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Abstract: Lawson presents a compelling philosophical case to explain what heterodox economics is and moves well beyond superficial depictions of what it is not. Heterodox schools of thought are distinguished collectively from the mainstream and individually from each other.
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More often than not, heterodox economics is defined as a collection of separate schools of thought or [to use Lawson’s phrase] traditions such as Marxism, institutionalism, post-Keynesianism, evolutionary economics, feminist and green economics, and more.  The approach that Lawson takes in this article is not so superficial. In seeking to explain the nature of heterodox economics, his approach is far more akin to ‘peeling away the layers of an onion’ as he presents four theses to distinguish heterodox traditions “collectively from the mainstream and individually from each other” (2006: 502). 

Lawson’s four contentions, which draw upon his ‘critical realism’ project (e.g. Lawson 1997, 2003), can be summarised as:

1. The nature of mainstream economics, which heterodox traditions oppose, is set by its ‘orientation to method’ not substantive results or basic units of analysis.
2. The mainstream’s dominant methodology – mathematical-deductive reasoning – is not appropriate for dealing with reality.
3. Heterodox opposition to the mainstream is fundamentally ontological because it has a different world view although this is not generally recognised.

4. The individual heterodox traditions are distinguishable from each other by their ‘substantive concerns, emphases and orientations’ not findings or methodological principles.
The article progressively steps through Lawson’s cogent reasoning to support each of these contentions.

At the first ‘peel’, Lawson seeks to establish if heterodox traditions share any common traits or causal conditions other than all being ‘projects of academic economics’. He deems three features to be common to each of the various traditions, namely:

· ‘a set of recurring fairly abstract tradition-specific themes and emphases’;

· a vast number of attempts to theorise around these ‘themes’ and present the outcomes as the tradition’s alternative to those of the mainstream in terms of theory or policy positions, basic units of analysis or principles of methodology; and
· the only common ground within each tradition is opposition to the mainstream orthodoxy.
But it is the latter feature for which Lawson considers there is an apparent universal agreement: all heterodox traditions oppose mainstream economics. Thus – and this is where [for this reviewer] the cleverness of Lawson’s philosophical approach starts to really shine through -  there seems to be pretty general agreement about what heterodox economics is not but not what it is. 
At this point, Lawson ponders that such an explicit, widespread and sustained opposition to mainstream economics requires an understanding of “the nature of that to which the heterodox traditions stand opposed ... if we are to progress in our quest” (2006: 486, emphasis added) to determine the nature of heterodoxy. This leads us to his second ‘peel’. 

Two prominent conceptualisations of mainstream (orthodox) economics are put forward [a little like proverbial straw people given Lawson’s statement at the outset that neither, in his view, is sustainable]. The first conceptualisation is that of an apologist for capitalism, an ideologue of the status quo which he persuasively dismisses.
... most economists who accept the individualistic and rationalistic framework do not actually concern themselves with questions of equilibrium at all or, more generally, do not focus on the workings of the economic system as a whole. Most such economists, rather, concern themselves with highly specific or partial analyses of some restricted sectors or forms of behaviour. Moreover, to the extent that it is meaningful for the various results or theorems of these economists to be considered as a whole ... they are mostly wildly inconsistent with each other (2006: 487). 
The second conceptualisation of mainstream economics discussed is that of a commitment to individualism tied to the maxim that all individuals’ behaviour is rational (optimising). Lawson demolishes this conception by invoking the example of game theory’s non-universal need for the rationality assumption along with statements from the mainstream theorist Alan Kirman of the need to consider ‘group collective coherent behaviour’. 

Having established that the assumptions of rationality and individualism do not define the mainstream position, along with its questionable abilities as an ideological defender, Lawson does not abandon his pursuit of its ‘essential distinguishing feature’.  Citing amongst others those mainstream icons of Ronald Coase, Wassily Leontief and Milton Friedman, Lawson posits that the mainstream’s only enduring, largely unquestioned, essential core feature is its ‘mathematising inclination’.  “Mainstream economists everywhere adopt, and indeed insist upon”, (2008: 489) the formalistic-deductive framework. Moreover, the mathematical framework 
... is considered so essential that worries about its usefulness, or dispensability ... tend to be summarily dismissed rather than seriously addressed. It is because mathematisation is understood as being so obviously desirable, indeed, that the project is rarely defined in such terms (ibid).

This methodological fetish of mainstream economics, Lawson goes on to argue, has withstood all its ‘theoretical fads and fashions’ over the last 50 years or so. 
Two ‘peels’ and we have reached Lawson’s first thesis: the mainstream is not characterised by substantive results (defending capitalism) or units of analysis (rational individuals) but method. It is characterised by an insistence that only mathematical-deductive reasoning be used to analyse economic phenomena.
If method fetishism distinguishes mainstream economics, what does this mean for heterodox economics?  Lawson reasons that heterodoxy’s seemingly implacable opposition to the mainstream means an opposition to monist methodology, to the notion of only one method - mathematical-deductivism – being always and universally appropriate to explain economic occurrences. But why has this opposition by heterodox economics been so sustained and enduring?  An answer to this question is considered by Lawson essential to uncovering the nature of heterodoxy. Thus he proceeds to the next ‘peel’.
The first rationale posed for heterodoxy’s unremitting long-term opposition is that the mainstream’s method is not up to the job, a conclusion Lawson explains has been drawn not only by heterodox economists but also by mainstream luminaries such as Rubenstein, Leamer, Coase and Leontief.  But why is the mainstream’s method deficient? Here comes Lawson’s second thesis: mainstream economics’ disposition to mathematical-deductivism cannot deal with the nature of reality. This is the point at which Lawson may lose [has lost?] many readers as we start to move into a discussion about ontology i.e. the philosophical study of the nature of reality. Let me simplify things for those who may feel a bit too overwhelmed to tackle the Lawson logic [with apologies to those are more philosophically inclined]. 
Lawson argues that
... any method of analysis carries with it certain ontological preconceptions ... All methods of analysis are appropriate to some sorts of material but not others. This is as true of mathematical models as others ... the poor showing of much of modern economics is that mathematical methods are being imposed in situations for which they are largely inappropriate (2006: 493).

