
Politics, Philosophy & Economics Lecture Notes 
 

I. THEME 1: LABOUR VS CAPITAL 
a. HISTORY OF THE LABOUR/CAPITAL CONFLICT 
b. THE ECONOMICS OF WAGES AND PROFITS 
c. THE RISE OF PRECARIAT LABOUR  

II. THEME 2: UNEMPLOYMENT 
a. UNEMPLOYMENT AND COVID-19 
b. JOBKEEPER SCHEME AND THE WELFARE STATE 

III. THEME 3: PRIVATE VS PUBLIC PROVISION OF GOODS 
a. PRIVATE GOODS, PUBLIC GOODS AND MARKET FAILURE 
b. SPONTANEOUS ORDER AND THE IDEA OF A FAIR PRICE 
c. PRIVATE PROPERTY, STATE AND OWNERSHIP 

IV. THEME 4: ACHIEVING WELFARE 
a. HAPPINESS 
b. EUDAIMONIA 
c. THE ROLE OF THE GOVERNMENT IN HAPPINESS 

V. THEME 5: COERCION, EMERGENCY AND THE AUTHORITY OF GOVERNMENT 
a. THE MORAL SIGNIFICANCE OF COERCION 

VI. THEME 6: TRADE AND GLOBALISATION 
a. INTERNATIONAL TRADE AND GLOBAL POVERTY 
b. THE CLASSIC DEFENCE OF FREE TRADE AND ITS LIMITATIONS 
c. GLOBALISATION, FAIR TRADE AND DEVELOPMENT 

VII. THEME 7: CLIMATE CHANGE 
a. THE ECONOMICS OF CLIMATE CHANGE 
b. CLIMATE CHANGE AND COMMON BUT DIFFERENTIATED RESPONSIBILITIES 

VIII. THEME 8: PROTEST AND FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION 
a. THE ECONOMICS OF FAKE NEWS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introductory Lecture- What is PPE 
 

• Integration of PPE 
o You can tackle problems by looking at individual disciplines, but consulting all 3 

generates a more comprehensive answer 
o Philosophy  

§ Focus on moral and political philosophy, that relates to ethics and justice. 
The study of concepts relating to morals and ethics, largely in an abstract 
sense but meant still be applied to real world  

o Economics 
§ Study of how economies work, which is any system in which humans are 

cooperating to overcome scarcity. Normally done by creating goods and 
services to enhance wellbeing.  

o Political science (politics) 
§ Study of political power and associated institutions (central government). 

Looking at how political influences take place, media, public opinion. 
o Economics is presented as a scientific discipline, and aims to explain and predict the 

world. Politics is more about values, interpreting them for their own sake, not looking 
to learn about or change the world in the same way economics does. 

o At the same time, economics is also underlied by values, mixing it with philosophy.  
o Often see people taking the view of a particular field that is conducive to the view 

that they’re trying to push.   
o COVID-19 

§ Raises a number of questions such as where does the government get its 
power to restrict freedom of movement among enforcing other restrictions, 
especially important to think about when they lack the competence. 

§ Is it fair that relief is not provided to non-citizens, but still pay tax, although 
they had the chance to go back to their home country  

• Practical application examples 
o Minimum wage 

§ In Australia, quite high compared to other countries and we pioneered it (Vic 
1896) 

§ In following years became an established part of employment law in 
developed countries (developing countries tend to have little formal 
employment, casual- cash in hand)  

§ Two important variables 
• The rate of minimum wage varies with geography (cost of living, 

currency make it difficult to compare, but Aus considered highest) 
• The conditions under which a worker counts as employed, 

minimum wage only covers employed workers (informal in 
developing countries, self-employed people in developed countries as 
well, uber-drivers work for firms but not employed by them) 

o  Whether uber-drivers are employed is still contentious, UK 
found they are since they can’t set prices, but Aus self-
employed since decide which hours they work 

§ Philosophical perspective 
• No guarantee that people will get paid fairly without minimum 

wage, leading to some people not being paid what their work is 
worth (exploitation) / kept out of poverty (injustice) 

• On the other hand, restricts freedom, ie. if employer is willing to pay 
employee below theoretical minimum wage and employee is willing 
to accept, why should that transaction be denied  

§ Economist’s perspective 
• Against 



o Government making it more expensive for employers to 
create jobs, create fewer jobs or drag down wages would 
have been higher to account for lower people being paid 
more  

• For 
o Wages get low when it’s harder for workers to walk away 

than it is for employers. So this helps large firms with a 
heavy force. 

• Overall, need a balance between a minimum wage that is high 
enough that increases fluidity so that workers have a cushion to 
change jobs, but not high enough that there it is too costly for 
employers (hard to know quantitatively where this sits) 

• The argument about large incumbent firms creating an uncompetitive 
market without a minimum wage can also be thought of as a 
moral/philosophical argument 

§ Political science   
• Consider how the resolution of minimum wage play out in politics 

o How do unions bargain for further wage increases? How will 
politicians capitalise on different economics arguments? 
How does public opinion evolve in response to the above? 

