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“I cannot teach my art, nor the art of any school whatever, since I deny 
that art can be taught, or, in other words, I maintain that art is completely 
individual, and is, for each artist, nothing but the talent issuing from his 
own inspiration and his own studies of tradition.” 
 
 
GUSTAVE COURBET, Art Cannot Be Taught, PARIS, DECEMBER 25, 1861 
Italics added 

 

 

                                                 
1 A review article on Essays on The Nature and State of Modern Economics by Tony Lawson, 
Routledge, London & New York, 2015. 
2 I am greatly indebted to the generosity, advice and help of the Editor of the Interdisciplinary Journal 
of Economics and Business Law (IJEBL), Dr, Ruth Taplin, not only for giving me generous space for 
this lengthy review article, but encouraging me to write freely, a courageous open-minded stance she 
tries to foster via the articles in the Journal. Of course, neither she, nor anyone else, is even remotely 
responsible for the view I express in this review article - for which I take full responsibility. 
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§ 1. A Stonecutter’s Atelier 
“In spite of being assailed by hypochondria, I have launched into an enormous 
painting 20 feet by 12 [L'Atelier du peintre], perhaps even bigger than The Burial, 
which will show that I am still alive, and so is Realism, as Realism exists..  .” 
 
Letter from Gustave Courbet to Champfleury (Jules François Felix Fleury-Husson), 
Autumn,1854; bold italics added.  

 
Many years ago, now bordering on two score years - and some - I visited the Musée d’Orsay 

where, entirely by accident, I happened to be captivated by L'Atelier du peintre. I knew 

nothing about the painter, nor of its turbulent history - but it was etched in my mind as a 

model of what I thought would be works created in a writer’s studio, with the people and tools 

of the painter replaced by books, papers and the tools of a writer.  

 

After retiring to the city of my dreams, Stockholm, earlier this year, I - together with my 

painter wife - began to visit the many wonderful museums in this city of water, the 

Nationalmuseum, Moderna Musseet and Waldemarsudde3, being our favourite ‘haunts’. I 

suddenly remembered that during our first visit to the Nationalmuseum, a few years ago4, I 

was astonished to see that Coubet’s poignant Le violoncelliste- a self portrait - belonged to its 

permanent collection, and that almost forgotten visit to the Musée d’Orsay, with the fading 

vision of the memorable painting of L'Atelier du peintre came vividly back to this aged mind. 

 

Imagine, then, my pleasant surprise in finding the cover of this important and interesting 

book, Essays on the Nature and State of Modern Economics henceforth, referred to as 

NASOME) by Professor Tony Lawson (henceforth referred to as TL) adorned with Courbet’s  

 

supremely realistic painting of 1849-50, The Stomebreakers (Les Casseurs de pierres). TL 

points out (NASOME, p. 7; bold italics added): 

                                                 
3 It was only a few months ago that I came to know that Wassily Kandinsky spent an extensive period 
in Stockholm, in 1915/16, where he also met Prince Eugen, who bequeathed Waldemarsudde to the 
Swedish state, in 1947 - only a few days before I was born. Kandinsky, at least twice removed in 
‘descent’, can easily be considered a Courbet ‘descendent’. 
4 It is closed, just now, for extensive renovation. 
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“One of the many features that I find striking in the scene captured in … The 
Stonebreakers … is the seeming incongruity between the wielding of relatively light-
weight hand-held hammers and the task at hand … . The use of mathematical 
modelling methods [henceforth, MMM5] to address economic phenomena turns out 
to be at least as incongruous, and perhaps significantly more so. …[I]t is not clear that 
mathematical models, interpreted as tools for providing insight to social reality, have 
ever been found to be useful to this allotted task; and there have always been better 
more productive/fruitful alternatives readily available (as well as people skilled in 
their applications).” 

 

The central theme6 of NASOME, at least so far as I can discern it, is stated concisely and 

clearly here: MMM are ‘tools for providing insight to social reality’ and, as tools, are not only 

inadequate and inappropriate, but also irrelevant, ‘for providing insight to social reality’, 

except under very special circumstances.  The old adage, ‘using a sledgehammer to crack a 

nut’, is the obverse of what is meant here, by TL. 

 

NASOME is a collection of essays, almost all of them (except the first chapter) previously 

published, with a clearly articulated theme, and a thoroughly competent critique of a variety 

of current orthodoxies - even, paradoxically, the orthodoxy of heterodoxy (especially, but not 

only, in chapter 3 of NASOME ) - ranging from the ubiquity of the mathematising enterprise 

of modern (sic!) economic theory, (chapters 2, 7, 8 & 11, but pervading the whole of this 

elegant book),  an extremely original interpretation of the ‘current crisis’ (say from the early 

years of this century to almost the foreseeable (sic!) future), and possible remedies (chapters 5 

&  6), Soros and his poorly defined notion of reflexivity as a basis for his critiques of 

particular aspects of the mathematical underpinnings of currently dominant financial and 

macroeconomic exercises, and the institution founded by him (INET), to promote an 

alternative to so-called orthodox MMM (chapter 9), and an enlightened interpretation of some 

                                                 
5 MMM is ‘approximately’ synonymous with MDR - Mathematical Deductivist Modelling/Method 
(pp. 58, ff, pp. 108-9, p. 205, ff, etc), MMMD (Methods of Mathematical Deductive Modelling (p. 
90), MDR  (Mathematical Deductivist Reasoning (p. 131), MDF (Mathematical Deductive 
Formulations, p. 131), MEM (Mathematical Economic Methodology, p. 132), and so on. I shall, in the 
sequel, use as generic just MMM to encapsulate these many variants of largely synonymous 
expressions, expressing the same idea.  
6 I am reminded of those beautifully ambiguous lines by Yeats (italics added): 

“I sought a theme and sought for it in vain, 
I sought it daily for six weeks or so. 
…. 
What can I but enumerate old themes, 
….  .” 
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of Thorstein Veblen’s classics of the very late 19th and the early 20th century, to reinterpret 

and debunk all current notions of neoclassical (chapters 4 and 11).  

 

Although social reality is adequately characterised - if not precisely (which may well be 

intentional) - in NASOME, (eg., pp. 40-1, p. 62, p. 112), especially as the defining element of 

TL’s conception of ‘a social ontology or worldview’ (pp. 61-2) - the ‘better and more 

productive/fruitful alternatives’ and the ‘people skilled in their applications’ are not explicitly 

stated, except by way of further references to other articles and books by TL. 

 

On the other hand, it is this reviewer’s opinion that at least the inclusion of Lawson (2012, 

20137, 20158) could have made NASOME more self-contained than it is now (at least for 

those, like me, who have to - but do not - cross-reference TL’s many-splendored writings, to 

make full sense of the theme(s) and the critique). This is partly because the essays of 

NASOME constantly cross-refer to other writings by TL, for elucidation of non-familiar 

concepts, as well as nuanced differences in the use of familiar notions. 

 

This review article is structured as follows. The next section contains the main summary of 

this writer’s interpretation of TL’s critical visions, as put forward in the essays that make up 

NASOME. The following section, §3, is my critical vision of TL’s critique(s), where I - with 

the prerogatives of a reviewer - take the liberty of pointing out some inadequacies, infelicities 

and disagreements with the largely coherent stances taken by TL. An ultra brief concluding 

section attempts to weave the different critical strands together into a possible enlightened 

tapestry that would be consistent with TL’s vision for a broadened economic theory. 

 

On its distinguished, courageous, author, one can only agree with what Zola said of Courbet: 

it is a collection of essays by ‘simply a personality’, who (like Courbet) - at least in the 

                                                 
7 The entry of this item in the important chapter 4, p. 103, of NASOME, is slightly in error (see the 
reference list below for the correct details). 
8 The entry in the first chapter of NASOME (p. 12), dates the appearance of this article in a book 
published in 2014 - which is incorrect; it should be 2015 (again see the reference list, below). 
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opinion of this reviewer - will occupy a decisive position in the transition of economics to an 

enlightened aspect of modernism (Golding, 1994, p. 139 & p. 334). 

§ 2. Tony Lawson’s Glass Bead Games9 
“The title of Realist was thrust upon me just as the title of Romantic was imposed 
upon the men of 1830. Titles have never given a true idea of things: if it were 
otherwise, the works would be unnecessary.  ….   

I simply wanted to draw forth from a complete acquaintance with tradition the 
reasoned and independent consciousness of my own individuality. ..  

[T]o be not only a painter, but a man as well; in short, to create living art - this is 
my goal.” 

Gustave Courbet, The Realist Manifesto, Pais, 1855 (italics added). 

 
NASOME contains eleven chapters, only one of which is not published earlier., i.e., the first 

chapter. All of the rest of the chapters were published in the past decade (except, ironically, 

the last one - counting backwards from the time when the Preface to this book seems to have 

been written, August, 2014) - although TL does mention that the papers making up NASOME 

were ‘written over a [period of a ] decade or more’10.  

 

As pointed out in the previous section (p. 5, but see also footnote 5), there is consistent theme, 

repeated often, in the different chapters, with varying emphasis, reflecting the fact that the 

                                                 
9 In re-reading Hermann Hesse’s last, great, completed novel, The Glass Bead Game (Das 
Glasperlenspiel), the only book I read in three languages (fifty years ago, in German, over forty years 
ago, in Swedish and, finally, about thirty years ago, in English) I was forcefully impressed by the 
interchanges between Knecht and Plinio Designer, which reminded me of the many modes of TL’s - 
largely positive - friendship with Frank Hahn. It is one thing to say that (p. 211, in NASOME) ’Hahn 
himself, on various occasions, accepting invitations to talk at the Cambridge Realist Workshop 
[coordinated by TL]. And that, ‘a genuine exchange of ideas took place’ - in that forum - between 
Hahn ‘and large audiences of mostly Ph.D students, listening (and indeed joining) in.’ It is quite 
another if the ‘genuine exchange of ideas’ motivated Hahn to change his dogmatic vies on orthodoxy 
or MMM (MFM - Methods of Formal Modelling, in this chapter), which it did not. One of my 
‘counterpoint’ (in the musical sense )to TL’s various felicitous references to Hahn’s views, ostensibly 
sceptical of the claims of orthodoxy and its over reliance on varieties of MMM, is that Hahn neither 
knew the mathematics he was practising, nor had he the slightest knowledge - not even in a shallow 
form - any of the alternative approaches to mathematics and, in particular, to proof in any formal 
exercise. All this reminded me of Plinio Designer’s views of Castalia as an ‘ivory tower’ whose 
activities did not have any influence in the ‘outside world’.    
10 The essays in the book are not arranged chronologically; the first and the last are the earliest 
published items. 
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essays were prepared for audiences and fora with backgrounds that are not homogeneous. 

