Review of Jack Reardon, ed. (2014),The Handbook of Pluralist Economics Education, Routledge.

Wittgenstein famously described his aim in philosophy as “showing the fly the way out of the fly bottle.” The goal, he said, was not to resolve the questions posed by philosophers, but to escape them. If your thinking is confined to a closed logical system, you have to first see how it is flawed, contradictory, tautological before you can find other ways to engage with the world. As long as the fly is inside the bottle, understanding its contours is essential to getting it wherever it wants to go; but once the fly is outside, the shape of the bottle doesn’t matter at all. 
Non-mainstream economists have a similar relationship to dominant theory. Because we've been inculcated for years that the best way to think about “the economy” is in terms of the exchange of goods by rational agents, with all its baroque efflorescences, criticisms of that framework are a necessary step on the way to thinking in other terms. But the logical and empirical shortcomings of thinking about economic life in terms of a perfectly rational representative agent optimizing utility over infinite future time don't, in themselves, tell us how we should think instead.

The essentially negative character of economic heterodoxy is a special challenge for undergraduate teaching. You can't teach criticisms of economic orthodoxy without first teaching orthodoxy. Finding our way out was, for many of us, central to our intellectual development. Naturally we want to reproduce that for our students. This leads to a style of  teaching that amounts to putting the flies into the bottle so we can show them the way out. But how useful is it to our students to understand the defects of a logical system it would never have occurred to them to adopt in the first place? Wouldn't it be better to focus on teaching them what does work, instead of what doesn't? Having spent so much time exploring the bottle in search of a way out, it sometimes seems we don't know what do in the open air.

This dilemma is on full display in A Handbook of Pluralist Economics Eucation. In order to present a realistic model of the economy, Steve Keen writes in one of his two chapters, “an essential first is to demonstrate to students that the ostensibly well-developed and coherent traditional model is in fact an empty shell.” (Reardon 2014, p. 120) Many of the volume's other contributors, including Fullbrook, Guerrien and Jallais and von Staveren, make similar claims. This is the spirit of Joan Robinson’s famous quip that the only reason to study economics is to avoid being fooled by economists. But surely the negative critique of the mainstream can’t be our only responsibility? If that were all we could offer, better to send our students to the departments of history, anthropology, engineering or some other field that offers positive knowledge about social reality.

True, if our students will go on to further study of economics, there's a case for innocculating them with some critiques of the orthodox views they will presumably encounter. And as Julie Nelson notes in her thoughtful essay here, there is value in simply establishing the existence of different perspectives: “putting a name on mainstream models  suggests that alternatives are possible.” But as Nelson and Keen both point out, only a tiny fraction of undergraduates taking economics classes will go on to graduate study: The “vast majority of … students will never be academic economists … but will use some economic thinking while working in … business, government and the community sector.” (p. 150) In introductory classes, there are many students who will never  take another economics class. For these students, the negative critique of orthodoxy is not very helpful. 

What then are we to do? Pluralism as such is not a useful guide; carried to an extreme it would, as Sheila Dow says here, amount to “anything goes,” which is not a viable basis for a class (or any other intellectual endeavour.) Rather “in order to be workable, pluralism must be structured around a limited number of approaches.” (p. 46) This is a problem with pluralism as a positive value (and not only in economics teaching): Pluralism implies a number of distinct perspectives, but to be distinct they must be internally coherent, that is, unitary. Carried to an extreme, pluralism is self-undermining. To challenge the mainstream, at some point you must argue not just for the value of diversity in the abstract, but in favor of a particular alternative – a step that Dow, like many of the authors here, is reluctant to take.  
In practice, even economists who completely reject mainstream approaches in their own work often give them a large share of time in the classroom, in part, as Nelson says, “because they feel obligated to prepare students for later … courses that will be taught from the traditional perspective,” (p. 58) and in part, as Keen says, simply because of “the pressure to teach something.” (p. 120) Teaching is hard enough work even when you aren’t reconstructing the curriculum from the ground up. It’s much easier to teach a standard course and then add some critical material — what Nelson, in her useful classification of pluralist teaching styles, calls the “competing paradigms” approach. 

