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The future: Thanks for the memories
1
 

Jamie Morgan2   [Leeds Beckett University, UK] 
Copyright: Jamie Morgan, 2021  

You may post comments on this paper at  
https://rwer.wordpress.com/comments-on-rwer-issue-no-96/ 

 

 

Introduction: what is ñneoliberalismò and is there life after ñneoliberalismò? 

 

The broad remit contributors to this collection have been asked to address is the nature of 

post-neoliberal economics. While a post-neoliberal economics does not presuppose a post-

neoliberal economy and society, since a discipline can be oppositional, the need for a post-

neoliberal economics is not just a concern for scholastic failings. It is rather grounded in an 

urgent need to address a world gone wrong, rather than merely a discipline gone astray. 

Neoliberalism may be theory and the world always exceeds the bounds of any given theory, 

but equally neoliberalism is used as a rough and ready referent for an identifiable reality, a 

reality that is observably in crisis and where neoliberalism (its features as theory) have played 

multiple facilitating roles. Over the course of this essay I will be using the term neoliberalism 

as a placeholder along these rough and ready lines in so far as it can serve as a point of 

departure to consider possible futures. My main subject will ultimately be the need to 

reconcile post-neoliberal economics to ñclimate emergencyò and the growing prominence of 

ñGreen New Dealsò (GNDs). But let us begin with some comment on this ñneoliberalismò.   

 

The term neoliberalism has not just been quasi-descriptive, the theory has served to 

legitimate a concatenation of policy over several decades since the 1970s. It is, in this sense, 

a project. David Harvey provides perhaps the best known account of neoliberalism: 

 

ñNeoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices 

that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating 

individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 

framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets and 

free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional 

framework appropriate to such practices. The state has to guarantee, for 

example, the quality and integrity of money. It must also set up those military, 

defence and legal structures and functions required to secure private property 

and guarantee, by force if need be, the proper functioning of markets. 

Furthermore, if markets do not exist (in areas such as land, water, education, 

health care, social security or environmental pollution) they must be created, 

by state action if necessary. But beyond these task the state should not 

venture. State interventions in markets (once created) must be kept to a bare 

minimum because, according to the theory, the state cannot possess enough 

information to second-guess market signals (prices) and because powerful 

interest groups will inevitably distort and bias state interventions (particularly 

in democracies) for their own benefit [é] Deregulation, privatization and 

withdrawal of the state from many areas of social provision has been all too 

common. [And] In so far as neoliberalism values market exchange as óan 

ethic in itself, capable of acting as a guide to all human action, and 

                                                      
1
 Thanks to participants in the ISRF discussion group, May 2021: https://www.isrf.org.   

2
 Professor Jamie Morgan, School of Economics, Analytics and International Business, Room-520 The 

Rose Bowl, Leeds Beckett University Business School, Portland Place, Leeds, LS1 3HB. 
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substituting for all previously held beliefsô, it emphasizes the significance of 

contractual relations in the marketplace. It holds that the social good will be 

maximised by maximising the reach and frequency of market transactions, 

and it seeks to bring all human action into the domain of marketsò (Harvey, 

2005: 2-3).         

 

The world, of course, has not stood still since Harvey wrote these words. The UK, for 

example, currently has, by inclination, one of the most right-wing governments of the last 100 

years and certainly since Margaret Thatcher was Prime Minister, and yet that government has 

accommodated to various forms of intervention that sit awkwardly with Harveyôs original 

account ï including early initiatives to reimpose state control of the rail network in England 

and a generalised commitment to ñlevel upò the economy. President Biden, meanwhile, 

recently pronounced ñtrickle downò economics a failure and is seeking to turn the US 

economy towards a Green New Deal and massive infrastructure investment and welfare 

reform with a leading role for the state. 

 

Given there is a difference between theory and reality and given theorists argue that 

neoliberalism is a project it would, however, be misrepresentation to suggest proponents of 

the concept of neoliberalism have a reductive sense of its characteristics. Proponents, such 

as Philip Mirowski, tend to emphasise that a key feature of neoliberalism has been its 

variation and opportunistic malleability (Mirowski, 2013). Proponents of Marxist influenced 

state theory and particularly those influenced by the French regulation school, such as Bob 

Jessop emphasise its role as an ideational framework or ñpolitical capitalismò through which 

(as Mirowski also notes) capitalism responds to its own crises, enabling spatio-temporal 

ñfixesò (a term favoured by Harvey) that perpetuate the accumulation process.
3
 Similarly, 

Jamie Peck argues that as the project spreads it evolves, hybridises and ñfails forwardò (Peck, 

2013). This range and flexibility, of course, inevitably leads to the criticism that the term itself 

becomes meaningless, since it becomes a catchall concept ï ñlooseò in a pejorative sense 

rather than referring to meaningful adaptions and evolutions (a debate explored by Bruff and 

Tansel, 2019). But for theorists such as Harvey, Jessop or Peck the term has always been 

conditional, critical and used under advisement along with various other ways of addressing 

capitalism. Nothing in their work suggests that it becomes impossible to distinguish a 

neoliberal and a post-neoliberal world. In any case, it is consequences over recent decades 

rather than tentative signs of possible reversal in the type and degree of legitimate state 

activity that is most significant in getting us to where we are now. 

 

 

So, where exactly are we?  

 

To reiterate I am not suggesting the state of the world reduces merely to a theory of 

neoliberalism ï a state-led project of marketisation conjoined with a shift to increasing 

emphasis on individual responsibility, while favouring the interests of capital and corporations. 

I am suggesting that this theory has been a significant thread in producing the state of the 

                                                      
3
 In keeping with some of Mirowski and Plehwe (2015), Jessop (2016) historicises neoliberalism, 

identifying its beginnings in the 1930s, but growth in the 1970s, but also explores 4 variants of 
neoliberalism: neoliberal system transformation (e.g. post-Soviet states); neoliberal regime shift (e.g. the 
collapse of post-War Atlantic Fordist settlement); externally imposed neoliberal conditionalities along 
Washington consensus lines; and more limited accommodations where other forms still dominate (e.g. 
Nordic regimes). Harveyôs ñspatial-fixò concept theorises how capitalism over-accumulates and then is 
forced to expand geographically (with various consequences).    
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world as we know it and in the end it is the state of the world that concerns us far more than 

the theory only. ñIs there life after neoliberalism?ò implies a problematic state of the world in 

which this project has played some significant role. Letôs consider some familiar markers for 

that ñstate of the worldò. 

 

While neoliberal theory has never been an adequate account of human agency or of social 

reality, it has dominated discourse over the past forty years in which various effects on the 

organisation of economy and society have been observed. Computerisation and information 

processing facilitated a ñthird industrial revolutionò, which transformed  communication, 

administration, bureaucracy, management systems, networks, finance and (conjointly with 

robotics) production lines. However, while connectivity has grown, market competition has 

not, at least in any simple sense, since the period has been dominated by the emergence of 

oligopolistic activity from huge multinational enterprises who combine offshoring and 

outsourcing, in complex global value chains. International trade has grown as a proportion of 

aggregate economic activity, production processes and labour profiles have become post-

Fordist and ownership has become enmeshed in a broader process of ñfinancialisationò as 

finance has grown in scope, scale, complexity and influence. And one might note there are 

quite different takes on the last forty yearsé     

 

 

On the one handé 

 

On the one hand, there is a strand of thinking that suggests the past forty years has been one 

of progressive civilisational change: the collapse of highly oppressive regimes in the Soviet 

Union and Eastern Europe, a general increase in the number of democratic countries, the 

ñopeningò of China, a long period of economic growth within a growth in economic 

globalisation; a collective commitment to pervasive development via the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs) and subsequent Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) under 

the auspices of the UN, and achievement of various of those initial goals ï a major decline in 

extreme poverty, increases in proportions of the world population receiving a primary 

education (especially girls); growth in access to sanitation, clean water, family planning and 

medical services and so on. From this point of view, overall the world is bursting with 

progressive achievements ï though much of this is under-appreciated since our perception is 

distorted by a news system that favours the scandalous, vicious, violent and disastrous or 

ñthe bad over the goodò.       

 

Moreover, science and technology have made incredible advances in the last forty years that 

have transformed science fiction into fact. A fabulous array of distractions, entertainments, 

experiences, goods and services are available and while instant gratification is a norm of 

questionable value it requires a dour distortion of the protestant ethic to prefer a world without 

this array of marvels ï though more needs to be said about this. In any case, change has not 

been merely frivolous, all human knowledge can now be at our fingertipsé and that 

knowledge extends to amazing advancements across the sciences, including medical science 

and the latter has, in turn, helped extend life expectancy, as has transformations in farming 

and nutrition. Moreover, we have not just extended life expectancy, recognition has extended. 

Though there is nothing new about the idea of intrinsic value or dignity of human personhood 

and thus the case for equality of rights before the law, during the last forty years the 

normative power of this claim has grown cumulatively and ideas to the contrary have become 

ever more defensive or evasive ï albeit this too is something about which more needs to be 

said (see later). In any case, it is for all these reasons and various others that there is a strand 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
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of thinking (Pinker, 2012 etc.) that suggests as a collective our species has never been safer, 

better educated, long lived or peaceful ï that possible lives are open to us that not even kings 

could dream of. This, leads to the inevitable ñon the other handò that complements  any use of 

the phrase ñOn the one handò.   

 

 

On the other handé 

 

So, on the other hand, while, according to the World Bank, the global economy has expanded 

in value from GDP $9.971 trillion in 1979 to $87.735 trillion in 2019, the rate of economic 

growth has slowed compared to the prior post World War II period in both the global North 

and global South (especially if China is taken as a separate distorting case). Moreover, 

reference to a global North and global South serves to highlight that development has been 

uneven and discriminatory. As the work of Robert Wade, Jason Hickel and various others 

indicates few countries have transitioned into the upper echelons of wealthy countries ï just a 

handful mainly in East Asia among more than 190 UN members and the overall relation 

between the global North and global South (though beginning earlier than the neoliberal 

period) has seen a transfer of wealth from poorer to richer countries (Hickel et al 2021).
4
 

There is a manifest structural divide that tends to keep some places poorer than others and 

development as ñcatch-upò is illusory (Wade, 2020; Hickel, 2017). Those places that have 

become manifestly wealthier have all had exploitable special circumstances combined with 

some form of developmental policy that bears little resemblance to the prescriptions of 

neoliberalism ï notably its core economics of free movement of capital and exploitation of 

comparative advantage within free markets. In any case, while it is important not to denigrate 

the difference that even small changes make in situations of extreme poverty, the Millennium 

Development Goals represent an extraordinarily low bar for development achievements when 

one considers systematic effects within a ñWashington consensusò context such as the 

withdrawal from constructive structural reform (to land ownership etc.) and replacement by 

destructive structural oppression (monetary and fiscal, where conditionality has been imposed 

over the neoliberal period).
5
 The ñWashington consensusò may have been modified in recent 

years but there is more continuity than disjuncture and this is also the case for the 

Sustainable Development Goals. The SDGs have emerged in a period where there is growing 

recognition of a planetary crunch point produced by the form and trajectory of economies and 

yet the SDGs essentially prescribe more of the same ï built around growth, technological 

fixes, education and human capital but without fundamentally questioning the structuring of 

the system (Weber, 2017).
6
 

 

                                                      
4
 The abstract to Hickel et al (2021) summarises this as: ñAccording to our primary method, which relies 

on exchange-rate differentials, we find that in the most recent year of data the global North (óadvanced 
economiesô) appropriated from the South commodities worth $2.2 trillion in Northern prices ð enough to 
end extreme poverty 15 times over. Over the whole period, drain from the South totalled $62 trillion 
(constant 2011 dollars), or $152 trillion when accounting for lost growth. Appropriation through unequal 
exchange represents up to 7% of Northern GDP and 9% of Southern GDP.ò 
5
 On the Washington consensus and nuance of neoliberalism see: 

https://developingeconomics.org/2021/06/17/neoliberalism-and-global-development-before-and-after-
the-washington-consensus-agricultural-credit-at-the-world-bank/   
6
 Note: it is also important not to propagate the myth that development is a response to squalor and 
poverty as though ñless developedò or ñunder-developedò places were necessarily locations of 
deprivation and suffering ï to which an externally defined development agenda was a panacea ï the 
very idea of ñunder-developmentò has roots in colonial exploitation and then the early Cold War (Truman 
etc.) and ñdevelopmentò has often involved destruction of indigenous stable socio-economies in the 
name of progress. The economics of development have been deeply politicised and the state and 
nature of progress is a highly contested issue.   
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If one considers the form and trajectory of economies then economic growth over the last 

forty years in the global North has involved the diversification of consumption, a general 

increase in the proportion of final consumption as a constituent of economic value and a 

growing significance of consumer goods and services in economic activity. Concomitantly 

employment has transitioned into retail, leisure, tourism and hospitality, distribution, cultural 

goods (including digital components such as gaming), construction and services, especially 

financial services. Notably, wages and incomes have slowed and wages are a smaller 

proportion of larger economies,  but this has generally combined with greater levels of imports 

for consumer goods (matching the growth of international trade as a proportion of total 

economic value on a global scale).
7
 As such, importation of consumer goods (and also some 

foodstuffs from industrial farming) produced at lower costs has partially underpinned growing 

consumption ï for example, despite slowdowns in wages and incomes the global North 

consumes (per capita) more clothes annually than in the past and buys more food, but both 

are smaller proportions of income than in the 1970s. Besides this background deflation, 

consumption and economic growth have also been underpinned by increases in personal 

debt and thus debt-dependence facilitated by a system of liberalised finance, and finance has 

become a significant sector in itself, not just offering a wider variety of debt products to 

individuals and corporations but also morphing into a complex finance system, producing and 

trading a host of financial assets and instruments in ñshadow bankingò chains.
8
   

 

 

For critics of neoliberalismé 

 

From the point of view of neoliberalism as a project, however, the real significance of all of 

this is as a politicised ñspatial fixò of capital accumulation. Beneath these changes lies a shift 

in relative power from labour to capital, productive capital to finance and with a greater share 

of economic value flowing to capital and less to labour. The shift, however, is not a matter of 

momentary coincidence, rather it reflects conjunctural convergence of preferences of powerful 

actors whose interests have won out and this is reflected in an array of systemic features built 

into globally and regionally powerful organisations and institutions, from the WTO, the IMF 

and World Bank, to the EU (with its single market and sub-sectoral Eurozone) etc. ï there is a 

price of entry, a price of membership, a price to be paid if rules are violated ï defaults are 

made, restructurings requested, ownership contested, etc. And while it is important not to 

suggest the global South is homogenous or lacks agency, in the last forty years different 

countries in the global South have played a variety of roles: as a peripheral location into which 

speculative capital during periods of excess can flow (with the perpetual threat of destabilising 

those economies), as a source of low cost labour for offshoring and outsourcing initiatives 

(especially as an infrastructure of global transportation has emerged around containerisation, 

special economic zones and highly automated logistically efficient mega-ports and especially 

as technology has enabled simplified modular production enabling low cost sites to diversify 

from clothing etc. and into hi-tech assembly), as a source of primary commodities (which in 

turn become a source of speculative activity for a host of financial organisations) fuelling 

industrialisation and urbanisation, as a site to process or just dump the waste products of the 

world (the ñillthò of wealth that is otherwise given positive economic value in our curious 

system of accounting, despite the concept of negative externalities) and finally as a set of 

emerging consumer markets.  

                                                      
7
 Note: some of this is regional networks of production of components for assembly in given places, but 

this is still oriented mainly on consumption goods.  
8
 Debt of course is not just consumption related. For example student debt is now a major component in 

some countries. 
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From the point of view of neoliberalism as a project then, this ñspatial fixò has provided the 

latest manifestation of capitalismôs intrinsic need to grow intensively and extensively ï and 

one does not need to be a Marxist to note that Marx and Engels described this priapic 

globalising feature (without using the term capitalism) eloquently in the Communist Manifesto 

in 1848. The process is, of course, somewhat different than they could observe at the time 

since corporations, services and final consumption are more significant; in any case, 

economies industrialise, incomes grow, a middle class emerges, society changes, 

consumption becomes more widespread, the economy becomes service-oriented, and under 

the auspices of corporations, governments, and supranational organisations industrialisation 

is shifted to other countries; there is continuous domestic economic expansion and this 

spreads to those other countries, which have in turn industrialised and who then seek to 

emulate the consumption pattern of ñadvancedò countries.
9
 Here, there is much more that 

might be said about space, place and difference ï regarding varieties of capitalism, growth 

models, authoritarian hybridisations, the nature of a monetary economy etc. and 

metaphorically speaking a great deal of ink has been spilled on these debates by post 

Keynesians, radical political economists and global political economists and so on, but in a 

ñrough and ready senseò the previous paragraphs ought to be recognisable as a confluence 

of tendencies and as generally observable manifestations ï the state of the (ñneoliberalò) 

world. The point though is that this ñstate of the worldò leads to a quite different set of 

identifiable negative characteristics and points of emphasis than the more positive ñunderlying 

progressò way of describing the past forty years ï an ñOn the other handòé  

 

As the IMF notes, there have been several hundred financial and banking crises since the 

1970s, of which the global financial crisis (GFC) of 2007-2008 is only one (if, obviously, the 

most widespread). For theorists of financialisation, these are not unforeseeable ñshocksò, but 

rather manifestations of a pathological system of unstable growth built around debt cycles. 

The austerity response to this situation combined with a renewed commitment to ñfinancial 

deepeningò with relatively little change to the purpose of banking and finance has exposed 

and/or exacerbated a host of identifiable characteristics. Over the last forty years the increase 

in the relative share of capital to labour in economic value has been paralleled by the growth 

of extreme wealth and income inequality.
10

 This has varied by country but is observable to 

some degree almost everywhere, as is some degree of erosion of collective rights and 

representation of workers and reduction in spending on and narrowing of provision of welfare. 

The last ten years have intensified the effects of this in the global North: an increase in 

working poverty, a proliferation of adverse and previously atypical working conditions and 

practices (zero-hour and flexible work contracts, platform-based pseudo self-employment, 

punitive use of sub-contraction etc.), job insecurity and a more generalised anxiety regarding 

the perpetual threat of hardship that spreads far beyond those living and working 

ñprecariouslyò or those living in easily identifiable areas of longstanding deindustrialisation. 

The Covid-19 pandemic, meanwhile, has again exposed the structural fragilities of 

contemporary society and economy ï those compelled to work by penury and precarity who 

were then exposed to the virus, those working in social care, public transport, delivery and 

nursing hailed as heroes in the press but treated as dupes in their pay packets ï the 

spectacular increase in wealth of the few, the scope for those few to grow their wealth with 

nothing but contempt for the tax systems that bind everyone elseé
11

 

 

                                                      
9
 This sentence is adapted from Gills and Morgan (2020a). 

10
 For issues see the edited text, Fullbrook and Morgan (2021).  

11
 For range of issues on the development of tax avoidance and economics see Morgan (2021) and its 

reference list. 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386


real-world economics review, issue no. 96 
subscribe for free 

 

8 

A world gone wrongé  

 

Clearly, if one compares the strand of thinking that highlights the positives of the last forty 

years and that which highlights the negative, they are not discussing different worlds. Rather 

they have different emphases and the negative ï to state the obvious ï takes a critical stance 

whereas the positive tends to implicitly work within the limits of the system as is. Importantly 

though, criticism is not ñnews from nowhereò, it is not free floating. Rather, it is rooted in 

proposed explanatory mechanisms or sets of structural relations with attendant powers and 

potentials, which become ways of acting that ingrain tendencies and consequences.  

 

So, we may have made amazing progress in some forms of science and technology and this 

has created possibilities in the world but we have done so in a system where we do not just 

use these technologies and their offspring, we consume them and we do so in a system of 

consumerism.
12

 Goods are designed to be instantly disposable, short term, fashionable or 

seasonal, unrepairable, rapidly obsolete, and readily replaced according to any of a number 

of rationales, most of which encourage us to value the momentary process of consumption 

i.e. the act of acquisition over the long term use in ownership. With this come socialised 

identities and lifestyles that can never be settled because the very point is to keep us 

engaging in consumption. The psychology here is subtly different than merely acknowledging 

that there can be something valuable or entertaining in the use of goods or services. It 

requires a narrative that whispers we are incomplete, dissatisfied and restless and the next 

act of consumption will either distract us from that sense or be the thing that momentarily 

completes us ï and, of course, marketing, advertising and the various strategies that 

manufacture demand are not new, but they are more pervasive in a contemporary ñconsumerò 

society where it is the diversity and volume of consumption that keeps the economy going. 

 

Moreover, ñkeeping the economy goingò implicates a whole set of structural dynamics. Again, 

a subtle difference of perspective arises, this time between an economy which allows us to 

use what we create in fulfilling ways and an aberrational or adverse structuring of purpose 

and the hierarchy of what matters ï human well-being or keeping the economy going? In any 

case, a reappraisal of what might otherwise look like progress leads to an expanding set of 

questions regarding the role and purpose of consuming and how it is embedded in an 

economy and its employment relations and how this in turn is embedded in a society and an 

ñenvironmentò. Capitalism has always been an accumulation process, but since the advent of 

macroeconomics and the collection of macro data it has become more oriented towards 

policy that targets continuous growth and neoliberalism has worked with this. So, the 

question, ñwhat have we done with the amazing advances in science and technology and with 

forty years of time?ò might be answered with, learned to consume more and faster within 

throwaway cultures which demand work for the purposes of keeping the economy going and 

where growth has become the explicit goal as though this was the necessary correlate of 

ñprogressò. The collateral damage of these observable mechanisms and trends has been 

debt-dependence, pressurised working lives that increasingly damage mental and physical 

health and observable distributional consequences. As numerous data sources indicate, the 

vast majority of increases in economic value have been captured by a few well-positioned 

corporations and persons. Concomitantly, in socio-economic terms, the GFC and its 

aftermath have seemingly intensified a longer trend decline in social mobility ï and this has 

occurred across the OECD and is most observable as an inter-generational decline. So, for 
                                                      
12

 For classic critique of the kind of theory of consumption that pays insufficient attention to its material 
components and roots in systems of provision see Fine (2002). 
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critics of neoliberalism, looking at the state of the world is to see a ñrigged systemò: one which 

genuflects to aspiration and hard work, and valorises wealth creation while enabling 

opportunistic wealth capture, one that privileges the few among the many in the global North 

and then the global North over the global Southé  

 

Unsurprisingly then, the post-GFC period has witnessed growing cynicism and questioning of 

the legitimacy of the system(s) we live in: in the US and UK, for example, competent and 

principled politicians are seen as the exception not the rule, and venal self-serving mendacity 

is expected from, rather than reviled when exhibited by, politicians (who claim they take ñfull 

responsibilityò and then neither resign or change their behaviour). A negatively inflected 

concept of ñeliteò has entered ordinary language use, referring to a privileged few (and Left 

and Right have quite different ideas of who these are), while more pointed terms such as 

oligarchy, plutocracy and kleptocracy have also entered the lexicon and are deployed to 

connect people and places as far flung as Moscow, London and Lagos, the Cayman Islands 

and Wall Streeté The notion that expertise carries authority has also come into question, 

partly through reduction to or conflation with plunder of the state and the corrosion of public 

standards.
13

 There is a sense that expertise is less about vocation and sense of public service 

and more about careers, opinions for hire, revolving doors, maintenance of any observable 

status quo and ñjustifyingò the unjustifiable. And all of this has been readily weaponised 

through social media ï whose attention-scoring algorithms isolate, silo and augment what our 

ñclicksò suggest we want, and whose rules of communicative engagement can be quite 

different than face-to-face conversation might create. No fact is immune from a strongly 

worded belief and no conspiracy is too absurd to be denied replication. All human knowledge 

may, in principle, be at our fingertips, but new technology has intensified old problems of IP 

ownership in the context of monetisation of data as digital currency.   

 

In any case, the neoliberal era seems to have killed one of democracies most important 

ideological tenets ï the idea of meritocracy. Race, gender and class have always mattered ï 

and so the idea of meritocracy has never been without its critics ï but the abuse and 

transmission of privilege now hide in plain sight, even as norms have turned to diversity. And 

division and diversity have proven quite capable of angry co-existence. Perhaps most 

significantly, reactions against the sense of a rigged system have themselves been politically 

divisive ï blame shifting, popularism, strident nationalisms and so on. One of the great ironies 

of this is that the Right has undermined the Leftôs traditional claim to be about solidarity and 

the Right has used this to peel off traditional elements of support ï via: they donôt care about 

ñreal peopleò, they donôt speak for you, they patronise you while serving themselves ï ironic 

since the main architects of this can hardly make the counterclaim that they demonstrably 

care more. Ultimately then, the sense of progress through extended recognitions one might 

otherwise associate with the last forty years looks frayed ï as different groups adopt the 

language of ñculture warsò and contest identities, authenticities and the right to speak and be 

heard. Social fracture then, seems particularly pronounced today ï albeit this looks different in 

places like the USA, Russia, Hungary, Brazil and the UK than it does in Sweden, Germany or 

elsewhere. Overall though, there is widespread discussion of democracy rotting from the 

inside and democracy in retreat.      
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ñThe diabolical double crisisò 

 

The suggestion of a ñworld gone wrongò brings us to contemporary discussion of solutions. 

The ultimate context here is that the ñneoliberalò decades have rendered economies 

individually and collectively more resource and energy hungry and waste creating. This does 

not imply all people and places are equally sources of or responsible for this. Clearly, a 

growth in world population from around 4.4 billion in 1979 to about 7.8 billion in 2020 cannot 

be without consequence, but it is a fraction of the worldôs population, a few countries and a 

small coterie of corporations that are responsible for the majority of resource and energy use 

ï with some variation if one takes a longer historic-cumulative or contemporary approach (the 

latter also includes China and to a lesser extent India). In any case, according to Earth 

System scientists we have now entered a new post-Holocene epoch, the Anthropocene ï 

where it is humans (or more accurately economic systems developed by our species ï 

leading to further terms, such as the ñCapitaloceneò) who are the decisive influence on the 

planet. Climate and ecological breakdown are now well advanced and using the ñplanetary 

boundariesò (PB) framework, we have in the last forty years transgressed the ñsafe operating 

parametersò of 3 (in work published 2009) then 4 (in work published 2015) and (as of 2021) 

likely 6 of 9 processes, which in combination comprise the Earth System.
14

 During the 

Holocene each of these processes maintained itself as a complex system within broadly 

stable limits ï our activity, however, has acted to create forcing effects, leading to potential 

positive feedbacks, pushing processes out of these stabilisation situations.  

 

The most well-known of these PBs is effects on the climate system from greenhouse gas 

(GHGs) emissions. The main metric for this is parts per million (ppm) by volume atmospheric 

carbon dioxide. The pre-industrial revolution level is typically reported as 280 ppm. Increased 

atmospheric CO2  and equivalents lead to heating of the planet and this is calculated using 

ñclimate sensitivityò measures (the increase in average global temperature per doubling of 

atmospheric CO2 above the pre-industrial level i.e. an increase from 280 ppm to 560 ppm). 

Calculations are estimations and currently put likely heating between the lower end of 2 C̄+ 

and around 4 C̄ per doubling in the next generation of models (which are likely to comprise 

the sixth IPCC ñassessment reportò due 2022), though the consensus is that greater heating 

effects cannot be discounted. This has led  some climate and Earth System scientists to posit 

an irreversible ñHothouse Earthò scenario along PB lines. Moreover, adverse effects, such as 

greater frequency and severity of extreme weather events, are being observed at lower than 

anticipated average temperatures (global average heating is currently about 1.2 C̄ above the 

pre-industrial level)
15

 and consensus is growing that the increase in atmospheric CO2 is riskier 

for the climate systemôs effects than previously anticipated. The 2009 PB work set a ñsafeò 

boundary at 350 ppm to ensure that stabilisation effects would win out and future temperature 

rises were likely to stay below 1 C̄ , but reported a contemporary figure of 387  ppm.  

