
Economics and Ethics (ECON 300) 

Tuesday/Thursday 3:30-4:45 in Roop 213 

  

  

Instructor: John Robinson (robinsja@jmu.edu) 

  

Office Hours: Wednesday 1:30-4:30 and Friday 8:30-11:30 in Zane Showker 420 

  

Course Objective: In this course, we will examine the relationship between economics and 

ethics. Many economics textbooks portray economics as a positive, value-free science, while 

other scholars argue that the two disciplines are closely intertwined. This course examines 

the historical connection between ethical thinking and economic reasoning and explores 

how ethical considerations enter into economic analysis. Utility is the dominant metric by 

which we measure economic outcomes today, and this course investigates both foundations 

of that norm as well as its consequences. It examines some of the fundamental economic 

concepts such as rationality, welfare, property, value, and the distribution of resources, and 

suggests that economists inevitably make ethical judgments, and take into account others’ 

ethical beliefs, when doing economic science. 

  

Attendance: Not required, but missing class will affect your participation grade. 

  

Electronics: All laptops, phones, etc. are strictly prohibited. Students caught using a 

contraband device will have 5 points deducted from their overall grade. I will not 

necessarily interrupt the class discussion to ask you to put away your device. 

  

Academic Honesty and Integrity: All students are expected to comply with JMU policy 

about academic integrity and honesty at all times. I take this very seriously, as should you. 

Penalties for honor code violations include a grade of “F” assigned for the course. No 

exceptions. (http://www.jmu.edu/academicintegrity/) 

  

Disabilities notice:  If you have not already done so, you will need to register with the Office 

of Disability Services, Student Success Center, First Floor, Suite 1202, 568-6705, and 

provide me with an Access Plan letter outlining your accommodations. Accommodations 

will be made for students with disabilities in accordance with JMU policy 

http://www.jmu.edu/JMUpolicy/1331.shtml 

  

Inclement weather policy: During inclement weather, be aware of closure notice directly 

from the university or by checking the university web page. If class is cancelled for another 

reason, I will send an announcement. http://www.jmu.edu/JMUpolicy/1309.shtml 

  

Religious observance accommodation: Notify me as early as possible before the add/drop 

deadline if you expect to need accommodation for religious observance or engagement of 
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great personal importance that will cause you to miss instructional or testing time. We will 

discuss the appropriate accommodation at that time. 

  

Required texts: 

All your reading material is either available online or will be handed out in class. We will 

be reading significant portions of a few books – you are welcome to purchase these if you 

wish, but are under no requirement to do so. 

  

Grades: Your grade consists of Papers (400 points), Participation (200 points), and a Final 

Exam (200 points). Your grade in this class will be based on a point system: 

[A ≥ 720; 720 > B ≥ 640; 640 > C ≥ 560; 560 > D ≥ 480; 480 > F] 

  

Price of Admission (PoA) Papers: At the beginning of the semester, I will divide the class 

into two groups, A and B, which will determine your assignments for each day. On every 

Tuesday (beginning September 5th), students in group A must turn in a 1-2 page critical 

response on the day’s assigned reading. Students in group B must do the same on 

Thursdays. Do not summarize. Your commentary should highlight content in the readings 

you found insightful, confusing, thought provoking, or even ridiculous. 

  

No exceptions, no extensions. No paper results in a zero for that week. I will grade the 

papers on both content and composition. Each paper is worth a possible 40 points. 

  

We will begin class with a selection of these paper (selected randomly) to be read aloud to 

get the discussion started, so write to your classmates, not only to me. 

  

In-Class Seminar: I will begin the semester with a series of lectures, transition into a few 

in-class discussions, and finally begin taking a secondary role in your class seminar. Once 

the seminar portion of the course begins, I expect to keep my own speaking to a minimum. 

  

Group B will be discussants on Tuesdays and Group A on Thursdays. In the absence of a 

seminar table, discussants will sit in the first two rows of the classroom. You may earn 

participation points as a discussant in the following ways: 

  

1)    physical and intellectual presence 

2)    quality of your comments or questions 

3)    quantity of your contributions (neither too many nor too few) 

4)    respectful behavior toward your classmates 

  

This means that on any given day of the semester, you will earn either points for your 

paper or points toward participation. However, I will also grade non-discussants on rule 

number 4, and will subtract points from their participation grade for violations. I expect 



that each student will be a discussant 10 times during the semester, so I plan to grade 

seminar participation out of 20 points (giving your total possible 200 participation points). 

  

I will moderate the discussion with as little interference as possible. Non-discussants for 

the day may contribute, but I will place them on a separate and secondary queue. 