This reviewer welcomes this strategy, which is similar to emphasising different aspects of the 

coherent theme(s), which allows me - a novice in the broad subject of Social Ontology, to 

attempt to come to terms with its characterisation. I am not sure my novice status changed too 

much, except for elevating me to some ‘higher level’ of being one11. 

 

As pointed out by TL, at the very outset, the essays in NASOME ‘are concerned to lay the 

foundations for transcending the discipline’s continuing failings’ (p.1) - where the object is to 

critically evaluate ‘the current huge dominant mainstream project’ (p.1). The first chapter lays 

the ground for this ‘foundational outline’, by listing, and critically discussing, ‘Twenty 

common myths and/or fallacies of modern economics’ (pp. 3-11)12. These ‘twenty common 

myths and/or fallacies’ are, in turn, grouped under the three sub-headings, Concerning the 

nature and problems of the disciplines (#s 1-7), Concerning theoretical/philosophical issue 

(#s 8-15) and Concerning proposals for constructively transforming the discipline (#s 16-20). 

The most important of the ‘myths and/or fallacies’, in my opinion, are all concentrated in the 

second group of eight rhetorical question (#s 8-15), but even within this subset it is clear that 

# 8 must occupy pride of place: Economics can and should avoid ontology - and, of course, 

TL’s response is predictable (p. 6; italics added): 

“To the contrary, the recent neglect of ontology is a major reason the myths 

and fallacies of the sort being criticised have prevailed.” 

                                                 
11 I recall a typically provocative statement by Erik Lundberg, at the end of a seminar which he 
presided over, where heavy mathematics was used for a supposedly clearer exposition of a thoroughly 
simplistic - and, in the context of NASOME, also hopelessly unrealistic - ‘model’: ‘We are all 
indebted to the speaker for helping us to remain as ignorant as before - but at a much higher level!’ 
12 In every chapter (except chapters 5 & 6)- including this one - TL invokes the high-priests - 
occasionally, also, some of the ‘low’ ones - of orthodoxy to buttress his case against ‘the dominant 
mainstream project’. I am reminded of those famous lines of Antonio (Act. I, Sc. III, The Merchant 
of Venice; italics added): 

“Mark you this, Bassanio, 
The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose. 
An evil soul producing holy witness 
Is like a villain with a smiling cheek, 
A goodly apple rotten at the heart.” 

Among the ‘high-priests’ thus invoked are Frank Hahn (most often), Ariel Rubinstein, Milton 
Friedman, Gary Becker, John Muth - and some of the ‘low-ones’ are Alan Kirman, John Kay and Huw 
Dixon. In most cases of this invoking of one or another ‘devil’ of orthodoxy, it is - usually - the same 
article(s) that are referred to, when ‘Scripture is cited’ for their non-constant purposes. 
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I believe ontology - ‘the study of the nature of being’ (p.6) - has always been neglected in 

mainstream - and even in ‘non-mainstream’ - economics.  

 

Six of the rest of the seven ‘myths and/or fallacies’ of this subsection are on different aspects 

of mathematical modelling, and I find myself in unreserved agreement with TL’s thoughtful 

reflections on them. 

 

Now, apart from # 6 and # 20, where TL  expresses only considered doubts - and not 

unambiguous affirmations or negations - over their validity, all the other ‘myths and/or 

fallacies’ of subsections 1 and 3, get the proverbial ‘short shrift’! 

 

For example, the unambiguous negations to # 10 and # 11, reflect also TL’s important 

interpretations of the indiscriminate use of tools13 - i.e., MMMs - irrespective of the subject 

matter.  Indeed, # 11 elicits the important observation that ‘Mathematics is not essential ... to 

science’ (p.8) - absolutely right (of course, depending on what is meant by ‘mathematics’ and 

‘science’). On the other hand, nowhere in NASOME does there seem to be a discussion of the 

important reverse essentiality - that of science for the development (or is it ‘evolution’?) of 

mathematics (Field, 1980; Hellman 1989, Ruelle, 1988). 

It is worth noting that # 6 , which receives the ‘I doubt it’ reaction from TL, is mainly about 

(p. 5; italics added), ‘highlighting and chipping away at the lack of realisticness of prominent 

substantive assumptions (such as the familiar claims made about rationality, preferences, 

beliefs14 and states of the economy).’ This ‘highlighting and chipping away’ of the triptych of 

‘rationality, preferences and beliefs’ is the sine qua non of modern behavioural economics15 

(as distinct from the classical or cognitive behavioural economics of Herbert Simon). 

                                                 
13 What is one to make of the obviously silly assertion by Prescott (2004, p. 370, italics added): 

“In fact,the meaning of the word macroeconomics has changed to refer to the tools being used 
rather than just to the study of business cycle fluctuations.” 

14 I do not think these three entities are independent of each other, at least in the way they are 
formalised in mainstream economics. 
15 The kind that John Davis (2006) - see below, discussion of chapter 10 of NASOME - fears 
(correctly, in my opinion) may determine the future, conservative, direction that the mainstream may 
take. 
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On the other hand, # 20, is about the possibility of influencing future generations via the noble 

activity of teaching and, more generally, curriculum development in one or another 

enlightened, self-critical, mode. TL grants - I think reluctantly - that ‘this may be so, but’ 

doubts it. I tend to agree with this particular stance taken by TL, especially due to personal 

experiences of teaching at an avowedly non-orthodox institution of higher learning16.  

 

Chapter 2 was first published in 2004, perhaps - in a way - reflecting it is somewhat ‘dated’, 

at least with respect to what seems to be TL’s increasingly finessed views of the nature and 

structure of modern economics - whether or not the latter itself has been transmogrified into 

‘newer’ versions, primarily due to the use obviously increasing mathematisation of the 

subject17.  I believe the key point made in this chapter, to (p. 13, italics in the original), 

‘determine .... how modern economics goes wrong and then to explain why it does. Once this 

is achieved,’ it may be possible to ‘determine, whether the failings of the discipline are .. 

remedial.’ 

 

As far as TL is concerned - and here, I am in complete agreement with him - the answer to the 

how question is simple: modern economics seeks (p. 13), ‘to utilise methods of analysis that … 

are inappropriate for addressing material of the sort that lies within the social domain’. In 

other words, modern economics insists on using one particular method of analysis, 

irrespective of the domain of analysis18. TL identifies the crucial element that characterises 

                                                 
16 As I was preparing my lecture notes for the course on Advanced Macroeconomics 1, using as core 
textbooks Taylor (2004, 2012), the senior tenured member of the department of economics at NSSR, 
in charge of Advanced Macroeconomics 2, tried to persuade me to use, instead of the wonderful 
textbooks of Taylor, that pillar of one strand of orthodoxy, Romer (2012). Of course, I flatly - but 
politely - declined his utterly misguided recommendation. 
17 Most obviously, I think, in the use of the Ito Stochastic Integral in finance theory (see also the 
discussion of chapter 9, below)- but any number of additional examples, ranging from Vector 
Lyapunov functions to the use of nonstandard analysis, from core areas of economic theory and the 
theory of games can easily be given. 
18 I am reminded, in this context, of that inimitable Charles Dickens wit, in Great Expectations (ch. 
16, § 8; italics added): 

“They took up several obviously wrong people, and they ran their heads very hard against wrong 
ideas, and persisted in trying to fit the circumstances to the ideas, instead of trying to extract ideas 
from the circumstances.” (16.8) 
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the underpinnings of this ‘one particular method of analysis’, viz, functional relations between 

the objects of analysis which are, in turn, formalised in terms of the notion of ‘mathematical 

functions’. 

 

Unfortunately, however, the formal (sic!) definition of a function, given in NASOME (p. 14) 

is, at best, incomplete; but more accurately, is formally incorrect19. As a result, the answer to 

the why question remains slightly befuddled. However, I shall proceed, pro tempore, as if 

TL’s formal definition of a (mathematical) function is correct. 

 

Then, the answer to the why question is framed in terms of the requirement for event 

regularities to be guaranteed, when using functional relations to link socially relevant 

variables. They are three requirements - or, conditions - that the functional relations must 

satisfy: intrinsic stability (of the function), isolatability of the function and (the function) 

‘acting in a condition of isolation’(p. 15)20. This characterisation leads, in turn, to the 

philosophy of science notion of a closed system in terms of the isolatability of a single 

mechanism capable of producing event regularities (p. 15), and therefore the complementary 

(in the mathematical sense) notion of an open system. 

However, quite apart from the imprecise definition of a function in NASOME, the above use 

of the word acting, as it relates to a function, is not quite formally correct. As Goldblatt 

(2006, p. 20; italics added) remarked, in his excellent - even pedagogical - text on Topoi: 

“ ... [A] function [is] basically a set of some kind - a fixed, static object. It 
fails to convey the ‘operational’ or ‘transitional’ aspect of the concept. One 
talks of ‘applying’ a function to an argument of a function ‘acting’ on a 
domain. There is a definite impression of action, even of motion, as 
evidenced by the use of the arrow symbol, the source-target terminology, 

                                                 
19 Essentially, TL’s attempted definition of a (mathematical) function is in terms of Dirichlet (1889, p. 
135), and not the later one in terms of ordered pairs - that which commonly underpins ‘any modern 
[mathematical] economics textbook (p. 14) - by Kuratowski (1921). The latter makes sense only 
within set theory. In a sense - to be made clear in the next section - it would have been easier, and 
more appropriately critical, has the Kuratowski definition been used by TL. To the best of this writer’s 
knowledge, only the idiosyncratic Georgescu-Roegen ever questioned the validity of the 
appropriateness of the Dirichlet-Kuratowski definition for economics. 
20 I myself do not think, contrary to the opinion of TL (p. 15) that ‘the last requirement is not 
superfluous to [the second one]’ - especially in a volume that is primarily devoid of any empirical data 
for analytical, or any other, purpose. But let that disagreement pass! 
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and commonly used synonyms for ‘function’ like ‘transformation’21 and 
‘mapping’. ..... This dynamical quality .. is an essential part of the meaning 
of the word ‘function’ as it is used in mathematics22. The ‘ordered-pairs’ 
definition does not convey this.’ 