 

However, the direction of travel is not only still moving away from the 350 ppm boundary but 

seems set to exceed a global ñcarbon budgetò consistent with both 1.5C̄ and 2 C̄ in the 

relatively near future, with projections estimating rises of 3 C̄ and higher through the rest of 

                                                      
14

 See the interview Steffen and Morgan (2021) and its reference list.  
15

 Note, the dataset used for the standard global average surface air temperature measure typically 
starts from 1850-1900, while other measures for ppm begin with the start of the industrial revolution in 
the late 1700s. Note also that average temperature changes are not weather ï more frequent and 
severe extreme weather events, such as heatwaves, droughts, storms and tornadoes (and 
consequences such as wild fires, crop failures etc.) occur on the basis of average temperature changes 
effects on and within climate systems. 
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the century and into the next. The UK Met Office estimates 417 ppm for 2021, which is 30 

ppm higher than the 2009 figure and 50% higher than the pre-industrial level and while it took 

around 200 years for a 25% increase it took just the last 30 for this to kick on to 50% in our 

resource and energy hungry and waste creating world. According to the 2020 UNEP eleventh 

ñemissions gapò report, meanwhile, annual global emissions reached a record high in 2019 of 

between 52.4 and 59.1 gigatons (Gt) CO2 and equivalents (depending on the measure, and 

with fossil fuel emissions estimated at 38 GtCO2 ï also a record high). The Paris Agreement 

December 2015 set the goal of keeping heating well below 2 C̄, and ideally at 1.5 C̄ (Article 2 

(1a)). And it is because of growing concern regarding meeting the goals that the IPCC in its 

2018 special report called for a 45% reduction in global carbon emissions on 2017 levels by 

2030 with a view to ñnet-zeroò by mid-century. In any case, we have now entered a period of 

recognised ñclimate emergencyò that demands rapid and pervasive ñdecarbonisationò (which 

is to say nothing of the need to address the wider range of ecological destructions and 

disruptions to the biosphere) and this has translated into a host of initiatives.
16

   

 

Climate and ecological issues have always involved an odd conflation between economy as 

the source of the vast majority of problems and economic activity as the motor or mechanism 

of any solution to those problems. As most readers will be aware, over the last forty years, 

environment and sustainability have been mainly framed as economic costs to be 

incorporated (as ñnegative externalitiesò) and managed, as property rights that can be 

exploited once recognised (in ñcarbon tradingò markets) and as, via technology, a subject for 

diversification of economic activity and subsequent ñdynamic efficiencyò effects i.e. a business 

opportunity ï and dominant modelling systems for ñscenario pathwaysò work with this as 

background, using ñdamage functionsò and concepts like ñsocial cost of carbonò to estimate 

lost GDP growth within an otherwise growing economy (in turn used in conjunction with 

ñdiscount ratesò to influence policy timing for mitigation and adaptation initiatives ï and these 

ultimately treat heating of the planet as a manageable cost-benefit problem ï leading to odd 

terms such as ñoptimal warmingò).  

 

In UNEP discourse and elsewhere during the last thirty years or so, solving climate and 

ecological problems has been typically referred to as moving beyond ñbusiness-as-usualò and 

yet the UNEP ten-year emissions gap summary report states that total global emissions 

towards the end of the last decade were about what they would have been had there been 

ñno policyò (Christensen and Olhoff, 2019). The main response to this has been for most 

contributors to policy and debate across the political spectrum to call for greater urgency of 

action and more rapid investment in the form of variants of ñGreen New Dealsò (GNDs). 

These envisage a transformed energy and transport infrastructure based on electrification 

and renewables, major changes to agribusiness and land management (e.g. extensive tree 

planting) and a new manufacturing sector harnessing the latest (ñfourth industrial 

revolutionò)
17

 technology to produce within a more ñcircular economyò for a more ecologically 

aware consumer, eating differently and living in new or retrofitted lower impact or climate 

resilient housing stock.
18

 The more corporate-friendly version of this envisions some minor 

modification to ñbusiness-as-usualò, but there is also a more radical version of GNDs. Both, in 

different ways, invite the question, are they capable of solving the fundamental problem at 

hand? i.e. the scale and impact of economic activity on the planet. Here, it is important to 

keep in mind the obvious fact that one does not negotiate with the planet, one either does 

                                                      
16

 See Ripple et al. (2021). 
17

 See Morgan (2019) and its reference list. 
18
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what is necessary to maintain its parameters within limits which are conducive to life (as we 

and other species know it), or one does not. A post-neoliberal world then, requires some 

reconciliation between what must change to address climate emergency and ecological 

breakdown and what we want to change about the system that got us to where we are.  

 

For our purposes it is the radical version of GNDs which are more interesting, since these 

seek system transformation but still invoke what Andrew Sayer refers to as a ñdiabolical 

double crisisò dilemma ï a tension between solving the climate crisis and solving the crisis of 

highly unequal socio-economies.
19

 The more radical version views GNDs as an opportunity to 

address the observed pathologies of globalised neoliberalism. Given that the last forty years 

have encouraged market-based solutions to climate and ecological problems and these have 

manifestly failed to transcend ñbusiness-as-usualò, the more radical approach to GNDs 

envisages far greater scope for the state, and public spending and policy intervention to lead 

and shape major investment initiatives. Curtailing the adverse effects of extreme inequality 

provides a justification for a more steeply progressive approach to tax policy (including carbon 

taxes and forms of policy that are most disruptive to fossil fuel interests) and new forms of 

wealth taxes on the very rich, allowing for redistribution as well as financing of investment 

(though this is dependent on whether one is more or less an advocate of modern monetary 

theory).
20

 Thereafter, the basic rationale is that ñgreeningò the economy offers the prospect of 

higher skilled jobs in transformative industries, in turn encouraging renewal of domestic 

manufacturing etc. ï and it is supposed that this will reverse some of the prior ñoffshoringò 

trend, leading to ñreshoringò or reindustrialisation, a shift in the balance of trade between 

imports and exports with greater scope for exports and, most importantly, employment growth 

in higher value-added sectors with greater job security ï creating a virtuous circle of higher 

demand for and greater bargaining power placed with,  skilled labour and thus higher wages 

and incomes, whose further consequence via multiplier effects is greater capacity to fund and 

support better standards of social care, retirement and welfare systems, as well as a ñpre-

distributionò effect that reduces the need for debt dependencies and thus some aspects of 

financialisation (providing, inter alia, for a political renewal of ñfaith in the systemò).  

 

Clearly, then, radical GNDs run counter to many of the observed features of neoliberalism 

and thus offer a vision of a post-neoliberal world (albeit one with a mainly global North theme 

and perhaps presupposing some kind of ñwinning outò in global competition to dominate green 

technologies). At base, however, radical GNDs are, in the main, contemporary versions of the 

Keynesian approach to reforming national capitalism, built in this case around ñgreen growthò 

as a solution to climate emergency. While offering an alternative to many of the features of 

neoliberalism is obviously an attractive prospect, the problem, however, is that the growth 

aspect of GNDs sits awkwardly with the material limits of the world. Sayer expressed the 

problem concisely in his Why We Canôt Afford the Rich and this predates the transition from a 

dire climate situation to declared climate emergency (and so has only become more relevant):  

 

Given that the rise of the rich and the related slowdown in the growth of 

ordinary peopleôs wages and salaries have, together, stalled the global 

economy, slowing the growth of demand and restricting opportunities for 

profitable productive investment, we should cut off or tax the richôs sources of 

unearned income and redistribute wealth downwards [as well as facilitate 

more equal wealth and income across society, which eventually reduces the 

                                                      
19
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20
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need to redistribute]. This would boost demand and allow economic growth to 

resumeé In other words, redistribution plus growth [it seems at first sight] is 

the answeré [But] such a policy would accelerate global warming, indeed it 

would make runaway global warming and its dire consequences inevitableé 

We are therefore in a diabolical double crisis (Sayer 2015: 327)é  

 

[W]e canôt afford to perpetuate an economic system predicated on inequality 

and endless compound growth. The dream of ógreen growthô, with capitalism 

delivering sustainability, is like selling guns to promote peace (Sayer 2015: 

341). 

 

There may be a difference between material growth and economic growth (since the latter is 

a measure of value in exchange of goods and services in some currency), but ultimately an 

economy is a material process. It uses energy to transform some things into others, and this 

requires use of resources and waste creation. The bigger an economy is the more energy and 

resources it tends to use and waste it creates. There is no evidence that ñdecouplingò (in the 

form of energy intensity $GDP measures etc.) can offset the observable effects of continually 

expanding the scale and intensity of economic activity as we know it, and while there may be 

some scope for ñefficiencyò, an economy cannot be ñimmaterialò.
21

 We live on a finite planet. 

As such, as ecological economists and activists have argued for years, targeting continual 

economic growth is to target the impossible and invite disaster. We are now in a situation 

where we have hit and in some cases exceeded limits. Our energy systems are a key 

component in this, but even if these could be transitioned to non-fossil-fuel forms (and the 

evidence is against this being possible at current scales in the relevant timelines), great 

swathes of economy are built around carbon and generate emissions (fertilizers, meat, 

concrete, steel, plastics, synthetic textiles etc.). As such, more growth cannot be the answer 

to our state of the world and ñgreen growthò is in essence an oxymoron when applied on a 

planetary scale, given the situation we are now in.  

 

The implication then, is that imagining, organising and arguing for the kinds of post-neoliberal 

socio-economies we might want has to start by recognising what is prudential and feasible. 

GNDs of any stripe cannot ignore this since massive investment to transform the energy and 

transport infrastructure etc. as a way to renew employment and kick start multipliers invokes 

growth across the existing system, with its other corporations offering goods and services in 

an existent economy with socialised tendencies that encourage consumption ï higher wages 

and incomes readily lead to renewal here too. GNDs without some explicit recognition of 

ñenough is enoughò risk default towards a ñtechnofixò, since they leave unreconciled the basic 

systemic problems of a growth imperative, consumerism and accumulation.  

 

ñProgressivesò are as subject to physical reality as anyone else. This is why advocates of 

degrowth, postgrowth, social ecological economics and some variants of steady-state 

economics, argue we need to stop acting like we have choices we donôt have.
22

 This, in turn, 

leads to the issue of what kind of economics can recognise limits, adequately express the 

nature of economy and still work to address the problematic features of neoliberalismé   
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An economics that is fit for purpose  

 

If climate emergency indicates anything, it is that we are urgently in need of an economics 

that is ñfit for purposeò. Consider what ñfit for purposeò now means. An adequate economics 

now has to be one that helps us understand the difficult decisions that are likely to confront us 

in the coming years. On a global scale we are going to have to leave fossil fuels in the 

ground, restore aquifers and water systems, reinvigorate ecosystems, greatly accelerate 

reforestation, bring a halt to using the oceans as a dumping site for plastics and numerous 

other chemical pollutants, reduce acidification of the oceans and so on. But fundamentally, on 

a global scale we are, unless there is some miraculous technological miracle, going to have to 

do less. That means we cannot continue with throwaway consumerism or with continual 

economic-material-energy growth. We are going to have to use durable, replaceable and 

repairable goods, but more fundamentally we are going to have to consider our consumption 

decisions differently in regard of whether we buy something at all ï since this seems basic to 

ñlow impact livingò. This, however, is antithetical to both the system as is and the mechanisms 

and interests that currently ñkeep the economy goingò. I may be able to choose not to buy or 

fly but I cannot create income, employment and alternatives to employment on a system-wide 

basis ï nor can I know unaided whether in fact the sum total of activity is within feasible 

planetary limits domestically and globally. Only the state in its relations with other states and 

in its relations with the private sector can know and do these things ï working to create the 

pathways of feasible transition and transformation that parallel activity from all other aspects 

of society. And yet states are caught between their current evolved and developed interest 

configurations derived from the neoliberal period and the necessity to address profound and 

basic problems. Furthermore, there is no such thing as a ñself-annihilating corporationò and 

there is considerable resistance from any industrial sector to recognition that its time has 

come. 

 

The implication then, is that any adequate economics must recognise the politicised dilemmas 

of socio-economic organisation. It cannot evade political economy. It cannot evade discussion 

of the norms that inform the structuring of economy and the mechanisms that induce 

consequences from those structurings. In any case, only the state can configure its GND to 

what the world really allows and we are going to have to think about what preserves and 

stabilises the world, which is a radically different perspective than commodifying it as 

resources to exploit. And we are going to have to act and act quickly. That something can be 

phrased as cannot be ñevadedò ñmustò or ñhave toò, of course, does not mean we will treat 

things that way and this too is a dilemma ï resisting the obvious and refusing to deliberate will 

not prevent adverse outcomes, it merely increases the likelihood that worst cases become 

inevitabilities.    

 

While these are not new ideas and certainly not original to me ï they are now the reality that 

confronts us, a reality that mainstream economics has been antithetical to, since it has  

encouraged unsustainable trends in almost all aspects of economy: climate and resource 

profligacy (via ñgrowthismò and approaches to theory that have invited complacency regarding 

if and when to accept that ñenough is enoughò), extreme inequality, insufficient attention to 

basic human services, well-being, profit over public purpose, and so on.
23

 As advocates of 

degrowth, postgrowth etc. point out, however, an alternative need not default to some somber 

theory of parsimony contrasted with neoliberalismôs profligacy. It does not demand we 
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conceive the future as a second best joyless existence. Rather it offers the prospect of ñjust 

transitionsò, building a future society and economy reoriented on what really matters to us. 

GNDs already hold out the prospect of redirecting great swathes of socio-economic activity 

from consumption to social, welfare and health services, and there is no law of nature that 

prevents us redirecting attention from consumerism, taking more note of use-value and 

placing greater value on ñrelational goodsò i.e. the sense of well-being derived from 

participation ï the relation itself ï encompassing a wide variety of activities from the informal 

interaction of friends to more formal communitarian pursuits.
24

  

 

As psychologists and marketing analysts both note, advertising often works by trying to 

associate a product or service with some primary positive emotion or activity that induces that 

emotion ï related to family, friends, conviviality and so on, but it is the intrinsic value of these 

and not the product or service that is indispensable to our well-being. I can be persuaded to 

want a new shirt and might feel good about it and others may complement me on it, but a shirt 

cannot throw a party, tell a joke and will not hold my hand, commiserate, console or offer 

support. Nor can it co-create. Perhaps in the future AI and robotics will add further entities to 

our societies but this does not change the basic point ï that we can think differently about 

what we need and value and arguably to do so provides a significant step in addressing some 

of the psycho-social harms of the neoliberal period ï what Marxist humanists and sociologists 

refer to as the anxieties of alienation and commodity fetishism and some philosophers as 

status anxiety.
25

 This switch in thinking and preference cannot, however, prevent the anxiety 

of a bill not paid or the consequences that follow from inability to pay what must be paid in a 

system that requires payments. Here various solutions have been offered such as universal 

basic income, but the main point is that we need not think of alternatives to the neoliberal 

period as second best just because they require us to address limits. And this applies not just 

to the global North but also the global South since a less extractive and resource hungry 

global North places fewer pressures on the global South and can be structurally disposed 

along different lines ï beginning with ñdebt jubileeò, a change in asset ownership dynamics 

and the payment of just prices (which should not be conflated with minimal marketised 

versions of ñfair tradeò).        

 

To do any of these things, however, we need to acknowledge that other worlds are possible, 

which in turn requires us to reject a primary feature of the neoliberal period ï the basic tenet 

that ñThere is No Alternativeò (TINA), which operates on the basis of the naturalisation of 

neoliberalism as though it were simply the way things are and how things must be. Still, as I 

suggested in the introduction to this essay the world does not reduce to theory and in the end 

we are interested in the state of the world far more than theory only. ñOnlyò of course is an 

important modifier ï since it is important to acknowledge that this is different than ñin the 

absence ofò ï there is no observation, inquiry, understanding, or explanation of the world 

which is uninfluenced by the concatenation of theory that any given commentator has 

previously absorbed, whether explicitly applied to the situation or not. It is also equally 

important to note, given the original subject matter this collection invited us to address ï post-

neoliberal economics ï that economic theory, in the standard sense, is only one aspect of the 

theory of neoliberalism ï albeit one that it is important to unlearn, given the facilitating role it 

has played.  
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Economics facilitating role revisited    

 

When critics of neoliberalism refer to economic theory they usually have in mind a dominant 

disciplinary perspective (for want of a better term ñparadigmò) that has multiple effects. A 

primary claim is that it has political significance: its theoretical forms are more conducive to 

some kinds of policy than others and its theoretical forms tends to be more associated with 

some kinds of political views than others. Both claims are arguable and opinion differs. Still, 

critics of neoliberalism have tended to use the term ñneoclassicalò theory when referring to its 

economics constituent, but typically mean the core of mainstream theory, and as we have 

previously noted, argue that its theoretical form tends to lead to a concept of the state as a 

source of institutional support for markets where they exist and creation of markets where 

they do not. This is premised on the commitment that private interest and competition lead to 

generally beneficial outcomes and while this is underpinned by rational agents, Pareto 

efficiency, perfect competition, general equilibrium etc. mainstream economists recognise the 

world is not quite like this ï it is ñsub-optimalò ï which leads to a variety of further 

theorisations, but crucially oneôs that take the ideal as a point of departure or aspiration.  

 

So, the argument is that the nature of economic theory tends to create a policy predisposition 

that favours markets. There may be distortions, frictions, irrationalities and failures but these 

are the market working itself out. Failure may provide some justification for a more 

interventionist approach by the state but even here the dynamism of market failure is usually 

to be preferred to state failure. To a degree then it doesnôt matter if economists think of 

themselves as Right or Left (and surveys tend to indicate many economists consider 

themselves ñliberal-leaningò and slightly Left of centre), they work with a theory framework 

that limits the concept of the state (including its complexity as a source of markets if one pays 

attention to the work of Mariana Mazzucato, Neva Goodwin or Jamie Galbraith) and the role 

of the state.  

 

However, critics of neoliberalism hold that the project of neoliberalism also involves activity by 

ideologically motivated economists, which adds an explicit Right wing inflection to its 

economics ï and some argument over its relation to mainstream economics, since there are 

numerous methodological differences between Austrians and mainstream economists, as well 

as some political misgivings regarding consequences. The important point critics of 

neoliberalism tend to make here, however, is that economic theory tends to lack adequate 

attention to institutions and power and this creates a vacuum which corporations can fill and 

corporate-disposed Right wing politicians can exploit, a situation ï especially where corporate 

funding of politics is unchecked ï that leads to a discourse of market efficiencies that runs 

parallel to real markets that are anything but the (efficient) ideal and where corporate interests 

are actively supported by the state ï including in forms that Austrians then find offensive 

(corporate welfare, subsidies, tax breaks, tax loopholes, bailouts etc.). Here the concept of 

the market is implicitly politicised in so far as neoliberalism conflates corporate power and 

market activity and speaks about the latter while remaining mainly silent on the former. To be 

clear, there is no reason why a market should favour any given set of interests, but any real 

market is likely to do so, which makes this a significant omission, especially when married 

with degradation of collective power of labour and the financialised activity of owning and 

trading companies as portfolio assets (along ñprivate equity financeò lines).
26
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As such, though the reality of the neoliberal period and the full panoply of neoliberal theory do 

not reduce to formal economic theory, the nature of economics as theory in the last 40 years 

has still mattered. The implication is that an adequate economics for the future needs to be 

sensitive to the role economics has played within broader social reality. This is different than 

merely suggesting the traditional positive-normative divide is problematic, it is the claim that 

the very nature of theory has political consequences through its methods, exclusions, 

formulations, legitimations and omissions. Learning this requires one to simultaneously 

unlearn the formulation of mainstream economics as ñscienceò (sic) and this is a first step in 

accepting that different kinds of economics are possible and preferable.    

 

 

Post-neoliberal economics  

 

Critique of the nature of mainstream economics significantly predates the current climate 

emergency and climate emergency has not made this critique irrelevant. What climate 

emergency has done, however, is confirm the basic (and already existent) claim that the 

primary insights of ecological economics are fundamental to any adequate economics 

discipline.
27

 Economics must account for the materiality of an economy. This and not 

exchange value are basic to the scale and intensity of economic activity the planet will 

reasonably allow. Thereafter a case can be made that this ecologically premised economics 

must also be normatively sensitive, dialogical and pluralist in so far as these are mutually 

consistent aspects of any adequate approach to economics.  

 

In a short essay there is little that can be said substantively regarding a whole discipline but 

perhaps the best approach is to synthesise and summarise key principles according to the 

kind of concerns that become curricula.
28

 This is something I have done before on behalf of 

the Association for Heterodox Economics (AHE) in response to publication of new curriculum 

guidance in the UK in 2015. As synthesis these points are (again) by no means original 

(Morgan 2015: 535-536):  

 

1. Economics is the study of social provisioning or the different ways in which 

psychological, social and material well-being are and can be achieved through an 

economy. An economy is a historical and dynamic entity and its construction 

necessarily involves institutions and an emergent political framework that fosters 

particular trajectories for that economy. An economy is embedded in an ecology and 

there are material limits to development that cannot be ignored and are central to the 

continued achievement of well-being. Deliberation is fundamental to informed 

decision making at a micro and macro level and so economics is also an ethical 

science. Economics is integral to political processes and so has implications for policy 

and for how citizens live. It is always also political economy.    

 

2. In so far as economics is the study of the social provisioning process, its insights are 

based on different sets of theoretical commitments or emphases. There are then 

many different ways to approach an economic problem and many different ways to 

construct theory and pursue an economic investigation. Economics is therefore 

necessarily pluralistic. Historically it encompasses different schools of thought that 

consider economic problems from different points of view based on different foci, 
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concerns and ultimate aims.  Since economics is deliberative and economies can 

qualitatively change, then there is also an ongoing need to consider new kinds of 

theorisation to consider old problems in new ways, and new problems based on new 

insights. Economics is contested but this is not simply a data issue; it is also an issue 

of the consequences of the dynamics of different approaches to social provisioning. 

Pluralism is ultimately a commitment based on the recognised value for the vitality of 

the discipline of constructive engagement with different approaches to an economic 

problem. It is rooted in the complexity, contingency and malleability of social reality. 

  

3. Social reality is an integrated whole and economics is one way of demarcating an 

aspect of that whole. Its insights ought then to cohere with those of other social 

sciences, and productive interchange between the disciplines is an important way 

each can both inform and temper the claims of the others. It is therefore important 

that economics considers the theories, critiques and methods of other disciplines 

rather than primarily transpose its modes of analysis onto the subjects of other 

disciplines. This is part of what it means to be effective in studying economic 

phenomena in their historical, political, social, institutional and international contexts.   

     

4. Economics is in the broad sense a realist science. It pioritises realism and relevance 

over precision. It recognises that there are many methods that may provide insights 

into an economic problem. It recognises that there are limits to the use of any given 

method. It recognises that an effective economics education develops the ability of an 

economist to understand the limits and potentials of different methods and different 

ways of theorising. In so doing, it recognises that the ability to construct theory, and 

evaluate and use methods, requires a framing context of critical awareness. That 

awareness necessarily requires an economist to be versed in the history of economic 

thought and the progress of economic history. It is also enhanced by the reflexive 

skills provided by the philosophy of economics, including, for example, social 

ontology. Without these, model building, the use of given methods, and of quantitative 

and qualitative data can all too readily be misused. 

 

Clearly these principles need developing, they are not a substantive economics.
29

 Equally 

clearly an ecologically premised, normatively sensitive, dialogical and pluralistic economics is 

very far from the kind of mainstream economics critics of neoliberalism take issue with. The 

challenge is how to transition, but this is a matter of institution building not of expecting the 

impossible. It is about giving participants ñreasons to do Xò: to debate norms, to accept that 

different points of view informed by different methods and concerns may have justifiable 

bases, to put aside immediate personal interest where appropriate for community goods, to 

work for public understanding of economics, to focus on key real problems of economy, and 

so on ï these are choices that can be made not standards that cannot exist or powers no one 

possesses (though this does not prevent disagreement, as for example responses to Geoff 

Hodgsonôs recent book which covers this subject indicate).
30

  

 

Moreover, there is a difference between sensitivity to the possible effects of power and 

cynicism regarding inevitable consequences of it. The former is a necessary part of any 

adequate social science while the latter is self-refuting as an academic stance (since what 
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would be the point of engaging in critical reflexive work aimed to contingently improve 

ñknowledgeò if one held this to be impossible in theory or irrelevant in practice?). 

 

 

From post-neoliberal economics to a post-neoliberal world 

 

Since there is a great deal more to neoliberalism than its economic theory component it would 

be unrealistic to expect a post-neoliberal economics to be capable of producing a post-

neoliberal world without other changes. The economics alone did not produce the current 

adverse state of the world and so changes to the disciplinary form of economics alone cannot 

be expected to resolve the problems of economies writ large. Peter Newell, for example, in 

his recent excellent book Power Shift: The Global Political Economy of Energy Transitions 

makes much this point, albeit mainly implicitly (Newell, 2021). For Newell the world we now 

live in was not created by a failure of pricing mechanisms per se nor lack of available 

technologies early enough to make a difference or even unwillingness to consider alternative 

ways of living, but rather by the systematic pursuit of unsustainability, reproduced because of 

the concentration of power in the hands of key actors and institutions who have continually 

benefited. Transformation thus involves undoing this systemic situation and this is a multi-

faceted problem.
31

  

 

Over the last decade Newell has explored a variety of themes in relation to the need to undo 

the current adverse state of real world economies ï the need to avoid ñtransforismoò or co-

option that undermines or subverts change (greenwashing and so on), the dilemmas of 

ñpassive revolutionò or strategies that advocate gradual change but default to vested 

interest/power preserving strategies that continually fall short of what is needed by deferring 

these into the future according to some rationale. As you may be aware ñtransforismoò and 

ñpassive revolutionò are terms drawn from Gramsci, one of the Leftôs more innovative thinkers 

in regard of the role of ideas and action in effecting change ï to which one might add his 

contrast between a war of movement and a war of position. But one does not have to be a 

Marxist to appreciate the point Newell is making ï vested interests of the few can have great 

influence over society, and addressing adverse consequences requires some form of strategy 

as praxis. From that point of view, climate emergency means we are all Gramscians now, if 

only as an existential obligation. Newellôs work explores the numerous movements from 

below and policies from above that can coalesce to effect change and makes the case that 

transformative just transitions are the alternative to ñtransforismoò. In the language of this 

special issue the eventual catastrophe created by a failure to act sufficiently would be a quite 

different and disorderly post-neoliberal world of conflict over diminishing resources in a 

struggle to commodify the final inches of the planet, grind the last rhino horn into aphrodisiac 

and drink the last glass of clean fresh water before the lights go out.     

