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1. INTRODUCTION 

This paper provides a stocktake of introductory political economy 

courses taught within Australian universities as at 2012, extending 

similar work undertaken in 2005 (See Argyrous 2006). It compares the 

situation in 2012 to that in 2005 and analyses key aspects of political 

economy courses, including institutional location, enrolments, course 

content, and the degree programmes to which such courses belong. A 

key question examined is whether political economy has better 

prospects in social science faculties as opposed to its traditional home 

in faculties of business or commerce. The paper also considers some of 

the factors influencing the availability of political economy courses 

including incentives generated by the structure of the Australian 

Research Council’s Excellence in Research Australia (ERA) ranking 

regime.  

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 defines the scope of 

what we mean by “political economy” courses and compares them 

briefly with mainstream economics courses. Section 3 provides some 

justification for our focus on courses at the introductory level and 

Section 4 adds additional context by looking at some broad trends 

within Australian economics education at the university level.  Section 

5 then considers the results of our survey of introductory political 

economy courses at Australian universities. Section 6 discusses the 

impact of ERA on the availability of political economy courses, and 

Section 7 offers some overall conclusions.  

2. POLITICAL ECONOMY AND MAINSTREAM ECONOMICS 

Political economy (PE) examines economic relations within society 

taking into account a broader range of factors than does mainstream 

economics. Mainstream economics, otherwise known as the 

neoclassical school, explains economic phenomenon as the result of 

decisions made by individual economic agents whose sole objective is 

to maximise utility subject to resource constraints. PE on the other hand 

allows economic agents to have objectives in addition to the pursuit of 

utility (or “pleasure”) and recognises that different types of agent may 

have different types of objective. Such objectives might include 

maintaining a minimum standard of living, accumulating wealth and 

social status, protecting their level of economic influence or simply 

adhering to habitual modes of economic behaviour.  
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PE also recognises the operation of power relations within society 

that impinge upon individual choices and acknowledges that economic 

phenomena are affected as much by structures at the macroeconomic 

level as they are the result of choices made at the level of the individual. 

PE is also interested in a broader set of questions than traditional 

economics. In addition to explaining the forces determining the prices 

of individual goods and services, the general price level, the volume of 

production in a country, the rate of economic growth, the level of 

unemployment or the amount of trade between one country and another, 

PE pays greater attention to the distribution of wealth and income, the 

degree of poverty in a country, the impact of economic activity on 

women, racial minorities and the environment, and other questions of 

social significance. It is thus fair to describe PE as examining economic 

questions within a more clearly social context. It also tends to value a 

range of methods for looking at these questions rather than the singular 

application of optimisation algorithms to choices framed as 

mathematical problems. In this sense it tends also to be pluralist in its 

approach to the study of economic issues.  

One definition of PE that reflects these features has been developed 

by O’Donnell (2009).1 This tri-faceted approach is worth quoting in 

full: 
Firstly, political economy is a social science that is open to, and 

engaged with, all disciplines relevant to the study of society — other 

social sciences, the humanities and even the natural sciences. This puts 

PE in fruitful, co-informing dialogues with history, politics, 

psychology, sociology, philosophy, language, thermodynamics, 

biology, climate science and so on. The contrast is with orthodox or 

neoclassical economics which, in viewing itself as self-sufficient and as 

‘queen’ of the social sciences, isolates itself from learning from other 

disciplines. Secondly, given the permanence of controversy and debate 

in the study of economic phenomena over the last 250 years, PE 

recognises the existence and importance of competing schools of 

thought. This makes it intellectually pluralist in orientation. In the 

1970s, the main schools that drew our attention were neoclassicism, 

(Post) Keynesianism, (Old) Institutionalism and (Western) Marxism. 

Nowadays, a more complete list also includes, inter alia, Ecological, 

Behavioural, Neo-Ricardian, Austrian and Feminist economics, all of 

which have significant arguments about market economies and the 

social science of economics. Note that, then, now and in principle, PE 

includes orthodoxy [neoclassical economics], for students need it as 

much as other perspectives in order to engage with the world. Again, 
                                                 
1 For other definitions see Stilwell (1988), Tabb (1999) and Thornton (2013b). 
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the contrast is with the monism or fundamentalism of neoclassicism 

which portrays itself as the one true route for economic science. 

