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Robert Fogel, who won the Nobel Prize in economics for his
research in economic history, particularly that assessing well-being in
the past, has recently turned his skills to examining the future.
Concluding that the past few centuries, especially the twentieth,
provided unprecedented material gains in both well-being and in
equality, he argues that future gains to utility will occur more from
spiritual enrichment than from increases in material prosperity and that
inequality will increasingly depend upon differences in spiritual
resources. These changes call for new ways of thinking about and even
measuring well-being. Despite his more secular definition of spiritual,
his call indicates new openings for Christians to participate in such
debates with economists specifically, and with all people concerned
about equality and justice. 

I. Introduction

Believe it or not, forty percent of those attending a recent
American Economics Association annual meeting were ordained
ministers concerned with the general physical and spiritual well-being of
people in the United States.1 Of course, “recent” is relative. That was
actually the first meeting of the AEA in 1885, organized by Richard Ely.
Today there are typically more ministers of government than of
denominations. But the story is true. It appears surprising because since
that time the field has moved in ways that often make it seem to be one
of the foremost proponents of materialism and unconcerned about
spiritual matters.2

Nonetheless, a similar story in fact did happen recently, in
1999, when Robert Fogel, the 1993 Nobel Prize winner in economics,
whose specialization is in measuring well-being of people historically,
gave the presidential address.3 In it, Fogel argued that spiritual well-
being was rapidly becoming more important than material.
Consequently, failure to account for spiritual resources of people was
increasingly problematic for assessing well-being overall, for reflecting
on how to understand equality today, and for programs to support those
in poverty tomorrow. He argued that the economy was changing toward
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these non-material elements, and that economists had to catch up to it.
As if that were not stunning enough, he followed it up the next year with
a book arguing that devout Christians, because they placed more value
on the spiritual life, were closer to the correct direction in how to
continue the egalitarian tradition in the US, and that they had been so
historically. 

It is hard to know which is more shocking: that the first
gathering was 40% ministers or that a president of the AEA in the past
6 years used his presidential address to speak of the need to explore
spiritual values. Given the secularizing trend of all disciplines, including
economics, the more recent might have that distinction. While it is true
that his definition of “spiritual” is in a secular, non-material, or “self-
realization” sense, he is not opposed to traditional, more sacred notions
of spirituality. He clearly acknowledges the importance of religions in
imparting even those aspects that he discusses, and appears quite
supportive of many Christian positions, material and spiritual, in both
sacred and secular senses. Thus, the occasion of an economist of his
position arguing for consideration of spirituality retains its surprising
character.

Paradoxes and puzzles are hardly unusual occurrences in the
study of progress in well-being over recent centuries. An early one,
which remained unresolved until recently, was when and whether the
Industrial Revolution shed gains to the average American or European.4

In fact, absolute gains took years to achieve, and even relative gains for
the poor were uncertain at the dawn of the 20th century. Moreover, even
to the extent gains occurred in typically measured variables such as
income and wages, in fact physical measures of well-being, such as
stature, body mass, life expectancy, and morbidity showed declines in
the early years of the Industrial Revolution. Surprisingly, not until
approximately World War II did the height of the average American male
surpass that of the average American male during Washington’s
presidency! Productivity clearly grew, but how could the payoff from it
have taken so long to occur? Another paradox concerns the distribution
of income more recently. Since the 1970s, education and consumption
levels have increased across the board, but income levels of the bottom
60-80% have apparently stagnated while that of the top 20-40% of the
population has risen.5 Finally, as Gregg Easterbrook observes in The
Progress Paradox despite these substantial increases in consumption in
the past half century, national surveys for this time period find little
change in reported levels of happiness.6 For economists, these have been
substantial puzzles, though perhaps critics of the market system have not
found such difficulty accepting them. 
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Nonetheless, with all these paradoxes to consider, I’d like to
examine a fourth: that a Nobel-Prize-winning, secular economist at the
end of the 20th century would encourage economists to consider
spiritual values when examining well-being and questions of justice and
equality. It turns out that the answers to these other paradoxes are linked,
so along the way, I’ll examine the answers to the puzzles above as well. 

His argument was straightforward. Despite the questions raised
by the paradoxes above, the twentieth century was one of unparalleled
material progress in the United States and Europe.  While much remains
to be made, even the poor in those countries have gained tremendously.
The twenty-first century promises more of the same: broad material
gains for all, at a rate unequaled in human history, and with benefits
extending all the way down the income scale. Consequently, the
marginal gains to human welfare from additional material progress will
get smaller and smaller. If economics is generally utilitarian, this leads
to further questions. What will provide the gains in the future?  How
should that understanding shape our reflections on principles of justice
and equality? 

