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C

rossing disciplinary boundaries is a risky venture for scholars, but
Sedlacek seems to have successfully accomplished this in a manner
that is not overly esoteric. I have had the opportunity to read
and review a number of books of this genre, and this is one of the few
that had me hooked from the very beginning. Having said this, readers
QHHGWREHFDXWLRQHGWKDW,DPDQHFRQRPLVWDQGVFKRODUVLQWKHÀHOGVRI
WKHRORJ\KLVWRU\SKLORVRSK\HWFPD\WKHUHIRUHÀQGJDSVRUGLVWRUWLRQV
that have escaped me. Sedlacek’s target audience seems to be fellow
economists whom he perceives as having been ’indoctrinated’ into falsely
believing that their chosen discipline is purely value free: a perception that
KH SDUWLDOO\ DWWULEXWHV WR WKHLU H[FHVVLYH UHOLDQFH XSRQ PDWKHPDWLFV DV D
tool of discourse. He argues, moreover, that this conventional approach
is intellectually untenable, and seriously impedes the application of
economics to the real world (p. 9). For Sedlacek mathematics has become
the modern form of economic story- telling, (i.e. meta-narrative), and one
with its own innate limitations and distortions. The antithesis to this view
can be found in Levitt and Dubner’s, )UHDNRQRPLFV as they open with the
assertion that, “Morality . . . represents the way that people would like the
world to work–whereas economics represents how it actually works”(11).
In contrast to the obvious hubris of Levitt and Dubner, Sedlacek doesn’t
SXUSRUW WR SURYLGH XV ZLWK D VHW RI GHÀQLWLYH PHWKRGRORJLFDO DQVZHUV
but does call for a more robust and humble economics discipline, that
is more fully integrated with the humanities and social sciences: “If this
book inspires new insights in fusion of economics with these other area,
WKHQLWKDVIXOÀOOHGLWVUHDVRQG·rWUHµ  &ULWLFVRIRUWKRGR[HFRQRPLFV
ERWKLQWHUQDODQGH[WHUQDOZLOOÀQGWKLVDQDSSHDOLQJERRNDQGGHIHQGHUV
ZLOO SHUKDSV ÀQG LW WR QRW EH DV WKUHDWHQLQJ DV LW VHHPV WR EH RQ WKH
VXUIDFH,QGLYLGXDOVGRLQJ´UHDOZRUOGµDSSOLFDWLRQLQÀHOGVOLNHHFRQRPLF
GHYHORSPHQWZLOOÀQGDQDIÀUPDWLRQRIZKDWWKH\DUHDOUHDG\GRLQJ
One of the strengths of this book is the clear structure, which he lays
out in the introduction. This book is composed of two parts, as Sedlacek
ZULWHV´,QWKHÀUVWSDUWZHORRNIRUHFRQRPLFVLQP\WKVUHOLJLRQWKHRORJ\
philosophy and science. In the second part, we look for myths, religion,
theology, philosophy and science in economics” (p. 7). He refers to this
as the search for “meta-economics.” Underlying this overt structure are
DJURXSRIVHYHQWKHPHVZKLFKSURYLGHDPDWUL[IRUMRLQLQJWKHWZRSDUWV

87

together:

1. The Need for Greed: The History of Consumption
and Labor

2. 3URJUHVV
3. The Economy of Good and Evil
 The History of the Invisible Hand of the Market
and Homo Economicus