 

Podcasts: In addition to your reading assignments, you will see that there are podcasts 

assigned for each week of the semester. Sometimes these relate directly to the readings, 

and other times they are only “in the ballpark.” The podcasts are about an hour long each 

and I strongly encourage you to find a way to listen to these while engaged in some other 

activity: while at the gym, while in transit, while you play video games… etc., so long as 

you can still effectively pay attention. Commentary on the podcasts is fair game for your 

PoA papers, but not to the exclusion of the readings. I also may give you opportunities to 

submit responses to the podcasts on Canvas for extra credit. 

  

Final Exam: The final exam will be take-home. It will be cumulative and will consist of 

essay questions related to the readings and the discussion throughout the semester. As a 

bonus, if I write a final-exam question based on one of your PoA papers, you will receive 

automatic full credit for the question. It is due on Thursday, December 14th at 11:59pm. 

  

Tentative Schedule: The assignments that follow may be modified at any time by the course 

instructor, with a minimum of 48 hours-notice. Changes will be announced in class as well 

as on Canvas. 

  

*Optional Readings 

  

I expect you to have read all the assigned readings before we meet. 

  

Unit I: Philosophy and Economics (Weeks 1-3) 

  

1.   August 29: Introduction and Philosophy of Science 

Hausman – “The Philosophy of Economics: An Anthology” Introduction (on Canvas) [35] 

 Podcast - Doug Lemov on Teaching 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2013/12/doug_lemov_on_t.html  

  

2.   August 31: The Methodology of Economics 

Mill – “On the Definition of Political Economy; and on the Method of Investigation Proper 

To It” [15] 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Mill/mlUQP5.html 

Backhouse & Medema – On the Definition of Economics [15] 

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.23.1.221 
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3.   September 5: The Methodology of Economics 

Weber – Excerpts from The Methodology of the Social Sciences (on Canvas) [13] 

Robbins – Excerpts from An Essay on the Nature and Significance of Economic Science (on 

Canvas) [20] 

 Podcast - Rosenberg on the Nature of Economics 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2011/09/rosenberg_on_th.html  

  

4.   September 7: The Methodology of Economics 

Schumpeter – Science and Ideology [18] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/1812737 

  

5.   September 12: Positive Economics 

Friedman – The Methodology of Positive Economics (on Canvas) [33] 

 Podcast - Derman on Theories, Models, and Science 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2012/03/derman_on_theor.html  

  

6.   September 14: Economics and Knowledge 

Hayek – The Facts of the Social Sciences [13] 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2989047 

Caldwell – A Critique of Friedman’s Methodological Instrumentalism [10] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/1057529 

  

Unit II: Our Smithian Interlude (Weeks 4-5) 

 

7. September 19: Theory of Moral Sentiments 

Smith - “The Theory of Moral Sentiments” Part 1, Section 1 [17] 

 Podcast - Klein on The Theory of Moral Sentiments 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2009/05/klein_on_the_th_5.html  

 *Recommended… the previous 5 Econtalk Episodes with Dan Klein on TMS! 

 

8. September 21: Theory of Moral Sentiments 

Smith - “The Theory of Moral Sentiments” Part 6, Sections 1, 2, and 3  [55] 

 

9. September 26: Theory of Moral Sentiments 

Smith - “The Theory of Moral Sentiments” Part 7  [80] 

Podcast - Otteson on Adam Smith 

http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2011/06/otteson_on_adam.html  

 

10. September 28: The Adam Smith Problem 

Otteson - The Recurring “Adam Smith Problem” [20] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/27744839  
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Unit II: Perspectives on Ethics and Economics (Weeks 6-7) 

 

11. October 3: Economics and Ethics 

Hausman and McPherson – “The Philosophical Foundations of Mainstream Normative 

Economics” (on Canvas) [22] 

Stigler – Economics or Ethics? [30] 

http://tannerlectures.utah.edu/_documents/a-to-z/s/stigler81.pdf  

 Podcast - Munger on Slavery and Racism 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2016/08/munger_on_slave.html  

 

12. October 5: Utilitarianism and Economics 

Harsanyi – Utilities, Preferences, and Substantive Goods [15] 

http://www1.cmc.edu/pages/faculty/MONeill/math188/papers/harsanyi1.pdf  

 

13. October 10: Virtue Ethics and Economics 

Bruni & Sugden – Reclaiming Virtue Ethics for Economists [20] 

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.27.4.141 

*Schliesser – The Separation of Economics from Virtue: A Historical-Conceptual 

Introduction [15] 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2605425 

 

