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In the article “Conversation versus Monologue: On Advising Heterodox Economists” we are taken to task by M. Vernengo on a number of issues made in Colander, Holt and Rosser ( 2004a, b, 2007-8). In this brief article we respond to two central arguments made by Vernengo.
 Let’s begin by summarizing those points. 


The first is that we are wrong to suggest that the mainstream is no longer limited to a restrictive orthodoxy of beliefs and assumptions that discourages dissenting voices. In developing his argument, Vernengo claims that our characterization of a cutting edge branch of the mainstream that does not hold to a neoclassical orthodoxy is misleading. Although he states that he accepts our characterization of the economics profession as a complex adaptive system, with many competing views, he sees the cutting edge as a sham. He argues that the true role of the cutting edge is to allow the mainstream to “sound reasonable when talking about reality, while orthodoxy provides authority to the cutting edge.” He calls this an “organized hypocrisy” and calls us naive about the sociology of the economics profession. Because of this naiveté on our part he believes that we are giving bad advice to advocate that heterodox economists should think of themselves as economists first and heterodox economists second.


Vernengo’s second argument is that we are wrong in arguing that heterodox economists in their writing should not emphasize methodological issues, and instead focus on substantive economic issues. Vernengo supports this claim by stating “…the fundamental differences between the mainstream, both the orthodoxy and its cutting edge, and heterodoxy are to be found in the assumptions.” He turns to the work of Paul Davidson as an example who explains the difference between Post Keynesian and mainstream economics in terms of differences of axioms or assumptions, which he claims is central to understanding the failure of modern macro theory. 

Should Dissenters consider themselves Heterodox or Simply Economists?

Let us begin with his first argument that it is important for dissenters to think of themselves as heterodox. To give it some reality, let us say that we are advising a bright undergraduate student who is planning to go to graduate school. She has been told what one should expect to learn in mainstream graduate schools (the large majority of them) and she believes that what she will be learning in graduate school has many problems; her long term research goal is to improve it, and to make economics more relevant. At issue is what advice one would give to such a student. Our reading of Vernengo’s comment leads us to suspect he would advise the students to study the heterodox writings, and go to a heterodox program—the mainstream work is so flawed that it does not make much sense to study it. 


Our advice would be different. We would say that she should study both the mainstream views and the heterodox views, and then attempt to carry on a conversation with those in the mainstream who are open to these broader views—who generally fall into the cutting edge of the profession. Thus, we would be much more likely to advise him or her to attend a mainstream school or a heterodox school where much of the training includes mainstream ideas. 


We suspect that Vernengo would see our position as selling out, entering into what he calls the organized hypocrisy that characterizes his conception of the mainstream. We don’t see it that way. What Vernengo calls organized hypocrisy, we see as wisdom of knowing when to attack and when not. We believe that one can most effectively attack when one knows well what one is attacking. We see our advice as recognition that if you want to change an established group, and be an effective critic, you must understand the strengths and weaknesses of that group, and learn how you can most effectively push for changes within the organized structure of the group. 


We see such cutting edge mainstream critics of the mainstream as heterodox in ideas, but mainstream in name and sociological setting. They see themselves as economists, and they recognize that you cannot always have your way. They believe that the best way to constructively interact with the group is to know their work inside and out, interpret their work generously, and not be openly hostile. This constructive approach may fail, and, at some point, it may be necessary to make arguments that will put you outside the group. But initially we believe an effective critic works from within. Even when one has strong disagreements with the mainstream, as for example we have with the leading branch of modern mainstream macro, we would argue that a critic should maintain as positive an interpretation of what he or she is criticizing as he or she can, and maintain lines of communication as much as possible. Self-described heterodox economists tend not to do that, and our argument is that heterodox economists can better communicate with mainstream economists if they give the mainstream the benefit of the doubt and interpret their work sympathetically, rather than portraying the mainstream as hypocritical and stupid. 


