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 logically treated by Wall, who evidences the fundamental of Vincent Ostrom’s 
constitutionalism and Ostrom’s “Politics without romance”. Indeed, in Ostrom 
works, a strong attention is devoted to the importance of contestation for progress, 
and even if not in a marxist conception, it constitutes a mirror of transformative 
processes within society and politics. If “there is a kaleidoscope of property 
rights” (p. 186), Ostroms’ complex thought represents indeed a kaleidoscope 
of perspectives inspiring approaches of radical democracy and constitutive 
practices. “Constitutions provide means of crafting a political framework where 
individuals and different groups in a society could negotiate their differences” 
(p. 161) in the same way, Wall built the last chapter as a framework to gather 
contributions and critiques by Aligika and Boettke, Flaherty, Harvey, Agrawal, 
Knight in a conversation on polycentrism, conÀict, inequality, heterogeneity, 
governamentality, subjectivity, social norms and instrumental rationality. “A new 
science for a new world”(ch. 9) evidences a world where “ontologies of the 20th 
century no longer work. The focus is more on Àows rather than stocks, and on 
process and relationships rather than discrete things.(…) We start to realize that 
everything is embedded in everything else” (Bollier 12 June 2013 cit. p. 185).

Through this book, Wall gives prominence to the sustainable economics of 
Elinor Ostrom as a node of a wider net of human beings’ efforts and researches 
creating “paradigm shifts”. As author herself suggested, indeed “what research 
on social dilemma demonstrates is a world of possibility rather than of necessity. 
We are neither trapped in inexorable tragedies nor free of moral responsibility 
for creating and sustaining incentives that facilitate our own achievement of 
mutually productive outcomes” (Ostrom 1998, p.16). From this perspective, 
commons seem to represent the object for a new potential Great Transformation.
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Daniel Finn has published an ambitious volume, Christian Economic Ethics, 
History and Implications, which joins the history of ideas, religion and economic 
ethics. The book features both a research synthesis and a didactical approach. 
Its style makes it accessible to graduate students and, therefore, it can be read 
widely. It represents a clear synthesis of what Christian scholars and of¿cial 
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 Churches documents have af¿rmed on economic issues from the early origins 
of Christianity to today. It is also a unique book. In the past, many books on this 
theme have been produced, but they mainly adopted the perspective of social 
economy with some ethical content or applied moral philosophy. On the other 
hand, the label ‘economic ethics’ is new and the content of the book reÀects this 
new perspective. Consequently, this work can assume the role of a reference 
book in the ¿eld of economic ethics. 

The book is divided into ¿ve parts. In the ¿rst part, we ¿nd an introduction 
section followed by a general epistemological chapter where the author explains 
what this living tradition means and what makes it alive and still relevant in the 
contemporary world. In particular, Finn proposes a way to understand the circular 
cognitive relationship existing between the bible and man. In the second part, 
chapters three through ten present the history of the fundaments of Christian eco-
nomic ethics from the early Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament through 
early Church Patristics, the Middle Ages and Reformation. In these chapters Finn 
discusses a variety of issues as they progressively emerged in the writings of 
the fathers of the Church (little can be directly deduced from sacred scriptures). 
Many useful extracts form the original texts are presented as ‘boxes’; they vary 
from St. Ambrose and Clement of Alexandria to Martin Luther and John Calvin. 

In the third part, we ¿nd a section discussing the development of some speci¿c 
issues, including usury, slavery and human rights. Finn is able to clearly explain 
the dif¿culty that the contemporary word ‘right’ poses when we study ancient 
texts where the word ius was used in relation to a non-individualistic conception 
of the law and society. Chapter twelve presents the ‘engaging controversies of 
today’, which the author has framed according to the following issues: allocation, 
distribution, scale, quality of relations, the moral ecology of markets (a concept 
that points out the useful variety of market relations in our society), the legal 
de¿nition of the market, the provision of essential goods and services, the morality 
of individuals and organizations, social structures and personal agency, and the 
role of coercive power. The author applies the ethics outlined in the previous 
sections to these issues. In the thirteenth chapter, Finn discusses what we should 
and should not learn from economics. As we know, Christian morals often clash 
with the standard rhetoric of economics. In particular, economics is important 
for teaching that scarcity is important, incentives matter and self-interest can 
be morally constructive. On the other hand, Finn argues that Christian morals 
should prevail on the internal logic of economics regarding the interpretation of 
the human being; for setting the ultimate goals of human life; for highlighting the 
relevance of reciprocity and quality of relationships; for reducing the emphasis on 
scarcity and for defending the role of institutions. Moreover, the moral defence 
of markets is a problematic issue, even if many Christians consider the market 
as the fundamental way of allocating goods. 

In the fourth part, which encompasses chapters fourteen through seventeen, 
the author presents the contemporary Church teaching on economic life, that is 
to say, the development of the social doctrine in encyclical letters and in other 
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 similar documents (from Leo XIII on), including some Protestant documents 
(which are rarer than the Roman Catholic documents). Finally, in the two chapters 
of the ¿fth section, Finn develops a series of insights on how to take decisions 
about economic issues today based on the teachings of this living tradition. He 
also provides an explanation of how it is possible that Christians support very 
divergent political and economic positions – due to differentiated selective 
perception of the relative importance of Christianity’s many principles. Then 
he works out the implications for economic ethics today and makes an original 
connection between ethics and economic epistemology. His approach tends to 
assume the shape of a progressive social economy in line with many heterodox 
currents, such as institutional economics.

The structure of the book is really original and helps the reader to ¿nd answers 
to what he/she is looking for. The perspective and the discourse are new and 
¿nd a direct connection with contemporary economic epistemology and to the 
critique of mainstream economic theory. In this way, the non-orthodox economist 
can easily ¿nd the way Christian teachings address the issues discussed today 
with respect to political economy. Arguments are clearly exposed and even the 
most dif¿cult topic is presented in a way that is accessible to non-experts, while 
experts will ¿nd a wide variety of extremely in-depth insights.

Regarding the speci¿c aspects of the history of Christian ethics, we ¿nd 
a certain gap between Aquinas and the social doctrine of the late nineteenth 
century. Moreover, when dealing with the Reformation, we would have liked 
to ¿nd a discussion on the role of Erasmus. Therefore, the author tends to stay 
on the Thomistic track. 

The main feeling after reading the book is that Finn presents a good synthesis 
that can be shared between people from a variety of Christian faiths. In fact, he 
focuses a lot on the common ground of the Christian worldview. On the other 
hand, Finn proportionally minimizes divergences between Christian religions. 
As a consequence, those that aim to understand the practical consequences of the 
theological differences between the Roman Catholic and the Protestant religion 
or the impact of different faiths on economic ethics will not ¿nd an answer in 
this book. Many aspects of the Reformation are presented, but the impression 
is that Finn has smoothed over the contrasts with the Roman Catholic position. 
Therefore, after reading this book we have dif¿culty to understand the ethical 
fracture between Protestantism and Catholicism. Actually, this is probably due 
to the fact that although the communitarian dimension of the Middle Ages is 
well disused, the enduring communitarian dimension of religion is minimized 
in favour of a socially oriented individualism (or that communitarianism is un-
derstood from an individualistic perspective).
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