 

Newellôs work is one among many and parallels that of Clive Spash, Max Koch, Jayeon 

Lindillee and Johanna Olsson in this special issue as well as that of Giorgos Kallis, Julia 

Steinberger, Susan Paulson, Federico Demaria and many others across a host of scholar 

activist and social movements working on a variety of related issues (for example the thorny 

problem of aviation and just transitions in the work of ñStay Groundedò).
32

 Few of these would 

be recognised as ñeconomistsò in the disciplinary sense and given the state of the field most 

would actively reject the term. And while one may not agree with all aspects of the 
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concatenation of approaches, this work at least takes Sayerôs ñdiabolical double crisisò 

seriously. It is political economy for people, a kind of (though I expect not all would embrace 

the term) humanistic economics that is very different than the arid state of the mainstream 

discipline, which awards ñNobel Prizesò for minimal concessions that rational agents might 

have feelings or thoughts or even bodies.
33

      

 

In any case, it should be clear that institution building for a post-neoliberal world surely 

exceeds the scope of institution building for a post-neoliberal economics, though clearly a 

differently conceived economics ought to be performative for a differently conceived 

economy. Equally though, many other disciplines can contribute. For example, George 

Lakoffôs work on persuasive communication strategies (framings) for the environmental 

movement is illuminating ï regarding how one constructs alternative messaging themes that 

address the embodied emotive aspect of reasoning (Lakoff, 2010). One need only look to how 

a simple public health issue like wearing a mask can become a politicised issue of identity to 

see how important this can be. Still, communication strategies are just one theme worthy of 

consideration. It also makes sense to consider political dynamics of current leaderships as 

well as impediments created by possible near future events.  

 

In terms of political dynamics, the UK is host to COP 26 and claims a ñnet zeroò leadership 

role. While recognition that something must be done is to be welcomed the current UK 

government is made in its leaderôs image: given to grand announcements, absent of actual 

policy, command of fact or consideration of feasibility ï a kind of blustering muddling through 

attitude that manifestly pathologically over-promises and under-performs (with one notable if 

important exception in the form of Covid-19 vaccination). While over the last decade the UK 

can claim to have reduced emissions to a significant degree (using production measures) 

based on the transition from coal to gas and now solar and wind, the UK Committee on 

Climate Change make clear that the UKôs future commitments require far more pervasive and 

carefully thought out policy, which the current leadership seem incapable of; this can always 

change, but in the context of the COP process, it seems likely that the UK lacks both moral 

authority and sense of seriousness ï  preaching more than it practices, and may thus add 

distraction to ñpassive revolutionò at what is otherwise considered to be a crucial time.       

 

In terms of significant possible near futures one cannot ignore the hostile partisan politics of 

the US. Biden and the Democrats are committed to a Green New Deal future, albeit with 

some struggle over where the emphasis will lie and what the level of financial commitment will 

be. The Republicans or GOP, by contrast, are increasingly trapped in positions that block any 

attempt to address the genuine scale of the climate and ecological challenge. Moreover, 

future leadership dynamics may well destabilise US democracy and (again) disrupt global 

coordination (such that it is) of climate and ecological solutions. Consider the current nature of 

GOP politics and worst case scenariosé  

 

As various commentators have noted, the Democratsô economic policies have widespread 

support and this extends to some significant proportion of the working class who otherwise 

vote Republican (based on some or all of a higher minimum wage, universal child support/tax 

credits, more funding for health and social care, infrastructure investment, debt alleviation for 

students etc.). GOP politicians, however, continue to be funded and backed by corporate 

interests for whom these policies are anathema and so apart from emphasising fiscal 

conservativism (which is conveniently forgotten when tax cuts are costed or defence spending 
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is mooted) they have been manifestly reluctant to offer their own brand of economics and 

have instead pursued the politics of fear and grievance focused on moral panics regarding 

Black Lives Matter, Antifa, defunding the police, reverse racism and critical race studies (sic) 

curricula in schools, Mr Potato Head, Dr Seuss etc. in order to foster a sense that 

progressives are the enemy within (these woke socialists are coming for your children, your 

guns and your self-respect). The racial overtones of this are hardly new and nor is the 

associated attempt to use the aftermath of Bidenôs election and Trumpôs defeat to push 

through voter suppression legislation. There is, however, an additional danger here. 

Republican politicians continue to fear Trumpôs threat to stand candidates against them and 

rather than organise some kind of solidarity movement to reject him have ï with a few 

exceptions whose right wing credentials indicate this has very little to do with whether one is 

authentically Republican ï  pledged ñloyaltyò and thus individually surrendered any sense of 

integrity they had (craven seems the appropriate term here). This loyalty is predicated on 

embracing the ñbig lieò that widespread voter fraud stole the election and this commits 

Republican politicians to a degenerate domestic politics that depends on and legitimises 

fiction.  

 

The immediate effect is to endorse conspiracy as mainstream, feeding the fantasies of a 

section of the electorate for whom the absence of evidence seems to be all the proof 

required. But the near term worst case effect is potentially more sinister. Should Trump stand 

and despite voter suppression (as opposed to trying to win votes) and the politics of fear, lose 

again it is not inconceivable that different states or Congress will take action to put aside the 

vote. Trump, of course, may not stand and may end up in prison, so all of this is highly 

speculative ï but the dynamics of Trumpism, the rejection of both integrity and reality are not 

easily reversed for the Right. And this can only destabilise checks and balances within US 

politics and place a drag on effective policy being made there ï exacerbating existing 

problems of the Rightward shift in the Supreme Court and the block created by the filibuster in 

a hostile partisan Senate and divided country. Clearly, a preoccupied and divided America 

and a possible return to a pariah US administration do not bode well in a time of climate 

emergency. The world does not need wrecking ball politics of this kind and one wonders what 

the ultimate consequences might be when/if a political system embraces fiction and becomes 

suppressive of and hostile to truth, expertise and common sense. It certainly did not end well 

for the Soviet Union.   

 

The US of course is not the major emitter on the planet now, and one also cannot ignore 

Chinaôs near term future. Richard Smithôs Chinaôs Engine of Environmental Collapse (Smith, 

2020) is an indispensable guide to Chinaôs political economy. It provides a relentless and 

distressing litany of statistics that speak to imminent eco-Armageddon. And it makes clear 

that this is not just a matter of adverse globalised structures of economy (production for 

export that has essentially offshored the emissions of other countries) but also the internal 

dynamics of authoritarian state policy, dysfunctional regional devolved powers, adverse 

incentives and massive corruption. Emissions and other ecological problems of resource use, 

pollution and waste in China far exceed its proportion of the global economy and there are 

recognised widespread problems of overproduction and overconsumption, much of it led by 

building of superfluous cities, unnecessary airports, roads and rail networks. Smith paints a 

very different picture of Chinaôs economic miracle than one might glean from contextless 

statistics drawn from the World Bank database.  

 

So, China seems currently trapped in its own growth imperatives, and from the point of view 

of climate emergency, possible near futures in East Asia are no less potentially febrile than 
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those on the other side of the Pacific and likely more so.
34

 As things stand, great power rivalry 

seems to be a struggle over the wrong goals ï a pissing contest of you show me your 

economy, Iôll show you mine. Though both the US and China are keen to own the future via 

mastering the next generation of ñsustainableò technologies it is far from clear that the context 

of technological dependencies has or will liberate itself from problems of expansion and scale. 

And mention of technological dependencies is a reminder that it may, of course, not be 

countries that have the final word here, if we turn full circle and return to one of 

neoliberalismôs most prominent features ï extreme wealth inequality. There are a few 

individuals on the planet now who have assets and influence that exceeds that of most 

countries. Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk made their fortunes via technological disruption 

(leavened in the former case by harsh employment practices and in the latter by judicious 

moves to oust incumbent management) and both have grand visions of technofix futures. 

Technology has become theatre for the very rich, as pet projects to control space exploration 

indicate. For some this is sinister distraction in which collective dystopia becomes utopic 

fantasy ï a potential exit planet left for the very wealthy. While this seems unduly cynical it is 

a reminder that much of the future is still in the hands of a few, and this is quintessentially 

neoliberal. In any case, unlearning mainstream/neoliberal economics is just one strand in a 

grand existential challenge and as the preceding comments indicate, we may yet be trapped 

in the entrails of neoliberalism. And this time it likely cannot ñfail forwardò, it can only fail.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In his massive novel In Search of Lost Time, Proust ruminates that we are, objectively, aware 

that everyone dies, but the way we live depends on delusion that rejects this truth. More 

generally, as anyone who pays attention to the world around them is aware our civilisations 

have become accustomed to thinking that time is something we always have more of. This is 

a curious facet of the nature of our being. As a sentient species we are time travellers in a 

whole host of ways. Our speciesô intelligence has been built round the pursuit of collective 

control of our environment and security seeking. We do not simply encounter the future 

passively, we reason, imagine, anticipate and plan and we do so at various scales and over 

different timelines. This tendency, however, has always had its problems and limits and this is 

still the case today. On the one hand, capitalism fosters powerful interest groups and 

neoliberalism may have honed this feature, but equally we delegate our fate to marketised 

systems where we assume adequate solutions are emergent properties. As such we have 

created a system of parts with no directing centre demonstrably able to bring the whole to 

heel. On the other hand, though we are a species who places great store in our capacities to 

master the world around us and create the future, we have a poor track record when it comes 

to predicting the future. Our combined activities continually confound our most confident 

claims that we understand how things are and how they will be.  

 

As philosophers such as Tony Lawson have long noted, mainstream economics has been at 

the cutting edge of ignorance in so far as it has provided the social science template for 

inadequate modelling and theorisation of control, (over-)confidence and prediction.
35

 This 

takes various forms: model worlds of repetitive equilibriums whose quantification of variables 

slices complexity into well-defined relations that reduce temporality to periodised repetition; 

stylised patterned path-dependencies that treat structurally constrained and enabled activity 
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as deterministic fait accompli (albeit often with a stochastic twist), and so on. As critics have 

noted many times, economics works with notoriously poor conceptions of human being and 

its active consequences in the world and this is combined with inadequate theorisation of time 

ï  not clock time per se, rather the way things happen in reality through or in time because of 

who we are collectively and what we can do (subject to the limits imposed by a material 

world). Economics has steadfastly resisted addressing these problems as anything other than 

piecemeal adjustments, when what is required is a fundamentally different way of proceeding. 

This ironically is a path-dependent problem, in so far as economics has committed itself to a 

version of quantification as science built around its core axioms and methods. As John Latsis, 

for example, has recently argued an Economic Process Theory would approach the problem 

quite differently (Latsis, 2015). Latsis draws on the metaphysics of the American pragmatist 

philosopher Nicholas Rescher and the work of Shackle, but there are numerous other 

contributors (beginning with Veblen, Keynes and Knight) who have considered the features of 

the world that any adequate economics ought to reconcile itself to.
36

  

 

An economics theorised and pursued in terms of generative sources of active processes 

leading to cumulative causation, contingency, diversity, novelty, surprise, transitions and 

transformations is quite different than the one we have now. It is an approach to systems that 

is alive to uncertainty and by its very nature introduces a degree of epistemic humility into 

economics that it has so obviously lacked in practice. Such an economics, for example, might 

have provided different guidance over the last forty years than the Integrated Assessment 

Models (IAMs) pioneered by William Nordhaus.
37

 It is because of blithe commitment to 

ñbusiness-as-usualò that we now face a planetary scale problem which comes up against the 

problems of how we have treated the future. New coordination seems needed at the planetary 

scale and with it perhaps a kind of cultural leap or civilisational learning that takes us past the 

contradictions of capitalism and parochialism of countries as we know them, just as in the 

past countries transcended city states. Planetary scale democracy according to thinkers such 

as Heikki Patomäki, would be a progressive variant of post-neoliberalism.
38

 We might think 

this unlikely, but it is worth noting that our intentional activity is the only way we have of 

rationally connecting the past to the present and the future. We cannot perhaps predict, but 

that does not abnegate responsibility for prudential enlightened conduct. And a planetary 

scale post-neoliberal future is no more inconceivable now than market society was prior to its 

birth at (as Polanyi reminds us) the hands of the state. Its existence would defy no law of 

nature and to those living in it, it would no doubt feel as natural as any other historical period 

has felt.       

 

Ultimately, economics can continue to be part of the problem or it can be a constructive part 

of addressing those problems ï but to do so ï it must play its part in carrying the population 

with it. This does not imply, to reiterate a previous point, that everyone is equally responsible 

for the state of the world, but it does recognise that for minorities to pillage the world 

majorities must be disempowered or duped or both. Decisions are going to have to be made 

irrespective and these can either favour the few or the many, can work with the impossible or 

accept the highly likely. If the latter then we need to start thinking about previously 
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unpalatable issues ï doing less, reducing scales, filling time in other ways, thinking about 

different ways of organising an economy. This then raises a whole set of issues regarding 

what really matters to us and feasible distributions on not just a national but a global scale. 

These are issues that the COP process of the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement barely 

touch (beyond some focus on financing for adaptation and mitigation). Dialogue over norms 

can involve and carry the majority or it can collapse into fragmented and defensive articulation 

of interests, preservation of power and conflict. Economics, clearly, is just one area where the 

former (ñcarryò) is possible but not currently likely and the latter (ñcollapseò) seems to be 

where the world is currently headed.  

 

Finally, it is worth noting that ñlife after neoliberalismò invokes a concatenation of abuses that 

ought to be absented and transitions that must be effected, which we have not had the 

opportunity to discuss: a system that stops taking from the global South, an end to modern 

forms of slavery (which have proved quite compatible with global capitalism), 

definancialisation, the liberation from work (where appropriate) rather than the denial of 

employment. These kinds of wish lists emerge from any balance sheet of neoliberalism, they, 

however, are more than wishful thinking. There is a well-known aphorism widely attributed to 

the philosopher and novelist George Santayana, ñThose who cannot remember the past are 

condemned to repeat itò. A future that mirrors the past, however, is now neither possible nor 

desirable.   

 

 

References 

 

Asefi-Najafabady, S. Villegas-Ortiz, L. Morgan, J. (2020) ñThe failure of Integrated Assessment Models 

as a response to óclimate emergencyô and ecological breakdown: the Emperor has no clothes.ò 

Globalizations, https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1853958  

Batt, R. and Morgan. J. (2020) ñPrivate equity and public problems in a financialized world: an interview 

with Rosemary Batt.ò Real-World Economics Review 94: 83-108,  

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue94/Batt-Morgan94.pdf.   

Bruff, I. and Tansel, C. (2019) ñAuthoritarian neoliberalism: trajectories of knowledge production and 

praxis.ò Globalizations 16(3): 233-244. 

Christensen, J. and Olhoff, A. (2019). Lessons from a Decade of Emissions Gap Assessments. Nairobi: 

UNEP. 

Davis, J. and Morgan, J. (2019) ñHeterodox economics and economic methodology: an interview with 

John Davis.ò Real-World Economics Review, 86: 134-148,  

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue86/DavidMorgan86.pdf   

Daly, H. and Morgan, J. (2019) ñThe importance of ecological economics: An interview with Herman 

Daly.ò Real-World Economics Review, 90: 137-154,  

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue90/DalyMorgan90.pdf   

Dimand, R. (2021) ñKeynes, Knight and Fundamental Uncertainty: A double centenary 1921-2021.ò 

Review of Political Economy, https://doi.org/10.1080/09538259.2021.1924470  

Donati, P. and Archer, M. (2015) The Relational Subject. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Fine, B. (2002) The World of Consumption. London: Routledge, second edition. 

Fullbrook E. (ed.) (2008) Pluralist Economics London: Zed 

Fullbrook, E. and Morgan, J. (eds.) (2019) Economics and the Ecosystem. Bristol: World Economic 

Association Books. 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1853958
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue94/Batt-Morgan94.pdf
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue86/DavidMorgan86.pdf
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue90/DalyMorgan90.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/09538259.2021.1924470


real-world economics review, issue no. 96 
subscribe for free 

 

25 

Fullbrook, E. and Morgan, J. (eds.) (2020) Modern Monetary Theory and its Critics. Bristol: World 

Economic Association Books 

Fullbrook, E. and Morgan, J. (eds.) (2021) The Inequality Crisis. Bristol: World Economic Association 

Books 

Gills, B. K. and Morgan, J. (2020a) ñGlobal Climate Emergency: After COP24, climate science, urgency, 

and the threat to humanity.ò Globalizations, 17(6): 885-902.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2019.1669915  

Gills, B. K. and Morgan, J. (2020b) ñEconomics and Climate Emergency.ò Globalizations,  

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1841527  

Gills, B. K. and Morgan, J. (2020c) ñTeaching climate complacency: mainstream economics textbooks 

and the need for transformation in economics education.ò Globalizations, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1808413 

Harvey, D. (2005) A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Hickel, J. (2017) ñIs global inequality getting better or worse? A critique of the World Bankôs 

convergence narrative.ò Third World Quarterly 38(10): 2208-2222. 

Hickel, J. and Kallis, G. (2020) Is Green Growth Possible? New Political Economy, 25(4), 469-486.  

Hickel, J. Sullivan, D. and Zoomkawala, H. (2021) ñPlunder in the Post-Colonial Era: Quantifying Drain 

from the Global South Through Unequal Exchange, 1960ï2018.ò  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2021.1899153   

Hodgson, G. (2019) Is There a Future for Heterodox Economics? Institutions, ideology and scientific 

community. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

Jessop. B. (2016) ñPrimacy of the Economy, Primacy of the Political: Critical Theory of Neoliberalism.ò In 

Bittlingmayer, U. Demiroviĺ, A. and Freya, T. (eds) Handbuch Kritische Theorie (Handbook of Critical 

Theory). Springer 

Jo, T. H., Chester, L. and Dôippolita, C. (eds.) (2018) The Routledge Handbook of Heterodox 

Economics: Theorizing, Analyzing and Transforming Capitalism. London: Routledge.  

Kallis, G. (2018a) In Defence of Degrowth: Opinions and Manifestos. Uneven Earth Press.  

Kallis, G. (2018b) Degrowth. Newcastle-upon-Tyne: Agenda Publishing. 

Kallis, G. Paulson, S. DôAlisa G. and Demaria, F. (2020) The Case for Degrowth. Cambridge: Polity 

Press. 

Keen, S. (2020) ñThe appallingly bad Neoclassical Economics of climate change.ò Globalizations, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1807856  

Keen, S. and Morgan, J. (2021) ñFrom finance to climate crisis: An interview with Steve Keen.ò Real-

World Economics Review, 95: 130-147,  

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/KeenMorgan95.pdf.  

Lakoff, G. (2010) ñWhy it matters how we frame the environment.ò Environmental Communication 4(1): 

70-81. 

Latsis, J. (2015) ñShackle on time, uncertainty and process.ò Cambridge Journal of Economics 39 (4): 

1149-1165. 

Lawson, T. and Morgan, J. (2021a) ñCambridge social ontology, the philosophical critique of modern 

economics and social positioning theory: an interview with Tony Lawson, part 1.ò Journal of Critical 

Realism 20(1): 72-97. https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2020.1846009 

Lawson, T. and Morgan, J. (2021b) ñCambridge social ontology, the philosophical critique of modern 

economics and social positioning theory: an interview with Tony Lawson, part 1.ò Journal of Critical 

Realism 20(2): 201-237.  https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2021.1914904 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2019.1669915
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1841527
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1808413
https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2021.1899153
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1807856
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/KeenMorgan95.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2020.1846009
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767430.2021.1914904


real-world economics review, issue no. 96 
subscribe for free 

 

26 

Lee, F. and Cronin, B. (eds.) (2016) Handbook of Research Methods and Applications in Heterodox 
Economics. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/edcoll/9781782548454/9781782548454.00007.xml 
 
Mearman, A. Berger, S. and Guizzo, D. (2018a) ñWhither political economy? Evaluating the CORE 

project as a response to calls for change in economics teaching.ò Review of Political Economy 30 (2): 

241-259. 

Mearman, A. Berger, S. and Guizzo, D. (2018b) ñIs UK economics teaching changing? Evaluating the 

new subject benchmark statement.ò Review of Social Economy 76 (3): 377-396.  

Mirowski, P. (2013) Never Let a Serious Crisis go to Waste: How Neoliberalism survived the Financial 

Meltdown. Verso: London  

Mirowski, P. and Plewhe, Mirowski, Philip/Plehwe, Dieter (eds.) (2015) The Road from Mont Pelerin: the 

Making of the Neoliberal Thought Collective. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.   

Morgan, J. (2021) ñA critique of the Laffer theoremôs macro-narrative consequences for corporate tax 

avoidance from a Global Wealth Chain perspective.ò Globalizations 18 (2): 174-194. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1760420   

Morgan, J. (2020a) ñDegrowth: necessary, urgent and good for you.ò Real-World Economics Review 93: 

113-131. http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue93/Morgan93.pdf   

Morgan, J. (2020b) ñElectric Vehicles: The future we made and the problem of unmaking it.ò Cambridge 

Journal of Economics, 44(4): 953-977.  https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/beaa022  

Morgan, J. (2019) ñWill we work in twenty-first century capitalism? A critique of the fourth industrial 

revolution literature.ò Economy and Society 48 (3): 371-398. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2019.1620027    

Morgan, J. (2018) ñSpecies being in the twenty-first century.ò Review of Political Economy 30 (3): 377-

395. https://doi.org/10.1080/09538259.2018.1498583 

Morgan. J. (2015) ñIs economics responding to critique? What do the UK QAA 2015 Subject 

Benchmarks for Economics indicate?ò Review of Political Economy, 27(4): 518-538. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09538259.2015.1084774 

Morgan, J. and Nasir, A. (2021) ñFinancialised Private Equity Finance and the Debt Gamble: The Case 

of Toys R Us.ò New Political Economy 26 (3): 455-471. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2020.1782366   

Nelson, J. and Morgan, J. (2020) ñEcological and feminist economics: an interview with Julie A. Nelson.ò 

Real-World Economics Review, 91: 146-153,  

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue91/NelsonMorgan91.pdf   

Newell, P. (2021) Power Shift: The Global Political Economy of Energy Transitions. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.  

Parrique, T. Barth, J. Briens, F. Kerschner, C. Kraus-Polk, A. Kuokkanen, A. and Spangenberg, J. H. 

(2019) Decoupling debunked. European Environmental Bureau.  

https://eeb.org/library/decoupling-debunked/    

Ripple, W. Wolf, C. Newsome, T. Barnard, P. Moomaw, W. (2021) ñThe climate emergency: 2020 in 

review.ò Scientific American, January 6
th
  

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-climate-emergency-2020-in-review/  

Patomªki, H. (2011) ñTowards global political parties.ò Ethics & Global Politics 4 (2): 81-102.  

Peck, J. (2013) ñExplaining (with) neoliberalism.ò Territory, Politics, Governance 1(2): 132-157.  

Pinker, S. (2012) The Angels of our Better Nature: A history of violence and humanity. London: Penguin.     

Rescher, N. (1996) Process Metaphysics. New York: State University of New York Press. 

Rescher, N. (1998) Predicting the Future. New York: State University of New York Press. 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/edcoll/9781782548454/9781782548454.00007.xml
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1760420
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue93/Morgan93.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/beaa022
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2019.1620027
https://doi.org/10.1080/09538259.2018.1498583
https://doi.org/10.1080/09538259.2015.1084774
https://doi.org/10.1080/13563467.2020.1782366
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue91/NelsonMorgan91.pdf
https://eeb.org/library/decoupling-debunked/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-climate-emergency-2020-in-review/


real-world economics review, issue no. 96 
subscribe for free 

 

27 

Rescher, N. and Morgan, J. (2020) ñPhilosophical purpose and purposive philosophy: An interview with 

Nicholas Rescher.ò Journal of Critical Realism 19 (1): 58-77.    

Sayer, A. (2015) Why we canôt afford the rich. Bristol: Policy Press.  

Smith, R. (2020) Chinaôs Engine of Environmental Collapse. London: Pluto Press. 

Spash, C. (ed.) (2017) Routledge Handbook of Ecological Economics: Nature and Society. New York: 

Routledge.  

Spash, C. (2020) ñApologists for growth: passive revolutionaries in a passive revolution.ò Globalizations 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1824864  

Stay Grounded (2021) ñA Rapid and Just Transition of Aviation.ò https://stay-grounded.org/just-

transition/   

Steffen, W. and Morgan, J. (2021) ñFrom the Paris Agreement to the Anthropocene and Planetary 

Boundaries Framework: An interview with Will Steffen.ò Globalizations,  

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2021.1940070  

Syll, L. P. and Morgan, J. (2019) ñRealism and critique in economics: An interview with Lars P. Syll.ò 

Real-World Economics Review, 88: 60-75, 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue87/SyllMorgan88.pdf   

Wade, R. (2020) ñRethinking the world economy as a two bloc hierarchy.ò Real-World Economics 

Review, 92: 4-21, http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue92/Wade92.pdf 
 
Weber, H. (2017) ñPolitics of óLeaving No One Behindô: Contesting the 2030 Sustainable Development 

Goals Agenda.ò Globalizations 14(3): 399-414. 

Wylie, B. (2020) Bandit Capitalism: Carillion and the corruption of the British state. Edinburgh: Birlinn 

Press. 

 

 

Author contact: j.a.morgan@leedsbeckett.ac.uk   

 
___________________________  
SUGGESTED CITATION: 
Morgan, Jamie (2021) ñThe future: Thanks for the memories.ò real-world economics review, issue no. 96, 22 July, pp. 
2-27, http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue96/Morgan96.pdf 
 
You may post and read comments on this paper at https://rwer.wordpress.com/comments-on-rwer-issue-no-96/ 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2020.1824864
https://stay-grounded.org/just-transition/
https://stay-grounded.org/just-transition/
https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2021.1940070
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue87/SyllMorgan88.pdf
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue92/Wade92.pdf
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue92/Wade92.pdf
mailto:j.a.morgan@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue96/Morgan96.pdf
http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue96/Morgan96.pdf
https://rwer.wordpress.com/comments-on-rwer-issue-no-96/


real-world economics review, issue no. 96 
subscribe for free 

 

28 

Of Copernican revolutions ï and the  
suddenly-marginal marginal mind at the  
dawn of the Anthropocene 

Richard Parker   [Kennedy School, Harvard University] 
Copyright: Richard Parker, 2021  

You may post comments on this paper at  
https://rwer.wordpress.com/comments-on-rwer-issue-no-96/ 

 

 

It used to be thought that Copernicus initiated an intellectual revolution ï indeed Thomas 

Kuhn called his first book The Copernican Revolution (1957).  But in this Kuhn was mistaken.  

Throughout Europe astronomers took a keen interest in what Copernicus had to say, but, with 

only a very few exceptions, they took it for granted that his account of a moving Earth was 

simply wrong.  If the earth moved, we would be aware of it; you would feel the wind in your 

face.  If you dropped an object from a tall tower, it would fall toward the westé Since none of 

these things happened, all the leading astronomers ï Erasmus Reinhold, Michael Maestlin, 

Tycho Brahe, Christoph Clavius and Giovanni Magini were confident that Copernicus was 

wrong.  Still, they were fascinated by the simplicity of his techniques for calculationéThey 

liked Copernicanism as a mathematical device; they had no time for it as scientific truth.     

  

 

David Wootton, The Invention of Science
1
 

 

As we push on through this second year of our global pandemic ï what an acquaintance, one 

hopes too grimly, calls ñthe start of The Covid Decadeò ï the 10,000,000-plus lives claimed so 

far
2
 (and the millions more still to join them) place a burden on how you or I can honestly talk 

to one another about ñeconomicsò, ñneoliberalismò, and ñpost-neoliberal economicsò. 

 

My wife and son were both infected with the COVID virus last spring, before masks were 

required or the habits of daily work and social life had been fully upended through mass 

shutdowns of offices, schools, and retail street life.  They both thankfully survived ï though 

only after what for us were harrowing days.   

