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I think it’s a great time to be studying economics, for three main reasons: 

1. Any form of learning is a social experience and the best way to study economics is through 

conversations. The rise of the internet has facilitated a phenomenal array of economics 

weblogs that enable everyone to participate. 

2. Economics is becoming part of popular culture, creating a demand for well-written, accessible 

books by specialist communicators of economic ideas. 

3. The discipline itself seems to be moving away from formalism and concentrating more on the 

big questions that students of economics wish to understand. 

Here are some recommendations on how to learn about economics… 

 

A/ A Useful Starting Point 

There is an utterly fantastic article called Game Theories (Clive Thompson, The Walrus Magazine, 

June 2004)1, which covers some of the most important topics in economics through the lens of online 

fantasy games. The dawning realisation is not so much that computer simulations are like the real 

world, but that what we consider to be our external environment is “merely” an epistemic projection.  

 

B/ The Foundation of the Science of Commerce 

The following are what I consider to be the six “key” articles that serve as a foundation for the study of 

commerce: 

• “What is Seen and What is Not Seen” (Frederic Bastiat, 1850, Paris: Guillaumin) 

In creating the “broken window fallacy” Bastiat provided the original and definitive account 

of opportunity cost thinking, which serves as the foundation of any good political economy. 

• “On the Origins of Money” (Carl Menger, 1892, Economic Journal, (2):239-55) 

An institutionally contingent and historical explanation for the emergence of money, 

representing what Mises referred to as the “fundamental principles of praxeology and its 

method in research”. In other words, it’s a model for empirical enquiry. 

• “The Nature of the Firm” (Ronald Coase, 1937, Economica, 4:386-405) 

An ethnographically grounded answer to the question of why firms exist: it’s the transaction 

costs, stupid! 

• “The Use of Knowledge in Society” (Friedrich Hayek, 1945, American Economic Review, 

35(4):519-530) 

The classic statement of the importance of the price system as a means of coordinating market 

exchange.  

• “The Economic Organiazation of a P.O.W. Camp” (Robert A. Radford, 1945, Economica, 

12:189-201) 

                                                             
1 http://thewalrus.ca/game-theories/ 
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Radford demonstrates the ubiquity of economic calculation, with an empirical study of the 

emergence of monetary substitutes in a POW camp. He shows how goods such as cigarettes 

served as a medium of exchange, and even how exchange rates developed between various 

camps. 

• “I, Pencil” (Leonard Read, 1958, Foundation for Economic Education) 

The most important pamphlet on economics ever written. It beautifully explains the principle 

of division of labour, and the complexities of economic activity and interdependence. The 

implications are boundless. 

 

C/ Pop Economics 

It started with Henry Hazlitt, it exploded with Freakonomics (Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubnar, 

2005, Harper Collins), and has led to a number of excellent pop science takes on economics. I make a 

pop economics book a required reading on most of my courses, and offer a choice between what I 

consider to be the 6 best:2 

1. Hazlitt, Henry (1946) Economics in One Lesson, Harper and Brothers 

The original attempt to explain economic reasoning to non-economists, and an excellent 

utilisation of the broken-window fallacy. 

2. Landsburg, Steven (1993) The Armchair Economist, Simon & Schuster 

Provocative and intellectually stimulating. 

3. Harford, Tim (2006) The Undercover Economist, Oxford 

Less contrarian than Landsburg and contains more principles of economics than Levitt & 

Dubnar. A useful alternative to a textbook. 

4. Cowen, Tyler (2007) Discover your Inner Economist, Penguin 

One of the sharpest minds applying basic economic reasoning to an array of social situatins. 

5. Frank, Robert (2007) The Economic Naturalist, Basic Books 

Somewhat repetitive reiteration of the point that economics can explain many social 

curiosities by recognising that things happen when the benefits exceed the costs. 

6. Harford, Tim (2008) The Logic of Life, Little Brown 

An extension and update to Gary Becker’s classic The Economics of Life (1995). 

 

 

 

                                                             
2 See http://anthonyjevans.com/pop-economics/ 
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D/ Textbooks 

I try to ensure that lecture materials are the main content of my courses, and that final examinations are 

based on the knowledge shared in the classroom. However students who have not studied economics 

before usually appreciate the guidance provided by a textbook.3  

For principles courses the classic option is: 

• Mankiw, N.G., and Taylor, M. P., 2011, Economics (Cengage Learning, 2nd edition). 

