
45

Journal of Markets & Morality
Volume 25, Number 1: 45–65

Copyright © 2022

Steven McMullen*
Hope College

A New Direction 
for Kuyperian 

Economics

The twentieth century project of Kuyperian economics critiqued and ultimately 
rejected large parts of the dominant neoclassical approach to doing economics, 
aiming to develop a normative and distinctively Christian methodology. In this 
article, I first summarize the elements of Kuyperian thought that are relevant 
to economics. Second, I describe the recent Kuyperian economics project, and 
the attendant critique. I conclude that the Kuyperian project remains valuable, 
but that it should change its focus. Future Kuyperian work should preserve the 
normative critique of modern economic ideologies and institutions, and should 
maintain the insistence that economics is fundamentally moral, while investing 
less in the methodological critique of neoclassical rational-choice theory that 
animated many earlier scholars. I argue that that approach is consistent with 
the spirit of the longer Kuyperian tradition and still offers scholars a window 
through which economics can be integrated with Christian anthropology and 
worldview.

Introduction
The economics discipline is rich with questions about human behavior, social 
organization, human relationships, and justice. Economists, however, usually 
avoid the theological and ethical dimensions of these topics. We cannot make 
these questions go away, however, and too often we leave them to philosophers, 
theologians, and lawyers that have less of a background in how economic insti-
tutions function. This arrangement has served the church poorly. The notion that 
economics is only a pragmatic, technical exercise is too easily, and improperly, 
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translated into the idea that consumption, management, work, and taxation, 
are merely pragmatic activities or technocratic enterprises. In fact, they are all 
deeply moral. Amoral economic analysis feeds the notion that economic institu-
tions (like markets) are morally neutral, which has left Christians ill-equipped 
to think theologically about some of the most pressing economic and social 
questions of our day.

There is a remedy for this problem. There are a number of careful Christian 
theological approaches to thinking about economic questions. This article makes 
a case for renewed and revised scholarly investment in Neo-Calvinist, Reformed, 
or “Kuyperian” economics. This school of thought traces its lineage back to 
Abraham Kuyper, the nineteenth-century Dutch theologian, journalist, politi-
cian, and social entrepreneur. There has been a stream of economics scholarship 
that builds on Kuyper’s thought, and there are a number of summaries of this 
thinking in print.1 Three elements of this tradition stand out. First, these scholars 
have emphasized the essentially ethical nature of economic questions. Second, 
they have been deeply suspicious of the underlying anthropology, assumptions, 
and methodology of modern economics, particularly what is usually called neo-
classical or rational-choice economics. Third, they have often engaged in a deep 
institutional critique of our economic lives.

The argument of this article is twofold. First, this strain of Neo-Calvinist 
Reformed theology is particularly well-suited to offering a helpful foundation for 
the study of economics. Second, Kuyperian economists have focused their atten-
tion on problems with neoclassical economic methodology, but going forward, a 
change of focus is warranted. In particular, there should be more attention paid 
to a Kuyperian “architectonic critique,” which combines traditional economics 
with systemic and theological thinking.

A Theology for Economics
The Reformed Neo-Calvinist tradition is particularly well-suited to help so-
cial scientists think theologically about their subject matter. The timing of the 
Reformation and the social location of John Calvin meant that this tradition was 
formed in the crucible of social upheaval and the growth of a commercial society. 
In contrast to the Christian thought of the time—even that of Martin Luther—
Lee Hardy notes that Reformed Christians learned to think critically about the 
whole organization of society: “In the face of these astounding changes on all 
fronts of social life, it became increasingly apparent that the structure of human 
society is in part a product of human activity. In turn, to the degree this activity 
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is motivated by sinful desires and worldly ambitions, the society thus formed is 
likely to be structurally unsound and in need of drastic reform.”2 The Reformed 
emphasis on God’s Sovereignty, along with this critical eye toward social struc-
tures, was taken up with particular enthusiasm by Dutch Neo-Calvinists in the 
nineteenth century. Over time, a few key themes came to the fore that we can 
say are particularly “Kuyperian,” because Abraham Kuyper was influential in 
their articulation and application.

