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ABSTRACT 

This paper considers common arguments that either dismiss or undermine the term 
‘heterodox economics’ in order to show that the reluctance to use it stems in part from 
misunderstandings of (and sometimes disagreement over) what the term means and what it 
entails to do ‘heterodox’ research. The paper then develops a new definition of ‘heterodox 
economics’ in which the term is understood as a positive and open project based on principles 
that do not necessarily align with the ‘mainstream’. The latter is defined as the study of the 
scarcity, the study of how people use resources to respond to incentives, or the study of 
decision-making, in line with the definition of the American Economic Association , while 
heterodox economics draws on explicit theories of production and distribution of economic 
surplus, a study of economic systems (most often the capitalist system), and unstable 
tendencies associated with it. Although these ‘two economics’ may work together or 
complement each other, we argue that understanding, acknowledging and accepting, rather 
than denying or dismissing, the differences between them is crucial for delineating and 
understanding the differences between how mainstream and heterodox economists 
approach and deal with their object of study. We argue that this is also a necessary step if 
Economics is to regain relevance as well as the progress in the discipline. Furthermore, having 
a clear definition of what it means to be a ‘mainstream’ or ‘heterodox’ economist is important 
for our understanding of different ways of doing economics research, as well as 
interdisciplinary research.  
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About the GPID research network: 

The ESRC Global Poverty and Inequality Dynamics (GPID) 
research network is an international network of academics, 
civil society organisations, and policymakers. It was launched 
in 2017 and is funded by the ESRC’s Global Challenges 
Research Fund. 
 
The objective of the ESRC GPID Research Network is to build 
a new research programme that focuses on the relationship 
between structural change and inclusive growth.  
 
See: www.gpidnetwork.org  

THE DEVELOPER’S DILEMMA 
 

The ESRC Global Poverty and Inequality Dynamics (GPID) research network is 
concerned with what we have called ‘the developer’s dilemma’. 

This dilemma is a trade-off between two objectives that developing countries 
are pursuing. Specifically: 

1. Economic development via structural transformation and productivity 
growth based on the intra- and inter-sectoral reallocation of economic 
activity. 

2. Inclusive growth which is typically defined as broad-based economic 
growth benefiting the poorer in society in particular. 

Structural transformation, the former has been thought to push up inequality. 
Whereas the latter, inclusive growth implies a need for steady or even falling 
inequality to spread the benefits of growth widely. The ‘developer’s dilemma’ 
is thus a distribution tension at the heart of economic development. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This paper addresses the following questions: What does heterodox economics mean? Is the label 

helpful or harmful? We argue that the reluctance to use the term stems in part from 

misunderstandings of (and sometimes disagreement over) what the term means and perhaps 

disagreements over strategies for how to change the discipline. In other words, this is an important 

debate about both identification and strategy.  

In this paper, we wish to raise the issue in heterodox and mainstream circles, by highlighting a 

few common myths about Heterodox Economics - mostly stemming from the orthodoxy.1  

The structure of this paper is as follows: Section 2 outlines and responds to a set of myths 

about heterodox economics. Section 3 then discusses the difficulties in coming to a definition of 

heterodox economics. Section 4 concludes.  

 

2. SEVEN MYTHS ABOUT HETERODOX ECONOMICS 

 

Myth 1: Heterodox Economics is Anything that is Not “Mainstream”  

While it is true that many people do see the heterodox as defined in the negative - especially people 

observing from the mainstream and from outside the discipline - many scholars in the heterodox 

community also see the term as something positive and proactive, defined by a set of principles. The 

term dates back to the 1930s (e.g. Ayres 1936), but more recently definitions have been developed by 

Lee (2009), Vernengo (2011), Lawson (2013), and Dymski (2014), among others. 

