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Limits to economics, religion and (maybe) everything 
else: Reply to Rati Mekvabishvili¶s µOn the Importance of 
Altruism, Prosocial Behavior and Christian Love in 
Behavioral Economics research¶ 
 
Rafael Galvão de Almeida, Ph.D. in Economics, Federal University of Minas 
Gerais, Brazil  
rga1605@gmail.com 
 
 
 
 
Mekvabishvili (2023) provides a unique perspective on the relationship between economics, 
especially behavioural and evolutionary economics, and Christian thought and theology. The 
literature on Christianity and econRPLFV LV RYHUUHSUHVHQWHG E\ APHULFDQ DXWKRUV, VR I¶P JODG WKDW 
Mekvabishvili offers another perspective, of an Eastern Orthodox background. The theology of 
love is usually considered one of the least controversial topics among different Christian 
denominations. And this is relevant not only to Christians, but to humanity in general, because it 
is also part of the sum of human knowledge, therefore it can be studied, criticized and appreciated. 
In spite of disagreements, I believe Mekvabishvili raises important questions. 

That being said, the relationship between Christianity and evolutionary and behavioural 
economics is underexplored. In Faith & Economics, the peer-reviewed journal of the Association 
of Christian Economists, there is only two reviews on this issue, one from Bloem (2015) and 
another from Yungert (2018). Tan (2014) wrote a literature review of these issues.  

The relationship between economics and Christianity, however, is a topic with a larger 
literature. Nelson (2001) showed that many of founders of economics as we understand today 
were children and grandchildren of Protestant ministers. Economics, Nelson argued, took the 
niche that once belonged to theology in the Anglo-Saxon 19th century academy. It was now up to 
HFRQRPLVWV WR µsave WKH ZRUOG¶. EDVWHUO\ (2014) REVHUYHG WKH UHOLJLRXV FRQQRWDWLRQV LQ XVLQJ WKH 
ZRUG µPLVVLRQ¶ WR GHVFULEH WR WKH :RUOG BDQN DQG IQWHUQDWLRQDO 0RQHWDU\ FXQG¶V LQLWLDWLYHV WR KHOS 
underdeveloped countries. Dow (1994) cites this religious origin as a reason why economics is 
not as value-free as it claims, a point that Mekvabishvili mentions. There is a vestigial theology in 
economic doctrines, that is masked by secularization. 

6R, ZKHQ 0HNYDELVKYLOL ZULWHV µFLUVW RI DOO, LQ P\ RSLQLRQ, WUXH VFLHQFH DQG WUXH CKULstian 
WHDFKLQJ FDQQRW FRQWUDGLFW HDFK RWKHU, VLQFH WUXWK LV RQH,¶ WKLV LV QRW MXVW D UHOLJLRXV VTXDEEOH. IW 
GRHV LQYRNH WKH LGHD RI µQDWXUDO WKHRORJ\¶ ± the idea that God can be revealed through Nature ±, 
EXW WKHUH LV PRUH WKDQ WKDW. 7KH LGHD RI µWUXWK¶ KDs obviously been discussed since the dawn of 
mankind. In economics, one of the most important discussions on the µtruth¶ of the economic 
method was the Keynes-Tinbergen debate (Almeida, 2014; Boumans, 2019). Jan Tinbergen was 
one of the founders of econometrics and hoped to find a definitive cause behind the business 
cycle, but Keynes wondered if that is possible, if we can ever find the verae causae of economic 
phenomena. He cited the miracle of the Septuagint, when 70 scribes returned with the same 
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Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible; is such a thing possible with econometric methods? While 
Tinbergen was enthused by the possibility of finding the truth behind economics through 
econometrics, Keynes was more cautious about it, because of fundamental uncertainties in the 
economy.  

7LQEHUJHQ¶V PRGHO KDG PDQ\ LVVXHV, WKDW ZHUH FRUUHFWHG ZLWK EHWWHU PRGHOV DQG EHWWHU GDWD 
sets, but the question about uncertainty remains. Overcoming uncertainty has been one of the 
objectives of scientific research. Stephen Hawking (1988, p. 169) famously ended his A brief 
history of time ZULWLQJ WKDW LI ZH NQHZ µZK\ ZH¶ DQG µWKH XQLYHUVH H[LVWV«ZH ZRXOG NQRZ WKH PLQG 
RI GRG¶. HH UHJDUGHG WKH XQLILFDWLRQ RI SK\VLFV ± between quantum mechanics and general 
relativity ± as a step in this direction. Can economists ever aspire to say something similar to that 
as well?  