God’s Sovereignty
First, while Calvinists are often known for asserting the depth of God’s sov-

ereignty in soteriology (how are we saved?), Neo-Calvinists have asserted that 
the breadth of God’s sovereignty should motivate us to care deeply for all areas 
of creaturely existence. This is expressed in the strong emphasis on the doctrine 
of creation, and the associated doctrine of sphere sovereignty. The key instinct 
here is expressed in Kuyper’s famous “Every Square Inch” quote from a speech 
at the opening of the Vrije Universiteit (Free University of Amsterdam).3 In this 
view, no part of God’s creation is outside the scope of Christian concern, including 
economics. Christians, therefore, should deeply explore, understand, and critique 
all areas of life. Moreover, after this exploration and critique, we are called to 
build and transform the world. Wolterstorff refers to this as “World-Formative 
Christianity.”4 Economics is not merely a subject of interest; in this view, it is 
necessary for the work God has called us to do, restraining the full effect of sin 
upon creation as instruments of his common grace.

One of the implications of this view of God’s sovereignty is a suspicion of the 
distinction between the sacred and the secular, between grace and nature. This 
operates on two levels. First, the sacred-secular distinction can tempt Christians 
to give all their attention to concerns that are deemed strictly spiritual, and then to 
neglect the concerns that animate the discipline of economics. Kuyperians push 
back on that, insisting that we need to be deeply invested in “worldly” and material 
things. Second, this sacred-secular distinction has a kind of ethical counterpart: 
We are tempted to separate the world into things that have ethical significance 
and those that do not. For example, the world of business and economics might 
be mistakenly thought of as an amoral technical enterprise. We might think that 
the choice of a production technology in a firm is only a pragmatic question, and 
not a moral matter. Neo-Calvinists tend to think that the realm of things that are 
amoral or ethically neutral is smaller than is commonly thought. The choice of 
production technology, the Neo-Calvinist might say, may not be an item of moral 
controversy, but making the wrong choice could be wasteful or irresponsible, 
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and could thus be a moral failing. Even more importantly, perhaps, a Calvinist 
would insist that commercial life should be guided by our overarching aim to 
bring glory to God.

A High View of Work as Christian Vocation
A second emphasis of this Neo-Calvinist tradition is a high view of human 

work. This is partly due to the aforementioned view of God’s sovereignty, but 
it also has a root in a particular eschatological vision. Neo-Calvinists envision 
continuity between the world we presently experience and the new heavens and 
earth promised by the prophets. Accordingly, they will often adopt the view that 
human work points the way toward a coming kingdom that will incorporate and 
redeem the work that humans do here and now.5 Neo-Calvinists see Christ’s 
redemption as a story of progress: Christ does not restore the world to the state 
of the garden, but instead consummates creation with a city, complete with all of 
the technological, cultural, and artistic progress that was implicit at the moment 
of creation, but not yet realized.6 Alsdorf describes this evocatively: “Reformed 
theology conceives of creation as a seed that is filled with growth potential or as 
a flower whose petals are slowly unfolding. God embedded in creation diverse 
patterns and potencies that human beings are always discovering, exploring, 
and developing.”7

Even more directly, Reformed Christians have historically embraced the view 
that we have a holy vocational call to serve God in mundane human work. This 
was an egalitarian vision of work, in which God equally honored the work of 
the magistrate and the chambermaid, the pastor and the merchant. Each person 
is called to do their work before the face of God and in line with his intentions.8 
Importantly, though, all occupational structures and practices are potentially 
fallen and corrupted. Thus the faithful Christian was called to be diligent in their 
work, to always be alert for those practices and structures that needed reform, 
and to discern their calling with the help of God, rather than merely filling a pre- 
determined slot in the social order.9

This high view of work has never been limited to Reformed Christians.10 The 
key observation of contemporary theology of work is that secular occupations 
and the marketplace are places where Christians can live into the image of God, 
do the broader work of the Church, and serve creation.11 This theology can also 
serve as a grounding narrative for much of what is studied in economics, of-
fering both a motivation for understanding economic institutions and a vision 
for calling out dysfunction and directing reform, particularly in work related to 
labor economics.12
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Antithesis
The theological themes discussed so far paint a broadly positive picture of 

