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Professor Peter Boettke 
Econ 828/Spring 2018 

Tuesdays 1:30pm – 4:10pm 
Mason Hall D100 

 

Constitutional Economics 
 
The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel 1986 was awarded to James M. 
Buchanan "for his development of the contractual and constitutional bases for the theory of economic and 
political decision-making".  
 
Buchanan viewed his work as an elaboration and updating of the classical political economy of Hume and 
Smith and bringing those insights to bear on the analysis of public finance in a democratic society. A critical 
point Buchanan insisted on was that economists can not engage in public finance analysis without also 
engaging in political philosophy implicitly. This is obvious once you remember that in addressing questions 
concerning public finance you are dealing with questions about the appropriate role of government, and the 
scale and scope of governmental activities. So you can either engage implicitly or explicitly in political 
philosophy, but you cannot avoid political philosophy. The responsible scientific choice, Buchanan argued, is 
to postulate explicitly a political philosophy. 
 
At the intersection between political philosophy, economics, and public policy is where the grand tradition 
of political economy is to be found. And, as with the development of classical economics, the development of 
constitutional political economy is intimately linked to liberalism and democracy. 
  
The required books for this semester are: 
 

Buchanan and Tullock, Calculus of Consent: Logical Foundations of Constitutional Democracy, Liberty 
Fund, 1962 [1999]. 
 
Buchanan, Logical Foundations of Constitutional Liberty, Liberty Fund, 1999. 
 
Buchanan, The Limits of Liberty, Liberty Fund, 1975[2010]. 
 
Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty, University of Chicago Press, 1960 [2011]. 
 
Hayek, The Road to Serfdom, University of Chicago Press, 1944[2007]. 
 
Knight, Freedom and Reform, Liberty Fund, 1982. 
 
Knight, Intelligence and Democratic Action, Harvard University Press, 1960. 
 
Mises, Liberalism, Liberty Fund, 1927 [2005]. 
 
Mises, Omnipotent Government: The Rise of the Total State and Total War, Liberty Fund, 1944 [2011]. 
 
Wagner, James M. Buchanan and Liberal Political Economy: A Rational Reconstruction, Lexington Books, 
2017. 
 

Grading Policy 
 
One of the critical ideas in the modern reconstruction of the Tocquevillean project of self-governing 
democratic society is co-production of the local public goods that constitute the social order. Consistent with 
this idea, 50% of your grade for the class will be determined based on class participation. By class 
participation I am expecting: (a) complete each weeks reading well in advance, (b) formulate each week at 
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least 5 critical questions based on the reading, (c) each week share those questions with the class, and (d) 
listen respectfully, but critically to the questions and insights of others and respond accordingly during the 
class discussion. 
 
Richard Wagner likes to say that thinking without writing is like daydreaming. I agree with that sentiment, 
so the other 50% of your grade will be based on a research paper. In addition, I am firmly convinced that 
liberalism is a research program in political economy and social philosophy, and it is not necessarily merely 
an ideological endeavor. Moreover, my view is that unless the best and the brightest work on topics related 
to the liberal project – even when the presentation cannot be pursued with the same scientific precision 
that more tractable problems can be. Finally, I would argue that those who believe their commitment to 
scientific precision compels them to avoid such questions are deluding themselves. This delusion is not their 
fault, it is part of the acculturation process of the modern economists. But it is based on an intellectual error. 
One of Buchanan’s great insights, as I already pointed out, was that any theory of public finance is implicitly 
based on a political philosophy because it is in the political philosophical discussions that the appropriate 
scale and scope of government is determined. To say these are exclusively “technical” questions is to take 
on-board without critical examination a political philosophy. Much better to get these questions into the 
open in the political economy discourse, than to leave them hidden from critical examination under some 
scientistic delusion. 
 
I encourage you to come and talk within the first month of the semester to settle on your topic so as to give 
you adequate time to pursue the project in a serious manner. 

 

 

Semester Schedule 
 

Date Topic Readings 
January 23 Introduction  

January 30 The Basic Tenets of Liberalism Mises (1927[2005]) 

February 6 The Skeptical Liberal Knight (1982) 

February 13 Socialism and Freedom Hayek (1944[2007]) 
February 20 State Efficiency, War and Planning Mises (1944[2011]) 

February 27 The Quest for a Science Consistent 
with Democracy 

Knight (1960) 

March 6 The Political Economy of a Free 
People 

Hayek (1960) 

March 13 SPRING BREAK  
March 20 The Buchanan Project Buchanan (1999) 

March 27 Freedom in Constitutional Contract Buchanan and Tullock (1962[1999]) 

April 3 
*No Class Due to APEE* 

  

April 10 
 

Between Anarchy and Leviathan Buchanan (1975) 

April 17 Neither Discrimination Nor 
Dominion 

Buchanan (1999) 

April 24 Liberal Political Economy Wagner (2017) 

May 1 Where Do We Go From Here?  

May 8 
(no class) 

Research Papers Due  

 
 