Let us be clear. We are not making categorical statements; we are only offering our views. We believe people should follow whatever approach they want. We were simply making the point that, based on our view of the sociology of the profession (or of just about any group, including heterodox groups), if you want to take part in their conversation and succeed in that group, you are more likely to do so following what might be called a “communicability” approach than if you follow a hostile approach. One can disagree, but the disagreement should be done respectfully, and should be based on a sympathetic interpretation of the work one is disagreeing with. 

An Example of a Cutting Edge Mainstream-Heterodox Economist

Let us give an example of someone who we consider to be an economist with heterodox ideas but who saw himself as part of the mainstream--Hyman P. Minsky.
 Minsky was an optimistic person, and he believed in the economics profession. Though he recognized that he was considered a “heterodox” economist, he did not self-classify himself as heterodox. He always looked at himself as working within the framework of mainstream economics and believed that communication with more traditional members of the profession was possible and desirable.  He had no interest in the distinction made by more radical economists between “us” versus “them.” This might be partly due to the influence of the University of Chicago where he was an undergraduate student and studied under economists like Jacob Viner, Frank Knight and Henry Simons. Though Minsky did his graduate work at Harvard, he always looked at the University of Chicago as being his intellectual home and appreciated the commitment he saw there to clear thinking. He viewed economists like Knight, Lange and Simons at Chicago in the 1940s as heterodox economists working within the mainstream framework. This experience provided him with hope that honest dialogue and progress within the profession was possible through intellectual discourse and research. 


This early experience at Chicago defined his approach and attitude toward mainstream economics and explains partly his reluctance to put himself within any particular heterodox school like Post Keynesian or Institutionalist economics, though he did not mind being associated with either school. He always considered himself working at the edge of mainstream economics as he tried to instill more heterodox views within the mainstream.


Another reason why Minsky saw himself outside of the Post Keynesian circle was his lack of interest with the larger general theory debates that seemed to be encompassing the Post Keynesians, and this can be attributed to his strong Institutionalist roots. Theory was in many ways meaningless to him unless it could be put into a context of institutions. For example, once the Lenin-Stalin model of socialism came to an end in 1989 and there were efforts to change the Eastern European countries into market economies, he argued that the problem was not theory but focusing on  “the problem of creating a financial structure” (Minsky, 1994). 


The diversity of his views made him hard to label. While he was sympathetic to both Post Keynesian and Institutionalist ideas, to label him as either was impossible. Minsky wanted to understand how a capitalist system with developed financial markets and a large government sector functioned. He felt more at home with one foot in mainstream economics and the other in heterodox thought, as he worked on the edge of mainstream economics by expanding and synthesizing his financial instability hypothesis. This approach of questioning mainstream assumptions while communicating with its practitioners can be seen with Minsky’s first important publications where he looked at market structures, institutional innovation and profit opportunities, endogenizing institutional innovation by making it a function of profit behavior  (Minsky, 1957a,b).  

While Minsky stayed within the mainstream he was also very critical of orthodox economics. Besides believing that their methodological and theoretical assumptions were off-base, he was also concerned with the policy recommendations that came from the neoclassical model and the possible public harm that could come from such recommendations. But, again, he never put his disagreement with orthodox economics as an “us” versus “them” problem.  


Minsky debated with his heterodox colleagues on whether or not communicating with mainstream economics was a futile endeavor. The argument they traditionally presented was that the mainstream was simply a closed system having little tolerance for outside views that might question the orthodox framework that they work in. Given the social and intellectual biases of the mainstream it was a waste of time to try and seriously engage them in a fruitful debate that might lead to changes within mainstream economics. He recognized the limitations of mainstream economics, but he did believe that heterodox economists through dialogue and research could make a difference and change mainstream economics and economic policy. Vernengo might agree or disagree with Minsky’s approach and attitude toward the mainstream and heterodoxy, but we think he provides a very good example of the type of cutting edge economists we are talking about, especially given the new influence his views are achieving in the wake of the recent financial crises and global recession. 