Thirdly, PE embraces different modes of analysis so long as they are 

logical and intellectually rigorous, and their strengths and weaknesses 

appreciated. More specifically, both discursive and mathematical 

reasoning are welcomed. This avoids the excessive reliance of 

neoclassical theorising on mathematics as the best way of distilling 

economic understanding.  

This is not only a good definition of PE, but it also captures the essence 

of orthodox (neoclassical) economics from which PE tries to 

distinguish itself, at least as taught to introductory undergraduate 

students.  It is because of the role of the different perspectives identified 

by O’Donnell within PE that it is increasingly referred to as ‘heterodox 

economics’ (See Thornton 2010, 2013b) but we prefer the term political 

economy because this reflects the role of politics and power relations 

within the discipline which we believe to be of considerable 

importance. 

Most economics courses taught in Australia (and in Western 

economies generally) today focus on mainstream economics. There has 

been a noticeable decline over the last thirty years or so, in the teaching 

of alternative approaches to economics generally and also in the 

teaching of the history of economic thought and economic history (see 

Boot 1997 and Millmow 2009).  Some of the reasons for this sidelining 

of alternative approaches are explored in Lee & Lavoie (2013). But 

while a larger proportion of traditional economics courses is taught 

within Australian universities, it is worth noting that these courses tend 

to be rated very poorly by students (Guest & Duhs 2002). Ward et al. 

(2000, p.76), drawing on survey evidence, argue that: 

Economics is poorly perceived by potential students. It is viewed as: 

abstract and theoretical, difficult to study, rigorous and dull, thus 

reducing interest, unexciting, boring and lacking intrinsic interest, not 

relevant to “real world” or “real life” issues, lacking an ethical 

dimension, not being associated with a high profile profession or group 

of professions and reducing career prospects. 

By contrast, student evaluations for political economy subjects are 

often very high. Stilwell (2011b) cites student survey responses within 

the Faculty of Economics and Business at the University of Sydney in 

2003-7 in which political economy subjects produced the highest 

average scores for ‘overall course satisfaction’ within the Faculty 

compared with orthodox economics subjects which produced the lowest 



Introductory Political Economy Subjects  43 

 

average scores. Subjects taught by other departments such as 

Accounting, Finance, Government, Industrial Relations, Marketing and 

Econometrics within that Faculty received scores between these two 

extremes. 

Stilwell (2006) also observes that attrition rates in economics courses 

tend to be fairly dramatic. Many hundreds of students undertake first-

year economics courses each year in Australia, often as a compulsory 

requirement within a business degree, yet this huge catchment of 

students results in small numbers progressing to majors in economics 

and only a handful of students undertaking study at the honours level. 

Millmow (2002, 2009) also argues that interest in economics by 

students entering university has been consistently in decline for the last 

20 years. 

It is thus curious that an approach to the study of economics which 

acknowledges a broader range of explanatory factors and employs a 

greater variety of methodological approaches to explain economic 

phenomena should be better received by students and yet be 

consistently marginalised by the economics profession and by 

university administrations. 

3.   THE IMPORTANCE OF INTRODUCTORY COURSES 

The detailed consideration we provide of political economy courses in 

Section 5 below focuses on courses at the introductory level. We define 

these courses in a straightforward way to be those in which students 

first experience a particular subject area at university in an extended 

way, and we argue that they warrant special analysis for at least two 

important reasons. The first is that such courses provide students with 

an intellectual foundation for further study in that area. Once these 

foundations are laid, the existence of a kind of path-dependence in 

human cognition implies that students will begin to think in a particular 

way about that subject area and changing this may not be very easy. 

The second is that introductory courses provide teachers with the 

opportunity to capture students’ interest in a particular field. If such 

courses are taught well, with significant student engagement, relevance 

to real world issues, and in a way that demonstrates genuine insight into 

the way the world works, students may be prepared to undertake further 

study in that area. Conversely, if teachers do a poor job of these things, 

students may be put off the area permanently.  

