
RS 343-W1 ETHICS AND ECONOMIC THEORIES
         Term II, '05,  4-6:30 pm,  Briggs 349

Faculty:  Dr. Gloria Albrecht, Briggs 333B
Phone:   313-578-0351 (0);   313-863-0862 (H)
E-mail:  albrecgh@udmercy.edu;  Fax: 313-993-1166
Office Hours:   Officially, 11:30 – 12:30 Tues. and Thurs.  Also, 3 pm – 4pm Tues.  Or, any time by appointment. Please

speak to me as needed.

COURSE DESCRIPTION:  This course is based on two presuppositions. First, that the economy  is a social system . It is
the way in which a society (or some group in a society) chooses  to organize the activities that are essential for the
production and distribution of the goods and services that are needed, or wanted, by the society.  Economics  is the study
of such social systems. Consequently, this course assumes that economics (both as a social system and as the study of
such systems and the theories that justify them) is an expression of a society's (or a part of a society's) moral
agreements  concerning the process of making moral agreements (who gets to participate in these decisions?), fair
allocation of resources, criteria for determining "fairness," and the just distribution of social burdens, benefits, and
privileges. If this is true, then any economic system reflects a society's basic value assumptions. Furthermore, every
economic decision, whether it is made at the level of personal choice or national policy, acts  to implement values. It is a
social reality  that has concrete effects on persons, families, communities, and the environment. Economic decisions,
then, have moral  consequences; they can enhance social well being or harm it.  Descriptive ethics  studies how and why
such decisions are made and their ethical consequences; normative ethics  wrestles with the question “what should be
done?”

The second presupposition of this course is that justice-making  is the core of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim versions
of authentic life ; that economic life  is at the center of the mandate to create justice. Consequently, religion and
economics do mix.

This course will explore current issues  in economic and religious literature about the content of and the process of
creating economic justice . We will read (or hear from) and evaluate a variety of contemporary activists and scholars
(economists, sociologists, and Christian ethicists). We will pay special attention to how current issues impact groups
differently due to race, gender, and/or economic location . We will study some of the social justice traditions within
Christianity.

The course is designed to challenge us to consider the economy in ways to which we may not have been exposed. There
will be differences among us and among those we read or hear from. It is important for each of us to distinguish between
understanding  the positions of others and agreeing  with them. Students are expected to understand  the various
viewpoints studied.

GOALS OF THE COURSE:
1. To discern the basis in Christian scriptures and traditions for the claim that justice-making is the core of authentic

human life lived in the presence of God.
2. To understand some major competing perspectives in economic theory and the social theories upon which they are

based.
3. To recognize the role that social power plays in the shaping of knowledge, including social and economic theories and

ethical values.
4. To analyze the impact of capitalist institutions on both economic and non-economic social relations (such as the

family, neighborhoods, distant others, and the environment) in order to clarify the behaviors supported by differing
theories of justice-making.

5. To further shape one's own convictions about the religious mandate for justice, the economic theory and practices
that respond more adequately to that mandate, and the personal economic behaviors one's ethical convictions will
motivate.

6. To identify contemporary organizations providing alternative economic values and behaviors.

GRADING:
Letter grades have the following numerical values: A+=100; A=95; A-=92; B+=89; B=85; B-=82, etc.
Numerical grades have the following letter values: 98-100=A+; 94-97=A; 90-93=A-; 87-89=B=; 83-86=B; 80-83=B-; etc.

For thought:

There is a powerful hatred loose in the world. And everything and everyone we cherish is endangered. And so I
would have to be some kind of really nearsighted fool to wallow in what's left of the world that's gorgeous and
freely given and natural and sweet and hot and unpredictable and delicate for growing things. I'd be a wallowing



fool unless I also tried to eliminate, or reduce, that hatred that can take all that we have away from us. (June
Jordan, "A Powerful Hatred" in Affirmative Acts: Political Essays, 1998)

But today I see more clearly than yesterday that back of the problem of race and color, lies a greater problem
which both obscures and implements it: and that is the fact that so many civilized persons are willing to live in
comfort even if the price of this is poverty, ignorance and disease of the majority of their fellowmen. (W.E.B.
DuBois, cited in Manning Marable, Blackwater: Historical Studies in Race, Class Consciousness, and Revolution,
1981, rev. ed. 1993, 69)

TEXTS:
1.  Owensby, Walter, Economics for Prophets (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988)
2.  Economic Justice for All, U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1986.
3.  Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, 1996.
4.  A packet of materials will be available from the CLAE office next week. ($5)
5.  Videos and guest speakers are considered "texts" and are required sources of information.
6.  Good newspapers!  Read what is going on in the political economy of the US and the world!!!