 

                                                      

1 This is a small part of a larger project on defining heterodox economics. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1807783?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.amazon.co.uk/History-Heterodox-Economics-Challenging-mainstream/dp/0415777143
http://nakedkeynesianism.blogspot.com/2011/05/meaning-of-heterodox-economics-and-why.html?m=1
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article/37/5/947/1683788
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/journals/roke/2-1/roke.2014.01.01.xml
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Lee (2009: 8-9) - an important figure in building a heterodox economics community, particularly in 

the 2000s - saw heterodox economic theory as an “empirically grounded theoretical explanation of 

the historical process of social provisioning within the context of a capitalist economy”. For Lawson 

(2013, ch. 3), heterodox economics is best characterized by pluralism at the level of method, coupled 

with a declared ontology of openness, relationality process, and totalities, in contrast to mainstream 

economics which is characterised in terms of its enduring reliance upon methods of mathematical 

modelling, expressed in the mathematical deductivism and its ‘laws’ or ‘uniformities,’ interpreted as 

correlations or regularities. 

 

Vernengo (2011) argues that heterodox economics is centrally about understanding reproduction of 

society, that the production and distribution of the social surplus is central for their theories, and that 

effective demand is valid in the long run (which means that the limits to accumulation are mostly 

political). Going back to classical political economy, the determination of the surplus implies that 

distribution is determined exogenously by social and institutional conditions (e.g. the wage is 

determined by the bargaining position of labor and the rate of profit is influenced by the interest rate, 

which is influenced by the central bank). 

 

Lee always encouraged students to do Economics in a pluralistic and integrative manner and to be 

responsible and open-minded economists. Openness to alternative methods also gives a much larger 

space for classes, gender, institutions, instability, uncertainty, exploitation, power asymmetries, 

distributional conflicts and ecological issues. In a similar manner, Mearman and Guizzo (2019) see 

heterodox economics as a pluralist community with a diversity of origins, purposes, and standards for 

economic reasoning, ranging amongst others from history and philosophy of economics, to 

modelling, community organising, and policymaking. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/History-Heterodox-Economics-Challenging-mainstream/dp/0415777143
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article/37/5/947/1683788
http://nakedkeynesianism.blogspot.com/2011/05/meaning-of-heterodox-economics-and-why.html?m=1
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781317912477/chapters/10.4324%2F9781315850368-10
https://www.crcpress.com/What-is-Heterodox-Economics-Conversations-with-Leading-Economists/Mearman-Berger-Guizzo/p/book/9781138731950
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While some may argue that defining heterodox economics in the negative is easier and more 

practical, defining the boundaries for ‘mainstream’ Economics is not simple either (see Cedrini and 

Fontana 2018).The American Economics Association defines the field as the study of scarcity, the 

study of how people use resources to respond to incentives, or the study of decision-making. Others 

yet define the mainstream by its method (see e.g. Dow 1997), which can in turn be distinguished 

from the open systems approach of the heterodoxy.  

 

Recognizing that heterodox economists may be united in their critique of orthodox economics does 

not mean they are defined by this common position. In fact, scholars in many other disciplines also 

reject orthodox economics, but this does not mean they are automatically heterodox economists.  

 

Is Austrian Economics heterodox? This is obviously up for debate, and many Austrian economists 

will indeed identify as heterodox solely on the basis that many of them are excluded from the 

mainstream or have a different understanding of categories such as equilibrium and uncertainty. 

However, many heterodox communities would not include Austrians on either epistemological 

(Austrians tend to adhere to marginalism, see e.g. Vernengo 2012) or sociological bases (they are not 

a part of our research communities, which includes academic institutions, journals, and conferences). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/42/2/427/3950334
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/42/2/427/3950334
https://www.aeaweb.org/resources/students/what-is-economics
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/21/1/73/1700606?redirectedFrom=fulltext
http://nakedkeynesianism.blogspot.com/2012/11/on-austrian-business-cycle.html?spref=tw
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Figure 1: An Example of a Map of Heterodox Schools of Thought  

 

From Marc Lavoie’s Introduction to Post-Keynesian Economics. 