His response is that greater gains to utility will occur from
spiritual enrichment, not increases in material prosperity, and that
differences in utility will increasingly depend upon these differences in
spiritual, not just material, well-being. These changes call for new ways
of thinking about and even measuring well-being. Despite his more
secular definition of spiritual, I argue that his call indicates new
openings for Christians to participate in such debates with economists
specifically, and with all people concerned about equality. Since his
address represents a summary of his recent work, I will follow the
structure of it, while including references from that research.

II. Fogel’s Presidential Address: “Catching up with the Economy”

To be chosen as president confirms the recipient’s talents as a
researcher and impact on the field. The talk is usually before several
thousand economists, perhaps the largest gathering of economists in one
room in the world each year. Consequently, AEA presidential addresses
can be an intellectual treat as an acknowledged leader provides what is
likely the best review of major questions in their sub-field, recent
progress, its implications for public policy, future directions for work,
etc. This past year, Martin Feldstein, a public economist from Harvard
and a senior economist for Ronald Reagan, discussed recent work on
social insurance programs (Medicare, Unemployment Insurance, Social
Security), and how such programs can be reformed to reduce the
negative incentives they have for behavior.7
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Thus it isn’t surprising that Fogel would discuss gains in well-
being when he spoke. He won his Nobel for studies making economic
historical analysis more rigorous, particular for that examining slavery.
He has turned these skills to assessing gains in well-being of people
across recent centuries. This has included such technical analyses as
adjusting for how caloric needs differ by body mass and size, disease
pressure, and living conditions, as well as accounting for when benefits
of public health measures accrue to the population. It is this kind work
in such difficult areas of analysis that Fogel has made his specialty. As
Partha Dasgupta wrote: “for more than four decades, Professor Fogel has
painstakingly unearthed evidence on the various conditions of human
suffering, and on the pathways by which people have been able to
emerge out of their suffering.” 8

Thus it wasn’t unusual that Fogel discussed gains in well-being
over recent centuries, difficulties in measuring such progress, and
directions for the future, though examination of spiritual well-being
might have been unexpected. However, in retrospect perhaps it isn’t
surprising that work on topics as abstruse as estimating historical well-
being down to the level of calories consumed, adjusted for disease
pressure and consumption time, should cause one to consider other
difficulties in determining welfare more broadly and what those answers
imply for how to improve it in the future and for our principles of
egalitarianism. 

In fact, his address follows that path of his own research. He
began, as his research did, with reflection on problems in measurement.
He then examined four aspects of this: measurement must account for
how technological change has affected both the economy and people
themselves, the need for life-cycle data, the need to account for the
decrease in formal work time and the rise in opportunities for non-
market activity, and how the value of this time is shaped by people’s
spiritual resources. He concluded with the argument that since the
marginal gains from material benefit will be low, and non-market work
will (continue to) rise substantially in relative importance, the historical
focus on material inequality (resulting from market earnings) and failure
to account for the rise in spiritual inequality, skews perception of well-
being and possibilities people have for raising it. As he wrote “Spiritual
or immaterial commodities make up most of consumption in the United
States and other rich countries today.”9 He titled his address “Catching
up with the Economy” because the economists had not yet effectively
caught up to these changes.
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III. The Technophysio Evolution and the Need for 
Biomedical and Economic Measures of Well-Being

To the uninitiated, his first point must seem more like a
technical digression than lead-in to the main idea. The vast changes in
productivity in the past 200-300 years have not only changed what is
available to people, they are changing people themselves. These changes
have allowed people to live longer, grow larger, and work more
efficiently than before. While this sounds like a form of evolution, as in
a gradual strengthening of a species over time, the changes have been
too large for too short a time span. Instead, they have occurred due to
synergistic changes in both people themselves and the economy as a
whole. Fogel (and Massachusetts Institute of Technology economist
Dora Costa) have labeled this change technophysio evolution because
the physiological changes have resulted from technological changes in
the economy (e.g. greater productivity providing a better environment in
which to grow), which in turn have allowed people to work harder (thus
inducing yet more technical change).  Understanding these changes is
necessary to help us better interpret the past, (how we have progressed)
as well as where we are headed (e.g. for output, health care, longevity),
since our needs and abilities will be changing. This also implies that we
need to be more careful about what we measure and how we do it when
assessing well-being. These ideas are described at length in his
cheerfully titled book, The Escape from Hunger and Premature Death,
1700–2100. 