14. October 12: Adam Smith and Virtue Ethics 

McCloskey – Adam Smith, the Last of the Former Virtue Ethicists [35] 

http://www.dl.icdst.org/pdfs/files/1d9cfae918b8b3772c07d59e96c26c38.pdf  

*Van Staveren – Beyond Utilitarianism and Deontology: Ethics in Economics (on Canvas) 

 

Unit III: Major Themes in Economics and Ethics (Weeks 8-10) 

 

15. October 17: Rationality 

Hausman & McPherson – “Economic Analysis, Moral Philosophy, and Public Policy” 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 (on Canvas) [50] 

 Podcast - Vernon Smith on Rationality in Economics 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2008/03/vernon_smith_on_1.html  

  

16. October 19: Rationality 

Sen – Rational Fools: A Critique of the Behavioral Foundations of Economic Theory [25] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2264946 

*Vanberg – The Rationality Postulate in Economics: Its Ambiguity, its deficiency, and its 

evolutionary alternative [20] 

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/68ba/f4ee3337ed7ee7d6b79aad4f3752193fcc99.pdf 
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17. October 24: Welfare 

Hicks – The Foundations of Welfare Economics [17] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2225023  

Hausman & McPherson – “Economic Analysis, Moral Philosophy, and Public Policy” 

Chapters 7 and 8 (on Canvas) [35] 

 Podcast - Richard Epstein on Happiness, Inequality, and Envy 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2008/11/richard_epstein.html  

 

18. October 26: Preferences 

Cowen – The Scope and Limits of Preference Sovereignty [15] 

http://www.gmu.edu/centers/publicchoice/faculty%20pages/Tyler/preferencesovereignty.PD

F  

  

19. October 31: Property 

Coase – Excerpts from The Problem of Social Cost [20] 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/724810  

Demsetz – Toward a Theory of Property Rights [13] 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1821637 

 Podcast - Terry Anderson on the Environment and Property Rights 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2014/08/terry_anderson.html  

 

20. November 2: Property 

Roth - Repugnance as a Constraint on Markets [20] 

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.21.3.37  

Cherry – “Kidney for Sale by Owner: Human Organs, Transplantation, and the Market” 

Chapter 1 [17] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2tt3tk  

*Explore http://www.organreform.org/ 

 *Bonus Podcast - Alvin Roth on Matching Markets 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2015/07/alvin_roth_on_m.html  

 

Unit III: Applied Economics and Ethics (Weeks 11-14) 

  

21. November 7: Exchange 

Sandel – What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Markets [35] 

http://tannerlectures.utah.edu/_documents/a-to-z/s/sandel00.pdf 

 Podcast - Tina Rosenberg on the Kidney Market in Iran 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2015/09/tina_rosenberg.html  
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22. November 9: Interest 

Persky - Retrospectives: From Usury to Interest 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/30033709  

Dante - Inferno, Canto 17 

http://www.anselm.edu/homepage/dbanach/dante/chap17.html  

*Aquinas - Summa, Second Part of the Second Part, Question 78 

http://www.newadvent.org/summa/3078.htm  

 

23. November 14: The Environment 

Schelling – Intergenerational and International Discounting [6] 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/0272-4332.206076/epdf  

Broom – The Ethics of Climate Change [5] 

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~sfop0060/pdf/The%20ethics%20of%20climate%20change.pdf 

*Parfit’s Repugnant Conclusion 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/repugnant-conclusion/  

 Podcast - Matt Ridley on Climate Change 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2015/06/matt_ridley_on.html  

 

24. November 16: The Environment 

Hausman and McPherson – Chapter 15 [14] 

  

25. November 28: Distribution and Inequality 

Nozick – Distributive Justice [80] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2264891 

 

26. November 30: Distribution and Inequality 

Sen - Equality of What? [25] 

http://www.ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Sen-1979_Equality-of-What.pdf  

 

27. December 5: Paternalism 

Sunstein – “Why Nudge: The Politics of Libertarian Paternalism” Introduction [23] 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/j.ctt5vm0nr.3.pdf  

Leonard – Review of Nudge [4] 

https://blog.nus.edu.sg/henrylim/files/2015/04/Leonard_Review-Nudge-1z2qpyn.pdf 

 Podcast - Richard Thaler on Libertarian Paternalism 

 http://www.econtalk.org/archives/2006/11/richard_thaler_1.html  

 

28. December 7: Paternalism 

Saint-Paul – Excerpts from “The Tyranny of Utility” 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7swnb 
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