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Beckert, S. (2014). Empire of cotton: A global history. 
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Every year in Virginia, many teachers instruct students that capitalism is a system in which 
government stays out of the way. The author of this review, being a former high school teacher in 
Virginia, taught this very concept. Nevertheless, Sven Beckert tells a different story in his book Empire 
of Cotton: A Global History. Beckert argues that not only was the state involved in the development of 
capitalism, but also “the needs of nation-states were not conflicting”, meaning that in many instances 
capitalism intertwined with goals of the state (p. xxi) He uses a commodity, cotton, as a centerpiece 
to exemplify his point. From the onset, the reader may think they are embarking on a history of 
cotton, but that is not Beckert’s goal. His goal is to tell the story of capitalism, by focusing on a topic 
that everyone knows something about: cotton.

Beckert begins his book by discussing cotton’s presence in South America a “half of millennium 
ago” in small villages in “what is today called Mexico” (p. 3). By starting the story this early, he not 
only shows that “cotton had a long history”, but he also shows that so did capitalism (p. xx). Next, 
Beckert addresses Christopher Columbus’ landing in 1492; Columbus’ landing was a major event 
that “recast global connections” and made way for the global rise of capitalism (p. 31). It is after 
making this point that Beckert is able to get to the meat of his story.

From the landing of Columbus, Beckert progresses, arguably quickly, through roughly four 
hundred years of history. Throughout the four hundred years, he describes the different phases of 
capitalism, and how different nations experienced it. Although this is a daunting task, Beckert does 
well in this endeavor and describes how major events, such as the American Civil War, affected 
capitalism (p. 242-273). By looking at world changing events such as wars, Beckert is able to 
capitalize on exemplifying how capitalism had global connections. By emphasizing how major events 
had worldwide ramifications, he is successful in the pursuit of constructing a global history.

As Beckert reaches into the nineteenth and twentieth century, he supports his argument 
of state involvement in capitalism even more by discussing how when individuals from different 
countries attempted to enter the global world of cotton, “they learned about the importance of strong 
states to industrialization” (p. 412). Although this point is not direct, it strengthens Beckert’s argument 
by showing that although many argue capitalism is a system in which government should stay out 
of the way, a strong state is practically a prerequisite for entering the industrial realm. As Beckert 
concludes, he reminds the reader that even into the twentieth century, “the trajectory of the empire of 
cotton converged more and more with the goals of state-led development” (p. 436).

Beckert thoroughly researched this work, which is evident by examining his notes at the end 

Para citar este artículo: Mullins Jr., R. D. (2016). [Reseña del libro Empire of cotton: A global 
history, de S. Beckert]. Panta Rei. Revista Digital de Ciencia y Didáctica de la Historia, 159-160. 
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of the book. However, the choice of having the notes at the end can be laborious when the reader 
wants to reference one of his notes, as it requires constantly flipping to the back of the book. It would 
be helpful to have notes within the page for a quick reference, which would provide a smoother read. 

Aside from arrangement issues, Beckert makes a statement that could have used more 
clarification. While describing how America was different from the rest of the world, he discusses 
that America was the only colonial ruler “which had made cotton-growing territories available by 
removing the native people who had dwelled on those lands for centuries” (p. 359). Here it would 
have been helpful if Beckert could have added more context to this statement. One could argue 
that the precedent of taking native lands for business endeavors started with Spanish and English 
colonization. Although Beckert specifies he is talking about cotton, the way in which he argues this 
point makes it appear as if America set the precedent for taking native lands for business endeavors.

Sven Beckert successfully conquered the task of writing a thorough history of capitalism. His 
choice to focus on a commodity, rather than on individuals, offer a unique and intriguing story to those 
interested in economic history or the history of capitalism. His story is best suited for the professional 
historian, but would also be something of interest to the economist or possibly even the political 
philosopher due to his focus on state affairs. Beckert reminds the reader through his narrative of a 
truth that is present even today; “a world that seems stable and permanent in one moment can be 
radically transformed in the next” (p. 443).

Ricky D. Mullins Jr.
History and Social Studies Education at Virginia Tech (Blacksburg, VA. USA)



Panta Rei

PANTA REI es una revista digital de investigación orientada a la Historia y otras ciencias 
afines. Su principal objetivo es la transmisión del conocimiento científico, dando una oportunidad 
también a los jóvenes investigadores que quieren abrirse camino en el estudio de las ciencias 
humanas y sociales. Se compone de estudios originales relacionados con la disciplina histórica así 
como su didáctica y difusión. Las diferentes secciones que componen la revista son: artículos de 
investigación, entrevistas a profesionales, recensiones de monografías de actualidad y crónicas de 
congresos o eventos científicos relevantes. 

Todos los artículos publicados son objeto de un proceso de revisión a cargo de un mínimo de 
dos evaluadores, que se consideran expertos en el ámbito temático del artículo propuesto. Nuestro 
deseo es poder ofrecer unos contenidos rigurosos, de calidad y de interés.

El CEPOAT (Centro de Estudios del Próximo Oriente y la Antigüedad Tardía de la Universidad 
de Murcia) es la institución encargada de la coordinación y gestión de la revista, desde donde 
anualmente se lanzará la convocatoria para aquellos que estén interesados en publicar sus trabajos, 
siempre relacionados con la Historia, Arqueología, Historia del Arte, Didáctica de las Ciencias 
Sociales, etc.

PANTA REI is a digital journal focused on History and other sciences related to it. Its main 
objective is the transmission of scientific knowledge by giving also an opportunity to young researchers 
who want to make their way in the study of human and social sciences. It is composed by original 
studies related to History, as well as its didactics and promotion. The different sections of this journal 
are: research articles, interviews to professionals, recensions on monographs about current issues 
and reports about congresses or relevant scientific events. 

