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Reviewed by J. Daniel Hammond, Wake Forest University

edeeming Economics is likely to be ignored by economists, which,
I think, will be to their loss. It is likely to be ignored for two
UHDVRQV7KH ÀUVW LV HYLGHQW LQ WKH ERRN·V WLWOH ZLWK LWV UHIHUHQFH
to redemption, a religious concept. How can economics, a science,
need redemption? Does Mueller mean to take us back to the medieval
world, diluting or even polluting the science of economics with faith and
superstition? A second reason economists are likely to ignore the book,
OHVVUHODWHGWRWKHÀUVWWKDQLWPD\VHHPLVWKDW0XHOOHUFDOOVIRUDUDGLFDO
reconstruction of economics, a remaking from the roots up. Economists
who are largely or entirely comfortable with their discipline and who
inevitably make up the majority of the profession will not be drawn to
any call for radical reconstruction. Like Wall Street and Washington in
response to suggestions that something was badly wrong in the real estate
DQGUHODWHGÀQDQFLDOPDUNHWVHFRQRPLVWVFDQIDOOSUH\WRWKH´GRQ·WORRN
and you don’t risk seeing” mentality.
What, according to Mueller, is wrong with economics? In the simplest
terms familiar to economists, there is an “equation” missing from the
model. Economists have “equations” for production, consumption,
DQG H[FKDQJH EXW QRW IRU WKH SULPDU\ HFRQRPLF FKRLFH ² WKH FKRLFHV
of persons. This missing element is a theory of distribution. Mueller
argues that Thomas Aquinas had a complete economic model, with all
four elements. Drawing on Aristotle and Augustine, Aquinas’s economics
H[SODLQHGSURGXFWLRQ ZKDWLVSURGXFHGDQGKRZ FRQVXPSWLRQ XWLOLW\ 
H[FKDQJH FRPPXWDWLYHMXVWLFH DQGGLVWULEXWLRQ SURGXFWLRQRUSXUFKDVH
for whom).
Adam Smith, the father of modern (classical) economics, dropped
two of the four equations, those for consumption and distribution. With
neoclassical economics the equation for consumption was restored. But
neoclassical theory has nothing to say about distribution, leaving the
restoration of economics incomplete. Mueller sees this reconstruction
(redemption) continuing with his book, with the efforts of other nascent
neo-Scholastics and, he predicts, eventually by the profession at large.
Thus Mueller himself does not think his book will be ignored. Or perhaps,
LI LW LV LJQRUHG WKH GHÀFLHQF\ RI HFRQRPLFV ZLOO EHFRPH HYLGHQW WR
SUDFWLWLRQHUV IURP WKHLU H[SHULHQFHV GRLQJ HFRQRPLFV 0XHOOHU H[SHFWV
WKDWHFRQRPLVWVZLOOÀQGWKHLUZD\WRDQHR6FKRODVWLFHFRQRPLFVWKDWZLOO
preserve the best of both Smith and the neoclassicals while restoring the
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theory of distribution.
 0XHOOHUPDNHVKLVFDVHLQVHYHQWHHQFKDSWHUVGLYLGHGLQWRÀYHSDUWV
3DUW , JLYHV DQ H[FHOOHQW KLVWRULFDO RYHUYLHZ RI HFRQRPLF WKRXJKW
through the past nine hundred years, organized around four watersheds:
Thomas Aquinas’s use of ideas from Aristotle and Augustine to develop a
´FRPSOHWHµWKHRU\RISURGXFWLRQGLVWULEXWLRQXWLOLW\DQGH[FKDQJH$GDP
Smith’s revolution in the development of classical economics without
theories of distribution and utility; the neoclassical restoration of utility
theory; and the neo-Scholastic project to restore a theory of distribution.
Mueller makes a compelling case for the neo-Scholastic theory of
GLVWULEXWLRQ3HRSOHPDNHFKRLFHVIRUDQGDJDLQVWSHUVRQVSULRUWRWKHLU
choices of goods and services. So choices of persons are primary and
choices of goods and services are secondary. The former are ends and
the latter means. The “missing equation” in neoclassical economics is
more than just one of four equations. It is the primary element. We can
interpret Mueller’s critique as the charge that neoclassical economics lacks
depth. The roots of economic behavior are found in the primary human
motivations, love and hate of persons (including ourselves). “In trying to
UHGXFHKXPDQEHKDYLRUWRH[FKDQJHVPRGHUQHFRQRPLVWVKDYHIRUJRWWHQ
KRZ WKHVH HVVHQWLDO PRWLYDWLRQV DUH H[SUHVVHG ZKLFK LV DV SHUVRQDO RU
collective gifts (and their opposite, crimes)” (p. 2, emphasis in original).