Although an imaginative rhetorical question, I consider this kind of statement somewhat 
imprudent, especially coming from a public intellectual. In context, Hawking was talking about 
how philosophers and physicists disagree and how their fields do not advance in the same pace. 
As a consequence, knowledge and wisdom do not grow in the same rate. There is this idea that 
VKRXOG H[LVW D µSHUIHFW PRGHO¶, EXW SK\VLFLVWV DUH FRPLQJ WR DQ DJUHHPHQW WKDW D µWKHRU\ RI 
HYHU\WKLQJ¶ LV WKH FDWFKLHVW PLVQRPHU HYHU (7HOOHr, 2001; English, 2017). 

That brings us the question: what science are we referring to? Because this raises another 
question: who defines what is science? One relevant example is James Clerk Maxwell. His work 
helped to revolutionize 19th century physics. He was also a devout Presbyterian. Due to his high 
academic profile, he was constantly invited to join organizations to defend the faith, to practice 
apologetics. One of them promoted the idea that the Bible proves that ether exists, therefore it is 
true. Maxwell refused to support these ideas, much to the chagrin of his fellow Christians. He 
DUJXHG WKDW WKH SK\VLFV RI 1876 ZRXOG EH GLIIHUHQW IURP 1896, SUHGDWLQJ D ELW RI KDUO 3RSSHU¶V 
falsifiability ± today, the ether is an extinct doctrine (McNatt, 2004). And some Christians do not 
seem to have learned the lesson. William Dembski (1999), one of the main representatives of the 
LQWHOOLJHQW GHVLJQ PRYHPHQW, ZURWH WKDW µLQWHOOLJHQW GHVLJQ LV MXVW WKH LRJRV WKHRORJ\ RI JRKQ¶V 
Gospel restated in the idiom of infoUPDWLRQ WKHRU\¶. 7KH XVH RI WKH ZRUG µMXVW¶ EHWUD\V DQ 
unwarranted overconfidence. What will happen to this argument when scientists move on from 
current information theory? 

This shows the problem of science-based apologetics: they are founded in this principle that 
science and Christian doctrine are true, but it does not give the due attention that science is 
always changing. For fourteen centuries, scholars relied on the Ptolemaic astronomical model. C. 
S. Lewis (1964, p. 216) called it one of the most beautiful intellectual constructions mankind ever 
SURGXFHG, E\ FRPELQLQJ µVSOHQGRXU, VREULHW\, DQG FRKHUHQFH¶ (and it was the foundation of his 
Narnia and Space Trilogy series). It was the base of much of Christian apologetics, including the 
Church Fathers, focusing on the perfection of the celestial sphere being akin to the perfection of 
the received Christian doctrine. And yet, the Ptolemaic model was surpassed not just because of 
new observations, but because the mental disposition of scholars, and people in general, also 
changed (ibid., p. 219-220). 

And if economic theories are not value-free, that also applies to theology. González (1990, 
p. 221) argued that Augustine of Hippo created the basis of later Christian conformism with 
tolerance to inequality anG LQ IDYRXU RI WKH SULYLOHJHG EHFDXVH AXJXVWLQH VDZ WKH µWUXH¶ KXPDQ 
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law as extension of the divine one ± QR PRUH µGR QRW FRQIRUP WR WKLV ZRUOG¶ (5RPDQV 12:2), EXW 
rather accept the rule of the privileged. This has had negative consequences for centuries. In the 
1930s, Karl Barth shocked the Western European theological academia by criticizing natural 
theology. But his reasons are important to consider, because the Nazi intelligentsia wanted to 
place Mein Kampf in the same level as the Bible. Being a supporter of the Barmen Declaration 
against Nazi intervention in the churches, Barth saw Nazis appropriating natural theology to their 
means (Houtz, 2016). Although some may think he went too far, Louth (1969, p. 271-272) argued 
Barth had a point, because natural theology fails to consider grace ± undeserved and unpayable 
favour ± and similarities between the believer and the non-believer, as if natural theology existed 
to benefit a particular view of the world. That fosters presumption, not faith. The result is that God 
EHFRPHV µSDUW RI WKH PDFKLQH¶ (3HQQRFN, 1999, S. 308). :HVWHUQ EXURSHDQ WKRXJKW LQ WKH 17th 
FHQWXU\, WKHQ, HYROYHG WR ZKDW CKDUOHV 7D\ORU (2007) FDOOHG µSURYLGHQWLDO GHLVP¶, D SURORJXH WR 
FRPSOHWH VHFXODULVP: µWKH VXFFHVVRU WR DJDSH, >WKH CKULVWLDn love], was to be held strictly within 
WKH ERXQGV RI PHDVXUH, LQVWUXPHQWDO UHDVRQ, DQG SHUKDSV DOVR JRRG WDVWH.¶ (ibid, p. 247). Thus, 
HDZNLQJ, DQ DJQRVWLF, FRXOG ZULWH DERXW GLVFRYHULQJ WKH µPLQG RI GRG¶. 

