
ECON 330-001: Public Finance 

Syllabus 
 

Instructor: Jonathan W. Plante 

Class Time: Tuesdays, 7:20PM-10:00PM 

Location: Innovation Hall, 133 

Email: jplante2@gmu.edu 

Office Hours: Zoom; by appointment 

Course Overview  

     This course provides a political economic analysis of governmental (democratic) phenomena and 

institutions—known as the ‘public sector.’ Such analysis is important because modern democratic 

governments directly control close to 40% of gross domestic product (GDP), and influence the remaining 

60% in the market, or ‘private sector,’ through their fiscal and regulatory policies.  
 

     Public finance, as a field of study, has been engulfed into the studies of public economics—which 

traditionally looks at governmental programs such Social Security, government-provided health care 

(Medicaid and Medicare), and defense. Much of the arguments for these aforementioned programs rely on 

some of the tools of another field—welfare economics—which presumes that markets ‘fail’ to provide such 

services, and thus posits that governments should correct such ‘failures.’ However, the revenue side that 

accounts for how such programs are to be provided—taxation, and, increasingly, debt—is often neglected in 

this field. But, such neglect causes a legion of issues—which we will cover this semester. As such, this 

course is titled ‘public finance’ to look at both the revenue and expenditures in democratic governments. 
 

    Moreover, we also will be putting a great deal of emphasis on the processes of government, and how such 

processes compare to those of markets. In the public sector economics literature, there is often this 

presumption that government can correct market failures. This assessment seems to be ridden with 

assumptions. There is no doubt that markets ‘fail’ to meet certain criteria. But, how do governments fare 

against these criteria? As we will see, they sometimes fail, too. Additionally, can a democratic government 

truly ‘correct’ a market failure? Swedish economist Knut Wicksell warned us against such thinking, as we 

are not dealing with a monarchical government ‘acting on’ a market. Rather, in modern democracies and 

republics, people in markets and in democratic governments are the same. The difference is, as we will see, 

in between choices and outcomes: in private sector economics, or market economy, each person’s choice 

links to the outcome; in public sector economy one choice applies for all. Such differences in the choice-

outcome links causes different incentives, which, in turn, gives rise to different entanglements of 

governments and markets, over time.  
 

    Such insight described above was initially applied by Nobel Laureate James M. Buchanan, who taught at 

George Mason, under the name of ‘public choice economics.’ We will go over some of these public choice 

issues, as well as some tangential topics such as constitutional political economy, fiscal sociology, and 

entangled political economy—with the latter being the program developed by one of Buchanan’s best 

students and another GMU professor, Richard E. Wagner.  

 

Required Prerequisites  
 

Econ 306 

Textbooks and Readings  
 

Economics of the Public Sector (4th Ed.) by Joseph E. Stiglitz and Jay K. Rosengard. This will be referred to 

as “S&G” in the course schedule, below. Additional readings will be posted on Blackboard, and follow the 

schedule posted below.  

As you will see below, the readings start-off a bit heavy. Please know that these readings do not have to be 
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completed before class; rather, as will be mentioned in the section about response memos, you have a week 

after class to do them. Moreover, I do not ask you to read every word. The basic lesson in economics is 

trade-offs, due to scarce time, exist! I will cover the important points in class that I expect you to know, 

and answer any questions. As such, I ask you to try to grasp the gist of each reading. But, since I am asking 

and grading you on your response memos, I suggest you pay attention to things that interest you the most. 

Writing a response memo on something that interests you is MUCH easier than doing so for something you 

find boring.  

Grading  
 

 

Midterm Exam 1 15% 

Midterm Exam 2                                                    20% 

Final Paper 25% 

Response Memos 30% 

In-Class Participation  10% 

Exams  
 

The two midterms will cover the material we go over in class. The exams will be a combination of 

multiple-choice, problem-solving (mathematical and graph questions), and short essays. Please see the 

dates below for each of the exams.  

In-Class Participation   
 

Economics is not something you can learn through pure memorization; rather, it is a way of thinking. As 

such, participation is a portion of your grade. This participation grade will be determined through 

attendance. I allow students two free absences, for any circumstance, before it impacts their grade. 

