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Professor Peter Boettke 
Econ 676/Spring 2015 

Monday 
4:30-7:10 

Enterprise 318 
 

Comparative Political Economy 
-Spring 2015- 

 
I have decided to teach this class in a slightly different manner than in the past and 
this will be reflected in the course readings.  I have decided to make use of the 
sustained output of previous students and colleagues from our program who have 
taken the conceptual ideas we will be talking about and developed their own 
progressive research program in political economy.  In making this decision, I have 
turned away from many of the journal articles in the field that you will need to 
familiarize yourself with if you hope to contribute to this literature.   But I am of the 
opinion that it will be helpful for you to have a firm conceptual foundation in 
comparative historical political economy as practiced here at GMU before your 
critical engagement with that literature.  We will see by your productivity as 
researchers over the next decade whether that was a wise choice or a foolish one on 
my part. 
 
The conceptual framework we will be working with is a composite of the 
contributions of the Austrian School, the Virginia School, and the New Institutional 
School of economics.  I will try to minimize the overlap in reading between what you 
have read in the other classes in the Institutions/Development sequence, but these 
readings and our discussion will be quite consistent with the dialogue represented 
in those classes, and with the relevant literature in the field. 
 
The core theme of the way I will teach this class comes from James Buchanan’s 
mission statement when he initiated the Thomas Jefferson Center for Studies in 
Political Economy at UVA in the late 1950s.  As Buchanan put it, we will: 
  

“strive to carry on the honorable tradition of ‘political economy’ – the 
study of what makes for a ‘good society’.  Political economists stress 
the technical economic principles that one must understand in order 
to assess alternative arrangements for promoting peaceful 
cooperation and productive specialization among free men.  Yet 
political economists go further and frankly try to bring out into the 
open the philosophical issues that necessarily underlie all discussions 
of the appropriate functions of government and all proposed 
economic policy measures.” 

 
Technical economic principles, comparative institutional analysis, and social and 
political philosophy work together to assess the appropriate functions of 
government and economic policy measures.  Buchanan in another classic essay 



 2 

summed up his position as “Positive Economics, Welfare Economics and Political 
Economy,” JL&E (1959)  Critical to this exercise will be an emphasis on the “rule 
level” or “constitutional level” of analysis.  In another context, Buchanan explained 
that: “Appropriately thorough analysis should include an examination of the 
institutional structure itself in a predictive explanatory sense. The economist should 
not be content with postulating models and then working within such models. His 
task includes the derivation of the institutional order itself from the set of 
elementary behavioral hypotheses with which he commences. In this manner, 
genuine institutional economics becomes a significant and an important part of 
fundamental economic theory.” (The Demand and Supply of Public Goods, 1968, 5). 
 
To reiterate the basic technical economic principles that one must understand you 
are asked to read: 
 
Heyne, Boettke and Prychitko, The Economic Way of Thinking, 13th edition. Prentice 
Hall, 2014. [EWOT] 
 
And to begin to see how to assess alternative institutional arrangements you are 
required to read from: 
 
Kasper, Streit, and Boettke, Institutional Economics: Property, Competition, Politics, 
2nd Edition. Edward Elgar, 2012. [IE] 
 
Boettke, Calculation & Coordination, Routledge, 2002. [C&C] 
 
I will be giving a test on our first class meeting that will be based on these books.  It 
is not a filter to weed out students, but instead to establish a baseline in our effort to 
learn how to engage in comparative institutional analysis.  If you perform poorly, it 
will tell that you must return to basics and pay more attention to your 
understanding of the elementary principles of economics and how they are 
consistently and persistently applied to assess alternative institutional 
arrangements.  My focus is not to stump you, nor is it to humiliate you as advanced 
students of economics by exposing weaknesses in elementary understanding of the 
principles of our discipline, it is instead, for the sole purpose of establishing a 
baseline similar to the way you would establish a baseline before starting a serious 
fitness plan for the next 3-4 months.   
 
