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ABSTRACT 

In his 1968 speech for the American Economic Association, Kenneth 

Boulding admonished that the field of economics had departed too far from its 

origins in moral philosophy.  He argued that it had become overrun by mechanistic 

analysis and theory.  Thus, the field of economics has become largely blinded to the 

moral functionings of society.  This paper will address that void using the 

framework of human action that Boulding himself presented in that speech.  This 

framework involves categories heroic, and economic actors that are each 

insufficient to form a flourishing community.  I will take these conceptions and 

reformulate them into a humanized model of the heroic actor that I call the heroic 

person using elements of economics, philosophy, and psychology.  This heroic 

person is unique in her identity, which is neither wholly married to that of the group 

nor entirely atomistic; her values, which are more diverse than either the 

deontological values of the heroic actor or the pragmatic values of the economic 

actor; and her mindfulness which was previously unexplored by the heroic or 

economic actors.  These unique characteristics allow the heroic person to create a 

flourishing community that cannot be created by either purely heroic or purely 

economic actors. I will then put the heroic person to the test. By defining prosperity 

as the marriage of personal well-being, personal health, and environmental health, I 

will create an econometric model whereby I will put the heroic person alongside the 

economic actor and the heroic actor to determine whether this framework truly is 

useful. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In this paper, I draw from multiple traditions of economic theory, political 

philosophy, and behavioral psychology to recast and extend Kenneth Boulding’s 

concept of a heroic ethic (Boulding 1968, 1970).  Boulding defines the heroic actor 

as identity-driven and deontological: electing to do something not because of the 

expected net advantages but “because of who he is” (Boulding 1968, 9).  Boulding 

cites diverse examples of heroic action, from architecture to political activism, but 

his major examples are the military, religion, and sport, institutions that impart 

strong senses of identity to their practitioners and inspire behavior based on these 

identities (ibid.).  My goal in this thesis is to restate Boulding’s argument in a more 

general form.  I argue that individuals’ identities play a significant role in their daily 

decisions and social interactions, and that modern economists’ neglect of the heroic 

dimension has given rise to undue pessimism about the civic and economic 

capabilities of individuals and communities. 

  Boulding’s analysis of heroic action frames the hero as an earnest fool who is 

unable to distinguish his own identity from that of the community or to consider the 

consequences of his actions.  Meanwhile, he casts the economic actor as antithetical 

to this archetypal figure.  The economic actor is cold, calculating, and atomistic.  

Boulding rejects both of these figures for being too extreme in their attributes, while 

he acknowledges that none of these attributes is without merit.  He illustrates the 

pros and cons of each using the metaphor of marriage.  He explains that nobody 

would wish for his daughter to marry the economic man because, while stable, it 

would be a relationship devoid of love; more akin to a contract than a vow.  The 



2 
 

hero, though, Boulding says, is a fool.  Unswayed by rationality, the hero follows his 

passions wherever they may go.  Although it would be a marriage rife with love, 

there would be no foundation upon which it might stand (ibid., 10).  He calls instead 

for a balance between these extremes with a symbolic figure that he refers to simply 

as human.  In his book, The Economic Person, Peter L.  Danner moves towards this 

sort of moderation, seeking to rescue the credibility of the economic actor by 

humanizing him into a figure that he calls the economic man (Danner 1994, 49).  In 

this paper, I seek to defend the heroic ethic by retaining but recasting the heroic 

actor in a more humanistic capacity that I will refer to simply as the heroic person. I 

then propose an econometric model that may be used to test the efficacy of this 

actor in obtaining the prosperity that I promise1.    

Specifically, I will contrast the heroic person from Boulding’s heroic actor in 

three specific ways.  First, while both characters derive a sense of identity from the 

community within which they exist, the heroic person also finds a sense of 

individual identity that is unique to her and is not entirely enveloped by this larger 

social construct.  Second, the heroic person departs from Boulding’s hero in her 

decision-making framework, which does not diverge so far as to be completely 

consequentialist but still adds a degree of prudence to the whimsical romanticism of 

Boulding’s hero.  Finally, the heroic person distinguishes himself by her 

                                                
1 The word prosperity is one that has been used in several different contexts 
without ever being amply defined. Indeed, it is difficult to define prosperity without 
imposing one’s own notions of utopia upon another person. For the purposes of the 
analysis in this paper, I will define prosperity using the Happy Planet Index, which 
takes into account well-being, personal health, and environmental health. This is a 
definition I will explore further in the empirical portion of the paper.  
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mindfulness, which allows her to change and adapt to the growing volatility of 

today’s world.   

  This sort of heroism was certainly embodied in John F. Kennedy’s 

commencement speech on June 10, 1963.  This speech is important because it puts 

into words a set of principles that Kennedy embodied throughout his political 

career.  The speech was a call for peace at a time when the air was thick with rumors 

of an American war with the Soviet Union.  Kennedy called boldly for the type of 

balance that I call for in this paper.  He says:   

“In the final analysis, our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this 

small planet.  We all breathe the same air.  We all cherish our children's 

futures.  And we are all mortal …We must conduct our affairs in such a way 

that it becomes in the Communists' interest to agree on a genuine peace.  And 

above all, while defending our own vital interests.  ... We must re-examine 

our own attitudes -- as individuals and as a nation -- for our attitude is as 

essential as theirs.  And every graduate of this school, every thoughtful 

citizen who despairs of war and wishes to bring peace, should begin by 

looking inward” (Kennedy).   

This speech captures Kennedy’s humanistic heroism in the balance between the 

unity he opens with and the call for individual prosperity that follows.  He shows 

reverence and compassion for all men; yet his solutions are practical and prudent.  