As a result, without giving up the underpinning of modern economics in (some form of) the 

mathematics and logic of set theory, this particular notion of function (or transformation) 

defined - and repeatedly, if not explicitly, invoked - by TL, in NASOME to characterise any 

of the innovative ideas that pervade this collection of essays is mostly a case of ‘Hamlet 

without the Prince’.  

 

However, there are two important points raised by TL, in this chapter, that require attention. 

The first is that ‘non-experimental ways of identifying causal factors are perfectly feasible 

and common’ (p.12)23 and the second is the important distinction between a contrast 

explanation and a controlled experiment (p.18). I believe the logic of counterfactuals 

underpins the mathematical foundations - if such things are necessary - of a contrast 

explanation. 

 

On the other hand, I am not so sure that ‘controlled experiments constitute a special case of 

contrast explanation’ (p.19). Frankly, I can easily envisage a controlled experiment that 

cannot, under any imaginable (for human thought, as we understand it today) circumstance, 

be considered ‘a special case of contrast explanation.’24 

 

In passing (but see the next section, too), it may be mentioned that a dynamically underpinned 

characterisation of functions can be shown to undermine the philosophy of science motivated 

dichotomy between closed and open systems. In other words, it is easy to show that, in 

general, every formal system in Brouwerian intuitionistic constructive mathematics, or in 

some versions of computability theory, even in varieties of category theory and smooth 

                                                 
21 As, for example, in NASOME, footnote 1, p. 23. 
22 And the quality that TL assumes for the notion - however incongruously. 
23 Thus, a Science without Numbers (Field, 1980) and, a fortiori, a Mathematics without Numbers 
(Hellman, 1989), are both entirely feasible; hence any notion of function is, perhaps, a red herring, in a 
scientific exercise. 
24 An instance could be the second example in Ruelle (1988) or the Berlekamp devise of a computer-
based game of GO, discussed in Gale (1994). 
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infinitesimal analysis (underpinned by intuitionistic logic), no systems capable of displaying 

(single mechanisms causing) event regularities can be isolatable - unless very special 

structural assumptions are made.  

 

Perhaps, that is the point made by TL - at least implicitly; i.e., those purveyors of what TL 

calls the method of mathematical-deductivism25 (or variations of MMM), do assume the 

special structures that enable the distinction between closed and open systems (in the 

philosophy of science sense) to be made26. 

 

I come now to what I consider to be the two most important and innovative chapters in 

NASOME - chapters 3 and 4, originally published in 2006 and 2013, respectively. Between 

the two chapters, their purely quantitative dominance of NASOME is most striking, quite 

apart from the qualitative originality in the essays from vastly differing points of view. The 

former is 30 pages in length, with 17 footnotes and 77 references; and the latter is 48 pages 

long, with 32 footnotes and 55 references. Two centuries of economic - and other - 

scholarship is encapsulated in these references. Had I the intellectual capacity to read, digest 

and absorb the massive scholarship contained in these references alone- even if I had the time 

- I would have considered myself a fortunate person. For now, all I can do is to admire TL’s 

own intellectual capacities and apologise for my obviously jaundiced interpretations of 

NASOME, obviously due to one or another kind of inadequacy, in the ensuing few pages. 

 

                                                 
25 The notion of deductivism used in NASOME is ‘defined’ as follows (p. 58; italics added): 

“Deductivism is just the doctrine that all explanation be expressed in terms of ‘laws’ or 
‘uniformities’ interpreted as (actual or ‘hypothetical’) correlations or event regularities.” 

Where that leaves contrast explanation, I do not know. I may note, light-heartedly, that my penchant 
for italicising words and phrases is easily matched by TL and his fondness for placing them within 
inverted commas! 
26 A typical example is provided by those practitioners of, say, agent based economics, inferring, from 
a menu of finite simulations, the existence (sic!) of so-called globally stable emergent patterns. They 
will have to assume that all recursively enumerate systems are recursive, in the language of the kind of 
mathematics they use (often without either understanding it or acknowledging its use, as in Epstein, 
2006). On the whole, I agree, almost unreservedly, with every critical remark made by TL, in 
NASOME, on the ‘theory’ (of which there is none), and practice of agent based modelling. I’ll have 
more critical remarks on the notion - and utilisation - of the concept of emergence (truly a Machlupian 
‘Weasel Word’ (Machlup, 19858), below. 
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As mentioned in the previous section, chapter 3 is particularly important for pointing out, in 

sympathetic critical terms, the nature of the ‘orthodoxy of heterodoxy’, with an absolutely 

convincing argument of what it might take to make this unity in diversity a viable project 

against standard orthodoxy.  

 

TL first outlines the ‘prominent commonalities’ (p. 26) in the ostensibly diverse heterodox 

traditions, in the form of three characteristics: (1). emphasis on abstract, tradition-specific 

themes, (2). to theorise around ‘tradition-specific themes and to form policy stances’ and to 

base ‘methodological principles’ on them, (3). and the claim that the only definite common 

ground in terms of achieved position, is an opposition to the mainstream or ‘neoclassical’ 

orthodoxy’ (pp. 26-7; italics added).  

 

Surely, mainstream orthodoxy operates on the same principles, as far as the first two items are 

concerned? The third item would be slightly incongruous after reading chapter 4, where - as a 

conclusion - TL suggests that ‘the category neoclassical be abandoned’ (p. 93). 

Once again, the high and low priests of orthodoxy - Frank Hahn, Ariel Rubinstein, Maurice 

Allais, Alan Kirman and Richard Lipsey - in their sheep’s clothing are invoked, as 

spokespersons for a critical vision of some aspects of orthodoxy. I must confess, as I have 

done earlier in this review, that I am surprised an enlightened and scholarly TL should invoke 

these apologists for orthodoxy for propping up his own, much more thoughtful, critique of the 

absurdities of the mainstream. 

 

The most pathetic, self-serving, of these apologetics are those by Kirman27 (p. 32) and Hahn 

(p. 30). As for the former, the ostensible critique of one - and only one - aspect of orthodoxy 

(and one that is completely irrelevant to the broader, ontological stance taken by TL) - that of 

maintaining the individual unit as sacrosanct in the economics of the mainstream28. This self-

serving critique is made to promote his work on the statistical - ensemble - view of behaviour, 

                                                 
27 TL characterises Kirman an ‘economic theorist’ (p. 31, with which I don’t agree. 
28 Kirman never disowned his work along these lines that was encapsulated in his (mathematically 
faulty and obviously economically irrelevant) jointly authored (with Werner Hildenbrand) textbook on 
general equilibrium theory (Hildenbrand and Kirman (1988). To the best of my knowledge the book is 
still in print - its trajectory not dissimilar to Joan Robinson’s  
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so as to enable him to use the trivial part of the mathematics of (equilibrium) statistical 

mechanics at a theoretical level, and to promote the most banal kind of agent based economics 

at a lower, policy, level (see also NASCOME, p. 108). 

 

But Hahn’s pontification of the lack of a procedure to attain the equilibrium that is ‘proved’ to 

exist, in ultra-orthodox general equilibrium theory, did not prevent him from co-authoring a 

textbook on General Competitive Analysis, extolling the virtues of ‘mainstream economics’, 

only one year later (Arrow-Hahn, 1971), replete with non-procedural equilibrium existence 

proofs (see also Hahn, 1965). 

 

While wearing my own severely dissenting hat, I might as well state that I completely 

disagree with the views of Colander et.al (2004) that is quoted by TL (p. 32 & p, 35). In 

particular, I cannot but think Colander et.al are describing some mythical being when they 

state - as quoted by TL (p. 35): 

“...[T]he current elite are relatively open minded when it comes to new ideas, but 
quite closed minded when it comes to alternative methodologies.” 

In any case, who are the ‘current elite’ - the Newclassicals? the New Keynesians?, and do 

Colander et.al have some inside track on knowledge about ‘alternative methodologies’? Do 

any of them know anything about Dynamic Category Theory, Smooth Infinitesimal Analysis, 

Lie Algebras, Automated Theorem Proving, Intuitionistic Constructive Analysis, Intuitionistic 

Type Theory, the Lambda Calculus, Thermodynamic Formalism and sundry other ‘exotic’ 

mathematical frameworks? If not, how do they know that the ‘current elite’ - whoever that 

may well be - are ‘closed minded when it comes to alternative methodologies’. As a matter of 

fact, broadening TL’s fundamental criticism, on the monomaniacal pursuit of ‘theoretical 

technologies’ (Lucas, 1981, p. 9 & p. 272) of the mathematical and computational variety, as 

long as they can be made to work for New Classical or Neoclassical formalisms, and its 

advances, that ‘current elite’ would welcome them with the proverbial ‘open arms’ (see, in 

particular, Sargent, 1987, Introduction  to the Second Edition, pp. xvii-xxii). 

However, the essential contribution of this chapter are the three central theses, that help 

towards a unified approach - a unity in diversity - to the ‘heterodox opposition’, as well as 

further finessing the ‘mainstream [methodological] project’. They are: 
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1. ‘[T]he mainstream project of modern economics .. is an insistence ... that economic 

phenomena29 be investigated using only certain mathematical-deductive forms of 

reasoning’ (p. 35; italics  added). 

2. ‘[M]ethods on which the mainstream put so much emphasis are .. not appropriate for 

dealing with social material, given the latter’s nature.’ (p. 37 

3. [T]he essence of the heterodox opposition (to the assumed monolithic ‘mainstream 

economics’, whether referred to as ‘neoclassical’ or not) is ontological in nature.’30 

(p. 37, italics in the original). 