 

In the year since, like many of you, I have lost friends ï two directly to COVID, three to 

complications the virus added.  Six others have also died, losses still deeply felt by those of 

us who love them even now, yet because weôve all been hemmed in by our fears and our 

mandated isolation, deaths which have left us without ability to gather and mourn. 

 

Too narrowly conceived, issues of ñeconomicsò thus havenôt felt to me of surpassing 

importance in this moment ï and yet they are. 

 

Nothing about this global health pandemic has escaped simultaneous reference back to, or 

framing in, terms of ñeconomicsò ï most immediately for most people (who arenôt economists), 

measured by a combination of the unprecedented trillions that powerful governments and 

their central banks have poured into their economies; by the exorbitant costs for the crash-

development, production, and successful distribution of vaccines; by the massive financial 

                                                      
1
 Wootton, Invention of Science, 145 

2
 The Economist estimated that COVIDôs global death toll by May 2021 exceeded 10 million:  

https://www-economist-com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/leaders/2021/05/15/ten-million-reasons-to-
vaccinate-the-world  
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losses imposed by the shutdown or curtailment of businesses; by the physical shortages 

caused by disruptions to what is anodynely called ñthe global supply chainò;  and by the 

abrupt disappearance or curtailment of  millions of jobs worldwide ï and with those jobs, the 

personal income that purchased food, paid for homes and cars and clothing, indeed supplied 

all the variegated necessities and luxuries we has grown accustomed to assuming were 

always simply there.  

 

The scale of all this disruption has clearly shaken many economistsô complacencies about 

what our leading colleagues at the start of this century benignly termed the ñGreat 

Moderationò of the increasingly global economy, an ever-more unified world that was being 

brought about by the super-human monetary skills of ñThe Maestroò Alan Greenspan, by 

Robert Rubinôs and Larry Summerôs inspired deregulation of finance, and the emergence of a 

truly ñglobal marketò.  It was a ñmarketò that was governed by an almost-natural set of market 

ñlawsò ï laws that had been discovered  in a two-century-long development of thought by ï 

this bears noting, for reasons to which Iôll return ï mostly Western, mostly bourgeois (or if you 

prefer, upper-middle-and-middle-class), and almost always male, academics whose careers 

had been spent refining (again the anodyne phrasing) ñmarket economicò theory ï or more 

simply, ñeconomicsò. 

          

So thereôs reason to pause here and ask what has happened because of COVID. I mean that, 

first, in terms of the self-evidently massive global dislocations
3
  that a microscopic virus (and 

now its variants), a virus indifferent to our vocabulary of markets, market rules, and economic 

theory, has imposed. Secondly, I mean it in terms of the societally-organized responses our 

little species (one among so very many with whom we share our tiny planet), has so far 

produced, intentionally and haphazardly, through its state-bordered subdivisions and regnant 

governance theories. 

 

Let me lay down quickly now how I mean to take up COVIDôs impact on ñeconomicsò ï and 

then how Iôll tie my views to the charge that Professor Fullbrook set out in his invitation: 

 

There are signs [he wrote me some months ago] that neoliberalism as a 

dominant ideology is in decline. Given that most of its dogmas are grounded 

in the axioms of traditional economics and given that those axioms are 

increasingly and ever more dangerously at odds with reality, it could be that 

economics is approaching its Copernican moment. 

 

But what, I quizzically asked myself as I sat down to outline this paper, would such a Post-

Neoliberal Economics look like?  Replying to him initially, I had asserted a certain confidence 

about what I would answer ï but now in honesty I still find questions nagging. This essay is 

my attempt to puzzle out some answers that still contain what remains for me unanswered. 

 

Iôve taught at Harvard for nearly 30 years, am nearly 75, and have witnessed many once-

bold-seeming experiments in our professionôs attempts at theorizing, rise and then fall: input-

output, the Phillips Curve (and NAIRU), game theory, supply side, monetarism, New, Neo-, 

and Post-Keynesianism, random walks, New Classical and New Growth theories (two among 

the many growth models from Harrod-Domar, the first I learned, to the various current flavors 

of DSGE), the Real Business Cycle, rational expectations, Taylor rules, MRI-based behavioral 

economics, the Washington Consensus, shock therapy, the new empiricism, and so far, it 

                                                      
3
 Again, a word not robust enough for what needs to be understood. 
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already appears, a good deal of behavioral economics and large-scale data manipulation.  I 

can still also clearly recall reading the AEAôs scholarly COGEE report on the state of 

American economics some 30 years ago, the one that found over 60% of graduate-level 

faculty agreeing that economics ñoveremphasizes mathematical and statistical tools at the 

expense of substanceò and the report worrying aloud that the profession was producing a 

generation of ñidiot savantsò.
4
  

 

Here at Harvard over the years, Iôve also certainly seen an ascent of what one might well call 

ñneoliberalismò not just in economics but political science and political philosophy ï and (this 

is not unimportant or unrelated), in both the universityôs administration and in studentsô 

assumptions about ñthe real worldò theyôll enter after graduation (about which Iôll say more 

later). Today, after the Great Recession and still in the COVID Crisis, while Iôm not sure Iôm 

seeing neoliberalismôs fall, I know I am looking at a far more confused and confusing 

landscape of fragmented ideas. Itôs a fragmentation one of you might argue thatôs a mutation 

or neoliberal variant (COVID inspires thoughts of neoliberalism as a virus) ï but itôs also, I 

think a landscape that nonetheless contains possibilities for real change.  

 

 

Contexts (economic and political) we ignore at our peril 

 

First, context-setting: itôs clear that ñneoliberalismò ï  at best, a very loosely-bounded school 

of ñeconomicò and ñpoliticalò thought ï is under assault intellectually and institutionally (though 

thereôs much to parse here).   This assault is rather new ï but ñneoliberalismò as a descriptive 

term (itôs not just an epithet) is itself rather new, at best about 30-40 years old, and seems to 

have arisen associated with the seeming ñdeath of Keynesianismò in economics during the 

Reagan-Thatcher years and the subsequent rise of leaders such as Clinton and Blair (and 

Obama?), so its sudden fall must be set against its sudden rise.
5
 

 

Second point: worryingly, outside our cloistered universities, right-wing ñpopulismò ï a term 

some critics equate with an equally loosely-defined ñneo-authoritarianismò ï is on the rise, 

with figures such as Trump, Modi, Bolsonaro, Orban, Duterte, et al. the representative political 

indicators of this trend. (Whether Putin and Xi, or Middle East figures like MBS, or any 

number of African, Latin American and Asian heads of state fit this ñneo-authoritarianò 

definition ï or are simply old-fashioned authoritarians ï for me adds complexities about the 

scope and history of ñneoliberalismò.) What most concerns me, though, about this emergent 

neo-authoritarianism is captured in two charts Iôve put here. 

 

                                                      
4
 I wrote about the AEAôs COGEE Report a decade after it appeared in the JEL in 1991 in Parker, ñCan 
Economists Save Economics?ò, American Prospect, December 19, 2001. For my troubles, Robert 
Solow wrote the Prospectôs editor privately to bitterly complain that I was ñwashing our dirty laundry in 

public.ò   
5
 Jamie Peck, Constructions of Neoliberal Reason, is a useful introduction; for those so inclined, a more 

radical reading is David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism.  My Harvard colleague Dani Rodrik 
has a succinct view, worth quoting here: ñAs even its harshest critics concede, neoliberalism is hard to 
pin down. In broad terms, it denotes a preference for markets over government, economic incentives 
over social or cultural norms, and private entrepreneurship over collective or community actionéToday 
it is reviled routinely as a short-hand for the ideas and the practices that have produced growing 
economic insecurity and inequality, led to the loss of our political values and ideals, and even 
precipitated our current populist backlash.ò  Dani Rodrik, ñRescuing Economics from Neoliberalism,ò 
Boston Review, November 6, 2017.  Also worth reading is Zack Carter on Friedman and neoliberalism, 
ñThe End of Friedmanomicsò, The New Republic, June 17, 2021: 
 https://newrepublic.com/article/162623/milton-friedman-legacy-biden-government-spending  
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The first aggregates 21
st
 century governance systems (set aside their economic systems for a 

moment) in the roughly 200 nations of the world.  Its message is the reminder that democratic 

governments are not a majority ï and are (we also know) a novelty in human history, one that 

has become meaningfully extensive only in the last half-century, a flicker of time since the late 

Neolithic dawn of early states.
6
 

 

 
 

 

 

The second chart, slightly more detailed, here tells more about the ñdemocracy trend lineò
7
 for 

those past 15 years ï for this paperôs purposes roughly what we might think of as the era of 

neoliberalismôs decline: 

                                                      
6
 James Scott, Against the Grain, is especially insightful here, especially when read in conjunction with 

his Seeing Like a State, with its indictments of the sort of top-down planning that development 
economics and multilateral institutions, long before ñneoliberalismò, began celebrating and still view as 
the necessary path to ñmodernizationò. 
7
  The source of this table ï Freedom Houseôs annual survey of state governance systems ï this year is 
headlined ñDemocracy Under Siegeò: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-
under-siege. 
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Iôm concerned, in short, as I set out here about what might socially, culturally and politically be 

coming next ï if this is indeed the start of a ñpost-neoliberalò era. You and I may have our own 

dreams about that next world ï and certainly should talk about and debate them ï but weôre 

not guaranteed that our dreams will define the future.  Democracies and democratic rights are 

not so well-established that we can presume their ongoing continuity, let alone their inevitable 

spread or strengthening; in fact, the risks right now are the opposite.  What Iôll say next about 

ñneoliberalismò is deeply grounded in that alertness to what I fear could come next.   

 

Conceiving a post-neoliberal economics is for me thus only one part of imagining and then 

constructing a much larger, more progressive post-neoliberal world ï and how to redesign the 

standard-form ñeconomicsò taught in most universities is only one colorful problem thread 

among many in that tapestry we must reweave.   

 

 

A first-order claim 

 

At the start, let me assert a core to my argument: seeking to repair blackboard economic 

theory by, for example, somehow re-centralizing and re-legitimizing ñthe stateò and its right to 

lead markets is simply not enough. This ñre-centeringò was the essence of the Keynesian 

Revolution in the mid-20
th
 century, and in complicated ways it seems to be at the heart of the 

Biden Moment weôre in here in America. Itôs also the apparent desire of many of my more-

liberal-than-progressive colleagues. 

  

What we need, however, is a much broader vision, not just for a new ñtextbook economicsò 

but the uses to which we put our intelligence as men and women, and not simply economists.  

That vision must fit into a much larger and ongoing argument about being human and about 

living into a truly democratic, much more egalitarian, and environmentally sustainable world.  

Here Iôll nod to our professionôs jargon but point past it at the same time: itôs a vision that 
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would seek to grow what Iôll call, borrowing from John Dewey and Richard Rorty, ñdemocratic 

efficiencyò. On that, more to come. 

  

I realize that a good many of our more cautious colleagues think that neoliberal models can 

be overturned by somehow ñrebalancingò mainstream economicsô stylized concepts of 

ñmarketsò and ñstatesò and their separate spheres. But that, in my view, ignores something 

obvious: the US and its OECD partners are not accurately describable as ñmarkets first and 

states secondò systems ï and havenôt been for quite some time.  The average share of 

government in the developed worldôs GDP is over 40%, often closer to 50% ï and if one adds 

the GDP shares of the non-profit sector, the hybridized for-profit ñpublic-private partnershipò 

world, and the increasingly-vast landscape of private contractors and consultants to 

governments (whether itôs McKinsey, Lockheed, or Blackstone, and whether itôs in defense, 

health care, IT, toll roads or garbage collection), the percentage is even higher.  Here are 

some percentage comparisons ï familiar to most of you ï for the narrow, ñgovernment-onlyò 

share of the mis-named ñmarket economiesò we inhabit: 

 

 

 
 

 

There is nothing today, in short, about ñthe stateò (that haunted ñotherò, the xenia in our most 

essential portrayals of ñthe economyò as an extant thing) that makes it exogenous or ancillary 

or unimportant to ñthe real economyò. They are separate spheres in our imaginings, not in the 

world around us.  

 

Beyond recognizing the collective enormity of these well-established ñnon-marketò sectors in 

our ñmarket economiesò, we can also surely point right now to those statesô massive 

ñeconomicò responses to The Great Recession a decade ago. More immediately we can also 

simply note the Great-Recession-dwarfing scale of the work by states, their central banks, 

and the multilateral institutions to COVID since early last year. For illustration of the scale, 

these two charts: 
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One can see in these charts just how powerfully and permanently immanent governments 

have become (supremely in the big OECD countries but also in China, the current global 

growth poster child).  No American economist I know would have predicted ñthe non-marketôsò 
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extraordinary multi-trillion-dollar interventions into ñmarketsò of all kinds ï of goods and 

services, of finance, of construction, health care, housing, income, etc. No American 

economist would have predicted the trillion-dollar follow-through proposals of the Biden 

administration ï repeat, the Biden, not the Sanders, administration ï that are before us today, 

awaiting Congressional action. 

 

I will leave for another paper detailed discussion of three points these charts raises for me.  

First, how ï and why ï the scale of governments, their contractors, and the non-profit sectors 

grew in terms of GDP to these new quantum levels beginning after World War II.  Second, 

how the citizenry of OECD countries prospered at least during les trente glorieuses despite 

the fact that nearly half their economies routinely passed through the state and its collateral 

non-market institutions.
8
 These simple facts-on-the-ground seem to be the most 

embarrassing and comprehensive refutation of neoliberalismôs claims for the desirable (and 

ever-to-be-desired) supremacy of ñmarketsò in all matters economic (or at least refutation of 

the ñfreshwaterò Chicago view ï and before that, the Austriansô ur-text ñroad-to-serfdomò 

alarums). 

 

 

Why we feel marginalized by marginalism  

  

But that raises the question why so many self-described ñprogressive economistsò today feel 

ñmarginalizedò in the world of marginalist economics and its varied offspring, including the 

ñneoliberalismò that Iôve been invited to refute and transcend. 

 

To address that, let me quickly sketch a ñlongue dureeò history: ñeconomicsò as most 

academic economists practice it is a societally-organized way of seeing the world that has 

long relied, institutionally, on three pillars. The first is the emergence of the modern university.  

The second is the idea that the university can be divided into departments that proximately 

represent relatively autonomous modes of thought.   

 

The third pillar, most important here, is the ubiquity, now global, of the products of the first 

two.  By this I mean not goods and services but the hundreds of thousands of men (and finally 

a growing but still small number of women) across the globe, in touch with one another in 

ever-denser ways courtesy of the various digital and internet technologies unfolding around 

us.  Theyôve been university-trained primarily for occupations that manage and grow the world 

economy, and with it the economic and political bureaucracies of the world.  But among them 

also are those ï many embedded in those bureaucracies, some existing on their margins ï

who shape the public conversations meant to uphold the societyôs definitions of who we are, 

were, and might become ï and not just as representative agents in an elegantly-styled 

economic model or as individuals in an equally-stylized (and in recent years mathematicized) 

political science or sociological model.
9
   

                                                      
8
 I might there mention, no doubt, that in the US, where the GOP has long considered itself ñthe party of 
fiscal responsibilityò and used marginalist arguments to damn public deficits, that the last Republican 
President to balance a budget was Dwight Eisenhower; but I digress.)    
9
 On the many and deep problems of academic disciplines and the central ideas underpinning the social 

sciences especially ï and how in the last quarter of the 20
th

 century, they spilled out to produce the 
breaks we associate with ñneoliberalismò, Daniel Rogers, The Age of Fracture makes a great 

contribution. ñWhat precipitates breaks and interruptions in social argument are not raw changes in 
social experience, which never translate automatically into mindò, he notes, ñWhat matters are the 
processes by which the flux and tensions of experience are shaped into the mental frames and pictures 
that, in the end, come to seem themselves natural and inevitable: ingrained in the very logic of things.ò 
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Those men and women include you and me.  However, those conversations ï meant to 

uphold existing orders of all kinds ï are whatôs central to my concerns here because they also 

contain the possibility of conversations that could overturn that order and model what it would 

mean to become not just better economic agents but full citizens in a richly democratic and 

sustainable world.
10

 

 

The modern university, however, depends on two 19
th
 and early 20

th
 century claims that limit 

such possibilities.   

 

The first is that its then-new ñsocial sciencesò would be not just ñsocialò but ñscientificò ï and 

hence free not just of the prejudices and passions ñscienceò thought it was escaping by 

leaving religion behind but also free of ñpoliticsò in the disorderly, dishonest and often-violent 

sense of that word when we talk about how power and powerôs rewards are socially arranged.  

ñSocial scientistsò would henceforth concentrate their coolly reflective intelligence on matters 

of ñtheoryò and, in contribution to the larger world, on coolly-designed ñpolicyò.  The vulgar but 

necessary quotidien of ñpoliticsò ï matters of power, of conflict between interests, and the 

negotiations that would apply useful ñpolicyò to the lived world would remain outside the 

university.   

 

The second foundational claim was that the universityôs modern subdivision into departments 

would concentrate specialization in each departmentôs forms of knowing.  The promise here 

was that through such subdivision the university thereby could produce new ways of more 

general knowing that would vastly improve the world ï in brief, would give rise to an equally 

modern idea called ñprogressò.
11

  

 

We too often forget how new ï and how weakly tested ï these claims were when they 

midwifed our higher education system.  Universities, which are not modern, hadnôt started that 

way. 

 

The first European universities in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance had in a sense 

been backward, not forward, looking.  They took root and then thrived on what amounted to 

their re-discovery of ñclassicalò knowledge ï Greek and Roman mainly, albeit with incursions 

from Egyptian, and later Arab and some Indian, thought (especially, in the case of the latter 

two, through the ideas of mathematics and the application of mathematics to social-situational 

                                                      
10

 One of the enduring attractions of Keynes to me has always been that his ñeconomicò imagination 
encompassed that conversation of possibilities: ñThe master-economist must possess a rare 
combination of gifts. He must reach a high standard in several different directions and must combine 
talents not often found together. He must be mathematician, historian, statesman, philosopher - in some 
degree. He must understand symbols and speak in words. He must contemplate the particular in terms 
of the general and touch abstract and concrete in the same flight of thought. He must study the present 
in the light of the past for the purposes of the future.ò  Zack Carterôs recent  The Price of Peace: Money, 
Democracy, and the Life of John Maynard Keynes, is much worth reading in this regard. 
11

 One should note that China and India both pioneered what one might call the proto-university system 
3000 years before the European university emerged on the back of classical Greek and Roman 
learning. Chinaôs Shang Yang-era "higher school" training of the empireôs administrators was 
established during the Yu period (2257-2208 BC) and the Imperial Central School dates from the Zhou 
Dynasty (1046-249 BC).  Because the early Chinese state consciously depended upon literate, 
educated officials to administer the empire, a meritocratic imperial examination was formally established 
by the Sui Dynasty (581ï618) to identify talent in the general populace regardless of social rank.  As for 
early Indian precedents, Takshashila University was established in present-day Pakistan in the 7th 
century BC and Nalanda University ï of Buddhist scholarship that drew students and scholars from 
East, Central, and South-East Asia (including China). 
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realities from art and architecture to hydraulics and sailing.)  But to be ñscientificò or exist to 

produce ñprogressò as we understand that was not consciously part of their agenda.
12

 

 

The slow invention of ñscienceò over the last five hundred years or so came about as curiosity 

about ñclassicalò truths (in astronomy and cosmology especially) led to new observations that 

disagreed with what the universities had taught, relying on Aristotle et al.  As an ñobjectifyingò 

and ñempiricizingò, and therefore radically challenging, way of seeing the world that refuted 

superstition, this was of course huge. (To the Churchôs alarm, along with superstition, 

religiously-validated imaginings about causation and justification also soon came under 

relentless fire). All this placed on antique and ecclesiastical verities (and hence too on their 

contemporariesô derived explanations) of ñwhyò and ñhowò the duty of consistent replication 

and perhaps more important, of coherence ï and the predecessors increasingly fell away. 

 

Much of this falling away was, curious to most of us today, born out of arguments about 

ñreligionò ï which seems so very far away from arguments about todayôs ñeconomicsò but 

isnôt.
13

 ñReligionò ï by which I mean a cobweb of beliefs about ontology, epistemology, and 

ethics centered on the authority of transcendent extra-human power had for several thousand 

years, but especially in the last thousand or two thousand years, been the established means 

by which to ñexplain realityò.    

 

The struggles of all sorts ï some military, some economic and political, some profoundly 

philosophical about the nature of being, society and humankind ï that Europe endured and 

exported globally through its empires, the sword, and the printed word from the 1500s onward 

all contributed to the dethroning of religion and the desacralization of the world, without which 

the ñmodern worldò (and the Industrial Revolution, capitalism and ñeconomicsò) would be 

impossible.
14

 These were, I hasten to stress, not just struggles over the consequences of the 

Scientific Revolution but of the Protestant Reformation, the Enlightenment, and of Europeansô 

transatlantic, then global Imperial Conquests. 

 

 

How the past allows us to imagine ï and see the future  

 

Let me now try to connect this little synoptic ñlongue dureeò to the present and to the matter 

before us: neoliberalism and what might succeed it. We live in the early 21
st
 century and the 

conventional economics weôve inherited has now arrived at a moment when once-novel 

Victorian-era ideas seem not just inadequate but irrelevant. 

   

                                                      
12

 University studies were organized by the faculty of arts, which taught the seven liberal arts: arithmetic, 
geometry, astronomy, music theory, grammar, logic, and rhetoric. All this was taught in Latin, in which 
students had to converse. The curriculum also eventually incorporated Aristotleôs three forms of 
knowing: physics, metaphysics and moral philosophy.  
13

 Ben Friedmanôs Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (2021) is the latest addition to this important 
cross-disciplinary literature. Robert Nelson, Economics as Religion: From Samuelson to Chicago and 
Beyond is a wonderfully polemical, wonderfully challenging (but too often libertarian) jeremiad meant to 
force economists to confront the nature of their foundational beliefs. 
14

 Peter Berger, The Sacred and the Profane usefully encapsulates and analyzes the inter-penetration of 
science, religious reform, enlightenment secularity, empire and de-sacralization.  Eugene McCarraher, 
The Enchantments of Mammon: How Capitalism Became the Religion of Modernity argues from a 
different strategy: that the modern world has not been de-sacralized at all; instead the logic of capitalism 
and its economistic ñinvisible handsò forces ï omniscient, omnipresent, and omnipotent, in Durkheimôs 
terms ï have displaced our older notions of gods. 
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A similar moment seemed, to many, to have arrived before, back in the 1930s. But apostles of 

marginalism such as Lionel Robbins or Mies or Hayek ï faced with what they saw as the 

socialist implications of Rooseveltian politics and Keynesian ideas about states and 

economies ï insisted on the singular ñefficiencyò purpose of ñeconomicsò as theory, and 

theoryôs realization in the modern market world around them.  For these men, the matter was 

supremely ñintellectualò and ñscientificò, not a story of competing classes in capitalist societies.  

Robbinsô magisterial dictum that economics was ñthe science which studies human behavior 

as a relationship between ends and scarce means which have alternative usesò was in fact by 

the 1930s already, well, Victorian. 

 

Let me be blunt here: the Marginalist Revolution is still today, just as in the 1930s, what it was 

first ï the best attempt by a group of late-Victorian and Edwardian thinkers, confronting the 

19
th
 centuryôs emerging capitalist system and its ñlogicò, to ñexplainò (and thereby, in 

ñscientificò terms, to  justify) the emergence of that particular early stage of capitalism through 

ñscientific reasonò, mathematics (mostly geometry and simple algebra at first, then the 

calculus) and specifically-abstracted ñmodelsò
15

 mathematically arranged to solve the 

question of ñright priceò ï first of the transactional exchange of physical goods, then of labor, 

capital (fixed and financial) and natural resources.
16

  Those thinkers moreover did so in ways 

they meant to consciously refute their Catholic theological ancestors and their moral basis for 

ñjust priceò and ñjust wageò debates
17

, as well as their Protestant social-democratic and their 

secular-socialist (especially Marxist) contemporaries on the implications ï not just economic 

but moral and political ï of this novel capitalismôs societal distribution of ñsurplus profitò, and 

with it, the ownership rights to the means of producing goods and organizing a great deal of 

social life. 

 

From the start, there was disquiet within early academic departments about what they were 

doing.  Alfred Marshall, the law-giving Moses of marginalism, himself warned, 

 

In my view every economic fact whether or not it is of such a nature as to be 

expressed in numbers, stands in relation as cause and effect to many other 

facts, and since it never happens that all of them can be expressed in 

numbers, the application of exact mathematical methods to those which can 

is nearly always a waste of time, while in the large majority of cases it is 

positively misleading; and the world would have been further on its way 

forward if the work had never been done at all.
18

 

 

Then, lest he be misunderstood or gainsaid, Marshall added this prescriptive injunction:  

 

                                                      
15

 See Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic and David Wootton, The Invention of Science. 

The fact that one can earn a PhD in economics today without slightest acquaintance with that history 
goes a long way for me in explaining why too many economists today behave more or less as ñidiotsò in 
the classical Greek sense of ñidiotesò, as those who fail to understand where they came from, so do not 
take an active part in the life of the polis, and hence offer little wisdom the polisôs citizens can use. 
16

 Phillip Mirowski, More Heat Than Light: Economics as Social Physics, Physics as Natureôs Economics 

handily covers economicsô ñscientificò ambitions related to pre-Einsteinian physics.  For the role of 
biology ï especially the corruptions of Social Darwinism ï Dorothy Ross, The Origins of American Social 
Science is a useful starting place, as well as for her handling of the rise of ñdepartmentalismò and 
economicsô segregation from history, political science, law, philosophy and sociology. 
17

 On the still-relevant questions the Middle Ages raised about ñjust priceò, Hamouda and Price, ñThe 
justice of the just priceò, European Journal of the History of Economic Thought, v.4, no.2 (1997). 
18

 For this, Hans Jensen. òAlfred Marshall as a Social Economistò, Review of Social Economy, v.45, no.1 
(April 1987). 
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(1) Use mathematics as shorthand language, rather than as an engine of inquiry. (2) 

Keep to them till you have done. (3) Translate into English. (4) Then illustrate by 

examples that are important in real life. (5) Burn the mathematics. (6) If you canôt 

succeed in 4, burn 3. This I do often.
19

 

 

In America, the founding of the American Economic Association in 1885 launched a battle 

between Progressive Era reformers, who dominated the early AEA, and their conservative 

and pro-business, often Social-Darwinian, opponents.  The battle would go on continuously ï 

simplified in later retelling as between Institutionalists and Marginalists. What followed were 

fights over tenure, publication, and funding for research that were relentless ï until shortly 

after World War II, when the Depression-era Keynesianism and New Deal reformism were 

transformed into the Cold Warôs Military Keynesianism and anti-communist liberalism.  In 

short order, academic economists embraced a mathematicised macroeconomics called ñthe 

Neoclassical Synthesisò that validated specific ways states could ñinterveneò in economies but 

eschewed any questioning of the ñmilitaryò in ñMilitary Keynesianismò. Paul Samuelson was 

the dean of that ñNeoclassical Synthesisò, which sought to ñresolveò the professionôs inherited 

battles from the 1880s through the 1940s by wedding a mostly Keynesian ñmacroeconomicsò 

through a shotgun marriage to a Marginalist ñmicroeconomicsò.  Late in his life, he spoke of 

just how carefully he had written and repeatedly edited his legendary textbook to meet the 

Cold Warôs anti-communist requirements about the sanctity of capitalismôs essentials: private 

property and its control through concentrated private ownership, while legitimating 

governmentôs role as macromanager of aggregate demand. Meliorative in prescription, 

academic economics could thereafter be; more than that, it could not and would not be 

allowed to consider becoming.   