At the end of this excerpt, he calls each person to look inward for the solutions he or 

she seeks, thus evoking the mindfulness that is essential to the heroic person.  

Kennedy’s heroism brought the world together with the common goal of peace by 
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showing that heroism is not unattainable to the hoi polloi.  He shows that progress 

can be catalyzed through grassroots cooperation and is not simply the responsibility 

of the oligarchical elite.  

 In my analysis, I use country level data to identify countries where this 

example is palpable. I look for countries that exude equality, innovation, a passion 

for learning, and a strong sense of community. I then use econometric techniques to 

show how these practical applications of humanized heroism prove to be strongly 

associated with prosperity.   

THEORY 

Identity 

Boulding defines his heroic ethic as a “type of decision-making, in which the 

decision-maker elects something, not because the effects that it will have, but 

because of what she "is," that is, how she perceives her own identity (Boulding 

1968, 9).” Therefore, in understanding the heroic ethic, it is important to understand 

what is meant by identity.  This truly has been a controversial topic over the years, 

with people making such claims as “you are what you eat” or Socrates “you are what 

you repeatedly do,” or, from Baltasar Gracián y Morales, “you are what you say you 

are” (Marales [1637] 1958).  David Hume however, suggests that you are what you 

think you are (Edelman 2004)  

Boulding’s connection between who a hero is and what she perceives her 

identity to be lends itself specifically to the latter ontological claim: that is, the claim 

of David Hume and the other empiricists that we are who we perceive ourselves to 
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be.2  Hume says that when we evaluate ourselves and the world around us we come 

up with a self-concept.  This self-concept has real bearing upon our true identity and 

thus our perceptions are an important part of understanding ourselves (ibid.). 

  This ontological construction is reflected in the following quote from  

Kenneth Boulding: 

“As I sit at my desk, I know where I am.  I see before me a window; beyond 

that some trees, beyond that the red roofs of the campus.  ...  I know however 

more than I see.  Behind me, although I am not looking in that direction, I 

know there is a window, and beyond that the little campus of the Center … ; 

beyond that the Coast Range, beyond that the  Pacific Ocean ...  I have a fair 

idea of where everything is  located on that globe.  ...  I visualize the globe as a 

small speck circling a bright star which is the sun ...” 

“I am also located in time.  I know that I came to California about a year ago,… 

I know that about ten years ago a great war came to an end .  .  .  The great 

civilizations pass before my mental screen ...  Greece follows Crete, Rome 

follows Assyria.” 

“I am located in a field of personal relations...  I am a professor in a great state 

university ...  in September I will go into a classroom and expect to find some 

students in it, and begin to talk to them and nobody will be surprised ...  I am 

a husband and a father, I know that there are people who will respond to me 

                                                
2 Throughout this paper, I will abandon convention by referring to the heroic person 
using feminine pronouns rather than the gender neutral masculine pronoun. This is 
not done to assign a gender to the heroic person, but rather in an effort to push 
against the androcentric perceptions of heroism in our culture that associate heroics 
with masculinity. 
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affectionately, and to whom I will respond in a like manner ...  What I am 

talking about is ...  my Image of the world.   Knowledge has an implication of 

validity, of truth.  What I am talking about is what I believe to be true; my 

subjective knowledge … that largely governs my behavior.  ...  [B]ehavior 

depends on the image” From Boulding’s 1956 book, The Image (Solo 1994). 

For Boulding, it would be limiting to define ourselves by any homeostatic criterion 

such as our actions or our rhetoric.  Thus, he created the theory of the image, which 

says that identity is “the ‘view of the universe’ held by an organism”  

(Boulding 1959, 25).   

Adam Smith adds to Hume’s theory by noting that a person who is left to 

develop on his own would understand his own identity as much as a person without 

a mirror would understand his own complexion.  Smith suggests that society acts as 

a sort of mirror and through processes of interaction and exchange we gain better 

understanding about who we are (Smith 1759).  In other words, we are not who we 

say we are and we are not simply who we feel we are, but rather who we are is 

determined by how we feel about how our community views us. 

In fact, the community is essential to heroic action because it confers identity 

upon an individual.  That group allows the individual to say “this is what I am” 

(Boulding 1960).  He connects this socially constructed identity to the heroic ethic 

by saying that 

”it only becomes an ethic if it is applied to others.  It can only be applied to 

others if we assume that a group of people have the same identity.  It is 

because there is a communion of saints that saintly values become ethical.  It 
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is because there is a Light Brigade that all its members are expected to 

sacrifice themselves” (Boulding 1969, 219). 

A hero then is the worshiper who worships fervently in the pews, spurred on 

by the identity she finds as a member of the congregation, or the soldier who acts 

valiantly in war as a member of the brotherhood that has been formed out of 

adversity, or the man of sport who toils tirelessly to help his team achieve success.  

The hero is heroic in large part because of the identity conferred upon her by 

 her community. 

There is little room for such a conception of human identity in the classical 

economic models.  In an attempt to bring scientific rigor the social scientists, 

economists have adopted the Newtonian metaphor to study societies the way that 

physics is studied.  For such an analogy to stand up, humans must hold certain 

parallels to nature.  Specifically, they must be atomistic and deterministic.  Thus, the 

economic actor is invariable in behavior, atomistic, and reducible to a 

representative agent (Boldeman 2007).  This mechanistic conception of identity fails 

to account for the ephemeral nature of emotions and perceptions.  In its empiricism, 

it misses the aesthetic beauty of the human condition.  Still, there are elements of 

this economic actor that are helpful in order to moderate the whimsy of the heroic 

actor.  This moderated identity is that of the heroic person.   

