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Abstract:  Davis (2006) claims that the dominance of neoclassical economics is being supplanted, giving way to pluralism, and that, as in the past, a future convergence of the now emerging programs should be expected. We argue that Davis’ analysis is persuasive and thought-provoking, but that more attention should be given (i) to the impact of economic events upon economic ideas and theories and (ii) to arguments for pluralism as a desirable permanent state.
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Is the dominance of neoclassical economics being supplanted, giving way to pluralism in the field? In this paper John B. Davis makes a case for a positive answer to this question. Davis asks further: should we expect a future convergence that may include heterodox themes and approaches upon a new dominant research program?
The argument, in a nutshell, runs as follows: (a) the direction of causation for change in economics is from research to instruction, a prominent role in this sequence being performed by new waves of doctoral research; (b) even if neoclassicism is still hegemonic in instruction and to a similar extent in research, there is a “research frontier” of the field that is rapidly changing since the1980s. A growing number of researchers invest in new areas which share little in common with each other and with neoclassical economics: game theory, experimental economics, evolutionary economics, behavioural economics, neuroeconomics, and non-linear complexity; (c) the newly emerging research fields are importing to economics content from several outside fields – mathematics, experimental psychology, biology, computer science and complexity theory. The foundational commitments of the new programs are therefore different from those of neoclassical economics and very diverse in origin and content; (d) reflexive practices of self-appraisal in economics tend to regain importance in periods of pluralism. That contributors to the emerging programs mobilise history and methodology arguments to justify their specific approaches and their departures from neoclassicism is evidence of a new interest in history and methodology (although not necessarily at a professional level) signalling a pluralistic shift. 

An additional “cycle hypothesis of alternating unity and plurality in the history of economics” (including both divergence and convergence stages), which the author finds plausible, is proposed suggesting that beyond the coming pluralistic phase we should expect a future convergence of the now emerging programs. New doctoral research combining game theory with experimental economics, very popular at present, would signal such a trend. In this process of convergence, evolutionary and institutional themes dear to heterodox economists could become part of a unified mainstream. 
Davis’s account of the turn towards pluralism in economics is suggestive and persuasive. His discussion as a whole offers abundant food for thought and debate. In the following we highlight two issues: (a) the importance of economic history for understanding the internal dynamics of Economics as a field; (b) the implications of the “cycle hypothesis” for the prospects of pluralism in economics.

Can we understand the evolution of economics disregarding the evolution of the economy?

A salient feature of Davis’ analysis in this paper is that he abstracts from historical events and their possible importance as triggers of surprise and critical reflection, leading to changes of orientation in theory. In fact, due to their social import, economic theories cannot escape an assessment made from the perspective of the social consequences of the public policies which are designed upon their presuppositions and conclusions. When unexpected and undesired events take place and when a causal nexus is established between consequences, policies and the knowledge backing those polices, the suspect theories cannot evade criticism. Criticism may lead to reconstruction. It is easy to signal in the past instances of crucial events in economic history which have indeed triggered theoretical ‘revolutions’. The 1929 crisis and the following ‘Keynesian revolution’ is only the most salient case. The first point we find worth discussing in Davis’ historical account of recent economics has to do with its possible incompleteness. Davis account considers only the dynamics of the discipline never taking on board the impact of economic events upon economic ideas and theories. 

Pluralism: why and how?

The “cycle hypothesis” seems to favor a view of pluralism in economics as an abnormal and transient episode in between periods of unity. In a paper published in 2007 (“The turn in recent economics and return to orthodoxy”, Cambridge Journal of Economics, 32, 349-366), Davis further articulates the cycle hypothesis. There, Davis states that his “prescription for economics is that it ought to become more pluralistic and remain so” (p. 350). His emphasis, however, goes to what he considers a descriptive, historical account of the dynamics of the discipline. In this respect, he finds that the prospects for a permanent pluralism are dim. The most compelling reason given by Davis for the prevalence of unity over pluralism is that “pluralism generates doubts about economics’ standing as a science, whereas dominant approaches tend to reduce these doubts” (ibid, p. 353). 

However, there are strong arguments for pluralism as a desirable state. In addition to ethical concerns, these arguments follow from both ontological and epistemological considerations. These have to do with (i) the open nature of economic reality and the corresponding need for open theoretical systems and (ii) the unavoidable partiality of all knowledge in consequence of, among other things, cognitive limitations, diverse interests and imaginative visions regarding the future. 
One might consider the issue from a perspective that tries to transcend the dichotomy ought/is that seems to underlie Davis’ argument. What conditions would have to obtain so that pluralism could prevail over the dominance of a single approach? In Davis’ analysis the fate of pluralism is dictated by the view of science common in economics and perceived by most economists as being dominant in the scientific community. This is the view according to which only a unified field qualifies as science. However, if this prevalent view were different – a more ‘fallibilist’ one – the pressure towards convergence might be alleviated and pluralism somehow legitimized. Aligning the prescription of pluralism with the forecast of a future prevalence of pluralism would thus require a recasting of the established view of science among economists. Is such a recasting impossible to achieve? The truth is that this dominant view of science has been changing and it might change even more. Economic methodologists can give an important contribution to advance a more balanced, fallibilist, conception of scientific knowledge favorable to pluralism.       
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