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Address the following questions in your report, please:

a) Can you recognize an original contribution of the author?
b) Is the thesis based on relevant references?
c) Do the results of the thesis allow their publication in a respected economic journal?
d) Are there any additional major comments on what should be improved?
e) Were the comments raised at the pre-defense, addressed in the dissertation submitted to 

the regular defense?
f) What is your overall assessment of the thesis? (a) 1 recommend the thesis to be defended 

without major changes; (b) The thesis is not defendable.

(Note: The report should be at least 2 pages long.)

Content of the Report:

According to the abstract, this thesis is taken from a book, published by the author several 

years ago. Our rules would not allow to submit published material as a thesis, except articles 

written under the supervision of a member of the Faculty and submitted together with 

unpublished articles, all on a unifying theme. If Sedlacek’s practice is followed: could not 

anyone who has written a book try later to get a doctoral title by submitting it? Moreover, 

materials from a BA and from an MA theses are here recycled according to the introduction. 

But I suppose that the doctoral committee has decided to accept the submission for 

evaluation; hence I here present my perspective on this work.

General characterisation and first chapter: The aim of the author is to trace the origin of 

economics, going back to the story-tellers, indeed to the oldest epic we know: the myth of 

Gilgamesh, and then representing the evolution via Antiquity to early modernity and the



classics, represented by Adam Smith. This is based on the broadest conceivable

understanding of what economics is: : „...economics wants imperially to understand 

everything“ (p.7). The approach involves not only economics, but also history, philosophy 

etc. The idea to include Gilgamesh is original, but the interpretation is modernist. When 

Gilgamesh forces his labourers to work hard, building the city walls of Uruk, the author does 

not characterize this as despotism, he does not tell us what ancient history teaches us about the 

social institutions and the economic practices of the period, but he immediately denounces 

Gilgamesh’s effort as an attempt to raise economic „efficiency“, although it is not clear why 

the exploitation of the labourers should be efficient in the modem sense. He then goes on and 

interprets the epic as a mythical account of how natural man becomes civilized in the 

formation of cities, while simultaneously Gilgamesh’s despotic character softens as he 

encounters friendship. He finally is confronted with pleasure, but prefers to pursue 

immortality. The author of the thesis compares the use made of bads for good purposes with 

the market and Gilgamesh’s relentless search with profit maximisation. These anachronisms 

shall help to substantiate the claim that early economic ideas have here been identified. In the 

conclusion to this chapter he speaks of „archetypes that are in us to this day“ (p. 36). The idea 

of progress is ascribed to the Hebrews (waiting for the Messiah).

Antiquity: He then turns to ancient Greece a gives a sketchy account of how early poets and 

philosophers referred to ideas which we regard as economic. In a typical exaggerated 

formulation, Xenophon wrote „the first stand-alone text-books for micro- and 

macroeconomics“. O f the Pseudo-Aristotelian Oeconomica he says that the „dominant part 

deals with the role of women“, forgetting that this is true only for the last o f the three books of 

which Oeconomica is composed (p. 48). Xenophon’s remarks on the division of labour are 

read as an anticipation of Smith, without noting the big difference: Smith emphasizes the 

quantities produced by unskilled workers, if their work is properly coordinated by a 

manufacturer employing them, Xenophon notes the qualities of the products of skilled 

artisans. Sedlacek seems not to know that the modem theory of growth ascribes to Smith the 

idea of cumulative causation: larger markets render the extension of the division of labour 

profitable and they thus lead to cheaper products. Cheaper products in turn facilitate the 

extension of the market. However, the problem with this kind of history of economic thought 

is not the number of errors or the lack o f good observations. The author makes many good 

points, and he therefore has written a good popular book, but his investigation often lacks the



careful and detailed investigation into the existing literature abut the subjects being touched 

which one demands from a PhD thesis.

With breath-taking speed, one is then taken through Plato, the parable of the cave-dwellers 

and rationalism, the ideal State, Plato’s critique of hedonism etc. He tries to grasp what Plato 

meant by myth, how myths complement rationalism, and immediately, before really having 

fathomed these depths, he talks about myth-making in economics. Is economic man a myth or 

is it reality? Aristotle then is treated like a modem scientist (p. 69).The emphasis is not on the 

usual confrontation of production for use and for profit, but on the opposition of „good“ and 

„utility“, leading up to the discussion of Stoics and Epicureans, as a preparation for the 

discussion of Adam Smith. This is, of course, again a vast field, which could be the subject of 

several theses. Is the author e.g. aware that there are several different words of slightly 

different meaning for utility in Aristotle, which we render all by the same word in modem 

language? And that, on the other hand, it makes a difference that modem theory derives utility 

functions from ordered preferences? The author interprets modem economics as hedonist. But 

could preferences not have been ordered according to duty?