 

Myth 2: It is “hip” to be Heterodox  

The Economist once ran a story “Is it heterodox, or just hip?” (The Economist, 2007), similar claims 

have been made elsewhere too, for example in Smith’s (2016) “Economics Without Math Is Trendy, 

But It Doesn't Add Up”. While the use of the term has been on the rise in the 1990s and 2000s (as 

documented by Jakob Kapeller in a 2017 edition of the Heterodox Economics Newsletter, see figure 

2). There are lots of books recently published that use “heterodox” in their book titles. Lavoie (2014: 

6) writes that “since the 1990s, but even more so since the mid-2000s, the term “heterodox” has 

become increasingly popular to designate the set of economists who view themselves as belonging to 

a community of economists distinct from the dominant paradigm”.  

https://www.palgrave.com/gb/book/9780230229211
http://www.heterodoxnews.com/n/htn207.html
https://www.e-elgar.com/shop/post-keynesian-economics-14605
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Figure 2: Google Ngram for “Heterodox Economics,” 1870-2008 

 

 

But an increased use of the term does not mean that heterodox work has been accepted in the core of 

the Economics field. There has not been substantial change in the field since the global financial 

crisis (see Mason 2018, Skidelsky (2018) and Steinbaum 2019) let alone more inclusivity or openess 

(e.g. in top journals, hiring practices, prizes or teaching). While there has been some self-critique 

within the mainstream (e.g. critique of DSGE by Romer 2016 and Blanchard 2018), this does not 

mean that alternative theories, such as Post-Keynesian theory or Marxian theory, are now considered 

to be valid economic theories by top Economics institutions. As Coyle (2013) observes, the financial 

crisis had little impact on how the academic orthodoxy in Economics is constructed and reproduced.  

 

Meanwhile, since the crisis, it seems that many concepts developed within a heterodox framework 

have been incorporated and appropriated by mainstream scholars, adapting them to mainstream 

frameworks, without any acknowledgment of those concepts’ heterodox origin (as highlighted by Jo 

Michell, among others). 

 

http://jwmason.org/slackwire/2018/11/
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/why-no-intellectual-shift-in-economics-by-robert-skidelsky-2018-01?barrier=accesspaylog
http://bostonreview.net/forum/economics-after-neoliberalism/marshall-steinbaum-empiricism-alone-wont-save-us
https://ccl.yale.edu/sites/default/files/files/The%20Trouble%20with%20Macroeconomics.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/oxrep/article/34/1-2/43/4781808
https://curriculumconference2013.weaconferences.net/papers/the-state-of-economics-and-the-education-of-economists/
https://twitter.com/JoMicheII/status/1119211009732902913
https://twitter.com/JoMicheII/status/1119211009732902913
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Heterodox Economics is getting traction outside of Economics, though. Heterodox economists can 

publish in top journals of other fields (e.g. Politics, Geography, Sociology, Philosophy, 

Development), get media coverage in The Financial Times (e.g. prominent heterodox scholars such 

as Mariana Mazzucato, Stephanie Kelton and Steve Keen), and get jobs at top universities, such as 

University of Cambridge, LSE and Columbia University - but outside of Economics departments 

(you tend to find heterodox economists at institutes, centers, management schools, and non-

Economics social science departments). In the US, many heterodox economists end up teaching at 

liberal arts colleges. (Note that outside the US and Europe, heterodox economists may get jobs in top 

Economics departments as they are not as marginalized - this is for example the case in Brazil, see 

Dequech 2018). 

 

It is true that Heterodox Economics is popular among students (e.g. Rethinking Economics), the 

public, and non-economists, but claiming that it is “hip” to be heterodox is inaccurate, as heterodox 

economists are still largely excluded from their own field.  