If God becomes part of the machine, then this can be modelled and used to support the 
PDFKLQH¶V LGHRORJ\. 5HWXUQLQJ WR AXJXVWLQH¶V WKHRORJ\ RI FRQIRUPLVP, LW SURYLGHG D EDVLV IRU WKH 
stratified feudal society and ideas such as the divine right of kings. Although making a connection 
between 5th century ideas and today requires a more rigorous treatment, we can see similar ideas 
in vogue. Although the theology of conformism is fundamental part of religious Traditionalist 
politics (Teitelbaum, 2020), they also are in nonreligious contexts. Sociobiology, just like rational 
choice theory, provides an alluring and totalizing explanation of human action. Important 
biologists such as Stephen Jay Gould and Richard Lewotin pointed the issues with it, because it 
does not address structural sources of inequality (Allen et al, 1975). Roscoe (2014) argued some 
evolutionary biologists, such as Richard Dawkins1, turn evolution theory into a neoliberal 
(a)theology of conformism. 

AQG WKDW EULQJV WR WKH ODVW SRLQW. 0HNYDELVKYLOL ZULWHV WKDW µHYROXWLRQDU\ WKHRU\ DQG LWV 
modifLFDWLRQV DUH QRW EDVHG RQ VFLHQWLILF IDFWV DQG EHORQJ WR D SXUHO\ SKLORVRSKLFDO FDWHJRU\.¶ I 
DP QRW D ELRORJLVW P\VHOI, EXW IURP ZKDW I NQRZ µQRWKLQJ LQ ELRORJ\ PDNHV VHQVH H[FHSW LQ WKH 
OLJKW RI HYROXWLRQ¶ (DRE]KDQVN\, 1973). AV SXW E\ 5XVVR DQG AQGUp (2019, p. 123): 

 
Science, as a process, starts with the acceptance of our ignorance about a 
natural phenomenon and by seeking natural explanations for it. Hence, ignorance 
drives the engine of Science. Even if evolution were, hypothetically, rejected, 
contested by new data, scientists would have to study hard to find an alternative 
natural explanation that was able to explain everything that evolution explains to 
day plus the new data that contested it. 

 

 
1 Dawkins became a controversial figure as an antireligion public intellectual. In refuting the idea that evolution theory 

QHFHVVDULO\ OHDGV WR PRUDO GHJHQHUDF\, 3HQQRFN (1999, S. 336) PHQWLRQV DDZNLQV¶V H[DPSOH RI VRPHRQH ZKR XVHV 

evolutionary theory as a source of existential relief. Pennock emphasizes that this is a personal case, nothing guarantees 

that evolution leads to atheism, but one can see Dawkins finding this personal meaning as similar to a religious experience. 
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Because evolution theory is a human creation, it is flawed. But that also applies to theology, 
because it is also science, and thus a human creation, imperfect, flawed and in constant need of 
EHLQJ UHYDOXDWHG E\ LWV SUDFWLWLRQHUV. 0LNH AQGHUVRQ (2015) DUJXHG WKDW µDnti-evolutionism 
provides a vHU\ SUHFDULRXV EDVLV IRU IDLWK LQ WKH CUHDWRU¶ EHFDXVH LW WHOOV XV WR QRW HQJDJH ZLWK 
evidence that says otherwise (or worse, claiming that it is there as a test to Christians). It favors 
D µVHOI-flattering, populist common sense perspective that truth about God is manifest to the 
QDWXUDO KXPDQ LQWHOOHFW,¶ L.H. WKDW ZLOO µFRLQFLGHQWDOO\¶ YDOLGDWH RXU ELDVHV DQG LGHRORJLHV (AQGHUVRQ, 
2016).  