Christians’ engagement with culture. There is, however, a deep countervailing 
caution in the Neo-Calvinist worldview that prompts Christians to be wary of 
investing too deeply in any movement or ideology. Rooted in the Reformed 
conviction that the fall has affected every part of the created world, Kuyperian 
thinkers often label the misdirection of a created good with the term antithesis. 
Kuyper, in particular, warns that human ideologies that fundamentally misdirect 
human action are rooted in idolatry, and that this deep idolatry puts Christians at 
odds, in small ways or large ways, with any worldly philosophy or institution.13

For Kuyper, this instinct resulted in a real suspicion of the dominant economic 
ideologies of his day. He was keen to learn from the classical liberals, who had 
great influence at the time, particularly in England, and also from the burgeon-
ing socialist thinkers.14 He thought that both the liberals and the socialists made 
fundamental theological errors, however, that resulted in deep problems for 
both schools of political economy, and these ultimately created problems for 
the real functioning of economic life.15 This conviction motivated his call for 
Christians to be deeply engaged in every area of academic life, since he believed 
that part of a proper response to the antithesis was this reformative theological 
and scientific work. 

Kuyperian Economic Thought
While Kuyper was not a social scientist, he dealt regularly with economic themes 
in his writing and work. Perhaps out of frustration with the dominant schools of 
economic thought in his day, Kuyper called for “the development of a genuine 
Calvinist science of economics.”16 It is somewhat difficult to say, at this point 
in history, exactly what Kuyper thought this would look like, but at minimum, 
it would leave a larger place open for ethical and theological inquiry.17 In fact, 
the Neo-Calvinist movement spurred a number of different scholarly contri-
butions to economics. Goudzwaard and Jongeneel offer four different types 
of Reformed scholarship in economics, ranging from thematic reflections on 
economics motivated by biblical themes to systematic treatments of economic 
theory and institutions.18

For the purposes of this argument, it is enough to distinguish between two 
strains of work, both thoroughly Kuyperian. One focused on developing a Christian 
economic methodology, a second focuses instead on economic institutions, sub-
jecting them to what Kuyper called an “architectonic critique,” characterized by a 
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deep examination of the nature of a set of economic institutions, their theological/ 
ideological foundation, and the outworking of those institutions in economic 
life. These two approaches often occurred together, but the conceptual separation 
between the two approaches is important.

Among American economists there has been a much closer association between 
Neo-Calvinism and the focus on economic methodology.19 Tiemstra noted that 
“Hoksbergen puts more stress on the Kuyperian critique of and attempt to renew 
economic theory, and in my own literature review I argue … that neoclassical 
economic theory is more the issue than capitalism itself is.”20 While this particular 
focus may have been warranted at this time, when a narrow neoclassical theory 
was at its zenith, I will argue that the emphasis on economic methodology is 
now less important, and that Neo-Calvinist economic thought should, moving 
forward, reorient scholars’ energy toward a Christian analysis of the most press-
ing problems in economic life.

The Neo-Calvinist Critique of Neoclassical 
Economic Methodology

The Neo-Calvinist critique of neoclassical economics has both an ethical and 
a methodological component. The ethical critique focused on the consequential-
ist ethics implicit in welfare economics and the resulting support for economic 
growth as a goal. The methodological critique focused on assumptions of ratio-
nality and the positivist divide between normative and positivist economics.21 
This critique, Neo-Calvinists argued, was important enough that Christians 
should either find a different school of economic thought—usually some kind of 
institutionalism22—or start to build an economic methodology with an explicitly 
Christian anthropology and philosophical foundation.23

A full description of the Neo-Calvinist critique is beyond the scope of this 
article, since different scholars in this school of thought made a variety of sustained 
arguments that interact with many parts of economic methodology. However, 
it is worthwhile to summarize some of the key points, which I will divide into 
three parts, each of which touch on the ethical and methodological arguments.