  The heroic person exists in community and with community, achieving true 

unity with her comrades.  However, in so doing her individual identity is never 

subsumed by that of the collective.  This humanized heroic identity captures the 

integration that Gunderman describes when he says that this type of “[integration] 
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provides the infrastructure of freedom and prosperity that enables us to forge 

deeper and more fruitful human partnerships.  We are free from tyranny but that 

freedom is not a mere license to indulge our every whim.  It means freedom to be 

with and for one another.  It means the freedom to complete ourselves by sharing 

what we are” (Gunderman 2007, 45).  The heroic person shares herself with her 

community, but never loses her self-contained individual identity.   

In her analysis of Adam Smith’s allegory of the philosopher and the street 

porter Sandra Peart concludes that there is no inherent normative difference 

between individuals.  The philosopher may be more highly regarded by society than 

the street porter, but it would be vanity for the philosopher to consider such a 

difference to be the result of his own endeavors, rather than the result of a 

confluence of external events that have made him what he is.  Thus, she suggests 

that there exists an even plane upon which all people are naturally situated and 

deviation from that plane is the result of a person’s environments -- a view she 

refers to as analytical egalitarianism (Peart &Levy, 2009). 

  The critique of this view comes from John Ruskin’s more general critique of 

political economy.  Ruskin claims essentially that our identity is not static and that it 

can be changed (made either better or worse) by our actions (Peart & Levy 2009).  A 

person who does bad things must have a proportional change in his identity.  

Whether the identity dictates the behavior, as Matthew 7:16 would indicate, or the 

behavior changes the identity as John Ruskin seems to believe, is largely irrelevant 

to the discussion.  What matters is that some connection can be drawn between a 

normative change in behavior and a normative change in identity. 
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  This would truly be a nail in the coffin for analytical egalitarianism because 

intrapersonal variability of identity is paradoxical to any notion of interpersonal 

egalitarianism.  It is impossible for a person to be on a plane with all his kin, 

experience some type of normative improvement or deterioration of character, and 

then remain upon a plane with his colleagues (Peart & Levy 2009).  The navigation 

of this tension is an important aspect of humanistic heroism for it places equal value 

upon all humanity but acknowledges that human action is in no way stagnant.  

People do not react passively to the situations in the moment, but instead look 

around and toward the future and the past.  They place themselves in a context that 

is both socially and temporally dynamic.  The heroic person exercises personal 

agency to rise above the constraints of homogeneity.  Because this agency is 

infrangibly connected with the context within which it is elected, it denies 

comparison and thus exists outside of the paradox presented by Ruskin.  By acting 

upon socially and temporally complex heuristics, heroic actors achieve a certain 

amount of egalitarianism and uniqueness that cannot be achieved by the extreme 

cases of economic or the heroic actor.  Valuation is an essential part of this decision 

making process.   

 Values 

 Heroic action is largely based upon a deontological ethic; more specifically, 

the versions of deontology that were embodied by the Immanuel Kant and Thomas 

Aquinas, which are often referred to as the sanctity of life doctrine.  The doctrine 

was thus named because it assumes a certain value that is inherent to human life, 

whether that value is reflective of some metaphysical being or is simply intrinsic to 
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the very nature of life itself.  In making a decision, the rational actor ignores 

axiological factors such as utility and exchange, because she is content with the 

value that is inherent to man (Torbjörn 2013).   

Meanwhile, the economic actor is distinctly consequentialist and seeks the 

decision that will obtain for him the maximum possible value.  Through this 

endeavor, he experiences a type of paradox in his decision-making between the 

value of use and the value of exchange.  This is exemplified in the example of 

diamonds, which are far more valuable than water even though they are not nearly 

so useful.  The explanation that economists give is that the relative values of goods 

are derived largely from their scarcity.  However, this scarcity does not include only 

the goods themselves, but includes all complementary goods as well.  A person is 

less likely to overpay for diamonds if he is awash in pearls.  Thus, economic actors 

are geared to look for optimality in the midst of complementarity and 

competitiveness.  This tension between utility and exchange causes suppliers and 

demanders to coordinate to act together prudently (Boulding 1957, 448).  However, 

this does not always cause the economic actors to coordinate their  

actions effectively.   

The term marginal utility has been adopted to account for the dual factors of 

utility and exchange in the valuation of a good.  If a person has a superabundance of 

a certain good, she is unlikely to value the next good very highly, and thus the 

marginal utility of that next addition will be relatively small compared to the others 

that she already owns.  Smith says that this is necessary for a functioning economy 

because it ensures that everybody will get a share of the produced goods.  All those 
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produced goods will be put into a proverbial stockpile and those who have 

contributed the most will take their share; leaving the rest for those who have 

contributed less.  Thus, although he may be left with goods of lesser quality, even 

“the beggar, who suns himself by the side of the highway, possesses that security 

which kings are fighting for” (Smith [1759] 2000, 265). 

However, there is more to the valuations of the economic actor.  In reality, 

people derive far greater value from a good than the direct utility of such a 

commodity.  John Maynard Keynes explains that during periods of uncertainty, 

those who are able will take more than their share of the stockpile, to prepare for a 

time where there might not be so much for them to consume (Keynes, 1936).  Peter 

Danner echoes Smith’s claims that wealth accumulation also confers a certain 

amount of power and perceived praiseworthiness upon the accumulator.  Thus, 

economic actors will accumulate more wealth than they need for sustenance in 

order to rise to higher offices in society.  When this happens, Danner explains, that 

rationality becomes corrupted by moral perversion.  He explains that in order for 

the economic actor to maintain the prudence and rationality that he espouses there 

must be a humanizing force to curb his gluttony (Danner 1994, 88).  The valuations 

of such a humanized actor are taken up by the heroic person.   

