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Strategy 255: Moral Foundations of Market Society 
 
 

Spring 2018 
 

Mondays and Wednesday 9.30-10.45am (SECTION 1) 
Mondays and Wednesday 12.30-1.45am (SECTION 2) 

 
Hariri 370 

 
 

Course overview: A better title for this course would be, “Moral Foundations of Market 
Society?” (with a question mark).  For it is not obvious that morality and markets have 
anything to do with one another, let alone that the former undergirds the latter.  Indeed, 
many scholars have argued that the way that markets produce and distribute goods 
and services is positively unjust.  The purpose of this course is to rigorously investigate 
these matters. 
 The first half of course is devoted to the economics of markets: why they are 
used, how they operate, how they can produce extraordinary wealth, and how they can 
fail.  We cover the basics of welfare economics, to include issues of efficiency; surplus, 
utility, and other measurement criteria; and general equilibrium theory. 
 The second half of the course is drawn from political philosophy.  Rather than 
ask “How do markets operate?”, we ask, “How should markets operate?”  That is, we try 
to identify what a just economy looks like.  We survey the major theories of economic 
justice: utilitarianism, libertarianism, egalitarianism, sufficientarianism, and desertism.  
The course concludes with a normative analysis of tax policy.   

Course readings are taken from historical and contemporary work in economics 
and philosophy.  There are no mathematical or economic pre-requisites. 
 
 
Instructor: Thomas Mulligan 

Hariri 303 
thomas.mulligan@georgetown.edu 

 
 
Office hours: Mondays, 3-5pm, or by appointment.  Although face-to-face meetings are 
best, I’m also available via Skype and e-mail. 
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Attendance policy: Attendance at lectures is required.  The occasional absence, taken for 
good reason, will not be penalized—but please clear these with me beforehand if 
possible. 
 
 
Grading: Your grade is computed as follows: 
 
 (1) There will be an in-class quiz on 26 Feb., covering the foundations of 
economics and basic microeconomic theory.  This is worth 20% of your grade. 
 
 (2) You will, as a group, give a ~40 minute presentation (see the course schedule 
for details).  This presentation is worth 20% of your grade. 
 

(3) Class participation is worth 25% of your grade.  Class participation consists in 
regularly attending class and participating in class discussions. 
 
 (4) You will, as a group, write a report on your “Ethics Project” (see below).  This 
report is due by 5pm on 12 May.  It is worth 35% of your grade.  Submit these papers on 
Blackboard.  The quality of your Ethics Project presentation will also have a (relatively 
small) impact on this grade, too. 
 
 (5) I reserve the right to elevate individual students’ grades up a notch (e.g. from 
B- to B) for effort and improvement over the course. 
 
 
The Ethics Project: As part of a group, you must:  
 

Think of something good to do and do it. 
 
To help you complete your project, the Georgetown Institute for the Study of Markets 
and Ethics will provide each group with $1,000. 
 
On the last day of class, each group will give a brief (~15 minute) presentation about 
their Ethics Project. 
 
Each group will write up a final report, no longer than 8,000 words, explaining its Ethics 
Project.  It might address, for example, how you interpreted the imperative to do good, 
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why you thought it was good to do, what happened along the way, whether you 
succeeded or failed (and by what measure), and what you learned. 
 
Other questions to consider: Did you focus on moral or non-moral goodness?  Why?  
How did you resolve the trade-off between what’s most desirable in itself and what’s 
most feasible?  What were your opportunity costs?  How did you allocate labor in your 
group?  What obstacles did you expect to encounter and how did you plan to preempt 
them? What obstacles did you in fact encounter, and how did you respond to them?  
Did you add value to the world, taking into account the costs of your time, effort, and 
any money spent?  In retrospect, what would you have done differently? 
 
One tip: Historically, every project turns out to be at least 100% harder than students 
expect. Every project encounters unforeseen obstacles.  Groups that start early usually 
overcome the obstacles; groups that start late usually fail.  You can wait until the night 
before the report is due and still turn in a decent report, but no one can do an Ethics 
Project itself a week before it’s due. Start working on it earlier than you think you need 
to. 
 
 
Academic honesty: I take violations of academic honesty seriously and will report 
possible academic dishonesty to the Honor Council.  All students should be aware of 
their responsibilities under the Honor System. 
 
 
Changes to syllabus: I reserve the right to make changes to the syllabus at any time.  
Any changes will be announced in class or via e-mail. 
 
 
Where to get the readings: There is one required (tiny) book, Cohen’s Why Not 
Socialism?  All other readings will be found on the course Blackboard page.   
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Course Schedule 
 
 
 
- - January - - 
 
10 (W):  Introduction  

(No reading) 
 
15 (M):  HOLIDAY 
 
17 (W):  Political Authority 
    --Excerpts from Hobbes’ Leviathan 
    --Excerpts from Locke’s Second Treatise 
 
22 (M):  Specialization; Gains from Trade; Production Possibilities 
    --Excerpts from Smith’s Wealth of Nations 
    --“I, Pencil”, Leonard Read 
 
24 (W):  Supply and Demand 

-- Hayek, F. A.  1945.  The use of knowledge in society.  
American Economic Review 35: 519-30. 