 

Long before ñneoliberalismò arose, in other words, the separate and legitimate sphering of 

ñeconomicsò and ñpoliticsò ï not just by university departments, but in the larger world, in the 

imaginations of policy makers, politicians, journalists and the talking classes generally, the 

right and natural hegemony of ñmarketsò over ñstatesò was established.  It is a history that 

critics who consider ñneoliberalismò a relatively new problem would do well to revisit and 

understand.
20

 

 

 

Some thoughts on a post-neoliberal project 

 

So then what might a project for a Post-Neoliberal Economics entail?  Since I think 

ñneoliberalismò as concept and practice represents one more of an ongoing series of 

ultimately ad hoc justifications for the hierarchic structuring of human societies, and think that 

the larger concept of ñcapitalismò contains already many visibly differentiated stages of its 

own in that long story of hierarchies, here are several modest ideas Iôd propose. 

 

First, to confront what we donôt like about ñneoliberalismò, we should start by recognizing what 

we are facing, which is not just a methodenstreit problem in academic economics. 

 

The World Economic Forum ï what a waggish journalist friend, from direct experience, slyly 

dubbed ñneoliberalismôs favorite ski resortò ï has for several years now declared climate 

                                                      
19

 Alfred Marshall, Principles of Economics, citied in Stanley Brue, The Evolution of Economic Thought, 
5th ed., pg. 294. 
20

 Binyamin Appelbaum, The Economistsô Hour, offers a readable Cookôs Tour of this postwar history. 
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change and economic inequality the two greatest issues facing humankind.  This is not the 

language of neoliberalism, circa 1978-2008, at least in its diagnosis.  Davos has then gone 

on, as prescription, in ways that ignore mainstream economicsô ideas about the centrality to 

ñeconomic lifeò based in the logic of competitively efficient choices for individuals and firms, 

and neoliberalsô ñmarkets-lead-statesò conceit, to call for cultivation of ñcooperationò and 

ñcoordinationò across firms, industries, societies, governments and international organizations 

in order to address the challenges climate change and inequality pose for us all.
21

  It talks of 

moving the world past carbon, of state-assisted redistribution of income and wealth, of 

globalized tax policies, of the errors made in the name of free trade, and of the primacy of 

moral and cultural values that undergird community but are rarely taken up by economists 

directly or frankly. They do so, moreover, in ways that partially erase the border walls 

between markets and states.
22

  One can of course dismiss all this as merely ñDavos Talkò ï 

as a calculated rhetorical evolution, not a refutation, of neoliberalism ï but its concessions 

contain what amounts to what I think is a rare epochal opening with opportunities that should 

be taken up by the rest of us.   

 

It also reminds us of something important: that, like the rest of us, capital-owners and their 

senior managers form hypotheses and conclusions about our species not just from a narrow 

definition of self-interest but from their assessment of what they understand signals risks and 

opportunities of several kinds. A more orthodox economist than I might try (and certainly 

Chicago economists have tried) to subsume such changes entirely or almost-entirely within 

ñmarketò economic models but without (and this seems to me to be why neoliberalism is in 

trouble) real or lasting persuasive success beyond Hyde Park itself.   

 

Climate change, in those sorts of conventional economics terms, even now is still considered 

an ñexternalitiesò problem, to be modeled and solved by ñcorrectingò price signals tied to the 

production and use of fossil-fuel energy.  What that explanation doesnôt do ï among its 

several weaknesses ï is forthrightly ask how ñthe market systemò, whose apex defense is of 

allocating resources ñefficientlyò, could have gotten resource extraction costs, goods- 

producing costs from those resources, and the climate-costs of final consumer prices for 

those goods so wrong for so long that we now face this crisis. 
23

 

 

Explanations are of course offered ï but they almost always seem still to turn on the ñfailureò 

of institutions and behaviors ñoutsideò the core market-efficiency axioms at the heart of 

neoclassical thought.   

 

In the matter of ñeconomic inequalityò, the issue is somewhat different, and to me is 

decomposable, nationally and internationally, into three separate but deeply connected 

subjects that elude useful capture in conventional ñeconomicò terms: the persistence of 

poverty and the reasons why; the utility for societies as a whole of income and wealth 

concentration in the 1% ï not in any narrow ñeconomic utilityò sense but in what Iôve earlier 

called ñdemocratic efficiencyò terms; and finally, the pressing and increasingly politically-

charged questions about the future of ñthe middle majorityò (at least in the OECD) who find 

                                                      
21

 See Davosô latest 2021 report, ñThe Great Resetò: https://www.weforum.org/great-reset/  
22

 I think a critic of Davos might attack along a couple of lines.  One would be to compare Davos 
corporatism to the medieval Catholic Churchôs organicism; another would be to sketch the ways German 
ordo-liberalism lies hidden in the Davos analysis and its prescriptions.  I leave that to others. 
23

 See, for example, Oswald and Stern, ñWhy are economists letting down the world on climate 
change?ò, VoxEU. Sept. 17, 2019.  For a harsher view of estimation problems, Steve Keen, ñThe 
appallingly bad neoclassical economics of climate changeò, Globalizations, Sept. 1, 2020. 
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themselves stretched insecurely between poverty and wealth, questions that are not just 

about a current membership in the middle quintiles in blackboard terms, but the means ï 

individually and societally ï of joining it, the ways of remaining in it, and how to secure its 

benefits beyond the material.  

 

In all this, there are now two 21
st
 century landmarks, one empirical, one conceptual.  The first 

is recognition of Chinaôs quite extraordinary growth achievements since the Cultural 

Revolution, the second, the arrival of Thomas Piketty and Capital, his allies, their charts and 

data and their conceptual focus.  Together, they have visibly moved the public conversation 

(not just in the West) from preoccupation with aggregate growth alone to the challenge of 

growthôs disaggregated distribution. 

 

What the unexpectedness of ñChinaò and ñPikettyò ï forgive my shorthand ï signal at least to 

me now given, Iôd add, Americaôs chaotic disarray, is this: that neoliberalism and the larger 

neoclassical assumptions on which it stands have been overtaken both by the real world and 

the re-imagined. If true, then our professionôs enduring habit of recasting ontological, 

epistemic, social-organizational and moral questions into its methodenstreit debates ï 

whether between orthodox marginalists and Keynesians, neo-Keynesians and Rat Exers, 

Monetarists and Fiscalists, New Classical and New Growth models, etc. ï is simply not whatôs 

really before us now.
24

   

 

Second, since weôre not in a methodenstreit moment, we need what amounts to new 

academic programs   

 

In the university, we need to open up and reorganize our antiquated departmental structures 

to recognize whatôs been happening outside traditional economics departments.   Well before 

ñneoliberalismôsò ascent in the 1970s, mid-century academic economics had largely purged 

their departmental curriculum of cross-disciplinary topics that it had inherited from 19
th
 and 

early 20
th
 century ñpolitical economyò: for example, the close study of legal systems, social 

relations and institutions, geography and demography, political systems and ideology, and 

history.  Here or there individual courses might be offered on one or another of these subjects 

(often by faculty approaching retirement), but in its rush to consolidate the essence of 

neoclassical assumptions and translate them into a structured ñmodelò that is supposed to be 

mathematically testable (and in positivist terms, refutable), ñeconomicsò after World War II 

recreated itself into the form we encounter today ï impoverished by its lack of attention to 

those topics and their useful place in economics. 

   

Whatôs notable today, after the serial disappointments of that postwar economic project, is 

this: ñpolitical economyò is being revived as a legitimate academic discipline, often with its 

own faculty, research facilities, graduate and undergraduate degrees, and journals.   In the 

US, Princeton, Harvard, Columbia, Berkeley, Stanford, Duke, Georgetown (and even Jerry 

Falwellôs evangelical Liberty University) ï to name just a few of the best-known ï now offer 

undergraduate and/or graduate programs in ñpolitical economyò.  Most, Iôd note, exist outside 

university economics departments ï in government or political science or international 

relations departments, in public policy, law, and business schools or programs, and sociology 

                                                      
24

 On this, Heilbroner and Milberg, The Crisis of Vision in Modern Economic Thought, which I reviewed 
when it appeared for the New York Times here: https://www.nytimes.com/1996/01/28/books/the-
momentary-science.html  
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and history faculties.
25

  (The sheer number and range of such programs can be glimpsed by 

typing ñpolitical economyò and ñsyllabusò or ñprogramò in any online search engine.) 

 

The degree to which these modern ñpolitical economyò programs diverge from economics 

departments varies. That said, their brightest faculty and best students are clearly up to 

something like a nascent Protestant rebellion against an ailing but still-regnant Marginalist 

Church, itself visibly wedded to not just the ideas but the institutions of capitalist economies 

and their governing elites and structures. Here for example are Neil Fligstein and Steven 

Vogel, senior faculty in Berkeleyôs Political Economy program, writing a month before Donald 

Trumpôs electoral defeat last November, describing what they see as what these new 

programs offer: 

 

éwe are facing a particularly horrifying moment, defined by the triple shock 

of the Trump presidency, the pandemic, and the economic disasters that 

followed from it. Perhaps these ï if combined with a change in power in the 

upcoming election ï could offer a historic window of opportunity. Perhaps. 

But seizing the opportunity will require a new kind of political-economic 

thinking. Instead of starting from a stylized view of how the world ought to 

work, we should consider what policies have proved effective in different 

societies experiencing similar challenges. This comparative way of thinking 

increases the menu of options and may suggest novel solutions to our 

problems that lie outside the narrow theoretical assumptions of market-

fundamentalist neoliberalism.  

 

We know about these possibilities from the work of economic sociologists, 

who stress the political, cultural, and social embedding of real-world markets. 

From work in comparative political economy, demonstrating how the 

relationships between government and industry and among firms, banks, and 

unions vary from one country to another. From political and economic 

geographers, who place regional economies in their spatial contexts and 

natural environments. From economic historians, who explore the 

transformation of the institutions of capitalism over time. From an emergent 

Law and Political Economy (LPE) movement that aspires to shift priorities 

from efficiency to power, from neutrality to equality, and from apolitical 

governance to democracy. And from economists ï often villainized as the 

agents of neoliberalism ï who are exploring novel approaches to the problem 

of inequality and the slowdown in productivity, and show renewed concern 

with the economic dominance of a few large firms. The challenge is to bring 

these insights together.
26

 

 

What I find refreshing, reading these Berkeley professors, are three clear assumptions.  

First is the insistence that we approach inescapably-complex ñeconomicò problems by 

                                                      
25

 A colleague in Harvardôs Government department tells me ñpolitical economyò is the largest area 
focus of its doctoral students.  Here is a sample listing of their thesis topics: 
https://dash.harvard.edu/handle/1/4927603/browse?value=Political%20Economy%20and%20Governme
nt&type=department  . For a listing of some of these programs, one site tailored to students is: 
https://www.collegehippo.com/graduate-school/programs/top-ranked-masters-degree-political-economy.  
A list of masterôs programs in political economy is: https://www.masterstudies.com/Masters-
Degree/Political-Economy/  
26

 Fligstein and Vogel, ñPolitical Economy After Neoliberalismò, The Boston Review. October 6, 2020:  
https://bostonreview.net/class-inequality/neil-fligstein-steven-vogel-political-economy-after-neoliberalism  
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situating them in actual societies embedded in equally-complex histories, with the 

contingencies of the moment fully on display. Second is the frank willingness to cross 

the universityôs departmental boundaries ï boundaries, Iôd hasten to add, that are 

barely a century old ï to look for answers. Third is the absence of anxious talk about 

ñheterodoxyò ï a term that to my ear too often sounds self-defensive, even self-

apologetic, rather than brave.  Better at this point, it seems to me ï if we truly mean to 

overcome ñneoliberalismò ï is to act like Luther rather than Erasmus here, and treat 

ñpolitical economyò as what it could be: a modern-day Protestant rebellion rather than a 

half-way reform of the One True and Holy Marginalist Church. 

 

 

My colleaguesô caveats 

 

I realize this may be going too far for some.  I have great admiration, for example, for 

my Harvard colleague Dani Rodrik, whose own deeply-considered views nowadays 

reflect his meticulously-calibrated evolution intellectually from a once mildly-voiced 

disquiet about the professionôs ills in the 1990s to quite deep and sharp-edged critique 

these days of neoliberal policies and much about their uses of neoclassical theory.   

 

Nonetheless Dani at times seems anxious to hold on to core features of the marginalist 

model, which he sees as ñevolvingò by responding to the current moment.  

ñEconomics,ò he does ruefully admit, ñis still somewhat insular within the social 

sciences because of its methodological individualism, model-based abstraction, and 

mathematical and statistical formalism.ò He then draws hope from what he sees 

changing: 

 

But in recent decades, economists have reached out to other disciplines, 

incorporating many of their insights. Economic history is experiencing a 

revival, behavioral economics has put homo economicus on the defensive, 

and the study of culture has become mainstream. At the center of the 

discipline, distributional considerations are making a comeback. And 

economists have been playing an important role in studying the growing 

concentration of wealth, the costs of climate change, the concentration of 

important markets, the stagnation of income for the working class, and the 

changing patterns in social mobility.
27

 

 

 

What Dani lists is true, in the sense that you or I, counting up the number of papers, books, 

and theses being produced nowadays, would find that more on all these topics than 30 years 

ago ï but, taken together, does that constitute change? 

 

Although many Americans might call them ñjustice issuesò at this George Floyd-inspired 

moment of racial reckoning in America, I certainly agree with Dani that ñdistributional issuesò 

are getting more attention from economists, and that the number of empirically-grounded ï 

rather than purely theoretical ï articles published in leading economic journals has 

increased.
28
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 Naidu, Rodrik and Zucman, ñEconomics After Neoliberalismò, The Boston Review, February 15, 2019: 
http://bostonreview.net/forum/suresh-naidu-dani-rodrik-gabriel-zucman-economics-after-neoliberalism  
28

 I commend to readers here ñEconomics for an Inclusive Prosperityò, the group Rodrik has cofounded 
with Gabriel Zucman and Suresh Naidu, to be found here: https://econfip.org/  
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What I find missing from Rodrikôs argument is a persuasive claim for the intellectual 

integration and ordering of those approaches: there are, here and there, many interesting 

things going on in economic history, behavioral economics, climate economics, and massive 

data set manipulation, etc., to be sure ï but signs that these individual explorations are being 

woven into a larger, more unified narrative theory that moves past marginalist paradigms, in 

my view, is still elusive.  Pearls do not a necklace make. 

 

Development economics, for example, is Rodrikôs specialty ï so he knows as I do that it has 

always operated at an oblique, sometimes orthogonal, angle to mainstream economics views.  

Not least thatôs because so many of its projects have been designed, financed and evaluated 

on a state-to-state basis. Consequently ï and not surprisingly ï a great deal of attention was 

paid to institutions and to empirical data that could measure ñsuccessò as understood by the 

bureaucratic administrators and funders involved. But rare were the critiques within the 

profession (though not outside it, in an ever-growing number of NGOs, major segments of the 

press, and a few universities and foundations) of the complex and often deeply corrupt 

bureaucratic and political interests of those same administrators and funders and their 

designated recipients. That all remained subordinated to, if not invisible in, most mainstream 

economic evaluations of the projects. 

 

One could, I suppose, ask then why so many development economists embraced the 

Washington Consensus and its essential ñmarkets-lead-statesò models? Although the 

adoption by multilateral institutions of the Millennium Development Goals at the end of the last 

century (and since then, the Sustainable Development Goals) represents a turn away from 

that essentialism (thatôs even included a measure of apology for imposing Consensus 

rules)
29
, Iôd argue that the field has never deeply examined how or why it made the turn 

toward Consensus essentialism in the first place.  

  

Joseph Stiglitz floated the question succinctly, if a bit backhandedly, in reviewing what he 

insightfully dubbed ñthe post Washington Consensus consensusò in 2005:  

 

If there is a consensus today about what strategies are most likely to promote 

the development of the poorest countries in the world, it is this: there is no 

consensus except that the Washington consensus did not provide the 

answer. Its recipes were neither necessary nor sufficient for successful 

growth, though each of its policies made sense for particular countries at 

particular times.
30

 

    

But how to get beyond agreement on what didnôt work? To do that requires not just more 

ñempiricismò but well-structured arguments grounded in documentable decisions and changes 

taken by political and corporate institutions ï lenses which have rarely made their way into 

economistsô models.  Let me give an example of what I mean: to explain modern fossil-fuel 
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 Larry Elliot, ñThe World Bank and IMF Wonôt Admit Their Policies Are the Problem,ò The Guardian, 
Oct. 9, 2016: https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/oct/09/the-world-bank-and-the-imf-wont-
admit-their-policies-are-the-problem. On whether the Washington Consensus ï and neoliberalism ï 
have in fact receded is taken up in Babb and Kentikalinis, ñPeople have long predicted the collapse of 
the Washington Consensus. It keeps reappearing under new guisesò, Washington Post, April 16, 2021: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2021/04/16/people-have-long-predicted-collapse-washington-
consensus-it-keeps-reappearing-under-new-guises//  
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 Joseph Stiglitz, ñThe Post Washington Consensus Consensusò, Institute for Policy Dialogue, 
Columbia University, 2005 at 
http://policydialogue.org/files/events/Stiglitz_Post_Washington_Consensus_Paper.pdf  
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energy pricing, I wouldnôt start with the neoclassical economics of energy pricing and 

matching abstracted supply and demand.  Instead Iôd begin by explaining the concerns of 

leading European statesmen, bankers, and big businessmen in the late 19
th
 century about the 

mining of coal and refining of oil.  The questions werenôt just ñeconomicò in a mainstream way; 

at issue was their unnerving likely impact on the technologies of war.  War-making and its 

proffered and perceived threat are central functions of all states that economists almost never 

consider.    

 

Iôd then trace petroleumôs roles in both world wars, sketch how and why the US emerged a 

victor after both, and why after the second war (but not the first) it adopted hegemonic roles 

best described as ñimperialò, albeit with lots of comparative qualifiers.  Iôd go on to describe 

the postwar petroleum management system of production and import quotas, taxes, and 

constrained technological innovation ï part government, part industry ï and how it seemed to 

offer the industry and the country stable and predictable growth for a time. Iôd explain then 

how Americaôs multi-faceted crises in the 1960s led to Nixonôs election in 1968 and his 

destruction of the Bretton Woods system three years later.  

 

Iôd argue, for example, that the destruction of Bretton Woods led to OPECôs massive spike of  

oil prices in 1973 and then again in 1979, why the West hadnôt then forced those prices back 

down, how petrodollars were recycled to New York and London banks which then lent them 

out to Third World governments and companies the banks had ignored for years, how the 

financing fueled a brief growth spurt in the developing world, how the Volcker Recession 

crushed that spurt, why the crushing created a crisis in banking, how states responded to that 

financial crisis by lifting regulations, which ushered in the neo-conservatism of Reagan and 

Thatcher, which in turn laid the ground for the neoliberalism of Clinton and Blair, their further 

deregulation of finance and its explosive growth ever since, and then the Great Recession.  

 

One can write such an analytic political-economy history narratively ï but I donôt know 

successful examples of doing it mathematically, using only highly-stylized and abstracted 

representative agents without names for those agents, individually or in small groups, or their 

positions or affiliate institutions that might help us understand how their decisions were made, 

how those decisions intersected others, and how conflicts between decisions were 

adjudicated and why. 

 

That leaves me to make my third and final point: that we need to boldly take up what we think 

are the large social, political and moral projects of our time ï and use not just our disciplineôs 

conventional ñeconomics toolkitò but our ability to think about, and argue for, human freedom 

and equality not just within but across borders, and moreover situated in production-

consumptions that are cognizant of the planetôs carrying capacities, in a radically more-

committed way.   

 

Here Davos is right: ñclimate changeò (shorthand in my mind for the total impact of the 

Anthropocene on the planet) and ñeconomic inequalityò (measured for me not just in income 

and wealth distribution terms but the legal, institutional and customary means by which 

property is defined and its rights allocated) are the issues weôre facing. But addressing them 

in ways beneficial to the many rather than the few requires of us a vast reimagining and 

rebuilding of what we are doing, for which our economistic toolkits alone are utterly 

inadequate. 
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The several challenges of Piketty 

  

A decade ago, Thomas Pikettyôs publication of Capital helped ignite not just a a professional 

discussion by economists, nor even just a ñpublic debateò ï of which there are too many in 

this social-media-saturated world of ours ï but a sudden and far-reaching mobilization of 

political energies among millions around issues of wealth and income distribution. What to me 

is almost breathtakingly remarkable is that it has a good chance of matching the impact that 

Keynesô General Theory had long ago on the issues of aggregate growth and macro-

intervention by government in the Roosevelt era, an enduring impact that in our own time 

justified the worldôs massive fiscal and monetary response to the Great Recession a decade 

ago and is doing so again in the COVID crisis now. 

 

Capital exemplifies many of the innovative ñstylisticò or ñmethodologicalò features that, as I 

earlier noted, Dani Rodrik sees as recent hopeful signs for economics as a profession: in 

place of mathematical abstraction, Piketty demonstrates his deep commitment to empiricism, 

his affinity for the construction and manipulation of large-scale data sets, and his willingness 

to ñdo economicsò in a narrative prose structure that names many of its actors individually, 

contextualizes their historical moment, and explains to us their roles and effects institutionally 

rather than, for the purposes of parsimonious modeling, aggregating those lives into the 

abstract representative ñagentsò of high mathematical theory. 

 

More important, Piketty in his more recent Capital and Ideology, has gone beyond the 

massive empiricism of Capital to sketch out his admittedly-preliminary arguments for not just 

a new way of ñdoing economicsò but of situating economic thinking in a larger vision of what I 

at the beginning of this paper chose to call ï since Iôm writing to fellow economists ï 

ñdemocratic efficiencyò.
31

   

 

For Piketty, this requires economists to consider first the question ñwhat is a just society?ò
32

  

His ñnecessarily imperfectò answer is that it is 

 

One that allows all of its members access to the widest possible range of 

fundamental goods.  Fundamental goods include education, health, the right 

to vote, and more generally to participate as fully as possible in the various 

forms of social, cultural, economic, civic, and political life. A just society 

organizes socioeconomic relations, property rights, and the distribution of 

income and wealth in such a way as to all its least advantaged members to 

enjoy the highest possible life conditions. A just society in no way requires 

absolute uniformity or equality. To the extent that income and wealth 

inequalities are the result of different aspirations and distinct life 

                                                      
31

 Pikettyôs term is ñparticipatory socialismò, which I find possibly understandable in French but too 
freighted and twisted in the American context.  Iôm writing this at a moment, after all, when the GOP 
talks, in echo of their best McCarthyite timbre, about Joe Biden being ña socialist presidentò. 
32

 I would add that concern for ña just societyò is not a concern only of progressive economists such as 
Piketty.  Chicagoôs Robert Fogelôs The Fourth Great Awakening: the Future of Egalitarianism takes up 
the issue quite boldly, insists like Piketty on situating economics in a broader historical and ethical 
context, eschews mathematical models for narrative prose ï and, in a way I find fascinating, frames his 
argument in the successive history of religious struggles that help define the American public landscape.  
Concerned like Piketty about providing more equal access to education, health care, income security, 
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choiceséthey may be considered just. But this must be demonstrated, not 

assumedé That is why deliberation is both an end and a means.
33

 

 

In sum, what we need to rediscover about doing economics? 

 

How then to summarize and close here, since Iôm keenly aware that Iôve raised questions that 

Iôve not answered? Let me do that by pointing to the Forgotten Keynes ï not Maynard, author 

of The General Theory (and so much more), but his father, Neville.   

 

Neville Keynes lived a distinguished and useful life as an academic administrator of 

Cambridge University. He was also an admirer and in a way an apostle of Alfred Marshall, the 

Moses of Marginalism. Nearing the close of the 19
th
 century, he took up Marshallôs great 

Principles of Economics in order to carry its theoretical implications into the practical world of 

Victorian Britainôs global economy.   

 

To do so, he drew what I still count as a valuable distinction.  Because ñeconomicsò ï the sort 

of new ñscientific economicsò the Victorians thought theyôd discovered (or designed, the 

difference never entirely clear since it was not clear in their own minds). This new 

ñeconomicsò thus was not meant to be a textbook or blackboard exercise of the academic 

mind whose lessons could then be translated (albeit with a guaranteed net loss of intellectual 

qualities) into ñpolicyò ï a process by which they imagined (as so many of our colleagues still 

do) the transformation that yields the great and incontestable good of ñProgressò. 

 

Keynes instead proposed a tripartite division he thought should define the work of the ñnew 

economicsò.  The three parts were these: 

 

1. ñpositive economicsò (the study of what is, and the way the economy works), 

2. ñnormative economicsò (the study of what the economy should be), and 

3. ñapplied economicsò (the art of economics, or economic policy).
 34

 

 

Read carefully, one can recognize the effects of this trinitarianism on his son in The General 

Theory, even more (and in some ways more famously) in The Economic Consequences of 

the Peace, and then scattered throughout the hundreds of articles Maynard Keynes wrote for 

newspapers and magazines and their popular audiences ï perhaps most relevant to us here, 

ñEconomic Possibilities for Our Grandchildrenò.
35

  The key is to grasp the distinction of the 

second ï the study of what the economy should be ï and to recognize what the Keynes, 

father and son, understood: that doing ñnormative economicsò necessarily entails 

incorporation of values that lie beyond the ñpositive economicsò of blackboard work ï not 

because such ñnormativeò economics is inferior to ñpositiveò economics (a claim Milton 

Friedman popularized for Cold War colleagues in ñThe Methodology of Positive Economicsò)
36

 

but because only through the ñnormativeò consolidation can ñpositiveò theorizing hope to 

exercise purchase on ñthe art and craft of policy-makingò in the real world. 
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 Piketty, Capitalism and Ideology, 968. 
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 For a thoughtful though slightly forlorn engagement with the three ways of doing economics ï and the 
failures of much of modern economics to heed Neville Keynesô foresight, David Colander, 
ñRetrospectives: The Lost Art of Economics,ò Journal of Economic Perspectives, V6, No. 3 (Summer, 

1992). 
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36

 Milton Friedman, ñThe Methodology of Positive Economicsò, to be found in his Essays on Positive 
Economics (1953). 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i337433
https://www.jstor.org/stable/i337433
http://www.econ.yale.edu/smith/econ116a/keynes1.pdf


real-world economics review, issue no. 96 
subscribe for free 

 

48 

At a moment in American history when the neo-authoritarian flames ignited by the Trump 

presidency are still smoldering ï and fully capable of reigniting ï economists who want to 

affect ñpolicyò and are willing to embrace the messy necessities of ñpoliticsò in order, in the 

words of Martin Luther King, to ñbend the arc of the moral universe toward justiceò, these are 

promising times.  A post-neoliberal world that could echo far beyond the classroom, textbook, 

and journal world in which so many of us live is being played out, boldly but awkwardly, in 

Washington right now.  The contribution I think we could make is to open  a new chapter in 

ñteaching economicsò to cross-disciplinary, empirical, and normative work that places a 

premium on engaging us and our students in the conversations that will push economies into 

pursuit of a democratic equality that can be experienced in day-to-day life (and not in our 

quadrennial visits to the voting booth) and toward a sustainable balance in our encounters 

with this tiny speck of a planet on which we have been given the gift of existence only briefly. 
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Planet Earth is now experiencing more rapid environmental change and greater extremes, 

clear indicators that humanity faces a challenging if not grim future. Unfolding in real time 

before our eyes are the staid forebodings of five assessments by the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change and the urgent warnings of natural scientists (Hobbs and Cramer, 2008; 

Beach and Clark, 2015; Bradford et al., 2018; Vosen, 2020; Ripple et al., 2021).
1
 In California, 

from where I write, the Sierra Nevada Mountains had a historically low snowpack in 2015 that 

was unprecedented in the last 500 years while 2010-2020 also included some of the largest 

snowpacks on record. Amidst rising temperatures, the summer of 2020 was unusually hot 

across California and included the highest temperature reliably recorded on earth: 130ęF 

(54ęC) in Death Valley in August. During 2020 California had five of its worst six fires in all of 

recorded history. This year, 2021, is another drought year, and the residents of the Berkeley 

hills received their first ñRed Flagò prepare-for-evacuation fire warning in early May. Rising 

temperatures, longer droughts, extremely wet years, and unprecedented wildfires in California 

are raising public awareness that the future will likely be increasingly difficult. With a rapidly 

changing and variable climate, the ways in which we think about and manage energy, water, 

agriculture, and forests are changing significantly, yet old ways of thinking tied to the prior 

coevolution of understandings of reality and social organization persist and slow our response 

(Norgaard et al., 2021).  

