Possible Research Paper Topics

As promised, here is a list of possible research topics for your semester paper.  Again, please keep in mind that (1) you’re free to pursue an idea that is not on this list; and (2) this list is a way of getting started thinking about a topic rather than a comprehensive list of possible topics.

1. To this point, we’ve read everything but Atlas Shrugged.  I have tried to illustrate some of the ways in which the readings are connected.  In particular, I’m interested in the role of planning in economic development and the problems of design associated with economic reform.  In what other ways are the first six books we’ve read connected?

2. If Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman were providing the Honors lectures for Time on the Cross, what argument against slavery would they be most persuaded by.  Are there any economic arguments you would make to try to indict their “slavery as efficient” thesis?

3. Fogel and Engerman’s Time on the Cross forces the reader to completely reconsider his/her prior beliefs about slavery.  Presumably, there are other periods in history where what we have been taught is just not so.  Pick a particular historical period and explain how the traditional interpretation is probably misguided.  For example, a lot of the literature on America’s Great Depression suggests that FDR and the WWII military build-up were responsible for getting America out of the Great Depression.  Economic historians, Robert Higgs and Murray Rothbard, have turned some of these conventional wisdoms on their head.  Are there other areas desperately in need of more careful analysis?

4. How would you explain the lack of Jewish resistance throughout the Holocaust?  Is there a more powerful explanation than the “free-rider” argument that I introduced in class?  

5. What can be done once historical atrocities like the Holocaust or communism have surfaced?

6. In Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Tomas chides the enthusiastic communists for refusing to take blame for something they supposedly did not know.  Do you find Tomas’s argument persuasive?  If so, would you be willing to take some of the blame for bad U.S. policies, which you believe were not your fault?  In other words, how far does guilt span?

7. Why is socialism both bad in theory and bad in practice?  Why do you suppose so many intellectuals have tried to carve out a position where socialism is “good in theory; bad in practice”?

8. Why does the “convergence hypothesis” fail empirically?  

9. How would you explain the persistence of inefficient regimes like those in Eastern Europe?  How did communism, which had such perverse overall consequences, persist for more than 80 years?  

10. What is the relationship between culture, institutions, and policy?  If you were asked to explain why a developing country was struggling, how much weight would you put on culture relative to these other explanations?  Before you try to answer that question, let’s first ask whether culture, institutions, and policy are separable concepts?

Perhaps a nice way for you to approach this question is to run the following thought experiment.  Suppose everyone in America were shipped to France and everyone in France were shipped to America.  How effective would the French institutions be in constraining American culture?  How effective would the American institutions be?

11. Why should we worry about socialism since it seems like an unlikely possibility given the tragic history of the 20th century?  Assume that there is still some slight chance that socialism will resurface as a viable political option for much of the world.  Where do you think this is most likely to originate from?  Is there an ideological current, a particular leader, or an intellectual argument that leads you to believe that socialism might become much more popular?