Assessing well-being historically (and changes in it over time)
is difficult since it requires the ability to find out what people had, what
they needed, and what they valued. People have traditionally used such
economic factors as real wages, per capita income, income distribution
(e.g. Gini ratios), productivity, and even rates of homelessness and
caloric intake. However, these may be inappropriate if people’s physical
needs have changed over time, whether because of unusual conditions
(e.g. diseases) or general changes (the technophysio evolution). Thus a
more complete picture can be obtained if one also includes biomedical
measures such as height, body mass, longevity, and morbidity (chronic
disease).10

Understanding how people’s needs vary with circumstances
sheds great light on the progress of the United States and European
countries immediately following the Industrial Revolution. This has
been the subject of tremendous debate, but the conclusion of more
recent research using economic measures is that gains, even down the
income scale, were slow to spread, but did increasingly occur,
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particularly in the late 1800s, and extremely rapidly in the 1900s. Wages
and income across the board eventually grew. Caloric intake, always
high in the US from the 1700s on, remained high, while that in Europe
grew, as did quality of housing and clothing.11 Thus, the economic
measures present a picture of the 1800s in which well-being remained at
least constant, if it did not increase slightly, particularly starting in the
late 1800s. During the 1900s, however, per capita income and real wages
skyrocketed, Gini coefficients plummeted (i.e. income became more
equally distributed), homelessness almost disappeared (from about 10-
20% in the 1800s, to less than 0.4% today), output and nutritional value
of food rose, as did output of all other goods.12

Oddly, however, the biomedical measures show a different
picture: all four measures declined or stagnated, and inequality in these
measures actually grew, for people in the United States and many
European countries in the first half of the 19th century. This was
gradually reversed in the latter half of that century, but full recovery did
not occur for some factors until the 1940s. For example, average height
of American males did not return to its 1790 level until after World War
II. These biomedical measures indicate vastly larger gains in well-being
in the 20th century. Heights have risen extensively (for instance, average
height of Dutch males has risen by 8 inches since 1850) and longevity
has been extended tremendously, from the 40s in the 1800s to high 70s
today.13

What happened? Rapid urbanization in the early 1800s,
combined with greater mobility (both internal and across countries)
resulted in higher rates of disease. Higher rates of disease raised caloric
needs (people use calories and nutrients less efficiently when sick, both
because they do not process them as effectively, and because some of the
calories are used in fighting off the disease), resulted in people being
shorter (they reduced calories and nutrients when young which could be
devoted to growth) and resulted in people having fewer calories with
which to exert themselves in doing work. The decreases in stature, body
mass, longevity, and increases in morbidity indicate that increases in
economic factors (e.g. calories from increased output) were swamped by
greater biological demands on people.14 On the other hand, investments
in public health measures in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, such
as improvements in water supply and purification of milk, and in
medical technology and education, reduced disease pressure,15 which
combined with improvements in agricultural technology to vastly
augment people’s health and ability to work.16

These changes have been particularly important for the poor.
As Fogel writes, “the record of the 20th century contrasts sharply with
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that of the two preceding centuries. In every measure that we have
bearing on the standard of living, such as real income, homelessness, life
expectancy, and height, the gains of the lower classes have been far
greater than those experienced by the population as a whole, whose
overall standard of living has also improved.” The income of the average
family below the poverty line, would put them in the top 10% of the
income bracket 100 years ago.17 Two thirds of the fall in the Gini ratio
(from about 0.6-0.7 for US and European countries in 1700 to about 0.3-
0.4 today) occurred in the 20th century. Since income at all levels was
increasing, this means that the income of the poor was rising faster than
income for the rest of the population. The rich may have been getting
richer, but the poor were gaining even faster.18 In Britain, for example,
the gap in stature between rich and poor has fallen from 5 inches in the
early 1800s to one inch today.19 Life expectancy of the poor has risen
absolutely from 41 to 75 today, and the gap between that of rich and poor
has fallen from 17 years in 1875 to 2-4 years today.20 This 34 year gain,
in one century, exceeds all cumulative gains in life expectancy in human
history. Again, Fogel notes, “if anything sets our century apart from the
past, it is this huge increase in the longevity of the lower classes.”21

The combination of economic and biomedical measures of
well-being thus provides a better understanding of changes in recent
centuries. The economic factors appear to overestimate gains to well-
being in the 19th century, but underestimate gains in the 20th. On the
other hand, the biomedical measures provide evidence that the absolute
position of the poor improved little (if at all) and that the relative
position fell for much of the early 19th century, but that gains in the 20th
century, especially to the poor, were substantial and unprecedented in
human history.22 Thus the combination of the two different types of
information helps make sense of what was previously a paradoxical
pattern of growth. By implication, the project of assessing well-being of
people now, or ever, requires understanding how people’s needs are
changing and effective and accurate measures to capture those ways. 