We need to return again and again to elementary principles in the economic way of 
thinking from my perspective to be able to grasp the answers to problems that 
plague the developing and transitioning world, and even the problems that plague 
the advanced economies of the democratic west.  A theme I hope to persuade you of 
is that in both the science of economics and the art of political economy simple 
economics is not simple-minded.  In point of fact, what is most needed even in the 
most extraordinary of times is the ordinary economics learned in elementary books 
in the discipline. 
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During the first 6 weeks of the class we will discuss in detail the Nobel lectures of 
Hayek (1974), Buchanan (1986), Coase (1991), North (1993), Vernon Smith (2002), 
and Elinor Ostrom (2009) --- the main developers of the conceptual framework for 
comparative institutional analysis. 
 
These Nobel Prize lectures will be the starting point of each of my lectures for those 
6 weeks and the broader implications of the argument for the topic of comparative 
political economy.  I will also point to supplemental reading from the 3 core books 
mentioned above. 
 
My lectures will constitute 75-80 minutes of each class session and we will critically 
discuss material from the Nobel lectures and other readings.  After break, the class 
will be based on discussion of the relevant topics as guided by your curiosity and 
intellectual interests. 
 
After this conceptual foundation, we will focus our efforts on applied work in 
comparative historical political economy – many of which were first thought of and 
developed in this very class by fellow GMU graduate students and faculty colleagues.  
The idea is for you to see how one practices political economy within the 
paradigmatic blend of Austrian School of Economics, Virginia School of Political 
Economy and New Institutional School of Economics and Political Economy. 
 
The other required works for the class are: 
 
Aligica, P. 2013. Institutional Diversity and Political Economy (Oxford University 
Press).  
 
Coyne, C. 2013. Doing Bad By Doing Good (Stanford University Press).  
 
Leeson, P. 2014. Anarchy Unbound (Cambridge University Press).  
 
Powell, B. 2014. Out of Poverty (Cambridge University Press).  
 
Skarbek, D. 2014. The Social Order of the Underworld (Oxford University Press). 
 

 
Semester Schedule 

 
DATE TOPIC READING 

January 26 Introduction to Comparative 
Political Economy 

*Baseline Test* 

February 2 Peaceful Cooperation and 
Productive Specialization 

Hayek (1974) 
EWOT, chapters 1-8 

IE, chapters 1-2 and Appendix 
“I, Pencil”; 7-8; 13 

C&C, chapters 1; 3; 6-7 
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Feb 9 The Reason of Rules Buchanan (1986) 
EWOT, chapter 9; 11 
IE, chapters 5; 10; 12 
C&C, chapters 4; 8-12 

 
Feb 16 That “Novel” Theory of Adam 

Smith 
Coase (1991) 

EWOT, chapter 10 
IE, chapters 7; 9 
C&C, chapter 5 

 
Feb 23 A Genuine Institutional 

Economics 
North (1993) 

EWOT, chapters 15-16 
IE, chapters 7; 14 

C&C, chapters 13-14 
 

March 2 No Class, TTU No Class, TTU 
March 9 No Class, TTU & Spring Break No Class, TTU & Spring Break 

March 16 Rationality in Economics Smith (2002) 
EWOT, chapters 5-8 

IE, chapters 3-5 
C&C, chapter 2 

 
March 23 Cooperation without Command Ostrom (2009) 

EWOT, chapters 2; 10; 15-16 
IE, chapters 4-5; 10; 12; 14 

C&C, chapter 15 
March 30 The Path to Hell is Paved with 

Good Intentions 
Coyne 

April 6 Avoiding the Poverty Trap Powell 
 

April 13 No Class, APEE No Class, APEE 
April 20 Respective Rights Even in a 

World of Thieves 
Skarbek 

April 27 How Far Can Self-Governance 
Go? 

Leeson 

May 4 The Science and Art of 
Association 

Aligica 

May 11 Final Exam  
 

 

 
Grading 

 
Your grade will be based on class participation, the final exam – which will be 
written to aid in your preparation for the PhD field exam, and your research paper 
that is due on May 4th.  Your research paper can take the form of a conceptual paper 
or empirical paper, but it must be in the area of comparative historical political 
economy.  I have a strong preference for you to tackle real-world and public policy 
relevant problems in your work (note however I am not looking for policy analysis), 
but in consultation with me you might persuade me that your interests dictate that 
you pursue a more abstract set of puzzles.  I plan to be on campus most Mondays, 
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Wednesdays and Thursdays throughout the semester, work with Mr. Eric Celler 
(eceller@mercatus.gmu.edu) to set up an appointment.  

mailto:eceller@mercatus.gmu.edu