 3DUWV,,,,,DQG,9DUHRUJDQL]HGDURXQG$ULVWRWOH·VWKUHHGLPHQVLRQV
of human nature. Humans are rational animals, thus part II is on the
economy of personal choices. Humans are matrimonial, so part III is on
the domestic economy, i.e., the theory of the household. And humans are
political animals, thus part IV is on political economy.
 3DUW ,, RSHQV ZLWK WKH ´PRWKHU·V SUREOHPµ DV GHVFULEHG E\ 3KLOLS
Wicksteed in &RPPRQ 6HQVH RI 3ROLWLFDO (FRQRP\ (1933 [1910]), and
solved much earlier by Augustine. In providing for her family a mother
FKRRVHVJRRGVWRPD[LPL]HXWLOLW\DVVKHZRXOGDFFRUGLQJWRQHRFODVVLFDO
theory, but she does so jointly with choosing persons to whom she will
SURYLGH WKH JRRGV 0RVW RI WKH PRWKHU·V DFWLRQV DUH QRW H[FKDQJHV EXW
gifts. Thus for Augustine economics was a theory of providence, of human
SURYLGHQFH EXW DOVR RI *RG·V SURYLGHQFH 3DUW ,, LQFOXGHV D FULWLTXH RI
Donohue and Levitt’s (2001) claim that legalization of abortion led to
D UHGXFWLRQ LQ FULPH UDWHV DQG RI 3HWHU 6LQJHU·V XWLOLWDULDQLVP ,Q ERWK
critiques Mueller sets up an empirical contest between the theory under
criticism and neo-Scholastic theory. He uses data on abortion, economic
IDWKHUKRRG DQG FULPH LQ WKH ÀUVW FDVH DQG 6LQJHU·V WKHRU\ YHUVXV KLV
actions in the second.
 3DUW ,,, UHWXUQV WR WKH *UHHN URRWV RI WKH ZRUG ´HFRQRPLFVµ³
management of a home. Starting with the fundamental relationship
in a home, the relationship between husband and wife, Mueller treats

75

households as networks of relationships and as producers of both things
DQGRISHRSOH3DWWHUQVRIIHUWLOLW\DQGRIOLIHWLPHHDUQLQJVDQGVSHQGLQJ
are treated in part III.
 ,QSDUW,90XHOOHUGUDZVRQKLVH[SHULHQFHVDVDGYLVHUWR&RQJUHVVPDQ
-DFN.HPSDQGDVÀQDQFLDOFRQVXOWDQWLQFRQVLGHULQJWKHPDFURHFRQRPLF
SUREOHPV RI XQHPSOR\PHQW DQG LQÁDWLRQ 7KH EDFNJURXQG IRU WKLV
discussion is not Aquinas as such but the economic thought of the American
founding fathers.
 3DUW 9 LV D VLQJOH FKDSWHU LQ ZKLFK 0XHOOHU LGHQWLÀHV WKH GLIIHUHQW
philosophical worldviews presumed in classical, neoclassical, and neoScholastic economics. The differences devolve to different conceptions of
human and divine nature. Classical economists are stoic pantheists, locating
ultimate causation in uncreated animate matter, with fate as the governing
principle. God is conceived as the world-soul, and man as God’s puppet.
Man’s actions are driven by neither means nor ends but by sentiments.
The associated theory of knowledge is nominalism. Neoclassical
economists are epicurean materialists, seeing uncreated inanimate matter
as the ultimate cause and chance as the governing principle. There is
no God, and man is a clever animal who chooses means but not ends.
Nominalism is the theory of knowledge of neoclassical economics. Neo6FKRODVWLFHFRQRPLVWVKROGWRELEOLFDOO\RUWKRGR[QDWXUDOODZVHHLQJ*RG
who is both immanent and transcendent, as the ultimate cause, and man
as a rational animal who chooses both means and ends. The theory of
knowledge is moderate realism, with God’s creation rational and hence
knowable.