Economists are not, nor have they ever been, naive about this
need. Simon Kuznets, who won the Nobel prize in economics for his
development of national income accounting, pointed out many of these
inadequacies in his own research. For years people have proposed
different methods to adjust for particular elements such as leisure or
non-market production. The country of Bhutan, for example, has just
moved to measure progress by Gross National Happiness.23 Fogel’s
research demonstrates how important some adjustments may be for
interpreting progress in light of how people are changing. 

LARRIVEE  225



To understand the past three centuries (to catch up with a
correct understanding of the economy of the past), we have to adjust for
physical and disease pressure people faced, for which biomedical
measures are crucial supplements to traditional economic measures.
This naturally raises the question of how we will be changing in the near
future and what measures will be needed to help us understand progress
in light of those changes: well-being, distribution of resources, equality
in society, etc.24

An additional conclusion from the findings above, is that
biomedical gains occurred long after the investments for public health
expenditures made.25 Providing benefits when people were young
allowed them to live longer and reach larger sizes later.26 This last point
makes clear that changes in well-being may be set in place years before
one observes a given population, and thus need to be accounted for
earlier. For this reason, Fogel argues for the development of life-cycle
data sets.

IV. Shifting to Life-Cycle Data

Economists have long held that longitudinal data sets provide
better information on individual behavior than cross-sectional data since
people make decisions across time. For example, 2004 Nobel Prize
winner Ed Prescott’s recent research using such data on a number of
developed countries indicates that lifetime labor supply response to tax
rates may in fact be quite large, though cross-sectional data sets
generally find that labor supply, especially for men, is fairly inelastic.27

These are also crucial for assessing changes in well-being. For
example, although decreases in Gini coefficients indicate huge gains in
income equality in the mid-20th century, these reversed in the last three
decades (across most developed countries, not just the United States). A
simple (and technically correct) explanation was that income of the top
20-40% of the population has risen, while that of the bottom 60-80% has
barely changed at all.28 Surprisingly, this has occurred as more people
have gone to college, more women have moved into the workforce,
spending has risen, and relative spending has remained fairly equal
across groups. In fact, the average poor household has many of the same
goods as upper-income individuals.29

Longitudinal data sets have helped answer this paradox and
helped economists catch up with a more accurate understanding of the
economy. By following the same households over many years, we now
know that this is not the same group of people who are always in the
bottom 20%. The bottom 20% is changing because there is a constant
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influx of new immigrants into the bottom income deciles30 and because
people move across income levels as they progress across their life
cycle.31 Spending levels have increased because most people at the
bottom deciles are at the beginning or end of their life-cycle of earnings
or have experienced temporary income declines but who consume (or
continue to consume) based on the expectation of earnings increases.
For the young, they are technically poor at 25, but will not be at 45. This
has helped shift the focus to address those who are chronically poor, a
group which is substantially less than the 11-13% below the poverty line
in each year, and which is probably more in the neighborhood of 3-6%
of the population.32

Fogel acknowledges these new findings as vital for correctly
understanding the condition of the poor and demonstrating how much
they have gained materially. As he writes, “some proponents of
egalitarianism insist on characterizing the material level of the lives of
the poor today as being as harsh as it was a century ago. Failure to
recognize the enormous material gains over the last century, even for the
poor, impedes, rather than advances the chronic poverty in rich nations,
the principle characteristic of which is spiritual estrangement from the
mainstream society.”33 However, he adds an additional dimension: the
need for lifetime information. The studies assessing material progress in
the 19th and 20th centuries also find that many aspects of people’s needs
(e.g. health, stature) are determined by conditions experienced when
young (from the womb through childhood), and thus gains from public
health and medical advances may not occur until later in life. Data sets
without lifetime information may miss how critical aspects of people
studied were determined far earlier. Again, we must catch up with the
economy in how we measure it, or we will only poorly measure how
people change in health care needs, longevity, retirement, etc. 