 

Myth 3: The Mainstream Is Already Heterodox 

Some claim that the mainstream is already heterodox (e.g. Diane Coyle 2007, David Colander 2009, 

and Colander et al. 2010). These scholars argue that the inclusion of endogenous growth theory, 

behavioral and experimental economics, complexity economics and other theoretical innovations 

have reduced the dominance of neoclassical economics (for comprehensive responses to this claim, 

see Lee and Lavoie 2012, Thornton 2015 and Stilwell 2016).  While these developments may give a 

perception of diversity within the mainstream, as Stilwell (2016) points out, the core still relies on 

neoclassical ideas such as methodological individualism and systemic stability produced through 

market forces. There may be a ‘cutting edge’ which breaks with some orthodox assumptions, as 

https://www.ft.com/content/edc41568-5315-11e8-b24e-cad6aa67e23e
https://www.ft.com/content/1f46d483-124f-4351-9af1-e18361cc2694
https://ftalphaville.ft.com/2017/12/08/2196617/can-we-avoid-another-financial-crisis/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00213624.2018.1518532
http://www.rethinkeconomics.org/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Defense-Post-Keynesian-Heterodox-Economics-Responses/dp/0415694361
https://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=347509044381161;res=IELAPA
https://www.worldeconomicsassociation.org/newsletterarticles/heterodox-economics-or-pe/
https://www.worldeconomicsassociation.org/newsletterarticles/heterodox-economics-or-pe/
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Vernengo (2014) puts it, but it is this part of the mainstream that allows the mainstream to sound 

reasonable when talking about reality and is therefore plays an important role in maintaining its 

dominance. 

 

It is evident that there is some extent of pluralism in mainstream Economics, especially with regards 

to models and different forms of minor deviations from neoclassical economics (e.g. New Keynesian 

Economics, New Classical Economics, New Institutional Economics, Behavioral Economics). 

Nevertheless, it must also be acknowledged that there continues to be monism in terms of theoretical 

starting points, methodological approach, and in attitude to methodological alternatives (see also 

Dow 2008).  

 

Critique of the field being met with the defense of the field’s already existing pluralism thus ignores 

the actual wide plethora of theories and methodologies that exist in Economics outside the 

mainstream. Furthermore, these theoretical innovations have not in any shape or form replaced 

neoclassical economics as the cornerstone of Economics curricula across the world, even if they may 

be taken as electives down the line in the course of an Economics degree. In short, the developments 

are neither radical nor transformative.   

 

Myth 4: Heterodox Economics are Just Lefties Upset with Neoliberalism 

Often, the mainstream of the field is described as neutral, while the heterodoxy is described as 

ideological. Those believing in such a statement would be surprised to learn from Myrdal (1953) that 

the development of economic thought has always and everywhere been political, as politics and 

economics are closely intertwined. There’s a recognition within all heterodox schools of thought that 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2753/PKE0160-3477320304
http://www.jpe.ro/poze/articole/11.pdf
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Economics is inherently political. This does not mean all heterodox economists will agree on politics, 

but they will usually agree that market solutions do not lead to “natural” or “optimal” outcomes.  

 

Dismissing heterodox Economics as a political project is common, which completely covers up the 

politicalness of mainstream Economics, and it assumes motivations among heterodox economists that 

they cannot prove or validate.This assumption leads The Economist journalists to conclude that 

heterodox economics is more of a “tantrum” than an actual rigorous intellectual alternative to the 

mainstream.  

 

However, much of the heterodox critique of the strong bias towards market-based theory and policy 

runs deeper than a tantrum against neoliberalism or mainstream economic. It boils down to 

challenging the idea that the market can always lead to the best outcome. Why is the market solution 

to economic problems the only game in town and everything deviating from it about market failure? 