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:
1. Attendance and informed participation  (10%) are vital to this course. Each of us is needed to participate in our

group process of inquiry and discussion. This means that each of us must have read and wrestled with the required
readings before coming to class. Everyone is both a learner and a teacher. The quality of our sessions will depend
upon how responsibly we prepare ourselves both to teach and to learn from others. Missing a class not only causes
you to miss a discussion, but it also causes us to miss your experience and insights.
a. In addition to the assigned readings, sometimes very brief class assignments will be made (like checking out

someone's web site). It is expected that everyone will do them and be able to contribute to the conversation.
b. It is important that you start reading the economic news from a good newspaper. Good newspapers include The

Washington Post, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal. The NYTimes, the Wall Street Journal, the
Detroit Free Press, and The Detroit News are available in the McNichols Library. They are also available daily on
the internet.

2. (Almost) weekly summary papers submitted on time : sometimes summaries of readings, sometimes reflections on
what we are hearing, seeing, and reading. Typically 1-2 single-spaced, typed pages in length. (30%) These papers
need to be submitted on time in order to facilitate our class discussions.

3. A "take-home" mid-term exam  and a "take-home" final exam . (30% each)



TENTATIVE SYLLABUS
(This may be revised due to availability of guest speakers or to decisions arising out of class discussions.)

Note: Your attention to national and economic news is especially important for the discussions of the class!

1/12 Meeting colleagues:  identifying ourselves and our social location.
Overview of the course
So, what's the problem? Looking at the news…
Video:  Who’s Getting Rich and Why Aren’t You?

1/19 So, what's the problem?
Readings:
(1) Mishel, Bernstein, Allegretto, The State of Working America: 2004/05: 1 - 34
     Check out their organization at www.epinet.org. What is the Economic Policy Institute? What do
      they do? What is their perspective?
(2) Shaw, Business Ethics, “The Nature of Capitalism”
(3) Owensby, “Introduction” and ch. 1
(4)  Newspaper articles: You will be expected to contribute your analysis to class discussion on 1/26.

#1 Summary Paper due:  in writing answer the following questions:
1. What is “economics”? Go to the library, a bookstore, your favorite economics text or professor, etc. Find two

definitions of "economics" from two different sources. DO NOT USE a Dictionary or Encyclopedia. You must
cite your sources.

2.  Based on the reading in State of Working America…
a. What has happened to ordinary workers in the U.S. over the last 30 years? Be specific and give some

data to support your answers.
b. Did any of this data surprise you? What? Why?

3.  Can the structure of capitalism (Shaw reading) help explain these trends?
4.  According to Owensby, is there a “Christian economy”?
5.  What do you think are the most important economic issues facing "us" today? Who do you mean by
     “us”?

1/26 So, what's the problem? Cont.
Readings:
(1) UN Human Development Report for 2003. Go to http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2003. On the right side of

the screen click on (a) summary, and look at the charts on pages 26-34, (b) Lead author statement, and (c)
Do you know.  Surf other information available on this site as you wish. Be prepared to tell what the UN
Human Development Report 2003 says about the global economic situation.

(2) Surf in www.nclnet.org OR http://www.globalexchange.org/campaigns/sweatshops/  What do these
organizations say about the conditions of many global workers.

(3) State of Working America 2004-05, ch. 7 “International Comparisons,” pp. 391-420.
(4) Douglas, “Globalization: Reform or Resist?” in Resistance and Theological Ethics.

#2 Summary Paper due:  in writing answer the following questions:
1. Based on the UN Human Development Report for 2003, is global poverty on the decrease? Give data to

justify your response.
2. Based on Douglas and the information from the National Labor Committee or Global Exchange (or Human

Rights Watches), what ethical issues are raised by globalization?

2/2 So, what's the problem? Cont.
Readings: (from packet)
(1) From Barbara Kingsolver, Small Wonder, "A Forest's Last Stand," "Called Out," and "A Fist in the
     Eye of God"
(2) Selections from Larry Rasmussen, Earth Community/Earth Ethics, pp. 111-126.
(3) Korten, “Sustainability and the Global Economy” from Coward and Maguire, eds. Visions of a New
    Earth
(4) "Sustainable Development" from Rachel's Environment and Health Weekly
(5) Using the internet, find out what “environmental racism” means.