V. Expansion in Leisure and Voluntary 
Work Raise the Value of Non-Work Time

But improved data sets are insufficient without an
understanding of what should be measured in them. More important is
improved understanding of how people’s lives are changing and what
these changes means for what we should measure. In the 1800s it was
slowly increasing material basics, offset by increasing disease demands.
In the 1900s it was rapid increases in consumption combined with
massive decreases in formal work and huge increases in leisure time,
across the income spectrum.
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These changes are documented in research that has focused on
consumption, i.e. not what income people report, but what they actually
consume.34 Cox and Alm, in particular, using extensive data on what
people own, demonstrate how consumption has risen across all goods,
across all income levels, even among the poor. By any measure, what the
poor have available to them has increased: cars, electronics, home
quality, etc. Thus if our concern is not just income, but what it can buy,
their analysis demonstrates that for US residents even the poor have
what were once only luxuries for the wealthy. Spending on basics (food,
clothing, and shelter) has plummeted as a percentage of income from 85-
90% of income in 1875 to about 30-38% today.35 This has freed people
to spend substantial amounts on other goods and services: health care,
education, as well as on other consumption. If one converts prices in
currency to time cost (the amount of time an average worker would have
had to work to earn enough to purchase the good), people have to work
less and less time to afford this ever expanding array of products.36

Less well understood is the related and very important change:
that those price decreases have allowed people to purchase massive
increases in leisure time, a trend only likely to continue. Despite the
popular impression created by early research such as Juliet Schor’s The
Overworked American, more recent and complete studies of time-use
find that people have vastly decreased their number of work hours, both
while working (e.g. dropping from 60-plus hour weeks to 40 hour
weeks), as well as by retiring earlier, and these trends are likely to
continue.37 Between 1875 and today, as a portion of (leisure adjusted)
total consumption, leisure has grown from 18% to nearly 70%, while
food, clothing, and shelter have fallen from about 74% to 12%.38

Given the massive increases in leisure, measures of income,
wages, and material consumption increasingly apply to what is a smaller
and smaller portion of what people actually want and consume and are
thus increasingly inaccurate measures of well-being. This has important
implications. Failure to account for this shift vastly underestimates gains
at all income levels in the past, produces an erroneous picture of equality
in the present, and, if continued, will give an inaccurate sense of what to
do in the future. Again, his argument that economists catch up with the
economy highlights the importance of finding out what people value,
how much, and what other measures we need to assess that. 

Part of his response is that even leisure itself is inaccurately
thought of as “non-work” time. Instead, he argues that people are using
reduced formal/market work hours to engage in other work that they
enjoy, paid or not, which he calls voluntary work, or “volwork” since
they are doing what they want. He argues that just as typical economic

228 Catholic Social Science Review



measures were poor indicators of the true levels of equality and
conditions in society in the past two centuries, they are poor indicators
today because consumption of (or, better stated, the resources which
affect the ability to participate in/engagement in) volwork is unequally
distributed. Failure to account for this will result in an increasingly
inaccurate sense of actual well-being. 

How serious is this measurement error? Since people start work
older, retire earlier, and live longer, lifetime volwork has quadrupled in
the past 100 years. Fogel expects that formal work time will continue to
decline, while volwork time will continue to increase. He estimates that
lifetime formal work (“earnwork”) time has dropped from 182,100
hours in 1880, to 122,400 today, and will further drop to 75,600 by 2040.
On the other hand, volwork has increased from 43,800 to 176,100 today
and will rise to 246,000 hours in 2040.39 If typical, paid employment is
dropping from four times voluntary work in 1880, to approximately two-
thirds of it today, to less than a third of it in a few decades, then the
income people earn from their earnwork is already a poor indicator of
well-being, and will be an even worse one in the future.40 What, then
should we measure? What will people be doing? What will they value?