This question relates to the long-standing debate on whether or not economics is value free and how 

it is possible to best promote positive analysis over normative. While economists often attempt to 

disguise normative conclusions behind positive analysis, subjective factors are inevitably involved in 

the development of scientific ideas, and these are theory-laden because they are identified from the 

perspective of a paradigm. Furthermore, for many heterodox economist, this discussion is also about 

acknowledging pluralism. That is, there are different ways to investigate an economic phenomenon, 

and competing approaches, methods and theories lead to different policy implications.  

 

Although mainstream economics and neoliberalism should not be seen as synonymous (see Naidu, 

Rodrik, Zucman, 2019), the assumption that economic decisions reflect free choice and individual 

preference tends to support conservative economic policy, which - combined with a focus on 

https://www.economist.com/free-exchange/2007/06/01/is-it-heterodox-or-just-hip
http://bostonreview.net/forum/suresh-naidu-dani-rodrik-gabriel-zucman-economics-after-neoliberalism
http://bostonreview.net/forum/suresh-naidu-dani-rodrik-gabriel-zucman-economics-after-neoliberalism
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markets, incentives and market failures - ends up promoting and supporting market fundamentalism. 

In this process, core aspects of heterodox economics, ranging from power and conflict between 

labour and capital, to inequality and the role of institutions have been systematically neglected. It is, 

therefore, not a surprise to see the heterodox critique of neoliberalism overlapping with critique of 

mainstream economics. 

 

With the above considerations in mind, it becomes clear not only that choosing one theoretical 

framework and excluding others is political, but also that every theoretical framework is political, 

including neoclassical economics. Since class conflict is a core element of much of heterodox 

economic theory, you will find heterodox economists being more explicitly political, as they are more 

likely to challenge the ethics of distribution within the system of social provisioning. However, as 

pointed out by Jo and Todorova (2015), most heterodox economists do not actually practice politics.   

 

Myth 5: Heterodox Economists Will Take Over Once They Are Able to Construct Convincing 

Enough Models (aka ‘It Takes a Model to Beat a Model’) 

This myths about Heterodox Economics completely shies away from the political nature of the 

Economics discipline. Several big names in the mainstream perpetuate this idea that Heterodox 

Economics is kept outside of the mainstream of the discipline because it is simply not rigorous or 

scientific enough (e.g. in an interview with the Financial Times Pontus Rendahl at University of 

Cambridge likens Heterodox Economics to creationists and alternative medicine). Angus Deaton has 

made a similar point, arguing that Economics must “be kept rigorous,” as if work done by Heterodox 

Economics is excluded based on its lack of rigor.  

 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781315850368
https://www.ft.com/content/0dc9b416-8573-11e6-8897-2359a58ac7a5
https://www.ft.com/content/0dc9b416-8573-11e6-8897-2359a58ac7a5
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This myth is not only problematic because of its positivist and linear view of scientific progress, but 

we are also concerned with what ‘convincing modelling’ means. There is a vast range of models 

associated with heterodox economics. See for example, classical-Marxian models, such as Goodwin 

(1967), Foley (2003), Julius (2008), Tavani (2012), Zamparelli (2014); Kaleckian models, such as 

Bhaduri-Marglin (1990), Dutt (1984), Barbosa-Taylor (2006); Kaldorian, Harrodian and Post 

Keynesian models, such as Pasinetti (1962), Setterfield (2000), Skott (2008), Skott and Soon (2015); 

Thirlwall's models, such as Vera (2006), Turner (1999), García-Molina and Ruíz-Tavera (2009); 

Stock-flow Consistent models, such as Lavoie and Godley (2006), Zezza (2004), Dos Santos (2006), 

Kinsella and Khalil (2011), Caverzasi and Godin (2015), Passarella (2012) and Dafermos, Nikolaidi, 

and Galanis (2017); and Agent-Based Models, such as Epstein and Axtell (1996), Tesfatsion and 

Judd (2006) – to mention a few!  

