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Political Economy in Australian Universities1 

George Argyrous, Australia New Zealand School of Government 
Tim Thornton, School of Economics, La Trobe University 

This paper builds on a 2005 study that reviewed introductory political economy 
(heterodox economics) subjects throughout Australian universities. This paper surveys 
the teaching of political economy in general, with a particular focus on explaining where 
growth and decline has occurred. The paper also presents the results of a survey of 
staff who teach political economy, to assess their background and views on the state of 
Australian political economy teaching. One of the key findings of the survey work is that 
the work of Professor Frank Stilwell and his colleagues at the Department of Political 
Economy has been central to the development of Australian Political Economy and that 
this department seems to currently offer the most promising template for the 
development of political economy in Australian universities.   

Recent survey work on the Australian economics curriculum  

Before embarking on an explanation of the survey work we have undertaken here, 
it is useful to first briefly examine some other recently published survey work on the 
general state of the Australian economics curriculum. Specifically, Thornton (2013b) 
shows that the general trend is towards narrowness and away from renewal and 
plurality (see table one). 

Table 1 Economics curriculum in 1980 and in 2011 by subcategory 

Course type 1980 
Percent of 

courses 2011 
Percent of 

courses Change 

Economics as a Social Science 288 30.8% 229 14.1% -16.7% 

Economic History  181 19.3% 84 5.2% -14.2% 

Development Economics  39 4.2% 32 2.0% -2.2% 

Political Economy  24 2.6% 94 5.8% 3.2% 
Comparative Economic 
Systems  22 2.4% 3 0.2% -2.2% 

History of Economic Thought  22 2.4% 16 1.0% -1.4% 

Other 27 2.9% 93 5.7% 2.8% 

Open 19 2.0% 68 4.2% 2.1% 

Eclectic 8 0.9% 13 0.8% -0.1% 

Modern Hybrid Economics  0 0.0% 12 0.7% 0.7% 

Mainstream Economics 621 66.3% 1307 80.2% 13.9% 

Neoclassical Economics 404 43.2% 1015 62.3% 19.1% 

Econometrics 163 17.4% 216 13.3% -4.2% 

Mathematical Methods 54 5.8% 76 4.7% -1.1% 

Grand Total 936  1629   

                                            
1 An earlier version of this paper was presented at the conference Australian political economy:  state of 

the art: a conference in honour of Emeritus Professor Frank Stilwell, 3-5 April 2013. 
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It is notable that political economy is the only sub-discipline within the social 

science wing of the discipline that has not been in decline (increasing by to 3.2 per 
cent). This is cause for some encouragement, though it should be noted that this growth 
in political economy subject offerings has been largely outside of traditional centres of 
economics teaching i.e. economics departments and business schools (Argyrous 2006; 
Thornton 2013a; Thornton 2012, 2013b). The most dramatic example of this is of The 
Department of Political Economy at the University Sydney. This department now 
teaches 41.5 per cent of all political economy subjects in Australian universities 
(Thornton 2013b). Its 2,500 enrolments across 38 subjects offer an encouraging 
example for institutional independence and intellectual differentiation. 

Why has the growth in political economy teaching been outside of traditional 
centres of economics teaching? Part of the explanation is the intellectual suppression of 
political economy that often occurs within increasingly mainstream departments. 
Another part of the explanation may be that that the core constituency for political 
economy may be in social science (rather than business) faculties. On this point it is 
relevant to note survey work of Thornton (2013a) who found strong signs of unmet 
demand for political economy from within the faculty of social science at his own 
university (see Table 2). Of particular note was the finding that of the 156 students that 
participated in the survey, over half (52.3%) indicated that economics was a subject 
they wished they knew more about, with 83% clearly indicating that they were more 
likely to enrol in subjects in economics if they were taught from a social science (political 
economy) perspective from within a social sciences faculty.  