Two further important concepts, those that are part of the fabric from which the whole 

material in NASOME is woven, are introduced explicitly, in this chapter: Ontology (p. 37, in 

the specific sense in which TL uses it in his work and thought) and Social Reality (or the 

Social Realm, p. 40), and both encapsulated within a thoroughly original Theory of Social 

Ontology (p. 40). Their more complete characterisation in the next chapter (p. 62; italics 

added) is most helpful for a novice in these matters (as I am), and is both worth quoting in full 

and reasonable to expect the reader (and this reviewer) to keep in mind, when reading any 

chapter in this book: 

“The conception of social ontology31 I have in mind is processual in that social 
reality, which itself is an emergent phenomenon of human interaction is 
recognised as being (not at all atomistic ...) highly transient, being reproduced 

                                                 
29 If the reader begins to wonder what these ‘economic phenomena’ are and whether it is this that 
distinguishes the heterodox from the orthodox economist, s(h)e would not be too far off the mark - but 
TL reduces the ambiguity surrounding this phrase with an almost immediate reference to material that 
determine economic phenomena are those given by particular ontological stances adopted by 
economists. 
30 TL points out that ‘the heterodox opposition’ is not always explicit on this point - but points out that 
‘there are exceptions, such as Paul Davidson’s concern with (non) ergodic systems’ (note 10, p. 50). 
This, in the same breath, so to speak, as invoking Kirman’s call for theorising ‘in terms of groups who 
have collectively coherent behaviour’! Kirman’s framework of statistical mechanics to underpin a 
notion of ‘coherent behaviour’ by a group is precisely the search for Boltzmann’s ‘ensemble average’ 
- i.e., classical ergodic behaviour. Quite apart from the many technical, definition and conceptual 
infelicities in Davidson’s use of (non) ergodic systems, it is simply not compatible with Kirman’s 
modelling criteria. 
31 ‘Ontology is the study of, or a theory about, the basic nature and structure of (a domain) of reality’ 
(p. 37; italics added). A fortiori, therefore, social ontology ‘is the study or, or theory about, the basic 
nature of (a domain of) social reality. Alas, I am naive enough to be sceptical of all attempts at an 
unambiguous definition of reality - a concept which is, for me, meaningless without a penumbra of 
ambiguity surrounding any characterisation of the concept.  
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and/or transformed through practice;  social reality is in process, essentially a 
process of cumulative causation32.” 

Atomistic interaction, hence overall interdependence in the system of social reality, itself an 

emergent phenomenon, capable of reproduction and transformation33 of processes of 

cumulative causation are the elements of a vision that social ontology decrees. These, together 

with the three numbered precepts, above, and the three characterisations of regularity given in 

the first chapter, summarised above (p. 10), predicated upon the distinction between a closed 

and an open system, define the ontological prerequisites of an economic theory. It is an 

implicit - often - awareness of this strictures that unifies the heterodox opposition to the 

antiseptic formalism of orthodoxy, most practitioners of which are not even remotely aware of 

them. They, with princely unconcern, continue the arid, failed, uninspiring practice of a 

desiccated normal science which is incapable of an internal re-evaluation of its framework, let 

alone a revolution, even in the face of crises such as the one that seems to have begun in 

2008. 

 

This, as I understand it, is the vision TL wishes to explicate, in his merciless dissection of The 

Nature and State of Modern Economics, and for which he - generously - outlines how the 

various, diverse, heterodox opposition to orthodoxy, can also be harnessed for the ‘battle’. He 

is confident of success in this venture, not least because of the claims in several of the 

chapters of NASCOME that the mainstream is in disarray and many of the high priests of 

orthodoxy - and some of the low ones, as well - also have misgivings about the future 

directions that the orthodox framework might take. 

 

Unfortunately, I am not sanguine about any of this - in particular that the ‘mainstream is in 

disarray’, nor am I convinced that any of the high or low priests of orthodoxy have any 

meaningful misgivings that might lead them to adopt even a mild ontological stance, in their 

economic theorising. 

                                                 
32 The notion of the much ‘maligned’ - at least in economic analysis - phrase cumulative causation, 
here and in the rest of NASCOME, is evolutionary in the Veblenian sense. It is quite distinct from 
Calder’s notion, distilled from Adam Smith and Allyn, Young and both of them are further distinct 
from the classic Wicksell-Myrdal notion of a circular and cumulative causation scheme.  
33 I read the two concepts as reproduction and reconstruction, as in Turing Machine theory - as well as 
the schemes in the second volume of Das Kapital. 
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I come now to the important third chapter, on Veblen and Neoclassical economics. It is a 

consistently brilliant and erudite chapter, with innovative doctrine-historical insights, a 

convincing argument on the basic building blocks of that chimera called Neoclassical 

economics34, and a provocative conclusive suggestion to ‘abandon the category’, having first 

given a ‘coherent interpretation’ of that very category we are advised to ‘abandon’. TL’s 

provocative conclusion is precisely because the use of the word neoclassical hides it’s 

subversive nature - that it is, in fact, a chimera - and befuddles the would be criticisers, be 

they heterodox economists or not, from understanding its true35 characteristics. 

 

I am, alas, in the uncomfortable position of disagreeing with the conclusion, and the 

constituent elements that lead up to it. Therefore, it is best to start at the end, and work my 

way backwards to a sort of beginning - or indeterminate36 initial conditions. The provocative 

conclusion is couched in non-provocative, cautious, language (p. 93): 

“... I suggest .. that it is likely better, on balance, to abandon the category 
[neoclassical economics]. Though others have reached a similar conclusion, they 
are often quick to stress that in dropping the term they do not wish to imply 
criticism of any content the term maybe used to express37. In contrast, I suggest 

                                                 
34 Just for the record, I should note that Veblen, as correctly quoted by TL, on p. 76 of NASOME, 
consistently refers to neo-classical, with a hyphen, whereas TL omits the hyphen in using, and 
referring to the chimera as neoclassical. I myself prefer the word without the hyphen. 
35 I do not believe there are definable, identifiable, true characteristics, except in - and for - artificial, 
mythical, creatures, like the chimera. In particular, no constituent element of what makes up social 
reality can be defined to have an unambiguously true nature. If it did, it would lose the status accorded 
it in NASOME, above all in helping to characterise and unify the discordant heterodox schools - and, 
more importantly, make TL’s important conclusion in this chapter meaningless. 
36 More likely, indeterminable initial conditions, mainly because there are, at least, a countable infinity 
(assuming that this word is meaningful) of them which can be made determinate only by invoking 
some countable version of Zorn’s Lemma (or the Axiom of Choice). 
37 At this point TL inserts a note, referring to Colander (2000), and adds (p. 101, note 32; italics 
added): 

“Colander (2000), for example, takes steps to ‘declare the term neoclassical economics dead’, 
but immediately adds: ‘Let me be clear about what I am sentencing to death - it is not the 
content of neoclassical economics’ 

The many times the Keynes of the General Theory was pronounced ‘dead’ included - indeed 
emphasised - its contents; the one time - to the best of my knowledge - newclassical monetary theory 
of the business cycle was pronounced definitively dead (Gordon, 2004, p. 228, footnote 3), was 
including its content (in fact, however, Gordon did not explicitly specify the kind of newclassical 
business cycle theory he was pronouncing dead, but he was admirable, if absurdly precise, in dating 
and timing the event, to the second!. My own view is that Colander’s opinion - for just that is what it 
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that the reason to discard the term .. is precisely to facilitate more appropriate and 
telling criticism, than hitherto in evidence, of the content of modern economics 
including any expressed through38 the term itself.” 

 

In § 5.1 (pp. 85-90), TL takes issue with two classes of economists who have tried to define 

neoclassical economics, who seem to have neglected the important point that (p. 87), ‘the 

deductivist orientation [of mainstream economics - instantiated, in this case, by neoclassical 

economics] encourages  substantive formulations that are implicitly in terms of [correlations 

involving closed systems of] isolated atoms,’ without realising that ‘there is no unique way of 

generating them.’ 

 

TL, as a kind of prop, pro tempore, resorts to the definition of heterodox as given in the 

Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (p. 28). TL points out (p. 67), when he begins his 

comprehensive outline of Veblen’s ‘Preconceptions of Economic Science39’, that the great 

man (p. 67): 

“[U]ses the term ‘metaphysics’ rather than ‘ontology’ to tease out the ‘underlying 
metaphysics of scientific research and purpose; but his meaning of metaphysics is the 
same as that of ontology as used here [i.e., in NASOME].” 

 
Just as a matter of curiosity, as well as in an attempt to dispel a personal perplexity, I checked 

for the definition and meaning of the two words, metaphysics and ontology, in my own copy 

                                                 
is - is untenable, from theoretical and doctrine-historical points of view (just as Gordon’s is), unless 
qualified to be referring to neoclassical monetary theory of the business cycle - of course, true to its 
chimerical nature, the hydra head resurfaced in the form of the still dominant newclassical real 
business cycle theory). 
38 There is an obvious typo here - the word used in NASCOME is ‘though’! 
39 I might as well express my disagreement of the use of the word ‘science’, however well-defined, by 
Veblen and, I think, accepted uncritically by TL, in NASOME. Obviously, according to the Veblenian 
definition of science, Pure Mathematics cannot be a science, even if a dubious evolutionary 
explanation of its development can be given. It is too much of a taxonomy dominated subject, as can 
easily be shown. I first became suspicious of the phrase ‘economic science’ when I heard the 
spokesman - to the best of my knowledge there has never been a spokeswoman -for the Economics 
Committee of the Nobel Memorial Prize announce the winner as one for his (or her, today this Prize 
has been awarded to only one woman, in its forty-six year chequered and controversial history) 
contribution to Ekonomisk vetenskap (Economic Science). To the best of my knowledge, there are 
departments of economics, in Sweden, that refer to the subject as a science (although allied subjects do 
use the term, such as Statsvetenskap - Political Science!). 
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of The Shorter40 Oxford English Dictionary. The first sentence (of many), in the entry for the 

former runs as follows (p. 1315; italics added)): 

“From an early period, the word was used as a name for the branch of study, viz. 
ontology, treated in these works [eg., Aristotle’s], and hence came to be 
misinterpreted as meaning ‘the science of things transcending what is physical or 
natural.’ 

