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Course format
The course addresses policy and management students interested in a comparative approach to
understanding the linkages between a society’s economic and political institutions. It is being offered
in a “compressed learning format” and combines on-campus components at the beginning and end of
the semester with online supervised group projects in between. The course fulfills the international
requirement.
Course Description
In his address to the nation he delivered last year, when the economy was on the brink of collapsing,
President Bush pretended that – despite instances of abuses – democratic capitalism was the best
system ever devised. In his opinion, it has unleashed the talents, the productivity and the
entrepreneurial spirit of US citizens and made the country the best place in the world to invest and do
business. But did American capitalism also make the US the best place to raise children, to recover
from an illness or to breathe clean air, one may ask. Sharing such widespread skepticism, President
Obama has begun to sketch a different vision of where to drive the economy once the present crisis is
past. The goals promoted by his administration include diminishing the consumerism (too long the
main source of growth in the United States), encourage domestic savings, redistribute wealth toward
the middle class and make the rest of the world less dependent on the American market for its
prosperity. And most importantly, the President promised to seek a public consensus recognizing that
not a big, but a smart and democratically controlled government is a necessary partner for a stable,
market-based economy.
It is this fundamental difference in understanding the promises and challenges of democratic
capitalism that I would like to address in the proposed elective Capitalism, Democracy and Civil
Society: What is the relationship between market-based democracy (as a political system) and
capitalism as the dominating economic order of modernity? Should the US continue to see the
relationship between democracy and capitalism in the light of the libertarian model, which asserts that
heavy state intervention in the economy is a thread to human liberty? But hasn’t the “small-state” US
model opened the door to massive inequalities of income, wealth, and power? Does the present
economic crisis and the political shift that occurred since its inception, provide an opportunity to
reconceptualize the balance between capitalism and democracy, between the market place and the

state? But how does one go about promoting change and the commitment to progressive values, such
as social justice, democratic participation and environmental sustainability?
These are the kind of questions the instructor is going to address in the course of three “compressed”
on-campus learning units during the first phase of the seminar. Based on carefully selected reading
assignments (including excerpts from Karl Marx’s Das Kapital), theoretical inputs from the course
instructor and (hopefully) animated classroom discussions, students will be led to understand the
shifting forces which in postindustrial societies shape the relationship between capitalism, democracy,
and civil society. After this more theoretical part, the course will enter into its practice oriented
second phase, in which student work together in an online supervised group projects. Building on
materials provided by the instructor, students will discuss with each other guidelines for defining a
new division of labor between a country’s economic institutions, its democratic polity and civil
society. Projects designed to address the new tasks, which in response to a changing environment have
to be assigned to the market economy, the democratic polity and to civil society, include the following
(suggested) group projects:

Market/Economy
(Production/Distribution)
Considering that an economic
system has to address two main
issues, size of the economic pie
(production) and distribution of the
pie, these projects are subdivided
into two groups:

Democracy/Polity
Citizenship/Participation
•
•
•

Equity for children
Education for citizenship
Participatory budgeting

a) Production:
• Workforce development
• Creating high value-added
jobs
:
b) Distribution of pie
• Progressive or flat income tax?
• National pension policy to
restore adequate retirement
savings

Civil Society
(Services/Philanthropy)
Considering the division of the
nonprofit sector into two branches
(service provision and
philanthropy), these projects can
touch upon either of the two subsectors:
•

Under-capitalized nonprofit
development corporations

•

Online giving as a means of
reducing transaction costs in
philanthropy

The course concludes in its third phase with two (or possibly) three on-campus sessions, during
which students present the findings, which resulted from their group projects.

Learning Objectives
The purpose of this course is to provide a platform to negotiate meaning, in other words, you are
allowed to ask questions you always wanted to ask and never dared to: How is capitalism different
from socialism? What is the role of money in a capitalist economy? Can democracy be exported
abroad? Should poor countries first promote economic growth, before introducing a democratic polity,
or the other way around? Does civil society and nonprofit sector designate the same set of
organizations? Can philanthropy thrive in socialist countries? Finding answers to such questions helps
students understand the shifting forces which in postindustrial societies shape the relationship between
capitalism, democracy, and civil society. The triangulation of these forces will provide guidelines for
defining a new division of labor between a country’s economic institutions, its democratic polity and
civil society.