Table 2 Sub disciplines most likely to be chosen by social science students if 
they were to enrol in economics subjects in the future  

Value Number of students Percent 

Economics of Developing Countries 90 58% 

Comparative Economic Systems  81 52% 

History of Economic Thought 63 40% 

Economic History 57 37% 

Heterodox Economics  54 35% 

Total for ‘Economics as a social science’ 345  

Macroeconomics 70 45% 

Microeconomics 41 26% 

Econometrics 17 11% 

Total for ‘Mainstream economics’ 128  

Source: survey of students La Trobe undertaken by Thornton, November 2012 

 
Such findings provide strong prima-facie evidence for the idea that political 

economy should seek greater independence and differentiation from traditional centres 
of economics teaching: independence in the form of a separate base within faculties of 
social science, differentiation in conceiving of itself as a separate academic discipline 
(the discipline of political economy).  
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The 2013 Survey of Political Economy Teaching in Australian Universities 

Between the late January and late March 2013 an online survey was conducted of 
political economy teaching in Australian universities. Invitations to participate in the 
survey were distributed via the Society of Heterodox Economists email distribution list 
and the author’s own contacts. Furthermore, wherever possible we sought to contact 
staff connected to 94 subjects identified as political economy/heterodox economics in 
the national survey conducted in Thornton (2013b). A total of 40 responses were 
received2, providing information on 55 subjects in political economy. Information about 
courses and the people teaching them was also obtained by reviewing university 
websites, particularly online handbooks, and also via follow up emails and phone calls 
to respondents. 

Profile of respondents 

The majority of individuals of who responded to the survey were from the state of 
NSW (see tables 3 and 4). This finding is consistent with earlier survey evidence in 
Thornton (2013) that found that 2/3rd of subjects in political economy (62 out of a total of 
94) were taught in NSW.  

Table 3 Respondents via university  

Respondents via university  Count 

 8 

University of Queensland 5 

University of New South Wales 4 

University of Western Sydney 4 

University of Melbourne 3 

La Trobe University 2 

Macquarie University 2 

University of Technology Sydney 2 

Curtin University of Technology 1 

Griffith University 1 

RMIT University 1 

University of Adelaide 1 

University of Ballarat 1 

University of New England 1 

University of South Australia 1 

University of Wollongong 1 

Monash University 1 

Total 39 

                                            
2
 Three respondents did not actually teach political economy subjects in 2012, but had a long-

experience with such teaching and were thus able to make important contributions to some sections of 
the survey. 
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Table 4 Respondents via state  

State Count 

NSW 22 

VIC 8 

QLD 6 

SA 2 

WA 1 

Total 39 

 

The academic position of respondents was slightly skewed towards positions 
above the level of lecturer. Furthermore, the average age of respondents was 55 years 
old, with the youngest respondent being 34 years of age. Reflecting this age profile, 30 
had ongoing positions, 5 had fixed-term contracts and 3 were casual (2 participants did 
not respond to this particular question). Taken together, these figures indicate that not 
enough younger political economy staff are finding employment opportunities in 
Australian universities. There also appears to be a troubling gender bias, with only 5 
female respondents out of a total of 40; this is particularly unsatisfactory given the 
generally progressive orientation of political economy as an academic discipline.  

Table 5 Profile of respondents 

Position Count 

Associate lecturer 3 

Lecturer 7 
Senior lecturer 12 
Associate professor 8 
Professor 8 
Other 2 
Total 40 

 

The key question to emerge from the profile of respondents is ‘why has NSW (and 
University of Sydney basin in particular) been so dominant?’ Why have areas such as 
Melbourne (of a similar population size) been relative ‘badlands’ for the teaching of 
political economy? Part of the explanation is that University of Sydney, UNSW and 
UWS have been fortunate to have staff dedicated to the long-term building up and 
maintenance of political economy. Furthermore, there have been self-sustaining 
processes of circular and cumulative causation at work. For example, Argyrous (2006 p. 
61-62) argues that the Department of Political Economy at the University of Sydney has 
triggered a process of circular and cumulative causation that has greatly assisted the 
development of political economy across the Greater Sydney area:  
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Almost all the faculty involved in teaching these courses [throughout Greater 
Sydney] have a connection of a fairly direct kind (especially through PhD 
supervision) with the University of Sydney Political Economy movement. In a 
manner resonant of the cumulative causation theory of industrialization, graduates 
of Sydney PE have often found jobs at universities ‘close to home’ and then have 
sought to introduce non-orthodox courses at these universities. The existence of 
this cluster of heterodox courses then provides a steady base of casual tutoring 
work for postgraduate students, and potential supervisors, who then further 
expand the pool of faculty pushing for the introduction of heterodox courses in the 
region. 

