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Edward Morey 
Spring 2009, last revised January 11, 2010  
 
This syllabus is a work in progress.  
 
Course Description



Quoting from Aldo Leopold (a famous, dead, environmentalist) taking about an 
ecological ethic vs. a philosophical ethic   
 

An ethic, ecologically, is a limitation on freedom of action in the struggle for 
existence. An 
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Whether something is good or bad from an economist’s perspective typically comes down to 
whose preferences count and whose preference don’t count (white men? foreigners? women? 
future generations? animals?). We will return to this question of who is and who is not a member 
of society many times.  
 
For those of you wondering, there is nothing in neoclassical economics, as I read it, that 
precludes animals from being members of society; making them members (having moral 
standing) is an assumption one can choose to make or not make.  
 
That said, most economists assume, without thinking about it, that only humans are members of 
society (maybe because few non-human animals choose careers in economics).    
 
As an aside, note that there is nothing that says all member of society need be treated equally; 
that would be an additional assumption. For example, most would consider U.S. citizens, 
independent of age, to be members of the U.S. society, but most would not advocate equal 
treatment for babies and adults.  
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This is only my fifth time teaching this course; I am getting better at it but still have a ways to 
go.   
 
In my defense, I have been thinking and playing with the issues for quite a while. I need your 
input and suggestions in terms of topics and presentation.  
 
There is a lot of flexibility in terms of the material I present. I need your input and 
suggestions.   
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My proposed objectives for the course (as of January 11, 2010) are pretty simple: 
 

1. To make us think hard and long about economics and its foundations – make us think 
critically 

  
2. To investigate the philosophical and ethical foundations of economics – think a 

philosophy course. Some of you will find this more a philosophy course than an 
economics course.  

 
3. To think about how economics defines “good” and “bad”. That is, how do we, as 

economists, decide whether some allocation of resources and distribution of goods is 
better or worse that some other allocation and distribution.  
 
Put another way, how do economists decide whether a policy is good or bad? A policy is 
good (bad) if it moves society to a better (worse) allocation.  

 
4. Related to all of the above will be detailed discussions of “efficiency”, “equity” and 

“sustainability”. 
  

5. To do a lot of the above in the context of environmental and natural resource applications 
– what I know the most about. I am willing to consider other applications as well, 

http://www.colorado.edu/economics/morey/4999Ethics/essays/4999writingessay.html�
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8. Class participation will also be an important part of the class and your grade. If you don’t 
want to attend class on a regular basis and participate when you are here, you will not 
want to take the course. 

 
9. Many of the class meetings will be structured around a specific reading or question. You 

will need to prepare for class by doing the appropriate prep work – gratuitous bullshitting 
will not cut it.  

 
 

 
If all you care about is “thinking in the box” and simply think of an economics major as a path to 
making money - you did not get in the business school - this might not be the course for you.  
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• Discounting – how much should future generations count and what exactly is a future 
generation 

 
• Discounting and global warming 
 
• Global warming effects on us versus poor countries such as Bangladesh vs. rich 

countries such as the U.S. 
 

• Law, the environment, and economics. Do laws exist to increase efficiency and equity? 
 

• Business/corporate ethics (that said, this is not a course in corporate ethics) 
 

• Benefit-cost analysis and how economists measure benefits and costs – the underlying 
assumptions.  

 
 
• Your topic here 
 

 
One of my goals will be to provoke you and to disagree with you (independent of the extent 
to which I really do or don’t agree with you). The objective is to make you think.  
 
Send me an email with your thoughts about what you would like to get from the course, 
include topics of interest to you. Why are you taking this course? Don’t comply at your 
peril. What will happen in the course will depend a lot on what you do or don’t tell me. 
Thanks.  
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An aside: what is environmental economics?  
 
This course, per sec, is not a course in environmental economics. I include the following so you 
know how a course in environmental economics differs from what we hope to accomplish. A 
number of you have taken a course in environmental economics, maybe from me.   
 
Environmental economics considers the efficient and equitable use of society's scarce 
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wetlands and wilderness.  I want to stress that, equally important, environmental economics is 
estimating the measuring the benefits of decreasing pollution, cleaning up the environment and 
protecting scarce ecological systems.  An important issue is the costs and benefits to whom.  
 
Environmental economists don’t consider society’s production and distribution of goods and 
services as separate from the environment; put simply, what we take from the environment to 
produce our goods and services ultimately ends up emitted back into the environment in terms of 
emissions, pollution and wastes.  Very simply, the total weight of what is taken from the 
environment to produce goods and services must eventually equal to weight of what we put back 
into the environment (“what goes in must come out”).   This fact is often referred to as “materials 
balance”. The same balance holds for energy – we change its form but do not create or destroy 
energy.   



http://www.colorado.edu/Economics/morey/index.html�
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