Reading Mueller’s book left me convinced that he is onto something
LPSRUWDQW  )RU H[DPSOH LQ WKH QHZ KRPH HFRQRPLFV RI *DU\ %HFNHU
PDUULDJHDQGRWKHUIDPLO\UHODWLRQVDUHWUHDWHGDVVHOILQWHUHVWHGH[FKDQJHV
because economists have no analytical tools other than theories of selfLQWHUHVWHGH[FKDQJHV0DQ\RIWKHFULWLFVRI%HFNHU·V´HFRQRPLFYLHZRI
human behavior” who argue that not all human behavior is self-interested
have little if anything to put in its place. They lack an alternative analytical
FRQFHSW WKDW PHHWV WKH SUHVXPHG VWDQGDUGV RI VFLHQWLÀF ULJRU /RYH DQG
hate seem hardly the stuff of social science. But this is the direction in
ZKLFK0XHOOHUVXJJHVWVWKDWHFRQRPLVWVVKRXOGWXUQ$QGLWLVGLIÀFXOWWR
deny that on this point and many others he is correct.
Having said this, though, I think Mueller is overly-ambitious in the
book. It is not clear to me that 5HGHHPLQJ(FRQRPLFV is one book rather
than two. It is the book I have described, which is a high quality history
of economics offering tantalizing suggestions for the future of neoScholastic economics. But it is also an attempt to submit neo-Scholastic
economics and neoclassical economics to contests of empirical validity
DQGH[SODQDWRU\SRZHU+HGRHVWKLVDFURVVDUDQJHRIDUHDVIURPDERUWLRQ
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DQGFULPHWRXQHPSOR\PHQWDQGLQÁDWLRQ7KHHYLGHQFHFRQVLVWVRIFKDUWV
RI GDWD WKDW VXSSRVHGO\ UHYHDO WKH VXSHULRU H[SODQDWRU\ SRZHU RI QHR
Scholastic economics. But there is no econometrics, and it is often hard
to see from the evidence given that Mueller’s conclusions in favor of neoScholastic economics are warranted.
It might have been more effective to make the argument for putting
the theory of distribution into neoclassical theory by appeal to the
commonsense observation that humans are fundamentally relational – that
they do in different degrees love and hate. If they did not, what would be
the point of the Second Great Commandment (Luke 10:27), or the virtues
of charity and justice? Mueller gives considerable attention to the StiglerBecker (Chicago) approach of turning every human action into the pursuit
of self-interest, no matter how far removed from markets or how otherperson-oriented the action may appear. This is where the intuitive case for
neo-Scholastic economics is the strongest.
It is in criticism of (another Chicago economist) Steven Levitt’s writing
about non-market activity that Mueller makes his most interesting and
compelling empirical case for neo-Scholastic economics. The issue is
Donohue and Levitt’s (2001) claim that the legalization of abortion in the
8QLWHG6WDWHVFDXVHGDGURSLQWKHFULPHUDWHZLWKDÀIWHHQWRWZHQW\\HDU
lag. Following the Stigler-Becker approach, they assume that motivations
are the same for all people, so that differences in behavior are due to
GLIIHUHQFHV LQ WKH HQYLURQPHQW DQG LQ FRVWV DQG EHQHÀWV 'RQRKXH DQG
Levitt rely on the relatively high crime rates for late adolescents to infer
WKDWWKHUHZRXOGEHDGURSLQFULPHÀIWHHQWRWZHQW\ÀYH\HDUVDIWHUWKH
legalization of abortion. Mueller’s neo-Scholastic economics suggests that
men who abandon women who are pregnant by them or encourage the
women to abort their babies are more likely to commit crimes themselves.
Thus crime rates should correlate with abortion rates without a lag. He
makes a convincing case that the evidence favors his approach over
Donohue and Levitt’s.
As I suggested above, if economists ignore or otherwise fail to take
5HGHHPLQJ(FRQRPLFV seriously it will be to their loss. Mueller is unlike
many critics of neoclassical economics, for his criticism is not motivated
by an ideological vision at odds with the typical pro-market conclusions of
neoclassical economics. His is not a criticism from the political left, or for
that matter, from the political right. Mueller is most critical of economics
from the University of Chicago that earlier in his intellectual journey he
felt at home with. For readers of Faith & Economics the fact that Mueller
urges a return to the ideas of Saints Augustine and Aquinas is all the more
reason to give this book a close reading.
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