 

Wheres, the the third clause of the first sentence in the entry for Ontology, is as follows (p. 

1449; italics added): 

“[T]hat department of metaphysics which relates to the being or essence of things, or 
to being in the abstract.” 

 I am afraid, my personal perplexity was not dispelled, although I now seem to have reached a 
higher plateau of it! 

 

As for the role of the concept of emergence in the characterisation of social reality (p. 62), My 
perplexity reaches new levels of incomprehension! Indeed I find myself in the uncomfortable 
position of complete disagreement with TL’s explanatory definition of emergence, in note 12 
of this chapter (p, 96; italics added): 

“‘Emergence’ is a term that expresses the appearance of novelty or something 
previously absent or unprecedented. Emergent causal properties are often the primary 
focus of the philosophy-leaning literature that employs the category, though where 
they exist they must be the properties of something, an emergent entity or some such. 
An emergent entity, where addressed, is usually found, or anyway held, to be 
composed out of elements deemed to be situated at a different (lower) level of reality 
to itself, but which have (perhaps through being modified) become organised as 
components of the emergent (higher level) entity or causal totality. ‘Emergence’, 
then, as widely interpreted is ultimately a compositional term and involves 
components being organised rather than aggregated. Elsewhere I argue that social 
phenomena, though emergent from and always dependent on non-social natural 
phenomena are causally and ontologically irreducible to the latter.” 

 

This is to define the phenomenon of emergence in terms of metaphysical - in the non-

scientific sense - non-reductive physicalism. TL’s ‘organised rather than aggregated’ goes 

back to Mill’s original definition of homopathic vs. heteropathic laws, on the basis of which 

G.H. Lewes defined emergent phenomena as being made up of non-resultant components 

(see, Lloyd Morgan (1923, p. 2, 8). What is, in this chapter, referred to as ‘taxonomic’ is 

                                                 
40 My copies - there are two volumes, one from A to Markworthy and the second from Marl to Z, with 
an Addenda of the venerable book(s) total a mere 2672 pages - shorter, indeed! 
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nothing other than what Lloyd Morgon (op. cit, p. 8) calls mechanical, which are ‘in terms of 

resultants [TL’s ‘aggregated’] only, calculable by algebraical summation’ (i.e., where the law 

of superposition is valid or, where the ‘fallacy of composition’ is irrelevant, as in all of 

orthodox, mainstream economics41, and many versions of heterodoxy)42. 

 

As for ‘the appearance of novelty or something previously absent or unprecedented’, and 

supervenience - i.e., causality running from higher-level to lower-level entities - all I can say 

is that the essays in NASOME display no knowledge of the vast literature43 - partly 

                                                 
41 At a graduate and staff seminar, given in the department of economics of NSSR, a couple of years 
ago, an acolyte of one of the high-priests of ABE, strongly supported by INET funding, claimed that 
he (they?) had ‘solved the problem of aggregation’! His claim was based on a thoroughly 
metaphysical (sic!) model of the kind advanced by Kirman, where the use of the Fokker-Planck 
(partial differential) equations, allowed this claim to be substantiated. It was technically incorrect and, 
obviously falls foul of every kind of Social Ontology discussed in NASOME, and elsewhere, by TL. It 
was, of course, a mechanical model, in the sense of Lloyd Morgan - i.e., Veblen’s taxonomic system. 
42 The irony here, since Veblen and TL advance natural selection in the Darwinian sense, in the social 
domain, is that Darwin’s original presentation (with Wallace) of what came to be the main thesis of 
On the Origin of Species was at the Linnean Society - which is a society for the study of, and the 
dissemination of information concerning natural history and taxonomy! Incidentally, that thesis, 
crucially dependent on the idea of a ‘struggle for existence’ was, at least for Darwin, Malthusian in 
origin. I may as well also mention that TL’s adherence to what is generally referred to as Social 
Darwinism (p. 248) is more Spenglerian - and, therefore, uncompromisingly reactionary - than 
Darwinian. It was Spengler who - after reading On the Origin of Species - coined the phrase ‘survival 
of the fittest’, in the social domain. For this reason I am not surprised, but somewhat dismayed, that 
TL displays strong adherence to Seattle’s (see Lawson, 2012) and Hayek’s philosophies (NASOME, 
chapter 8, p.182, ff.).   
43 I trace this literature from the appearance of the classic by Stace (1939) who imaginatively pointed 
out (pp. 296-7: 

“[I]t is not altogether clear to me what these philosophers hope for from novelty. Evidently 
they consider that a universe with novelty in it is very desirable, that it is a fine and grand idea. 
And evidently they consider that a universe without novelty in it is somehow a very poor 
affair. But why this is so is not self-evident. Novelty per se is not a good. That something is 
new does not seem to be in itself a rational recommendation of it. It may be something better or 
something worse than what we already have. Of course one can understand that the possibility 
of novelty is also the possibility of improvement, and may therefore give hope. But it is also 
the possibility of greater anguish and darkness. And I can see no ground, inherent in the bare 
idea of novelty itself, for betting on the optimistic alternative.” 

As a young science student in Japan, the ‘anguish and darkness’ I felt, after visiting Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, was palpably obvious.Surely, TL does not advocate the uncritical ‘emergence’ of novelty in 
fundamental physics, especially when fission and fusion can be used to such destructive purposes? By 
the way, Stace was the dissertation supervisor of Rawls - and, previously (for over twenty years) the 
mayor of Colombo (the city where I was born). There is, to this day, a street in Colombo named after 
him (although I doubt anyone living on that street have any idea of the man after whom it was named)! 
See also Pogge (2007). 
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philosophical in nature - on doubts expressed on these controversial characterising properties 

of the notion of emergence.  

 

Then, there is causality, predicated upon an open system, so that science as evolution can be 

the paradigmatic framework for Economics as a Science. This, I think, is the Veblenian view, 

as interpreted by TL. I want to reiterate that an identifiable, meaningful, distinction between 

closed and open systems requires that the former be defined in terms of special assumption - 

for example (see below), in the theoretical foundations of Soros’ notion of reflexivity, the 

cognitive and participation functions need to be, at least, total recursive functions. Now, it is 

possible that orthodoxy’s MMM is in terms of such special systems that enable an identifiable 

distinction between closed and open system - thus, also making TL’s characterisation of 

mainstream economics (and, according to me, also all of the heterodoxies discussed in 

chapter 3 of NASOME) in terms of seeking patterns or regularity, whether economic 

theoretically or econometrically, valid.  

 

As far as TL’s stance on Soros’ theory of reflexivity: a critical comment, as brilliantly, and 

convincingly argued in chapter 9 of NASOME, all I can say is that I am in complete 

agreement44. TL considers ‘the new paradigm for economic thinking’ (italics added) proposed 

by Soros in his book, published almost simultaneously with the economic debacle of 200845. 

The new paradigm (Soros, 2008) - Soros, like Popper, does not shy away from powerful titles, 

                                                 
44 I have to place my cards, squarely and honestly, on the table - just so that my complete agreement 
(possibly for reasons that are not the same as TL’s) with TL’s critique - also of INET - is not 
construed as a case of ‘sour grapes’. I applied, twice, for INET grants, when I was still a Professore di 
Chiara Fama at the University of Trento, and my applications was rejected both times. I was not even 
informed the second time, till I enquired, several days after the results of the first round successes 
were announced. All this happened many years ago. Later, during my brief sojourn at NSSR, I was 
introduced to Dr. Rob Johnson, in a private lunch, by my senior colleague, Professor Duncan Foley. 
This led to an invitation to give a seminar for INET, in their offices, physically located not too far 
from where my office in the NSSR building was. I was unable to present the seminar the first time, on 
the agreed date, due to ill health and an emergency surgery. After that I lost interest and did not follow 
up on the kind invitation. My Chair in the department of economics at NSSR pleaded (!) with me to 
apply for an INET grant, a couple of years ago, but I refused - for all of the reasons, elegantly and 
persuasively given by TL, in chapter 9 of NASOME.  
45 The title of this particular book by Soros is given in reverse order in TL’s bibliography (p. 203) and 
the date of publication of the book, given by TL seems also incorrect. The possible bibliographic 
‘mistakes’ seem to have been carried from the original publication of this chapter as an article in 
volume 14 of the Revue de philosophie économique.  
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using loaded words quite freely46, to give a feeling of the contents of the relevant book - is, 

really, a continuation of the ideas first expressed in The Alchemy of Finance (Soros, 1987). 

The key concept that unifies, and expresses, the Soros vision of the fragility of finance in the 

capitalist system, the irrelevancy of the mathematising endeavours in core areas of economics,  

and the eternal propensity of any capitalist - i.e., free-market - system to be unstable and 

result in more-or-less disastrously fluctuating behaviour of crucial aggregate economic 

variables, is reflexivity. On every occasion that I come across this word - and it seems to be 

more often than I wish it to be the case - I am reminded of that characteristic witticism of 

Robertson, when referring to Revealed Preference, who seemed to have been led to wonder 

whether (Robertson, 1952, p. 19; italics added): 

“[T]o some latter-day saint, in some new Patmos off the coast of Massachusetts47, the 
final solution to all ... mysteries had been revealed in a new apocalypse.” 

It seems to me that the notion of reflexivity plays the role of a deus ex machina, in the worlds 

Soros describes. 

 

In spite of TL’s strictures against MMM, I shall take the liberty of presenting the notion of 

reflexivity as Soros originally did so, in Soros (1987). Of course, the concept has undergone 

some (minor) conceptual modifications, but the underlying mathematical definitions seem not 

to have changed at all. In the subsection with the heading, The Concept of Reflexivity (in 

chapter 1, The Theory of Reflexivity, in Soros (1987), p. 41., ff., we read: 

“The connection between the participants' thinking and the situation in which they 
participate can be broken up into two functional relationships. I call the participants' 
efforts to understand the situation the cognitive or passive function and the impact of 
their thinking on the real world the participating48 or active function. In the cognitive 
function, the participants' perceptions depend on the situation; in the participating 
function, the situation is influenced by the participants' perceptions. It can be seen 

                                                 
46 I have leafed through about twelve of the books Soros has authored between 1987 and 2014, but 
read in their entirety only a couple.   
47 Since revealed preference had been a notion introduced by Paul Samuelson (1938) 
48 In his more recent book (Soros, 2008), he writes (p.3; italics added) : 

“I used to call this the participating function, but now I consider it more appropriate to call it 
the manipulative function.” 