That is, each method of analysis is underpinned by preconceived ideas about the nature of reality. The preconceived ideas about reality underpinning mathematical models do not accord with the real-world situations to which they are being applied. 

This means that the logic of Lawson’s position [so far] goes something like this:

· Heterodox traditions oppose mainstream economics, 

· That opposition is grounded in the mainstream’s fetish for mathematical methods, and
· Mathematical methods have a view of reality which is inconsistent with the real-world situations for which they are used by mainstream economics.

Therefore, his third thesis naturally follows: the nature of heterodoxy’s opposition to mainstream economics is ontological [because opposition to mathematical methods means opposition to that analytical method’s view of reality and issues about the nature of reality are issues of ontology].
 

The view of reality presupposed by the mainstream’s method of mathematical-deductivism is, according to Lawson, denoted by ubiquitous closed systems, ones in which event regularities occur and events have casual sequence. These closed systems, in turn, presuppose formulations in terms of isolated atoms e.g. under the conditions of x, y will always follow. Acknowledging a similar recognition by Keynes, Lawson sums up the world-view of mathematical methods [and thus of the mainstream] as ‘sets of isolated atoms’ which he concludes is likely to be rather rare given his theory of social ontology [reality] ‘defended elsewhere’ (Lawson 1997, 2003). 
The article, at this point, sketches the Lawson theory of reality which he doubts is ‘especially contentious’ if reflected upon. For this reviewer, the detail strays a bit from what seems necessary to achieve the article’s objective. Lawson would undoubtedly disagree. The more salient point is thus: Lawson considers that his alternative ontology (view of reality) can be found implicitly in the preconceptions of the various heterodox traditions.
Lawson posits that the emphases dominating the heterodox traditions – such as uncertainty, evolutionary change, caring, interdependence etc – are expressions of a reality diametrically opposed to that presupposed by the mainstream’s mathematical-deductivist method which is composed of isolated atoms. These heterodox emphases presuppose ‘an underlying ontology of openness, process and internal-relationality’ which, you guessed it, is pretty similar to that ‘defended elsewhere’ by Lawson.

Having distinguished the heterodox traditions ‘as a coherent collective project’ from the mainstream, the final question which Lawson tackles is if there is a point of distinction between heterodox traditions ‘at a more substantive level than ontology’. Recalling the diversity of theory or policy positions, basic units of analysis and principles of methodology across the heterodox traditions he identified at the first ‘peel’, Lawson sets out his fourth and final thesis: heterodox traditions are distinguishable from each other by their concerns, emphases, and questions asked not by answers or methodological principles. 
Lawson reasons that each heterodox tradition ‘approaches’ the same totality, a view of all phenomena being open, structured, dynamic due to transformation, and ’highly internally related due to social relations’. Moreover, each tradition has tended to focus on particular features of social reality which are regarded as fundamental or significant but nevertheless creating a clear vista of differing emphases. Picking up his conception of economics from Reorienting Economics (Lawson 2003), Lawson goes on to argue that this social reality is not unique to heterodox traditions but is the same for all disciplines which ‘study social life’ notwithstanding that the mainstream has implicitly defined the economics discipline in terms of method. Thus economics, Lawson implores, is not a separate science and should be viewed as ‘a division of labour within a single social science’, a program of social research, and all heterodox traditions should be seen as divisions of labour within economics, as topics of research. Keynesianism, institutionalism, the Austrians, feminist economics are presented as a powerful examples of research programs with clearly distinguishable emphases and concerns. 

Lawson’s argument can be distilled to two core points:  ontology (views of reality) account for the differences between heterodox and mainstream economics; and, different emphases, concerns and questions (not answers or methodologies) distinguish the heterodox traditions from each other. This, according to Lawson, is the nature of heterodox economics.
Setting aside the annoyance of some minor typographical errors, and some superfluous sub-headings, this article does showcase the cleverness of Lawson’s philosophical approach although some may find it a bit esoteric. Few tread the ontological and epistemological paths that Lawson has been navigating for some time. Personally, I am happy to cede this domain to others but I relish the way Lawson unveils the logic of his argument.
Lawson draws on the words of the mainstream to powerfully demonstrate the fallacies and weaknesses of their position. He also explicitly acknowledges criticisms of the mainstream made by their own protagonists. Third, he is quick to give credit for the originality of points although it is definitely Lawson’s own embroidery which elaborately stitches the points. All these aspects enhance Lawson’s argument.
This article should be of interest to all heterodox economists irrespective of their tradition. Lawson’s compelling logic presents a clear case for what heterodox economics is and provides flesh to the bones of heterodoxy’s common opposition to the mainstream. It also dispels any misguided notion of heterodox economic traditions being intellectually subordinate to mainstream economics. Moreover, this article should stimulate an interest in reading more generally about the debate for pluralism in economics and the ‘unhealthy condition’ of the mainstream. For those more philosophically inclined, it may well stimulate some ventures into critical realism. 
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� The kicker to Lawson’s third thesis is his claim that heterodox opposition would be far more effective if the ontological nature of that opposition, by the various traditions, is explicitly recognised and made clear. This is contestable but more appropriately discussed at another time and place.


� Dow (2004) questions this notion of heterodox schools sharing a common ‘open-systems’ ontology to which Lawson does not respond in this article but has elsewhere (Lawson 2004).
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