Course Schedule

Date/Time

Location

Format

Theme

Wednesday, Jan 27
2:00 – 5:00 PM

Fanton Hall, 72 5th
Room 713

On-campus learning
unit I

Capitalism

Wednesday, Feb 02
2:00 – 5:00 PM

Fanton Hall, 72 5th
Room 713

On-campus learning
unit II

Democracy

Wednesday, Feb 10
2:00 – 5:00 PM

Fanton Hall, 72 5th
Room 713

On-campus learning
unit III

Civil Society

Week of February 15

Fanton Hall, 72 5th
Room 618

On-campus advising
session for group
project

To be dertermined

On-line supervised
group projects

To be determined

February 22 to
April 23

Wednesday, April 28
2:00 – 5:00 PM

Fanton Hall, 72 5th
Room 713

On-campus project
presentation

To be determined

Wednesday, May 5
2:00 – 5:00 PM

Fanton Hall, 72 5th
Room 713

On-campus project
presentation

To be determined

Wednesday, May 5
2:00 – 5:00 PM

Fanton Hall, 72 5th
Room 713

Depending on the
group size, a third
session will be added

To be determined

Course Readings
The following are suggested readings, with the exception of those designated with * (will be
distributed in advance as electronic copy)
* Excerpts from President Bush’s Speech to the Nation on the Economy, October 28, 2009.
* Feldstein, M. (2006): The Return of Saving, in: Foreign Affairs, Vol.85, Nr. 3, pp. 87-93
Ferguson, N. (2008): The Ascent of Money – A Financial History of the World. The Penguin Press,
New York.
* Foster, J. B. & Magdoff, F. (2008): Financial Implosion and Stagnation: Back to the Real Economy,
in: Monthly Review, Vol. 60, No. 7, pp. 1-29.

Frieden, J. A. (2006): Global Capitalism: Its Fall and Rise in the Twentieth Century, W. W. Norton &
Company, New York.
Marglin, S. M. (2008): The Dismal Science: How Thinking like an Economist Undermines
Community, Harvard University Press, Cambridge.
Hollander, S. (2008): The Economics of Karl Marx; Analysis and Application, Cambridge University
Press, New York
Powell, J. L. & Hendricks, J. (2009) (Eds.): The Welfare State in Post-Industrial Society – A Global
Perspective, Springer, New York.
* Press, E. (2009): A Perfect Storm: The Economic Crisis Slams the Nonprofit World, in: The Nation,
March 30, 2009, pp. 11 – 16.
* Wagner, A. (2008). ‘Citizenship through Education. A Comment on Social exclusion in Europe:
Some conceptual issues’, in: International Journal of Social Welfare, vol. 17, pp. 93-97.
* Wagner, A. (2009). Back to the Roots of the Modern Welfare State: Citizenship and Education in
Postindustrial Societies, in: Powell, J. L. & Hendricks, J. pp. 201-215.

Evaluation and Grading
Grading will be based on class contribution (30%), a written paper (descriptive essay or policy
memorandum) (30%), and the semester-long project development (40%).
•

Class contribution: On-campus seminars and online consulting during the project phase of the
course involve active participation based on the readings and/or the assignments of previous
classes, with a focus on both theoretical questions and practical implications. Active participation
depends upon the students’ willingness to take risks in communicating ideas and to be supportive
and responsive to others.

•

Descriptive essay or policy memorandum: The introductory on-site segment of the class offers
an opportunity to write either a descriptive essay or a policy memorandum on an issue related to
the course topic.

•

Project development: Students will dedicate about half of the course work to the development of
their own project, which they will present to their fellow students in an on-campus session at the
end of the course.
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