The Rejection of Positivism
One of the primary criticisms of neoclassical economics has long been to reject 

philosophical positivism, a school of thought that holds that public and scientific 
knowledge is only gained through empirical evidence or logical proof. Some 
version of this philosophy has been extremely influential in the natural sciences 
and in economics, leading scholars to minimize the importance and validity of 
ethics and theology. In an influential set of lectures, A. B. Cramp names this 
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approach, and the separation of “positive” and “normative” economics, as one of 
the key failures of modern economic theory.24 This argument is echoed by other 
Neo-Calvinist scholars and is counted by many as a cornerstone of the Kuyperian 
critique.25 A thoughtful mainstream (positivist) economist might leave room for 
ethics and theology, but will contend that ethics, while important, should be 
done after the “positive” descriptive and analytical work is done. The core of the 
Kuyperian argument is that it is not possible to engage in the work of economics 
without first accepting some foundational ethical premises about human well-
being, freedom, and the nature of human progress, and that the positivist move 
in economics is thus ultimately unsuccessful. In short, the disagreement centers 
around epistemology and public reason.

An Inadequate Anthropology
A second element of the Neo-Calvinist critique is the insistence that econom-

ics be built upon a Christian anthropology. The argument here is twofold. First, 
economic models offer only a thin account of human motivations (rationality). 
Second, they argue, economics is methodologically and ideologically individu-
alistic. Cramp argued that the strong assumption of rationality in economics had 
historically left little room for sin or sanctification and makes the individual 
preferences the yardstick against which behavior is judged. This, he thought, 
undermined the possibility of self-sacrifice.26 While rational choice theory can 
be consistent with a wide variety of human motivations,27 in practice, Tiemstra 
has noted, actual work in economics tended to assume simple, myopic, and 
selfish preferences.28 In contrast, Neo-Calvinists prefer to start with the norms 
of stewardship and justice and to highlight moral and social motivations for 
economic action.29

One particular part of the anthropology assumed in economic theory that 
has drawn critique is methodological individualism. In this they echo Kuyper’s 
own critique of classical liberalism, which he associated with the dangerous 
individualism of the French revolution.30 When economists see only individuals 
interacting in market exchange, Hoksbergen noted, they are not able to adequately 
examine or explain social relationships and solidarity.31 It is not surprising then 
when economists give social interaction and solidarity less attention than other 
social scientists; methodological individualism has already baked in a kind of 
normative individualism.
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A False Progress
The third pillar of the Neo-Calvinist critique is a rejection of the conception 

of progress common in the discipline. The dominant conception of progress, they 
argue, idolizes individual satisfaction and material progress, and unintentionally 
embraces utilitarian ethics in economic analysis. The two components of eco-
nomic thought that receive particular scrutiny are welfare economics and support 
for economic growth. The discipline of welfare economics is based on the idea 
that the main goal of social interaction is to increase the ability of individuals to 
meet their own preferences without harming others. The good of society is just 
some weighted aggregate of the well-being of individuals. Neo-Calvinists argued 
that this approach reduced human good to hedonism, and thus contained its own 
impoverished ethic. Human preferences could be good or bad, but fulfilling those 
preferences always counted the same in this theory of welfare.

Hoksbergen emphasized the ways in which the underlying assumptions of 
economic theory tended to be materialistic and individualistic. Even if these as-
sumptions were intended only as an approximation of human decision-making, 
they resulted in economic thinking that prioritized a particular way of achieving 
economic ends—individual choice and market mechanisms—over any particular 
moral goals for the economy.32 This theme appears heavily in Goudzwaard’s 
work as well. He argues that market economies prioritize means over substantive 
ends.33 Maximizing this limited kind of welfare, pursuing economic growth, and 
aiming for economic efficiency, became the default goals of economics in part 
because they fit neatly with the underlying minimalist framework.

Goudzwaard, in turn, ties this economic framework to an underlying idolatry 
of human progress, where progress is interpreted in terms of economic growth 
and freedom.34 These counterfeit goods, he argues, are really best thought of as 
means to the real goods of Christian ethics. In the realm of economics, the most 
relevant of these are stewardship and responsibility. So while almost none of the 
Neo-Calvinist economists argue that freedom, growth, welfare, or efficiency are 
bad things, they argue that these aims are given too much attention in modern 
economics, and the result is a distortion of the way we think about progress.

