EXAMPLES OF STUDENT WORK ILLUSTRATING GOOD TASK REPONSE.

Here are some examples of students’ work for Task 9. These examples got a good mark for Task Response. I have not corrected them from a Use of Language point of view, and while poor control of language and poor coherence and cohesion usually impede comprehension and thus also impinge on Task Response, if the piece of work addresses most of the elements required, a good mark will be given irrespective of Language and Coherence and Cohesion.

 Also, please bear in mind that these were done as homework and not in exam conditions. For the written exam I obviously take into consideration the fact that you are doing the task without access to dictionaries or other resources and that you are writing in a limited period of time. Nonetheless, I still expect to see evidence of ability to identify the main issues, in particular with reference to the task in hand, to organise your ideas, to summarise AND evidence of critical thinking skills – you need to provide a CRITIQUE of the lecture, not merely an overview.

TASK 9 - Market and Morals

On the 9th of June 2009, Harvard professor Michael Sandel, one of the most celebrated American political philosopher, gave the first Reith Lecture on “Market and Moral” at the the Radio Theater in London. Several important British personality from the political and economic milieu attended the conference, organized by the BBC.

After dealing briefly with the dualism between “market triumphalism”, an era that begun with the economic deregulation that started under the presidency of Ronald Regan, and “market skepticism”, the new approach toward economy and finance stemming from the big financial crisis that hit world economies, Mr. Sandel called for a big public debate on the role of the market in our society.

According to American philosopher, we need to reshape the moral of the markets by bearing into mind that “markets leave their mark on our societies and on our social norms”; it's naïve to think about them as innocent instruments, Mr. Sandel said: what begin as a market mechanism become a market norm.   

The Harvard professor, that have been seriously criticized in the US by many prominent economists for several articles he published on the environmental protection, went on stating that only by giving a new value to social goods such as public health, environment, education or police we can put a limit to the greed of the market. He also put forward an array of interesting, and by the way controversial, examples to justify his statement. 

The most interesting one was a critique to the system of environmental protection designed by the Kyoto Protocol; this international agreement is based on a very sophisticated scheme of emission trading that allows countries to buy and sell the right to pollute. The American thinker pointed out that, in order to address the problem of global warming, it would be better to “cultivate a new environmental ethic” based on moral values, and argued that  “letting countries buy the right to pollute would be like letting people pay to litter”. 

But the point here, as underlined by Conservative MP David Willets, is that putting a price to the environmental degradation, even if it could sound wretched, seems like the best way to preserve our World for future generations. 

Grabbing on the underlying liberal basis that seems to move this objection made by Mr Willets, we can go on and criticize the very controversial concept of “moral values” on which Mr. Sandel seems to rely so profoundly. Are they of any usefulness while judging whether a policy should be applied or not? It wouldn't be easier to rely on more measurable indicators like the efficiency of a market?

History proved that markets are one of the most effective way to measure the use of resources and putting a value on them, perhaps the most effective. We should bear into mind that limiting the scope and the action of such an instrument by introducing a new category of  “social goods” that cannot be traded on a free, liberal market could lead to inefficiencies in several sectors (health, education, police) that are vital for the well-being of the society.  
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Professor Michael Sandel – Market and Morals

On the 9th June we had the opportunity to attend the first lecture of the Reith Lectures 2009 series entitled “A new citizenship”. It was held by Professor Michael Sandel and was focused on “Market and Morality”. Mr Sandel is  considered by a part of the academic world one of today's most eminent philosophers and political thinkers, and his course on justice at the Harvard University is one of the most oversubscribed in the history of the place. 

During his lecture, a sort of populist ode to the supreme ideal of morality, Professor Sandel introduced the audience to his personal portrait of the current economic reality. A reality populated, as it has frequently been described in this witch-hunt era, by angels and demons of different kinds. Indeed, what came out of the half an hour speech of Mr. Sandel is a sort of utopian doomsday division between goods to be pursued and bads to be avoided in the definition of future economic policy standards. 

The Harvard philosopher began by describing, as many anti-democratic thinkers have done before him, history of the last three decades as a mere expansion of the free market values over spheres traditionally governed by non-market norms. In particular, some of the most peculiar and insignificant legal experiment in the history of the United States were presented as the evidence of a misguiding behaviour of capitalism, with the clear intention to rub salt on the wounds of international economy. 

Interesting, in particular, is the fact that before proceeding into the most typical of democratic apologies of ethic and morality, the lecturer found the time to present a bizarre distinction of the ideas of fee and fine. In particular, in Sandel's view “[...]fines register moral disapproval, whereas fees are simply prices that imply no moral judgment[...]”, a statement which many would theoretically agree with, if this was not the case of a global economic system. The point that Professor Sandel seemed to miss during the whole meeting, in fact, is the fact that the same values that succeed in the process of child education are not likely to work as well if applied to the construction of an efficient international market. It is not surprising, then, that the idea of efficiency ended up playing a secondary role in the economic model proposed during the lecture.