All the articles published are subject to a revision process carried out by a minimum of two 
reviewers who are considered to be experts in the field of the article proposed. Our wish is to offer 
rigorous contents with quality and being of interest to the reader.

CEPOAT (Centre of Studies of the Middle East and Late Antiquity of the University of Murcia) 
is the institution in charge of the coordination and management of this journal. This is the centre from 
where the call for papers will be launched for all the people interested in publishing their papers, 
always related to History, Archeology, Art History, Didactics of the Social Sciences, etc.



Normas de Publicación

El autor se compromete a enviar trabajos originales, que no se encuentren publicados en 
otras revistas ni en otros idiomas. Así mismo, el mismo artículo no podrá ser presentado en otras 
revistas mientras dure el proceso de evaluación.

Envío y presentación de originales

Los artículos se enviarán exclusivamente a través del correo electrónico a la dirección 
pantarei@um.es. Los textos serán enviados en formato DOC y las imágenes en formato JPEG 
o TIFF, y con un tamaño mínimo de 2000 px. Éstas no aparecerán incorporadas en el texto, sino 
enviadas en archivo aparte y correctamente numeradas según su posición en el texto. Junto al 
trabajo, se rellenará y enviará un documento aparte en el que se especifiquen los datos del autor 
siguiendo el modelo disponible en la página Web de la revista.

Para la redacción de los trabajos se tendrá en cuenta el Manual de la American Psychological 
Association, en su sexta edición. La extensión máxima de los trabajos será de 30 páginas. La 
tipografía será Arial 11, con interlineado sencillo y sin espacio alguno entre párrafos. El texto deberá 
ir justificado a ambos márgenes y sin sangría en los primeros párrafos. Los márgenes serán de 
2,50 cm. En los casos en los que fuera necesario incorporar notas, éstas irán a pie de página, 
enumeradas consecutivamente, con tipografía Arial 10, interlineado sencillo y justificadas a ambos 
márgenes.

Una información más detallada se encuentra disponible en la página http://www.um.es/cepoat/
pantarei.

Proceso de valoración y evaluación

Una vez recibidos los trabajos, la Revista realizará una primera valoración. Si el trabajo 
enviado se ajusta a las normas de presentación propuestas, la temática es coincidente con la línea 
editorial de la revista y posee la calidad científica necesaria, será remitido al consejo asesor para 
una primera evaluación. Si no es así en este primer paso se puede rechazar directamente los 
documentos que incumplan claramente la línea editorial.

Será el Consejo Asesor quien indique a la revista la originalidad, relevancia, estructura, 
redacción, aparato bibliográfico, etc. del trabajo enviado y, para ello, se designará a dos revisores 
expertos externos que evaluarán cada uno de los trabajos, que pueden formar parte (o no) de 
este Consejo Asesor. La selección de los revisores se ajustará a la temática y características 
metodológicas del trabajo. El nombre y filiación de los autores serán eliminados del trabajo para su 
revisión, así como los revisores actuarán de manera anónima y confidencial.

Los revisores deberán rellenar un informe de evaluación que centrará su atención en aspectos 
tales como características formales, originalidad y novedad de los trabajos, relevancia de las 
propuestas y los resultados, calidad metodológica y validez científica.

Una vez terminado el proceso se decidirá la aceptación o no de los mismos y su publicación 
en el número que sea pertinente, así como las modificaciones susceptibles de ser realizadas para 
su final publicación. Dicha notificación se enviará únicamente por correo electrónico, en un plazo 
máximo de seis meses.



Publishing rules

The author is committed to submit original papers not having been published in other reviews 
or in other languages. In this way, it is not allowed for the same paper to be presented in other 
reviews during the evaluation process.

Submission and presentation of originals

The articles will be exclusively submitted by email to pantarei@um.es. The texts will be 
submitted in DOC format and the images in JPEG or TIFF format, and with a minimum size of 2000 
px. Images will not be integrated in the text but sent in another file and properly numbered according 
to their position in the text. Attached to the paper, a document will be filled out and sent where the 
author’s data will be specified following the model available on the website.

The sixth edition of the Manual of the American Psychological Association will be taken into 
account for the writing of the papers. The length of the papers must not exceed 30 pages. Typography 
will be Arial 11, with simple line spacing and no space between paragraphs. The text must be justified 
on both margins without indentation in the first paragraphs. Margins size will be 2.50 cm. Where it 
could be necessary the incorporation of notes, they will be at the bottom of the page, consecutively 
numbered with typography Arial 10, simple line spacing and justified on both margins. 

More detailed information is available on the website: http://www.um.es/cepoat/pantarei.

Examination and assessment process

The Journal will submit the papers to a first examination once received. If the paper follows 
the presentation guidelines, the subject agrees with the editorial line of this journal, and possess 
the scientific quality required, it will be sent to the advisory council for a first assessment. If not, the 
documents which clearly fail to complete the editorial line may be rejected straightaway in this first 
step. 

The Advisory Council will indicate the originality, relevance, structure, writing, bibliography, etc. 
of the text to the journal; for this purpose, two outside experts will be designated to review the papers; 
these experts can be (or not) part of this Advisory Council. The selection of the experts will adjust to 
the subject and methodological characteristics of the paper. Name and affiliation of the author will 
be eliminated from the text for its review, in this way experts will act anonymously and confidentially. 

The experts will fill out an assessment report which will focus on aspects such as formal 
characteristics, originality and novelty of the papers, relevance and results of the proposal, 
methodological quality and scientific validity.

Once the process is finished, the acceptance or not of the papers and its publication in the 
corresponding edition will be decided, as well as the modifications that may be done for its final 
publication. This notification will be sent by email within 6 months maximum.
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