VI. The Measured Happiness Paradox

Surprisingly, on the way to devising an answer to this question,
Fogel did not address a related paradox: how much increased utility
people actually seem to have gained from all that consumption increase
in the 20th century. If the basic economic model of human behavior is
correct, increased consumption ought to have produced increased utility.
Interestingly, as Gregg Easterbrook demonstrates in his book The
Progress Paradox, studies do not find this effect. Surveys of happiness
carried out since the 1940s, across many countries, find that while
people with more money are slightly happier in any one time, happiness
has not increased over time as people have (across all cohorts) risen in
consumption. This research has been more explicitly examined in Tibor
Scitovsky’s The Joyless Economy, which examines the psychology of
human consumption, and popularized in Juliet Schor’s The Overworked
American.41 A more recent academic summary is provided by Bruno
Frey and Alois Stutzer in “What Economists Can Learn from Happiness
Research.”42 Despite massive income and consumption expansion across
every income category, people report little additional happiness. Thus a
general trend in commentary on happiness research is that this exposes
a fatal flaw in the economic assumption that having more results in
greater happiness.43
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There are many difficulties with this research. First, measuring
happiness is surprisingly difficult in a survey. Second, many other
factors have changed over the period, so ascribing ineffectiveness solely
to material consumption is inappropriate. It may be that increased
mobility or family dissolution has negated material gains. Still, the lack
of effect during a time period of massive social change and material
gains is startling.44 Richard Easterlin states that this evidence points to a
need to search more deeply into what provides happiness besides income
gains.45

The general findings of such research do not necessarily negate
Fogel’s argument. Perhaps the huge gains he documents provided their
utility increases early in the century, while the consumption since then
has not. Perhaps a social change to decrease welfare somewhere else in
society is countering the force for utility increases from natural/material
(non-spiritual) gains. Nonetheless, the lack of impact on happiness
surely argues for taking a look at other sources of well-being. This fits
both Fogel’s case and a Christian vision of a human person who is made
for God alone. As Augustine said, “our hearts are restless until they rest
in thee.”

VII. Spiritual Goods and Resources

If consumption will be a smaller portion of total contribution to
well-being, and people will be working less, what will be the greatest
sources of well-being? What is or will be of value? What will determine
what people can do for earn and volwork? Fogel’s surprising answer is
spiritual resources, though by this he generally means the more secular
sense of ability for self-realization. The huge gains in material welfare
and decreases in formal market work time are leaving people with more
freedom to engage in greater self-realization, an opportunity that in the
past would have been limited to only a small portion of the population.
Just as health and leisure gains were among the most important in recent
centuries, differences in this will be most important in the years to come.
As he writes: “In the era that is unfolding, fair access to spiritual
resources will be as much a touchstone of egalitarianism as access to
material resources was in the past.”46

What does he count as spiritual resources? Here he wanders
farthest from his  expertise, relying on such work as John Dewey and
Richard Rorty: “sense of purpose,” “vision of opportunity,” “sense of the
mainstream of work and life,” “strong family ethic,” “sense of
community,” “capacity to engage with diverse groups,” “ethic of
benevolence, “a sense of discipline,” “a capacity to focus and
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concentrate one’s efforts,” “capacity to resist the lure of hedonism,”
“capacity for self-education,” “a thirst for knowledge,” “an appreciation
for quality,” and self-esteem.47 These factors affect both people’s
effectiveness in formal work as well as their ability to engage in self-
realization. For example, lack of discipline hurts a person both in their
ability to get an education, at work, and to pursue other activities of
value spiritually (in both a secular and sacred sense).  If we measure
well-being as a function of consumption, health, and self-realization,
then differences in these resources are substantial, if not the largest,
sources of effective inequality today and will result in greater differences
in the future.48

True, the resources and spiritual goals he lists are secular rather
than spiritual in the sacred sense. He does not say the Eucharist, Mass,
the Holy Spirit, or a relationship with God. Similarly, one could say that
“why spend your wages for what fails to satisfy” is as old as Isaiah, so
perhaps it is Robert Fogel and other secular economists who need to
catch up with the economy, not Christians.49 Nonetheless, these should
not be reasons for Christians to discount his work. 

First, while Fogel is (as he admits) a “secular child of the Third
Great Awakening,” he is clearly not closed to traditional, sacred
interpretations of spiritual well-being and may even support some of
them.50 As he writes in the second paragraph of the book “ . . . the future
of egalitarianism in America turns on the nation’s ability to combine
continued economic growth with an entirely new set of egalitarian
reforms that address the urgent spiritual needs of our age, secular as well
as sacred.”51 Moreover, Fourth provides unusually positive assessments
of and support for both traditional religious institutions and religious
values and outcomes.