The role of introductory courses thus indicates that teaching political 

economy to large numbers of students at the introductory level is a 
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matter of strategic, intellectual and practical importance. In particular, 

it is probably the key first step towards establishing a major or 

programme in political economy at a new institution. Typically, 

political economy, when it is allowed to be taught at all, is confined to 

upper year electives.  Given the discussion above, this implies that 

students’ thinking about economics will tend to be fashioned along 

mainstream lines because they will have been exposed to mainstream 

ideas such as equilibrium and rationality in introductory courses. This 

can “set up an analytical confusion that captivates the student more or 

less forever” (Bernstein 2004, p.33) so that they are likely to struggle 

in fully understanding or accepting alternative ideas as legitimate when 

they encounter them later in their degree. This is well articulated by 

Keen (2001, pp xii-xiii): 

The catalyst for my escape from this dogma was extremely simple: my 

first-year microeconomics lecturer [Frank Stilwell] pointed out a simple 

but glaring error in the application of conventional theory … Had I 

come across that fragility in my honours or postgraduate education, 

which is when students normally learn such things, I would quite 

possibly have been willing to gloss over it, as most economists do. 

Instead, because I learnt it ‘out of sequence’, I was immediately 

suspicious of the simplistic statements of economic principle. 

Furthermore, if political economy courses are confined to upper 

electives, there is a real risk that students may have already been turned 

off the study of economics by virtue of having done first-year 

introductory orthodox subjects. 

It is worth noting that the differences in student ratings of 

conventional economics and PE courses discussed in the previous 

section were most extreme at the first-year level. That responses should 

be polarised at this level probably indicates that self-selection occurs 

after first year so that students with the most negative reaction to first-

year orthodox subjects simply do not continue with the study of 

economics. The positive student feedback for introductory political 

economy courses thus suggests that students are not uninterested in 

economics per se, but rather with the way it is taught in conventional 

economics courses and that we may be losing an important constituency 

because political economy is not being offered at the introductory level.   
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4.  GENERAL TRENDS IN THE AUSTRALIAN ECONOMICS 

CURRICULUM 

A look at economics courses taught at Australian universities over the 

last thirty years or so indicates that alternative approaches to economics 

make up a shrinking proportion of courses over this period. The general 

trend is thus towards narrowness and away from plurality.  Table 1 

classifies all economics courses offered at Australian universities in 

1988 and 2011 into a number of broad categories. This table indicates 

a clear decline in the proportion of courses that could be broadly 

described as “Economics as a Social Science” from 30.8% of courses 

in 1980 to 14.1% of course in 2011, with a corresponding increase in 

the proportion of mainstream and neoclassical courses over the same 

period.  It is notable, however, that political economy is the only sub-

discipline within the social science ‘wing’ of the economics discipline 

that has not been in decline (increasing by 3.2 per cent).  

 
Table 1 Economics Curriculum in 1980 and in 2011 by Sub-category 

Course type 1980 

Per cent 

subjects 2011 

Per cent 

subjects Change 

Economics as a Social Science 288 30.8% 229 14.1% -16.7% 

Economic History  181 19.3% 84 5.2% -14.2% 

Development Economics  39 4.2% 32 2.0% -2.2% 

Political Economy  24 2.6% 94 5.8% 3.2% 

Comparative Economic 

Systems  22 2.4% 3 0.2% -2.2% 

History of Economic Thought  22 2.4% 16 1.0% -1.4% 

Other 27 2.9% 93 5.7% 2.8% 

Open 19 2.0% 68 4.2% 2.1% 

Eclectic 8 0.9% 13 0.8% -0.1% 

Modern Hybrid Economics  0 0.0% 12 0.7% 0.7% 

Mainstream Economics 621 66.3% 1307 80.2% 13.9% 

Neoclassical Economics 404 43.2% 1015 62.3% 19.1% 

Econometrics 163 17.4% 216 13.3% -4.2% 

Mathematical Methods 54 5.8% 76 4.7% -1.1% 

Grand Total 936  1629   
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  Table 2: Student Preferences for Future Economics Courses   

Economic Sub-discipline 
Number 

Students    Per cent 

Economics of Developing Countries 90 58% 

Comparative Economic Systems  81 52% 

History of Economic Thought 63 40% 

Economic History 57 37% 

Heterodox Economics  54 35% 

Total for ‘Economics as a social science’ 345  

Macroeconomics 70 45% 

Microeconomics 41 26% 

Econometrics 17 11% 

Total for ‘Mainstream economics’ 128  

Source:  Survey data collected by Tim Thornton at La Trobe University,       

November 2012. 

