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•  “Economics consists of theoretical laws which nobody has verified and of 
empirical laws which nobody can explain” (M. Kalecki, quoted by 
Steindl, 1965) 

•  “I realised that often, not always, the applicaton of mathematics to 
economics consists in making difficult the easy, by means of the 
useless” (De Finetti) 

•  “Economists give their predictions to a digit after the decimal point to 
show that they have a sense of humor” (J.K. Galbraith)  

•  “The widespread and long-lived failings of academic economics are due to 
an over-reliance on largely inappropriate mathematical methods of 
analysis” (T. Lawson, 2012) 



But does “the data speak for itself”?





Russell: the inductivist turkey

Popper: Europeans and black swans (Willem de 
Vlamingh, 1697)



A wrong theory is not 
useless 



When I said that the Conservative party 
was, by the law of its constitution, 
necessarily the stupidest party… I did 
not mean that Conservatives are 
generally stupid; I meant, that stupid 
persons are generally Conservative. 

Let’s ask J.S. Mill



•  “all attempts by the State to bias the conclusions of its 
citizens on disputed subjects, are evil; but it may very 
properly offer to ascertain and certify that a person 
possesses the knowledge requisite to make his conclusions, 
on any given subject, worth attending to”

•  “[t]he examinations on religion, politics, or other disputed 
topics, should not turn on the truth or falsehoods of 
opinions, but on the matter of fact that such and such an 
opinion is held, on such grounds, by such authors, or 
schools, or churches” 

History of Economic Thought is the most scientific 
field!



This is the Authority principle





“Now every form bestowed on created 
things by God has power for a 
determined act[uality …]. And thus the 
human understanding has a form, viz. 
intelligible light, which of itself is 
sufficient for knowing certain 
intelligible things, viz. those we can 
come to know through the senses” (St. 
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 
I–II, Q109a1”



“A quality of the human mind, the source of everything 
respectable in man either as an intellectual or as a moral 
being [... is] that his errors are corrigible. He is capable of 
rectifying his mistakes, by discussion and experience. Not 
by experience alone. There must be discussion, to show how 
experience is to be interpreted. [...] Very few facts are able 
to tell their own story, without comments to bring out their 
meaning.”

Let’s ask Mill, 
again



Against pluralism

“there is another risk […]. It is the 
risk that, aiming at protecting dying 
out sects of researchers, we avoid all 
comparisons and renounce 
discriminating excellent research, 
which moves the frontiers of 
knowledge, from mediocre research.” 
(Tabellini, 2006, p. 32) 



The cumulative view of HET
•  Underlying the mainstream view on the limited usefulness 

of HET is the assumption that there is one correct approach 
to economics

•  “cumulative view”: economics changes over time, but with 
steady progress in the understanding of economic reality, 
piling up new theories and new facts (a smooth process of 
error removal)
–  the provisional point of arrival of contemporary economics 

incorporates all previous contributions in an improved way

•  its methodological background is a positivist view of 
science, according to which science works by applying 
logical analysis to experience 



Always ask Mill: the tyranny of the prevailing 
opinion and feeling

1. Any silenced opinion may be true.

2. Even if an error, the silenced opinion may contain “a portion of 
truth.” 

3. Even if, instead, the received opinion were the whole truth, 
unless it is contestable and actually contested, those who 
believe it will not fully understand it, and will not grasp the 
grounds on which it is based, and its significance. 

4. All uncontested ideas become sterile and 
die out, preventing the development of 
their very doctrine 



It is a piece of idle 
sentimentality that truth, 
merely as truth, has any 
inherent power denied to 
error





… and who are you now?
•  What BA degree did you earn? 
•  Which economics exams did you pass? 
 
•  What interests you in the economics field? 

•  Why did you enroll in this course? 

•  What would you like us to focus on? 
•  Conceptual foundations of various paradigms 
•  Theory of value 
•  Crisis theories 
•  Sources of inequality 
•  Market forms 
•  Gender roles 



Economics and ideology

The market “works well” in theory

The market does 
not “work well” 

in practice

New Keynesians New Classicals 

The market 
“works well” in 

practice
“Heterodox”  

(Post-Keynesians, 
Marxists, etc.)