To this point, one could also add to this that the degree of autonomous 
development of political economy at each university has had positive spill-over effects 
for the other universities. For example, UNSW and UWS have a history of collaborating 
to underwrite the annual Society of Heterodox Economics conference and staff and 
students in all three universities have often benefited from being able to move back and 
forth between the institutions in the course of the intellectual and career development. In 
other words, the presence of political economy in neighbouring universities appears to 
have brought about productive synergies rather than being a source of ruinous 
competition.  

The evidence suggests that the base for political economy has broadened slightly. 
The continued development of courses at the University of Queensland and the 
Melbourne area indicate that these potentially can act as new ‘growth poles’ that can 
foster PE in those respective areas. However, evidence to be shortly presented 
indicates that without a solid institutional basis for grounding these alternative centers 
for PE, it may rapidly decline as staff retire. 

Enrolments 

Turning specifically to the information gathered on subjects taught, a total of 58 
subjects were surveyed of which 50 were undergraduate and 8 were postgraduate. This 
sums to combined enrolment of 5,000 at an average of 91 students enrolled per subject. 
Consideration of enrolment numbers is particularly important in the current climate of 
university funding, where ‘success in the marketplace’ very much captures the attention 
of senior administrators. Half of the subjects surveyed had enrolments over 50. Three-
quarters of the subjects had enrolments over 25 (the figure often considered to denote 
healthy enrolments). These robust enrolments indicate a healthy demand for political 
economy by students. Subject enrolments have been broken down into bands in the 
table below.  
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Table 6 Political Economy Enrolments 2011 

Enrolments  Count 

1-25 13 

26-50 14 

51-100 9 

101-150 7 

151-200 6 

201-300 2 

301-400 2 

401-600+ 1 

Did not respond 4 

Total 58 

 
The highest enrolment for a political economy subject was for the introductory subject 
ECOP1001 Economics as a Social Science offered by the Department of Political 
Economy at the University of Sydney3. This has had a long-term average enrolment of 
about 400 students and in recent years that average has been over 600. Why so large 
and why the recent increase to an even larger average enrolment? A number of factors 
are involved: the savvy choice of subject name ‘economics as a social science’; active 
promotion of the subject during orientation week (Rodrigo 2009); the strength, size and 
prestige of University of Sydney; and the long-history of very strong student satisfaction 
with this subject (something that dates all the way back to the subjects inception by 
Professor Frank Stilwell and others in the 1970s).  However, it should also be noted that 
since the subject has been offered within the auspices of the arts and social sciences its 
enrolments have increased from the long-term average of 400 to over 600. This 
amounts to a 50 per cent increase, against an 18 per cent increase in total enrolments 
in the university’s business and arts faculties4. Such a finding provides support for the 
idea that the growth area for economics as a social science appears to be, perhaps 
rather unsurprisingly, in faculties arts and social science.  

Type of faculty where staff that teach political economy subjects are based 

Thirty-one political economy subjects (53 per cent) were based in faculties of 
arts/social science and humanities with some of these staff teaching up to three 
subjects in political economy in the 2012 calendar year. 26 subjects (45 per cent) were 
taught in the business faculty and one subject was taught in a science faculty. Again, 
these findings are consistent with earlier survey evidence that indicated that the growth 
area for political economy is outside the business faculty (Argyrous 2006; Thornton 
2013b). It is also consistent with the argument that traditional centres of economics 
teaching are increasingly unwilling to employ political economists (Thornton 2013a). 

