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The study of how ideology impacts economic theory helps to shed light on the nature of
economic theory itself. | have tackled these issues in my own PhD Dissertation (Almeida,
2019a), and | appreciate this opportunity to comment on Professor Gillies’ article which
provides an interesting perspective from an author with training in philosophy.

Economists important to the development of the discipline have dedicated
themselves to issues of ideology. Robbins (1932) and Friedman (1953), two of the most
important trend-setters in economics, provided dialogue between economics and philosophy.
Robbins, when he defined economics as ‘the science which studies human behaviour as a
relationship between ends and scarce means which have alternative uses’ (Robbins, 1932, p.
15), has allowed the expansion of the range of economic analysis through its method;
Friedman argued for pragmatism in the models, in which results are more important than
premises.

| believe that no discipline has ever persisted so strongly in its claims to be value-free
as economics (cf. Aldred, 2009). This is true even of physics, often viewed as the ultimate
science to be emulated by other branches of science, leading to accusations of ‘physics envy’
(Nelson, 2015). The attempt to make economics value-free has been a concern of
economists, as early as the 18" century (Colander and Su, 2015; Waterman, 2020).

This has influenced how economists build their models. Jean-Jacques Laffont, one of
the most important names in applying general equilibrium models to public economics, wrote
that most economists have chosen to ignore the interaction between economic policy and
politics because of ideology, and that ‘some even believe that it is not “politically correct” to
develop policy recommendations altered by political considerations’ (Laffont, 2000, p. 5;
Almeida, 2019a, p. 109).

Robbins established (neoclassical) economics as non-ideological and value-free
(assuming we can consider ‘value judgements’ and ‘ideology’ to be synonyms). In essence,
he helped economic theory to become what it is today, and this is the subject of Professor
Gillies’ critique. Robbins wrote:

‘No less an authority than Gunnar Myrdal has devoted a whole book to the
argument that, explicitly or implicitly, all propositions of economic theory, all
classifications of happenings having an economic aspect, must involve
judgments of value. | do not agree with this position. | don’t think that the
proposition that, if the market is free and demand exceeds supply, prices will
tend to rise, has any ethical content whatever’ (Robbins, 1981, p. 4)

And this is the view of many economists. The question is: why would Robbins be wrong?
Robbins himself made a distinction between value-free ‘economics’, and ‘political
economy’ where one ‘should not only include, but should necessarily embrace’ values

1 This is a modified version of the comment available at the site, adjusted in order to take into
consideration the changes made by Professor Gillies. See my original comment at
http://etdiscussion.worldeconomicsassociation.org/papers/ideology-and-science-in-economic-theory/
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(Colander, 2009, p. 438). Taking heed of Laffont's diagnosis, many economists working on
political models (such as the ones in the New Political Macroeconomics tradition, for example)
have attempted to make more ‘ideology-free’ models. They did this because they considered
earlier public choice models to be too ideological in the libertarian sense,” and aimed for
value-free models capable of describing political economy as it is (Almeida, 2019a, chapter
3). So, does Professor Gillies imply that their efforts have failed? Yes, ‘the arguments of
Robbins are not very convincing’.

I might be going off on a tangent, but it should be noted that the pendulum swings a
lot: back in the 1950s, economics was more interventionist. In the socialist calculation debate,
socialists used neoclassical tools to show the superiority of a centrally planned economy, and
Jan Tinbergen’s theory of economic policy developed models for optimal state intervention.
Free-market economics was considered heterodox, even ‘ideological’ (Almeida, 2019b;
Backhouse, 2010). Bockmann (2013) has shown that the economics of the capitalist West
and the socialist Iron Curtain were similar, with the former trying to escape the politics of
McCarthyism and the latter, the politics of Stalinism.*