Evaluating the Neo-Calvinist Critique
This Neo-Calvinist approach to economics gained considerable attention 

among Christian economists, particularly in the second half of the twentieth 
century. As might be expected, it also was the subject of heavy criticism. The 
most common critique came from those Christians who simply found the reasons 
for rejecting neoclassical economics unconvincing. This is reflected in the work 
of Richardson, Klay, and Lunn, who represent the modal response of Christian 
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economists, most of whom are trained to do neoclassical economics and see 
relatively little need to reject the approach.35 Others have been critical of the way 
in which the normative framing seems to impact the Neo-Calvinists’ analysis of 
how the economy works.36 While I will not try to adjudicate these debates here, 
many of which are decades past, some critiques of the Neo-Calvinist arguments 
offer useful advice for those of us who are interested in continuing to think about 
economics in the Neo-Calvinist tradition.

Oslington, for example, critiques the Neo-Calvinist work for drawing too 
distinct a line between Christian economics and the rest of the discipline.37 By 
rejecting neoclassical economics and working to build an explicitly Christian 
approach to the discipline, he argues that Kuyperian scholars make a couple of 
theological errors. First, he thinks the demarcation of a separate Christian eco-
nomic method misunderstands Kuyper’s idea of sphere sovereignty and overstates 
the antithesis between a Christian worldview and competing ways of thinking. 
Second, he argues that this approach understates the knowledge available to 
secular economists, violating Kuyper’s doctrine of common grace. In Oslington’s 
reading of Kuyper and Calvin, Christian theology should be relevant, and even 
foundational, to economics, but Christians should be able to draw heavily from 
secular thinking and contribute to it as well, and the economics they practice 
should be a part of the larger discipline.

Oslington’s critique applies well to some of the Neo-Calvinist work, particu-
larly when the authors are offering the hardest rhetorical dichotomies between 
Christian thinking and the neoclassical mainstream. In practice, though, these 
scholars often ended up doing economics in the way that Oslington proposes. 
They used their theological commitments to make judgments between different 
schools of thought and economic tools. Tiemstra’s economics textbook, for ex-
ample, leans heavily on comparative advantage and gains from trade, which is a 
standard part of the neoclassical economic framework.38 You will not, however, 
find any sustained treatment of welfare economics or price theory in the text. In 
many ways, the Neo-Calvinist calls for a separate “Christian” school of economic 
thought functioned as an invitation to practice economics in explicitly Christian 
terms, even if the ideas were almost always borrowed from other economists 
and social scientists operating at the time.

A second critique of the Neo-Calvinist approach to economics is that these 
authors inappropriately placed theological weight on unimportant methodological 
debates. Oslington points out that much of the Neo-Calvinist critique of formal 
models was based in an underlying belief that scientific models should accu-
rately reflect reality.39 Economists are more likely to adopt an instrumentalist 
view, in which models are judged by their predictive power. The key thing to 
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note is that this methodological difference need not be a theological one. The 
Neo-Calvinist might respond that the dominance of a particular kind of model 
of human behavior is dangerous, but their position need not entail the aversion 
to formalization and mathematics that it often included.

The biggest challenge to the Neo-Calvinist critique, however, has been a kind of 
obsolescence. The economics profession has changed over the last twenty to thirty 
years, and those changes have made many of the arguments of the Kuyperians 
less forceful. Three big changes are worth mentioning. First, the Neo-Calvinist 
economists spent most of their time interacting with formal micro and macro 
theory. This makes sense, given that theory had a strong defining place in the 
discipline at the time. However, in almost every respect, in both microeconomics 
and macroeconomics, theory has become steadily less important for the discipline. 
Instead, economists have moved strongly in an empirical direction. Even in the 
empirical work, moreover, research methods requiring strong theoretical restric-
tions or modeling have fallen out of favor, with empirical researchers moving 
toward atheoretical and experimental approaches. Famously, Raj Chetty, a star 
economist at Harvard, has developed an introductory economics course that is 
light on theory and heavy on data analysis.40