This is cause for some encouragement, though it should be noted that 

this growth in political economy course offerings has been largely 

outside of traditional centres of economics teaching i.e. economics 

departments and business schools (See Argyrous 2006; Thornton 2012, 

2013a & 2013b). The most dramatic example of this is of The 

Department of Political Economy at the University Sydney, which 

expanded dramatically after moving into the Faculty of Arts. This 

department now teaches 41.5 per cent of all political economy subjects 

in Australian universities (Thornton 2013b). Its 2,500 enrolments 

across 38 subjects offer an encouraging example for institutional 

independence and intellectual differentiation. 

Why has the growth in political economy teaching been outside of 

traditional centres of economics teaching? Part of the explanation is the 

intellectual suppression of political economy that often occurs within 

increasingly mainstream departments. Another part of the explanation 

may be that that the core constituency for PE may be in social science 

(rather than business) faculties. Thornton (2013a) surveyed students at 

LaTrobe University at the end of their first year of study in 2012. He 

asked about the kinds of economics courses these students might be 

interested in taking later in their degrees. Results from the survey are 

shown in Table 2 and they suggest strong signs of unmet demand for 
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political economy within social science faculties. Of particular note was 

that of the 156 students that participated in the survey, over half 

indicated that economics was a subject they wished they knew more 

about, with 83% clearly indicating that they were more likely to enrol 

in subjects in economics if they were taught from a social science 

(political economy) perspective within a social sciences faculty. 

Such findings provide strong prima facie evidence for the idea that 

political economy should seek greater independence and differentiation 

from traditional centres of economics teaching: independence in the 

form of a separate base within social science faculties; differentiation 

in conceiving of itself as a separate academic discipline (the discipline 

of political economy).   

5.  POLITICAL ECONOMY TEACHING IN AUSTRALIAN 

UNIVERSITIES 

In early 2013 we collected data about the characteristics of all political 

economy courses offered in Australian universities. Details of the 

overall design of this project and its general results may be found in 

Argyrous & Thornton (2013), but here we focus on data from that 

project related specifically to introductory political economy courses.  

Table 3 provides a list of all introductory PE courses offered by 

Australian universities in 2005 and 2012. While this table indicates that 

the  number  of  PE  courses  was relatively  stable across this period, 

closer analysis shows substantial changes in key features of the courses 

offered. Less than half of the introductory subjects that existed in 2005 

were still running in 2012. This fact is consistent with a 2012 general 

survey of Australian political economy that found these courses depend 

on the personal commitment and initiative of individual staff members 

- as opposed to reflecting a sustained institutional commitment to offer 

political economy subjects (see Thornton & Argyrous, 2013). One may 

thus conclude that courses come and go, depending on the presence and 

availability of particular staff. In fact, the number of universities 

offering introductory PE courses has fallen from fourteen to eleven. The 

smaller number of universities offering multiple courses suggests that 

growth has focused on staff at some institutions leveraging the situation 

to offer PE as a ‘service’ subject within a range of different 

programmes/degrees. In terms of teaching bases for these courses, there 

has been a significant shift away from faculties outside the 

Business/Commerce field. Unlike 2005, where there was a slight 

majority of introductory PE courses in faculties of arts,  social   
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Table 3: Introductory PE Subjects, 2005 and 2012 by University 