 

Thirty years ago, the global community of climate scientists was a few thousand. Today the 

community is orders of magnitude larger and blends into multiple millions more as 

environmental and energy scientists have restructured their research, engineers design new 

technologies, architects have adapted their designs, policymakers and planners have 

reconsidered public options, and managers have rethought how to engage with the realities of 

climate change. The scenarios of global integrated assessment models help inform national 

and regional models that guide the patchwork quilt of national, regional, and local climate 

adaptation plans. At the same time, local and regional phenomena raise questions about the 

dynamics of the global system. As we try to understand and respond to the diverse, 

interacting ramifications of climate change, we are beginning to see a dynamic, polycentric 

process of interactive learning and preparing for likely futures of Planet Earth. 

 

Global environmental change is the greatest challenge humanity has ever faced. It is an 

existential challenge. Yet economists are notably absent in the mobilization to confront and 

work with it. William Nordhaus (2019) has encouraged economists to get involved. Andrew 

Oswald and Nicholas Stern (2019), on the other hand, document that the most cited 

economics journal, the Quarterly Journal of Economics, had yet to publish an article on 

climate change and that economics students rarely find the forecasts of global climate 

                                                      
1
 This article draws on my engagement in the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and the 5

th
 

Assessment of the IPCC as well as a decade assessing the adequacy of environmental science to water 
policy while serving on the State of Californiaôs Delta Independent Science Board. This article 
complements and builds on Norgaard (2019) where some of the arguments here are more thoroughly 
explicated in my coevolutionary framework (Norgaard, 1994). There is some redundancy between this 
paper and Norgaard (2019) so that this paper can stand alone. 
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science included in their classes. Stephen Polasky et al. (2019) argue that the economics 

profession is simply not structured to address the greatest existential crisis of all time. They 

note that in 2018, the American Economic Review had but two articles that focused on any 

aspect of energy, environment, or ecology. For earthly matters, there are specialty journals. 

Though classical economists tried to speak to the material realities of land and agriculture 

(Schabas, 2007), neoclassical economists work in precise equations of socially constructed 

abstractions whose complex histories they avoid exploring (Hodgson, 2016). In short, 

mainstream economists, and many economists in lesser streams, and those stuck in eddies 

as well, have become detached from the realities of Planet Earth.
2
 Steve Keen (2020) argues 

that the few economists who are trying to address climate change are still doing a dismal job 

at characterizing and developing responses to the existential threat of climate change. Keenôs 

assessment echoes those made more than a decade earlier by DeCanio (2003), Baer (2007), 

Weitzman (2009), and Spash (2010) with respect to the difficulties of incorporating a likely 

catastrophe for future generations into a tradition of utility optimization within the conceptual 

guardrails of market thinking. Optimizing dominates prescriptive economic analyses. 

Resilience thinking to sustain safe operations now dominates non-economic policy 

discourses, corporate planning, and personal strategy advising.
3
 Economies continue, but the 

economics profession and supporting economistic beliefs are losing their relevance, and in 

this paper I argue that that is a good thing. 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic has documented how poorly markets alone are prepared to respond 

to big surprises and uncertain futures. And yet, at the same time, with the help of government 

research and policy interventions, community ingenuity, and individual resilience and 

suffering, economies have not collapsed. Furthermore, in spite of viral, insane conservative 

denialism, debates about reality and morality with respect to the pandemic, black lives, 

indigenous peoples, immigration, gender equality, and elevated suicide rates among other 

topics rage in social media and political discourses. In spite of the considerable dysfunction of 

current modern societies, people have somehow been cooperatively muddling through the 

Covid-19 pandemic amidst other social issues just well enough. It appears that most societies 

are likely to come through the pandemic though their economies will also be modified by it. 

 

For a little over a century, a mere blink of the eye in human history, western and westernized 

leaders, politicians, policymaker, and the public have operated on the belief that there can be 

a scientific discipline of economics, a field of study separate from moral philosophy and the 

natural sciences. Never mind that economics coevolved with a political discourse driven by 

power. Economics seemingly explains how society should be organized and people should 

live. The modern economic world arose around ideas generated by economists, and this 

                                                      
2
 Detachment from natural realities seems to have become characteristic of social scientists in general, 

not just economists. The environmental subdisciplines of history, sociology, and political science as well 
as in Marxist thought arose well after the subdiscipline of environmental economics. One striking 
example pertinent to this essay, historian Nathaniel Wolloch (2017) in his ñNature in the History of 
Economic Thoughtò mentions climate change in the second sentence of his Preface, noting how 
environment is now much in the news, but he never comes back to this existential crisis and how it 
might tie into the utilitarian view of nature and the idea of progress he so heartily supports in his history 
of economic thought. 
3
 Over the last decade, the term resilience and its variant have increasingly appeared, from 

advertisements to serious analysis, with respect to making a decision, seemingly regardless of the type 
of decision presumably due to increased anxieties about how to deal with the uncertainties of the future. 
Serious academic thinking on resilience can be found in the many good publications of the Stockholm 
Resilience Centre, https://www.stockholmresilience.org.  
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world has been supported by corresponding public economistic beliefs that I refer to as 

ñeconomismò.
4
  

 

Economism has been modern capitalismôs myth system, or in computer parlance, capitalismôs 

operating system. It has stressed utilitarian moral beliefs compatible with economic 

assumptions that are critical to neoclassical economic theories. These beliefs include the idea 

that society is simply the sum of its individuals and their desires, that people can be perfectly, 

or at least sufficiently, informed to act rationally in markets, that markets balance individual 

greed for the common good, and that nature can be divided up into parts and owned and 

managed as property without systemic social and environmental consequences (Norgaard, 

2019). Especially after World War II when the industrialized nations globally organized around 

economic beliefs and set out to spread their economic systems among less industrialized 

nations, these simple beliefs steadily displaced more complex moral discourses of traditional 

religions (Cobb, Jr, 2001). Economism has facilitated climate change and other anthropogenic 

drivers of rapid environmental change. Natural scientists are labeling current times the 

Anthropocene. I advocate using the term Econocene since our economic beliefs, both moral 

and those with respect to reality, and the econogenic drivers they facilitated have been critical 

to the rise of rapid environmental change. Furthermore, the term Econocene alludes to the 

current social and technological structures and human capital that are sustained by 

economism.
5
 Escaping the Econocene will require dynamically, polycentrically, reconnecting 

reality and morality writ large. 

  

I have invoked the terms ñrealityò and ñmoralityò several times and will do so many times again 

as if people, whether individually or collectively, were able to comprehend reality and morality 

directly. I have no doubt that reality will remain elusive. I do not imagine people 

comprehending the changing details and dynamics of natural systems, as well as the 

combined complexities of natural and social systems interacting. Nor do I imagine people 

mastering the long and diverse discourses on morality, as if there were no limits on human 

understanding. Of course, there are limits. We need to be continually humbly aware of our 

limits (see for example DeCanio, 2013).And so I am advocating that morality and reality need 

to be actively discussed, not things long lost in economic fables. Morality and reality have 

long been ignored in the vague units of analyses precisely presented in the mathematics of 

economists. It is time to listen to scientists and moral philosophers and to have more people 

entering into informed, reasoned debate.
6
 A key point of this paper is that we need to remove 

the constructed narrow conceptions of morality and reality associated with the economics and 

economism that have brought humanity and the planet to the brink of disaster and into 

centuries of rapid change. 

 

                                                      
4
 Other scholars have used this term, all somewhat differently. I add a unique argument to the term 

economism. It is not simply the beliefs of economists or the beliefs they push on the public. Rather, 
people have a need for explanations of the economic cosmos in which they live and answers to how to 
behave that economism fills much like religion in the past.. 
5
 Many social thinkers have found that the term ñAnthropoceneò blames people in an inappropriately 

inclusive yet nondescript way that does not inform action. Capitalocene, Technocene, and other 
alternatives that have been put forward and the swirl of arguments initiated by Malm and Hornborg 
(2014) are reviewed by Lopez-Corona and Magallanes-Guijon (2020). 
6
 Because modern ways of knowing are fractured, I have long advocated methodological pluralism 

(Norgaard, 1989). My historic concerns have been updated for the Econocene (Goddard, Kallis, and 
Norgaard, 2019). With the multiple perspectives on reality and morality that we have, reaching shared 
understanding through expert discussion and public discourse is the only option. I am concerned that 
such a process will work, let alone work fast enough to reach shared understandings rapidly enough in a 
future of rapid change. 
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Such a dynamic environmental and social future raises a key issue stated most effectively by 

Yuval Noah Harari (2011, p. 30): 

 

ñAny large scale human cooperation ï whether a modern state, a medieval 

church, an ancient city or an archaic tribe ï is rooted in common myths that 

exist only in peopleôs collective imagination.ò 

 

Neoliberal economics and its supporting economism is simply a specific belief system, albeit 

one that has sustained unusually viral, imperial claims. Its demise and replacement with 

another economic belief system, however, will only briefly suffice. Due to historic and ongoing 

econogenic drivers, our options for acting within natural, social, and moral systems will keep 

changing, leading us into less known to totally unknown territory in all three systems. 

Operating in a world of more rapid and unpredictable change will require frequently changing 

our provisioning system and supporting culture. The democratic challenge is to acquire a 

widely shared public myth system that connects moral, social, and natural systems while also 

continually adapting to rapid change.  

  

My argument unfolds as follows. Section I, ñconnectedness lostò, summarizes how human 

understanding has historically melded reality and morality, how the fragmented nature of 

current hegemonic human understanding arose, the consequences of fragmentation, and how 

fragmentation has been endured. Section II, ñeconomics: a weakly anchored bridgeò argues 

that economics has played an unusual role, as theory and as belief system, in bridging reality 

and morality, though only weakly anchored in either of them, to facilitate market organization 

and social decisions in the midst of knowledge fragmentation. Section III makes the hopeful 

case that society can directly link reality and morality in order to escape the Econocene. This 

would entail the demise of economics as the dominant way of thinking about public choices, 

corporate responsibility, and personal behavior. It also raises new questions about how 

consensual, learning, adapting societies might organize under rapid environmental change. 

Section IV concludes by noting hopeful signs within the remaining plurality of cultures and 

new visions that could help humanity through the coming centuries. 

 

 

I.  Connectedness lost 

 

The Econocene arose because of the disconnects in human understanding between reality 

and morality. It was not always so. Early people learned through experimentation, accidental 

and purposeful, that they could hunt more successfully when individuals cooperated and 

coordinated their efforts. Cooperation works best when each has trust in how oneôs fellow 

hunters will behave under different situations, and trust evolved into moral expectations. It 

also made sense for hunting parties to share their kill with others in their group, for some 

hunting parties were more successful one day, others the next. Children and elders needed 

food too. Hence, from the earliest of times, human provisioning and moral behavior have 

been tightly fused.  

  

Hunting for meat as well as gathering vegetal foods involved working with the intricacies of 

nature. People became aware of the timing, location, behavior, and co-occurrence of different 

species. They evolved stories through experience about how to successfully interact with 

nature. Some stories improved hunting and gathering techniques. Less ñtrueò stories were 

retold less frequently as they were less likely corroborated in practice, and some were 

eventually forgotten. Early peopleôs earthly stories entailed timing, and the timing of natural 
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events could be tied to the positions of the sun and the constellations. Existential myths 

evolved into stories connecting the techniques and ethics of peopleôs earthly existence to the 

cosmos above. Moral, social, material, and existential stories intertwined in traditional 

knowledge and facilitated social organization and collective and individual behavior. 

 

The rise of agriculture and early hierarchical societies with kings, priests, and wise men 

required new ways of civilizing consciousness to rationalize the tedium of planting, weeding, 

and harvesting and rationalize why a few men were wise while the vast majority of men and 

women were workers. The religion supporting the provisioning system, then as now, 

rationalized authority and inequality, yet morality and reality intertwined sufficiently in 

agricultural societies to sustain human existence for millennia. Now, after only several 

centuries of corporate industrial capitalism, humanity faces a global existential crisis.  

 

In Europe, Galileoôs findings began to challenge the Catholic Churchôs authority to explain the 

celestial cosmos. Western understanding and consciousness transformed dramatically 

through the Renaissance, Reformation, and multiple Enlightenments across Europe. Historic 

Christian hopes for moral progress transformed into expectations for ever-increasing human 

understanding, technological progress, and control over the vicissitudes of nature (Bury 

1920). The unity previously assured by Godôs design, creation and management of planet 

Earth transformed into expectations for the unity of human knowledge. Lutherôs argument that 

everyone was responsible for reading and interpreting the Bible and finding God themselves 

contributed to the rise of modern ideas about education, individual choice, responsibly 

learning and thinking for oneself,  political authority, and governance, ideas crafted most 

notably by Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau (Ryrie, 2017). Also in this period, the Catholic 

Church had the hubris to claim authority to convert the peoples of Europeôs new world to 

Catholicism even if it killed them. The Churchôs hubris transformed into enlightened hubris 

and then capitalist and socialist hubris with respect to transforming or killing other cultures in 

the name of developing them. 

 

Yet until early in the 19
th
 century, merely two hundred years ago, an effort to intertwine reality 

and morality still existed in natural theology, the project to understand the character, will, and 

operating manual of God through the study of nature. Isaac Newton was both an 

accomplished moral philosopher and a path-breaking natural philosopher (Iliffe, 2017). The 

Physiocrats made moral arguments about who should be taxed based directly on what they 

understood to be physical realities (Schabas, 2007). Adam Smith wrote a treatise on 

astronomy to document his knowledge of natural systems before writing moral philosophy 

(Ross, 2010, chapter 7). Well into the 19
th
 century, both natural and moral philosophy 

students as well as students of theology, medicine, and law studied William Paleyôs ñNatural 

Philosophy, or Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity collected from the 

Appearances of Natureò (Paley, 1835 and earlier editions). In 1874, social philosopher and 

economist John Stuart Mill intertwined the science of natural laws and natural religion (Mill, 

1874). Morality and reality intertwined in the minds of European intellectual elites during the 

rise of disciplines in the latter 19
th
 century. Then, not only reality and morality became 

separated but they too were broken into multiple disconnected compartments of western 

understanding. The creation of disciplines, specialized realms of knowledge, implicitly entailed 

the assumption that the linkages between disciplines were sufficiently weak that, for 

ñpracticalò purposes, they could be ignored. Pure reason combined with empirical evidence in 

the style of Newtonôs physics was only practical by assuming reality could be divided into 

parts. It was in this historical context that the 20
th
 century idea arose that economics could be 

a separate field of human understanding. 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue95/whole95.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386


real-world economics review, issue no. 96 
subscribe for free 

 

54 

The disconnectedness of Eurodescendant understanding has been endured in the faith that, 

with sufficient scientific progress, the separate disciplines will ultimately merge into a unity of 

knowledge, a single clear vision of reality, somehow accessible to all people (Millgram, 

2018). Equally importantly, the belief arose that values could exist apart from facts, 

separating morality and reality. Yet western science continued to progress into finer and finer 

compartments, and the limited evidence of their fitting together into one structure ought to 

test intellectual faith in an eventual unity. And the directions western learning took, which 

areas of knowledge were delved into more deeply, has clearly reflected technological 

possibilities with lucrative private market opportunities rather than the promotion of 

community, caring, and what made for a meaningful life. As corporate industrial capitalism 

arose,
7
 new technologies were developed and deployed that were based on 

compartmentalized understanding that transformed society and nature in unexpected ways. 

These technologies were successful within their particular compartments. Material well-being 

increased in the short run, but because nature and society are not compartmentalized like the 

disciplines and technologies and ways of socially organizing they brought forth, social and 

environmental systems were breaking down in the longer run. In the process of going from an 

agrarian nation to a corporate industrial one, traditional moral teachings required more and 

more translation to relate to the world people were trying to understand. This created a need 

for new, more relevant moral beliefs that was filled by economism. 

 

Fossil fuels provide the most important and clearest example of this process of specialized 

knowledge and technologies transforming people and the planet. The scientific research and 

technological developments that facilitated the exploitation, processing, and use of fossil 

fuels vastly increased peopleôs ability to move around; heat, cool, and light homes and 

offices; and power mining and industry. Fossil fuels provided fertilizers and pesticides, 

pumped water, and fueled farm equipment that intensified farm production and extended 

agriculture to land of lower fertility. The productivity gains from fossil fuels supported public 

education, research, and additional technologies, playing a key role in the social and 

environmental transformations to the world we now have. Though coal miners lived short, 

brutish lives, faith in human progress surged in the 19
th
 century with the combustion of coal 

for steam-powered factories, trains, and boats. Contemplating these developments from 

America, William Bancroft gave a lengthy, enthusiastic oration before the New York Historical 

Society in 1854 titled: The Necessity, The Reality, and The Promise of the Progress of the 

Human Race. The initial incredible success of the age of fossil fuels led many to believeðthe 

public, natural scientists and engineers, and especially economists ï that technological 

progress was easy and inevitable (Malm, 2016). Bancroftôs confident progressive bombast 

was echoed 120 years later in the technologically optimistic and sharp dismissals by 

economists (Beckerman, 1972; Kaysen, 1972; ul Haq, 1972; Solow, 1973) of The Limits of 

Growth (Meadows and Meadows, 1972). Economists have had difficulty facing the existential 

nature of climate change because they tend to have a deep faith in progress and an uncanny 

ability to characterize bad outcomes as minor costs of progress. 

 

There was only one problem with fossil fuels, a very big one. By combusting fossil fuels, 

modern economies released carbon back into the atmosphere, reversing the very processes 

that over millions of years had made Earth habitable for other species and eventually people. 

Svante Arrhenius warned western civilization of this terrible consequence of fossil fuel 

                                                      
7
 Let me simply acknowledge that a rich interweaving of the history of the European idea of a 

corporation is needed here but I am already challenged interweaving as much as I have in a single 
essay. 
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technology at the beginning of the 20
th
 century, but as knowledge specialized his global 

understanding and predictions were effectively forgotten for half a century (Weart, 2008).  

Because Arrheniusô knowledge was not broadly known among natural scientists and updated 

given actual greenhouse emissions, industrialized nations emitted vast amounts of carbon 

dioxide and other greenhouse gases until disaster loomed.
8
 Now, the risks and uncertainties 

of global environmental change present immense scientific, technological, and organizational 

challenges in times of great social inequities, loss of public trust, and the deliberate 

generation of misinformation. And these social breakdowns have also been a part of the 

larger transformations associated with fossil fuels and over-reliance on markets and the 

economistic beliefs that have supported these.
9
 

 

 

II.  Economics: a weakly-anchored bridge 

 

Through this splintering, yet systemically transformative, history that we now know was 

leading to the environmental, social, and moral challenges of rapid change and human 

existence itself, economists managed to portray their discipline as both bridging to reality and 

bridging to morality. Scholars within other disciplines who have claimed to bridge reality and 

morality have quickly been dismissed by the academic community as having gone beyond 

their expertise and moved into populist fantasy. Yet, economists as a whole have been able 

to play this bridging role. Changing metaphors, I am arguing that economics has been a 

splint to fractured western understanding, extending the disastrous period of applying 

disparate knowledge by seemingly holding reality and morality together.
10

  

 

The weak anchor in morality is clear. Economics has operated as an objective science 

promoting how society should organize around markets and has provided a methodology for 

choosing between public options derived from market values. Complicated moral issues of 

how individuals should behave in an increasingly complex provisioning system could be 

ignored because economics has prophesied how markets balance individual greed for the 

common good. Existential questions related to the meaning of life have been reduced to 

consuming more than thy neighbor. Similarly, the purpose of nations has been to promote 

economic growth. Caring for others and supporting oneôs community were fine if they gave 

one pleasure, but economic morality denies any need for commitments or obligations to 

sacrifice on behalf of others. Nor has anything been sacred except property, liberty, and the 

freedom to choose between whatever could be marketed.
11

 Economists have periodically 

documented how trust and truthfulness support markets and other forms of social 

organization by reducing transactions costs (Arrow, 1974; Sen, 1977; Wade, 1992). Yet 

virtues like trust and truthfulness, the role of communities and care, or even why corporations 

exist have rarely been raised in freshman principles or graduate theory courses. Utility 

maximization and the incentives to choose well provided by market prices have been the 

whole story. 

 

                                                      
8
 The fossil-fuel driven economy and market mythology also facilitated the expansion of markets to full 

globalization, interconnecting ecosystems and reducing biodiversity and resilience across systems 
(Norgaard, 1988). 
9
 There is a vast literature on capitalism and democracy and arguments in favor of democratic capitalism 

as an alternative to the corporatocracy that exists.  
10

 I have simply touched on another major issue. In an American context, Robert Nelson (2016) touches 
on the reasons this has come about and the contradictions it presents for thoughtful policy analysts. 
11

 These are my own short summaries after five decades in the field and considerable reading. Herman 
Daly (2016) provides more elaborate and complementary reflections. 
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How economics has been only weakly anchored in reality is more difficult to document. The 

anchor has been mostly implicit. Behind every policy prescription have been implicit 

assumptions or beliefs about reality. In the United States, economists were blinded to the 

reality that the 2008 financial crisis was a bubble fed by a false belief because they were 

confident that markets were self-correcting and were not bothered that borrowers and lenders 

reverberated the belief that housing prices would only go up (Desai, 2015).  

 

While most of the ways economics connects to reality have been implicit, there has been one 

clear example, the question of long-term resource availability for future generations. For this 

existential question, economists supposedly determined the nature of reality, indeed all future 

realities, through pure economic reasoning and market evidence. By looking at the history of 

capital and labor costs to extract resources, Barnett and Morse (1963) argued that resources 

were becoming easier to extract and therefore effectively more abundant. They turned 

Francis Baconôs hope that science would conquer nature into a supposed fact to support 

using resources without constraint. 

 

ñThe scientific age differs in kind, and not only in degree, from the preceding 

mechanical age. Not only ingenuity, but, increasingly, understanding, not 

luck, but systematic investigation, are turning the tables on nature, making 

her subservient to manò (Barnett and Morse, 1963, p. 10). 

 

All humility before the complex interconnections and intricacies of nature were lost. 

Patriarchy reigned yet unchallenged. There was no possibility for a surprise such as climate 

change. And, of course, Arrhenius had already warned of this disaster; western science was 

simply not capable of keeping its own understandings connected in the minds of scientists. 

 

Barnett and Morse spawned a flurry of improved analyses over the following decades that 

generally reached the same conclusion, resource scarcity had not limited growth and likely 

never would, though the environmental impacts of resource extraction tempered later 

analyses (Krautkramer, 1998). These economic analyses of the race between technology 

and resources stocks contained data on neither technology nor resource stocks. They 

confused the cost of extracting resources with the stock of resources remaining. In addition, 

the most sophisticated theoretical model of the cost of resource use over time (Hotelling, 

1931) to which later scarcity analysts appealed assumes that resource extractors were 

perfectly informed of 1) the total stock of resources available on the planet, 2) the 

technologies yet to be invented to extract them, and 3) all future demands for the resource. 

But if resource extractors were already perfectly knowledgeable of resource stocks, future 

technologies, and future demand, it would make more sense simply to ask them whether 

resources were scarce rather than look at the history of extraction costs. If they were not so 

informed, the economic indicators would be falsely derived and nonsensical (Norgaard, 

1991). Economists have become unhinged from reality. 

 

Economistsô own limited understanding and false portrayal of their discipline corresponds 

with their efforts to reduce reason to mathematical models, market data, and econometrics. 

When that is not possible, they pretty much ignore any discrepancies from reality and 

morality. Two discrepancies are evident. 

 

First,  in the 19
th
 and early 20

th
 century, mathematical moral philosophers ï from Cournot to 

Pigou ï formalized how supply and demand interact in a multi-market economy and 

determined that there were multiple efficient market solutions depending on how the rights to 
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assets ï land, capital, and human understanding ï were distributed among the population. 

Which people have rights to how many assets determines who has how much income and 

thus how shares of the economies provisioning of goods and services are distributed among 

members of society. This is the central link between economics and morality. In hunting and 

gathering societies, oneôs rights to an appropriate share of the provisioning process is critical 

to how well the tribe fairs. Deprived people are poor provisioners. The connection between 

efficiency and distribution is still a fact explained to economics students. The relationship, 

however, is condensed to the first and second theorems of welfare economics, terminology 

that certainly looks like ñpure reasonò.
12

 In practice, however, the broader implications of the 

second theorem have almost been completely ignored. As a result of inappropriate policies in 

real economies, the distribution of who gets what has become increasingly immoral. Yet, until 

the inequities became really extreme, whenever an economist simply pointed out the 

possibility of efficient economies based on different asset distributions, they were chided for 

switching from being an objective scientist to being a political advocate. At the same time, 

economists advocated policies based on what would improve the efficiency of the current 

economy which has surely been no less political.  

 

Another way of arguing this is that the logical connections of economics to morality have 

been lost as economists try to defy the ñis-ought fallacyò. They repeatedly deduce what ought 

to be done using values derived from the societally and environmentally destructive economy 

that is.  

 

Second, natural scientists in the latter 19
th
 and early 20

th
 century argued that how economists 

formulate production possibilities and economic growth ignores the first and second laws of 

thermodynamics (Martinez-Alier and Schlüpmann, 1987; Baumgartner et al., 2001).
13

 In 

addition, as the field of ecology arose, the scientific documentation of the interconnectedness 

of species, well known to natural philosophers and theologians two centuries ago, was in 

sharp contrast to the economic assumption of natureôs complete divisibility (Norgaard, 1985). 

In economic thought, nonmarket interconnections between people or between people and 

nature are described as externalities, supposed special situations. In fact, the connections to 

social and natural realities are rampant and only external to the economic mind. Disciplines 

need assumptions, belief systems need myths, yet reality has ways of intervening. Climate 

change is one of those and in a big way. 