Second, the theories that have been in vogue in recent years have broken 
strongly away from the rigid rational choice framework that the Neo-Calvinists 
critiqued. Behavioral economics, which explicitly rejects strict economic ra-
tionality in favor of a kind of empirical psychological approach, has been both 
popular and productive at the highest levels of the discipline. Similarly, game 
theory, while doubling down on strict definitions of rationality, has incorporated 
a wide variety of models for human cooperation, the development of norms, 
and the existence of multiple equilibria. The economic theorists that are left 
writing today are actually doing much of what the Kuyperians asked for in the 
1980s—writing about psychological biases, the development of cooperation, 
market power, and social learning.41

Third, the practice of economics has become far more open to the pursuit of 
alternative normative goals than might have been common in the past. Ironically, 
perhaps, figures such as Gary Becker, who brought rational choice theory to 
the study of discrimination, crime, the family, and education, opened the door 
for economists to study these topics. In doing so, economists adopted a much 
more varied set of economic outcomes worth studying. It is normal now to read 
economic literature that implicitly assumes the good of environmental preser-
vation, child nutrition, access to public goods, decreased violence, and greater 
social connection.
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Neo-Calvinists are not oblivious to this progress in the economics discipline. 
Tiemstra’s 2009 plenary address to the Association of Christian Economists was 
about 50 percent a victory lap and 50 percent a call to further action.42 He notes 
that heterodox economists remain marginal in the discipline, but that is partly 
because the mainstream has become broader, pushing those who still count 
themselves as dissenters further toward the periphery. This broad change in the 
discipline does not leave Neo-Calvinists without work to do, however. On the 
contrary, the need for a theologically rich economics is still important, but the 
way in which the tradition moves from here needs to be examined.

A Proposal for Kuyperian Economics
As noted before, Kuyperian economists have had two targets for critique: (1)  the 
dominant methodology in economics, and (2) economic institutions that violate 
the moral standard that these authors pull from scripture and tradition. The much 
stronger emphasis in North America has been on the first kind of critique.43 Neo-
Calvinist economics in the Netherlands has taken a slightly different path.44 
Kuyper himself addressed both economic methodology and economic institutions, 
but for Kuyper the emphasis was on the latter. As a minister and a politician, 
Kuyper was heavily invested in whatever questions the Church was facing in 
public life at that moment. This, it seems to me, is a healthy posture for Christian 
scholars, and it offers us a kind of course correction for Neo-Calvinist economics. 
In order to serve the Church better, Kuyperians should maintain their commit-
ment to thinking theologically and thinking ethically about economic questions, 
but they should turn their attention more heavily toward what Kuyperians have 
called the “architectonic critique” of our current economic institutions.

Architectonic Critique
When Kuyper took on the “social question” of his time, giving a famous 1891 

address to the first Christian Social Congress in the Netherlands, he noted that 
the problem of poverty during the industrial revolution was a “structural” prob-
lem. By this he meant that it required of the church more than charity and more 
than a revival of virtue or piety. It required an “architectonic critique of human 
society, which leads to a desire for a different arrangement of the social order.”45 
In this he was calling Christians to move toward the biggest social problems of 
his age with all of the tools that the best social science and theology had to offer. 
It is not enough to understand the proximate causes of a particular problem; we 
need to understand how social institutions and elements of our culture make that 
problem persist, so that it can be remedied at its source.
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Goudzwaard describes Kuyper’s “multilayered” approach to questions about 
poverty as having three parts:46

 a. Concrete social facts
 b. Structural causes
 c. Cultural and spiritual causes

Each of these levels of understanding requires that we examine a problem with a 
different set of questions. Taken together, they prevent some common errors and 
encourage a kind of transformational engagement with public life. With Kuyper’s 
own analysis of poverty as a guide, let us take each of these layers in order.

First, the identification of concrete social facts requires an observation of a 
rather pressing problem. For Kuyper this meant facing the reality that “Then, just 
as now, defiant luxury existed alongside crying poverty, immense accumulations 
of capital alongside beggarly poverty.”47 For complex social problems, this starts 
with careful and responsible measurement, which can require a level of scholarly 
attention that warrants a lifetime of specialization. Consider, for example, the 
difficulty of measuring the changes in income inequality in the United States 
over the last century.48 This is the kind of work in which empirical economists 
have traditionally excelled.