Differences of Opinion with Vernengo
Let us now consider certain specific points made by Vernengo that we have problems with for one reason or another. To make his points concrete, Vernengo discusses the work of a mainstream economist, Dani Rodrik (whom we did not discuss in our paper). Vernengo points out that in one of his books (Rodrik, 1997), Rodrik identifed mainstream economics with neoclassical economics. Vernengo highlights a passage in which Rodrik carefully separated himself from heterodox economists and that in the preface to his book, Rodrik stated that he considers himself neoclassical. Vernengo concludes from this evidence that “one is led to believe Rodrik thinks that the consequences of not being part of the ‘gang” must be pretty harsh” suggesting that mainstream economics is not open to non-neoclassical ideas.

While we agree that Rodrik differentiated himself from heterodox economics and called himself neoclassical, in our view Vernengo’s interpretation of the reasons why he did this are incorrect. Let us first consider Rodrik’s use of the term neoclassical. Our interpretation of Rodrik’s comments is somewhat different than Vernengo’s. First we think that Rodrik was not making a statement that he was neoclassical in any formal sense of believing in what might be called strong neoclassical axioms. Like many economists did back in the 1990s (this was a book in 1997) Rodrik used the term “neoclassical” almost synonymously with mainstream. The term “neoclassical” was used broadly to capture his willingness to think of the economy in terms of purposeful actors. Rodrik makes this clear in his 2007 book, when he states that by neoclassical he means the methodological predisposition that “social phenomenon can best be understood by considering them to be an aggregation of purposeful behavior by individuals—in their roles as consumer, producer, investor, politician, and so on—interacting with each other and acting under the constraints that their environment imposes.” (Rodrik, 2007, pg. 3).  He further argues that his conception of neoclassical economics “admits an almost unlimited range of policy recommendations depending on the specific assumptions the analyst is prepared to make. (Rodrik, pg. 3). This is a very expansive definition of neoclassical economics, which includes a wide range of different approaches, and which has no specific policy implications.


It is that usage that we have been trying to change, (Colander, 2000, Colander, et al, 2004 a,b ). An important reason we want to change it is to avoid the confusion that it causes for heterodox economists, who have a much more narrow sense of the term neoclassical. Calling modern economics “neoclassical” leads those readers who have a narrow sense of neoclassical, as heterodox economists generally do, to think that modern mainstream economists are neoclassical in the sense that they strongly accept neoclassical axioms and approaches. Many do not. Modern mainstream economics includes such a wide range of approaches and views that the term neoclassical is no longer useful as a description of much of the mainstream. We see Rodrik as quite eclectic in his views and very open about it. We do not believe that he would be afraid to be called heterodox if he felt that he had to do so in order to allow him to hold and express his eclectic views. He is one of the economists in the mainstream who is quite open to broad ideas, and who, in our views heterodox economists should be communicating with. 


We do, however, fully agree with Vernengo that Rodrik, and most mainstream critics of the profession, including many who were formerly considered heterodox, are hesitant to classify themselves as heterodox, and that many strongly state that they are not heterodox. The question this should raise among heterodox economists is: why that is so? In our view it is not because these inside mainstream critics of the profession are scared of taking strong stands, of attacking strongly held beliefs in the mainstream, or of pointing out what they see as problems in the mainstream views. The reason is heterodox economists’ poor reputation within the mainstream profession. Rightly or wrongly, within the mainstream of economics, the “heterodox” classification is a signaling statement that the self-described heterodox economist is someone who wants to attack rather than enter a two-way conversation. The mainstream also (sometimes rightly, sometimes wrongly) interprets the label, heterodox, as meaning that the economist is not well trained in mainstream economics. This leads to a feeling in the mainstream that the “heterodox” attacks are often uninformed and are not going to be based on a sympathetic interpretation of the complexity of the problems and the multiplicity of views within the mainstream. Because of this connotation that the self-described “heterodox” classification conveys to many mainstream economists, that self-described heterodox classification creates barriers to communication, and separates natural allies. It is for that reason that, in our view, the self-described heterodox classification does not promote discussion; it quashes it. 