University Course Name 2005 2012 

New England POLS306 Political Economy/ PAIS306/506 (2012) ✓ ✓ 

Queensland ECON1100 Political Economy & Comparative 

Systems ECON2110 (2012) 
✓ ✓ 

Queensland POLS2401 Politics and the Economy in Australia ✓ ✓ 

Sydney ECOP1001 Economics as a Social Science ✓ ✓ 

UNSW PECO1000 Introduction to Political Economy ✓ ✓ 

UNSW ECON3119 Political Economy ✓ ✓ 

UWS 200065.1 Political Economy ✓ ✓ 

ANU POLS1004 Money, Power, War ✓  

Ballarat BE703 Economic Policy in Australia ✓  

Charles Sturt ECO310 Economic Philosophy and Policy ✓  

Macquarie ECON385 Contending Perspectives in Contemporary 

Economics 
✓  

Monash PLT2910/3910 Australian Political Economy ✓  

Queensland SWSP2244 Social Aspects of Economic Issues ✓  

SA POLI1009 Political Economy and Social Policy ✓  

UNSW SLSP/PECO2000 State and the Economy ✓  

Wollongong POL319 Political Economy in the New Millennium  ✓  

La Trobe  ECO3/4CAE Competing Approaches in Contemporary 

Economics 

 ✓ 

Macquarie  SOC182 Economy and Society  ✓ 

Melbourne ECON10002 Seminar in Economics and Commerce A: 

Classical Political Economy and Economic Liberalism 

 ✓ 

Melbourne POLS20031 Political Economy  ✓ 

Queensland ECON1120 Economics of Social Issues  ✓ 

Queensland ECON3540 Evolution of Economic Systems   ✓ 

Southern QLD POL2000 Political and Economic Ideas  ✓ 

UTS 23623 Alternative Perspectives in Contemporary 

Economics 

 ✓ 

UWS 200532 Government and the Economy  ✓ 

Wollongong ECON 219 Economic Essentials for Business 

Innovation 

 ✓ 

Total  16 17 

sciences, and humanities, in 2012, there were only five of the 

seventeen courses from such faculties. Political economy has not been 

able to continue the growth in these ‘non-traditional’ faculties. This is 

an interesting finding and it sits awkwardly with so much evidence that 
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indicates that the prospects for political economy are best in the social 

sciences. This anomaly therefore warrants further explanation.  

The decline of introductory political economy in arts/social science 

faculties since 2005 is a statistical outlier, in that if one takes political 

economy subjects as whole (not just introductory political economy) 

then the majority of subjects are indeed taught outside business faculties 

(Thornton 2013b). However, such an anomalous finding offers a useful 

cue to acknowledge that while the prospects for political economy in 

social science faculties are generally promising, this does not mean that 

it is always easy, or that setbacks cannot occur. One or two common 

problems seem to arise with any attempt to establish new political 

economy courses. First, other staff within social science faculties may 

fail to support, or indeed may actively oppose, the establishment of such 

courses. On this point it should be noted that in his history of the social 

sciences in Australia, Macintyre contends that established departments 

have often attempted to thwart the development of new departments 

(Macintyre 2010). Secondly, other social scientists may neither fully 

understand nor appreciate the political economy vision, particularly 

when they find themselves competing with political economists for 

resources, students and spaces on course grids.   

The obvious response to such potential problems is to persuade other 

social scientists of the demonstrable intellectual, strategic, and practical 

benefits of political economy. It should not, however, be assumed that 

there will be resistance since there are documented instances of other 

social scientists actively encouraging the presence for political 

economy courses in their faculty (See Argyrous 2006; Butler, Jones & 

Stilwell 2009; and Thornton 2013b). This mixed evidence of potential 

openness and resistance indicates that much may depend on the 

proclivities of the individuals, culture and priorities within a particular 

faculty at a particular point in time.   

When we consider student course enrolments, we see that the highest 

enrolment for an introductory political economy subject was for 

ECOP1001 Economics as a Social Science offered by the Department 

of Political Economy at the University of Sydney.  This has had a long-

term average enrolment of about 400 students but in recent years that 

average has increased to over 600. Why is this course so large and why 

have there been recent increases to even larger average enrolments? A 

number of factors appear to be relevant: the savvy choice of subject 

name Economics as a Social Science; active promotion of the subject 
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during orientation week (Rodrigo 2009); the strength, size and prestige 

of the University of Sydney; and the long-history of very strong student 

satisfaction, support and defence of this subject (something that dates 

all the way back to the subject’s inception in the 1970s). In addition to 

these factors, it should also be noted that since the subject has been 

offered within the auspices of the arts and social sciences its enrolments 

have increased from the long-term average of 400 to over 600. This 

amounts to a 50 per cent increase, against an 18 per cent increase in 

total enrolments in the University’s Business and Arts Faculties.  Such 

a finding provides support for the idea that the growth prospects for 

economics as a social science appears to be, perhaps rather 

unsurprisingly, in faculties of arts and social sciences.  