 

Thus, putting aside the critique of modelling in economics, two questions come to our mind: first, 

which kind of rigour is claimed within [mainstream] economics? Second: why aren’t heterodox 

models accepted as sufficiently rigorous? The battle between the mainstream and heterodox is by no 

means straightforward. The rules of the games are contested and there is no impartial measure by 

which success is judged. Contesting the dominant measures of excellence are indeed among the core 

demands of many heterodox economists.  

  

Following Myrdal’s (1953) insight that the development of Economics has always been political, it is 

clear that it is not simply a matter of constructing ‘better’ economic models. The political process is 

central. As Cohen and Harcourt (2003) observed in their review of the Cambridge Capital 

Controversy, for example, while Cambridge, Massachusetts lost the theoretical debate, they won the 

hegemony (this was even recognized by the Cambridge, Massachusetts side, see e.g. Samuelson 

https://www.amazon.com/Socialism-Capitalism-Economic-Growth-Presented/dp/0521290074
https://www.amazon.com/Socialism-Capitalism-Economic-Growth-Presented/dp/0521290074
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/9780429232305
http://www.ajjulius.net/papers/wagestructure.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0954349X11000725
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/meca.12068
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/14/4/375/1677414
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/14/4/375/1677414
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/8/1/25/1719290?redirectedFrom=PDF
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1467-999X.2006.00250.x
https://academic.oup.com/restud/article-abstract/29/4/267/1582617
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01603477.2000.11490272
http://www.umass.edu/economics/publications/2008-12.pdf
http://www.umass.edu/economics/publications/2008-12.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4539005?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/026921799101724
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.2753/PKE0160-3477320209
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/1321739.pdf
http://www.levyinstitute.org/pubs/wp405.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/30/4/541/1713644?redirectedFrom=PDF
http://www.levyinstitute.org/conferences/godley2011/Kinsella.pdf
https://www.elgaronline.com/abstract/journals/ejeep/12-1/ejeep.2015.01.07.xml
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167268112001205
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800916301343
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800916301343
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Growing-Artificial-Societies-Science-Adaptive/dp/0262550253
https://www.elsevier.com/books/handbook-of-computational-economics/tesfatsion/978-0-444-51253-6
https://www.elsevier.com/books/handbook-of-computational-economics/tesfatsion/978-0-444-51253-6
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/089533003321165010
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1882916
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1966). Consequently, scholars working in the tradition of Cambridge, England are now excluded 

from the field (e.g. Post-Keynesians, Kaleckians, Sraffians, Marxians).   

 

Furthermore, the official university research evaluation processes (e.g. the Research Excellence 

Framework (REF) in the UK) marginalize non-mainstream approaches, thereby operating to 

compound many of the problems mentioned so far (Lee et al. 2013, Stilwell 2016). As research 

evaluation programs favor mainstream Economics approaches over heterodox ones, teaching also 

suffers as lecturers hired by Economics departments seeking to maximize their REF score will likely 

hire only mainstream economists who are likely to publish in top journals (incidentally, Mearman et 

al. 2017 have found that teaching has  changed little with respect to pluralism since the financial 

crisis, despite some claims to the contrary). Furthermore, monism in the mainstream makes it less 

likely that heterodox theories may be picked up by students or policy-makers, thus further 

compounding the already unfortunate situation. Finally, there have been several studies of the 

Economics field that show that it is among the most hierarchical academic fields (D’Ippoliti, 2018) 

and that social ties to editors are also important in determining whether a study is published, thus 

suggesting that success even within the mainstream is not based solely on their internal measure of 

rigor. 