This discussion also highlights issues of the meaning of mainstream itself. In biology, 
evolutionary theory is mainstream and there are few contenders. But, in economics, the tenets of 
neoclassical economics have been disproven, unverified, refuted both at empirical and theoretical 
OHYHO VR PDQ\ WLPHV (EURZVLQJ WKH :EA¶V VLWH, ZKR KRVWV WKLV MRXUQDO, FDQ JLYH XV D PRGHVW 
sample of critiques to orthodox economics). And yet, it still remains the same: rational economic 
DJHQWV LQ D JHQHUDO HTXLOLEULXP IUDPHZRUN. IW KDV FKDQJHG DW D VQDLO¶V SDFH. AQG WKH PDLQ MRXUQDOV 
still publish thousands of studies in these lines yearly, PhDs students in the most prestigious 
centres are taught these doctrines and so on. And yet, the majority of economists still subscribe 
to it because it opens to a wide range of issues and has produced good enough results. And, 
especially, no heterodox doctrine managed to get enough clout to challenge its hegemony or 
serviceability. Being a heterodox economist is still a career gamble.2  

That being said, the article does show the limits of altruism itself. Most of the criticism of 
altruism are associated with Randian jeremiads, but these are distractions. A more careful 
analysis is needed and Mekvabishvili provides a literature review of it. Easterly (2014) showed 
WKDW PDQ\ DWWHPSWV WR µDOWUXLVWLFDOO\¶ KHOS WKH XQGHUGHYHORSHG FRXQWULHV HQGHG XS PDNLQJ 
everything worse, because it is a process that treats the one helped passively. When I was a 
teenager, before entering college, I never understood what Paul meant in 1 Corinthians 13:1-33, 
that you can die for someone and yet have no love. After finishing my PhD. in economics, I could 
VD\ µAK, WKDW LV KRZ¶.  

The documentary Freakonomics: The Movie (Ewing et al, 2010) provides an example of 
these limitations, even though it was supposed to be a celebration of its results. In the section 
µCDQ \RX EULEH D 9th grader to succeed?¶, it depicts an economic experiment in a school in 
Chicago. The documentary followed a few students who participate in an experiment developed 
by University of Chicago economists in which students would be paid for better grades ± to test 

 
2 From a personal point of view, I have to admit it feels a bit weird making a case for the mainstream of a discipline 

(Biology) and for the heterodoxy of another (Economics). Anti-evolutionism, however, is mainstream in some Christian 

circles. I remember telling the pastor of a church thDW I GRQ¶W JR DQ\PRUH WKDW I GRQ¶W VXEVFULEH WR \RXQJ-Earth creationism, 

because it has more to do with 19th century scientific methodology than the Bible; he replied by calling a creationist 

physicist to do a conference series in that church. In the day oI WKH FRQIHUHQFH, KH VDLG DOO ZKR GRQ¶W VXEVFULEH WR WKLV 

particular view of creationism are heretics and, then, he spent a lot of time defending reactionary politics, like telling 

UREEHUV ZKHUH WKH KRXVHV RI IDPLOLHV ZKR GRQ¶W VXSSRUW JXQ ULJKWV DUH. 1HHGOHVV WR VD\, LW GLGQ¶W FRQYLQFH PH. 
3 µII I VSHDN LQ WKH WRQJXHV RI PHQ RU RI DQJHOV, EXW GR QRW KDYH ORYH, I DP RQO\ D UHVRXQGLQJ JRQJ RU D FODQJLQJ F\PEDO. 

If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, 

but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give all I possess to the poor and give over my body to hardship that I may boast, 

EXW GR QRW KDYH ORYH, I JDLQ QRWKLQJ.¶ 
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the YHU\ HFRQRPLF K\SRWKHVLV RI µLQFHQWLYHV PDWWHU¶. 7KH GRFXPHQWDU\ PDNHV FOHDU WKDW WKH 
economists behind the experiment DUH GRLQJ LW IRU VFLHQFH, \RX FDQ HYHQ VD\ WKH\ DUH µDOWUXLVWLF¶. 
Their objective is to get better grades in a quick and low-cost way. The result is that they observed 
an increase in the average grades, but it was not as high as they expected. In the conclusion, the 
economists are making plans to redo this study with even younger students.  

In my opinion, this shows lack of self-awareness from rational choice economics. If you teach 
children that they will be paid for better grades, will they learn that studying is good or will they 
learn that studying is a job, that requires payment in order to be done?4 In other words, the 
documentary does not consider what will happen if the incentive is removed or even if the children 
internalized what they were supposed to. Plus, it does not consider people who have different 
incentive structures ± what if some students were neurodivergent, such as having attention deficit 
disorder, with a different reward processing structure (Beauchaine, Ben-David and Sela, 2017)? 