.
#3 Summary Paper due:  Based on these readings, discuss the following issues:
1. The issue of "economic growth." Most mainline economists (and politicians) think that economic growth will
solve the issue of national and global poverty. But, according to these authors, what is the problem with economic
growth?



2. According to Kingsolver, what is biodiversity and why is it essential?
3. What do these authors mean by “sustainable development”?

2/9 Christian Reflections on "Economy"
Readings:
(1)Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread, chs. 1 – 5 (pp. 7 – 67.
This is an “easy” read. It is intended for use in teaching adults in local Lutheran congregations. So, while the
words may be easy, the reading contains important, serious religious concepts about economic life.
#4 Summary Paper due:
1.  What do Lutherans use as their sources of ethical wisdom concerning the economy?
2.  For Lutherans, theological beliefs lead to moral principles in economic life. Give two or three examples of
“theological beliefs” and how they lead to moral principles for economic life.
3.  Today in the U.S., the belief that poverty is a result of individuals making poor choices, perhaps because their
parents before them made poor choices, seems to be the dominant belief. Would Lutherans be satisfied with this
explanation, according to this reading? (Why? Why not?)

2/16 Christian Reflections on "Economy,"  cont.
Reading: from Economic Justice for All, read (a) “A Pastoral Message”; (b) Chapter 1, and 2
#5 Summary Paper due:
a. What theological beliefs shape the economic ethics of the U.S. Catholic bishops?
b.   Explain their concepts of economic rights and social (or structural) sin.

2/23 Christian Reflections on "Economy,"  cont. (Roman Catholic)
Reading: from Economic Justice for All, (a) from chapter 3, paragraphs 127 – 214
Preparation for class: Go to www.networklobby.org. Click on "Legislative Issues," then click on "Catholic
Social Teachings." Download and bring to class.

(Note:  Mid-term grades are due 3/1. They will be based on your summary papers.)

3/2 MID-TERM EXAM DUE AT 4:00 P.M.
NOTE: Guest Speaker, Dr. David Green, Chair, Democratic Socialists of America, Detroit Area

3/9 SPRING BREAK NO CLASSES

3/16 Alternative Christian Reflections on "Economy": Radical Theory & Christian Liberation TheologyReading:
from Mary Hobgood, Catholic Social Teaching and Economic Theory, chapter 1, "Economic Theory: A Necessary
Tool for Catholic Social Analysis"

3/23 Alternative Christian Reflections on "Economy": Comparing Mainline Christian and Radical Critiques of
Capitalism
Reading:
1. Owensby, ch 2
2. Heilbroner, ch 2 (to be handed out)

3/30 Alternative Christian Reflections on "Economy": Comparing Mainline Christian and Radical Critiques of
Capitalism
1. Owensby, ch. 3
2.  Heilbroner, ch. 3
#7 Summary Paper due: Different values underlie orthodox economic theory (i.e., capitalism) and radical social
theory (democratic socialism). Explain.

4/6 Alternative Christian Reflections on "Economy": Comparing Mainline Christian and Radical Critiques of
Capitalism
Readings:  1.  Owensby, chs. 4 & 5
2.  Heilbroner, ch. 4

4/13 Alternative Christian Reflections on "Economy": Comparing Mainline Christian and Radical Critiques of
Capitalism
*Final Exam Distributed (except for the last question).
Readings:
1. Owensby, ch 6 & 7



2.  Heilbroner, ch 5
#8 Summary Paper: Explain what Heilbroner means by calling capitalism a "regime." Why isn't a democratically
elected, representative government powerful enough to control and direct capitalist business behaviors (according
to Heilbroner)? From your reading of the news, is Heilbroner's view of the relationship between government and
business in a capitalist economy correct? (Do you know the backgrounds of our major government officials?)

4/20 Alternative Christian Reflections on "Economy": Comparing Mainline Christian and Radical Critiques of
Capitalism
Readings:
1. Owensby, ch. 9
2. (packet) Gutierrez, “Liberation Theology and the Future of the Poor”
3.  Review Douglas from 1/26

Last question for the final will be distributed; final will be reviewed.

