāwir claimed that “[a] man landing from the sea is like one coming out of the grave.”9 Linking the Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean (and beyond) by sea and land, Aden was a world city constructed by people whose mundane activities, majestic in their sheer scale, included assembling cargoes, inspecting wares, haggling over prices, supervising the construction of ships, observing remote markets, gathering information, and, not least, raising capital.10 As unlikely as it may seem, these banal activities, performed intensively, showed qualitatively new, emergent abilities—early, scattered sparks of the revolution to come.

Traders were surely attracted to Aden by the strong fortifications that provided security for them and their wares, a critical precondition in a world in which a multitude of rulers and strongmen lived off predatory warfare and tribute. But just as attractive were the diversity and density of the city’s market connections. Flourishing trade begot more trade. At the height of the trading season, dhows—narrow wooden boats that had up to three triangular or trapezoidal sails and carried merchandise as well as crews of up to thirty sailors—crowded Aden’s harbor, watched by merchants in their telltale Arab, Persian, Swahili, and Indian dresses and wrangling over goods.11

Aden’s port was a well-oiled machine. Upon arrival, each merchant ship (between seventy and eighty annually during the 1220s) moored just off the coast to be met by mubashshirun (messengers) who, according to Ibn al-Mujāwir, would “ask him [the captain] where he has come from and [the captain] asks them about the town, who the governor is and about the prices of goods.”12 The ship’s clerk would hand the messenger a list of the goods and people on board, and the messenger would take that roster to the governor before informing other traders and relatives of the passengers of the ship’s arrival.13 While the traders could disembark immediately (after having been thoroughly searched for contraband), their goods remained aboard for about three days before being taken to the customs house, painstakingly inspected, and assessed for duties.14

Commercial structures crowded the port, befitting a city single-mindedly dedicated to trade. There was the Dār al-Saʾāda—a wholesale market of imported goods sold for either local consumption or re-export. There was the customs house, the storage rooms, and the merchants’ dwellings, some multistoried wooden structures built from African and Indian wood brought from distant shores on one of the aforesaid ships. The cityscape was dominated by markets, with most things produced and consumed, bought and sold, as commodities, including food and water.15

While most of the records produced by Aden’s merchant community perished through time and neglect, the sources that remain document the names and activities of several hundred merchants—Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, and, possibly, Christian. In the first half of the twelfth century, for example, there was Rāmisht, a fabulously wealthy merchant and shipowner, most likely of Persian heritage, whose family owned at least three large ships that sailed to India and China. Merchants originating from India, such as Tinbu, Buda, and Fatan Swami, sailed their ships to Aden, as did Maʾsud al-Habashi from Africa. There was Abu al-Barakat, who acquired dyestuffs like lac, a resinous substance produced by insects, and textiles, among other things, in India and sold them in Aden or transshipped them up the Red Sea to Cairo along with the goods he bought in Aden, such as “brazilwood, cinnamon, and rhubarb.”16 His counterpart, Abu al-Hasan ʿAli ibn al-Dahhak al-Kufi, operated a quarry outside of town and traded in African slaves. There were Jewish merchants from Cairo, such as Joseph Lebdi and Jekuthiel Abū Yaqub al-Hakīm, who conducted much business at Aden (for example, importing lac), with Lebdi also journeying to India. Then there was Joseph ben Abraham, a local shipowner who traded with family members based in India. Ibn Abī al-Katāʾib and his son ran a family business, with the father staying in Aden while his son accompanied their goods to distant ports. And then there was the powerful Madmun ben Hasan ben Bundar, a shipowner who not only served as superintendent of the port and the customs house but also represented the city’s mercantile community to the local ruler and headed the Jewish community of “the Land of Yemen.”17 Like many merchants in the city, he traded with India: Abraham ben Yijū, his associate on India’s Malabar Coast, sent him pepper, ginger, cardamom, and betel nuts to sell at Aden, receiving in return copper, lead, gold coins, writing paper, sugar, and dates. Some of these traders coordinated their businesses from Aden by working with agents and associates in other ports; others traveled with the goods they sold and bought. These trade missions were often partnerships in which several merchants owned shares.18 By the twelfth century, these capitalists of different creeds and homelands predominantly conversed and corresponded in Arabic, a sort of lingua franca.19

Aden’s great merchants focused on long-distance trade. They exported horses to India but also madder (a red dye), metals, sugar, and, especially, gold currency. They brought Southeast Asian pepper from India to forward it to Cairo and beyond; they shipped ivory and gold from East Africa. Dhows arrived from Gujarat full of textiles. Each merchant traded a range of goods: In one of his letters, Madmun ben Hasan ben Bundar mentions iron, copper, lead, dates, hides, mats, and a carpet. To the best of our knowledge, the merchants focused on certain trade routes. Some traded between Aden and India; others between Aden and the ports of the Red Sea, in particular Cairo, the commercial hub of Egypt. From those cities, other merchants ferried merchandise to the Mediterranean. The Indian Ocean trade, with Aden as its pivot, flowed into these two great channels, but its connections spread much farther, through Swahili traders’ mercantile centers along East Africa’s coast and beyond India to the South China Sea. Remarkably, some merchants in Aden invested in local production of textiles, glass, and, most notably, ships, anticipating by several centuries one of the most crucial developments in the evolution of capital.20

The correspondence of Aden merchants writing to Cairo or India evinces a strikingly familiar day’s work. They carefully monitored supply and demand; they were concerned with transport; they worried about payments and hoped that the investment of their funds would be profitable. For instance, Madmun ben Hasan ben Bundar, writing to Abraham ben Yijū, his business partner on India’s Malabar Coast, confirmed on September 11, 1149, that “[e]verything you sent … arrived.” “As for iron,” he added, “this year it sold [well] in Aden—all kinds of iron—and in the coming year there will also be a good market, because there is none at all left in



























[image: An artwork features a group of Arabic men in turbans sitting on horses and camels. Text in Arabic is above and below the image.]
4. Caravan of Arabic traders: miniature from the intricate maqamat presented in Al-Maqamat al-Hariri.

[image: A map of Asia, Africa, and Europe features a network of routes connecting major cities in southern and eastern Asia, northern Africa, and the entirety of Europe.]
5. The conduits of trade, eleventh to twelfth century.
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6. Nodes of capital in Central Asia: caravansary in Bukhara.


















[image: Two ivory carvings. The carving on the left depicts a musician playing a string instrument and a wind instrument. The carving on the right depicts scenes featuring Jesus and his life.]
7. African tusks travel north: Arab and European ivory carvings. On the left: plaquette, Egypt, eleventh to twelfth century. On the right: left panel of Diptych with Scenes from the Life of Christ, circa 1275–1300.











[image: A paper money features floral motifs, text in Chinese, and an illustration of two strings of coins tied together.]
8. The world’s first paper money, yuan banknote, thirteenth to fourteenth century. The string of coins at the bill’s center indicates its value.










[image: ]
9. The Florentine Bourgeoisie in Bruges: Maria Portinari (Maria Maddalena Baroncelli, born 1456), circa 1470.









[image: A map depicts a trader on a camel and Mansa Musa sitting on a throne and holding an object. Different buildings and texts surround the images.]
10. West African trade networks: Mansa Musa, as pictured in a circa 1370s atlas showing the known world, by Abraham and Jafudà Cresques.









[image: A circular artwork features people selling their wares in a marketplace. A person has brought two enslaved people to the market.]
11. Trade in the Americas: a precolonial Aztec altar depicting a marketplace, including the sale of two enslaved workers, Diego Durán, Historia de las Indias de Nueva España e islas de la tierra firme (1579).
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