The valuations of the heroic person differ from either those of the heroic or 

the economic actor in that they are far more multifaceted.  In addition to the 

deontological value conferred by the hero, the heroic person values the exchange 

value and utility value of the economic actor, as well as still other values such as 

aesthetic value and ethical value.  Moreover, the valuations of the heroic person 
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account for preferences.  There may be a person who chooses to pay a high 

premium for diamonds simply because she enjoys them.  While they may not be 

objectively any more aesthetically pleasing than an equally priced painting, the 

heroic actor may choose to buy them nonetheless simply because they appeal to her 

personal sense of beauty.  The same could be said about ethical decisions that the 

heroic actor makes because of personal appraisals, realizing that a different person 

in a different community or time might have justification to make a different 

decision. 

In his book, Searching for God Knows What, Donald Miller said that when he 

was in elementary school, his teacher asked him and his class to imagine they were 

in a lifeboat adrift at sea.  “In the lifeboat were a male lawyer, a female doctor, a 

crippled child, a stay-at-home mom, and a garbage man, and one person had to be 

thrown overboard” (Miller 2004, 105).  They were then asked which person  would 

be thrown overboard.  Miller goes on to explain that he cannot remember who they 

decided as a class to throw overboard.  What he does remember is that they had no 

problem labeling the passengers as valuable or not valuable (ibid.).   

  Miller’s point in telling that story was that he thinks it is a metaphor for 

modern life.  When we get upset when someone cuts in front of us to get coffee, it is 

not so much that we really need those two minutes as it is that we feel as though 

that person is saying that we aren’t valuable enough for his lifeboat.  And, when 

somebody insults our ability or appearance, we take it as a general affront to our 

very nature.  Therefore, we live life constantly trying to prove our worth to 

ourselves and others.   
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This pursuit of value in exchange and utility is a distinctly economic concept.  

If the lifeboat from above were to be reframed in a heroic context, the community 

would be joined together by an intrinsic bond wherein each person was valued 

simply for the inherent sanctity of his life.  This solution is full of romanticism and 

compassion, but it lacks the incentive structure to drive the community towards 

excellence.   Meanwhile, heroic people aboard the lifeboat would indeed value each 

other for the sake of their humanity, but would also expect others to be ethical and 

to perform well given the situation.  Because these evaluations depend on more than 

just deontological presumptions of value, they require a certain epistemological 

process where the heroic person looks into herself and the world around her to 

discover what is truly of value.   

Mindfulness 

Richard Gunderman, says “who we are is constituted to a large degree by 

what we know”(Gunderman 2007, 40).   Gunderman’s use of knowledge is taken 

from the imperative of Socrates, to “know thyself” (ibid.) Gunderman supports his 

claim of the importance of knowledge by giving several examples of material goods 

that were completely inert on their own before people knew how to use them.  

Whale oil, for example, had no real value until it was discovered that it could be used 

to produce energy.  Similarly, the bark of pacific yew trees was not a marketable 

commodity until it was realized that it could be instrumental in mitigating the 

effects of cancer (ibid.).  He goes on to say that any action that is attempted must be 

preceded by a degree of mindfulness if it is to be effectual. 
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  By knowing ourselves and others we are able change the world.  This is 

exemplified by the story that Boulding tells of when he met with a group of people 

to discuss ways they could help their countries.  He recounts the situation like this: 

“I was impressed some years ago, when engaged in a long arduous seminar 

with some young Russians and young Americans, with how easy it was to 

agree on ultimate goals, even across these widely divergent ideologies, and 

how extraordinarily hard it was to agree about the inputs which are likely to 

produce these ultimate goals”(Boulding 1968, 11). 

He goes on to say that the ignorance that arises from hardheaded discussions of 

process-driven norms leads to a sort of cosmic irony wherein nobody really 

understands what is happening around him.  This lack of understanding prevents us 

from creating the impact that we wish to have and so the good or bad that we do is 

almost always unintentional (ibid.).  The question that this raises is how we fill this 

epistemological vacuum and bridge the gap between intention and action and, more 

symbolically, between the Russians and Americans. 

In his book, De-managing America, Richard Cornuelle presented an allegory 

from his days working in a refinery.  During that time, there was a group of people 

who would work on the floor of the factory.  The team had spent a great deal of time 

together; learned each other’s strengths and weaknesses; and developed a general 

cohesion that allowed them to perform their jobs effectively.  Every so often, a 

manager emerged from the front room of the factory, after having gone over the 

factory’s numbers, and he discussed how each of the workers could improve at his 

or her tasks.  These criticisms were not well-taken.  Cornuelle explained that the 
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pushback came largely because the manager had a pathological predisposition for 

rational decisions and concrete statistics, and failed to actually know the workers.  

He says “This manger was probably a nice, earnest and conscientious man.  He knew 

how to write reports and balance books and make sales projections.  But, he didn’t 

know anything about the delicate human harmony we had worked out together in 

the back” (Corneulle 1975, 30).  Because of a lack of mindfulness, the manager never 

understood his environment.  Thus, any good or bad that the manager achieved  

was unintentional.   