To this sentence he adds the following footnote (ibid, p.3; italics added): 
“Cognitive scientists call it the executive function. Aristotle called it practical reason to 
distinguish it from theoretical reason, which is the equivalent of the cognitive function.” 

Are we, then, to reason - theoretically and practically - in terms of (total or partial) recursive 
functions? My own stance on practical reason is based on G.H. von Wright’s way of using deontic 
logic to discuss and interpret ‘practical states of affairs’ (von Wright, 1983).  
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that the two functions work in opposite directions: in the cognitive function the 
independent variable is the situation; in the participating function it is the participants' 
thinking.” 

 

Hence: 

y = f (x)         : the cognitive function;  f : recursive; 

x = ø (y)        : the participating function; ø: recursive; 

Therefore: 

y = f [ø (y)] 

x = ø [f (x)] 

Soros, then, goes on (ibid, p. 42; italics added): 

“This is the theoretical foundation of my approach. The two recursive functions do 
not produce an equilibrium but a never- ending process of change. The process is 
fundamentally different from the processes that are studied by natural science.”  

 

As far as my knowledge of the works and thoughts of Soros goes - and it is meagre compared 

to most others (including TL) - this remained the theoretical foundation of the notion of 

reflexivity, for the next (almost) thirty years. Before introducing the theoretical foundation, 

Soros remarks (ibid, p. 42): 

“I call this interaction [between f and ø] ‘reflexivity,’ using the word as the French do 
when they describe a verb whose subject and object are the same.” 

 

The whole mathematical exercise is hopelessly muddled! First of all, are f and ø total or 

partial recursive functions? Secondly, what are the domains and ranges of the two functions? 

Thirdly, of course, the processes that result from recursive interactions are ‘fundamentally 

different from the processes that are studied by natural sciences’ - they do not work with 

recursive functions (total or Partial). 

 

As for ‘the two recursive functions’ not producing ‘an equilibrium’, well that depends - just as 

in the case of orthodox mathematical economics of game theory using some kind of fixed-

point theory (or any other theory) to prove the existence of an equilibrium: whether there 
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exists an equilibrium or not, and therefore, whether a fixed-point theoretic argument could be 

applied or not, depends on the assumptions on the constituent functions and the nature of the 

domain and range over which the variables are defined.  

 

Moreover, there are perfectly respectable, and classic, recursion-theoretic fix-point theorems 

that could be applied, under some conditions, to generate an ‘equilibrium’.  

 

At a very early stage, I came across these ideas and definitions by Soros, and decided it was 

useless to pay any serious attention to his theoretical and policy pronouncements, based on 

reflexivity - so long as his declared theoretical foundations were as stated above. Imagine, 

therefore, my surprise at the excitement created by the founding of INET, the enthusiasm for 

the notion of reflexivity, and the like! It was not until I came across TL’s cogent critique, 

although from entirely different points of view, that I felt ‘at home’, even as an ‘outlier’. I, 

therefore, endorse, without any reservation, all of TL’s strictures against the kind of critique 

made by Soros, and the unit he founded for ‘challenging orthodoxy’.  

  

Chapter 10 is essentially about explicating the details of #s 8 & 12, of chapter 1. In particular, 

TL emphasises that he does not (p. 206): 

“[S]uggest that heterodox contributors do not or should not experiment with 
mathematical deductive techniques and the like.” 

and, that (ibid): 

“The mainstream itself is pluralistic within its constituting constraint, of course.” 

 

However, TL is sceptical about John Davis’ view that the approach he [TL] adopts ‘to be 

insufficiently pluralistic’ (p 209). In his ‘reply to Davis’ (pp. 209-212), he summarises Davis’ 

position as ‘advancing’ the idea that ‘a more successful economics’, that is both pluralistic 

and efficacious should be brought about - and is possible, On the latter point, according to TL 

(p. 211): 

“Davis, though believes it strategically more efficacious to engage the orthodoxy on 
its own terms. He seems to contend that a failure to do so, ...., then any change 
achieved will be on the terms determined by the ‘new programs, namely: behavioral 
economists, experimentalists, and others in the new approaches. He worries that the 
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‘risk here is that these movements may become more conservative as their success at 
influencing the core improves.” 

 

Now, the fact is that these ‘new programs’ - so-called modern behavioural economics, 

neuroeconomics, experimental economics49, and the like - are ‘more conservative’, from the 

outset! My own work on behavioural economics, where I distinguish between a modern and a 

classical (or cognitive) behavioural economics, the former along lines broached by Ward 

Edwards and the latter by Herbert Simon, convinces me that the ‘modern’ version is simply a 

‘bicycle repair shop’, for the mending of the ‘puzzles, paradoxes and anomalies’ of 

orthodoxy. Hence, it is naturally ‘more conservative’. As for neuroeconomics, it is easy to 

show that it is downright reactionary. In these senses the fears expressed by John Davis are 

real and substantial. I feel that the strategy suggested by John Davis, if it is given a Trojan 

Horse interpretation, will, I think, turn out to be efficacious. It is, in any case, the strategy I 

adopt and suggest to my students (not that too many of them follow it).  

 

The rest of NASOME’s essays can be grouped, felicitously, into two classes: one dealing with 

what TL calls the ‘current crisis’ and the other with as variations on the theme of MMM; i.e. 

chapters 5 and 6 in the former group, and chapters 7, 8 and 11 in the latter. TL’s interpretation 

of the ‘current crisis’ is along the lines explained above - and so are his views on the 

mathematising enterprise in economics and the tensions in modern economics. 

 

There are, in NASOME, the inevitable typographical errors, the most egregious of them being 

the misspelling of Machlup (as Matchup) in the index (which is, for a book of considerable 

importance, sadly inadequate - both the name and subject indexes) and in chapter 8; the 

slightly incorrect quotation from Joan Robinson (p. 182), the incongruous - between chapters 

- reference labelling and publication acknowledgement and, most unfortunately the remarks 

on the origins (and also the meaning) of Bourbaki (and Bourbakism), particularly in note 9, p. 

250.  In fact the origins of the name Bourbaki goes back to a lecture in Paris by Raoul 

                                                 
49 Which is, of course, not a very ‘new program’, going back, in the ‘modern era’ to Chamberlin 
(1948), but to Irving Fisher’s construction of a hydraulic machine in his Yale PhD thesis of 1891 (see 
Brained & Scarf, 2005). In fact, Vernon Smith’s pioneering work in initiating and keeping alive the 
experimental economics program was not a little motivated by his desire to challenge Chamberlin’s 
conclusions regarding perfect vs. monopolistic competition. No wonder, then, that experimental 
economics conforms to the fears expressed by Davis! 
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Husson, in 1923, and a ‘spoof’ article by Kosambi in 1932. The first name of ‘Nicolas’ was 

added later, in 1935, on the suggestion of Eveline Weil (on all this see Weil, 1991, and 

Shouten, 1932). 

 

§ 3. There are more ways to the Woods than one50 
“I won't fight for two reasons: firstly because I have no faith in waging war with 
gun and cannon [...] I have been waging the war of intelligence for two years now 
[...] Secondly, I have no weapons and I won't be persuaded. 

Letter from Gustave Courbet to his Parents, June, 1848. 

 
I think I should add to the Vanburgh , at least as a kind of constraint on the number of ways51, 
those famous lines of Robert Frost in The Road Not Taken: 

“Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveler, long I stood 
And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth;  

 
 Then took the other, as just as fair 
 And having perhaps the better claim, 
 Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 
 ....” 

 

‘There are more ways’, I think, to criticise mainstream economics - and even a large corpus of 

so-called heterodox economics, than even TL can imagine52, at least as his thoughts and 

visions are represented in NASOME. True to Robert Frost’s imaginative possible scenario, at 

the point where the roads diverged, TL took one particular path towards providing an 

alternative to orthodoxy and, on that road, he also lit a light on the way so that all sorts of 

                                                 
50 Esop; A Comedy; As it is acted at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane by John Vanburgh, Printed for 
J. Darby, A. Bettersworth, and F. Clay, in Trust for Richard, James and Bethel Wellington, London; 
M.DCC.XXX (1730). 
51 After all, even in reasonably - and unreasonably - sophisticated Games (people play, Gale, 1993, 
1994), like Chess and GO (WeiChi), the number of feasible moves are finite, at each play, whilst the 
possible plays are large, but finite in the case of the former and, possibly, countably infinite in the case 
of the latter.  
52 As Hamlet observed to Horatio (Hamlet, Act I, Sc. 5): 

“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” 
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enlightened heterodoxies could be unified to make that journey with his visions as a guide 

towards possible worlds. 

 

But there are some rough patches on that road, as befits any such journey in the forest, almost 

all of them can easily be smoothed so that the paving is reasonably comfortable. Of course, it 

will slow down the journey, but the path he - and others he enlists to be co-travellers - chose 

is a rough and thorny one, and it is to be expected that many obstacles would be placed by the 

practitioners of mainstream economics - and some by would be criticisers of orthodoxy (such 

as Colander, 2000 and Colander, et. al., 2008) - as well as those that form natural obstacles, 

independent of human actions or inactions. 

 

In my own journey towards a critique of mainstream economics, predominantly in its 

neoclassical (see below) and mathematical general equilibrium form, I chose a different path 

to realise my own vision of an alternative framework for economics. In several of my writings 

and in all of my teaching I have striven to make explicit the modus operandi of this 

alternative and this is not the place to rehash them. Instead, I wish to point out, in this section, 

some of the infelicities in TL’s visions, as represented in NASOME. I do so with the 

conviction that they are minor distractions to the major alternative visions to mainstream 

orthodoxy TL tries to propagate, and weeding out some of these unnecessary infelicities 

would be the equivalent of smoothing the rough paving on the road towards an enlightened 

end (not, of course, remotely envisaging that an ‘end’ can be given definitively, nor that the 

moving entity can ever be reached)53. 