Looking at PE courses other than the large Sydney University course, 

enrolments have remained healthy. For the 14 other introductory 

courses for which we have enrolment data in 2005, there were an 

average of 64 students per course. In 2012 this had grown to 68 students 

per course. These average enrolments, while not particularly high, 

demonstrate that there is a viable and sustained demand by students for 

political economy. In both 2005 and 2012, the largest enrolments were 

in first-year courses, which emphasises the argument made earlier about 

the strategic, intellectual and practical benefits of offering political 

economy at the first-year level.  

When we look more closely at these enrolment numbers we find an 

interesting relationship with the discussion above regarding the 

institutional location for introductory PE courses. Table 4 sets out 

enrolments for some of the largest PE courses. Of the 4 largest courses, 

3 are located in faculties of arts/social sciences. This suggests that 

where PE can establish itself in such faculties, the ‘business case’ of 

large enrolments can be created to sustain and build the programme. 

The situation at Macquarie University illustrates this point: the third 

year introductory course that had existed in 2005 in the Faculty of 

Business and Economics, with an enrolment of 38, is no longer offered 

(though it was essentially transferred across to University of 

Technology, Sydney). However, a new first-year course in political 

economy in the Faculty of Arts at Macquarie has been established. Its 

enrolment was 170 in 2012. This much larger enrolment and lower year 

level provides the foundation for a sequence or major in political 

economy.  
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Table 4: Enrolments in Introductory PE Subjects, 2012  

University Course Name Enrolment 

in 2012 

University of Melbourne Seminar in Economics and Commerce 

A: Classical Political Economy and 

Economic Liberalism 

25 

La Trobe University Competing Approaches in 

Contemporary Economics 

30 

UNSW Introduction to Political Economy 34 

University of Technology 

Sydney 

Alternative Perspectives in 

Contemporary Economics 

38 

University of Queensland Politics & the economy; Economic 

analysis & public policy 

35-40 

University of New England Avoid Economic Deception: Study 

Political Economy 

40 

University of Queensland Political Economy and Comparative 

Systems 

47 

University of Western 

Sydney 

Government and the Economy 52 

University of Southern 

Queensland 

Political and economic ideas 60 

University of New South 

Wales 

Political Economy 70 

University of Western 

Sydney 

Political Economy 74 

University of Wollongong Economic Essentials for Business 

Innovation 

110 

University of Melbourne Political Economy 150 

Macquarie University Economy and Society 170 

University of Queensland Economics of Social Issues 150-170 

University of Sydney Economics as a Social Science 600-700 

University of Queensland Evolution of Economic Systems  Not 

provided 

 

The introductory subjects surveyed were also assessed in terms of the 

curriculum they followed. In contrast, to the neoclassical curriculum 

that is generally of a highly uniform nature (Colander 2003) the 

introductory political economic courses were more diverse. From a 
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content-analysis of the courses guides, two things stand out. The first is 

the commitment to economic pluralism: introductory political economy 

is genuinely introductory economics, which introduces the subject as a 

whole, not just the non-pluralist, neoclassical strand. Second, the 

content of introductory political economy is heavily grounded in the 

history, practice and institutions of market capitalism. This contrasts to 

the introductory neoclassical curriculum that generally falls prey to the 

Ricardian vice of being overly ahistorical and lacking in institutional 

context.  

This diversity of introductory political economy is partially evident 

in the required reading set within each course. The choice of set texts 

for subjects was quite varied. However, some Australian-produced 

political economy texts made multiple appearances: five subjects used 

Political Economy: The Contest of Economic Ideas (Stilwell 2011a), 

three subjects used Economics as a Social Science: Readings in 

Political Economy (Stilwell & Argyrous 2011) and two subjects used 

Market Society: History, Theory, Practice (Spies-Butcher, Paton & 

Cahill 2012).    