  Karen Pryor suggested a new form of leadership that could address this lack 

of intentionality.  Pryor was a dolphin trainer who began training dolphins with her 

team in the typical method of operant conditioning.  First, they taught the dolphins 

that there was a reward waiting if the dolphins were to jump out of the water.  Then 

they positioned a stick a few feet from the water and the dolphin received a reward 

if it managed to jump out of the water and touch the stick.  The stick was gradually 

lifted higher and higher and the dolphin was taught to jump upwards of twenty feet 

in the air.  This was really a pretty spectacular feat.  Karen Pryor and her team began 

to put on demonstrations where they showed audiences the methodology they used 

to train the dolphins.  The problem was that it was counterproductive to reward a 

dolphin simply to jump from the water when the dolphin could already jump twenty 

feet in the air (Cornuelle 90). 

  The trainers developed a rule that they should only reward the dolphin if it 

performed a behavior that the researchers had never seen before.  The results were 

astonishing.  By rewarding creativity, the trainers began to witness the dolphins 
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performing multiple flips and twists in the air.  Eventually the researchers had to 

stop the experiment because the acrobatics had become too complex to record.  

These incredible results were achieved because Pryor was willing to observe the 

dolphins and look for what they could achieve rather than impose upon them what 

she wanted them to achieve (ibid.).   

  Boulding warns that it is possible to be too concerned with what society 

demands of us and to get roped into certain offices and self-concepts.  He calls these 

stagnant ideological loyalties “image prisons” and claims that they lead only to 

dogmatism and lies.  By way of example, we return once again to the young 

Americans and Russians from before, whose ideas are corrupted by their 

nationalism.  Boulding claims that the only hope for creativity and the only thing 

deserving of our loyalty is truth and we will never find that until we shed our 

parochial loyalties in exchange for the ecumenical (Boulding 1964). 

  In a 1960 paper, A Theory of a Small Society, Boulding explains that he 

“became an American partly because it was as close as [he] could get to becoming a 

world citizen and that being a member of any smaller society gave [him] 

claustrophobia” (Boulding 1960 264).  He says that notions of identity that are 

rooted in things such as nationalism, race, sex, or age ultimately come from the 

smallness of mind that mere humans are doomed to possess.  However, freeing 

ourselves from these restraints and entering a global community is the gift of 

learning.  We become free to search for truth.   

In his book, The Price of Civilization, Sachs characterizes this as a Mindful 

Society.  He says that not only must we be mindful of what makes us happy, but we 
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must be discerning in that mindfulness.  He joins the ranks of great thinkers such as 

Aristotle, the Buddha, Confucius, Adam Smith, Mahatma Gandhi, and the Dalai Lama 

in calling for moderation and compassion.  He says that: 

“We can escape our current economic illusions by creating a mindful society, 

one that promotes the personal virtues of self-awareness and moderation, 

and the civic virtues of compassion for others and the ability to cooperate 

across the divides of class, race, religion, and geography.  Through a return to 

personal and civic virtue, our lost prosperity can be regained”  

(Sachs 2011, 9&10). 

Sachs’s juxtaposition of moderation and self-awareness is by no means a flippant 

turn of phrase.  Truly, it is difficult to be self-aware when a veil of intemperance 

distorts one’s perspective.  So, too, it is a daunting task to achieve this temperance 

without a degree of introspection.  This connection between mindfulness and 

moderation is famously explored by Aristotle in his concept of eudaimonia.   

Aristotle’s idea of eudaimonia begins in his writings on Meteorology where he 

discusses the way that everything in nature seems to have a purpose (Barnes 1984).  

There is, for example, the squirrel that is designed to gather and store nuts in the 

winter and the bird that is made to fly.  In his books Politics and Nichomachean 

Ethics, he explores whether perhaps there is some teleological purpose for humans 

as with the rest of nature.  For humans, though, he says that this purpose might be 

more abstract.  Rather than gathering nuts or flying, we were made to be outspoken, 

courageous, magnanimous, or sensitive (ibid.). 
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  He refers to these different attributes of goodness as moral virtues.  But he 

speculates that there are boundaries to the virtuousness of each attribute.  For 

example, a certain amount of courage is virtuous, but too much courage results in 

brashness and too little yields cowardice.  Therefore, Aristotle maintains that we 

must determine the amount of each of these attributes that is relevant for our lives.  

Understanding this amount, which he calls the mean, is what he considers 

intellectual virtue.  The idea of intellectual virtue is not ubiquitous in nature.  There 

might be some amount of any virtue that is appropriate for a given situation or for a 

given person, but in any other context it is a vice (ibid.).  Knowing this amount 

requires an intimate understanding of one’s self and environment.  In a word, it 

requires mindfulness.   

  Kenneth Boulding explains that this mean is potentially a knife’s edge 

equilibrium of sorts.  This equilibrium is exemplified by the concept of sacrifice.  

Truly, sacrifice is an admirable thing.  The soldier who sacrifices himself for his 

brothers in arms deserves all of the glory that is bestowed upon him.  However, 

Boulding explains that if we sacrifice more than is proper for a given situation, we 

have a difficult time accepting our impropriety.  We will typically justify our actions 

by reevaluating either our environment or ourselves.  This leads to what Boulding 

calls the sacrifice trap where we sacrifice more and more until the whole process 

collapses (Boulding 1968, 4).  This process is not unlike the corruption of the 

impartial spectator that Smith describes, wherein shame and a desire to be worthy 

of praise drive us to distort our own judgment in an effort to avoid the discomfort of 
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these sentiments.  As a result, deviation from the mean can have a self-perpetuating 

effect, as well as an increasingly potent negative impact upon our mindfulness.   