Second, the analysis of structural causes requires an understanding of the 
institutions that guide economic activity. For the study of poverty, this would 
entail studies of educational institutions, changes in the labor market over time, 
and questions about market power. The turn toward careful causal analysis in 
economics can be a huge help here. We know much more about the impact of 
minimum wage laws because economists have embraced careful quasi-experi-
mental work.49 There is a danger, however, in relying solely on narrow empirical 
studies. Kuyper warns us that there are structural problems that require a broad 
analysis of the larger institutional context in which individuals and institutions 
exist. It is not enough, for example, to estimate the impact of lending practices 
on the black-white wealth gap; we must also understand the political and social 
context that made a particular set of racist lending rules possible.

These first two kinds of analyses would include much of the work that is done 
in the social sciences, but Kuyper asks that we go deeper. He never describes a 
problem in merely social-scientific terms, but always also in terms of culture, 
worldview, and theology. The third kind of analysis, thus, asks us to dive beneath 
the social structures and outcomes. For example, Kuyper asked what kind of 
idolatry underlies the false narrative of socialism. It was not merely that social-
ists had too inadequate an appreciation for the price system. For Kuyper, the 
problem was a humanistic idolatry. He thought the socialists of his time saw all 
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social structures as arbitrary and optional. In doing so they rejected the structure 
built into creation, and ignored the organic way in which society develops.50 The 
socialists’ worldview could not be separated from their rejection of the doctrine 
of creation. Moreover, Kuyper also took issue with classical liberalism. He as-
sociated the liberalism of his contemporaries in Great Britain with the excesses 
of the French Revolution, where he saw radicals willing to throw off all social 
constraints in their pursuit of individual liberty. This, he thought, would leave 
societies without the cultural resources to push back against materialism and 
mammon.51

This Kuyperian approach addresses some challenges that appear in Christian 
work about economics. Consider, for example, the concept of “structural sin” or 
“social sin” that grows out of Catholic liberation theology in the late twentieth 
century and is also present in early twentieth-century Protestant theology.52 It is 
important to be able to talk about laws, traditions, and institutions that are marred 
by sin. These kinds of structural problems cannot be reduced to individual sins 
and must be considered differently. It is possible for an institution that was created 
and developed with entirely good intentions to nevertheless reinforce or require 
behavior by individuals that is harmful to the good of others. In this case, the 
participants in said structure might appear blameless, even while participating 
in large-scale evil. As such, the direction of the critique must be at the institu-
tion or the social structure.53 The danger inherent in the invocation of “structural 
sin” is that Christians can start to view sin entirely as a result of improper social 
structures, leaving individual moral agency aside. Nevertheless, it is also easy 
to place so much emphasis on individual sin and individual salvation that any 
concept of a structural or collective sin seems like a theological error. This might 
be an example of a particular soteriology crowding out the broader doctrine of 
creation and doctrine of the fall that would be helpful for Christians trying to 
understand the world.

Kuyper’s own approach sought to avoid both of these errors. Kuyper saw 
the problem of poverty as one that required radical charity, changes in behavior, 
changes in laws, and an interrogation of the underlying economic structure. 
Moreover, he saw the problem as ultimately a spiritual problem for the Church, 
not just a technocratic problem for the government. This is exemplified not only in 
his multilayered approach but also in the kind of language he uses, which moves 
easily from Christian piety to abstract social science and historical narrative. The 
Neo-Calvinist economists studied here also avoid both errors, happily jumping 
between condemnations of sin on the part of individuals and businesses, while 
also discussing large structural changes needed in the economy.54
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The Place of Theology, Ethics, and Neoclassical Theory
Given Kuyper’s own insistence that a proper Calvinist study of economics 

ought to be ethical,55 what role must theology and ethics play in an architectonic 
critique? In order to do the kind of economics that takes idolatry and social struc-
tures seriously, we must follow earlier Neo-Calvinists in rejecting the proposition 
that all questions of ethics are outside of the proper study of economics. As I 
have argued, this kind of extreme separation has become less common in the 
economics profession in recent decades.