(fewer heterodox: Pasinetti-
Kaldor….) 

The market does not “work well” in theory



So let us take a look at recent history



Econ-twitter (NEP)



60 econ-twitters (out of 1200 = 5%)



Is it like this?



What is heterodox economics?
•  Wrenn (2007) interviewed 8 historians of thought. She 

asked what is the relation of heterodox w.r.t. mainstream 
economics? 
–  “Two professors were not interested in describing the boundary 

between the two camps. One professor described the boundary 
as a continuum, one as a threshold, and one as an overlapping 
area. […] Two professors stated that the boundary consisted 
over a continuum with an overlapping area. The final professor 
suggested that the boundary consisted of a threshold and a 
continuum.”

•  Lawson (2006); Mearman (2011); Hodgson (2017): an 
umbrella term covering separate schools, which have 
little economics in common?



Dobusch & Kapeller (2012)



A wide definition
•  “heterodox economics is a historical science of the social 

provisioning process […] The heterodox explanation involves 
human agency embedded in cultural context and social processes in 
historical time affecting resources, consumption patterns, production 
and reproduction, and the meaning (or ideology) of the market, state 
and non-market/state activities engaged in social 
provisioning.” (Lee, 2012, p. 340).

•  Jo et al. (2018): focusing on a wide range of economic and social 
activities in a socio-historical context, including both market and 
non-market, paid and unpaid activities, undertaken by human beings 
and going-concerns to ensure their survival and reproduction

•  Does it include the Austrians? and the New Institutionalists?
•  … and mainstream economics?



What is this “mainstream” economics?

•  One could identify “core propositions, such as scarcity, preferences 
and utility functions, technology and production functions, 
rationality, equilibrium, methodological individualism, and 
positivist and deductivist methodology” (Lee, 2009, p. 7)

•  However, many economists do not assume all these at the same 
time: because of progress (Colander et al. 2004), specialization 
(Cedrini and Fontana, 2018), or axiomatic variation (Kapeller, 
2013)
–  For example, macro models typically assume forward looking (on an infinite 

horizon), selfish, perfectly rational and fully informed individuals. But 
behavioural economists do not rule out myopia, conditional reciprocity, 
limited information and bounded rationality



•  let us consider a 
Sraffa-Wittgenstein 
perspective



    Ur-mainstream economics
•  Eco (1995) 14 characteristics of fascism:

–  “Fascism was a fuzzy totalitarianism, a collage of different 
philosophical and political ideas, a beehive of contradictions. […] 
Fascism was philosophically out of joint, but emotionally it was 
firmly fastened to some archetypal foundations.

–  The notion of fascism is not unlike Wittgenstein’s notion of a 
game. […] Games are different activities that display only some 
‘family resemblance,’ as Wittgenstein put it. Consider the 
following sequence:

1  2  3  4
abc bcd cde def

[...] owing to the uninterrupted series of decreasing similarities between one and four, there 
remains, by a sort of illusory transitivity, a family resemblance between four and one.”



A tentative list
     Method:

•  Methodological individualism
•  Deductivism / positivism
•  Closed-systems
•  Aggregate = sum of individuals
•  Given differences between people (heterogeneity)

     Theory:

•  Scarcity as exogenous and binding
•  Given preferences as the only reason for agency
•  Global and strong rationality
•  Cost-benefit analysis: Utility maximization / cost minimization 
•  Interpersonal interactions = contracts



HET can help
•  Schumpeter (1954):

–  History of economic thought
–  History of political economy
–  History of economic analysis

•  Lee (2009): community study of HE. Double relevance:
–  “what constitutes scientific knowledge has both a subjective and a 

‘community approval’ component”
–  by demonstrating the past and current openness to mutual 

engagement, professional, social and scientific, Fred is able to 
show that – even if its theoretical corpus is not yet finally defined – 
heterodox economics as a shared body of knowledge already exists

•  However, history of analysis plays a role too



Exploring economics



The role of HET
•  Schumpeter (1954): stages of economic research

1.  the “pre-analytic cognitive act” or vision: tentative 
hypotheses as to the direction of research; 

2.   conceptualization: “to verbalize the vision or to 
conceptualize it in such a way that its elements take their 
places, with names attached to them that facilitate 
recognition and manipulation, in  a more or less orderly 
schema or picture”; 

3.  model building: economic “analysis”; 
4.  the application of such model(s) to the interpretation of 

economic reality. 