 Aristotle presents an image of goodness that is much like a fingerprint in that 

all fingerprints share certain common traits, but they are essentially unique.  Thus, 

Aristotle’s portrayal of what is good fits both criteria: being specific to the individual 

and being abstract enough to create a standard to which all can aspire.  There are 

certain virtues, such as kindness and magnanimity, that provide a metric for all men 

to evaluate their conduct and the conduct of others.  Yet the proportions of these 

virtues must be understood to be temporally and socially unique.  This 

understanding prevents the imposition of a panacea from one person or group upon 

another, while allowing individuals to exchange ideas and to come together in 

mutual support.  This exchange gets at the very heart of a mindful society.   

Such a mindful society could only be comprised of heroic men.  Economic 

actors neglect mindfulness in their assumptions of perfect information and 

rationality.  So too, by forgoing prudence in the pursuit of their passions, heroic 

actors miss the opportunity to learn and to become more self-aware.  The heroic 

person, however, sees the need for prudence but realizes it is not a foregone 

conclusion.  She realizes that it is part of a lifelong journey to better understand 

one’s self and one’s environment.  She realizes that this understanding is closely 

connected to her own moderation.  This marriage of mindfulness and moderation is 

unique to the heroic person.   
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Summary 

The heroic person is distinct in three ways. First, she strikes a delicate 

balance between promoting a strong sense of community with those around her, 

while still striving to promote her own atomized identity. Second, she approaches 

decisions with a complex evaluative framework that looks to things such as ethics 

and identity to create value in addition to exchange and utility. Third, she pursues 

knowledge with humility and curiosity in a unique way that I describe simply as a 

willingness to learn. 

These abstract characteristics of the heroic person have very tangible 

implications for how people should act in order to prosper. First, the delicate 

identity structure of the heroic person manifests itself in both a large degree of 

social integration and a great deal of innovation, as that heroic person pursues her 

individual ambitions. Second, the complex evaluative framework results in greater 

equality because the opportunity costs that are considered when making a decision 

include, among other things, the needs of others. Finally, the willingness to learn 

leads to greater degrees of education. This should appear both in indicators such as 

primary school and secondary school enrollment and in indicators such as the 

prevalence of continued education for adults and the training of teachers. In the 

following section, I will connect the prevalence of these manifestations of 

humanized heroism in society to the level of prosperity achieved by that society.  
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QUANTITATIVE SUPPORT 

The Model 

Thus far in this paper, I have focused primarily upon sculpting a theoretical 

model of heroic action by building upon and synthesizing existing theories from 

great thinkers who have gone before me. While I think this is an essential part of an 

economist’s job and responsibilities, there is still a place in the study of economics 

for a certain amount of empiricism. In fact, Esther Duflo maintains that stopping 

here would be analogous to the doctors of old who used leeches to heal a plethora of 

illnesses based upon the philosophical ideation that maladies were largely caused 

by an imbalance of the humors.3 Her call for economic rigor is a prudent one and 

one that I will attempt to answer in this section. The medical field evolved from 

these misguided roots by studying the afflicted to learn about health. In a similar 

way, economists may learn about prosperity by examining places where it does not 

exist. Thus I have rested my quantitative analysis amidst the theories of 

development economists who have studied just that.  

In this section, I use an econometric model to address three specific 

questions that are relevant to the theoretical framework I have presented. First, I 

investigate the relationship between wealth and prosperity. As a corollary to that, I 

ask whether the existing models of growth are relevant to development when it is 

defined in terms of prosperity rather than simply an increase in production. These 

                                                
3
 Duflo, Esther. “Social Experiments to Fight Poverty” Speech, TED, 2010. 

http://www.ted.com/talks/esther_duflo_social_experiments_to_fight_poverty/trans
cript 
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models represent development from the perspectives of both economic action and 

heroic action. Finally, I look to see if a society bearing markers of heroic people is 

any more likely to achieve prosperity.  

To do this, I first draw upon an emergent indicator of prosperity called the 

Happy Planet Index (HPI). I compare this model to the more straightforward 

GDP/capita ($PPP) to evaluate the relationship. I then construct models to test four 

of the most prevalent growth theories against the HPI. The results of these 

regressions allow me to comment on the relationship between both economic and 

heroic action and the emergence of prosperity. Finally, I include humanized heroism 

into the model to see if the theory I have presented truly does have the desired 

relationship to prosperity.  

Data 

The data compiled in this model were constructed using relevant data sets 

from World Bank, International Monetary Fund, CIA World Factbook, CATO 

Institute, The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, and 

the New Economics Foundation. Information on 128 countries was taken from these 

sources. Together, using these sources I was able to compile the following model to 

explain prosperity in terms of economic action, heroic action, and humanized heroic 

action. 

βProsperity=βEconomic+βHeroic+βHeroicPerson+U 

The first variable, prosperity was derived from the Happy Planet Index. This 

index is calculated based upon the formula: 

Prosperity = 
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This formula is based on the assumption that prosperity can be broken into three 

component parts: personal well-being, personal health, and environmental health. 

This definition is particularly helpful because of its complementarity with Jeffery 

Sachs’s definition, one that has been used throughout this paper, that prosperity 

requires “good health, safe environment, knowledge, and cutting edge skills”  

(Sachs 265).  

