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Philosophy of Economics
Syllabus

1 Introduction

Course code 34I0158 SE

Course webpage http://wuthrich.net/

teaching/_MA2_PhilEcon_2019.html

Plans d’études Demi-module MA2a •
Demi-module MA5a

Convenors Lorenzo Casini (CC) and Chris-
tian Wüthrich (PA) • O�ce: L303 (LC), L410
(CW) • Email: lorenzo.casini@unige.ch ,
christian.wuthrich@unige.ch

Contact hours Classes: Thursday 2pm-
4pm, B107 • O�ce hour: by appointment

Blurb Economics is a fascinating and multi-
faceted science, philosophically signi�cant to is-
sues as diverse as the nature of rationality, scien-
ti�c methodology, the fact-value distinction, etc.
This course focuses on debates at the interface
between economics and philosophy of science.
It does so by reviewing a selection of writings
by both economists and philosophers on the sta-
tus of (neoclassical) economics, its foundations,
goals, and methods. Topics of discussion will
comprise the nature of rationality, the explana-
tory role of intentions, laws, and causes, the func-
tion of idealization and abstraction in theories
and models, the interaction between descriptive
and normative goals in economics, and the re-
lation of economics to physics, psychology, and
evolutionary biology.

Objectives We shall consider a selection of
key issues in philosophy of economics, as pre-
sented in classical and contemporary philosoph-
ical texts. The overall goal of the course is to de-
velop one’s critical and dialectical skills – the skill
of critically reading the texts and understanding
the reasons pro and against speci�c theses, and the
skill of e�ectively bringing one’s views to bear on
the views of others. To this end, it is essential that
one adequately prepares for each session by read-
ing the assigned material in view of the class dis-
cussion and actively participates in the discussion.

Evaluation Coursework shall be assessed
based on the following two component: a writ-
ten exam (evaluation); and seminar performance
(attestation). The second component will reect
active participation in the class discussion. Since
attendance is necessary for active participation, it
is also highly recommended. Absences should be
discussed, preferably in advance, with the con-
venors.

Presentation Each seminar will consist of
two parts. In the first part, one student will
present the weekly reading to the class (see §2).
Students can sign up for presentation, upon con-
sulting thePresentationCalendaron Moo-
dle, by emailing lorenzo.casini@unige.ch.
(If nobody has signed up for a particular session,
the convenors will ask one student to give a short
summary of the text.) The time devoted to the
presentation may vary depending on the occur-
rence of exchanges (ideally, brief) between the au-
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dience and the presenters in the course of the pre-
sentation, but should in no case go beyond thirty
minutes.

Discussion The second part of the seminar
shall be devoted to in-class discussion, moderated
by the course convenors. Each student is invited
to take active part in the discussion.

Written exam The written exam will last
four hours. It will be evaluated based on the fol-
lowing three criteria: understanding of the course
material, as presented in the primary and, if nec-
essary, secondary, literature; clarity of exposition;
capacity of critical thought.

Bibliography All primary literature may be
found on Moodle. Reading of primary literature
is mandatory. Reading of secondary literature,
such as textbooks and encyclopedic entries, is at
one’s discretion. In addition, the course convenor
shall upload weekly notes as introductions to the
readings and to the issues to be discussed in class.
Some background literature:

• Blaug, M. (1992). The Methodology of Eco-
nomics. Or How Economists Explain, 2nd
Ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

• Hausman, D. M. (1992). The Inexact and
Separate Science of Economics. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

• Hausman, D. M. (2012). Preference, Value,
Choice, and Welfare. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

• Hoover, K. (2001). The Methodology of
Empirical Macroeconomics. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

• Reiss, J. (2013). Philosophy of Economics. A
Contemporary Introduction. New York:
Routledge. [recommended textbook]

For additional and more precise references, see
the weekly notes on Moodle.

2 Schedule

Primary texts and schedule of the sessions are as
follows (N.B.: the schedule is tentative; any ad-
justment will be announced in class; the sched-
ule below will be updated to reect these adjust-
ments).

[19.09] Course introduction

[26.09] A positive science?

• Robbins, Lionel (1932). An Essay on the
Nature and Significance of Economic Sci-
ence, 3rd Ed., London: Macmillan, §1.3,
§§4.1–4.2, §§6.1–6.3.

[03.10] Revealed preferences?

• Sen, Amartya (1973). Behaviour and
the Concept of Preference. Economica,
40(159): 241-59.

[10.10] A value-laden science?

• Reiss, Julian (2013). Rational-Choice
Theory, in Philosophy of Economics. A Con-
temporary Introduction. New York: Rout-
ledge, ch. 3.

[17.10] Should assumptions be realistic?

• Friedman, Milton (1953). The Methodol-
ogy of Positive Economics, repr. in Haus-
man, D. M. (ed.), The Philosophy of Eco-
nomics: An Anthology, 3rd Ed., Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008,
pp. 145-78.

[24.10] Rationality – substantive or proce-

dural?

• Vanberg, Viktor J. (2012). Rational
Choice, Preferences over Actions and
Rule-following Behaviour, in Mäki, U.
(ed.), Philosophy of Economics, Amsterdam:
Elsevier, 2012, pp. 505-30.
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[31.10] What do the assumptions explain?

• Herfeld, Catherine (2018). Explaining Pat-
terns, not Details: Reevaluating Ratio-
nal Choice Models in Light of Their Ex-
plananda, Journal of Economic Methodol-
ogy, 25(2): 179-209.

[14.11] Ceteris paribus (I)?

• Hausman, Daniel M. (1990). Supply and
Demand Explanations and Their Ceteris
Paribus Clauses, Review of Political Econ-
omy, 2(2): 168-87.

[21.11] Ceteris paribus (II)?

• Jhun, Jennifer S. (2018). What’s the Point
of Ceteris Paribus? Or, How to Under-
stand Supply and Demand Curves, Philos-
ophy of Science, 85(2): 271-92.

[28.11] Is there an explanation paradox?

• Reiss, Julian (2012). The Explanation
Paradox, Journal of Economic Methodology,

19(1): 43-62.

[05.12] Microfoundations?

• Kirman, Alan P. (1992). Whom or What
Does the Representative Individual Rep-
resent? Journal of Economic Perspectives,
6(2), 117-36.

[12.12] Quo vadis, general equilibrium?

• Rosenberg, Alexander (1994). What Is the
Cognitive Status of Economic Theory? In
Backhouse, R. E. (ed.), New Directions in
Economic Methodology, London: Rout-
ledge, pp. 216-35.

[19.12] Is macroeconomics autonomous?

• Hoover, Kevin D. (2008). Microfoun-
dations and the Ontology of Macroeco-
nomics, in Kincaid, H. and Ross, D. (eds.),
Oxford Handbook for the Philosophy of Eco-
nomics, Oxford University Press, pp. 386-
409.
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