• We might find that for example the reasons for minimum wage 
support other policies such as subsidised services  

• Notice how the political view is less “for or against” 
o The ‘Overton Window’ (political feasibility) 

§ Political science focuses on what is politically feasible, as opposed to sound 
economic and philosophical arguments  

• Ie. what sort of proposals are likely to be voted for by the public, the 
range of these policies are called the “Overton window” 

§ Differs from economic feasibility, which is more to do with actual material 
costs + benefits of a policy  

• Tax inherited wealth is absent, economically feasible- know when 
people pass away, lawyers involved (similar to tax income)  + good 
philosophical arguments for it, but not politically feasible in 
Australia right now  

§ Pandemic shifted the overton Window 
• Politicians were calling free childcare for low income families a fast 

track to a socialist, if not communist economy  
• Later, announced free childcare for everyone temporarily  
• Point is that politicians can radically change their view depending on 

what is politically feasible in the climate at the time (independent of 
their economic/philosophical view on the policy)  

• Why are there different disciplines? 
o The 3 disciplines came from political economy, really just PPE. The term economics 

became normalised later on. 
o Fragmentation occurred due to the difficulty of achieving expertise across a wide 

range of areas 
o Does not help teaching or deal with problems in the world better  
o Point is that studying all 3 areas together is what made it worth having these 

disciplines in first place  
 
 
 
 
 



Theme 1- Labour vs Capital  
 
Lecture 1-History of the Labour vs Capital Conflict 
 

• Labour market  
o Market within which the Labour Capital conflict resides 
o Classes of people 

§ Those who sell their labour to make a living (bigger class) 
§ Those who own productive assets, which when combined with labour, can be 

used to produce an output of g&s- they employ labour to do this  
o Economist view  

§ What causes wages to rise and fall 
o Philosopher’s question 

§ Entitlements of workers and what levels of wages are fair 
o There exists interaction between the above 2 questions since injustices can cause 

wages to rise or fall 
o Background- Australia 

§ HILDA survey aims to give an account for economic wellbeing of 
Australians with respect to the family and work life. 

§ Wages have been stagnant since 2009, while cost of living (housing) have 
risen and this is likely to have gotten worse during pandemic, although house 
prices might have dropped (offsetting wage stagnation) 

o Labour/Capital conflict 
§ To produce food at a restaurant for example, need a chef (labour) and 

ingredients & kitchen equipment (capital) 
§ The money received from selling the meal (output/value) is divided between 

owners of labour (chef) and capital (kitchen owner). The conflict is how the 
output is divided between the 2 parties.  

§ Example- Cricket Australia  
• Cricket Australia (capitalists) control stadium + events and there is 

the the Cricket Association (labourers), who play cricket + coaches 
• Argument around how revenue (from matches, merchandise, etc.) is 

divided between players and the institution.  
• Players (labourers) went on strike and eventually won a better deal. 

Labourers can perhaps win when they are skilled. 
§ General phenomenon 

• Like cricketers, every working person, we sign employment 
contracts, whereby we contribution to produce and get some share of 
its output  

• As workers, may wonder whether our share is fair, compared the 
share received by employers/owners of capital  

• Questions to consider are broadly around how do we manage the 
distribution between the 2 participants in labour markets (labourers, 
capitalists) 

o What is the scope/purpose of employment law, that governs 
relationship between labour and capital 

o Evaluate the policies such as minimum wage, paid leave 
• Historical narrative of Labour v Capital 

Background  
o The production process 

§ Involves converting raw materials into things that are more useful & 
thus can be exchanged for a higher value  

§ This process takes a combination of human effort and assistance 
from productive capital 



o Labour and Capital 
§ Labour is the type of human work that can be traded for wages (and 

contributes to the production of goods and services- not just any kind 
of work) 

§ Productive Capital is any asset that is not labour but also contributes 
to the production process and can be owned by someone 

• Houses, factories, coal mines, etc. 
• Unproductive capital can be defined as an assets that is 

tradable but which can’t otherwise generate an income for its 
owner 

o The firm  
§ Some people work as freelancers- they sell labour on a rolling basis 

to customers. They aren’t employed by you as a customer, but they 
are still providing a service and thus are a part of the labour market 

Evolving conflict 
o Wages and working conditions are what labourers demand and the remaining 

profit goes to capital owners  
o Part 1: Pre-industrial Feudalism 

§ In 18th century Europe, the owners of capital owned labour as well. 
§ This took place in the form of slavery or fedualism, where peasants 

did work (similar to slaves)  
§ Majority of work was on the land and wealth concentrated into small 

elite class 
§ Workers has little market freedom and couldn’t change jobs easily 

o Part 2: Industrial Capitalism  
§ Innovations such as machines could be conferred intellectual 

property through a patent, increasing the profit that could be made 
through these discoveries. This stimulated new industries. 

§ Good machines enabled divided labour, which is division of complex 
tasks into subsidiary tasks performed by separate workers 

• Creating a car is for example the amalgamation of various 
simple tasks. This also improves output, generate more 
money 

§ Also gave rise to deskilling, since dividing tasks complex tasks, 
usually you make those tasks easier to perform 

• If work is less skilled, greater ease of replacing workers, 
allowing capitalists to drive down wages  

§ The combined effect of deskilling and divided labour brought about 
by the use of machinery is a reduced charm for the workman. The 
workman becomes simply a cog in the machine, performing the most 
simple, monotonous tasks. Broadly this is why the wages of workers 
were reduced to a bare minimum. 

o Part 3: Labour fight back 
§ As political representation broadened, labour law began mid 19th 

century, starting with prohibition of child labour. 
§ The rise of basic education also offsetted the deskilling process 

somewhat 
• Although machines destroy jobs, they also create new ones 

which involve working with those machines (which can be 
attained by up-skilling) 

o Part 4: The 20th Century  
§ World wars broke up large concentrations of private capital due to 

physical destruction and nationalisation (government control) 
§ Other employment law: minimum wage, workplace safety, etc. 

(expansion of labour law) 