 The variable βEconomic was constructed using four components. First, 

GDP/capita was included in order to investigate the first question,  whether there 

really is a relationship between wealth and happiness. After that, I used separate 

variables to model three prevalent growth theories. The first theory comes from the 

neoclassical counterrevolution, which claims that a market will naturally tend 

towards growth if it is not constrained by detrimental governmental interventions 

(Todaro 2009). To test this theory, I used the economic freedom index that was 

constructed by James Gwartney and Robert Lawson, which combines forty different 

measures including government consumption, taxes, regulations, subsidies, and 

government size into a single summary index that describes how free a country’s 

economy really is. The second theory I included was the Lewis Model of 

development,, which in its most general form, says that a wage premium in the 

developed sector will encourage labor migration from the less developed sector. 

This labor migration will spawn general development through a boost in 

productivity as well as domestic capital reinvestment from those who profit from 

the increased labor (ibid.). To model this two-sector view of the economy, I used the 

instrument of urban migration. The final theory I represented was the Harrod-
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Domar growth theory. Harrod and Domar proposed that the productivity of a 

country is dependent upon the ratio of savings to the investment capital output 

ratio(ibid.). Thus, they created the following production function: 

 Y=
 

 
 

To represent this production function, I gathered information on investment, 

savings rates, and GDP changes for each country in the sample. I then derived the 

ICOR from this data and used this as a denominator and the savings rate as 

 a numerator.  

All of these factors represent the economic perspective on development, that 

development is dependent upon productivity. I then included a variable to represent 

the purely heroic actor. The essence of the heroic actor is captured well in the 

election system. Some people vote out of a sense of patriotism and a desire to make 

their country the best that it can be, a motive that is consistent with the heroic 

identity, which is strongly tied to that of the group. Others participate in the political 

system out of the Platonic fear that if they do not, “the chief penalty is to be 

governed by someone worse [than themselves]” (Plato 1930, 1.347). This incentive 

is consistent with the definition of the heroic actor to act out of a sense of identity 

rather than reward. Either incentive for participating in the political system 

represents the mentality of the heroic actor, and so the prevalence of heroic action 

in a society is represented by voter turnout as a percentage of those registered.  

The rest of the indicators represent the heroic person through a combination 

of the UN's social integration factors, the World Bank’s data on innovation and 

education, and the GINI coefficient. The innovation and social integration indicators 
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are meant to capture the picture of the heroic person as both intimately connected 

to her community and maintaining her personal identity. This is achieved by 

including social elements such as satisfaction with community, trust in others, and 

perception of safety, but also including the number of patents that were filed, and 

the amount of royalties that were paid out. Together, these indicators show the 

extent to which actors seek to flourish personally while still valuing social cohesion. 

The education index comes from UNESCO’s Education for all Development Index 

(EDI). I chose this index because, in addition to accounting for primary and 

secondary school enrollment, it also covered other factors such as adult continuing 

education and the number of trained teachers in a country. Thus, it is the best 

representation of the Heroic person’s willingness to learn. Finally, the GINI 

coefficient was included on the assumption that the heroic person will create 

equality through her diverse evaluations. If she valued commodities based on 

exchange and utility alone, she might continue to horde those goods in order to 

increase her power or utility for the future. However, the heroic actor moderates 

this propensity to horde by valuing things such as ethical and aesthetic goods. Thus, 

she is unlikely to take more than she needs because at a certain point the ethical 

value of not taking a good will outweigh the utility value of taking it. In a society 

where these diverse evaluations are prevalent, equality will prevail and thus the 

GINI coefficient is representative of such evaluations.  

Results 

 To answer the first question, whether or not wealth was related to 

prosperity, I simply found the correlation between the Happy Planet Index and 
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GDP/Capita ($PPP). This yielded a positive correlation of (.07), which although 

positive is quite small. Interestingly, in the context of the OLS, GDP/capita was found 

to be significant (t=2.37), with an estimate of (-0.00016). This indicates that in the 

context of the other factors, there is a negative relationship between wealth 

 and prosperity.  

 In an effort to determine whether or not the prevalent growth theories had a 

significant impact upon prosperity, I ran a restricted regression that included only 

the elements of purely economic and purely heroic action.  

 

The intent was to see the relationship between these factors and prosperity, if 

Boulding’s model is neglected altogether. In this regression, the only significant 

factors were Harrod-Domar (t=3.5) and Voter Turnout (t=7.6). I then expanded the 

model to include the Heroic person to see if this paradigm change would 

retroactively have any bearing upon what growth models impact prosperity. 

 
 
 
 
 

Restricted Regression Statistics for Prosperity 
 
Variable Estimate SE T-values 
Intercept 27.41411 8.385505 0.30588279 

GDP/capita ($PPP) -0.00011 6.51E-05 0.6171862 
Economic Freedom 2.562117 1.209843 0.47220438 
Urban Migration 1.14574 0.607122 0.52989497 
GDP % Change -0.21789 0.267401 1.2272577 

Harrod Domar (S/K) 0.000171 0.000594 3.46859619 

Voter Turnout 0.005895 0.044759 7.59312393 

R2: 0.09384816 
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Unrestricted Regression Statistics for Prosperity 

    Variable Estimate SE T-values 

Intercept 0.485415 8.805136 0.0551286 
GDP/capita ($PPP) -0.00016 6.84E-05 2.3746777 
Economic Freedom 1.178848 1.193949 0.98735176 
Urban Migration 1.160322 0.58944 1.96851753 
GDP % Change -0.45021 0.238876 1.8847104 
Harrod Domar (S/K) -0.00035 0.000653 0.5388458 
Voter Turnout -0.03456 0.041968 0.8234575 
Innovation 1.58E-05 7.34E-06 2.15466882 
Education 3.930266 2.000419 1.96472126 

GINI 0.057956 0.063043 0.91930948 
Trust in People -0.18955 0.065281 2.9036005 
Satisfaction with 
Community 0.458634 0.084503 5.42741954 
Perception of safety 0.038455 0.052928 0.72654899 
Homicide Rate 0.110083 0.063932 1.7218825 
Suicide Rate -0.0263 0.052466 0.5013396 

R2: 0.36387059    
   

   
 Indeed, in the unrestricted model, neither Harrod-Domar, nor voter turnout was 

significant. However, in this model urban migration did prove to be  

significant (t=1.98). 