 

In view of this crucial observation, I think it is best to state my own position as carefully as 

possible. First of all, I do not wish to ‘abandon the category’ neoclassical economics54. My 

                                                 
53 Something like Nirvana in standard, Theraveda Buddhism or Satori in Zen Buddhism. Although an 
‘eightfold path’ to the achievement of the former is usually specified, there is ample scope for 
ambiguity in the interpretation of each of the ‘folds’;; as for the latter, it is more like possible plays in a 
Game of GO! 
54 What, if I abandon ‘the category’, would I do with the claims of a charlatan like Prescott (op. cit, p. 
370; italics added): 
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own characterisation of neoclassical economics - of which Neo Keynesian55, New Classical 

and New Keynesian schools of macroeconomics are special cases - is in terms of the two 

triptychs: Preferences, Endowments & Technology, on the one hand, and Rationality, 

Equilibrium and Optimisation, on the other. I seek to undermine this kind of neoclassical 

economics by developing a mathematical model of Non-Rational, Non-Equilibrium56, Non-

Optimal behaviour under process-based formalisation of Preferences, Endowments and 

Technology. In all this, the models - admittedly mathematical in nature, but not necessarily 

‘deductivist’ in the sense defined by TL - respect the actual data types that a monetary 

production macroeconomy - or even a real macroeconomy - generates. The data types are, of 

course, rational or integer numbers, which is not the case with any kind of economics, 

orthodox or heterodox, as along as the modelling is based on classical real analysis, in 

particular, or classical mathematics, in general57. 

                                                 
“Indeed, some considered the study of macroeconomics fundamentally different and thought 
there was no hope of integrating macroeconomics with the rest of economics, that is, with 
neoclassical economics. “ 

Nor am I certain I would know how to deal with the utterly incomplete Phelpsian claim of the 
existence of only - admittedly in the early 1990s, extending from the late 1960s - Seven Schools of 
Macroeconomic Thought (Phelps, 1990)! The seven he identified were: The Macroeconomics of 
Keynes, The Monetarist Tradition, The New Classical School, The New Keynesian School, Supply-side 
Macroeconomics, Neoclassical and Neo-Neoclassical Real Business Cycle Theory and Non-Monetary 
Theories of Unemployment Fluctuation: The Structuralist School. Significantly, neither the Post 
Keynesian School, nor Lance Taylor’s enlightened version of a Prebisch-ECLA inspired Structuralist 
School of Macroeconomics, nor, indeed any kind of Marxian or Austrian Macroeconomic School 
(especially in view of Phelps’ strong adherence to what he - and Roman Frydman - refer to as 
Imperfect Knowledge Economics (IKE), in recent years), are even granted the generosity of a footnote 
mention! This is one of the reasons why I disagree very strongly with the claims in Colander (2000) 
and Colander et. al (2004) and, indeed, with many of TL’s assertions in NASCOME that ‘it is 
increasingly recognised, even by advocates of mainstream economics’ that it is in a ‘state of disarray.’ 

55 Here, I am referring to the Neoclassical Macroeconomics of the era prior to the Phelps (1970) 
inspired, Lucasian Revolution, best summarised in the works of Hugh Rose (1965, 1969) and the 
growth literature originating in Solow (1956) and Swan (1956) - leading to the Ramsey-Cass-
Koopmans, textbook model of optimal growth theory (Romer, 2012), Of course, this kind of Neo 
Keynesian Economics was independent of what Samuelson called - ‘just to take McCarthy off my 
back’ (see, Clower, 1972) - the Neoclassical Synthesis. 
56 Note: I do not seek to develop Disequilibrium models; a model of NON-Equilibrium Dynamics 
emphasises the transient nature of the path of the economy, mostly macroeconomic in nature, because 
a cardinal assumption in my scheme is the fallacy of composition. 
57 Naturally, every kind of heterodoxy and orthodoxy assumes, when mathematical modelling methods 
are employed by ‘them, classical mathematics and its domain(s) and range(s) of definition, especially 
with regard to the number system ‘they’use (including TL, especially when he defines a function (p. 
14). This is particularly true of Post Keynesian and Neo-Ricardian economist - and, of course, of 
neoclassical, New Keynesian and neoclassical economists. Thus is also why I consider myself neither 
heterodox, nor orthodox, when I lecture or write on economics! To be ‘neither fish, nor fowl’ has its 
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TL, in NASOME, relies very heavily on the constituent elements of Darwinian Natural 

Selection theses. I think almost all of this is somewhat dated - and both Veblen and Marshall 

relied on the pre-Mendelian, pre-MS (Modern Synthesis58) understanding of evolutionary 

theory. I do not think the Veblenian vision of science, endorsed with warmth by TL, in 

NASOME, is any longer a viable alternative. Moreover, the serious criticisms of Natural 

Selection theory, as well as the adaptationist program on which it crucially relies, undermines 

almost the whole of the Darwinian theory of evolution and, thereby, also one fundamental 

basis of the general program enunciated by TL for an alternative vision relying on Social 

Ontology (see, Fodor and Piatelli-Pamerini, 2010 and Gould and Lewontin, 1979). 

 

Moreover, TL, in NASOME (especially on p. 202 and p. 224) invokes ‘the classic examples 

of industrial melanism’ (Pigliucci, 2009, p. 225; italics added). This, too, is seriously 

challenged in current frontier research on the predictive power of short-term observations of 

evolutionary change. Ditto for the quite dated assumption of replicators (p. 225), where they 

are now considered special cases of reproducers (Grisemer, 2000, p. 77 and also Szathmáry, 

2006).  

 

TL invokes Frank Hahn as an authority on one kind of orthodox mathematical economics, 

using eight of his writings; keeping this in mind, I have striven to use less than eight of Frank 

Hahn’s unreliable and mathematically narrow, if not also incompetent, references in showing 

the dangers of making Faustian bargains - indeed, of quoting the devil in support of one’s 

thoughtful and substantial criticisms of mathematical economics. For example, in Hahn 

(1965, p. 130; italics added) he states: 

“It is evident that a proof of the existence of equilibrium which turns crucially on a 
supposition such as A.2 is hardly acceptable. Indeed the role of this assumption is 
simply to enable us to employ a technical trick to ensure that we can use a fixed 
point theorem and one cannot believe that it has any fundamental significance to the 
whole problem.” 

                                                 
rewards - and pains, and  I have, over the past half-a-century, had my share of both imposters! Of 
course, those famously foolish lines of Polonious to his son Laertes (Hamlet, Act. I, Sc. III) are 
constantly in my mind: ‘Neither a borrower, nor a lender be’! 
58 Primarily due to the mathematical and statistical theories of Fisher (1918), Haldane (1932) and 
Sewall Wright (1932). 
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But almost the whole of Arrow-Hahn (1971) - as well as every known mathematical general 

equilibrium paper by Hahn is permeated by this kind of ‘techincal trick’. Moreover, there is 

no evidence in any of his writings quoted by TL in NASOME that Hahn had any idea of the 

varieties of notions of proof, the limitations of the axiomatic method, of the nature of 

(mathematical) logic, nor even of the notion of Simulation. That is why he can make the 

preposterous assertion that he makes in Hahn (1994, p. 258; italics added): 

“My guess is that the age of theorems nay be passing and that of simulation is 
approaching. Of course there will always be logical matters to sort out, and our present  
expertise will not be totally obsolete. But the task we set ourselves after the last war, 
to deduce all that was required from a number of axioms, has almost been completed, 
and while not worthless has only made a small contribution to our understanding.” 

 

In fact, the use of the axiomatic method predates ‘after the last war’. Hahn, like the 

Bourbakists - of which he was not one - did not ever know that the question of ‘to deduce all 

that was required fro a number of axioms’, is undecidable - in fact, neither he, nor the 

Bourbakists had any knowledge of the framework in which questions of decidable and 

undecidable can be posed. 

Even worse, when he states, without the slightest embarrassment, (1981, p.1): 

“The most serious challenge that the existence of money poses to the theorist is this: 
the best developed model of the economy cannot find room for it. The best developed 
model is, of course, the Arrow-Debreu version of a Walrasian general equilibrium.” 

By what criterion if not one kind of mathematical formalism - the kind that TL’s NASOME 

critics mercilessly - is the ‘Arrow-Debreu version of a Walrasian general equilibrium’ the 

‘best developed model of the economy’? And if this mode ‘cannot find room for it’, should 

we not discard it - or enrich it with elements of Social Ontology and its characterising 

elements of social reality (even including TL’s notions of emergence and evolution)? Surely, 

TL’s kind of economics is naturally monetary - as, indeed is the economics of Keynes’ GT59. 

Why should we bother with the ‘Arrow-Debreu version of of a Walrasian general 

equilibrium’?  An answer, of sorts is given in Hahn (1973, p. 3; italics added): 

“I have chosen to start with Arrow-Debreu for the following reasons.  (1) It is precise, 
complete and unambiguous. (2) It has been much maltreated by both friend and foe 
who know it only from hearsay.  (3) In the paradigm it is possible to pinpoint with 

                                                 
59 After all, one of the original titles of the book was The Monetary Theory of Production (Keynes, 
1979, p. 49).  
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great accuracy where a change is required if a change is made in the economic 
circumstances it is asked to illuminate.  (4) Because it so happens that all serious 
work which is now proceeding to recast the equilibrium notion is being undertaken by 
those who have been most active in building the paradigm in the first place and who 
consequently understand it.” 

It is easy to show, using the kind of mathematical logic and mathematics that neither Hahn, 

nor the Bourbakists knew anything about, that item (1) is wrong. Item (3) is false and item (4) 

is meaningless without a precise definition of ‘serious’ - just as ‘best developed’, above’ 

 

And, then, there is his absurd statement in Hahn (1989, p. 895; italics added): 

“Linear Programming, as we all know, is neoclassical economics.” 

This is a nonsensical statement - using the kind of language Hahn was famous for, in 

characterising a variety of heterodox economics and economists. Obviously, Hahn had no 

idea of the changing face of Linear Programming and that it had become a serious part of 

computational complexity theory (see Karp, 1986, pp. 100-101; see also Frenkel1986). 

