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AA commodity appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing.  But its analysis brings out that it is a 
very strange thing, abounding in metaphysical subtleties.@ (Karl Marx, Capital vol 1). 
 
AThrough the expanding commitment to the production of commodities, changes on the level of the world 
market had consequences at the level of household, kin group, community, region and class@ (Eric Wolf, Europe 
and the People without History). 
 
ABy the late nineteenth century...the commodity had taken its privileged place not only as the fundamental 
form of a new industrial economy but also as the fundamental form of a new cultural system...@ (Anne 
McClintock, Imperial Leather). 

 

Goals of the Seminar 
 
The complexity and interconnectedness of the global economy require us to develop analytical 
techniques that extend beyond the “boxes” of the nation-state.   Some scholars have argued that 
this is a new problem, since recent patterns of economic globalization mean that we no longer face a 
situation where nations buy and sell things to each other, but one where multinational companies 
export and import among their own subsidiaries.  In truth, the integration of distant economies 
through various forms of trade and economic domination is not a new phenomenon; the nation-state 
itself, as a political-economic unit and unit of analysis, is only a few centuries old.   Nevertheless, 
recent work in sociology and economics has relied on geographically bounded models and 
researchers of contemporary economy find themselves challenged to develop new concepts to 
encompass activities that cross territorial boundaries.  We have found it necessary to critique, and 
sometimes abandon, traditional notions of community, region and nation-state and to replace these 
Aspaces of place@ with what sociologist Manuel Castells has called Aspaces of flows.@    
 
 The study of commodity chains offers one possible way of solving this problem.  As Jennifer Bair has 
written, “commodity chains are tools that enable one to study the operation of global capitalism 
beyond the territorial confines of the national economy.  [They] permit one to analyze globalization 
in situ, directing our attention to the specific locations where particular production processes occur, 
while illuminating how these locations and activities are connected to each other.”  At the level of 
the economic sector, constructing models of commodity chains helps us to conceptualize webs of 
global connection and allows us to ask questions about which nodes in a chain exercise control over 
others, how profits are distributed among nodes in the chain, and how this is related to monopoly 



and competition.  Some businesses use this kind of research to inform their decisions about 
investment possibilities; it can help states decide evaluate the development prospects of 
participating in particular commodity chains; and it can help social movement actors and activists 
working toward fair trade or expanded labor rights.   At the level of the global economy, studies of 
commodity chains can illuminate the dynamics of capital accumulation and can help chart changes in 
the hierarchical organization of the world economy.  They can tell a story about power that includes 
both producers and consumers and that locates them within culture and political economy.    
 
There are several relatively new schools of thought which take commodity chains as their unit of 
analysis (most notably the “global commodity chains” and “global value chains” approaches).  This 
course will consider those approaches, but will take a much broader view of the role that the study of 
commodities can play in social science research.  We will start by looking at the role attributed to 
commodities by Adam Smith, Karl Marx and Karl Polanyi.  Then we will consider the important part 
that commodities played in the “development debates” of the post-WWII period.  In doing so, we will 
explore the role of commodity extraction and trade in colonial economies, mid-20th century 
development projects, and contemporary economic relations of globalization.   Then we will turn to a 
series of case studies of commodities that use them as a lens to engage some of the most important 
topics for development theory: enclave economies, class transformation, trade rules, “private global 
regulation” through international standards, hegemonic transformation, and counter-hegemonic 
social movements.  A major course goal is to examine the various theories and methodologies used in 
commodity chain studies.  As we read key studies we will pay attention to research design, logic of 
inquiry, and argumentation.  This will help all of us to build critical reading skills, but should also prove 
useful to students who are planning to use commodity chain analysis in their own research.   
 
 

Books 
 
The following books can be purchased at Rainbow Books, 426 W. Gilman St. 
 

1. McMichael, Philip, Development and Social Change: A Global Perspective. 4th ed., 2007. 
2. Striffler, Steve, and David Moberg, Banana Wars: Power, Production and History in the 

Americas, 2003 
3. Paige, Jeffery, Coffee & Power: Revolution and the Rise of Democracy in Central America, 1998. 
4. John Talbot, Grounds for Agreement: The Political Economy of the Coffee Commodity Chain, 

2004. 
5. Freidberg, Susanne, French Beans and Food Scares: Culture and Commerce in an Anxious Age, 

2004. 
6. Daniel Jaffee, Brewing Justice: Fair Trade Coffee, Sustainability and Survival.   2007. 