 

 

Myth 6: Heterodox Economics Is Not Really Economics Though 

If Heterodox Economics abandons neoclassical assumptions and formal modeling, why should it be 

called Economics at all? Couldn’t it be a part of sociology? This was the argument made by The 

Economist. This view of Economics is ahistorical as it does not recognize that what is heterodox 

economics today was considered a part of Economics in the past. When Smith, Ricardo, Marx and 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1882916
https://academic.oup.com/cje/article-abstract/37/4/693/1714725
https://www.worldeconomicsassociation.org/newsletterarticles/heterodox-economics-or-pe/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00346764.2018.1463447?journalCode=rrse20#.WvlSuQ4IJb8.twitter
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00346764.2018.1463447?journalCode=rrse20#.WvlSuQ4IJb8.twitter
https://www.ineteconomics.org/uploads/papers/WP_57-DIppoliti-revised.pdf
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/abs/10.1162/REST_a_00666
https://www.economist.com/free-exchange/2007/06/01/is-it-heterodox-or-just-hip
https://www.economist.com/free-exchange/2007/06/01/is-it-heterodox-or-just-hip
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Keynes did their economic work, they were acknowledged as being a part of the profession. They 

criticized each others’ arguments, assumptions, and theories, but they did not dismiss each other for 

not being economists. But their ideas have been excluded through a political process.  

 

Ironically, the narrowing of mainstream economics and squeezing of heterodox economists into other 

departments has come with a push for increased interdisciplinarity. This has led to the odd situation 

where economists look for collaborators in sociology or politics departments, while maintaining strict 

definitions of who can be considered an economist. More often than not, economists will collaborate 

with other social scientists that work within similar traditions (e.g. rational choice theorists in politics 

or sociology), leading to a narrow form of interdisciplinarity. Further, adding political context or 

history to mainstream economic analysis does not make it heterodox. Rather than adding 

interdisciplinarity to social phenomena, we believe it is the nature of social phenomena that bear on 

the disciplinary or interdisciplinary methods and approaches that are required for their analysis.  

 

Myth 7: Heterodox is too Confrontational. Can’t we Strive for Pluralism Instead? 

Pluralism and heterodox economics aren’t synonyms. Pluralism is a methodological position that 

implies that competing theories should be taught alongside each other, be it heterodox or mainstream. 

Pluralism is not in direct opposition with the mainstream, but rather it tries to broaden the field of 

Economics. 

 

‘Pluralism is an ‘in principle’ position, based on ontological, epistemological and ethical propositions 

(as discussed by Mariyani-Squire and Moussa 2013), whereas heterodox economics is an alternative 

way of approaching economic questions that stands as alternatives to the mainstream. Heterodox 

economists may well be pluralists in principle, as creating space for heterodox economics might in 

https://researchdirect.westernsydney.edu.au/islandora/object/uws:30361
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practice result in pluralism. However, fighting for pluralism may not be strategic if our goal is a 

paradigmatic shift within Economics (a point made on Twitter by Danielle Guizzo a few months 

ago). 

 

4. DISCUSSION: THE DIFFICULTY OF A DEFINITION 

 

Defining a whole field, such as Heterodox Economics is not easy, especially not in the social realm 

(see also Lawson 2015). As with other fields in social science, there will be some disagreement of the 

precise way to define it, and what kind of scholarship should be included.  

 

Defining heterodox economics needs to be both practically relevant and historically grounded. 

Practically, it is broadly about seeking to render economics a relevant and inclusive discipline. Here, 

we don’t deny the issues raised by Mearman (2012) related to the need and motives for classification, 

and its consequences. That is, definitions of heterodox economics usually leads to “unwarranted 

dualism” where scholars create unjustifiably strict and fixed distinctions between the categories. 

While this might be a useful path to take due to the complexity of the object we are trying to define, it 

leads us to underplay its complexity for the sake for a simple and clear definition (see also Dow 

1990).  

