
 

 
Syllabus: Philosophy of Economics (ECON 496 / PHIL 391) 

Dr. Erik Angner, Spring 2016 
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General information 

Instructor:  Dr. Erik Angner  
Office:  Robinson Hall B 457 
Phone:  703-993-5602  
Email:  eangner@gmu.edu  
Twitter: @ErikAngner – please use #ECON496 
Office hours:  Tuesdays 3:00–4:00 pm, Fridays 2:00–3:00 pm, and by appt. 
Course title:  Philosophy of Economics 
Course number: ECON 496-008 / PHIL 391-001 
Credit hours: 3 
Meeting days and times: Fridays 10:30 am–1:10 pm 
Building and room: Robinson Hall B 105 

About the course 

Course description: This course offers an overview of epistemological, metaphysical, and 
ethical problems that arise in economic theory and practice, and explores a number of solu-
tions. Throughout, philosophical issues will be illustrated by and analyzed in the context of 
concrete cases drawn from contemporary economics, the history of economic ideas, and actual 
economic events. Topics to be covered include: explanations in economics; rationality; game 
theory; the use of models, idealization, and abstraction; economic measurement; experiments 
in economics; ethics, welfare, and justice; and behavioral economics and the nudge agenda. 
The course is open to anyone with an interest in economic theory and practice and/or philoso-
phy of science..  

Required readings: Reiss, Julian, Philosophy of Economics: A Contemporary Introduction 
(Routledge, 2013). Additional readings might be distributed in due course.  

Online resources: Various electronic resources will be used regularly in this course. You’re 
responsible for figuring out, in a timely manner, how they work. It is a good idea to log into 
and familiarize yourself with these resources as soon as possible. You’re also responsible for 
monitoring them regularly. 
 Blackboard <http://mymason.gmu.edu/> will be used, among other things, to post 
readings, to provide links to multimedia resources and simulation software, and to administer 
weekly quizzes and midterm exams. Blackboard can be accessed using a variety of devices, 
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including computers in on-campus computer labs. The Blackboard App is very helpful if you 
have a phone that will run it. Among other things, it can notify you when new materials have 
been posted online and when assignments are due. 
 Twitter <http://twitter.com> may be used to keep the discussion going outside of class. 
Whenever posting something relevant to this course, please use hashtag #ECON496  

Grading and course requirements 

Grades: Final grades will be based on participation (10%), three in-class presentations (30%), 
three brief reports (30%), and one final paper (30%).  

Participation: This course will be taught as a seminar, meaning that everyone is expected to 
participate actively and constructively. Please read the chapter under discussion carefully be-
fore class, and be prepared to share your thoughts and questions. (Participation does not mean 
talking all the time, but rather helping move the discussion forward.)  

In-class presentations: Each class meeting will feature two brief (10–15 min) presentations 
that should (a) articulate core issues addressed in the relevant chapter, (b) review some of the 
central ideas that appear in it, and (c) raise a small number of questions for further discussion.  

Brief reports: One week after each presentation, the presenter will submit a 3-page brief 
summarizing the highlights of the presentation and discussion. Please use a 12-pt font, double-
spaced paragraphs, and one-inch margins.  

Final paper: The final paper should be a piece of original work of no more than 15–20 pp. 
addressing the question “Is Economics a Science?” More information about the assignment 
will be provided in due course.  

Schedule (with readings from the textbook in parentheses) 

January 22 Snow day  

 29 Introduction (Chapter 1)  - 

February 5 Explaining Economic Phenomena (Chapter 2)  JR 

 12 Causation (Chapter 5) RR 

 19 Mechanisms (Chapter 6)  RR, KC 

 26 Models (Chapter 7) PG, RR 

March 4 No class - 

 11 Spring break - 

 18 Measurement (Chapter 8) KC 

 25 Experiments (Chapter 10) 
Outline of final paper due 

JR, ZT 

April 1 Evidence-Based Policy (Chapter 11) ZT 

 8 Values in Science (Douglas) PG, ZA 
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 15 Welfare and Well-Being (Chapter 12) 
Draft of final paper due 

JR, ZA 

 22 Markets and Morals (Chapter 13) ZT, ZA 

 29 Inequality and Distributive Justice (Chapter 14) KC, PG 

May 6 Final paper due at noon - 

Course policies 

Assistance: You are more than welcome to meet with the instructor, during regular office 
hours or by appointment, whenever you have questions or concerns. If you find the material 
overly challenging, there is help. But do get in touch as soon as possible, when there is still 
time to do something about it.  

