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This presentation is scheduled as a presentation on ethics. I will first talk to you about economics, however, about 
economic reality as I understand it. 
 

 
 
I very much agree with Lans Bovenberg that the economy should be understood as consisting of relations. The 
starting point of analysis for me is not the individual, not Robinson Crusoe, but relationships. Organizing relationships, 
to be precise. 
Scarcity makes humans organise to counter it. When we see organisation, there is scarcity, evidently. 
We are Homo sapiens, the human that knows what it does and thinks that it knows why. Our capacity for knowledge 
enables us to go beyond being driven by fear & direct need (greed), but not much beyond. We are more than animals, 
but not much. It is because of our limitations that we are social animals. It is because we are social animals with some 
capacity for knowledge and for individual agency that we are such a successful type of animal. 
I see 4 types of dealing with our limitations, resulting in 4 types of relations. 
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We are Homo sapiens. We know what we want. But usually only afterwards. And only when asked.  
Most of the time, most of our behaviour is subconscious, habitual, in line with that of our peer groups. 
We do have individual agency and it is essential for being human.  
That capacity for agency only suffices for a tiny part of our behaviour, however. So we need others to tell us what we 
want, most of the time. We need leaders, because our behaviour implies following others most of the time. We follow 
those whom we perceive as more experienced, as better, as having access we don’t have to things we need, as wiser 
in one sense or another.  
Perception becomes reality. Being seen as leader enables you to be an effective leader. 
Different types of following others correspond to different types of leadership. Different types of leadership correspond 
with different types of relations. Different types of relations correspond with different types of economy. 
They are always mixed; economics, organizing what we need, is about modifying and improving the mixture. 
 

 
 
History is a story of societies that grow in size and in complexity, of increasing cooperation to create more wealth.  
Leaders organize that cooperation and can claim a larger slice of the result because of that. They are tempted to claim 
a disproportionate share, to abuse their leadership position: also known as rent-seeking. 
The stories we tell as economists,  the ‘parables’ as Coen Teulings called them recently, have a crucial role in 
legitimizing wealth distribution. In addition -hopefully- they help us understand what we are doing when we are 
organizing our needs and those of others and to improve on that. 
  



 
 
The core parable for most economists these days is the market parable.  A stark example of the dubious nature of that 
parable was given by Jan Pen in 1984, referring to a harmful activity like drug use. Koen Haegens, now economic 
journalist at De Volkskrant, called it a myth. I think he is right. 
  

 
 
“If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.” according to William & Dorothy Thomas in 1928. 
The so-called Thomas theorem in sociology. To understand why, I use the concept of performativity. Performativity = 
the capacity of language to perform actions and construct identities. It is a concept developed by the language 
philosophers Austin and Searle. On that basis John Searle wrote in 1995 about “The construction of social reality”. 
Performativity makes myths into social reality. 
Some examples are The Invisible Hand, The Housekeeping Book of the State and identifying the Economy with 
Markets. 
In 2007 Donald McKenzie and others wrote a book about the performativity of economics: “Do Economists Make 
Markets?” That book title ended with a question mark, but I think we do. 
As economists we have created the market as we know it. Our market parable has become reality. That causes 
problems: Our understanding of ‘markets’ gives too much space to the law of the jungle. Is disempowers government 
and it ignores other ways of organizing needs. 
If we can use myths to create reality, we can also use hope to do so, however. 
 



 
 
Back to our species, Homo sapiens, or Homo economicus. Homo economicus as depicted by economists has a bad 
press. It is depicted as individualistic, self-seeking and as doing so consciously and rationally. This depiction of Homo 
economicus, of you and me, is unfair I think. 
As we saw, homo sapiens is mostly an animal, a social animal. Crucial for being human is that we do have a limited 
capacity for individual agency. Leaders more so than followers, but everyone can be a leader in his or her own place.  
That leaves very little space for hope, but enough. Spirituality is also crucial for humanity. 
How to go from fear & greed to trust & altruism? How to found our hope in reality? 
That is not what economists are used to deal with at present. It is what they should do. That is where ethics enters. 
 

 
 
Economics is essentially a normative practice, in my understanding. We cannot avoid our descriptions of reality from 
influencing, even creating, social reality. We have the responsibility to use our performative power to build the 
economy as meant. To paint the Kingdom. 
By the way, the background of this painting by Edward Hicks, shows a group of Quakers and Native Americans, 
conversing amiably. It demonstrated that the Peaceable Kingdom could be and was a reality, to some extent. 
 



 
 
Let me summarize what I propose, as a way of understanding economics.  
So far I published about my economics under the title “Economics of want and greed”. I forgot about hope and I was 
not aware of performativity yet. I now prefer to call it “Economics of trust and altruism”. 
THE economy is a collection of patterns of collective behaviour, in my understanding, of animal behaviour, mostly, 
when we try to understand it. 
Economics as social art is where our agency comes in, our limited capacity for it. 
Economics as discipline is essentially normative, because of its performativity. Parables perform as norms. We need 
human agency and economics as normative discipline to improve economic practice. 
 

 
 
We want hope to become real. We want it to outperform fear and greed as drivers of economic behaviour. We have to 
build hope on trust and altruism to make it real. We need ethics to do so, and practice. Humane, ethical, responsible 
behaviour needs training in communities of practice. In schools and in the public, political arena, primarily. 
Among the patterns of habitual behaviour of which our economies are built, shared commitment has most potential to 
guide us from fear & greed to trust & altruism. More so than communities of belonging: ethnic communities, 
neighbourhood communities, national communities and many if not most religious communities. Because they are 
exclusive and compete with each other for resources. More so than states and other forms of hierarchical organization 
based on status and power. Because they limit individual freedom. More so than markets based on dependence. 
Because they tend to become exploitative and create jungles when unchecked. 
My main message today: As economists we should take responsibility for a hopeful society. We can do so because 
our ‘parables’, our stories about ‘reality’, have performative power. They are codes of ethics. We should own them as 
such. 
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