 

Historically, the concept has been discussed, theorised and applied by a broad and diverse group, 

starting with Ayers (1936), and since then there have been contributions from economic 

methodologists (e.g. Hans 2011), historians of economic thought (e.g. Wrenn 2011), 

macroeconomists (e.g. Michell 2016), microeconomists (Lee 2017), and philosophers (Lawson 

2006). This is important to understand, as while some might find the definition of the term 

https://twitter.com/danielle_guizzo/status/1094578482246504448
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260177917_A_Conception_of_Social_Ontology
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1350178X.2012.742201?src=recsys&journalCode=rjec20
https://academic-oup-com.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/cje/article/14/2/143/1694338
https://academic-oup-com.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/cje/article/14/2/143/1694338
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1807783?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1937439
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1007/s12143-007-9002-5
https://criticalfinance.org/2016/08/09/on-heterodox-macroeconomics/
https://www.routledge.com/Microeconomic-Theory-A-Heterodox-Approach/Lee-Jo/p/book/9780415247313
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23601875?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23601875?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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‘confusing,’ the source of the confusion might have less to do with the clarity and coherence of any 

single definition, and more to do with the multiple angles through which the term has been theorised. 

 

We see heterodox economics as a study of production and distribution of economic surplus, including 

the role of power relations in determining economic relationships, a study of economic systems, and 

tendencies associated with it, and the employment of theories that have these issues at their core, such 

as Classical Political Economy, Marxian Economics, Feminist Economics, Institutional Economics, 

and Keynesian Economics. As reality is not static, we deem it as crucial to constantly think and 

rethink the nature and appropriateness of these theories and methods.  

 

With our definition, we aim to identify the broader level of principles crossing the diverse discussions 

on what heterodox economics is. We believe it is important to have a positive definition of heterodox 

economics to distinguish the field from other social sciences, as well as from the mainstream of the 

field. Heterodox economists are not sociologists or political scientists, although we are outside of the 

mainstream of Economics and some heterodox economists may find themselves being employed by 

such departments. This leads us to our final point... 

 

5. CONCLUSION: WHY WE SHOULD CALL OURSELVES HETERODOX  

‘But we are all economists!’ some heterodox economists argue. Why signal that somehow we are 

different from them? However, we are not sure the ‘we are a big family of economists’ strategy is 

helpful - especially given that the majority of the “family” is excluding heterodox economists from 

mainstream arenas. Such a claim indirectly assumes that there are not steep institutional barriers that 

negatively affect heterodox economists’ employment opportunities, funding opportunities, and their 

chances to impact the policy making process. The pejorative and dismissive tone towards heterodox 
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scholarship exists, and the question that follows is what we are going to do about it. To avoid 

acknowledging both the fundamental differences and exclusion is to close the door for the progress of 

the discipline and for young scholars, who are forced to reinvent themselves and find jobs in 

departments other than economics, contributing to the monolithic character of the discipline. 

 

We do believe that so far, the pros associated with using the term “heterodox economics” outweighs 

the cons. As Stillwell (2016) puts it bluntly: ‘Labels matter [...]. They construct imagery and signal 

strategic choices’. To us the label signals a strategic choice: Do we try to blend in and pretend that all 

is fine or do we speak up about the marginalization that is taking place in our field? Self-identifying 

as heterodox signals to the world that alternative analyses of economic relationships exist - if 

anything it reinforces the idea that there are different ways to do economics, a point that rests at the 

core of the argument for pluralism (a big [happy] family after all!). And importantly, it also helps to 

raise awareness about the fact that these perspectives have been actively excluded from the 

mainstream over a period of four decades or more.  

 

Does accepting the term heterodox economics mean we accept our marginal disciplinary status? No. 

On the contrary, we use the term in order to challenge this marginalization. If people find the 

heterodox label confusing, we should be able to clarify where we are coming from. This is key if we 

want to change the current state of our profession. If the label is problematic, perhaps it’s time to de-

mystify, clarify and de-problematize it. We understand our colleagues that are scared for their career, 

or have other strategic reasons, to not speak up, as that is a consequence of the nature of our field. But 

yet, we encourage more allies to speak up and say we are heterodox - to show the strength and 

diversity of heterodox economics. The more scholars identity with the term, the more status and 

acknowledgement heterodox scholarship will get.  
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