 

The fragmentation of human knowledge over the last century and a half is the primary cause 

of the current human predicament and humanityôs greatest obstacle to moving beyond it. We 

know much about many particular parts of the whole in great detail and little about how the 

details fit into a system and interrelate let alone connect with morality. The fragmentation of 

knowledge brought on the breakdown of planetary, social, and moral systems. Fragmentation 

impedes our ability to understand our global situation. And fragmentated knowledge will be of 

                                                      
12

 The 1
st
 theorem notes that in a system of perfectly competitive markets, each party in a transaction is 

better off, the essence of Adam Smithôs invisible hand. The 2
nd

 theorem points out that there are many 
perfectly competitive efficient solutions depending on how rights to land, capital, and education are 
distributed among people. This is the critical point, but this law is frequently stated in such an obtuse 
form that its distributive importance is lost, likely deliberately so. In contrast, during the 1960s, I was 
taught the essentials of welfare economics through Francis Batorôs 1957 article titled ñThe Simple 
Analytics of Welfare Maximizationò. Bator fully laid out, with appropriate ñhand wavingò where the 
mathematics was still weak, how different distributions relate to the well-being of different parties, as 
well as the fact that the social welfare function was a moral issue outside of economics.  
13

 The original analyses of Barnett and Morse (1963) of the race between new technology and resource 
scarcity failed to include energy use in resource extraction, the very driver of the technological revolution 
that facilitated lower grade resource extraction. 
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little help escaping the Econocene. Within the splintering history, economic thinking lost its 

own connections to morality and reality while ironically being able to portray itself as 

objectively connecting them.  

 

There has been another very important process going on as well. Economic beliefs, or 

economism, held and appealed to by economists, policy analysts, and politicians and held by 

the public became syncretic with Christianity. In many ways economism replaced parts of 

earlier Christian and other religious traditions. Frank Knight proclaimed nearly a century ago 

that economic thinking had to be believed in like a religion and few should question its tenets 

(Knight 1932). While few economists ever read this article by Knight, his commandment was 

effectively brought to pass. Economism explains the rise of the Econocene and rationalizes 

the economic cosmos in which people live. Economism promotes individual greed over care 

for others, and equates a meaningful life with energy use and material accumulation greater 

than thy neighbor (Norgaard, Goddard, and Sager, 2017). Economism fills the need in Euro-

descendant psyches for moral and material understanding that traditional knowledges have 

filled in hunting and gathering societies and formal religion has played until the rise of 

science, fossil fuel technologies, and corporate industrial capitalism in the 19
th
 century.  

 

The problem is that the Eurodescendant evolving economistic myth system has contributed 

to a disaster for people and the planet. To escape the unfolding misfortunes of the 

Econocene, at whatever stage we can, we need to abandon our past myths and the 

economic structures it supported. This will entail great costs for those who have benefitted 

the most from the past myths: especially capitalists invested in fossil fuel resources, 

technologies, and infrastructures. At the same time, the poor who are dependent on the 

current system but without the wealth needed for a secure transition will also be severely hit 

unless very significant redistribution policies are put in place. 

 

That bad western economics has brought all of humanity and nature to the brink of disaster is 

a core argument of ecological economics. The argument presented here is an elaboration on 

this core, one that emphasizes the role economics and the economistic beliefs that support it 

appear to have played in providing a bridge between reality and morality amidst fragmented 

knowledge. In this weakly anchored bridging role, economics and economic myths justified 

and extended the unfolding disaster of fragmented knowledge and its associated 

technologies and ways of socially organizing.   

 

 

III.  Provisioning during rapid, uncertain change 

 

Given this explanation of how the human predicament arose, what does it suggest for 

responding to a rapidly changing and uncertain future?
14

  Many environmental scientists 

                                                      
14

 I struggle here as to how to characterize scientific understanding of the future. In my way of 
understanding, all systems ï ecosystems, hydrological systems, climate systems, weather systems, etc. 
ï are scientific constructs that have helped us think and understand, yet they do not exist in nature. 
Conceptual systems have boundaries that we have put on nature that do not actually exist in the 
continua we mostly find. There are also different ways of hypothesizing how things interact within a 
system, for example species interacting in a food web or species interacting and coevolving in a food 
web in response to external disturbances. While systems thinking is more systematic than thinking, for 
example, about the characteristics of an individual species, systems thinking necessarily still has 
artificial boundaries. The areal boundaries of ecosystems are constructs of the mind and need to be 
chosen strategically with respect to organisms and processes that are central to the analysis (Wiens, 
1989). The question in my mind is whether the ways in which we have learned through seeing nature as 
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predict total environmental systems breakdown as multiple thresholds or tipping points are 

crossed (Rockstrºm et al., 2009; Barnosky et al., 2012; Wunderling et al., 2021) and planet 

Earth goes into a hot phase that will be uninhabitable (Steffen et al., 2018). Such tipping point 

perspectives are difficult to work with because the science of detecting thresholds in 

environmental systems, let alone socio-environmental systems, before they are crossed is 

weak (Biggs, Carpenter, and Brock, 2009). The warning from this scientific understanding and 

its inherent uncertainties are clear: humanity needs to back off from likely brinks as soon and 

quickly as possible.
15

 This is the state of scientific understanding. As when a nation is 

attacked and war is declared, the appropriate defense policy is not fine-tuned by values 

derived from the current consumptive economy. Rather, societies in war rapidly alter their 

economy to serve immediate war needs. Markets and economists play a subsidiary role in 

war, as they will in rapid environmental change. And if total catastrophe unfolds, economies 

and economic belief systems will collapse as well. In the catastrophe scenario, there is little 

role for economics.
16

 

 

The catastrophe may, however, be slow enough for us to have sufficient glimpses of the 

possibilities to come in the future that we may be able to be proactively adaptive. This may 

better describe the reality we are beginning to experience. I contend that this future will also 

necessitate abandoning economics as we have known it and reconnecting directly to reality 

and morality writ large.  

 

Rapid, uncertain environmental change will instigate continual new challenges that can only 

be met by social changes determined by new and foreseeable realities and moral 

considerations. Modern fossil-fuel driven economies created a new environmental 

determinism. Economies must now and for several centuries in the future constantly 

proactively prepare for the changing environment. But the economics profession will dwindle 

in importance. The profession has thrived on ñthe economy tells us soò stories passing as 

serious analysis that will no longer be possible with the economy rapidly adapting to new and 

foreseeable environmental conditions.
17

 The economics profession has also thrived through 

stories of progress as economic growth that will no longer be relevant. In the hopeful vision of 

the future that I am presenting here, policy debates will be about reality and morality writ 

large. 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
a composite of systems, typically systems that have equilibria, impedes our understanding now that we 
are in the Anthropocene, or Econocene. 
15

 There were scientists in the early days of climate science who doubted the basic arguments and 
evidence of the science and expressed optimistic progressive views of the future. Physicists S. Fred 
Singer, Fred Seitz, and William Nierenberg led the skeptics movement, but these scientists have not 
been replaced by comparably reputable skeptics in recent decades. I should also note that the 
scenarios of the IPCC have included less dire futures, but the accumulation of evidence keeps showing 
the less dire scenarios less likely while more dire scenarios have become more likely. 
16

 My argument in this paper and elsewhere is that economic beliefs held by economists and the public 
are central to the disaster we are in. I acknowledge that scientists who have joined warnings of 
catastrophe have also joined with economists in articles that have argued for only extensions of 
economics, staying within the dominant paradigm, as if economics were not central to the creation of the 
problem in the first place (see for example Polasky et al., 2019 and their references to earlier efforts). 
Similarly, Kinzig et al. (2013) and Dasgupta (2021) argue for selecting future investments using correct 
social values that are favorable to conserving environmental systems while only peripherally noting the 
role of economics in having promoted and continuing to promote inappropriate values for environmental 
conservation. 
17

 Let me be clear, I am not suggesting that ñeconomy-tells-us-soò empirical analyses and public stories 
were ever appropriate for understanding and reaching the kind of economy we want to have. I am 
merely pointing out that with the economy changing even more rapidly, the analyses and stories will be 
wrong even more quickly than in the past (Mishan, 1986:83).  
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With rapid, uncertain environmental change, possible foreseeable conditions will typically be 

different than they have ever been in the past. There will be no normal. Yet to some extent, 

future conditions will be somewhat foreseeable. Far more scientific talent will need to be 

dedicated to trying to understand global to local environmental change. More scientists will be 

needed to follow the numerous changes at smaller scales and their implications to what we 

conceive to be planetary subsystems, and the feedbacks between phenomena at smaller 

scales for emergent phenomena at larger scales. Emergent phenomena at smaller scales, or 

within particular global systems, will provide clues to larger global developments that will, in 

turn, feedback on other regional or subsystem processes. The natural science community will 

be spending far more time looking forward, and interacting and learning across scales, in 

order to inform how the provisioning process might respond. I can foresee a process of 

dynamically, polycentrically learning and adapting. Environmental scientists will be spending 

far less time documenting past details that no longer matter. 

 

Economists advocate free markets over central planning because markets are said to 

automatically respond to new demand and supply conditions well before central planning 

bureaucrats even notice them let alone actually do anything. Markets adjust systemwide 

automatically without complicated economic planning models. Entrepreneurs and investors 

have an interest in adjusting to changing times, central economic planners do not. Yet during 

the rapidly changing uncertainties and high risks of war, pandemics, and plagues, nations 

have consistently moved toward more centralized economic planning to provide overriding 

guidance to markets. Morality and reality, not markets, must be the primary signaling system 

as to what should be done.   

 

 

IV. Hopeful signs 

 

The Covid-19 pandemic provides lessons for the Econocene. The pandemic could have been 

handled better had more scientists undertaken more research in anticipation of such a global 

public health threat, if hospitals and other parts of  the medical system had not optimized their 

profit-maximizing capabilities for historically normal times, if pharmaceutical companies had 

maintained excess and more diverse production capacities, if national and international health 

agencies had also been better staffed to handle surprises, if businesses, schools, and other 

organizations had been able to switch to online operation more effectively, and most of all, if 

people had connected the scientific and moral issues truthfully. Yet the ñcould haveò followed 

by the many ñifsò of this statement presumes considerably better insight into a changing and 

uncertain future and a significant transformation toward mindfulness and preparedness for the 

public good. Great costs have been borne by the poor during the pandemic, especially 

women and children, and mothers generally bore a greater share of the home-schooling 

burden. Great costs could have been avoided if reality and morality had been more squarely 

faced more quickly. Yet thus far, economies, with the help of government interventions, have 

also been more resilient than they might have been. 

 

In the future, as in the Covid-19 pandemic, provisioning of food, housing, and health will be 

primary goals through the next two centuries of rapid, uncertain environmental change.
18

 As 

                                                      
18

 When I took my first economics course six decades ago, the professor explained that the common 
notion that there are primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors was nonsense. Every sector is 
interdependent with every other, and he noted how farming requires industry to provide tractors and 
fertilizers. And, of course, a dollar spent on fine jewelry by the rich was the same as a dollar spent on 
food by the poor.  
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in the pandemic, provisioning workers will be deemed essential and a policy emphasis will be 

on assuring their success. The pandemic demonstrated that the economistic myth that 

additional income to billionaires trickles down has lost its charm. Because droughts, floods, 

and pestilence will be more common, yet their exact locations not easily predicted, there will 

be much greater need for redundancy in the provisioning system. More land will need to be 

allocated to food production, for example, given that under rapid, uncertain change there will 

be a lower likelihood that any particular area will have the environmental, agricultural, and 

social conditions needed to be productive. Similarly, specialization in tasks will be less 

pronounced as experts and laborers will broaden their skills to meet emergency and newly 

emerging needs. As in the pandemic, the right to food and health care has been debated 

quite directly on real and moral terms and less using economic arguments. As in the 

pandemic, people and businesses will be more flexible with respect to how and where work 

gets done. Long term contracts will be few to assure flexibility. Medical care systems, 

including hospitals, will be less fine-tuned to optimally handle the conditions of the past. 

Perhaps the mix of corporations will shift toward smaller adaptive businesses. Public policies 

will seek to maintain a functional economy, but whether GDP is growing will be of much less 

interest.  

 

The new challenges of rapid environmental change can only be met by looking forward into 

the reality that is likely coming and addressing it on moral considerations. The economics 

profession has relied on analyses of the past and current economy to derive policy 

recommendations to guide the economy going forward. ñThe economy tells us so storiesò 

were never justified in economic theory. With rapid change, looking back at an economy that 

has whizzed past will be harder to justify as a basis for saying what should be. Policy analysts 

will have to look ahead, weigh real-world driving forces, and morally respond to them. Policy 

debates will be about reality and morality, not whether GDP is rising fast enough to keep 

capitalists happy. 

 

With more rapid global change, the multiple environmental sciences currently working at 

different locales and issues with their own regional scales will need to connect to global 

environmental dynamics to determine how to work with potential events and implement 

action. This is occurring in climate science and adaptation now. The Intergovernmental 

Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services is another working 

experiment in dynamic, polycentric science and preparation. Dynamic polycentricity has been 

evident in how societies are learning about and responding to the Covid-19 pandemic too. 

Globally, societies will need to learn from, improve on, expand, and democratize the use of 

dynamic polycentric science to inform societal preparation. Significantly more societal effort 

will have to go into forward-looking science, updating collective understanding, and preparing 

for new conditions. To this end, citizen science will likely also become a normal part of life. 

 

There will be major problems. Even before the consequences of climate change fully hit, it 

was difficult to address global environmental problems (Koetz, Farrell, and Bridgewater, 

2011). The whole point of legislation and of regulations within agencies is to document and 

solidify public understanding and enable collective action in the future. Past social structures 

impede new understanding and action in turbulent times. Old ways of understanding are 

embedded in legislation that will get in the way of acting effectively unless legislation is 

constantly updated and/or written in a manner that is broad enough to admit change. Yet the 

only purpose of legislation and regulations are to provide legal structure and moral guidance, 

to set bounds within which agencies, corporations, and individuals can make decisions. More 
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frequently changed or broadly worded legislation and agency regulations will also necessitate 

more public trust which will also be more difficult to secure during rapid change. 

 

Just finding words for new phenomena and processes and adapting the meanings of existing 

words is a major social challenge today (Norgaard, 2016).  Scientists and the public will need 

to become much more sophisticated, to be constructively inquisitive, about words. This would 

entail a significant transition in political discourse, news reporting, and the exchanges on 

social media. 

 

In spite of all of these challenges, this is still my hopeful vision of humanityôs survival and 

escape from the Econocene. There will be considerable human tragedy and biodiversity loss 

before humanity and the biosphere return to less rapidly changing times. It is easy to imagine 

old myths from modernity getting in the way of the new shared understandings we will need 

for collective effectiveness in times of change. I do not know whether humanityôs muddling 

through the Covid-19 pandemic with little reliance on economism is evidence that there is a 

deeper system of common myths in the collective imagination still available to sustain life 

through continued change and surprise
19

 Reducing current economic drivers of environmental 

change will help in the present and relieve delayed drivers in the future.  

 

I remain hopeful in the possibilities of transitioning to a patchwork quilt of polycentric, adaptive 

provisioning systems driven by a sense of community and ethic of care, individual joy in 

gratitude for life, and from local to global preparative socio-biospherical wisdom (Norgaard, 

1994). I find hope in the ethos of ñBuen Viverò and arguments for a new emphasis on culture 

(Schafer 2008). I am pleased with the rise of alternative feminist social thought and the new 

respect for indigenous knowledges. I find hope in the degrowth discourse (Kallis et al., 2020).  

I revel in the prospects for designing human futures around existing plural provisioning 

cultures that richly span morality and reality (Arturo Escobar, 2018; Kothari, Salleh and 

Escobar, 2019; and Speth and Courier, 2021). While we will need to better understand 

biospheric dynamics, we will probably succeed by individually accepting the joy of limits on 

our own lives (Kallis, 2019). These are simply my favorites among an expanding literature 

envisioning possible futures beyond economics. My hopes for surviving the considerable 

challenges of rapid change through the next few centuries and escaping the Econocene leave 

economics as the dominant belief system in the past. 
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Abstract 

Economics is a policy discipline. It is engaged with the problems, large and small, of 
social organization and the general good. As such it co-evolves with circumstances. It 
is historically contingent. The application of economic ideas to specific problems 
under specific circumstances may succeed or fail, and in the latter case, people with 
different ideas normally rise to prominence.  
 
Capitalism is an economic system whose characteristics and problems have 
preoccupied economists since the 18th century. It is not the only such system; there 
were economists before capitalism going back to Aristotle. And there have been 
economists under competing systems: socialism and communism had economists of 
their own. Today it is common to speak of ñvarieties of capitalismò; these too foster 
economists of differing views and perspectives. Economists and economic theories 
are a byproduct of the social order that spawns them. 
 
The world to which economic policies are ultimately addressed is a complex system. 
Yet economists seeking to develop appropriate policies are necessarily guided by 
simplifications and heuristics. The question before the discipline is to decide what sort 
of simplification is best suited to the task. In the spirit of modern science, this paper 
argues that appropriate generalizations, simplifications, heuristics and principles are 
to be derived from a study of the actual world. While these may deploy mathematical 
tools and draw on insights from the behavior of mathematical systems, the latter by 
themselves are inadequate, especially where they start from the dead dogmas of the 
neoclassical mainstream: ex nihilo nihil fit. 
  

 

ñKepler undertook to draw a curve through the places of Mars, and his 

greatest service to science was in impressing on menôs minds that this was 

the thing to be done if they wished to improve astronomy; that they were not 

to content themselves with inquiring whether one system of epicycles was 

better than another, but that they were to sit down to the figures and find out 

what the curve, in truth wasò (Charles Sanders Peirce, 1877). 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Economics is a policy discipline. It is engaged with the problems, large and small, of social 

organization and the general good. As such it co-evolves with circumstances. It is historically 

contingent. The application of economic ideas to specific problems under specific 

circumstances may succeed or fail, and in the latter case, people with different ideas normally 

rise to prominence.  

 

                                                      
* James K. Galbraith holds the Lloyd M. Bentsen Jr Chair in Government/Business Relations at the 
Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public Affairs, The University of Texas at Austin, and is an elected 
member of the Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei. A version of this essay will appear in P. Chen, W. W. 
Elsner and A. Pyka, eds., A Handbook of Complexity Economics, in preparation for Routledge and used 
there with permission of the World Economic Association. I thank Jerri-Lyn Scofield and Polly Cleveland 
for having the kindness to read and comment an earlier draft. This essay is dedicated to the memory of 
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Capitalism is an economic system whose characteristics and problems have preoccupied 

economists since the 18
th
 century. It is not the only such system; there were economists 

before capitalism going back to Aristotle. And there have been economists under competing 

systems: socialism and communism had economists of their own. Today it is common to 

speak of ñvarieties of capitalismò (Hall and Soskice, 2001) these too foster economists of 

differing views and perspectives. Economists and economic theories are a byproduct of the 

social order that spawns them. 

 

The world to which economic policies are ultimately addressed is a complex system. Yet 

economists seeking to develop appropriate policies are necessarily guided by simplifications 

and heuristics. The question before the discipline ï and the challenge of this volume ï is to 

decide what sort of simplification is best suited to the task. In the spirit of C.S. Peirce and of 

modern science, this paper argues that appropriate generalizations, simplifications, heuristics 

and principles are to be derived from a study of the actual world. While these may deploy 

mathematical tools and draw on insights from the behavior of mathematical systems, the 

latter by themselves are inadequate, especially where they start from the dead dogmas of the 

neoclassical mainstream: ex nihilo nihil fit. Later in this paper, we will sketch out elements of 

research strategies that seem suited to a complex economic world. Before reaching that 

point, we must first draw the critical distinction between the practice of economics in the 

sense meant here, and the academic discipline that presently describes itself as economics. 

 

 

Neoclassical dogma 

 

Contemporary academic economics ï orthodox, mainstream, neoclassical ï was born in 

reaction to a panoply of radical turns in the second half of the 19
th
 century. These included: a) 

the left turn of classical political economy from David Ricardo to Karl Marx in the logical 

extension of the labor theory of value; b) Henry Georgeôs application of Ricardoôs single-tax 

doctrine to American land, naturally opposed by American landowners; and c) the easy-credit, 

bimetallist, free-silver campaigns of the Populist movement in the 1880s and 1890s, naturally 

opposed by bankers (Frank, 2020). Behind all of these economic and political movements lay 

an even more profound shift in the nature of thought, namely the emergence of evolutionary 

materialism and the frightening realization that the entire majestic and terrible apparatus of 

Nature is the product of self-organizing complex systems governed by a small number of 

indefeasible physical and biological laws, including most notably natural selection and the 

second law of thermodynamics (Georgescu-Roegen, 1971). 

 

Against this horror of incessant change, irreversible time and potential upheaval, against the 

awful thought that human institutions are man-made, mutable and subject in principle to 

democratic control, neoclassical economics created a temple to Natureôs God, conveniently 

domesticated in the guise of an all-knowing, self-regulating and benign market. In this happy 

mirage, the ancient Chinese notions of celestial harmony, appropriated to economics by 

François Quesnay (Davis, 1983), morphed into Alfred Marshallôs scissors of supply-and-

demand, and were generalized by Léon Walras to the case of n commodities in perfectly 

competitive markets, each equilibrated by flexible prices through the workings of an invisible 

auctioneer. Eventually Paul Samuelson (1947) cast the pall of J. Willard Gibbs over economic 

formalization, and misappropriated Adam Smithôs metaphor of the Invisible Hand, which was 
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altogether too apt to be left to the partly-prosaic use Smith actually made of it.
1
 With the 

Arrow-Debreu (1954) model of general equilibrium the system was nearly complete, give or 

take the introduction of rational expectations and the representative agent, leading ultimately 

to computable general equilibrium (Scarf, 1973) and the Dynamic Stochastic General 

Equilibrium model.   

 

The appeal of the neoclassical system was two-fold. First, it resonated with the urge of all 

societies to justify themselves in terms of some higher purpose: the Will of God, la mission 

civilisatrice, Manifest Destiny, and so on. Such a need becomes acute when the actual 

organizing principle of a commercial culture is as crass as money-making for its own sake, or 

the pleasures of material consumption. Second, the dogma provided a robust ideological 

response first to Georgism (Gaffney, 2007) and later to Marxism in the fetid intellectual 

climate of the Cold War. And so, it became the entry portal to a host of academic sinecures 

from which deviants were rigorously barred ï even though the practical work of making 

economic policy continued to be done, in most Western countries, by a relative handful of 

non-neoclassical non-Marxists, mostly the otherwise-ostracized followers of John Maynard 

Keynes. 

 

From the standpoint of intellectual hegemony, what was most important was the framework. 

In defiance of Joseph Schumpeterôs (1942) dictum that capitalism is an evolutionary system, 

neoclassical economics fixed the taxonomic structures and concepts of the field once and for 

all: rational self-interest, representative agents, firms and households, capital and labor, 

prices and quantities, profits and wages, neutral money, natural rates of interest and 

unemployment, general equilibrium. Any deviation from this framework simply stepped out of 

bounds; it was by definition not economics. The theory was pure, and as the pure theory 

applied to nothing, it could not evolve. 

 

Mainstream orthodox economics was thus hitched to Professor Pangloss and his timeless 

dogma of everything for the best in the best of all possible worlds, except when there are 

distortions such as interdependent preferences, Giffen goods, Veblen goods, monopoly, 

externalities, public goods, public spending or taxation, let alone any form of uncertainty not 

reducible to a probability distribution with finite variance. In short, modern academic 

economics adopted the ñmodel of a modern Major Generalò in Gilbert and Sullivanôs Pirates of 

Penzance.
2
 Its range extends to all conceivable situations, except those that matter in the real 

world. 

 

In the real world, with the disappearance of state socialist systems in the USSR and Eastern 

Europe ï though not in China ï neoclassical doctrines enjoyed a brief period of actual 

hegemony, famously captured in the phrase ñthe end of historyò (Fukuyama, 1992). In policy, 

efforts to make social realities appear to correspond to the underlying suppositions of the 

ideal type had been underway already for a decade, and these accelerated in an atmosphere 

of triumphalism. Deregulation, privatization, low taxes, small government, free trade and 

                                                      
1
 ñBy preferring the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and 

by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only 
his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which 
was no part of his intention...ò (Smith, 1776). Roncaglia (2019, p. 177) notes that there are two other 
references to the phrase in Smithôs work, neither of which support the meaning commonly attributed to 
the expression.  
2
 ñFor my military knowledge, though Iôm plucky and Adventury/ Has only been brought down to the 

beginning of the Century/ But still, in matters vegetable, animal, and mineral/ I am the very model of a 
modern Major-General...ò 
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sound money were the watchwords of this era, denoted as neoliberalism. In a remarkably 

short time they brought on deindustrialization, stagnation, inequality, and precarity 

(Azmanova, 2020) With the Great Financial Crisis of 2007-09 the dogmas stood exposed and 

embarrassed: how could a theory that took no account of money or credit, that indeed had no 

banking sector and lacked any concept of fraud (Black, 2005), explain the greatest financial 

catastrophe of all time? But inertia and tenure carried neoclassical economics forward to the 

pandemic of 2020, at which moment a ï possibly definitive ï further collapse occurred 

(Galbraith, 2020). 

 

 

Behavioral economics and complexity economics 

 

What is to take the place of neoclassical economics and its neoliberal policy offshoot? There 

is no shortage of candidates, grouped under the broad banner of economic heterodoxy. Some 

of these successor doctrines ï behavioral economics and complexity economics are 

examples of note ï take the neoclassical orthodoxies as a point of departure. They therefore 

continue to define themselves in relation to those orthodoxies. Others avoided the 

gravitational pull altogether ï or, as in the exceptional case of Keynes, made a ñlong struggle 

to escapeò. 

 

The behaviorists depart from neoclassicism by giving up strict assumptions of rational and 

maximizing behavior. Complexity theorists explore the dynamics of interacting agents and 

recursive functions. Both achieve a measure of academic reputability by remaining in close 

dialog with the orthodox mainstream. Neither pays more than a glancing tribute to earlier 

generations or other canons (Reinert, Ghosh and Kattel, 2016) of economic thought. The 

model is that of neoclassical offshoots ï New Institutionalism, New Classical Economics, New 

Keynesianism ï that make a vampire practice of colonizing older words and draining them of 

their previous meaning. 

 

The dilemma of these offshoots lies in having accepted the false premise of the orthodoxy to 

which it proposes to serve as the alternative. The conceit is of a dispassionate search for 

timeless truth, once again pursued by ñrelaxing restrictive assumptionsò in the interest of 

ñgreater realismò. Thus, for example, in complexity theories agents follow simple rules and 

end up generating intricate and unpredictable patterns, nonlinear recursive functions give the 

same result, the variance of returns turns out to be non-normal, and so forth. But once the 

starting point is taken to be the neoclassical competitive general equilibrium model, these 

exercises are largely drained of insight and relevance. The behaviorists can tell us that real 

people do not appear to fit well into the portrait of autonomous, selfish, commodity-obsessed 

pleasure-seekers that is ñeconomic manò. The complexity theorists can tell us, as Arthur 

(2021) does, is that a system constructed from confections of interacting agents may be 

unstable. These things, even the dimmest observer of real-existing capitalism already knew.
3
  

 

 

  

                                                      
3
 It is true enough that the application of statistical physics to finance (Yakovenko and Rosser, 2021) 

reduces orthodox finance theory to rubble. But what does that really add to the experience of Long Term 
Capital Management (Galbraith, 2000), the Asian crisis, the NASDAQ bust, the Great Financial Crisis or 
even The Great Crash, 1929 (Galbraith, 2009)? What, in particular, do these new theories suggest that 
we do? An economist concerned with the effective regulation of a banking system gains little from 
mathematical statements of commonplace experience. 
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Evolutionary and biophysical economics 

 

The evolutionary and biophysical approach to economic phenomena is not a new thing, and 

actually long predates the neoclassical orthodoxy from which some believe it now springs. It 

began with the intellectual interplay of Malthus and Darwin, developed through Marx and 

Henry Carey and (to a degree) in the work of the German Historical School, brewed and 

fermented in the pragmatic and pluralist effervescence of late 19
th
 century American 

philosophy, and achieved a first full articulation in the hands of Thorstein Veblen (1898). It 

thereafter developed in the Institutionalist tradition of John R. Commons (1934) and Clarence 

E. Ayres (1944), among many others, and emerged as the dominant intellectual force in 

American economics under the New Deal. 