5. The History of Animal Spirits
6. Metamathematics
7. Masters of the Truth
In addressing the question “What do economists believe?,” Sedlacek’s
IRFXV LV XSRQ H[DPLQLQJ WKH VWDQGDUG ´QHRFODVVLFDO” tradition that
effectively dominates the discipline of economics. While he observes that
this tradition is clearly rooted in western intellectual movements, Sedlacek
GRHV QRW SXUSRUW WR WDNH XV RQ DQ H[KDXVWLYH VWXG\ RI WKHVH LQWHOOHFWXDO
traditions. He also notes his intentional omission of references to nonZHVWHUQWUDGLWLRQVPHUHO\GXHWRWKHLUPLQLPDOLQÁXHQFHLQWKHGHYHORSPHQW
of neo-classical economics.
 3DUW,EHJLQVZLWKWKH*LOJDPHVK(SLFDQGDWWHPSWVWRLOOXVWUDWHKRZ
PDQ\FXUUHQWWKHPHVDQGLVVXHVFRQIURQWLQJPRGHUQHFRQRPLHVÀQGWKHLU
antecedents in the attempts of earlier societies to make sense of their world.
(DFK FKDSWHU LQ WKH ÀUVW SDUW FRQFOXGHV E\ KLJKOLJKWLQJ VSHFLÀF WKHPHV
HPEHGGHGLQWKHVWRULHVRIWKDWHSRFK,QWKLVFKDSWHUIRUH[DPSOHKH
notes “. . .[W]e have seen how specialization and the accumulation of
wealth was born, how holy nature was transformed into a secular supplier
of resources, and how humans’ individualistic ego was emancipated. This
PRPHQWSDUDGR[LFDOO\UHODWHVWRDQLQFUHDVHLQLQGLYLGXDOGHSHQGHQFH
XSRQRWKHUPHPEHUVRIVRFLHW\µ S 7KHVXEVHTXHQWFKDSWHURQWKH2OG
Testament provides some of what many readers will see as standard fare
concerning the relationship of humans to creation, the linearity rather than
cyclical nature of human history, etc. Key insights involve the central role
of morality in human welfare, a concept of social welfare that pays special
attention to the poor and vulnerable, and the idea that growth in utility is
a means rather than an end. This is the chapter where theologians will
ZHLJKLQDQGFHUWDLQO\ÀQGÁDZVWKDWZLOOHVFDSHWKHOD\UHDGHU
 7KHQH[WWZRFKDSWHUVFRYHUZKDW,WKLQNDUHWKHPRVWSHUFHSWLYHDQG
KHOSIXOSDUWRIWKHERRNDQGZKLFKDUHFUXFLDOIRUH[SODLQLQJVRPHRIWKH
FULWLFLVPVRIPDLQVWUHDPHFRQRPLFVWKDWKHGHYHORSVLQ3DUW,,&KDSWHU
ORRNVDW$QFLHQW*UHHFHDQGH[SORUHVWKHVWUXJJOHEHWZHHQWKH(SLFXUHDQV
and Stoics, and in particular the question of utility vs. good as the ultimate
goal. One important and ironic observation he makes regards Adam
6PLWKWKHSXUSRUWHGSDWURQVDLQWRIRUWKRGR[HFRQRPLVWVDQGKLVRYHUW
UHMHFWLRQ RI WKH (SLFXUHDQ DJHQGD ZLWK LWV HPSKDVLV XSRQ VDWLVIDFWLRQ
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XWLOLW\FRQFHSWVWKDWKDYHEHFRPHIRXQGDWLRQDOWRRUWKRGR[HFRQRPLFV S
 +HH[SDQGVXSRQWKHLGHDDUWLFXODWHGE\´0LFKDHO3RODQ\LWKH
twentieth century philosopher, that even science, is ‘a system of beliefs to
which we are committed’ ” (p. 108). He forcefully challenges economists
to answer the question as to whether they truly believe their models, or
admit that they are merely useful myths (p. 109).
 &KDSWHUH[DPLQHVWKHHFRQRPLFLQVLJKWVRIIHUHGE\&KULVWLDQLW\DQG
teases out implications that go beyond merely calls to individual moral
choice. Sedlacek unearths many valuable insights as well as controversies
and one of the most novel has to do with debt. He observes that, “Forgiveness
(of debts, sins) is the key feature of Christianity, which makes it unique
among the major religions,” and that it is not based upon some sense of just
deserts. He then jumps ahead chronologically to the crises years of 2008
DQGQRWLQJWKDW´2XUPRGHUQVRFLHW\SDUDGR[LFDOO\FDQQRWIXQFWLRQ
ZLWKRXW WKH LQVWLWXWH RI WKLV XQIDLU IRUJLYHQHVV RI GHEWµ SS   
Before working with Sedlacek’s volume, I had just completed reading
David Graeber’s 'HEW7KH)LUVW<HDUV, and was immediately struck
by the profoundly similar insights generated by these very different books.
Chapters 5 and 6 then draw respectively upon the works of Bernard
Mandeville and Adam Smith. While noting that many modern economists
might tend to see Mandeville and Smith as part of the same intellectual
tradition, Sedlacek quotes Smith himself as observing that Mandeville’s
teachings are, “. . . in almost every respect erroneous” (p. 185). From