Students are also strongly encouraged to answer and ask questions, and seek out the instructor before/after 

class, or over email; however, doing any of these aforementioned will not impact one’s grade. 

 

*Due to the University's policies with COVID-19, absences due to quarantining or contraction of COVID 

will be excused. Please email me to inform me of these circumstances and the absences will not count 

against you. * 

Response Memos  
 

Starting the second week, I ask that you turn in a one-page (double-spaced) write-up on the material 

covered the week prior. This will include the weeks of the two midterms. The substance of these 

responses is not to be a summary—as summaries are more appropriate for tests. Rather, I want to read 

your reflections—thoughts, critiques, and questions—on the readings and discussions from class. The 

maximum for each of these memos will be two points.  A grade of two points means that you provided a 

substantial reflection of the material. A grade of one point means that, although you provided insight, the 

reflection was not substantial. Finally a grade of zero will be given to those who do not turn in the 

assignment. Various decimal points will be given, if I deem necessary.  Your total points will be summed-

up, divided by the total (24 points) and then multiplied by 30. I will allow a maximum of two missed 

response memos before they impact your grade.  

Final Paper   
 

In lieu of a final exam, I am asking you write a final paper of a minimum of five and maximum of ten 

pages (excluding works cited).  Please email these to jplante2@gmu.edu before or on 12/14/2021 at 11:59 

PM EST (our day of our final). Late work will not be accepted. Please clear your paper topic with me by 

11/23—the date of our second midterm.  There are 25 maximum number of points for the paper. Details 

will be distributed after our first midterm.
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Grading Scale  
 

A+ (100-97), A (96-93), A- (92-90), B+ (89-87), B (86-83), B- (82-80), C+ (79-77), C (76-73), C- (72-70), 

D (69- 

60), F (59-0) 

Honor Code  
 

George Mason University is an Honor Code university; please see the Office for Academic Integrity for a 

full   description of the code and the honor committee process. 

Students with Disabilities  
 

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please contact the Office of 

Disability Resources at 703-993-2474. All academic accommodations must be arranged through that office. 

Tentative Schedule  
 

Date Topic Readings 

8/24/2021 Introduction S&G: 1, 2 

Buchanan (1949) 

8/31/2021 Market Efficiency & Property Rights Theory S&G: 3, 4 

Hayek (1937) 

Demsetz (1967) 

9/7/2021 Market Failure & Externalities S&G: 4, 6 

Buchanan and Vanberg (1991) 

Boudreaux & Meiners (2019) 

9/14/2021 Public Goods & Externalities S&G: 5, 6 

Samuelson (1954)—don’t worry about the 

calculus; read the words. 

Hayek (1944) excerpt 

9/21/2021 Public Goods Theory: Supply S&G: 8 

Coase (1960) 

9/28/2021 MIDTERM I 

10/5/2021 Public Goods Theory: Demand 

Public Choice  

S&G: 9 

Tullock (1959) 

Buchanan (1979) 

10/12/2021 NO CLASS 

10/19/2021 Welfare Economics & Political Economy S&G: 7, 10 

Buchanan (1959) 

Wagner (2015) 

10/26/2021 Taxation Theory S&G: 17, 19, 20 

Hebert and Wagner (2014) 

11/2/2021 Public Debt & Redistribution S&G: 28, 15 

Jefferson (1789) 

Wagner (2014) 

Wagner (2018) 

11/9/2021 Defense & Education S&G: 12, 14 

Coyne (2014) 

11/16/2021 Social Security & Healthcare  S&G: 13, 16 

11/23/2021 MIDTERM II 

https://fee.org/resources/the-road-to-serfdom-chapter-10-why-the-worst-get-on-top/?gclid=CjwKCAjw7O_pBRA3EiwA_lmtfhIRY_S6vqwtCfu3P4Q4e-BmhPrRM-u4TU7N4qqhNurDy_Q2_lmbvxoCUcQQAvD_BwE


FINAL PAPER TOPICS DUE 

11/30/2021 Fiscal Sociology & Constitutional Issues 

*LAST CLASS* 

S&G: 25, 26 

Goldschield (1958) 

Buchanan (1997) 

Garzarelli and Keeton (2017) 

12/14/2021 FINAL PAPERS DUE 

 