In practice, the animating concerns of those who embrace this kind of positiv-
ism are legitimate and can be addressed.56 Most of the proponents of a positive-
normative distinction are keen to separate the method of investigation from the 
final question being asked. However, we cannot make these distinctions without 
ethics. Doing so is merely to enforce a logical order to an argument. In an em-
pirical study, the data and experimental design should be chosen in such a way 
that it would be counted as good evidence both by people who believe that one 
result should be true and those that believe the opposite. That is, the method of 
adjudication should be neutral with respect to the question that the researcher 
is trying to answer. This does not rule out normative arguments, in fact it forces 
economists to be aware of the normative commitments that are assumed in their 
arguments and methodology. Indeed, to do this well, we ought to be more explicit 
about the normative grounding of our position, which requires careful attention 
to ethical questions. Beyond this, Kuyperian economists should be able to adopt 
many of the standard methods of research in the economics discipline, whether 
it be in terms of data use or econometric techniques. Kuyper thought that there 
was some realm of measurement in scholarship that would not be subject to the 
antithesis,57 meaning that there could be broad agreement on some basic things 
despite wide differences in worldview.

Theology can be particularly helpful in identifying the cultural/spiritual causes 
of a social problem (Goudzwaard’s third layer of Kuyperian analysis). In Neo-
Calvinist economics literature, theology enters in three ways. First, theology is 
a source of ethical norms, like stewardship and justice, that can guide economic 
action and allow us to evaluate states of affairs and institutions. Second, theology 
can offer us a Christian anthropology that helps us develop a better understanding 
of human behavior. Finally, Neo-Calvinists have often used theology and phi-
losophy as a guide for how different parts of human culture should function. As 
an example, Kuyper’s theory of “sphere sovereignty” can guide reflection about 
the purposes of different kinds of human institutions. There is considerable room, 
though, for a richer interdisciplinary approach that integrates theological thinking.
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Once we move past the rejection of normative concerns in economics, much 
of the rest of the neoclassical economics toolkit is potentially useful. We can 
pursue an ethical economics that is engaged in deep structural and cultural cri-
tique, while also using the standard economic tool kit, where applicable, to better 
understand economic behavior. We should follow other Kuyperians by leaning 
toward methodological pluralism, adopting the tools and modes of analysis that 
seem best suited to the questions we ask. That said, if used carefully, there is no 
reason to utterly reject rational choice theory. Overall, Kuyperian economists 
could maintain a strong ethical/theological grounding and shift attention toward 
institutional critique while maintaining most of the theological concerns that 
have motivated Neo-Calvinists.

Conclusion
Many of the best Christian scholars are already doing this kind of multilayered 
cultural and economic critique. The first and most obvious example is 
Goudzwaard’s work,58 which fits squarely in the center of Neo-Calvinist eco-
nomics. Goudzwaard offers a sweeping account of the way in which the idea 
of progress has become an idol in the industrialized world, driving the kind of 
capitalism that disregards higher ethical values, creating a cultural and ecological 
crisis. It is also worth noting Wilkinson’s collaboration, Earthkeeping, which fo-
cuses on Christian environmental thought,59 and Monsma’s work on technology.60

If more scholars adopted this way of doing economics, they could make good 
use of the specialized tools economists have developed while also engaging the 
work of philosophers, theologians, and scholars across other disciplines. When 
done well, the result is a great service to the church because it makes use of the 
best scholarship to understand and respond to the most pressing problems fac-
ing us. It appears to me that there are many topics that would lend themselves 
particularly well to this kind of analysis. There is great work waiting to be done 
by economists exploring social media, finance, industrial animal agriculture, cli-
mate change, government regulation, inequality, government spending and debt, 
higher education, health care, and likely many other topics. These are the kinds 
of topics that spur reflection by Christians but require considerable economic 
analysis to be understood well.

The impact of Neo-Calvinist theology of culture is broadly valuable. It could 
be an excellent foundation for more focused questions in economics, business 
ethics, and public policy. By offering a theologically grounded way of talking 
about structural problems, it could also offer some common ground between 
conservative and progressive Christians.
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