Vernengo’s article conveys that hostile tone about the mainstream that the mainstream associates with heterodoxy. If, in the beginning of one’s discussion with people, one emphasizes their personal hypocrisy, their prejudices, and their lack of tolerance, one is unlikely to enter into a fruitful conversation with them, even if they agree with one on many of the points one raises. In our view, Rodrik, and other inside-the-mainstream critics want to separate themselves from that heterodox tone and attitude, not necessarily from heterodox ideas. It is because of the tone and attitude between the lines in heterodox writing that Rodrik, and other inside-the-mainstream critics, go to great lengths to disassociate themselves from heterodoxy, even when they might agree with many of the points that heterodox economists make. Our advice to heterodox economists is that if one wants to have a substantive discussion with the mainstream that is not a wise strategy. Starting out by calling mainstream economics essentially hypocritical is not a good way to go about establishing a dialogue. If that is being naive about the sociology of the profession, then we plead naiveté. 


Let us be clear. We are not arguing that all heterodox economists should take part in the mainstream conversation. We are not trying to tell anyone what to do. Heterodox economists are, and should be, free to conduct their own conversations. Our point is that if they do establish their own separate conversations, they should not complain that the mainstream is shutting them out; they are shutting themselves out. 

Should Heterodox Economists Write about Methodology?

A second issue Vernengo raises relates to our suggestion that heterodox economists should avoid discussions of methodology, and should be more concerned about substantive issues. Our view on methodology is that methodological issues have been discussed in depth by specialists with training in philosophy and methodology. While this group includes a small set of economists who specialize in methodology, most economists, even heterodox economists, are neophytes in those methodological issues. The chances of nonspecialists making a real contribution to methodology are about as great as the chances of a neophyte investor doing better by choosing his stocks than by investing in an index fund. 


Our argument is not that methodology is not important; or that economists should not be concerned about it, think about it, and let that thinking guide their views and their research. It is just that we believe that it is an unproductive use of the time of most of them to be writing about it, thinking that they have some new insight that has not been previously developed by specialists with significant philosophical training. Methodology is a specialty that requires serious training before one can hope to make a contribution. Unless an economist is a polymath, or has had the specialized training, it is unlikely that he or she will be able to make contributions to both economics and methodology.


An example of the type of discussion that we believe is not especially helpful is the issue raised by Vernengo in the later part of his article on the nature of complexity. This methodological issue has been emphasized by Paul Davidson, (1996) who argues that it is important to recognize that complexity is more than an epistemological approach and is ontological in its nature. Rosser, (1998, 2006), has discussed this issue at length elsewhere, and we will not review the issues here other than to say that we completely agree with Davidson that ontological Keynesian uncertainty underlies the empirical incorrectness of rational expectations
 (which continues to be assumed in the still-dominant DSGE macro models widely used by policymakers). We have strongly attacked modern DSGE models for precisely that reason.


However, unlike Davidson we do not see the issues of ergodicity or nonergodicity as a distinguishing feature of heterodox versus mainstream economists. One does not need to rely on complex methodological arguments when criticizing something so criticizable as DSGE models used to guide policy (Colander, 2006, Colander et al, 2008). 

Specifically, we do not see the Axiom of Ergodicity as a fundamental axiom of neoclassical economics, and it is certainly not a fundamental tenet of modern mainstream economics. Thus, we do not see this distinction as being a central point of contention. Ergodicity is not assumed by Arrow and Debreu (1954) in their proof of the existence of general equilibrium. Indeed, their system could hold in a world where equilibrium prices and quantities move over time in a nonergodic way. Equilibria can change as preferences and technologies and resource availabilities change. The equilibrium futures prices for goods or resources may exhibit nonergodic paths based on accurate forecasts by agents about the evolution of these fundamental elements. While much of macroeconomics assumes ergodicity, core neoclassical microeconomics does not. Thus, for us, this issue is really a sideshow that diverts discussion away from the important policy issues that we believe most economists should be focusing on. 
Our Agreement with Vernengo
The above discussion has focused on two differences between our view and Vernengo’s. Those differences should not obscure the large degree of overlap in our views. The most important area of overlap concerns the type of research program that heterodox economists are most likely to be successful with. In fact, Colander, (forthcoming-a, b, c) has made similar arguments to Vernengo’s—that most heterodox economists should see themselves as policy-oriented political economists, and not as economic scientists—and that their primary target audience should be policy makers. We believe that because addressing one’s writings toward policy makers fits the skill set of the majority of economists who describe themselves as heterodox. But to do that, one does not have to describe oneself as heterodox (following the example of Hyman Minsky), and doing so may actually hurt. Policy makers want policies that make sense and will resonate with the public. Calling an idea heterodox does not make it resonate more and thus serves little purpose. 