 
Additional articles will be available on electronic reserve.     
 
 

Course Requirements:  
 
Attendance and Participation:  Attendance is required.  Attendance and participation (which includes 
posting responses to readings and presenting your final project during one of the last two weeks of 
class) will contribute 20% of the course grade.   
 



Final paper: The paper should use a particular theoretical framework to explore a sociological 
question related to a specific commodity.  In developing your paper, you should provide a 
comprehensive overview of the commodity’s “chain,” from production to consumption, but your 
analysis may focus on 1-2 nodes.   The case can be historical or contemporary.  You should choose a 
commodity chain that crosses national boundaries if at all possible.   Your paper should establish a 
strong thesis in its opening paragraphs and the body of the paper should contain evidence to support 
that thesis.  The paper can be based on published accounts, but Bev Phillips is available to help you 
find data from non-traditional sources that may enhance your argument.   (We will meet with her as a 
group on September 29th).    
 
 Paper proposal—Due October 6.  The proposal should include the following information: What 
commodity will you focus on?  What “nodes” of the commodity chain do you plan to study?   How is 
this commodity involved in processes of globalization or development?  What Is your provisional 
thesis about this commodity chain?  What are some of the sources will you use?   
 
Rough draft/outline—Due December 1.  Your choice of draft or outline format.    
 
Completed paper: December 18.   
 

 

 COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
Sep 8  Introduction to course 
 
 
Part I  Looking at Commodities Theoretically: Their Role in Classical Political Economy and 

Development Theory 
 
Sep 15  What is a Commodity? 

 Adam Smith, AOf the Real and Nominal Price in Commodities...@  
 Karl Marx, AThe Commodity@  
 Karl Polanyi, “The Self-Regulating Market and the Fictitious Commodities” 

   
Sep 22  Commodities in Development Theory I: From Rostow to the Dependency Debates 

 Walter Rostow, pp. 4-16 of The Stages of Economic Growth 

 Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto, “Comprehensive Analysis of 
 Development”  

 Cristobal Kay, “Reformist and Marxist Approaches to Dependency”  
 
Sep 29  Commodities in Development Theory II: World Systems Theory and Unequal 

Exchange 

 Immanuel Wallerstein, “Dutch Hegemony in the World Economy”   

 Immanuel Wallerstein, “Dependency in an Interdependent World” 

 Stephen Bunker, “Modes of Extraction, Unequal Exchange and the 
 Progressive Underdevelopment of the Extreme Periphery” 
 

 
 



Part II:  Looking at Commodities Historically     
  
Oct 6  Commodities and Colonialism 

 Abu-Lughod, Janet, introduction to Before European Hegemony 

 Eric Wolf, AThe Movement of Commodities@  
 Philip McMichael, Development & Social Change, pp. 25-45 

 Terence Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein, ACommodity Chains in the  
 Capitalist World Economy Prior to 1800"  

   Paper Proposal Due 
 
Oct 13  Commodities in the Development Project 

 Gilbert Rist, “The Invention of Development” 

 McMichael, pp. 46-54 and ch. 3 

 Harriet Friedmann, AThe Political Economy of Food: The Rise and Fall of the 
 Postwar International Food Order@ 

   
Oct 20  Commodities and the Globalization Project 

 McMichael, chs.  4-8  

 Bair, Jennifer, “Global Capitalism and Commodity Chains” 
 

 
Part III:  Case Studies of Commodities 
   
Oct 27  Enclave Economies  

 Steve Striffler and David Moberg, eds. Banana Wars 
 

Nov 3  Commodities and Class Transformation  

 Jeffery Paige, Coffee and Power 
 

Nov 10  Regulation of Commodities I: Global Trade  

 John Talbot, Grounds for Agreement 

 Stefano Ponte, “The ‘Latte Revolution’? Regulation, Markets and 
 Consumption in the Global Coffee Chain” 

 
Nov 17  Regulation of Commodities 2: Standards and Rules 

 Susanne Friedberg,  French Beans and Food Scares: Culture and Commerce in an 
   Anxious Age 
 
Nov 24  Commodities and Struggles for Global Hegemony 

 Stephen Bunker and Paul Ciccantell, Globalization and the Race for Resources, 
 chs. 1, 3 and 4 
 

Dec 1  Commodity Counter-movements 

 Jaffee, Daniel, Brewing Justice: Fair Trade Coffee, Sustainability and Survival 
   Draft Paper or Outline Due 
 
Dec 8, 15  Final Paper Presentations   
   