Table 5 summarises the prevalence of different schools of thought in 

the curricula of the 17 subjects surveyed. A notable finding, and one 

that contrasts from the 2005 survey, is that behavioural economics has 

begun to be taught in introductory political economy. This openness to 

behavioural economics stands in contrast to the introductory 

neoclassical economics courses, which gives behavioural economics, at 

best, a cursory treatment. Some evidence of this can be seen in the 

currently dominant introductory neoclassical economics textbook by 

Mankiw. The ‘Frontiers of Microeconomics’ chapter is a good example 

of a syndrome identified by Earl (2010) whereby the ‘new’ behavioural 

economics is couched in such a way that it does not threaten the 

legitimacy or existence of a neoclassical theoretical core. Even the title 

of the chapter can be seen as defensive: why would a school of 

economics established in the 1950s be referred to as a ‘frontier’ if not 

to denote it as being of a provisional and uncertain nature? The sheer 

brevity of coverage is also consistent with a defensive orientation. Only 

three findings are really discussed, and each of them is given only a 

paragraph: people are over-confident; people give too much weight to 

a small number of vivid observations; and people are reluctant to 

change their minds. The section is then wrapped up by asserting that the  
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Table 5: Schools of Economics Taught in Introductory Political         

Economy Courses, 2012 

School of Thought Subjects 

Neoclassical/Economic Rationalism/Neo-liberalism  16 

Marxist/Radical/Socialist 15 

Keynes/Post Keynesian 14  

Pre-Classical/Classical 10   

Institutionalist/Evolutionary 12 

Feminist 5  

Austrian 4  

Behavioural Economics 4  

Ecological Economics 6  

 

rationality assumption, “even if not exactly true, is still a good 

approximation” (Mankiw, Gans & King 2009, p.531) and that  rational  

choice theory is “not perfect, but it is good enough” (Mankiw, Gans & 

King 2009, p.531). 

More broadly, introductory political economy courses can be put into 

four groupings. ‘PE via policy analysis’ (6 courses) uses current policy 

issues and political ‘realities’ as a vehicle for exploring broader 

theoretical issues in economics. ‘Historical pluralist PE’ (6 courses) 

examines a series of competing schools of thought in the order in which 

they developed historically. ‘Neoliberalism and its alternatives’ (4 

courses) adopts a structure that starts with an exposition and critique of 

both neo-liberalism and neoclassical economics, then examines a series 

of competing schools of thought in the order in which they developed 

historically. One course, ‘Applied PE’, adopt heterodox schools as the 

means of understanding economic issues, rejecting the need to present 

the neoclassical alternative. Table 6 summarises the situation.  

The difference in format can be largely explained by differences in 

the degree programs in which the subject sits, the need to avoid 

duplication with other subjects also being offered, and the interests of 

the staff teaching the subject. For example, if a university offered a 

dedicated subject in History of Economic Thought (HET), an HET 

format for teaching introductory political economy presents obvious 

problems of duplication. Furthermore, if a course was based in the 

social science faculty it was more likely to take a historical approach to 

theoretical debates.  
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Table 6: Introductory Political Economy Subjects by Structure and Focus 

Course Type 2005 2012 

Historical pluralist PE 6 6 

PE via policy analysis 3 6 

Neoliberalism and alternatives 6 4 

Applied PE 1 1 

Total 16 17 

 

Finally, the preferences of the staff responsible are likely to be 

significant factor in shaping the structure of a course. In response to an 

open-ended question asking how the course had changed in the past five 

years, a key theme of the responses was that new staff taking over the 

coordination of the course usually initiated any changes. The most 

significant changes involved a recasting of a specific course from one 

of the general formats listed in Table 6 to another. The following two 

responses illustrate this, with the first moving from a historical pluralist 

approach to a PE via policy analysis format. The second response 

discusses a shift in the opposite direction: 

In the most recent offering, I have started with political economic 

issues, and, from there, I have examined conceptual material. In 

previous offerings the unit began with conceptual material before 

applying it to contemporary issues. 

Subject has been completely re-written to focus on the major ideologies 

in economics and their application to case studies on the global financial 

crisis, privatisation and the Australian economy in its global context. 