He acknowledges the strong, if not irreplaceable, role of
religious institutions (e.g. strong families, churches, church affiliated
schools, faith-based programs, and religious groups such as Promise-
keepers) in supplying those spiritual resources which sustain egalitarian
progress.52 These provide important contributions to even secular
principles because many of the resources and spiritual values he
discusses are best taught through these institutions rather than by
government. Further, a main premise of Fourth is how “enthusiastic”
Christians have more properly managed to respond correctly politically
and pastorally to the genuine needs, material and spiritual, of people in
US history (even across the technophysio and economic changes
discussed in Fourth and Escape). In an academic world often hostile to
Christianity and loath to praise it, this may be a relatively strong
statement. That he feared his argument would be so interpreted is clear
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from his stated worry that some of his opponents would reject his case
as one which would come from the “religious right.”53

His framework also supports many outcomes and issues central
to Christians. His list of important spiritual values includes many
(particularly sense of purpose, sense of the mainstream of work and life,
strong family ethic, sense of community, ethic of benevolence, a sense
of discipline, capacity to resist the lure of hedonism, an appreciation for
quality, and self-esteem) which arise from religious teaching or point
strongly to it. And nothing in his writings precludes incorporating the
value of spiritual resources as traditionally understood (such as the
sacraments). In fact, as he notes, his suggested areas of spiritual
resources were not intended to be exclusive and are not yet fixed.54

That the emphasis of his framework is open to traditional
religious ideals is clearest in his discussions of poverty and equality, the
main theme of Fourth.55 For example, he states “the Social Gospelers’
effort to reform human nature, to crush evil, and to create God’s
Kingdom on earth through income redistribution has failed.”56 While
government programs have helped many avoid poverty, failures to
achieve any additional gains in addressing poverty arise more from
factors associated with morals than from lack of funding. As he writes
“The theory projected by the Social Gospelers, and embraced by
modernism generally, held that cultural crises could be resolved by
raising incomes. That theory has been given a long trial and has turned
out to be incorrect. Despite the sharp rise in incomes, especially at the
low end of the income distribution, the moral crisis of the cities remains
unresolved . . . . Oddly, the sharpest increases in indicators of moral
decay came after, not before, the “war against poverty” of the 1960s and
1970s.”57 Similarly, “disciples of the Third Great Awakening dismissed
the relevance of personal responsibility as a key element in the struggle
against corruption.”58

Surely one of the main areas of disagreement between liberals
and conservatives in addressing poverty is the role of morality and the
breakdown of important social institutions in the poverty which exists
today. His arguments (unprecedented progress has happened for the poor
materially in the last century thus leading us to consider other areas for
gains; the decrease of the role of material resources in the well-being of
people; that the main causes of poverty and/or inequality have changed
over time—low productivity in 1700s, disease pressure in early 1800s,
changing institutions in the late 1800s, failure to grasp opportunity
today) provide strong evidence supporting the importance of traditional
religious values, and do so both from frequently argued grounds (e.g.
family breakdown) as well as new ones (the importance of the non-
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material to questions of equality). As he writes, “The most serious
threats to egalitarian progress—the most intractable forms of poverty—
are related to the unequal distribution of spiritual (immaterial)
resources.”59 These both support traditional moral arguments in
addressing poverty at the institutional level (e.g. role of the family),
while highlighting a new justice-based call to assess the value of
spiritual resources and values, both secular and sacred. These should
appeal to Christians both out of concern for the best way to help the poor
and because the best way more clearly involves a return to Christian
principles regarding the importance of the family.

Secular research has increasingly confirmed what the Church
has taught: the early years of development are crucial, and a married
couple provides the best environment for that development.60 In
reviewing the extensive research of recent decades on attempts to raise
people’s human capital, Nobel Prize winner James Heckman and
Economist Pedro Carneiro conclude it is extraordinarily difficult to
make up later for deficiencies which occur in early childhood.61 Fogel
cites the work of William Julius Wilson in establishing that some of the
most important factors in material poverty are the lack of spiritual
resources.62 Beyond human capital, however, (though these factors are
related to market earnings too) the family is the primary place in which
people learn the most important aspects of life that underlie the kinds of
spiritual resources Fogel mentions: love, meaning, truth, goodness, sense
of dignity, and purpose. As John Paul writes in Centisimus Annus (39): 

The first and fundamental structure for “human ecology” is the
family, in which man receives his first formative ideas about
truth and goodness, and learns what it means to love and to be
loved, and thus what it actually means to be a person. Here we
mean the family founded on marriage, in which the mutual gift
of self by husband and wife creates an environment in which
children can be born and develop their potentialities, become
aware of their dignity, and prepare to face their unique and
individual destiny.

The apostolic exhortation Familaris Consortio develops these
points in much greater detail and reiterates the call for the Church to
assist in making the importance of the family known: 

At a moment of history in which the family is the object of
numerous forces that seek to destroy it or in some way to
deform it, and aware that the well-being of society and her own
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good are intimately tied to the good of the family, the Church
perceives in a more urgent and compelling way her mission of
proclaiming to all people the plan of God for marriage and the
family, ensuring their full vitality and human and Christian
development, and thus contributing to the renewal of society
and of the People of God (FC3). 

