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The core tenet of this long paper is that economics has been driven more by ideology than by scientific method. Examples of ideology, according to the Author, are the Left (socialism), the Right (neo-liberalism), and Scientism (an exaggerate faith in the use of mathematics, in the role of established journals and academic organisation). 

Against ideology there is science, that is (I turn in positive the negative definition given by the Author), a field of inquiry where there is an agreement about criteria to establishing factual truth. Economics and other social sciences are said to be immature fields, because there is no agreement on criteria within the professional community of researchers.

Hillinger offers initially two examples: the relationship between Arrow’s work on social choice and the Cold War climate at the RAND Corporation; the obsession of contemporary econometricians with statistical inference and testing. Then the paper goes on with a mix of personal experiences in specific fields and of comments on some recent books that seem to support the pessimistic view about the role of social ‘sciences’. And the examples of ideological bias in economics multiply in the rest of the paper, see below.

The paper makes difficult reading for anybody who specializes in a narrow topic, because it ranges –based on the author research record- from macroeconomic fluctuations to measurement (theory of index numbers,  consumer surplus), and to voting theory.

I would suggest readers that feel to be lost within the arguments, to look at Hillinger’s personal webpage  (available at: http://www.lrz-muenchen.de/~u5152ab/webserver/webdata/hillinger.htm) where the key experiences and references are presented in a concise form.

I am not sure that it is actually possible or helpful to comment in a short note on each of the controversial issues raised by Hillinger. Just a few examples: is investment (inventory, equipment, construction) cycle a better explanation for business cycles than competing theories? Are small -scale econometric models better than large multi-equation models? Is there anything better than aggregation based on the representative consumer preferences to build an index number? Is the standard definition of consumer surplus fundamentally flawed? Is there a better system than plurality voting in a democratic context? Is cardinal utility a better axiomatic foundation than preference orderings for social choice? Is the ‘economic man’ hypothesis consistent with altruism (observed or prescribed as a value)? Do ideas on society have an influence on society? 

Many of these questions, and the answers by the authors, are presented as a blend of memories from a long and distinguished career, and from the Author’s reading and interpretation of classic books and of some recent essays. 

I enjoyed reading this paper, and I am sympathetic with many of the things Hillinger has to say ‘against the mainstream’. I would recommend reading it to some of my PhD students or to some of my more mature colleagues, but I doubt that many readers will actually grasp the nature of the problems discussed here. One reason is the presentation: too many things, and on too many issues, for anybody who does not have the kind of generalist education in economics or in social sciences that is so uncommon now. The Author rightly points out that History of Economic Thought is no more a standard subject, thus who has really read at least some chapters of Smith, Petty, Ricardo, Marx, Keynes among the younger generation? And who is able to establish a relationship of early ideas with those of Arrow, Buchanan, Friedman, Harsanyi, Heckman, and so on in alphabetical order until Zellner?  And being History of Economic Ideas now just a special topic, few in that area would be interested to follow Hillinger in this tour around economics over two centuries, the last fifty years associated with his own work . 

The second problem with this paper is not its perhaps too demanding presentation strategy, but it is the fact that -in a sense- it does not keep the initial promise to answer the question on the role of ideology in economics. It is clearly successful in giving good, and often convincing, examples, that some ideological bias has given a bent (often neo-liberal) to a lot of academic research. Again, I agree, and I would be happy to contribute with other ten or twenty examples. My preferred one is the story of the Two Fundamental Theorems of Welfare Economics, presented in textbooks (and not just there) as supporting the optimality of competition, while clearly they cannot support competition more than socialism, as Stiglitz ( “Whither Socialism?” , MIT Press, 1994) and others have discussed in a very convincing way. Another of my own preferred example is Pareto optimality: an idea that Pareto dismissed as futile as a social choice criterion in his own Traité de Sociologie Général ( Lausanne, Payot 1917-1919) . My third, more empirical, example, in a field where I have some personal experience, is the empirical research on privatization. This is a topic where very strong assumptions, based on prior beliefs (public firms must be ‘inefficient’) have been followed  by a flood of empirical analysis of the ‘before’-‘after’ form, usually just some years ‘before’ and some year ‘after . Not surprisingly, data ‘show’ that post-privatization firm efficiency (often crudely defined) increases: a result that, however, given some technical progress and increasing demand, applies as well to post-nationalization in the 50’s and 60’s in most Western European countries, see Robert Millward: ‘Private and Public Enterprise in Europe: Energy, telecommunications and transport c.1830-1990’, Cambridge University Press, 2005). Thus the wrong assumption leads to misguided empirical analysis, that in turns plays the ancillary role to reinforcing the assumption. 