The other major change that had occurred was a change in the list of 

policy issues on which theoretical debates could be illustrated. 

A somewhat surprising aspect of the survey was how conventional 

most political economy subjects are in pedagogical design. Typically, 

courses were delivered in the traditional lecture-tutorial format. 

Assessment was usually a tutorial paper, an essay and a final exam. In 

other words, while the content of political economy represents an 

innovation, the usual delivery of this content is very much in the 

traditional mode. This could be a reflection of the poor incentives 

within universities for teaching innovation. It could also be based in the 

belief that the traditional methods are the most effective regardless of 

content. In any event, innovation in teaching is something that could be 
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more closely considered by those that teach political economy, given 

that political economy can be more difficult to teach than orthodox 

economics (Stretton 1996). An obvious innovation would be to 

incorporate greater use of online support in political economy courses, 

if only to keep up with our orthodox colleagues who are currently using 

this technology. 

6.   IMPACT OF THE EXCELLENCE IN RESEARCH 

AUSTRALIA INITIATIVE 

The contributions to Lee & Lavoie (2013) examine a number of forces 

common to universities across the world that account for the sidelining 

of alternative approaches to economics, despite their popularity with 

students. One force that takes a particular character in Australia is the 

nature of the Australian Research Council’s Excellence in Research 

Australia exercise that has a history of ranking non-neoclassical 

research poorly relative to neoclassical research (See Bloch 2010; Lee 

et al. 2010). Indeed in 2007, the sub-disciplines of economic history and 

history of economic thought had to mount a vigorous campaign for their 

research to be even assessed as part of the discipline of economics 

(Millmow & Kates 2008).  

More recently, an analysis of the most recent round of the ERA found 

that there were “built-in biases that favour theory and econometric 

research over applied and other economics research” (Bloch 2012, p.1). 

In September 2013, the Australian Business Deans Council were 

persuaded to downgrade almost all of the remaining economics social 

science orientated journals that had previously been ranked ‘A’. The 

consequence of these types of changes is that traditional centres of 

economics teaching, ever-focused on maximising their overall research 

standing, will be loath to employ political economists, thus meaning 

there will be no staff able to teaching political economy subjects.  

One potential solution to this problem would be for the Australia 

Research Council to double-code all political economy journals so that 

dissenting economists are in a position to work both inside and outside 

traditional centres of economics teaching. The obvious coding for such 

journals would be to classify political economy under Field of Research 

(FoR) code 16 (Studies in Human Society) and more particularly under 

FoR 1606 (Political Science) and then under FoR 160699 (Political 

Science not elsewhere classified). Whatever codings political economy 

journals currently have under FoR 14 (Economics) could remain as they 
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are so as not to disadvantage those that continue to operate inside of 

business faculties. 

7.   CONCLUSIONS 

The state of political economy teaching in Australia is at an interesting 

stage of development. On one hand, it has remained a presence in 

Australian universities; on the other hand it faces challenges in 

renewing, expanding and innovating. The continued reduction of 

economics offerings by Australian universities and the age profile of 

staff at some of these universities where PE has had a solid base, 

provide worrying signs that a similar review of PE subjects in only 3-4 

years time would yield less positive results. For example, staff at the 

University of Queensland, which have historically taught several 

introductory PE courses across a range of programmes and degrees, 

indicted that as they approach retirement the likelihood of new 

appointments to continue these courses was very low. 

From our perspective, there appears to be much evidence that we 

should direct our efforts outside business faculties and traditional 

economics departments. In particular, we feel that the Department of 

Political Economy offers a general template for the development of 

political in Australian universities.  The survey evidence has also 

clearly illustrated that the Department of Political Economy, has been 

the major engine room for political economy in Australia and that the 

leadership and commitment of Frank Stilwell and his colleagues offer 

much that is instructive and inspiring for those interested in an 

improved economics and a better world. While it cannot be assumed 

that establishing a separate institutional base will not be without its own 

challenges (Argyrous 1996; Thornton 2013b), we, like many of the 

respondents to our survey, see the broader social sciences as the more 

promising domain, given the well-known and seemingly ever-

increasing difficulties of trying to go about one’s business within 

traditional centres of economics teaching. 
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