                                            
3
 For an analysis of the origins and structure of this course see Stilwell (2011b). 

4
 It should also be noted that this 50 per cent increase in enrolment was not due to ECOP1001 

being upgraded to a required subject in additional degrees, nor were additional staff in the political 
economy program the cause of the growth of enrolments, although staff numbers have grown a little as a 
consequence of the general increase in enrolments.  
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How are political economy subjects taught? 

A somewhat surprising aspect of the survey was how conventional most political 
economy subjects are in design. Typically, subjects were delivered as a lecture with 
tutorials. Assessment was usually a tutorial paper, an essay and a final exam. In other 
words, while the content of political economy represents an innovation, the usual 
delivery of this content is very much in the traditional mode. This could be a reflection 
on the poor incentives within university for teaching innovation. It could also be based in 
the belief that the traditional methods are the most effective. In any event, innovation in 
teaching is something that could be more closely considered by those that teach 
political economy, given that political economy can be more difficult to teach than 
orthodox economics (Stretton 1996). An obvious innovation would be to create Massive 
Online Open Courses (MOOC’s) in political economy, if only to keep up with our 
orthodox colleagues who are currently using this technology.5 

The choice of set texts for subjects was quite varied. However, some Australian 
produced political economy texts made multiple appearances, notably five subjects 
used Political Economy: the contest of economic ideas (Stilwell 2011a), three subjects 
used Economics as a social science: readings in political economy (Stilwell & Argyrous 
2011) and two subjects used Market Society: history, theory, practice (Howard & King 
2004). 

Where are political economists publishing and presenting their work? 

The survey asked respondents to list where the published their last two works it 
was revealed that those that teach political economy publish in a wide variety of 
journals. Australian based journals such as the Journal of Australian Political Economy, 
Economics and Labour Relations Review, Economic Papers and the Economic Record 
appear to be important outlets for the research of those that teach political economy. 
Furthermore, specialist Australian Political Economy journals such as the Journal of 
Australian Political Economy (produced by the Department of Political Economy at 
USYD) are regularly read by the majority of survey respondents.  

In terms of conferences, participants were asked to list the two most recent 
conferences they attended. A diverse range of conferences was apparent, but there 
was strong allegiance to annual Australian based conferences, particularly the Society 
of Heterodox Economists Conference (25 responses), as well as the History of 
Economic Thought Society annual conference (4 responses) the Australian Conference 
of Economists (4) and the Australian Teaching of Economics Conference (2 responses).  

Introductory PE courses 

Introductory political economy courses, defined here as a student’s first experience 
with political economy (or economics in general) at university, are of special significance 
as they supply the first step towards the establishment of a major or programme. They 
may also be the only contact with political economy many students will have. Argyrous 

                                            
5
 The University of Melbourne has 12,000 people enrolled in its first-year (orthodox) 

macroeconomics 
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(2007) undertook a ‘stocktake’ of such introductory PE courses that were taught in 
2005, this table is reproduced directly below, with an extra column updating the situation 
for 2012. 

Table 7 Introductory heterodox economics courses in Australian universities, 
2005 and 2012 

Course type 2005 2012 

Neoliberalism and alternatives 6 5 
History of thought/pluralist 6 6 
Policy issues 3 6 
Positive PE 1 2 
Total 16 19 

 

Table 7 shows that has been an encouraging development of introductory political 
economy subjects though they are usually stand-alone subjects rather than the basis for 
a sequence of PE courses. However, deeper analysis suggests that the overall growth 
is not as solid as it may seem. Six courses that existed in 2005 no longer exist in 2012 
(although one was effectively ‘transferred’ to UTS with the movement of the staff 
member involved). Almost all the new courses were in cities that had already 
established PE courses. In 2012 the 19 introductory courses were spread across 13 
universities, compared with 2005 when the courses were spread across 12 universities, 
suggesting that the base for these kinds of PE courses has not expanded greatly. 