One can go on at length with further examples. The core question, however, is not asked by adding examples after examples. The question was: is it possible to identify a path for economics to evolve along the same methodological lines of the natural sciences? 

In the end section ( Section 13) of the paper , Hillinger concludes that in fact there is now a detached attitude with ideologies, and this is the consequence of bitter disillusionment with them:This however will not open the way to a more science-based research atmosphere in social sciences, but possibly will end in conformism, and in deep crisis of democracy. 

This conclusion by the Author shows that in a sense ideologies are needed to build a lively and open discussion in social sciences, and economics without some ideology is probably void of interest. I would rather stand with Myrdal (‘Objectivity in social research’, Pantheon, New York, 1963): you cannot build value-free social sciences, but you can be explicit about the values you adopt as a benchmark when, for example you discuss the welfare impact of a policy reform.  

Moreover, I am not so sure that the criterion for true scientific progress adopted by Hillinger would survive a close scrutiny in many fields of natural sciences. Just to give a well-known example, Einstein was never convinced of the epistemological (truth?) status of the use of probability approaches (a special type of it, by the way) in quantum physics, just because he had deep beliefs (ideological, if you want) on causality and on the ‘God’ of nature. Now superstring theory (or competing related theories), widely seen by many (most theorists) as the most promising avenue to solve the problems that troubled Einstein and others, is considered as a mathematical ten-dimension monster by other respected scientists. Biology offers a lot of other examples that prior beliefs ( Kuhn’s ‘paradigms’) do influence or hinder research in depth. 

The problem, I would suggest, is not having a value-free atmosphere in economics, but having something as ‘level playing field’.  Having said this, the ultimate question is: who is the umpire in this game? Do we actually have cumulative knowledge in economics, as without any doubt we do have in natural sciences? 

Somebody would answer that a research question is settled by the academic journals through their editorial process. The editors and the referees are the umpires of the game. I would feel uncomfortable with this answer, more or less for the same reasons discussed by Hillinger. Those umpires have often too strong prior beliefs and in a deep sense are conservative and hesitant when faced with papers that challenge the mainstream. This is however not an intrinsic problem of economics as a science, but a problem of academic economics.

My test about the progress in economics as a science would be posing questions in the form: are we now abler to advise governments on how to avoid slumps than economists were in the 20s? Are we more confident in the measurement of GDP (or inflation, or consumer welfare) than we were in the ‘50s? Do we know what to do under hyper-inflation better than what was done in the Weimer Republic? Can we now better understand the origins of famine and poverty? Under this angle, I have mixed feelings, but I am probably less pessimistic than Claude Hillinger. There is some progress around. Economists have being learning something from experience, even if occasionally their memory is fading. 

I do not think that the problem with economics or social sciences is mainly epistemic, and that ideology is blocking any advancement. There is of course a lot in social sciences that is more difficult to test than in natural sciences, but this is a matter of complexity, not of a fundamental divide. What I suspect is that we currently have a problem of unbalance of power in the academic research community, with many brilliant economists trained in some top US universities who tend to see the world as if the US were the Market Eden, and what is done elsewhere (e.g., a National Health Service or public infrastructure) as the Socialism Hell. This is basically a political and financial problem of academic research, that may tend to become a closed shop. The issue should be addressed for example by supra-national funding of top research institutions in the EU, in Asia, in Latin America, in Africa, in order to have a more balanced mix of traditions and perspectives in social sciences, as compared with what we have today. In some EU countries there are promising, but still too timid, moves to create new high-level academic institutions, merging old ones, in order to better compete with the US.   After all, the Rand Corporation story that Hillinger mentions, cannot be cured suppressing those sources of funds, but offering alternatives, with true freedom of research and competing ideas. A battle that since three centuries natural scientists are fighting every day, perhaps after Galileo Galilei discovered how bad for research is having just one Pope (or a group of Cardinals, all believing in the same orthodoxy, with minor nuances). 