We also agree that self-described heterodox economists should take a more active role in economic associations such as the AEA, and have advocated that (Colander, forthcoming-b). But again, in our view, doing that is not aided by self-classifying oneself as heterodox against the “mainstream.”


We see both of these positive suggestions as leading to the results that we are advocating, so here we are in complete agreement with Vernengo. But we see these goals as inconsistent with focusing on methodology or as being hostile to the mainstream. We suggested heterodox economists change their approach because, in our view, far too little current heterodox writing focuses on policy and is written for policy makers. In our view all too often heterodox economists write for other heterodox economists. Writing about policy will bring heterodox economists in contact with that subset of mainstream economists who also write about policy. We believe that the successful direction of writing about policy will lead heterodox economists to spend less time attacking orthodox economics in general, less time arguing for the overall superiority of a particular brand of heterodoxy, and more time arguing about the nuances of what works and what does not. 

Conclusion

Ultimately, it is ideas and policies, not labels that are important. By self-labeling oneself as heterodox, one is essentially defining oneself outside of mainstream economics. When one does so one creates an incubator in which one’s ideas can go unchallenged. But by keeping those ideas in the incubator, one is also preventing those ideas from becoming influential. In summary, we stand by our earlier articles and arguments. In our view the economics profession should be seen as a complex system and the way to understand it is through its replicator dynamics. Ideas and people who do well in the replicator dynamics succeed; those who do not, do not succeed, and their ideas fade out. Thus, a prerequisite of getting heterodox views accepted is for advocates of heterodox views to do well in the profession or in some other system that they set up.  


Given the current institutional structure of the economics profession as we understand it, heterodox economists are not doing well in the replicator dynamics of the profession. Thus, in our view, they have three options. They can adjust their actions so they do well in the existing structure, work for change of that structure, or design other structures where the can do well. Currently heterodox groups are not doing very well with the second and third, which is why we emphasize the first path—adjust their actions so they can do well in the existing structure--in our advice.


The reality that underlies our call for change is that heterodox economics are being squeezed out of the United States programs and more and more are being squeezed out of European and Latin American programs.
 We see that as sad, and our call is for existing heterodox economists to face this dilemma if they want to win friends and influence mainstream economists.
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� We appreciate the opportunity to respond that the editor has given us. We believe that it is precisely the type of interchange that editors should be encouraging. There is far too little interchange of views that takes place in the profession. 


� This section is based on interviews with Minsky and research presented in Holt, (2004).  





� We could give other examples of economists who we think fit within this camp such as James K. Galbraith, his father John K. Galbraith, Armen Alchian, Samuel Bowles, Herbert Gintis, and Duncan K. Foley. 


� We would like to thank Dani Rodrik for clarifying how he used the term “neoclassical.” 


� Rosser essentially argues that it is the complexity of economies that is the ontological foundation of both nonergodicity and fundamental Keynesian uncertainty.


� Exceptions to this include feminist economists, who have emphasized interdisciplinary institutional settings, and Austrians who have built a small but supportable structure where young Austrian economists can succeed (Colander, forthcoming, a). Unfortunately, we see less rosy prospects for Post Keynesian and Institutional economists, who seem to be being squeezed out.
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