Table 7 also shows that there has been a slight shift in the nature of these 
introductory courses. A review of the course guides and other material for each of these 
courses indicates a trend toward courses that take as their pedagogic starting point 
current policy issues and the political environment as a means of exploring broader 
issues in economics. The number of these introductory courses is about equal with 
those that take neo-liberalism/neoclassical economics as the starting point for exploring 
alternative approaches and those that run through a sequence of schools of thought in 
the order in which they developed historically. A small number of courses, we label 
‘Applied PE’, adopt heterodox schools as the means of understanding economic issues, 
rejecting the need to present the neoclassical alternative. Analysis of the course guides 
also indicates that behavioral economics is increasingly taught in introductory political 
economy, reflecting a significant change to the content of the 2005 introductory political 
economy courses. 

Another aspect of these introductory courses is the fact that they largely occur in 
upper years, with only 5 of the 2005, and 7 of the 2012 courses being first year courses. 
The location of these introductory courses at upper levels limits their ability to potentially 
become the entry point to a major sequence in PE, and also reduces the potential 
student base for these courses as students stream into various specializations in upper 
years. From a historical point of view, this seems to vindicate a decision taken in 1972 
at the University of Sydney when the PE group rejected an offer from the orthodox 
economists to develop an upper level elective in ‘radical economics’ as a compromise 
‘solution’. Instead, the demand was to have the teaching of political economy at the 
core, rather than periphery of the economics curriculum. At the time, the rejection of the 
compromise was criticised by the orthodox professors as an “unwillingness to 
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compromise and seek mutual accommodation” (Hogan 1974, p. 8). However, in 
retrospect, it was a strategically savvy decision: by not being bought off by the offer of a 
single subject the pressure was maintained to develop a presence for political economy 
that could be genuinely foundational in nature.    

Attitudes to the issue of differentiation and institutional independence for 
political economy 

A particularly interesting part of the survey was the rich and diverse qualitative 
feedback we received in response to the following statement by Professor Frank Stilwell 
(Stilwell in Thornton 2013b, p. 15):  

It would be desirable to see more political-economy departments proliferate 
around the country. If reforms depend on the tolerance, good will and liberalism of 
mainstream economists then one cannot have too much confidence of success. 
There’s nearly always a resident dissident or two, who might try and do innovate 
things, teach in a way that’s engaging to students and put on different types of 
courses, but they come and go, and the courses come and go with them, and the 
mainstream flows on forever. That’s why it is important to have a separate 
institutional base. In an ideal world you wouldn’t have to separate groups in this 
way, but in a less than ideal world this is probably the optimal situation. 

This comment goes to the heart of the most important strategic course that 
confronts political economy in Australia: should we seek to grow political economy from 
inside or outside of traditional centres of economics teaching?   

Of the 31 people that responded to this question, 22 (71 per cent) were generally 
in agreement with Frank’s position (although two or three of these responses also saw 
merit in other possibilities and were not totally emphatic in their support). As Frank 
suggests, many respondents recognized that the traditional model of a single 
economics department, within which PE has a recognized and on-going presence, is 
the ideal, yet the probability of achieving this ideal in practice ranges from the highly 
unlikely to the completely fanciful. Notably, a number of respondents reported that when 
a presence of political economy has been established within traditional economics 
departments, a change to a less pluralist head of department quickly undid much careful 
work and development. In other words, on current evidence, the ‘reform from within’ 
strategy is usually a Sisyphean enterprise.  

One respondent with experience teaching at a number of Sydney based 
universities commented ‘The near complete dominance of the neoclassical theory has 
shown that a separate political economy department is a must in order to maintain 
diversity in economic analysis. The gradual decline of political economy teaching in 
various universities demonstrates that without an independent base for political 
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economy, diversity within economics is difficult if not impossible to maintain6.’ Another 
response was “Prospects [for political economy] are poor. My experience is that 
mainstream economists will go out of their way to oppose and prevent political economy 
courses and research. Occasionally one encounters an orthodox Head of School who is 
intellectually open and will permit non-orthodox work but this is rare”. It is notable that of 
the 21 people that agreed with Stilwell’s statement 19 worked within traditional 
economics departments. It should also be noted that the average age and seniority of 
respondents gives such perspectives some authority: these are not the views of young 
firebrands, but of senior academics often basing their conclusion on decades of 
experience within traditional centres of economics teaching.  