Incompletes: The grade of IN (incomplete) may be given to a student who is passing a 
course but who may be unable to complete scheduled course work for a cause beyond rea-
sonable control. The student must then complete all the requirements by the end of the ninth 
week of the next semester (not including Summer Term).  

Dishonesty: Cheating and plagiarism are serious offenses, which constitute grounds for dis-
missal from the University (see “Academic Integrity” below). Just don’t do it. Collaboration with 
other students in the class is encouraged, however, but make sure the words you use in your 
submission are your own.  

University requirements 

University policies: The central resource for university policies affecting student, faculty, 
and staff conduct in university academic affairs is the University Catalog 
<http://catalog.gmu.edu>. Current versions of all university policies are available at 
http://universitypolicy.gmu.edu.  

Academic Integrity: The integrity of the University community is affected by the individual 
choices made by each of us. GMU has an Honor Code, available at 
http://academicintegrity.gmu.edu/honorcode/, with clear guidelines regarding academic integ-
rity. Three fundamental and rather simple principles to follow at all times are that: (1) all work 
submitted be your own; (2) when using the work or ideas of others, including fellow students, 
give full credit through accurate citations; and (3) if you are uncertain about the ground rules 
on a particular assignment, ask for clarification. No grade is important enough to justify aca-
demic misconduct. Plagiarism means using the exact words, opinions, or factual information 
from another person without giving the person credit. Writers give credit through accepted 
documentation styles, such as parenthetical citation, footnotes, or endnotes. Paraphrased ma-
terial must also be cited, using proper format. A simple listing of books or articles is not suffi-
cient. Plagiarism is the equivalent of intellectual robbery and cannot be tolerated in the aca-
demic setting. If you have any doubts about what constitutes plagiarism, please see the instruc-
tor.  
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Disabil ity accommodations: If you have a disability, you are not at a disadvantage. If you 
have a learning or physical difference that may affect your academic work, you will need to fur-
nish appropriate documentation to the Office of Disability Services (ODS). If you qualify for ac-
commodation, the ODS staff will give you a form detailing appropriate accommodations for 
your instructor. In addition to providing your professors with the appropriate form, please take 
the initiative to discuss accommodation with them at the beginning of the semester and as 
needed during the term. Because of the range of learning differences, faculty members need 
to learn from you the most effective ways to assist you. If you have contacted the ODS and are 
waiting to hear from a counselor, please inform the instructor. 

Diversity statement: George Mason University promotes a living and learning environment 
for outstanding growth and productivity among its students, faculty and staff. Through its cur-
riculum, programs, policies, procedures, services and resources, Mason strives to maintain a 
quality environment for work, study and personal growth. An emphasis upon diversity and in-
clusion throughout the campus community is essential to achieve these goals. Diversity is 
broadly defined to include such characteristics as, but not limited to, race, ethnicity, gender, 
religion, age, disability, and sexual orientation. Diversity also entails different viewpoints, phi-
losophies, and perspectives. Attention to these aspects of diversity will help promote a culture 
of inclusion and belonging, and an environment where diverse opinions, backgrounds and 
practices have the opportunity to be voiced, heard and respected. The reflection of Mason’s 
commitment to diversity and inclusion goes beyond policies and procedures to focus on be-
havior at the individual, group and organizational level. The implementation of this commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion is found in all settings, including individual work units and 
groups, student organizations and groups, and classroom settings; it is also found with the de-
livery of services and activities, including, but not limited to, curriculum, teaching, events, ad-
vising, research, service, and community outreach. Acknowledging that the attainment of di-
versity and inclusion are dynamic and continuous processes, and that the larger societal setting 
has an evolving socio-cultural understanding of diversity and inclusion, Mason seeks to contin-
uously improve its environment. To this end, the University promotes continuous monitoring 
and self-assessment regarding diversity. The aim is to incorporate diversity and inclusion within 
the philosophies and actions of the individual, group and organization, and to make improve-
ments as needed. 

Religious holidays: The instructor will make every effort to help minimize difficulties for stu-
dents of different faiths in terms of scheduling course assignments. It is the student's responsi-
bility to speak to the instructor in advance should their religious observances affect their partic-
ipation in class activities and assignments.  

Privacy: Students must use their MasonLive email account to receive important University in-
formation, including messages related to this class. For more information see 
http://masonlive.gmu.edu.  


