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Undergraduate students of economics are currently taught to acquire a received and mutually consistent body of ‘mainstream’ theory. This pattern is remarkably consistent from one university to another and from one country to another. This presentation undertakes to present one version of what pluralist teaching in economics would look like at the level of the introductory course.  The strategy described explicitly departs from the monist approach to economics which is if anything more rigid in the first year course than in the rest of the standard curriculum.  It explicitly embraces pluralism and suggests a way to introduce students to a range of schools of thought.  It includes the discussion of the consequences of different viewpoints specifically in relation to policy positions deriving from the different schools.
The introductory course poses a particular problem for economists interested in taking a pluralist approach.  The neoclassical mainstream has assumed that its paradigm constitutes either the whole of what is worthwhile in economics or at least the whole of what is worthwhile communicating to first year students. This has meant that a very substantial portion of the available teaching time has in a sense been pre-allocated to elaborations of the neoclassical basics and various required applications.  Many departments have chosen a required text.  


The typical pluralist response to this situation is to drop any neoclassical special topics leaving time at the end of the semester to present alternative perspectives. This is problematic for several reasons.  I wish to propose a practical alternative strategy.  It starts from the observation that the paradigmatic discussion in the opening chapters of the standard neoclassical textbook is actually quite sophisticated.  It begins with the usual definition of economics.  It goes on to discuss the basic concepts that the neoclassical approach deploys.  It presents a general model of economies in the form of the production possibilities frontier.  It then identifies the basic characteristics of a specifically capitalist economy.  Finally it argues that the key factor which answers the basic questions in the economy is price.  This contention then justifies devoting the bulk of the remaining text to a theory of price.


It is possible to present alternative paradigms at this point using essentially these same categories.  The following table organizes the presentation of the neoclassical, Marxian and institutional/post-Keynesian perspectives under the categories of definition, basic concepts, general model, description of capitalism, key factor and theory.
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It is tempting to present each row in sequence, treating the heterodox schools after fully presenting the neoclassical material.  Instead, I am advocating teaching the columns in sequence, dealing first with contrasting definitions of economics, secondly with contrasting basic concepts and different general models, thirdly with different visions of capitalism, fourthly with contrasting starting points in developing the theory of the capitalist economy and finally presenting the basic neoclassical theory of price, the Marxian theory of profit and the Keynesian theory of instability.  This sets the stage for the macro semester to be taught as alternative theories of unemployment, inflation, the business cycle and trade.  I contend this can be done through using the framework of the neoclassical intro text and the inclusion of supplemental readings.  Crucially alternative perspectives are introduced from the start of the course when economics is defined.
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