Major role, instead, was given to morality. In what became more similar to a religious sermon than an academic lecture, Reverend Sandel pointed out the dangers that modern society is about to face in the future: among these, socially wrong behaviors, which should be fought by “strengthening the moral stigma” attached to them. In particular, “greed”, an easy target for the Harvard's defender of common good, was analyzed in the most simplistic way: exploiting a false syllogism combined with the misinterpretation of one of Adam Smith's most famous statements, he compared this concept to that of self interest. The most striking feature of Sandel's opinion is that it would not be enough even to rein in greed and restore some biblical “integrity” in bankers and business executives. The only possible solution would be to keep markets “outside the spheres of life where they do not belong”. 

Interesting enough, the invasion of market's territoriality by ethic principles is regarded as a useful tool in the hands of modern society, as to say that market values should be locked in their own reality while the moral deliriums of some anti-liberal thinker should be granted the right to interfere with the legitimate aspirations of free market.

Sandel concluded his lecture confusingly alternating the presentation of some obscure prospective for the future of world economies with vague attempts to convince, itself first, that a radical change is just around the corner (“the new direction is that of a great hope for moral and civic renewal”). 

While it is doubtless that freedom of speech is one of the most important achievement coming from the fall of Twentieth Century totalitarian regimes, in some cases it appears at least dangerous to give illiterates the opportunity to hold the stage during a discussion about poetry. If “economists cannot tell us what is right or wrong”, why should philosophers be able to do so?

 Review of professor Michael Sandel's lecture "Market and Morals"

The very popular Michael Sandel, who is currently professor of Government at Harvard University, has delivered a public lectures at the Chautauqua Institution in New York on 20th July 2009. The issue covered during his speech were quite foreseeable, given the name of the lecture: markets and morals. 

During a period of economic crisis, it is of course easier to indicate free market and its mechanisms as the major responsible for its breakout and, as a consequence, as the unique scapegoats. This lecture is perfectly in line with this opportunistic trend. 

Since the beginning of his speech, he points out the difference and distance between morality and market, by stressing the evidence that these two concepts are intrinsically incompatible: market derives from the pursuit of self-interest and it leads to an increasing of greed; therefore, there is no way to make it moral. He goes on by arguing that, however, some "spaces of life" deserves to be regulated by rules of market, namely economic principles. But, according to him, the eventual invasion of these on those other spaces usually governed by non-economic norms would lead to an immoral revolution. Then, he mentions some examples in favour of his argument, such as the possibility, used by some schools in New York City, to use money as a prize for those children who take good marks or who read books, or the trading system that ruled the Kyoto Protocol. In his opinion, economic rules are not neutral, in the sense that they presuppose to give a monetary value to everything disciplined by them: to use Sandel's words: "markets leave their mark". Despite this claim, he stubbornly argues that some aspects of human life are intrinsically valuable and they must not depend on economic considerations or, better to say, evaluations. Therefore, the principle of efficiency, in his view, should not be applied universally, because it could produce two different unpleasant effects. 

Firstly, it could erode or even crowd-out non market incentives, namely moral attitudes, values and positive feelings. 

Secondly, its application could trigger off negative effects on economic ground; he takes the case of blood donations in the U.S.A. as an example to support this claim. Since the introduction of a monetary compensation in return of a blood donation, the quality of blood is worse-off, due to the fact that it is very often infected and, moreover, the problem of blood scarcity has been aggravated. As a matter of fact, most of U.S. citizens feel free to use blood also when it is not strictly necessary or urgent because the act of donating blood has lost its moral value deriving from its spontaneity and the sense of solidarity that characterised it before. 

Therefore, he comes out with the key-question of the whole lecture: how to distinguish an aspect of life that should be ruled by economic norms from one that deserves to rely on non-economic principles in order to preserve its moral value?

His answer is quite simple and absolutely not satisfying; he simply claims that before applying economic norms, it is necessary to open a public debate that would allow civil society to express her opinion on each matter. The involvement of people in politics, consequently, is shown as an indispensable prerequisite without which the immoral character of market would invade all the aspects of life. Of course, this is no more that an unrealistic proposal: such a situation would dramatically slow down the natural evolution of the modern society, which is mostly based on economic norms. Additionally, his assumption that markets are intrinsically immoral and harmful is at least questionable: apart from the examples made during his examples, are there any other cases that show how harmful markets are for the pursuit of common good? 

