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Integrating normative issues in the principles of economics texts:
Introduction to a symposium

David Colander

Department of Economics, Middlebury College, Middlebury, VT, USA

Moral philosophers believe that economists do a poor job of integrating morality, ethics, and norma-
tive issues into economics, and economic textbooks are routinely criticized for failing to integrate eth-
ical and moral issues into the discussion. For example, economist/philosopher John Davis (2014) has
called economists’ positive normative distinction “indefensible,” and Harvard philosopher Hillary Put-
nam (2002, 2003) has attacked economists for their unacceptable entanglement of facts and values. Thus,
I am pleased to introduce this symposium that addresses the question of normative issues in economics
with specific reference to how introductory textbooks deal with normative issues. The symposium con-
sists of two papers that raise related but different concerns about how normative issues are treated in
principles of economics texts, along with invited comments from three textbook authors: Sean Flynn,
a coauthor of the McConnell, Brue, and Flynn principles text; Greg Mankiw, the author of the Mankiw
principles text; and JonathanMorduch, coauthor of the Karlan andMorduch principles text. The discus-
sions are relevant to all economists teaching principles of economics.

In his article, Wight (2017, 15) argues that “the normative elements underlying efficiency are more
complex than generally portrayed, and rely upon ethical frameworks that are generally absent from eco-
nomic classroom discussions.” He suggests that for economists’ approach to be a palatable normative
approach, “society must have in place basic institutions of justice” (p. 15). Because many of the world’s
societies do not have those institutions in place, he finds economists’ approach unpalatable. He further
suggests that a more pluralist approach to ethics would be desirable and that such an approach would
embolden economics teachers to engage students with critical thinking problems that are more contro-
versial and relevant.

In his article, Stephen Schmidt argues that introductory textbooks teach a simple normative story
about the importance of maximizing economic surplus but that they provide little or no defense of the
implicit normative claim that maximizing surplus is desirable. He argues that the textbooks should tell a
more sophisticated normative story that justifies the moral importance of surplus but also acknowledges
that other moral values may conflict with generating surplus. Specifically, he argues that distribution
questions are not always separable from efficiency questions, and the texts should make that clear.

The two articles are followed by three responses from textbook authors who take different positions
on the issues raised and on howwell principles texts deal with normative issues. GregMankiw argues that
the approach he uses in his text is justified by the need to keep things simple. To reach students, authors
must ruthlessly simplify, and he summarizes the five main lessons he believes should be emphasized.
Sean Flynn takes a different approach and argues that market equilibria already incorporate normative
preferences and that “the interesting issue is not how to get markets to account for normative issues; they
already do” (2017, 30). JonathanMorduch takes a different tack. He agrees with Schmidt andWight that
there are “deep problems with the content of normative economics taught (or implied) in most intro
classes” (2017, 31), but he argues that there is an alternative way of achieving the goals. Specifically, he
suggests dropping the “outmodednormative claims that are stillmade in intro classes” (p. 31). After doing
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so, the texts should highlight that there are inevitably winners and losers from economics changes, and
present economists’ empirical work exploring who wins and who loses.

As one can see by these three quite different responses, how normative issues are handled in the
principles course is an unsettled question, and my hope is that this symposium begins a long overdue
discussion of it by the profession.
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