 

I don’t think TL should invoke Frank Hahn, or Ariel Rubinstein, or Edward Leamer, or 

Milton Friedman, or Gary Becker, or Ronald Coase, or Huw Dixon or Friedrich von Hayek- 

or even David Colander, to buttress his well reasoned, powerful, case against mainstream 

economics, nor to prop up his own brand of economics with an important role for Social 

Ontology.  

Finally, there is the important point, taken up by TL in several places in NASCOME, on 

consistency conditions of equilibrium relations and solving a system of equations. One 

representative observation is the following (p. 126, note 6; italics added): 

“The equilibrium framework typically comprises a number of equations.  ... 
Equilibrium is typically a consistency criterion across (or a solution to) the set of 
equations. Moreover the question posed in such analyses is whether such a 
consistency property or ‘equilibrium’ or ‘solution’ exists as a mathematical feature of 
the equation system; ... .” 

 
This is only partly true and if left unremarked has the danger of finding fault with TL’s vision 

of an economics underpinned by Social Ontology.  
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First of all, ‘the equilibrium framework’, particularly the variant with which people like 

Arrow, Debreu and Hahn work, does not ‘typically comprise equations’. Their kind of 

‘equilibrium framework’ comprises inequalities  (Morgenstern, 1941)- hence the need for 

proof methods in terms of (Hilbert’s) consistency conditions and the use of methods of 

algebraic topology and (non-constructive and uncomputable) fix-point theorems.  

 

Secondly, proof by means of demonstrating - using classic (mathematical) logic and 

transfinite assumptions - consistency criteria is quite different from solving a set of equations. 

 

However, neither of these observations make any difference to the validity of TL’s powerful 

critique of mainstream economics, MDM, MMM, or whatever. Actually, the incompetence of 

mainstream - and some of the heterodox - economists is best exemplified by the absolutely 

silly statement by the resident neoclassical - he ‘confessed’ to being a straight down-the-road 

neoclassical economist - econometrician, in the department of economics at the University of 

Trento. During a departmental seminar given by Dr. Giorgio Gobbi, of the research 

department at the Bank of Italy, a few years ago, this ‘resident econometrician’, with a host of 

publications in so-called reputable, standard, journals, made the following statement: 

“After all, since 30,000 is closer to infinity than 10,000, the estimations using the 
former number of data points must be better than the one using the latter number.” 

 
This is the kind of incompetent mathematical knowledge that underpins education in MDM’s, 

using orthodox, neoclassical, frameworks. It is this incompetence that TL must fear! 

§4. A Master of GO60 
“Courbet’s very existence as a professional painter was a challenge to academics …. . …[His 
subjects] also contained realistic observation, vigorously unidealized, to shock and alarm both 
the Classical and the Romantic factions in the establishment. The grounds of criticism were  

                                                 
60 In The Master of GO (Meijin - 名人, in the original Japanese) translated by Edward G. 
Seidensticker (Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1972), Yasunari Kawabata’s reflections on the way the playing 
of the game, and the aims and behaviour of the players had changed, left a deep impression on me, 
when I first read it (in the original Japanese, almost fifty years ago) (chapter 12): 

“It may be said that the Master was plagued … by modern rationalism, to which fussy rules 
were everything, from which all the grace and elegance of GO as art had disappeared  … . 
Everything had become science and regulation. The road to advancement in rank, which 
controlled the life of a player, had become a meticulous point system.” 

TL strives to maintain the ‘grace and elegance’ of a broadly based economics, while - with tenacity 
and courage - he has flaunted the conforming tendencies promoted by the ‘points system’ in the 
citadel of academic economics. His ‘very existence’ as a professional academic economist is a 
challenge to the academics of the citadel. 
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often formulated coarseness and ugliness of workmanship, but essentially it was matter of 
subject - what was fit to be painted and what was not.” 

John Russell Taylor, 1990, p. 173; italics added. 
When Courbet declared: 

“Realism is democracy in art” 

it is easy to imagine that he was declaring TL’s credo, with the obvious replacement of ‘art’ 
for ‘economics’. However,  it is not the ‘democracy’ of hoi polloi that TL defends, especially 
in the very sinews of NASOME, but that of thought, teaching, research and, not least, ‘the 
road to advancement’ in the citadel of academic economics. 

G. H. Hardy, the quintessential pure mathematician - contrasting with classical applied61 
mathematics or methods of mathematical physics - claimed: 

”There are then two mathematics. There is the real mathematics of the real 
mathematician, and there is what I will call the ‘trivial’ mathematics, for want of 
a better word. … [T]rivial mathematics is, on the whole, useful, and …real 
mathematics is, on the whole, not; …. I have never done anything ‘useful’.”G.H. 
Hardy (1940), p.79 & p.90; italics added. 

 

In Mayberry’s superbly competent review of Bell’s A Primer of Infinite Analysis, a further 

finessing of the practice of the applied mathematician, and the divide between theory and 

measurement-based methods of mathematical physics is beautifully explained (Mayberry, 

200, p. 339; italics added - but see also Henle, 2012): 

“It scarcely needs pointing out that the notion of real number plays a central role in 
our scientific culture. Physics, in particular, rests on this notion, for real numbers are 
what we use to measure the various concrete quantities that arise in physical 
investigations. Our actual measurements of course, employ only rationals - they are 
not infinitely accurate. But in the theories that physicists erect to explain those 
measurements it is the notion of real number that is employed. Indeed, quantities that 
everyone knows cannot be continuous ... - are theoretically assigned continuous 
domains of real numbers to represent their magnitudes. 

 The concept of real number is also central to [standard] mathematics. But the 
[pure] mathematician’s real numbers are much more carefully and exactly specified 
than the physicist’s or the engineer’s.” 

 

                                                 
61 When I took my GCE O-Level exams in old Ceylon, in 1963, three of the eight of my subjects - in 
all of which I obtained so-called ‘distinctions’ - were Pure Mathematics, Advanced Mathematics and 
Physics. Our textbook for the first two subjects was Hardy’s A Course of Pure Mathematics (I still 
possess the tattered copy of that classic, which had accompanied in my travails and travels of the past 
half-a-century). 
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Is it any different in any kind of economics - orthodox or heterodox? Is it not time, even 

before reconstructing an economics with elements of social ontology - perhaps calling it 

Ontological Economics - to enquire about this fundamental, elementary infelicity in using 

unobservable, non-measurable, real numbers62 in theorising about economics but using a 

completely different domain of numbers for measuring? Surely, this leads to an unbridgeable 

chasm between theory and policy (Osborne & Rubinstein, 1994, Rubinstein, 2012)! 

 

On the other hand, why should mathematics evolve synchronously with an ostensible 

evolutionary science (sic!) called economics? Indeed, is there an evolutionary justification for 

the massive growth of mathematical  methods? 

 

I don’t think so. I don’t even think mathematics develops independent of physics (see Ruelle, 

1978, 1988). I am, therefore, not convinced even by Brouwer’s intutionistic constructivism of 

an autonomous mathematics, nor, indeed, of smooth infinitesimal analysis (Bridges & 

Richman, 1987, Steiner, 1998). 

 

Above all, is it really necessary to assume any kind of emergence? Surely, all that one needs 

is a way of generating collective phenomena that respect the fundamental requirement of the 

fallacy of composition (see Noble, 2006, p. 60). 

 

Thus, I come to the conclusion - despite TL’s fascinating and many-splendored world of 

Ontological Economics, that the more fundamental, also more simple, Trojan Horse 

philosophy of undermining neoclassical economics, in all its incarnations - not only 

mathematical-deductive in the sense defined in NASOME - is feasible. I believe that the 

economics of Sraffa and Simon, the mathematics of Turing and Brouwer, the Physics of Dirac 

and Feynman, the algorithmic and subjective probabilities of Kolmogorov and de Finetti and, 

above all, the philosophies of Kant and Marx, provide the building blocks for the construction 

                                                 
62 Perhaps Soros’ intuition - in assuming recursive functions, however incompetently - was a case of 
"Ah, but a man's reach should exceed his grasp -- or what's a heaven for?” (pace Browning!) 



 

34 

of an economic theory of the real world, whatever that may mean. This means a supreme role 

is to be placed in explanation - rather than useless, flawed logic-based as if economics.  

 

As for measurement in theory versus measurement in practice, there is no better guide that 

Sraffa’s comments to Hicks at the Corfu conference on Capital Theory (Sraffa, 1961). This 

way one can return to the classical political economy tradition of Petty! Surely, this must be 

the aims of an Ontological Economics?  

 

It is apposite, therefore, that I end with Alan Baker’s excellent observation (Baker, 2009, p. 

139; bold italics. added): 

“A conspicuous difference between ‘traditional’ philosophy of science and 
‘traditional’ philosophy of mathematics concerns the relative importance of the 
notion of explanation. Explanation has long featured centrally in debates in the 
philosophy of science, for at least two reasons. Firstly, explanation has been viewed 
as playing an important role in the methodology of science, due principally to the 
inductive character of scientific method. ... Secondly, explanatory considerations 
have been an important feature of philosophical debates over scientific realism and 
anti- realism. This has led to a focus on inference to the best explanation and the 
conditions under which this mode of inference can underpin robust ontological 
conclusions.  

By contrast, philosophical analysis of explanation in mathematics has .... been 
scattered and peripheral to the main debates in the philosophy of mathematics. This 
is partly a result of the traditional philosophical emphasis on the centrality of proof 
in mathematics, combined with the unstated assumption that issues of explanation 
are irrelevant to the regimentation and evaluation of purely deductive arguments. 

 

Of course, ‘inference to the best explanation’, is abduction; dethroning the ‘centrality of 

proof’ - at least the centrality of the notion of proof as consistency - means also the end of the 

dominance of mathematical deductivism. Perhaps this also implies the end of the axiomatic 

method and a reversal of the Gödelian method of replacing truth by provability. This almost 

automatically re-thrones ambiguity as a central concept in economics. This, too, surely, must 

be a welcome way to nail the coffin that contains the body of mainstream economics.  
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