 Comparing the restricted and unrestricted models also allowed me to 

determine whether or not the characteristics that I have attributed to the heroic 

person bear a significant relationship with prosperity. In this case, the F-critical was 

2.01 and the F-stat 5.73. Based upon this, I am able to reject the null that these 

factors are not jointly significant at a .05 alpha. Returning to the unrestricted model, 

it showed significant relationships between prosperity and innovation (t=2.15), 

education (t=1.96), trust in people (t=2.90), and satisfaction with  

community (t=5.43).  
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There are some areas where bias may be present in this econometric model. 

First, my hope is that the inclusion of data from a variety of sources has helped to 

mitigate the systematic bias that may arise from a single organization gathering data 

for a specific purpose. Still, this conglomeration creates risks of its own and 

differences within the model may reflect differences in sampling methods or sample 

groups that are not relevant to purposes of the model. Second, the omission of 

specific countries due to a lack of data was a necessary choice, albeit one that poses 

the risk of creating bias. It is likely that many of the countries that were difficult to 

collect data from were also underdeveloped economically or politically. However, 

when I went back to examine the countries that were omitted, they represented a 

broad spectrum of socio-economic situations. Their common factor seemed to be a 

small populace, rather than weak economy or government. While this does not take 

away the possibility of bias, it points to bias that is less relevant to the areas of 

interest.  

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, I have taken on, but reframed Boulding’s heroic actor.  This 

heroic actor is flawed in his foolish romanticism; he pursues passion without regard 

for the tangible needs of himself or his environment.  I have addressed these needs 

by moderating the heroic actor into an archetype that I call the heroic person.  The 

heroic person is unique in three main ways.  First, while her community is an 

important part of her identity, it by no means subsumes her identity.  Second, her 

deontological idealism is moderated by multifaceted valuations that allow her to 

make prudent decisions in a complex world.  Finally, the heroic person is diligently 
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mindful of herself and her community, persistently striving for the means of life that 

Aristotle calls eudaimonia.   These three elements allow the heroic person to achieve 

prosperity in a way that neither the economic actor nor the heroic actor ever could.   

This last claim is a bold one that is difficult to support through philosophical 

musings and thought experiments. Thus, I have created a model to compare the 

three types of action that are addressed in this paper with prosperity. To do this, I 

have defined prosperity specifically as the marriage of personal well-being, personal 

health, and environmental health. I then formed an econometric model to test the 

claims that I made previously in this paper, and to determine whether humanized 

heroism truly is useful for achieving prosperity.  

The results of my model are consistent with my three basic claims (1) that 

wealth is not altogether the same as prosperity (2) the current themes in economics 

are not sufficient to explain prosperity and (3) that the expanded model of 

humanized heroic action that I have presented has a role to play in the discussion of 

prosperity. To be clear, this in no way diminishes the role that these mechanized 

and romanticized theories have to play the process of developing prosperity. In fact, 

the results indicate that many of these theories are significant to varying degrees. 

My argument is that Boulding’s model offers a new way of looking at prosperity, and 

the achievement of that prosperity, that goes beyond, but does not replace, the 

theories that have existed before. This claim appears to be supported by the 

evidence I have presented. 

In the case of John F.  Kennedy, such humanistic heroism led to global 

cooperation and a world-wide paradigm shift towards peace, but the peace he 
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describes is very similar to what I have elsewhere called prosperity. In the speech 

quoted above, Kennedy said: 

“When a man’s ways please the Lord,” the Scriptures tell us “he maketh even 

his enemies be at peace with him.” And is not peace, in the last analysis, 

basically a matter of human rights-the right to live out our lives without fear 

of devastation- the right to breathe air as nature provided it- the right of 

future generations to a healthy existence?... We are not helpless before that 

task or hopeless of its success.  Confident and unafraid, we must labor on” 

(Kennedy 1963). 

Richard Cornuelle is adamant that the hopeless and helpless world described 

by the managers in politics and in the press was not the world as it truly is.  Their 

voice was the loudest and the most confident, but not the most accurate.  He said 

that when you step out of the front room and into the factory, you see a world that is 

actually diverse (Cornuell 1975).  This disparity between what was and what 

seemed to be, caused him to quit his own job as part of America’s management.  

What he said of the transition was compelling: 

“I came to respect the resilience of a society that had somehow survived all 

our misguided efforts to improve it.  And in the process, I came to believe 

completely in the indomitability of the human spirit.  I feel a powerful force 

pushing us inexorably toward a good society—the steady urgent pressure of 

men and women straining to be human, to discover and express all the things 

they can be.  And though I can’t prove it, I believe the things straining for 
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fuller expression are good things—warmth, understanding, loving-kindness, 

creativity, laughter” (ibid., 6). 

I too feel this force and perceive these things straining for fruition.  I perceive a 

society that yearns for prosperity, and I think that living in that delicate balance 

between loving our neighbor while ambitiously striving to be the best we can be will 

help us to get there. I know in my heart that society is not helpless, nor is it hopeless 

but in the words of John F.  Kennedy, “we must labor on.”  
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