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Looking Beyond the Individualism and Homo Economicus of 

Neoclassical Economics: A Collection of Original Essays Dedicated 

to the Memory of Peter L. Danner, Our Friend and Colleague

Reviewed by Daniel Finn, St. John’s University

Edistinguished Catholic social economist and for many years the 
organizational backbone of the Association for Social Economics. The 
essays generated do not provide a comprehensive review of Danner’s 
corpus but do present the reader with a vivid insight into his work.
 Over many years, Danner provided a deep critique of consumer society, 
describing American consumption as “increasingly irrational, tasteless, 

Danner’s analysis, citing historical sources in such diverse places as the 

they doubt that needs are necessarily insatiable, and in the end endorse 
implicitly Danner’s call for ethically responsible consumption. 
 Maryann O. Keating focuses on Danner’s vision of the good life, arising 
out of personalist economics, employing the three great standards of the 
French revolution: freedom, equality, and fraternity. She cites Danner’s 

accept an unjustly low wage out of fear of unemployment). 
 Danner, of course, rejected economic equality as a policy goal, but 
endorsed the meeting of the needs of all (including those whose own 
actions may have rendered them unable to provide for themselves – a far 
cry from the harsh anti-poor rhetoric so popular in U.S. politics today). 
Keating demonstrates a striking similarity between Danner’s work 
and that of Amartya Sen (on democracy and famine) and that of Elinor 
Ostrom (on social norms and collective action). In the end, Danner’s 
work demonstrates that too much or too little of any of these three goals – 
freedom, equality, fraternity – endangers the good life in spite of the best 
hopes of those making the mistake.
 GianDemetrio Marangoni and Stefano Solari provide an historical 
perspective on individualism, criticizing, as Danner would, the 
methodological individualism of so much of contemporary economics for 



83

many sources of Danner’s perspective on the economic person – from 
Mournier and Scheler, and less directly, from von Ketteler and Taparelli. 

is fundamental to Danner’s method, a feature taken from the Catholic 
tradition. Like Danner, the authors call for a study not of economic systems 

 
. She reviews the content of the 

reference to Danner’s work. 
 Kishor Thanawala outlines the relation of human dignity and the common 
good in Danner’s work, arguing that three pairs of social values are central 
for him: liberty and personal freedom, equality and individuality, and 
fraternity and solidarity. These are in turn correlated with three principles 
of social organization: “competitive gain seeking,” government mediation, 

these elements of Danner’s thought render, at their best, “a harmonizing 
of economic, social and political relationships” (p. 87): the conditions for 

providing an overview of Danner’s comprehensive vision of the relation 

good. 
 
so fundamental to modern mainstream economic science fall short of the 
more adequate understanding of economic processes endorsed by Danner. 
Referring to a number of proposed alternatives to homo economicus (homo 
reciprocans, , , homo socio-economicus), 
he argues that an adequate understanding of the human person must 
be evolutionary, and not “cyclic” (applying “circular descriptions and 

since, O’Boyle endorses the “ever-changing” understanding of homo 
socio-economicus, the acting person, employed in personalist economics, 
of which Danner was a leading proponent.  
 Relying on the seminal work of Walter Ong, O’Boyle then correlates 
the evolutionary development of the person with the long history of 
human communication from oral, to written, to electronic, an interesting 
argument but one needing more evidence that a single essay can provide. 
O’Boyle ends with very Danner-like praise for the way Adam Smith’s view 
of the person and of human interaction in  
complements the quite different perspective presented in 
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of Nations
foundations with an appreciation for what the mainstream perspective 
does indeed have to contribute to human well being.
 
of price and value (in the sense of use value). Considering situations where 

the market: “A just competition is, in general, the most effective way to 
counter the limitations and constraints imposed by scarcity” (p. 121). After 

indolence” (p. 122). This leaves Danner very appreciative of markets. 

individual, whose behavior is inconsistent with the fundamental norms of 

values embedded in the products of our markets” (p. 123).
 Here both Keating and Danner overstate the case for markets and 
overlook the many ways that market pressures shape the customs, 
virtues, and values that characterize individuals. Consider the interplay of 

both shape and are shaped by their social environments. As Keating argues, 
mainstream “market failure” is both a moral and economic problem, but 

 Charles K. Wilbur addresses the role of consumerism and sustainable 
development in Catholic social thought, providing a connection to 
Danner’s religious commitments. Wilbur begins with three fundamentals 
of that tradition: that the prosperous have a duty to share from their 

earth’s environment and is morally unacceptable, and that the goal of true 
development is being, not having. 
 Wilbur reminds us that Danner frequently emphasized that increasing 
wealth “generates in every way more insistent material wants, which can 
distract from life’s higher goals” (p. 133). He closes with an analysis 

schemes than usual) and of international governance (which needs to be 
strengthened both to encourage capital investment in the developing world 
and to limit the damage caused by speculative investments there).

structure for multinational enterprises (MNEs). Noting Danner’s comment 
that economics today needs “a genius” such as Adam Smith or Alfred 
Marshall in order to integrate “religious beliefs, philosophic views, and 

subsidiarity is critical to establishing an appropriate regulatory regime for 
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MNEs. 
 Scaperlanda compares the regulation of MNEs in Europe and the U.S., 

successful embodiment of the integration of the three sources referred to 

shortcomings of the U.S. approach is ignoring the “priority of labor” over 
capital.

the “social approbation theory” of human behavior provided in Adam 
Smith’s , recommending it as a necessary 
counter-balance to the helpful but incomplete “self-interest theory” of 
behavior provided in the  (and employed in mainstream 
economics by legions of economists who are completely unaware that 
Smith actually held a more nuanced view of the human person).

century evolutionary biology, Wisman argues that “humans are capable of 

to be so” (p. 168). He goes on to argue that a democratically controlled 

the alternate organizational principle better facilitates the seeking of social 
approbation by the workers and thus would eventuate in a more personally 

festschrifts, there is some variance in the quality of the essays, but the 

Catholic economist and wrestles with the proper role of human values 

economics today.                                                                        
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