Origins of Economic Systems

Origins of Economic Systems
An overview of how different economic arrangements emerged and evolved

1. Why Study Economic System Origins?

e Explain the “why” behind today’s markets, command economies, and hybrids.

¢ Identify the social, technological, and environmental forces that shaped early
production, exchange, and distribution.

e Provide a framework for comparing modern economies and anticipating future shifts.

2. Pre?Historical Foundations

Period Key Characteristics Economic Mechanisms Drivers
Hunter?Gatherer _ Reciprocal sharing, gift? )
o Small, mobile bands; Survival, seasonal
Societies (? 2?M?-? giving, barter of rare L
no surplus ) resource availability
107?k?BCE) items

) . Redistribution of stored = Domestication of
Early Agriculture (? Sedentary villages,

_ food; proto?markets for  plants/animals,
10?k?-?5?k?BCE)  grain storage

tools & pottery population growth
Village & Tribal Clan?based Barter, tribute, early Social cohesion,
Economies (? 5?k?— production, communal specialization (e.qg., emergence of
?2?k?BCE) land pottery, metalwork) leadership structures

Take?away: The first “economic systems” were socially embedded—production and exchange

were governed by kinship, ritual, and necessity rather than formal rules.

3. Classical Antiquity (? 2?k?BCE?-?5?CE)

Civilization Institutional Innovations Core Economic Features

Temple?based warehouses, early State?controlled grain distribution; market

Mesopotamia )
accounting tablets for luxury goods
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Civilization Institutional Innovations Core Economic Features

) Centralized bureaucracy, corvée Planned agriculture, tax in kind, limited
Ancient Egypt

labor private trade
Greek City? ) _ Private ownership, price?determined
Agora (public market), coinage
States exchange, early merchant class
_ Legal codification of contracts, Integrated market across the
Roman Empire _
road network Mediterranean, slavery as labor base

Key Insight: Legal and infrastructural tools (e.g., property rights, standardized currency)
enabled larger?scale trade and the first recognizable market mechanisms.

4. Medieval Transformations (? 5?CE?-?15?CE)

1. Feudalism (Western Europe)

o Structure: Lords own land; serfs provide labor in exchange for protection.

o Economic Logic: Mutual obligations, limited market exchange; surplus primarily for
the aristocracy.

o Origins: Collapse of centralized Roman authority, need for local security.

2. Islamic Golden Age

o Institutions: Caravan trade routes, waqf (endowment) system, sophisticated banking
(sakk).

o Impact: Cross?regional markets linking Europe, Africa, and Asia; early credit
instruments.

3. East Asian Commercialization

o China (Tang & Song dynasties): Paper money, state?run granaries, guilds.
o Japan (Heian period): Land tax reforms, emergence of merchant class (ch?nin).

Take?away: Decentralized political authority (feudal lords, city?states) coexisted with
expanding commercial networks, laying groundwork for market?oriented economies.
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5. Early Modern Era (? 15?CE?-?18?CE)

Development Economic Consequence

Age of Exploration (15
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