 
29 (M):  Floors, Ceilings, and Quotas; Efficiency and Welfare 
    --Excerpts from Marx’s Capital 
    --Excerpts from the Summa Theologica of Thomas Aquinas 
 
31 (W):  General Equilibrium Theory 
    --Excerpts from Public Sector Economics, Richard W. Tresch 
 

Optional: “Arrow-Debreu Model of General Equilibrium”, 
New Palgrave Dictionary of Economics 
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- - February - - 
 
5 (M):   Market Failure, Part I 

--“Climate Change 2014 Synthesis Report: Summary for 
Policymakers”, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
--Metcalf, G. E.  2009.  Market-based policy options to control 
U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.  Journal of Economic 
Perspectives 23:  5-27. 
 

7 (W):   NO CLASS 
      
12 (M):  Market Failure, Part II 

--Excerpts from Mancur Olson’s The Logic of Collective Action: 
Public Goods and the Theory of Groups 

 
14 (W):  Capitalism and Socialism 
    --Cohen’s Why Not Socialism? 
 
19 (M):  HOLIDAY 
 
21 (W):  Marx 
    --Marx & Engels, “Communist Manifesto” 
 
26 (M):  MICROECONOMICS QUIZ 
   Tastes, Paternalism, and Nudging  

(No reading) 
 
28 (W):  Taste Discrimination 

--Bertrand, M. and S. Mullainathan.  2004.  Are Emily and 
Greg more employable than Lakisha and Jamal?  A field 
experiment on labor market discrimination.  American 
Economic Review 94: 991-1013. 
 
Optional: “Taste-based Discrimination”, New Palgrave 
Dictionary of Economics 
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- - March - - 
 
5 (M), 7 (W):  HOLIDAY 
 
12 (M):  Statistical Discrimination 

--Goldin, C.  2014.  A grand gender convergence: its last 
chapter.  American Economic Review 104: 1091-1119. 
 
Optional: Aigner, D. J. and Cain, G. G.  1977.  Statistical 
theories of discrimination in labor markets.  Industrial and 
Labor Relations Review 30: 175-87. 

 
14 (W):  The Current State of Economic Distribution 

--Excerpts from Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First 
Century 
--Mankiw, N. G.  2013.  Defending the one percent.  Journal of 
Economic Perspectives 27: 21-34. 

 
19 (M):  Class Presentation, Group One [on utilitarianism] 
   Utilitarianism, Part I 

--Bentham’s Introduction to the Principles of Morals and 
Legislation, Chapters I and IV 
--J. S. Mill’s Utilitarianism, 2.1-2.10, 2.15-2.19, 5.1-5.15 [“2.1”, 
e.g., means Chapter 2, Paragraph 1] 

 
21 (W):  Utilitarianism, Part II 
    --Nozick’s “The Experience Machine” 
 
26 (M):  Class Presentation, Group Two [on Rawls’s theory] 
   Rawlsian Justice, Part I 

  --Excerpts from Rawls’s A Theory of Justice 
 
28 (W):  Rawlsian Justice, Part II 
    --Excerpts from my Justice and the Meritocratic State 
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- - APRIL - - 
 
2 (M):   HOLIDAY 
 
4 (W):   Sufficientarianism 
    --Frankfurt, “Equality as a Moral Ideal” 
 
9 (M):   Class Presentation, Group Three [on libertarianism] 
   Libertarianism, Part I 

  --Excerpts from Hayek’s Law, Legislation, and Liberty 
--Excerpts from Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and Utopia 

 
11 (W):  Libertarianism, Part II 
    --Excerpts from John Tomasi’s Free Market Fairness 
 
16 (M):  Class Presentation, Group Four [on desert-based justice] 
   Desert-based Justice, Part I 

  --Excerpts from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics & Politics 
--Excerpts from my Justice and the Meritocratic State 

 
18 (W):  Desert-based Justice, Part II  

(no reading) 
 
23 (M):  Tax Policy, Part I 

--Jon Bakija’s “Social Welfare, Income Inequality, and Tax 
Progressivity: A Primer on Modern Economic Theory and 
Evidence” 

 
25 (W):  Tax Policy, Part II 

-- Mankiw, N. G., Weinzierl, M., and Yagan, D.  2009.  
Optimal taxation in theory and practice.  Journal of Economic 
Perspectives 23: 147-74. 

 
Optional: Slemrod, J. and Bajika, J.  2008.  Taxing Ourselves: A 
Citizen’s Guide to the Debate over Taxes, Fourth Edition.  
Cambridge: MIT Press. 

 
 



MFMS 8/8 

30 (M):  Ethics Project presentations 
 
- - MAY - - 
 
12 (Sa):  ETHICS PROJECT REPORT DUE, 5PM 