Christianity: The Bible contains many parables with economic significance; most significant 

is the parallel between sins and debts, which must be forgiven: God’s grace is a gift (p. 87). 

Game theory is used in a loose manner to discuss moral imperatives of the Old and the New 

Testament, and there follows an impressionistic account of how the Christians dealt with 

work and property. There is the communism of the first Christian commune at Jerusalem, then 

St. Augustine is dealt with briefly, and St. Thomas of Aquinas with his ontology, admitting 

that good may come from bad, more extensively.

The next chapter is dedicated to Descartes mechanistic conception of the world and of 

science, starting from his theory o f cognition. The author intends to show that Descartes 

replaced the theological myth by a scientific myth (p. 132). He criticizes Descartes’s 

methodological individualism and treats science as a modem religion.

The chapter on Mandeville reveals that the author sees in Mandeville the true originator of the 

doctrine of the invisible hand which renders ethics superfluous as efficiency does not depend 

on it. Vices help to promote economic prosperity -  vice based on self-love. Hence Mandeville 

is the first economist.



The book reaches the climax when, in the last chapter, it is denied that Adam Smith’s system 

rested on self-love and hedonism. It is generally accepted that Smith sided with the Stoics. 

Smith replaced self-love by self-interest, which can be virtuous. Social advance does not need 

vices, which the moral philosopher Smith rejects. The author accuses Smith of having turned 

vice into virtue by redefining self-love as self-interest „without appropriate discourse“ (p. 

155). But Smith nowhere affirms that self-love is always legitimate, let alone that it is always 

virtuous, while the person how acts according to the self-interest is virtuous, if this interest is 

correctly understood, i.e. if vice is avoided. This is, in my view, in accordance with the Stoic 

tradition of the oiKetootg. „The Adam-Smith-Problem“ then is mentioned, but not really dealt 

with, apart from giving a few references. Instead, the argument goes one step back to Hume, 

who sees human actions led by passion more than by rationality. Reason cannot set the goals, 

says Kant. The book concludes that the Smithian position did not imply that economics could 

exist without ethics, and that the use of Smith made by the mainstream is mistaken. Finally, 

the author expresses his hope of being able to continue his work.

Concluding remarks:

The author writes well -  sometimes one is inclined to say that he writes too well, i.e. using 

loose formulations like „a society that is more laissez-faire“ (p.36), where the imperative 

„laissez-faire“ is used as an adjective. There are many quotes taken from secondary sources 

like from Nussbaum, Popper, McIntyre in the case of antiquity. A clearer separation of what 

he found himself by means o f his own reading of the primary sources from the interpretations 

borrowed from others would have been desirable. The author has been criticised for a 

negligent style of quotation when he first submitted his thesis. If I remember correctly, he had 

connected two crucially important citations from Smith as if they were one, although they are 

separated in Smith’s work by hundreds of pages. This is now acknowledged (note 502), but 

they are still tied together by the pretention that these both concern the same person (the 

butcher), although this can be seen to be false, if each is read in its context. The critique of the 

former version has been taken up in some footnotes (e.g. on Gloria Vivenza, footnote 506), 

but without attempting a deeper revision.

Many will regard this book as very good, as the pre-existing printed version testifies. The 

most obviously original contribution is the first chapter on Gilgamesh. Smaller original



observations follow. The main critique of the concept of the concept of homo oeconomicus is 

pursued vigorously. This is not new, but will attract readers, because it is topical. The book 

certainly is not a thesis in the ordinary sense in which scientific craftsmanship has to be 

demonstrated by the focus on a clearly circumscribed problem (here, very many issues are 

being touched), and in which the mastery of a specific sub discipline is demonstrated -  which 

would it be in this case, economic philosophy or history of economic thought? The 

exposition, regarded as a thesis, can be criticised for lack of exactness in details and because 

the author often is carried away by his convictions, where he should demonstrate. It is book, 

parts of which may perhaps be published as articles after considerable revisions. But, in the 

end, 1 recommend to let it pass, i.e. I recommend the thesis now to be defended without major 

changes, for a more thorough treatment of all relevant details would require a much larger 

treatise.
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