
Content: 

In this interdisciplinary seminar, the following fundamental questions will guide our discussions: What 

is utility? What is the common good? When do we talk about a tension between individual utility and 

the common good? 

We will also address the following related questions: What contributes to utility? Can we observe or 

even measure utility? Do individuals succeed to maximize utility? What contributes to the common 

good? Can we measure the common good? How to maximize the common good? 

Texts in different formats (ranging from tragedies to scientific articles) and from different epochs 

(ranging from the 7th century BCE to 2017) will guide us in approaching the questions. 

‘Utility’ has played an important role in ideas and concepts since the earliest texts of Western Culture, 

long before modern economists reflected on this topic. We can find concepts of utility not only in 

economic and philosophical texts, but also in poetic and fictional texts, which explicitly or implicitly 

use them. So the early poetic text of the Greek author Hesiod (7th century BCE), which treats rules of 

behavior in an agricultural world, uses ‘utility’ as a category and reflects on the relation between 

individual utility and common good. But also the thoughts and argumentation of figures in Greek 

tragedies like Antigone (5th century BCE) reveal ideas of utility. The Greek philosopher Plato (4th 

century BCE) thinks more explicitly about utility as an incentive of human behavior and about the 

relation of the categories ‘useful’ and ‘good’. In modern times, the scholars Adam Smith (18th century 

CE) and Jeremy Bentham (18th to 19th century CE), who themselves had an education in the Classics, 

developed the theory that human beings in general pursue their own benefit. They also asked what 

the relation of individual good and common good is. Starting from their ideas, ‘utility’ has become the 

central concept of economics and now plays an important role in the mathematical models of 

economics which measure ‘utility.’ Therefore, it is a central topic in economic studies. At the same 

time, we can find that modern political, but also fictional texts like novels and short stories integrate 

‘utility’ as an important motivation of people. We discover this by carefully reading the texts. We will 

see how important it is to be able to analyze texts by approaching them in a methodical way. 

By reading the texts we will learn about the different ways ‘utility’ has been and still is understood and 

which concepts of the relation between individual good and common good exist. This leads us to a 

deeper understanding of these concepts and of their importance for economics. 

Participants’ responsibilities: 

The seminar participants are expected to read all the required texts (see bibliography) and to actively 

participate in the discussions. Each student is supposed to address the questions above in a 

presentation, based on the text assigned for the particular session and complemented with his or her 

own literature research. Presentations can be prepared in interdisciplinary teams of students. Based 

on their presentation, on the discussions during the seminar, and on their own research, students write 

a seminar paper (10-12 pages) in which they address the questions posed above. 

Seminar plan: 

16.04.2019 Introduction and organization of the seminar 

23.04.2019 Texts: Tirole, Föllinger, Zeh; Birkle, Norris 

Presenters: Prof. Dr. Carmen Birkle, Prof. Dr. Sabine Föllinger & Prof. Dr. Elisabeth Schulte 

30.04.2019 Text: Hesiod, “Works and Days”, especially V. 212-357 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

07.05.2019 Text: Smith 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

14.05.2019 Text: Jefferson 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

21.05.2019 Text: Sophocles, “Antigone”, especially, V. 280-331, V. 441-525, V. 1155- 1180. 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 



28.05.2019 Text: Leshem 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

04.06.2019 Text: Carnegie 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

11.06.2019 Texts: Plato, “Republic”, Book I, especially 340E-350B 

Plato, “Laws”, Book 11, 913A-E 

Presenters 

18.06.2019 Text: Bentham 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

25.06.2019 Text: Loewenstein 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

02.07.2019 Text: Jewett, “The Foreigner” 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

09.07.2019 Text: Walker, “Everyday Use” 

Presenters: Students (TBA) 

16.07.2019 Lessons Learnt 

Learning goals: 

The seminar participants deepen the knowledge received from their own discipline and become 

familiar with perspectives from the other disciplines. The unique composition of expertise in the 

seminar will enable all participants to see the common ground and to identify discipline-specific points 

of view. These insights will sharpen the reflection of the respective disciplines and enhance the 

appreciation of a multitude of perspectives. Students will learn to present the results of their analysis 

in front of a group consisting of experts from different fields. This experience will increase their ability 

to argue convincingly in a heterogeneously composed group. 
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