The competitive view of HET

•  different paradigms coexist, some come to dominate for a 
period and then perish, others recurrently reappear 
(possibly subject to a different conceptualization and an 
update to the spirit of the time)

•  HET is useful in the debate/comparison of paradigms:
–  Clarification of historical origins of different paradigms 
–  Highlighting world-views, conceptual differences, and differences 

in the meanings of concepts 
–  Stressing the differences in the applicability of theories 
–  Promoting pluralism and diversity 



Competing visions and paradigms
•  With the “circular flow of production and consumption”, 

prices express the relative difficulty of production of the 
different commodities 
–  each sector must continuously receive from the other sectors its 

means of production giving in exchange its own products; 
–  each sector obtains a rate of profits not inferior to that prevailing 

in other sectors.

•  With the “one-way avenue”, agents are motivated by 
maximization of their satisfaction and constrained by the 
amounts of available resources. 
–  Prices are indexes of relative scarcity, 
–  the notion of equilibrium between supply and demand is central 

for the marginalist approach



Conceptualizations of the price system: 
the marketplace view



Equilibrium as “market clearing”



An alternative: the market system view 
(division of labour)



Equilibrium: reproduction of the 
system



•  Two visions of how the whole economy works  =>  two ideas of 
“equilibrium”

•  With the “circular flow of production and consumption”, prices of 
production express the relative difficulty of production of the 
different commodities 
–  each sector must continuously receive from the other sectors its means of 

production giving in exchange its own products; 
–  each sector obtains a rate of profits not inferior to that prevailing in other 

sectors.

•  With the “one-way avenue”, agents are motivated by maximization 
of their satisfaction and constrained by the amounts of available 
resources. 
–  Prices are indexes of relative scarcity, 
–  the notion of equilibrium between supply and demand is central for the 

marginalist approach

Price theory creates a bipartition of economics



Classical and Marginalist Worlds

Vision Circular Flow Unidirectional avenue

Problem Reproduction of the system Allocation of scarce resources

Approach Objective Subjective

Value Difficulty of Production + 
Income Distribution

Scarcity + Utility

Method Aggregation, 
Separation of issues

Individualism, General Model

Equilibrium Uniformity of Profit Rate(s) Market Clearing

Mechanism Competition of Capitalists Competition of Exchangers



 “This is probably all one can ask of  history, and of  the history of  ideas in 
particular: not to resolve issues, but to raise the level of  the debate”  

(Hirschman, 1977, p. 135).  



Our seminar



Periods of “normal science” in HET

Pre-history of economics               Neoclassical economics
The British Classics Today (?)

Ancient Greece      Middle Ages   Enlightenment              1870s          Interwar period





First exercise

•  we will simulate two court 
debates.  

•  Students will be divided into 4 
small groups: two representing 
the prosecution (one in each 
mock trial) and two the defense 
(again, one for each trial).  

•  The two groups participating in 
one debate will jointly act as 
the jury in the other; I will be 
the judge in both debates.  



•  “A. Did Adam Smith use 
the ‘invisible hand’ 
metaphor?” 

•  “B. Was John Stuart Mill 
responsible for the shift 
from Classical to 
Marginalist economics?”



•  Finally, between the first and the second block you 
will be expected to read at least part of a classic 
book to be agreed upon, in order to report in class on 
the gender analysis contained (or lacking) therein. 



This presentation is being distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 
International License. It can be used for non-commercial purposes, provided the source 
www.carlodippoliti.eu is mentioned. Please comment and help me improve it! 
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