 

The Keynesian and Institutionalist traditions then merged again in North America in the hands 

of John Kenneth Galbraith (Carter, 2020), and the line of work known as Post Keynesian was 

pursued by Robert Eisner, Hyman Minsky, Paul Davidson and Wynne Godley; it has now 

been popularized by William Mitchell, Randall Wray (2006), Stephanie Kelton (2020), Pavlina 

Tcherneva (2020) and others as Modern Monetary Theory. In Britain the Keynesian cause 

was carried forward by Richard Kahn, Nicholas Kaldor (1985), Joan Robinson, and others, 

with close ties to an Italian strain led by Luigi Pasinetti, Pierangelo Garegnani, Mario Nuti and 

others. The calamity of the great financial crisis is treated in many books and articles, a 

notable example being Varoufakis, Halevi and Theocarakis (2011). Specific attention to the 

problem of resource quality originates with Jevons, was developed in the modern era by 

Meadows et al. (1972) and is advanced today by the biophysical school (Hall and Klitgaard, 

2018), (Chen and Galbraith, 2009). A further branch of the Institutionalist approach, with roots 

in Marx and Keynes, occurred in Development Economics, epitomized by such figures as 

Albert Hirschman, Raoul Prebisch, Samir Amin and many others, and carried forward still 

today by (among others) Ha-Joon Chang and Ilene Grabel (2014), Jayati Ghosh, and Luiz 

Carlos Bresser Pereira (2010). One might further identify a branch of transition-economy and 

China studies, in which the New Pragmatism of Grzegorz Kolodko (2020) figures, along with 

Isabella Weberôs (2021) path-breaking history of Chinese policy-making. There are many 

more; applications will vary according to problems. 

 

 

The useful economist 

 

The common characteristic of almost all of this work, excepting a few who preoccupied 

themselves with logical skirmishes with the neoclassical orthodoxy ï e.g., the Cambridge-

Cambridge controversies over the theory of capital (Robinson, 1956; Sraffa, 1960; Harcourt, 

1972), or in microeconomics (Keen, 2011) ï is that the protagonists were concerned, in the 

first place, with the practical questions of policy facing their governments or the international 

community of which they were a part. Whether reformist or revolutionary, their economics was 

(and still is) the elucidation of problems and the means of dealing with them. The purpose of 

economic reasoning is to inform and buttress political and social choices. It is not merely to 

create a simulation that kinda-sorta emulates some run of economic data. 

 

The useful economist is one who engages in the quest for solutions. A truly useful economist 

does so in an open-minded, informed way, aware of underlying principles but not hypnotized 

by them, and independent of financial gain and personal ambitions, whether political or for 

status and celebrity among economists. The behavior of bankers and speculators, the 

emissions of factories and transport networks, the withdrawal of critical resources from a finite 
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reserve in the crust of the earth, the level and distribution of wages, profits and rents, fair and 

effective taxation, how to achieve the willing cooperation of free citizens in pursuit of the 

common good ï all these are part of what a useful economist may study. The person who 

stands outside and aloof from such questions, who purports merely to ñmodel the systemò is, 

for most purposes, an idler, not so much a scientist as a hobbyist.  

 

Thus: Adam Smithôs objective was to promote the interests and welfare of the trading 

community of which he was part, by expounding the virtues of large markets and the division 

of labor. David Ricardo sought to shift the burden of taxation from profits to rent, and Henry 

George sought to shift them from wages to rent, in both cases so that taxes would fall on the 

idle and unproductive landholding classes. Karl Marx wrote Capital as a theoretical foundation 

for the expropriation of capitalists. John Maynard Keynes sought to save and reform Britain 

and the bourgeois democratic order by advancing a practical cure for mass unemployment. 

John Kenneth Galbraith (1958, 1967) turned the attention of his readers to the economic 

problems of abundance: public squalor, pollution, residual poverty, the cultural and aesthetic 

wasteland, and corporate power. Hyman Minsky described the phase transitions of financial 

instability ï hedge, speculative, Ponzi ï and the need for Big Government and a Big Central 

Bank as stabilizing devices. Milton Friedman, an engaged conservative, co-wrote a monetary 

history to support a case for monetary rules (Friedman and Schwartz, 1963). In brief, the 

notion that any significant economist of any century has stood aside from the policy questions 

of their time is purest pretense.  

 

 

Economic research 

 

Economic research as it should be, is therefore a matter of trying to understand how the 

particular complex system in which we happen to live functions ï or malfunctions ï at any 

particular time, and to what sort of forces, pressures and policies it responds. Here one 

illuminating example is P. Chenôs (2021) demonstration, from real data, that exchange-rate 

crises ñcan only be caused by financial oligarchsò. Another was Mandelbrotôs (1999) showing 

that the movement of capital asset prices is well-modeled by a multifractal generator, hence 

open to intrinsically unpredictable crashes. Such findings have the property that they are 

drawn from, or compared directly to, the phenomena of the real-existing economy in such a 

way as to motivate political and social choices. They do not consist in deriving policy from first 

principles, nor in exploring the properties of mathematical systems that ï however interesting 

in themselves ï map poorly or not at all to the complex economy in which we live. Again, 

examples of good work can be multiplied; the problem is not that research on the real world is 

lacking among economists and (especially) physical scientists turning their attention to 

economic questions. It is rather that such research lacks the standing it deserves, because it 

cannot be integrated into the dominant theory.  

 

The next section of the paper argues that for further progress, an economics for the post-

neoliberal era needs to develop empirical research methods adapted to the evolutionary 

perspective, thus permitting the worlds of the academy and those of practical policy to again 

be associated in a useful way. As Peirce wrote of Kepler, this is what is to be done if 

economics is to be improved. The paper presents some approaches drawn from projects 

carried out by this author over five decades. They are presented here partly in a spirit of 

apologia pro vita sua, but also in the hope that they may usefully illuminate a methodological 

argument. 
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The problem of economic taxonomy 

 

A characteristic problem in the analysis of complex systems is the construction of an efficient 

taxonomy. Here the example of botany is instructive. In the hands of Linnaeus, a beautiful 

system was crafted, truly a work of art, but not science in the modern sense. Today the 

Linnaean classification is no longer in use. Instead, biological taxonomy is rooted in 

consanguinity at the molecular level, and reflects the divergences of an evolutionary process 

over time. Similar principles apply to classification in any complex system, including 

chemistry, engineering, and anthropology, and have been applied to the history of technology 

(Basalla, 1989). Such evolutionary trees are fundamental to scientific inquiry in respect of any 

complex field. 

 

Economics in both its academic incarnation and in its practical work remains largely innocent 

of this prerequisite to understanding. ñPurely theoreticalò economics is characterized by 

taxonomies of only the most primitive and ideological kind, largely reflecting the recognized 

class divisions in Europe several centuries back (landlords, capitalists, workers) or their 

denatured replacements (capital and labor, households and firms).  Practical 

macroeconomics relies on the taxonomic structure of the national income and product 

accounts, which is behavioral only insofar as Keynes (1936), Simon Kuznets, Richard Stone 

and other architects of the system saw fit to distinguish household consumption, business 

investment and government spending, as well as exports and imports, as behaviorally distinct 

categories. Nearly a century later it is by no means clear that the distinctions remain valid. For 

example, household consumption is comprised of non-durables, durables, and services. But 

while non-durables consumption closely tracks services (up until the pandemic), durables and 

business investment share characteristics. A model of behavior might therefore usefully 

reclassify household durables as a form of investment. More generally, a parsimonious and 

efficient analysis of aggregate expenditure should be preceded by a reclassification exercise, 

so that the taxonomic categories are not blurred by massively overlapping behavioral 

patterns, nor kept distinct artificially by force of habit. But such preliminary and behavioral 

reclassifications of given category schemes are rare, if not absent, in the literature. 

 

Microeconomic analysis per contra tends to rely on survey data, usually that undertaken by a 

national government in pursuit of some ancillary obligation, such as a decennial census or the 

Current Population Survey in the United States. Such surveys are rarely identical or 

coordinated across countries (with limited exceptions in modern Europe) and so making them 

compatible for the purpose of transnational comparison is a major scientific task, undertaken 

in recent years over a limited range of mostly rich countries by the Luxembourg Income 

Study. But there is a deeper difficulty, which is that the information collected is limited by the 

mandate of the survey taker, and this typically runs to such personal characteristics as 

gender, age, ethnicity (as legally defined in the country), years of schooling and so forth. The 

result is a vast literature on the economics of race, gender, and education, but far less 

attention to issues (such as industrial change) that do not so easily fit the template or register 

as characteristics of individuals and households. 

 

In a similar vein, Thomas Piketty and his colleagues (Alverado et al., 2017) have mined 

income tax records to construct historical accounts of the income distribution in a range of 

countries over periods extending to more than a century in a few cases. The approach has 

advantages over surveys insofar as tax records cover a large number of individuals and 

households and ostensibly capture better information from the upper tail of the distribution. 

But, as with survey questions or even more so, the information reported is nationally-specific, 
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since taxable income is a legal fact of the national tax code, and tax codes vary widely from 

one nation to the next. And the overall reach is limited by sparse record-keeping, tax 

avoidance, and the fact that many countries do not collect income taxes (Galbraith, 2019b). 

Even in the case of the United States, care is essential; tax filers and households are not 

synonymous categories (Rose, 2018), and changes in tax law and in filing incentives may 

have serious adverse effects on data comparability over time. 

 

Another type of economic statistic relates to employers, establishments, industries and 

sectors, often collated by geographical subdivisions, such as states, provinces, counties, 

townships and so forth. Such data are a reservoir of information about what P. Chen (2021) 

following Walt Rostow, terms the meso-economy, otherwise known as the industrial structure 

or level of economic development. However, these measures are characteristically 

bibliographic and Linnaean; industries and sectors are grouped according to a wide and 

confused variety of criteria, including product type, process type, stage of the production 

process and others. From time to time new industries emerge and new categories are added 

or old ones subdivided. The classification scheme is typically hierarchical, in the manner of 

geographic subdivisions categories are divided and subdivided in layers of decreasing group 

size and increasing detail. But the industries and sectors so specified are intrinsically arbitrary 

to a degree; underlying similarities of genealogy or behavior do not rule, and so any given 

group structure will contain units whose organic similarity to, or difference from, each other 

will vary widely. As with almost every other source of data, economists working on policy 

issues rarely trouble to acknowledge the reification of category structure, which accepting a 

prior taxonomy constructed by non-economists for unrelated purposes necessarily implies. A 

similar story holds for budget categories in the analysis of public spending; expenditure 

categories constructed for legal and political reasons are not necessarily informative for social 

and policy analysis.  

 

 

Efficient evolutionary classification 

 

An evolutionary approach to taxonomy was worked out for the federal budget of the United 

States by this author in a PhD dissertation (Galbraith, 1981), later developed by Berner 

(2005). A parallel approach was developed and applied to US industries in Galbraith (1998), 

Ferguson and Galbraith (1999) and various papers in Galbraith and Berner (2001). The 

essence in all cases is to find a suitable, unit-free criterion variable to measure the behavioral 

similarities across and between taxonomic categories. In the case of budget categories, the 

variable is simply the percentage change in nominal expenditure from one period (usually a 

year) to the next. Each category therefore has a vector of characteristics of length T-1 where 

T is the total number of time periods in the data set. A simple Euclidean distance in (T-1) 

space then gives a measure of the behavioral similarity, from which clusters minimizing within 

group variance can be constructed, with the number of clusters determined by a criterion of 

information loss as stepwise agglomeration proceeds. 

 

In the case of industrial data, the concept of industry-specific labor rents (Katz and Summers, 

1989) establishes a case to use changes in annual average wages (technically, payroll per 

employee) as the criterion variable. Underlying categories can be a single hierarchical data 

set by industry or region, or a hybrid of categories, including sector, region, gender and 

others, provided the categories are mutually exclusive (non-overlapping). The resulting 

classification tree provides an efficient summary of divergences through time, as entities 

within clusters do not diverge (or diverge less) than entities separated at the different 
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branching levels of the tree. The cluster tree is thus a map of the evolution of elements within 

a complex system. A suitable group structure is then chosen by means of a stopping rule: 

groups are preserved as distinct entities, rather than being added together at later stages in 

the clustering, when the information lost by agglomeration exceeds a previously-specified 

threshold. 

 

 

Extracting information from evolutionary group structures 

 

Once a suitable clustering is achieved, a further step is the calculation of discriminant 

functions that account for the largest proportion of variation between groups. These functions 

are a vector of weighting coefficients (eigenvectors) of the matrix of time-series vectors 

underpinning the now-constructed evolutionary category scheme. The resulting eigenvectors 

are themselves synthetic time-series variables, capturing forces that move the variation 

between groups. The corresponding eigenvalues give the relative weight or importance of 

each force in accounting for between-group variations. Plots of the resulting cross-products 

illustrate the closeness and distance of the underlying elements along the various 

dimensions. As a final step, each eigenvector can be matched to historical time-series so as 

to identify the economic, political and social forces at play. For a full presentation of the 

technique, see Galbraith and Lu (1999). 

 

In this way, Ferguson and Galbraith (1999) demonstrated that relative wage changes in the 

years 1920 to 1946 in the United States were driven by changes in (a) effective demand, (b) 

labor organization and strike activity, and (c) exchange rate movements, in that order of 

importance, together accounting for 90 percent of the significant differential effects. This 

analysis thus obviated the hypothetical effects of education levels, demand for skills, new 

technologies and so forth, that were commonly advanced in the mainstream literature, largely 

on a priori grounds (Goldin and Katz, 2010). Galbraith (1998) performed a similar analysis on 

the United States for the years 1958 to 1992, which identified variations in business 

investment, consumption spending, trade protections and war as four forces accounting for 

about 59 percent of inter-industry variation in wages. 

 

The technique is thus non-parametric and atheoretic, yet capable of tracking changing 

conditions in a complex economic system with high precision and in a fashion that elucidates 

the impact of policies, mass mobilizations, external markets and environmental conditions on 

distributive outcomes. 

 

 

Exploiting complexity for policy-relevant patterns: the case of inequalities 

 

Real-existing economic systems have properties that are illuminated by the behavior of 

simple recursive non-linear functions; in particular they exhibit phase transitions ï Minskyôs 

trichotomy of hedge, speculative and Ponzi financial positions being an example (Minsky 

2008) ï and the characteristics of systems produced by multifractal generators, in particular 

distributions of asset price changes with infinite variance and a tendency to sudden and 

unforeseen collapse. These are useful heuristics, pointing in particular to the utility of trading 

limits, circuit breakers, price controls (Galbraith, 1952) and storage-release systems (Graham, 

1997) for key commodities. Such policies have since ancient times been deployed to stabilize 

unstable economies (Weber, 2021). 
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The fractal and self-similar properties of actual economies present another opportunity for 

policy-relevant research. That is to exploit what is visible and recorded to measure what is 

partly invisible and unrecorded. It is characteristic of administrative data sets ï again by 

sector, industry or region ï that they are collected routinely, in stable format, on a regular 

basis, compiling a consistent record over time and space. They are of course biased in their 

coverage ï informal work is not covered; services and agriculture are often covered poorly. 

But self-similarity suggests, and in many instances even dictates, that fluctuations observed 

between the categories and groups whose size and mean incomes are measured in the data 

will bear a normally-consistent relationship to unobserved sectors of the complex economy.  

 

Thus, the evolution of a between-groups measure of inequality, typically the between-groups 

component of Theilôs T-statistic (Theil 1972, Galbraith, 2014), will capture the principal 

movements of inequality in the economy as a whole. For a full discussion of the theory, see 

Conçeicão et al. (2001). And a compilation of such measures permits the creation of dense, 

consistent measures of inequality across countries and regions covering extended historical 

periods, along with precise detail as to which groups (regions, sectors, industries) are driving 

change in the overall measures (Galbraith and Kum, 2005). In this way a new accounting for 

complex structural change becomes possible. For further details on global inequality data 

sets, their quality and uses, see Galbraith, Halbach et al. (2016) and Galbraith, Choi et al. 

(2016). 

 

Once an appropriately dense and consistent panel of inequality measures has been created, 

the simple application of a two-way fixed-effects regression to the panel permits a bi-

dimensional decomposition, yielding both a consistent ranking of inequalities across countries 

(or other geographic units) and the mapping of a common pattern of change through time 

(Galbraith and Choi, 2020). Thus, there emerges a macroeconomics of inequalities at the 

global level (Galbraith 2007; 2019), The patterns of change in these data for the period since 

the early 1960s reveal clear turning points that correspond to the global financial crisis of the 

early 1980s, and to the peak of the credit boom in 2000/2001, thus bringing out forcefully the 

roles of debt, interest rates and financial crises as drivers of economic inequalities in the 

world economy. This in turn, once again, points directly toward relevant policies at global 

scale. 

 

The integration of distributive outcomes with forces affecting the economy as a whole 

illuminate the need to break yet another bad but deeply-entrenched taxonomic habit: the 

distinction between ñmacroò and ñmicroò economics. This distinction arose as a political 

compromise in American economics departments after World War II, between temporarily-

ascendant Keynesians and the large strata of ñdetermined little- thinkersò (Solow, 1967) 

trained in Marshallian supply-and-demand analytics and neither capable of nor willing to make 

the leap from neoclassical Newtonian mechanics to Keynesô invocation of Einsteinôs relativity 

as the basis for an integrated theory of economics-as-a-whole (Galbraith, 1996). But a 

showing that as an empirical matter changes in distribution ï the major ostensible object of 

microeconomic analysis ï are driven by a small number of large forces acting on the whole 

economy through time is dispositive in favor of a change of theory. 

 

Similarly, the demonstration as an empirical matter that national economies are closely linked 

ï and not merely in Europe where de facto political integration is well-advanced ï makes the 

case for an integrated global economic analysis as the point of departure for economic 

thought. The fact that statistical services operate mainly at other levels is an inconvenience 

but not an excuse. 
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Regulation as the general policy challenge for real economies 

 

That complexity arises in open, dissipative systems (P. Chen, 2021) as part of the 

development of the life process is not itself economics. It is a universal insight drawing on 

physics, and illuminating biological, mechanical and social systems alike. A common feature 

of all such systems is regulation; the mechanics of survival require that the forces passing 

through the system be contained ï in terms of temperature, pressure, volume ï within the 

capacity of the materials from which the system is built to withstand them (J. Chen and 

Galbraith, 2011; 2012a; 2012b). A proper post-neoliberal economics is the art of applying this 

principle to the workings of economic life. Sometimes this involves lifting restrictions that are 

no longer necessary; sometimes it involves creating and imposing regulations and standards 

so as to foster stability, sustainability, and resilience. 

 

In particular, financial instability, underpinned by a strong tendency of free financial markets to 

degenerate into waves of financial fraud, is a key driving force behind crisis, collapse and 

rising inequalities, and at the global level. The problem for the policy economist is therefore 

defined: how to stabilize the worldwide financial sector? The problem is not new; it was most 

forcefully addressed in the United States in the early 1930s through the Emergency Banking 

Act, the creation of the Securities and Exchange Commission, the separation of investment 

and commercial banking and the introduction of federal deposit insurance. Further it becomes 

apparent that the deregulation of the financial sector, pursued in the United States from the 

late 1970s and emulated around the world, has been the enabler of the resurgence of 

instability and ultimate crisis. Attention therefore focuses on how to achieve an appropriate re-

regulation and a reassertion of stabilizing control, without at the same time extinguishing the 

legitimate functions of credit and debt. 

 

The problem of appropriate, effective and autonomous financial regulation at global scale is 

one of the most difficult facing the policy economist at the present time, but its purpose here is 

to illustrate one case of the general policy problem: how best to regulate the economic 

system. In their need for regulation, economic systems are no different from biological or 

mechanical systems; without regulation and maintenance and rules-of-the-road they 

invariably fail in a short period of time. In understanding the nature and purpose of regulation, 

we come to a very basic difference between real economists and their mainstream, orthodox, 

model-driven academic simulacra. 

 

In the mainstream view, the pure economy is a self-regulating world; the only requirement for 

equilibrium at the maximum of social welfare is that all property rights be allocated and that 

the price system be allowed full freedom to adjust. Any impediments to the optimal result are 

due to externalities, distortions and interventions, and the function of the economist is to try to 

remove these so far as possible. This frame of mind helps to account, for example, for the 

enthusiasm of some economists for small business, for their hostility to unions and to taxes, 

and for the recurrent references to competition as a device to ensure better economic 

performance. Regulation is therefore a second-best approach, to be treated as having costs 

as well as benefits, and to be imposed only to the minimum degree necessary to offset such 

impediments to optimality as cannot be removed. 

 

To the economist operating on policy in the real world, regulation is not an add-on. It is rather 

a necessary condition for the emergence of complex structures in the first place. Regulation is 

the complex of laws, rules, norms and habits that make the sustained functioning of complex 

systems possible. Only the Robinson Crusoe economy, lacking any actual society, can do 
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without it, and then only in the absence of resource or environmental constraints, affecting the 

sustainability of even Robinson Crusoe on his island over time. In the real world, without 

economic regulation there would be no long production chains, no stable lines of credit, no 

trust in supermarkets or electric appliances or medicine, no air travel, no mass market for 

automobiles or any other complex device. Indeed, one can reasonably define the process of 

economic development as the achievement of regulatory standards that permit complex 

economic activities to emerge and to be carried out on a large scale and to be sustained over 

time. Rich countries have these standards and ï if they wish to remain rich ï they enforce 

them. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

That the world economy is a complex system is beyond doubt. The issue for economists is 

how best to come to grips with this reality. One popular approach is to begin from the 

premodern simplicities of the neoclassical model, showing that fundamental differences in the 

behavior of the model occur when the most elementary assumptions are relaxed. This is 

progress of a most limited sort, providing some sense of intellectual achievement but no real 

guidance to the economist, whose task is to assist society in moving from the present into the 

future. 

 

The alternative, advocated and described in this paper, is to exploit the methods of 

evolutionary science and some properties of complex systems to classify, measure, analyze 

and understand the forces driving significant economic change at the global, continental, 

national and local levels. This is the sort of knowledge that can then be turned to the practical 

work of economic governance, in the pursuit of common values for society as a whole: 

security, sustainability, prosperity and freedom. While methods will evolve with circumstance, 

this is broadly the approach taken by every economist in history whose name is likely to be 

remembered. 
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Introduction 

 

Pressing arguments for a paradigm shift in economics ï based on an assessment of 

mainstream economics and its shortcomings ï are out there for quite a while now. The 

emperor has been declared long dead in intellectual terms (Keen, 2001), but it is still firmly 

alive institutionally. This is the only reason why we still have to talk about it at all. Having said 

this, it goes without saying that the ñintellectual monocultureò (Graupe, 2015) in economics as 

documented in bibliometric (Glötzl and Aigner, 2019) or network analyses (Ötsch, Pühringer, 

and Hirte, 2018) is not a matter of intellectual superiority (Fourcade, Ollion and Algan, 2015), 

but one of institutional power (Maeße et al., 2021). And this is one of the most important 

points, where neoliberalism firmly intersects with the discipline of economics. For the 

neoliberal thought collective (Mirowski and Plehwe, 2009) has contributed in significant terms 

to the institutional stabilization of a specific kind of economic thinking, regardless of its 

adequacy to empirical phenomena and the needs of all stakeholders involved in economies 

around the globe. But economics has never developed into a synonym for neoliberalism. Over 

the course of the second half of the 20
th
 century up to today, there has been an ongoing 

struggle against the disciplineôs occupation. This struggle is possibly getting closer to a 

moment of decision. A ñGreat Mindshiftò (Göpel, 2016), overcoming a fundamentally 

unsustainable paradigm, could be imminent: both in economics as in society. From the 

disciplineôs historical genesis of the last 100 years, we can learn that any paradigm shift in 

economics will not just have to outline a different way of thinking, but the practical and 

institutional conditions of possibility to provide these innovations academic as well as extra-

academic air to come and stay alive. The quest for a post-neoliberal economics is not just an 

intellectual, but a fundamentally institutional one. 

 

If this is the challenge, I propose to use the spaces critical economists have been able to gain 

or maintain for a pragmatic and transformative discourse on the (economic) challenges the 

global society is facing in the 21
st
 century. Let us turn the page and switch from critiques of 

the soon-to-be-past to the intellectual and practical co-creation of economic futures worth 

living in. Let us overcome the disciplineôs fundamental indifference towards an ever-changing 

world full of pressing issues and start caring for them. In this vein it proves to be a promising 

sign that there is a growing network in societies around the globe eager for concrete 

proposals aiming at a fundamental reconfiguration of economic processes (Fridays for Future 

2021; Together for Future 2021). Both aspects of the specific historic moment we are living 

through ï escalating socio-ecological crises and a public increasingly understanding the need 

for fundamental economic transformation ï should encourage us to foster a new self-

confident economic discourse and its institutionalization; a discourse that invites all sorts of 

players with all kinds of academic and extra-academic backgrounds and affiliations willing to 

join the actual game to come along. Having contributed in building a new university from 

scratch along with fellow colleagues, I have strong reason to believe that there will be a path 

for new academic and economic realities  ╖  if we just walk it. 
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Figure 1 

 
Photo Credit: Speak Your Mind // Julian Koschorke 

 

The following pages are a proposal meant to participate in this discussion ï it is not intended 

as a last word to end all theoretical, epistemological or institutional discussions once and for 

all. Actually, the illusion of last words in economic reasoning is the first thing to overcome on 

the way to a new economic paradigm.  

 

 

The epistemological meaning of ñThere is no planet Bò 

 

The most powerful and at the same time dangerous aspect of neoliberal thought is its 

conception of economic reality as governed by a separate sphere of absolute truths. In 

aligning with a long-standing tradition of perennial philosophies (lat. perennis: constant, 

lasting), neoliberalism has set out to reconfigure our world according to an image that was 

dead from the very outset. The myth neoliberalism is operating on philosophically is the idea 

of a world of hidden truths and principles behind the ambiguous and chaotic phenomena we 

are experiencing in daily life. There is a logic behind the chaos, reigning independently of time 

and space. This proposition is not just ñtalkò ï it is a deep-seated ontological frame of 

contemporary economic thought that has found its way into the disciplineôs textbooks and, 

hence, has to be learnt by millions of students around the globe semester after semester (i.e. 

in Mankiw, 2021, 2ff.). ñStop engaging with reality and start thinking about economic laws 

working behind the curtainsò is what students face but a lot of them intuitively reject 

(Pühringer and Bäuerle, 2019).  

 

The power of neoliberal thought, then, lies with conquering the public imagination through 

institutionalized impact and installing the fixed imagery of a narrowly interpreted ñMarket 

Mechanismò working miraculously backstage in the theatre of social reality. For the talk of 

ñThe Marketò is the specific figure, neoliberals have chosen to install on the speculative 

second stage. This figure ï though invisible for the lay spectator ï is nevertheless said to 

subliminally determine the play on the frontstage of reality just as natural laws do. Against the 

manifold claims of economic thought to finally have reached a ñscientificò stage, we have 

witnessed a deep mystification of social reality emanating from its partial marriage with 

neoliberalism (Ötsch, 2019; Herrmann-Pillath, 2021). The political imperative going along with 

this development is the subordination of the lifeworld under the reign of this central mythical 
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