Fogel’s argument not only to consider spiritual resources in our
evaluation of poverty, but that the negative impact of the lack of spiritual
resources outweighs the lack of material resources, helps make the case
that poverty today (at least in the developed countries) differs from that
of 200 or even 100 years ago. Thus we need a different approach to
address it than in the past. His argument that strengthening families is
the most effective means of redressing these inequities in spiritual
resources (with its implications for both material and non-material well-
being) adds weight to the Church’s own (unchanged) teaching to support
the family as the basic building block of society, as the best for people
themselves.

This argument that poor distribution of spiritual resources
contributes to poverty raises the question of how well-being and
inequality is measured in the first place. The importance of the
biomedical measures and the rise of opportunities for volwork, make
clear the difficulties that “the economist’s traditional measures of
income inequality are inadequate measures of both egalitarian gains and
egalitarian failures [since] they focus on a variable—money income—
that currently accounts for less than half of real consumption and which
in a generation may slip to just a quarter of real consumption.”63 This is
part of his call for economists to “catch up with the economy,” that
simple measures of wages, income, or output only poorly capture what
matters to people. However, this represents an opening up of discussion
of non-material resources and what matters in life to members of other
disciplines: from the sciences to sociology to theology. Such a call from
so prominent, and secular, an economist surely carries more weight than
a similar statement by a member of the clergy, or even an economist in
the Society of Catholic Social Scientists. 

VIII. Implications for Christian Economists

What does this imply for Catholic social scientists? Surely, his
work contains weak points, the weakest from a Christian standpoint
being his secular notion of spiritual resources and value. In addition, he
surprisingly does not reference the research on happiness and
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consumption. Nonetheless, Fogel’s case is a strong one (perhaps an old
one strengthened by recent secular research) and Catholic social
scientists ought to be capable of using it when engaging secular
researchers. 

First, his address was to urge economists to “catch up with the
economy.” This applies to Catholic social scientists as well. As a start
this includes familiarity with recent research on progress in the past few
centuries (e.g. that reviewed in Escape). Similarly, if there is a move to
account for non-material resources or values, surely Catholics ought to
be part of this discussion. Perhaps the reason he did little to address
spiritual gains or resources in the sacred sense is that Christians have not
sufficiently developed this in a framework connected to secular
researchers. This ranges from places in which traditional battles still rage
(e.g. the importance of the family, traditional sexual mores, impact of
divorce, etc.) to the more ethereal aspects of measuring the value of
spiritual resources. The Metanexus Institute’s project to assess spiritual
capital (led by a number of prominent Christian economists) would be a
move in this direction. Perhaps connecting some of the spiritual
resources Fogel enumerates to traditional Christian principles such as
temperance, meaning, or sense of dignity would provide a framework by
which those principles are examined. 

Knowing the richness of our own teachings is important as
well. In many of these areas, such as explaining the “progress paradox”
above, the concept of a human person matters tremendously, and in that
the Church has much to offer. To not engage in this discussion is to leave
the field open to be defined by others and to deny others the insights of
that Christian vision of a human person. This is clear in, for example, the
writings of John Paul II in Centisimus Annus: “It is not wrong to want to
live better; what is wrong is a style of life which is presumed to be better
when it is directed towards “having” rather than “being,” and which
wants to have more, not in order to be more but in order to spend life in
enjoyment as an end in itself.”64

As Fogel observes, this is an area in which positions have not
yet been fixed, so early participation is crucial. As he writes 

In the future, the main struggle for egalitarian reform will
revolve around a set of issues that have just begun to emerge
and that have not yet been adequately defined. It is still not
clear how these issues of spiritual or immaterial equity may
best be advanced or how responsibility for implementation
might best be apportioned among federal, state, and local
governments, private businesses, and compassionate voluntary
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organizations. Because of the novelty of the issues of spiritual
equity, positions on them have not yet hardened along partisan
or ideological lines, so opportunities to forge broad coalitions
for egalitarian solutions are promising.65

Such hardening of positions may well have happened in other
fields, such as psychology or even business, where more secular
viewpoints have acquired ascendancy.66 Because such a bias has yet to
set in for economics, perhaps there are yet opportunities for Catholic
social scientists to make important contributions. 
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