In the end, if professor Sandel made his public speech in front of so many students, he should thank the milestone of market rules: the relation between supply and demand. If he was there in New York, it is simply because someone ask him to do that.
Michael Sandel's prospect of a new politic for the common good is a really challenging subject. In Markets and Morals, the first part of his series of lectures, entitled A New Citizenship, Sandel expresses his belief on the need to think afresh about what we mean by ‘the common good’; to think about whether we need to foster deeper moral and spiritual values in our public life. 
He finds something dangerous in challenging our own ideas about morality, politics and justice, especially when Economics behave as a “spurious science”, telling us what we ought to do. “We live in a time of financial crisis”, says Sandel, “but also in a time of great hope for moral and civic renewal”. He thinks a robust public discourse is needed, with the aim to focus on what we mean for citizenship, and on other big moral and even spiritual questions, like the role of markets, and in particular their moral limits. Such a need is the consequence of the market scepticism of nowadays, as a result of what he calls “market triumphalism”: the market mania and deregulation which occurred in the last three decades. 
But is it really true that, at present, the most urgent need is to reconnect markets and values? Some say the problem with Economy is greed, even if, according to the lecturer, markets have always run on self-interest. The fact is that here is no real difference between self-interest and greed. Greed is certainly a vice in personal relations, but turning this vice into an instrument of the public good is not the whole 
point of markets. 
We have to bring in mind that markets cannot be exclusively judged in virtue of their consequences. In a free market, nobody is coerced and we are held responsible for our decisions: individual liberty has been central to the social and economic success of many societies throughout the world.
Adam Smith said “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own self-interest. We address ourselves not to their humanity. but to their self-love”. It is true that we all need to restore integrity among bankers and business executives and politicians, but this response does not really much help in rethinking the role that markets play in our societies. If the bankers of the last few years have been acting benevolently, the reason of their behavior is not to be found in sudden benevolence or altruism, not even in mere convenience: it was neither greed nor recklessness, but an understandable response to the distorted signals they were receiving.
The unique, valid, alternative Sandle seems to propose at the end of the lecture is to re-think the reach of markets into spheres of life where they don’t belong; to keep markets in their place, thinking through their moral limits. The fact is that market has to be thought as made of individuals, and only individuals can exercise their intrinsic moral superiority of autonomy and freedom in it. Moral and Economics can successfully held together for obtaining public goods, and the benefits of competition.
Review on Michael Sandel's lecture “Market and Morals”

During Chautauqua 2009 Professor Michael Sandel gave a lecture on market and morals

in which he criticised the classical liberal approach. He intended to demonstrate that there
are certain moral limits to the free-market economy. That is why we felt compelled to

comment on Professor Sandel's lecture.

His speech begins with a historical description of the consolidation of what he derogatorily

calls “market triumphalism”. That is the model based on privatisations which characterised

the economic system since the Thatcher era. The recent economic crisis put this modern

financial system in doubt increasing debates for better state regulations on markets.

Therefore he proposes to rethink the ethical foundation on markets and capitalism so as to

state where should its limits be.

Professor Sandel criticises the recent expansion of market values in spheres of social life

before governed by other values. As instance, he calls on the listeners to express their

opinion on two “controversial” issues: market as a way to allocate refugees and market for

buying surrogate mothers. In the first case the majority objects to the selling and buying of

refugees. Their objections consist in the idea that people cannot be treated as objects. But

as others think, this is better than living in refugee camps. Evidence shows that the actual

system (not based on economic principles) is not working. In most refugee camps people

live in terrible conditions. Perhaps this could be a solution to the problem so that some

countries will voluntarily receive refugees thus contributing to their own economy and

countries not willing to will pay for this refusal. In the second case, there is an even

distribution of public opinion. Even if some argue that there are certain values that should

override market values they cannot find which one these are. Furthermore their objections

consist more on clauses to include on the contract that on the issue of hiring uterus in

itself. As one woman argued, it is for the surrogate mother to decide what is better for

herself and what to do with her body. If paid pregnancy is a valid source of income why

should people refrain from it? As the Indian case cited by Professor Sandel demonstrates,

hiring mothers can be a better way of getting rich than other traditional economic activities.
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On the final part of his speech, he sums up the main advantages and disadvantages of

free trade. On the one hand, market is the expression of freedom. Furthermore free market

benefits both parties, as each party is a rational actor following its own benefit. On the

other hand, he argues that voluntary exchange is not real in some situations. Even if this

may be true, this is not a valid argument for refusing market liberalism tout-court. In some

situations economic or political pressures, and most particularly the lack of information,

leave no freedom to the economic actors. Nonetheless we believe that it is for the state to

ensure that transparency is achieved in every sector of society, providing in fact the

structural conditions for a free-market economy. Professor Sandel, adds that there may be

certain social values higher than market values. However, if even between his audience

there was no agreement on which these values are, how can he believe to find it among

the international community? There are no universal values, except maybe for freedom ad

private property, which are according to us the only values to be defended above market

(because they are the conditions of a free market). Professor Sandel affirms that markets

introduce new norms that can crowd out other values. We think that this is the natural

evolution of society. Norms are not fixed in time and there is no reason why they should

be.

Although Professor Sandel does not demonstrate why some norms should be treated as

superior to market values, he ends his lecture stating that there should be a public debate

on which goods cannot be treated as commodities. In his speech he convincingly asserts

the benefits of a market economy but he really does not demonstrate in factual terms the

objections to it. The assertion that there should be some superior values to market values

is a moral objection which has little to do with a scientific approach to reality. It is time to

leave once and for all moral judgements to religion and ethics and not to economy and

politics.