What of the nine respondents who disagreed with Stilwell’s analysis? Interestingly, 
they tended to be based outside of traditional economics departments. For example, 
one respondent from an arts faculty within the Group of Eight stated:  

In general I am not in favour of fragmented departmental structures - a healthy 
political economy cluster (perhaps connected to a specialised teaching program 
and/or specialised research institute) within a broader departmental structure 
would I think in general be more sustainable, and also more open to the multiple 
ways in which political economy scholarship can (and I think also should) be 
integrated within sociology, political science and economics more broadly.  

It may be the case that those who have not tried to operate within economics 
departments, have difficulty imagining that that orthodox economists can often be quite 
as suppressive of political economy as they actually are: one has to experience it first-
hand to believe it.  

For all this, establishing a separate institutional base cannot assumed to be 
without its own challenges, such as depending on the relevance that other disciplines 
place on political economy and the degree to which social science faculties are 
prepared to build a critical mass of political economy staff, as opposed to employing a 
small number of heterodox staff to run ‘service’ courses for other programs (Argyrous 
1996). The situation at UNSW illustrate this where a major in PE as part of a Bachelor 
of Social Science in the Faculty of Arts fell by the wayside as some of the individual staff 
committed to this major left the institution or retired, and were not replaced by other 
political economists. Nevertheless, some respondents saw the broader social sciences 
as the more promising domain, given the well-known and seemingly ever-increasing 
difficulties of operation with traditional economics departments.  

One last strategy for developing PE that was mentioned by a small number of 
respondents was the possibility of introducing heterodox ideas into ostensibly ‘orthodox’ 
courses. This process is described as ‘white-anting’ and has also been described 
elsewhere as ‘operating by stealth’ (Earl & Peng 2012). Certainly, operating by stealth 

                                            

6 We would add that an independent base does not necessarily create intellectual apartheid: it 

simply means that future collaboration between economists and political economists would be a 
collaboration between independent equals.  
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can be very useful option, particularly in establishing a base or starting point. However, 
whether it can be used as a general strategy of scaling-up a full scale political economy 
programme seems less clear: one would have to break cover eventually. Furthermore, 
political economists should not really have to hide who they are or what they believe.   

Two other drivers for the success (or otherwise) of PE were also noted in some of 
the comments. The first is the pressure that current academic performance metrics 
(particular the pressure to publish in a narrow band of ‘top’ orthodox journals) places on 
heterodox staff in economics departments. The second driver, mentioned by four 
respondents, is the enthusiasm and active support of students in developing and 
maintaining PE type courses. Such feedback is consistent with the analysis of the 
University of Sydney political economists who are emphatic that advancing the political 
economy agenda involves commitment by both staff and students working in 
partnership to promote the development of political economy (Butler, Jones & Stilwell 
2009).  

Conclusions 

The state of political economy teaching in Australia is at an interesting stage of 
development. On one hand, it has increased its presence in Australian universities, on 
the other hand it faces challenges in renewing, expanding, diversifying and innovating. 
Recent developments at UWS, and the age profile of staff at some of the universities 
where PE has had a solid base, provide worrying signs that a similar review of PE 
courses in only 3-4 years time would yield less positive results. 

From our perspective, there appears to be much evidence that we should direct 
our efforts outside of the business faculty and traditional economics departments. In 
particular, we feel that the Department of Political Economy offers a general template 
for the development of political in Australian universities7.  The survey evidence has 
also clearly illustrated that the Department of Political Economy, has been the major 
engine room for political economy in Australia and that the leadership and commitment 
of Frank Stilwell and his colleagues offer much that is instructive and inspiring for those 
interested in an improved economics and a better world.  
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