7KH XVH RI WKH HGJ\ WHUP µEULEH¶ LQ EZLQJ HW DO (2010)¶V VHFWLRQ WLWOH LV PHDQW WR JUDWXLWRXVO\ 
shock the viewer, following the click-bait WUDGLWLRQ. BXW ZKDW LI ZH UHZRUG LW? µCDQ \RX EULEH D 
SHUVRQ WR EHKDYH DOWUXLVWLFDOO\?¶ :K\ DUHQ¶W ZH WDONLQJ LQ WHUPV RI ERVVHV EULELQJ WKHLU workers to 
ZRUN, LQVWHDG RI SD\LQJ ZDJHV WR WKHP? II LQFHQWLYHV PDWWHU (RU MXVW UHDG WKDW DV µLI EULEHV PDWWHU¶), 
can we find the right incentives, so that we can have the right result, so we can have the right 
people for the right VRFLDO UHVXOW? IQ RWKHU ZRUGV, µCDQ \RX EULEH D SHUVRQ WR EH good?¶ AQ HYHQ 
EHWWHU UHZRUGLQJ LV µ:LWK HQRXJK EULEHV, FDQ \RX PDNH D SHUVRn a good SHUVRQ?¶ LHW XV JR WR WKH 
reductio ad absurdum RI WKLQNLQJ OLNH D µIUHDN¶: LV QRQ-bribeable good behaviour even possible?  

The issue is that altruism, as exposed by Mekvabishvili, might be empty. C. S. Lewis (1952) 
said that there is a difference EHWZHHQ µQLFH SHRSOH¶ DQG µQHZ PHQ¶. However, questioning the 
VWDWHPHQW µLQFHQWLYHV PDWWHU¶ GRHV QRW PHDQ HQGRUVLQJ µLQFHQWLYHV GR QRW PDWWHU¶. IQFHQWLYHV FDQ 
KHOS IRUPLQJ µQLFH SHRSOH¶. IQFHQWLYHV FDQ PDWWHU. A ORW. :KLOH WKH Freakonomics experiment was 
aZNZDUGO\ IUDPHG DV DQ DWWHPSW WR ILQG µDOJRULWKPV¶ RI KXPDQ EHKDYLRXU, WKH UHDOLW\ LV WKDW 
stipends can make all the difference for the disadvantaged. To use an example I am familiar with, 
WKH BUD]LOLDQ µBolsa Família¶ SURJUDP, ZKLFK SURYLGHG FDVK WUDQVIHUs to poor income families, has 
had significant impacts to reduce poverty, allowing families to spend less time into just thinking 
how to survive. In fact, one of the issues of the program is that the value of transfers was too low 
(de Souza et al, 2018).  

IQ BUD]LO, WKHUH LV D VD\LQJ: µWKH KXQJU\ DUH LQ D KXUU\¶. :KHWKHU WKHVH FRPPXQLWLHV PLJKW 
revert if the transfers stop is not immediately relevant, they need at least a minimum to flourish 
DQG WKH\ QHHG LQ WKH µQRZ¶. AQG WKLV VKRZV WKH UHOHYDQFH RI WKH DOtruism literature. Taylor (2007, 
p. 255) wrote that the greatest achievement in the 17th philosophy, from which altruism would be 
an heir, is in the fact that 

 
«IRU WKH ¿UVW WLPH, ZH KDYH VXFK DQ RSHQLQJ WR WKH XQLYHUVDO ZKLFK LV QRW EDVHG 
in some way on a connection to the transcendent. Even if we think that this appeal 
LV LQVXI¿FLHQW, EHFDXVH LW OHDYHV VRPHWKLQJ LPSRUWDQW RXW, ZH KDYH WR UHFRJQL]H 

 
4 To be fair, the interlude before the section has one of the economists mentioning how the incentives to his own daughter 

failed when she started exploiting his incentive system. But, even so, the impression I had is that he talks about it as if i t 

was just a curiosity. 
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that the development of this purely immanent sense of universal solidarity is an 
important achievement, a milestone in human history. 

 
In order to analyse or criticize altruism, this needs to be kept in mind. It is questionable, 

KRZHYHU, LI DOWUXLVP FDQ FUHDWH µQHZ PHQ¶, DV LI KXPDQV ZHUH MXVW DQ LQSXW-output mechanism. 
Altruism lacks a concept of grace, one of the first casualties of providential deism (Taylor, 2007). 
7KH CURVV LV µIRROLVKQHVV¶ (1 CRULQWKLDQV 1:18) EHFDXVH WKH JDS EHWZHHQ GRG, ZKR LV JUDFLRXV 
and immutable, and our knowledge, our science, is always changing ± can we find the vera 
causae of everything? That includes economics and theology as disciplines. So, independent of 
ZKDW ZH EHOLHYH, ZH VKRXOGQ¶W SUHVXPH GRG, KLVWRU\, HFRQRPLFV, SK\VLFV, DQ\ ILHOG RI VWXG\ H[LVWV 
to validate what we think is the truth. 
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