6HGODFHN·VSHUVSHFWLYHWKHLURQ\LVFRPSRXQGHGE\WKHIDFWWKDWKHÀQGVLQ
Mandeville the foundations of the model of humans employed by modern
RUWKRGR[ HFRQRPLVWV³+RPR (FRQRPLFXV. The chapter on Smith then
raises some further questions regarding the presumed continuity between
WKH YLHZV RI 6PLWK DQG PRGHUQ RUWKRGR[ HFRQRPLVWV VXJJHVWLQJ WKDW
PDQ\ PRGHUQ KHWHURGR[ HFRQRPLVWV LQ IDFW IROORZ PRUH FORVHO\ LQ WKH
footsteps of Smith.
 3DUW,,WKHQSXOOVWRJHWKHUDOOWKHWKHPHVWHDVHGRXWLQ3DUW,WRVKRZ
how modern mainstream economics continues to draw upon these earlier
“myths” to construct its own meta–narrative of economic analysis, while
simultaneously asserting the proposition that it is value free and objective.
Sedlacek writes “What economics has actually developed is Bernard
Mandeville’s system of thought, which Smith refused. The study of
economics has shifted from a moral science to merely a mathematically
allocative science. I am convinced that it should have developed the latter
but not neglected the former” (p. 269). The arguments of Chapters 13 and
DUHWKHQWKHNH\WRWKHZKROHERRN
In chapter 13, titled “Metamathematics,” the author continues to work
WKH WKHPH HQXQFLDWHG HDUOLHU UHJDUGLQJ WKH H[FHVVLYH DQG LQDSSURSULDWH
reliance of economists on mathematics as a tool of inquiry. Instead of
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working from reality to decipher and develop the appropriate mathematical
WRROV´HFRQRPLFVLWZRXOGDSSHDUIUHTXHQWO\GRHVWKHH[DFWRSSRVLWH,W
FUHDWHVPRGHOVRIZRUOG DQGPDQ LQVXFKDZD\WKDWWKH\ÀWPDWKHPDWLFVµ
S ,QFKDSWHUHQWLWOHG´0DVWHUVRI7UXWKµKHDWWHPSWVWREULQJ
everything together, noting how the discipline of economics differs from
other sciences in the way that it constructs its own reality. He offers a
masterful metaphor of creating a scaffold in order to construct a cathedral.
Whereas the physical sciences construct their theories (scaffolds) and
WKHQ UHOD[ WKH DVVXPSWLRQV UHPRYH WKH VFDIIROGLQJ  WR UHÁHFW UHDOLW\
for economists the scaffolding is their reality. If one breaks down the
DVVXPSWLRQVVFDIIROGLQJ WKH ´   ZKROH FDWKHGUDO ZRXOG IDOO DSDUWµ
(p. 303). By this point in the book Sedlacek is either preaching to the
choir or has lost his audience as it would be hard to adopt a middle
position. Sedlacek is not asking readers to abandon standard neo-classical
economics, but rather to recognize both its inherent limitations and the
valuable insights that can be garnered from other cognate disciplines. His
ultimate dream would perhaps be that every professional economist be
UHHGXFDWHGLQÀHOGVVXFKDVSKLORVRSK\KLVWRU\DQGVRFLRORJ\´,EHOLHYH
that to make economics more relevant, we need more meta-economics.”
S 
 6HGODFHN H[SRVHV WKH H[LVWLQJ ´QRUPDWLYHµ IRXQGDWLRQV RI  RUWKRGR[
economics, and in the process offers a challenge to Christian economists
WR DEDQGRQ WKH IDoDGH RI SRVLWLYLVP DQG WR RYHUWO\ H[SORUH WKH PRUDO
dimensions of their analysis. A number of years ago a member of the
Association of Christian Economists sent out the following note on the
web:
With some frequency students and faculty ask me what
WKHGLVFLSOLQHRIHFRQRPLFVKDVWRVD\DERXWMXVWLFH,ÀQG
myself disappointed in my own answer—maybe this is
EHFDXVHJUDGVFKRROFXUULFXOXPZDVYLUWXDOO\VLOHQWDQGRU
I have not read widely enough.
Sedlacek wants Christian economists to become prepared to face the
question rather than side-step it. This is a book that I would highly
recommend, especially to Christian economists who already sense a
QHHGWRH[SDQGWKHLUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHLURZQGLVFLSOLQHEH\RQGPHUH
PDWKHPDWLFDOH[SHUWLVHDQGZKRDOVRIHHODQHHGWRLQWHOOHFWXDOO\FRQQHFW
with their faith and values. While accessible to readers outside of the
discipline of economics, it will probably not engender much interest from
readers unfamiliar with some of the methodological controversies that
separate economics from the other social sciences and humanities.
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