Keynes himself was aware of the fact that economics is a moral science, therefore
embedded in values. It was one of the main reasons why he criticised the budding
econometrics movement (Keynes, 1939; Almeida, 2016). Keynes started to show his
dissatisfaction early in the Economic consequences of peace, and this is present throughout
his 1920s writings (Keynes, 1930; 1932). In his Treatise on Money, in a chapter he wrote in
1927, he gave his opinion on index prices:

‘The Jevonian concept would have been intellectually delightful and of great
scientific convenience if it had been based on a true analysis. It is one of the
several quasi-mathematical economic conceptions, borrowed by analogy
from the physical sciences, which seemed likely to be so fruitful when they
first devised fifty or sixty years ago, but which have had to be discarded on
further reflection, in whole or in part’ (Keynes, 1930, v. 1, p. 78).

That being said, one of the main contributions of Professor Gillies’s article is its exposition of
the Kantian fallacy. From his reading, it seems Kant presented one of the earliest cases of
‘physics envy’. The Kantian fallacy has a subtle presence in economic debates. V. V. Chari, in
a Senate hearing on the causes of the 2007-8 crisis, said that ‘If you have an interesting and
a coherent story to tell, you can do so within a DSGE [dynamic stochastic general equilibrium]
model. If you cannot, it probably is incoherent’ (Chari, 2010, p. 32). Therefore, ‘from this
perspective, there is no other game in town’ (ibid., p. 35). Large, robust and even beautiful
models dominate the economic landscape, and yet they need to be built on the awareness
that mathematisation is not the only feature that makes them scientific.

Model makers must be aware of the Kantian fallacy. This is behind Keynes’s critique
of Tinbergen and econometrics (Keynes, 1939). Proper econometrics must take into
consideration both the proper style of mathematics, if any maths is necessary, and its
empirical validation. However, even neoclassical economists are finally starting to realise that
the use of mathematical and econometric models does not give full protection against
ideology (Azam, 2019). ‘Ideology’ should not be grounds for rejecting any theory.

2 public choice theorists themselves have denied such accusations and have defended their approach
as value-free as well (Boettke and Piano, 2019). | have argued elsewhere that public choice theorists
have had little success in defending the value-free status of their discipline (Almeida, 2019a, chapter
6.2).

® However, see Weintraub (2017) for a critigue of the interpretation that the mathematisation of
economics happened to escape McCarthyism.
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As a final comment, Professor Gillies wrote that ‘the “positive” economics of both
Friedman and Robbins turns out to involve a strong right wing ideology’. Although some
authors would point to the fact that economists themselves are not openly right wing, even
citing prominent leftist economists (e.g. Klein and Stern, 2007), it is the impression that
remains. George Stigler recognised this, and, in a polemical essay (Stigler, 1959), he argued
that economics turns people more conservative. Stigler's essay is usually considered a
curiosity in the history of economic thought nowadays, but | wonder if it is because of its
provocative assertion? It can be said that it does not serve the cause of a profession, seeking
to defend their discipline as value free, to call attention to it. Consequently, the structure of
neoclassical economic theory continues rigid, enamoured by the serviceability of its method,
at the cost of empirical confirmation.

References

Aldred, Jonathan (2009) The Skeptical Economist: revealing the ethics inside economics.
London: Earthscan.

Almeida, Rafael Galvdo de (2016) ‘O debate Keynes-Tinbergen: relato histérico sobre a
origem da econometria.’ In: Ferrari Filho, Fernando; Bittes Terra, Fabio Henrique (Eds)
Keynes: ensaios sobre os 80 anos da Teoria Geral. Porto Alegre: Tomo Editorial, pp. 71-96.

Almeida, Rafael Galvao de (2019a) ‘Dreaming of unity: essays on the history of new political
economy.” Thesis, Doctor in Economics. Belo Horizonte: UFMG.

Almeida, Rafael Galvao de (2019b) ‘How economics became an interventionist science (and
how it ceased to be).” Texto para discussao n° 612. Belo Horizonte: UFMG.