For my money the best textbook is Modern Principles of Economics (Tyler Cowen and Alex 

Tabarrok, 2012 (Worth, 2nd edition), but it is focused on the United States. To really get at the intuition 

of economic reasoning, I recommend The Economic Way of Thinking (Paul Hayne, Peter Boettke 

and Dave Prychitko, 2013 (Prentice-Hall, 13th Edition)). In the past I’ve also used Economics (David 

Begg, Stanley Fischer and Rudiger Dornbusch, 2008 (McGraw Hill, 9th Edition), which is a close 

substitute to Mankiw.   

The classic microeconomics text is Exchange and Production (Armen Alchian and William Allen, 

1983 (Wadsworth Inc, 3 Edition)) but it is unfortunately out of print.  

For advanced level courses I use: 

• Schotter, A., 2008, Microeconomics: A Modern Approach, (Addison Wesley, International 

edition) 

• Snowden, B., Vane, H., and Wynarczyk, P., 1994, A Modern Guide to Macroeconomics, 

(Elgar) 

• Romer, D., 2011, Advanced Macroeconomics, (McGraw Hill, 4th edition) 

In addition the following are more suited to a business school audience: 

• Froeb, L.M., & McCann, B.T., 2013, Managerial Economics: A Problem Solving Approach, 

(Thomson South-Western, 2nd edition). 

• Moss, D., 2014, A Concise Guide to Macroeconomics: What Managers, Executives, and 

Students Need to Know (Harvard Business School Press, 2nd edition). 

I’m still waiting for a text that (i) covers micro and macroeconomics in a harmonious way; (ii) provides 

practical examples of the theory being implemented in the real world; (iii) is portable, engaging, and 

enjoyable to read. Until I write one, the above will do (!) 

Update: I’ve written it: 

• Evans, Anthony J., 2020, Economics: A Complete Guide for Business (London Publishing 

Partnership) 

 

 
                                                             
3 See: http://anthonyjevans.com/textbooks/ 
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E/ The Culture of Economics 

You might not wish to become an economist, but understanding the culture of the economics 

profession is – I believe - intellectually stimulating in its own right. Economics suffers a little 

compared to other disciplines because although there are plenty of good popular science books, very 

few get into the nuts and bolts of the “thought community”. Consider Fermat’s Last Theorem (Simon 

Singh), which is a thoroughly engaging insight into the world of scientific discovery, but sadly nothing 

to do with economics. If we classify game theory as a sub-discipline of economics (which we well 

might – Oscar Morgenstern was an economist after all, and game theory is essentially what passes as 

“strategy” in many business schools or “Industrial Organisation” elsewhere), then The Prisoners 

Dilemma (William Poundstone, 1992, Doubleday New York) is a top pick. Closer to home, however, 

we need to rely on more scholarly articles and musings… 

Life Among the Econ (Axel Leijonhufvud, 1973, Western Economic Journal) is the classic satire of 

the economics profession, and The Conference Handbook (George J. Stigler, 1977, Journal of 

Political Economy, 85(2):441-443) goes some distance towards exploring the cultural norms of 

academic conferences. The Fire of Truth: A Remembrance of Law and Economics at Chicago 

1932-1970, (Edmund Kitch, 1983, Journal of Law and Economics 26) provides an transcript of how 

the Law & Economics movement got started, featuring the likes of Milton Friedman, George Stigler, 

Robert Bork and Richard Posner, whilst A Life Among the Econ, Particularly at UCLA (William R. 

Allen, 2010, Econ Journal Watch) focuses on Armen Alchian in California. Radicals for Capitalism 

(Brian Docherty, 2007, Public Affairs), is a barnstorming history of the US libertarian movement. Not 

only does it provide an entertaining insight into some extraordinary characters, it demonstrates that the 

normative arguments in favour of free markets are longstanding and have merit. Focusing more on 

individuals, What Was Left on Viner's Desk (Fritz Machlup, 1972, Journal of Political Economy, 

80(2):353-364) is an enchanting account of when Fritz Machlup sorted through the desk of Jacob Viner 

following his death. Like a detective story Machlup uses the frozen workspace as a means to uncover 

the working habits of a great mind. Finally, I remember once having read an article called James 

Buchanan, written by Robert Tollison. I doubt it was ever published, and have been unable to track it 

down since, but it was a beautifully composed biographical sketch. It was quite simply a bulleted list of 

things about Buchanan – his working practices, his preferences, his character. Finally, The Walrasiad 

of Abdul the Goatheard is a fun history of economic thought.4 

 

 

F/ Methodology 

I think that economists struggle to find a balance over their attention to methodological debate. Whilst 

some ignore it completely – and thus pursue research projects built on sand, others have such a focus it 

precludes them from contributing to contemporary, relevant studies. Whilst a division of labour is 

obviously a good thing, it is surely important for all young economists to begin their careers with a 

