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Dr. Marmé

Senior Seminar in Economics:

Course objectives:

(1) To discuss the economics of Keynes (what Keynes actually wrote) as opposed to Keynesian economics (what you learn about in undergraduate textbooks).  One theme will be given a great deal of emphasis: that many of the advances in economic theory made in the last generation seem to be leading the discipline in the direction Keynes tried to lead it almost 70 years ago! (2) To provide (along with the other two seminars) a capstone experience for you as a senior here at Augustana.  
"A capstone experience?"
A capstone or coping stone means the "crowing point" of something, a finishing touch. You all have demonstrated a high degree of comfort employing cognitive skills such as learning terminology and procedures, putting that terminology into your own words or explaining in your own words what the results of carrying out a particular procedure mean.  Most of you are equally comfortable in showing that you can take your understanding of key concepts and procedures one step further and apply them.   I regard one of the most important goals of my teaching as making sure such skills are used in my classes and developed by all students. 
In some areas of study such a goal would seem to be relatively modest one for college level course work. It is not in Economics! As you know, Economics is a difficult subject.  Understanding  Economic theory well enough to apply it in relatively specific situations is a pretty tall order.  Going beyond this and connecting seemingly unrelated ideas to one another, deciding for yourself how different ideas are related, deciding for yourself what in a piece is significant and what is not,  evaluating an argument by checking its consistency and critiquing it is difficult, even at the junior or senior level.   Finally teaching you how to "do  Economics" by taking what is already there and creating something on your own is more difficult still.  One must nevertheless learn how to do all of this if he or she is to say that they have a command of Economics.  In this seminar, my goal is to check to make sure that you have some of these higher level skills and to help you develop them further.  
"Why Keynes?"  Keynes is the father of modern macroeconomics.  He was a major intellectual force of the 20th century.  He was a great economist.  Keynes more than any other economist in the history of the discipline, exemplifies the importance of asking good questions.   In his September 1911 review of Irving Fisher's The Purchasing Power of Money  Keynes identifies the two defects of the monetarist approach that he sought to answer over the next two and a half decades: (1) how -exactly- did monetary changes translate into changes in total spending and (2) what was the significance of variations in total spending (changes in the price level, what price level, changes in economic activity, transitory or more fundamental and so on).   More remarkable than anything else is what I referred to above: Keynes seventy years ago drew attention to many of the issues that in the last generation represent some of the most significant advances in Economics: the impact on the social welfare of market economies that work with incomplete information and hence incomplete markets.   Incomplete markets and information have implications as far ranging as the theory of the firm and coordination of different activities within a single business to the questions of economic development and the divergence between economically rich and economically poor societies has occurred.  
"How will this seminar work?" In Webster's dictionary the word seminar is defined as follows:

"a group of advanced students studying under a professor with each doing original research and ALL exchanging results through reports and discussions." (emphasis added)  Let's modify this definition and say that for us  seminar will mean "a group of advanced students studying under a professor with each student analyzing and evaluating  material they have already studied in previous courses and ALL exchanging results through written reports and discussions"   We'll do this through a series of "O and C sessions".  
"O and C sessions?"  In alternate weeks we will have orientation sessions (O sessions) in which we review key concepts that are needed for the reading and discussion of the following week. Rather than just throwing the readings at you and expecting you to figure out what is important I will try to guide you through the process.  One of my chief goals is to help you develop the habit of trying to use what you already know when confronted with something seemingly so new and different. 

The following week will deal with content (C sessions).  Articles that illustrate the key ideas that constitute the economics of Keynes and already assume a good knowledge of economic theory will be assigned.  In the past I have noticed that a key problem many students encounter in reading these pieces is separating what is important from what is less so.  To get at the content and to differentiate the significant from the less so means demonstrating a command of the sort of higher order analytical skills mentioned above.  
To help you in this process, C session readings will be accompanied by a set of questions that must be addressed both in written form and in the C session itself.  

Each session -O or C-will be marked by a summary of the main points addressed (due at the next session), the most interesting thing mentioned that day and the hardest to follow.  
"Your grade?"  (1) Participation/contribution to discussion  (note that participation/contribution extends well beyond just showing up but that at most one excused absence is allowed), (2) written responses to questions on the readings for the C sessions, (3) main point summaries of week's session (4) a brief paper -due finals week-summarizing the seminar itself (an outline will be handed out at our first session together on the 13th).  