Azam, Jean-Pierre (2019) ‘Let’s call their bluff: the politics of econometric methodology.’
Peace Economics, Peace Science and Public Policy, v. 25, n. 4 https://doi.org/10.1515/peps-
2019-0029.

Backhouse, Roger (2010) ‘Economics.’ In: Backhouse, Roger; Fontaine, Phillippe (Eds). The
History of Social Sciences since 1945. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 38ff.

Bockmann, Johanna (2013) Markets in the name of socialism: the left-wing origins of
neoliberalism. Stanford: Stanford University Press

Boettke, Peter; Piano Ennio (2019) ‘Public choice and libertarianism.’ In: Coglenton, Roger
D.; Grofman, Bernard; Voigt, Stefan (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Public Choice. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, v. 1, pp. 814-830.

Chari, V. V. Statement of V. V. Chari, Paul W. Frenzel Land Grant professor of liberal arts,
University of Minnesota (2010) In: Building A Science Of Economics For The Real World.
Hearing before the Subcommittee on Investigations and Oversight, Committee on Science
and Technology, House of Representatives, One Hundred Eleventh Congress, Second
Session, Jul. 20. Serial No. 111-106. Washington: U. S. Government Printing Office, pp. 32-
37.

Colander, David (2009) ‘What was “it” that Robbins was defining?’ Journal of the History of
Economic Thought, v. 31, n. 4, p. 437-448, 2009.

Colander, David and Su, Huei-Chun (2015) ‘Making sense of the economists’ positive-
normative distinction.” Journal If Economic Methodology, v. 22, n. 2, p. 157-170.

Friedman, Milton (1953) ‘The methodology of positive economics.” In: Friedman, Milton.
Essays in positive economics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 3-43, 1966.

Keynes, John Maynard (1930) Treatise on money. London: Macmilliam.

46


http://et.worldeconomicsassociation.org/
https://doi.org/10.1515/peps-2019-0029
https://doi.org/10.1515/peps-2019-0029

Economic Thought 9.1: 44-47, 2020

Keynes, John Maynard (1932) Essays in Persuasion. London: Macmillian.

Keynes, John Maynard (1939) ‘Professor Tinbergen’s method.” The Economic Journal, v. 50,
pp. 558-568.

Klein, Daniel B. and Stern, Charlotta (2007) ‘Is there a free-market economist in the house?
The policy views of American Economic Association members.” American Journal of
Economics and Sociology, v. 66, n. 2, pp. 309-334.

Laffont, Jean-Jacques (2000) Incentives and political economy. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Nelson, Richard. R. (2015) ‘Physics envy: get over it.” Issues in Science and Technology, v.
31, n. 3, pp. 71-78.

Robbins, Lionel (1932) An essay on the nature and significance of economic science.
London: Macmillian.

Robbins, Lionel (1981) ‘Economics and political economy.” American Economic Review, V.
71, n. 2, pp. 1-10.

Stigler, George (1959) ‘The politics of political economists.” Quarterly Journal of Economics,
v. 73, n. 4, pp. 522-532.

Waterman, A.M.C. (2020) ‘The evolution of “orthodoxy” in economics: from Adam Smith to
Paul Samuelson.” Independent Review, v. 24, n. 3, pp. 325-345.

Weintraub, E. Roy (2017) ‘McCarthyism and the mathematisation of economics.” Journal of
the History of Economic Thought, v. 39, n. 4, pp. 571-597.

SUGGESTED CITATION:

Almeida, Rafael Galvéo de (2020) ‘Comment on “The Empirical Success of Keynesianism” by Donald Gillies.’
Economic Thought, 9.1, pp. 44-47.
http://www.worldeconomicsassociation.org/files/journals/economicthought/WEA-ET-9-1-Almeida.pdf

a7


http://et.worldeconomicsassociation.org/
http://www.worldeconomicsassociation.org/files/journals/economicthought/WEA-ET-9-1-Almeida.pdf

