Opponent's Report on a Dissertation Thesis

Content of the Report:

The dissertation thesis by Tomáš Sedláček is based on the first part (excluding chapter 2) of his book:
Economics of Good and Evil - The Quest for Economic Meaning from Gilgamesh to Wall Street
(Oxford University Press, 2009) already published in the academic press and translated into several
languages. The first question arises whether an already published work can be - after some years submitted as a dissertation thesis in order to apply for a doctorate. But the doctoral committee at
the Faculty of Social Science accepted the submission for evaluation and consequently I provide
herewith my comments and evaluation of this thesis.
According to the dissertation summary the aim is "to contribute to the study of evolution of
economic philosophy and to research less known sources of economic thought". Referring to
Schumpeter (see e.g. Felderer - Homburg (1992) or McCraw (2007)), there are three benefits from
studying the history of economic thought: pedagogical advantages, new ideas, and insights into ways
of the human mind. From this point of view, the dissertation provides a very useful and In some
aspects original contribution with new interpretations in the language of contemporary economics.
Starting with the epos of Gilgamesh and continuing with ancient Greece, Christianity, Descartes the
mechanic, Bernard Mandeville's Beehive of Vice and concluding with Adam Smith he presents a
systematic description of the development of economic thinking in a broader context of deeper
relation with philosophy, theology, anthropology, sociology and psychology. In my view is that the
main difference and merit of this work compared to the other books devoted to the history of
economic thought (Dogmengeschichte).
The book by H.W. Holub (2005) for example is a very comprehensive work, containing more detailed
information and explanations (and can be recommended to everybody interested in this field of
economics and in this direction the references could be extended) but not in the depth and
systematic way of presentation (it provides more knowledge of lexical character) as in the submitted
dissertation.
On the other hand, the understanding of economics in broader context with other scientific
disciplines, it is not so original. I would strongly recommend the small book by Kenneth E. Boulding:
Economics as a Science, McGraw-Hill, 1970. In this book, Boulding presents economics as a social
science, as an ecological science, as a behavioural science, as a political science, as a mathematical
science, as a moral science (it was his presidential address delivered to the American Economic
Association, Chicago, December 29, 1968, and published in American Economic Review, March 1969)
and concludes with economics and the future of man.
Until Adam Smith, we don't speak about economics as a science. The poets and philosophers from
ancient Greece, Christianity and other scholars, -their contributions are very well and systematically
elaborated by Tomáš Sedláček - did not pursue economics in its own right but either in connection

with another science or in connection with more practical or political problems. The contributions of
these authors are important for economics as the sources of systematic economic inquiry. Through
the work of Smith, through his unification and systematization of an existing thought, economics
were established as an autonomous field of knowledge for the first time. In accordance with
Schumpeter's dictum that the first discovery of a science is the discovery of itself, it became a proper
science. Only in this way, it was possible to understand the relationship of the complex economic
systems like the British Economy at that time.
Following Boulding (1970), Chapter Six, the notion that science is simply discovering knowledge
about an objectively unchangeable world may leave some validity in the early stages of science, but
as the sciences have developed, it no longer merely investigates the world; it creates the world which
it is investigating. From this point of view we should be careful to give the phenomena's or economic
practices' interpretation from the long history in the language and in the notions of contemporary
economics. One example, taking into account the variety of the definition of efficiency in economics,
implies increasing labour input ("if the people did not "waste" their time and energy on non
productive things" p. 12) increasing efficiency, generally defined as the ratio of produced goods and
services to the amount of used inputs?
Before my final evaluation let me add some short remarks and formulate open questions.
In the chapter dealing with ancient Greece the interesting questions of happiness and Maxli versus
MaxG are arising. In the modern literature several papers can be found, dealing with the notion
happiness (see the papers by Bruno Frey) and the measuring of economic performance beyond GDP
taking simultaneously into account economic, ecological and social indicators and in this way
contributing to the measuring and maximization of social welfare. There is a well-known concept by
Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi and the notion of well-being substituting GDP and GDP growth as a benchmark
for the performance of an economy (see e.g. the study WWW for Europe (Work-Welfare-Wealth for
Europe of the European Commission devoted to the new economic policy for Europe). Is the
maximization of well-being congruent with MaxG? Is the concept of utility in the dissertation
congruent with the welfare in the economic theory?
As a consequence of choosing the first part of Sedlacek's book as his dissertation thesis, several
interesting and relevant questions and implications arise with reference to the second part of the
book.
Another remark is related to the part devoted to Mandeville. According to Holub (2005), pp. 94-97,
Mandeville didn't give his consent to the private vices, he confirmed their existence and implications
for generation of the needs exposed. Usefulness of the vice does not change its evilness, as he wrote
in a "Letter to Dion". He tried to show the importance of luxury for the generation of the needs and
consequently for the labour:
"Da man auf Luxus jetzt verzichtet,
So ist er Handel bald vernichtet.
Manch Handwerk mehr und mehr verfallt,
Betriebe werden eingestellt" (see Holub (2005) p. 96).

According to the PhD study as a promotion of the new scientific generation in comparison with other
international universities I am missing any publications by Tomáš Sedláček in relevant economic

Journals. The Journal of the History of Economic Thought is a journal of high dissemination and
reputation, devoted exactly to the research topic of Tomáš Sedláček. Why didn't he try to submit
selected parts of the theses to this journal?
Despite my several critical points and open questions (a good work generates new questions) I
appreciate a very good work done by Tomáš Sedláček with this dissertation thesis. He elaborated a
very extensive amount of the original works and writings in a creative way and with the necessary
deepness (resulting into an excessive high number of foot-notes, up to 10 per page and in this way
decreasing the readableness of the book). In this dissertation Tomáš Sedláček proved his ability for
original scientific research. He fulfilled the above defined aim of the dissertation work by providing
new and interesting results and in this way he contributed to further development in the field from
the economic theory as well as from economic policy point of view. In my opinion the submitted
work fulfils the requirement for a PhD thesis and I recommend the thesis to be defended without
changes.
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