                                                             
4 http://homepage.newschool.edu/het//essays/Walrasiad.htm 
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thorough understanding of methodology. A wonderful anthology that compiles most of the key articles 

is The Philosophy of Economics (Daniel Hausman (Ed.), 1994, Cambridge University Press). If I had 

to augment that with 3 additional articles they would be: 

• “Uncertainty, Evolution and Economic Theory” (Armen Alchian, 1950, Journal of Political 

Economy 58) 

• "Thirteen Critical Points in Contemporary Economic Theory" (Oskar Morgenstern 1972, 

Journal of Economic Literature) 

• “How Complicated Does the Model Have to Be?” (Paul Krugman, 2000, Oxford Review of 

Economic Policy, 16(4) 

For what it’s worth, I take my own methodological vantage from Theory and History (Ludwig von 

Mises, 1957, Yale University Press) and Analytic Narratives (Robert Bates, Avnet Grief, Margaret 

Levi, Jean-Laurent Rosenthal, and Barry Weingast, 1998, Princeton University Press). The 

combination of using theory to interpret history is the mantra of the Global Prosperity Initiative, a 

program at the Mercatus Center where I was a Graduate Fellow. I don’t treat “The Methodology of 

Positive Economics” (Milton Friedman, 1953, Essays in Positive Economics, University of Chicago 

Press) as the bedrock of my work, but everyone should read it.  

I provide the following as assigned readings for students I advise: 

• “What The Bagel Man Saw” (Stephen J. Dubner and Steven D. Levitt, New York Times 

Magazine, June 6th 2004)  

• “Self-Experimenter Freed Himself from Insomnia, Acne and Love Handles” (Minckel, J.R.,  

Scientific American, March 18th 2008) 

 

G/ MBA Library 

A created a list containing deeply insightful books that really flush out some of the key concepts that I 

try to cover in my courses. Some of them are written for a popular audience whilst some are slightly 

more academic, but all are worth the effort of engaging with seriously. Once I feel that there are 1 or 2 

books for each session I will provide a direct link to buy these directly as a “library” from Amazon. See 

my website for the complete list: http://anthonyjevans.com/mba-library/ 

 

H/ The Economist MBA Reader 

I encourage all students to read The Economist each week, but have tried to make life slightly easier by 

collecting some of the key articles since 1999. These serve as a wonderful anthology of not only 

economic theory but also real-world application. Unfortunately copyright issues prevent me from being 

able to republish these articles as a collection, but you can download the complete list from the “Class” 

my personal website: http://anthonyjevans.com/the-economist-an-mba-reader/. 
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I/ Management Reading List 

A collection of books that go beyond economics, and that I recommend for managers. See here: 

http://anthonyjevans.com/management-reading-list/ 

 

J/ Fiction 

There isn’t enough good economics in fiction. However the ultimate classic is Atlas Shrugged (Ayn 

Rand, 1957, Random House). It is big, long, and will get you very angry. But persevere and enjoy a 

truly influential classic. Joseph Finder writes novels as a way to teach management practice. See his 

profile in Chief Fiction Officer (The Economist, August 25th 20075), or read The CEO's Private 

Investigation (Harvard Business Review)6. 

Also, the January 2007 issue of The American published a list of the “Ten Best Business Novels”7 so 

do take a look at that. 

 

K/ Magnum Opus 

My favourite economics book is Human Action (Ludwig von Mises, 1949, Yale University Press). I 

have left it until last because it is a true tome, and proves to be a struggle for undergraduates and 

graduates alike to get to grips with (my advice is to start with Chapter 8 but others will disagree 

strongly). It is, however, what I consider to be the ultimate treatise on economics. There are a number 

of fantastic editions available, my personal favourite is the 1996 paperback published by the 

Foundation for Economic Education/Laissez Faire Books. You can download the entire work (and 

study guides) at the Mises Institute: http://mises.org/resources/3250. 

 

 

 

 

"It is no crime to be ignorant of economics, which is, after all, a specialized discipline and one that 

most people consider to be a 'dismal science.' But it is totally irresponsible to have a loud and 

vociferous opinion on economic subjects while remaining in this state of ignorance." 

Murray N. Rothbard 

                                                             
5 http://www.economist.com/people/displaystory.cfm?story_id=E1_JGRGTTS 
6 http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/flatmm/ics1007/index.html 
7 http://www.american.com/archive/2007/january-february-magazine-contents/0116-the-ten-best-
business-novels/article_print 