Rather than teaching the mainstream and its critics, we can look for a different overarching framework to organize the material. As an alternative to the traditional graphical approaches used in macroeconomics — ISLM, AS-AD and so on — David Wheat suggests using flowcharts as the basic explanatory device. (Keen makes a similar suggestion more briefly.) Flowcharts are, of course, found in many textbooks, but Wheat's chapter in this volume makes a strong case for moving them to center stage. As he emphasizes, they encourage students to think in terms of dynamics over time, rather than static equilibrium. They also focus attention on the causal links between observable variables, rather than unobservable functions — which means they are closer to the macroeconomic discussions in policy and business contexts. Representing macroeconomic relationships with flowcharts naturally brings out the idea of feedbacks, both negative and positive, and the various adjustment processes they imply. Indeed, as Wheat notes, if students are encouraged to “walk around” the flowcharts, they will discover different kinds of feedbacks on their own. And by emphasizing the dynamic evolution of observable variables, the “loops approach” fits naturally with the VAR-type models used by professional forecasters. Wheat suggests going a step further in that direction by constructing numerical simulations based on the flowcharts, so that students can observe for themselves the different behavior of the system as various parameters change. But the diagrams themselves are useful even without this next step.

Wheat’s chapter is an excellent example of how pluralism in economics teaching does not have to mean simply presenting orthodoxy and criticisms of it, but can mean approaching the material from a different angle that avoids — rather than attacks — the dominant formalisms in economics and gives students a useful set of tools for engaging with economic reality. Anyone dissatisfied with the existing textbook approaches to teaching macroeconomics should check out his material. (Much of it is available at http://www.systemdynamics.org/chapters/economics/, though the site no longer seems to be maintained.) If the rest of the book were of a similar quality this volume would be a must-read for anyone interested in alternative approaches to economics teaching. Unfortunately, it is not. Julie Nelson’s chapter offers an excellent overview of the challenges in teaching non-mainstream economics, and the choices it involves. (Do you teach from one specific non-mainstream perspective, do you present the orthodox view plus critical responses to it, or do you offer a “toolbox” of alternative approaches? Nelson strongly favors the third option — which, it must be said, is not very pluralist of her.) She also offers some smart practical observations on economics teaching. She is certainly correct to stress the importance of basic quantitative skills, which students often lack when they enter an economics program — and when they leave it. (At John Jay College, our economics program begins with a class on using economic data, along with a traditional principles course.) Nelson’s contribution is valuable reading for anyone struggling with teaching economics from a non-mainstream perspective. The other high point of the collection is Keen's two essays, though they may be too idiosyncratic and too linked to his own specific research agenda to be of practical value to most instructors.  The remaining chapters are more of a mixed bag. 

Several of the earlier essays are focused on making the case for pluralism in economic education. The contributions by Fullbrook, Dow, and Keen make rousing critiques of the mainstream, persuasively arguing that much of what is currently taught in undergraduate economics is logically incoherent and irrelevant to real-world problems. But readers of this collection are unlikely to need persuasion on this. Reardon might have done better to include less hortatory material on the need for new approaches, and more exposition of concrete alternatives, like that offered by Wheat. 
A more specific problem — perhaps related to the collection’s original publication date in 2009 — is the weight the authors put on the financial crisis as an argument for pluralism. Like many in the heterodox community, a number of the authors here present the crisis of 2008 and its aftermath as a decisive refutation of economic orthodoxy and an argument for alternative approaches. Edward Fullbrook puts the case most strongly, declaring that “no discipline has ever experienced systemic failure on the scale that economics has today. … Never has a profession … been in such desperate need of a fundamental remake.” (p. 17) Wheat, less hyperbolically, argues that “the failure to foresee the financial epidemic in 2008” demonstrates a need to shift the focus of economics teaching away from long-run equilibrium. (p. 70) One might push back against this line of argument a bit. It is true that several large financial institutions went bankrupt in 2008, and some financial assets fell steeply in value, to the dismay of their owners; but with the perspective of close to a decade, it’s less clear how much of a base these events offer for critique of either the economics profession or economic institutions. Singleminded focus on “the crisis” risks implying that the problem with our economic system is the rare occasions on which it fails to work well for owners of financial assets, while ignoring the ongoing problems of income inequality, tedious and demeaning work, environmental degradation and the fundamental disconnect between rising money wealth and unmet human needs — none of which have much to do with the failure of Lehmann Brothers. (As people used to say: capitalism is the crisis.) It is true, of course, that the economics profession failed to foresee or explain the crisis, but that’s nothing special. To make a list of phenomena unexplained by orthodox economics, just open the business pages of a newspaper. In any case, while it might have been reasonable in 2009 to expect some degree of self-criticism in the economics profession, and some increase in openness to alternatives, seven years later it is clear that there has not been. With a handful of exceptions — Naryana Kocherlakota is probably the most prominent in the US — mainstream economists have not revised their views in the light of the crisis;  even those who were initially inclined to soul-searching have mostly decided that they were right all along. (Mason and Jayadev 2013) The case for pluralism must be made on other grounds.
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