4/27 FINAL EXAM DUE BY 4:00 PM

Bibliography

Video:  Who’s Getting Rich and Why Aren’t You? (CBS News Special, 8/8/96)

Books:
Brubaker, Pamela. Globalization at What Price? Economic Change and Daily Life (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press,

2001).
Coward, Harold and Daniel Maguire, Visions of a New Earth: Religious Perspectives on Population,

Consumption, and Ecology(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2000).
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread, 1996.
Gutierrez, Gustavo. “Liberation Theology and the Future of the Poor”
Heilbroner, Robert. The Nature and Logic of Capitalism (NY: Norton Co., 1985).
Hobgood, Mary. Catholic Social Teaching and Economic Theory: Paradigms in Conflict (Philadelphia: Temple University

Press, 1991).
Kingsolver, Barbara. Small Wonder (NY: HarperCollins, 2002)
Mishel, Bernstein, Allegretto, The State of Working America: 2004/05 (Ithaca, NY: Economic Policy Institute, 2005)
Moe-Lobeda, Cynthia. Healing a Broken World: Globalization and God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002)
Owensby, Walter, Economics for Prophets (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988).
Rasmussen, Larry. Earth Community/ Earth Ethics (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996).
Shaw, William. Business Ethics (Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth, 2005).
Stone, Ronald and Robert Stivers, Resistance and Theological Ethics (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield,

2004).
U.S. Catholic Conference. Economic Justice for All, 1986.

Internet:
www.epinet.org Economic Policy Institute
http://hdr.undp.org/reports/global/2003 UN Human Development Report
www.ilo.org International Labor Organization
http://www.globalexchange.org/campaigns/sweatshops/ Global Exchange



MID-TERM EXAM - DUE MARCH 2, 2005,  4:00 pm

Directions:  this is an open book, open whatever you want, exam. That is, you can use whatever you want to help you in
responding to these questions. (Actually, I don't think you need to use more than our readings and class discussions,.)
The danger of an open book exam is PLAGIARISM - DON'T DO IT!  If you plagiarize I will be forced to give you a
failing grade for the mid-term. Please donÕt plagiarize. (If in doubt, ask.)

Your paper of around 7-8 pages should be typed (or word-processed), double-spaced, using 1" margins or less, a normal
font size (10-12). If you quote or paraphrase anyone, if you take data from any source, you must use an acceptable form
of notation (footnotes or endnotes in an acceptable form).  For example:

(1) First and last name of author, title of book in italics or underlined (place of pub: publisher, date of publication),
pg #.

Immanuel Wallerstein, Historical Capitalism (London: Verso, 1983), 30.

(2) Newspapers, journals, and magazines are done differently. Find out.
(3) Internet citation should include site, date of site, and date you took material off the site.

Questions:

1. Explain (do not just list) the reasons why many people are concerned about the character and effects of the
current economic system - capitalism. I will be looking to see that you have grasped the essential issues
raised by videos, readings, the news and their interconnections.

2. Explain why these concerns arise out of the theological views and ethical values of the Christian tradition. In
other words, what are the theological views(beliefs) and ethical values of the Christian tradition with regard to
the economy? I will be looking to see that you understand the theological arguments made by the two
Christian traditions we have looked at and their consequences for the economy.

3. Discuss your informed reaction to the course material so far. That is, what issues seem the most important to
you? Why? In answering this, what ethical principles and values, or what religious beliefs, influence your
thinking? How does your informed reaction compare with the Christian teachings we have studied? I do not
evaluate your position on issues. I will evaluate your ability to think ethically, that is, to identify your values
and their sources, to apply your values to these issues rationally, and to see the similarities/differences
between your values and these Christian denominational teachings.

Note: Obviously you cannot put everything into a paper of this length. A successful paper shows that you have
grasped the most important issues, that you see connections between things, that you see ethical dilemmas, that
you are wrestling with them, and that you are developing values that will guide you as a conscious and intentional
ethical actor in the economy.

As long as I can assess the answers to the above questions, you may be as creative as you wish.



What is Happening Economically to the U.S. Workforce (and families)?

1.  Family Income:

What have been the trends in family income for the last 50 years or so?
What has enabled middle-income families to sustain their level of income since the 1970Õs?
Today, what income levels separate lowest 20%, next lowest 20%, middle 20%, high-middle 20%, and
highest 20% of U.S. families?  So, what income level is ÒmiddleÓ?

