
 1 

Comparative Political & Economic Systems 
 

 
ECON 676/Spring 2016 

Prof. Peter Boettke 
TA – Caleb Fuller 

 
M, 4:30pm-7:10pm 
Mason Hall D100 

Office Hours M 3:00-4:30  
Or by appointment 

 
 

In founding the Thomas Jefferson Center for Study of Political Economy at the University of 
Virginia in the 1950s, James M. Buchanan argued that the research and educational goal was 
to: 
 

“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.” 
 

The mastery of the technical principles of economics, engaging in comparative institutional 
analysis, and the disciplines of social and political philosophy work together to assess the 
appropriate functions of government and economic policy measures in Buchanan’s 
formulation of the task of the political economist.  In one of Buchanan’s classic essays 
“Positive Economics, Welfare Economics and Political Economy,” JL&E (1959), his analytical 
framework for political and economic inquiry is summed up concisely.  Critical to this exercise 
will be an emphasis on the “rule level” or “constitutional level” of analysis. The positive 
political economist’s proposals for reform are  “restricted to those social changes that may be 
legitimately classified as ‘changes in law,’ that is, changes in the structural rules under which 
individuals make choices.” (Buchanan 1959: 200, emphasis added)  But as Buchanan articulated in 
The Demand and Supply of Public Goods (1968: 5): “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.” 
(emphasis added) 
 
This class is concerned with these issues that Buchanan identifies as the core research program 
in modern political economy.  The conceptual framework we will be working with is a 
composite of the contributions of the Austrian School, the Virginia School, and the New 



 2 

Institutional School of economics. The core text for the class will be Kasper, Streit, and 
Boettke, Institutional Economics: Property, Competition, Politics, 2nd Edition. Edward Elgar, 2013.  
This is a basic introduction to “institutional economics” written primarily for advanced 
undergraduates, but it will prove useful as background to our discussions, and will be 
integrated with relevant journal articles.  We need to return again and again to elementary 
principles in the economic way of thinking 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. 
 
During the first 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 in political economy. 
 
After this conceptual foundation, we will focus our efforts on applied work in comparative 
historical political economy.  I want to use our discussion to tackle a few issues in comparative 
and transitional political economy.  At the most abstract level, we will be focusing on 
institutions and social change; at the most concrete level, we will be addressing questions of 
public economics and the scale and scope of government in a society of free individuals. 
 

Semester Schedule 
 

DATE TOPIC READING 

January 25 Introduction to 
Comparative 

Political 
Economy 

Boettke (2014) “What Should Classical Liberal 
Political Economists Do?” 

February 1 Peaceful 
Cooperation and 

Productive 
Specialization 

Hayek (1974) 
IE, chapters 1-2 and Appendix “I, Pencil”; 7-8; 13 
 

Feb 8 The Reason of 
Rules 

Buchanan (1986) 
IE, chapters 5; 10; 12 
 

Feb 15 That “Novel” 
Theory of Adam 

Smith 

Coase (1991) 
IE, chapters 7; 9 
 

Feb 22 A Genuine 
Institutional 
Economics 

North (1993) 
IE, chapters 7; 14 
 

Feb 29 No Class, KCL 
visit 

Watch Stiglitz and Rogoff discuss Globalization and Its 
Discontents (2002) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fv2N4nAqj_I 
 

March 7 Spring Break Spring Break 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fv2N4nAqj_I
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March 14 Rationality in 
Economics 

Smith (2002) 
IE, chapters 3-5 
 

March 21 Cooperation 
without 

Command 

Ostrom (2009) 
IE, chapters 4-5; 10; 12; 14 
 

March 28 What Does The 
Socialist 

Calculation 
Debate Teach? 

Boettke (1998) “Economic Calculation.” 
 
Boettke (2000) “Towards a History of the Theory of 
Socialist Planning.” 
 
Shleifer and Vishny (1994) “The Politics of Market 
Socialism.” 
 

April 4 No Class – 
APEE meetings 

Watch conversation between Timur Kuran and 
Doug North on Institutions and Economic 
Performance … 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IbAL7s2QgNk 
 

April 11 Can, and What, 
Institutions 

Change Quickly? 

Acemoglu, et. al., (2011) “The Consequences of 
Radical Reform.” 
 
Roland (2004) “Understanding Institutional 
Change.” 
 
Boettke, Coyne, and Leeson (2008) “Institutional 
Stickiness and the New Development Economics.” 
 
 

April 18 Monetary Policy, 
Fiscal Policy and 

Economic 
Systems 

Kotlikoff (1999) “Generational Accounting Around 
the Globe.” 
 
William White (2013) “Is Monetary Policy a 
Science?” 
 
Boettke and Coyne (2011) “The Debt-Inflation 
Cycle and the Global Financial Crisis.” 
 

April 25 Policy Making 
and Economic 

Crises 

Summers (2009) “Reflections on Economic Policy in 
the Times of Crisis.” 
 
Koppl (2014) From Crisis to Confidence. 
 
Boettke and Palagashvili (2016) “The Comparative 
Political Economy of a Crisis.” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IbAL7s2QgNk
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May 2 What To Make of 
China? 

Cowen (2015) video 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fZwEDa9TrfE 
 
Nee (2010) “Bottom-Up Economic Development 
and the Role of the State.” 
 
Montinola (1995) “Federalism, Chinese Style.” 
 

May 9 What Makes for 
the Good 
Society? 

McCloskey (2016) “The Great Enrichment.” 
 
Boettke (2014) “Fearing Freedom.” 
 
(2015) Symposium on William Easterly’s The Tyranny 
of Experts in Review of Austrian Economics 
 

 
 

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 – due May 9th, and your research paper that is due 
on May 2nd so I will have some time to read your papers thoroughly.  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.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fZwEDa9TrfE