2.  Wages:

a. What has been the trend in wages for most U.S. workers: 1970Õs Ð 1995, 1995 Ð 2000, 2000 Ð 2003?
b. Where are corporate earnings going?
c. What about CEO pay?
d. Is this wage trend for most workers due to the increased demand for more highly educated workers??

(according to EPI?)

3.  Jobs and Unemployment:

a. What is meant by the Òjobless economyÓ?
b. What is the problem with the official unemployment rate?
c. What is the racial difference in unemployment rates?
d. What has happened to the Òlong-term unemploymentÓ rate?
e. What kind of jobs are being created (job quality)?

4.  Wealth:

a. How concentrated is wealth in the U.S.?  Evidence?
b. Is this pattern typical of industrialized countries?
c. Is there an economic issue with a high level of income and wealth inequality, according to EPI?
d. What has been the impact of recent Federal tax cuts on income and wealth distribution?

5. Poverty:

a. WhatÕs the problem with the official Federal poverty guidelines?
b. If other measures are used, what percent of the U.S. population would be identified as living in

poverty?
c. Is the U.S. poverty rate similar to other industrialized countries?
d. What are the economic causes of poverty? What economic events helped to life families out of

poverty in the late 1990Õs?

6.  Employment Benefits: Health and Retirement

a. WhatÕs happened to employment-based health and retirement benefits?
b. What does this mean to most U.S. workers and their families?
c. What is being proposed by the current administration to provide for retirement benefits?



“Economic Justice for All”
U.S. Bishops’ Pastoral Letter on the U.S. Economy

I. The Problems that cause a theological reflection on the economy (ch.1)

II. Theological Beliefs lead to economic norms (ch. 2)

A. Theological Beliefs

1. Creation: Created in GodÕs image
2. Covenant: social beings live in relationship with God and others; ÒjusticeÓ refers to the

establishment of right relations within the covenant community (the distribution of power
and material resources) in response to GodÕs faithfulness with humanity.

3. Community:
(a) GodÕs reign of justice was begun in the life of Jesus.

      (b) discipleship (imitation of JesusÕ faithfulness to God and love of others)
challenges the production and distribution of wealth.

      (c) discipleship hopes in the on-going inbreaking of GodÕs reign in human social life

B. Economic norms (see ch. 2.B)

III. “New American Experiment”
• To implement economic rights
• To broaden the sharing of economic power
• To make economic decisions more accountable to the common good

A. Economic Rights  (ch. 2, #81f)

B. Common Good (#79)

• The social nature of humanity: Pastoral Message: #14
        Chapter 1: #1,5
        Chapter 2: #28, 65, 66

• Therefore, the meaning of work: #97
• Therefore, the preferential option for the poor: #50, 86 Ð 92

C. Economic Power – the demands of justice (#68)

• Commutative Justice: #69
• Distributive Justice: #70
• Social Justice: #71 Ð 75

IV. Responsibilities arise from ethical norms

A. Unions:  #104, 304
B. Private Property: #115
C. Free market: #110, 111
D. Citizens: #120
E. Government: #122

V. Policies arise from ethical norms.



A. Employment Policies: #136, 137, 156

B. Poverty:

• #188 (definition)
• 185 (not justified)
• #189 (not charity!)
• #193-194 (stereotypes that defame the poor and result in harsh, punitive attitudes and

policies)



RS 343  (winter, 2005)  Comparing “Orthodox” and “Radical” Economic Theories
(reading Hobgood, Catholic Social Teaching and Social Theory)

Social theories: explanations of how society functions, and why.

Question: How do capitalist societies work?  Two main perspectives….

1. Orthodox Economic Theory 2.  Radical Social Theory or Democratic Socialism
18th c. Liberalism,             

    19th c. Neoclassical Theory,
20th/21st c. Neoliberalism and Neo-

    Conservatism

    a. Origins of theory:       Origins of theory:

     b. Central Economic Problem Central Economic Problem
         according to this theory: according to this theory:

      c. Concept of the “human”: Concept of the “human”:
          that is, what is human nature? that is, what is human nature?

       d. Explanation of how capitalism works: Explanation of how capitalism works:



     e. Origins of Social Problems such as poverty: Origins of Social Problems such as poverty:

       f. Solutions to social problems: Solutions to social problems:

       g. Promise for the Future: Promise for the Future:


