Dear Bill:
Your comment is somewhat ambiguous. At the outset you claim that the scientific method is applicable everywhere – from economics to astrology – but you don’t say how and in the rest of your comment you seem to rather identify the scientific method with the discovery of exact relationships of the kind you find in physics and chemistry. The views you express there are rather common and in my view unreflected. I am glad to have the opportunity to discuss these views in the present forum. To the extent that I may be attacking a straw man as far as your own views are concerned, I apologize in advance.

My reply has two parts: In the first (Part A) I discuss the validity of your argument. In the second part (B) I ask what implications those who hold this view might reasonable be expected to draw.
Part A. Is science limited to the study of exact relationships that cannot be found in relation to human action?

Let me first summarize our respective positions: We seem to agree that economics is in an inferior position, dominated by ideology rather than science. I claim that this is due to ideological influences resulting in a cavalier attitude towards facts and general intellectual sloppiness. You feel that it is the intractable nature of the subject and the resulting need to fill the void resulting from the lack of science with ideology.
The idea that serious science is limited to the determination exact quantitative relations does not survive scrutiny. Take meteorology: Here the uncertainty both in short-term weather forecasting and in long-range climate forecasting are so great that it gave birth to mathematical chaos theory. The difficulties just spur the scientists to greater efforts at getting relevant data. For this, they send balloons into the stratosphere and and bore kilometers deep into the arctic ice. For such efforts economists have neither the funding nor the interest.

Take evolutionary biology: It is unquestionably scientific, jet it makes not predictions of any kind. This is also a good p lace to look at the role of ideology. Evolution still has many mysteries, but that does not tempt scientist to fill the gaps with ideology. The ideologists are the religious fundamentalists. primarily in the US, but unfortunately also spreading to Europe, who try to fore schools, via political pressure, to teach creationism as being an alternative of equal scientific standing. None of us is immune against error, but the honest man tries to free himself from it instead of imposing dogmas on others.
B. What if economics cannot be scientific.

This is a big topic that I can only touch upon here. The ideology of scientism, that regards science, or the pretense thereof, as the only knowledge that counts, was unfortunately propounded by scientists themselves in the formative period when they were in conflict with religious and other authorities. But, there is common sense, the foundation of all else, and honest scholarship that advances knowledge without claiming the high ground of ‘science’.
Those who deny that economics can be a science along the lines of physics have mostly been silent as to what positive achievements, if any, it is capable of. Nor, has any convincing alternative been put forward.

It seems to me that those who believe that economics cannot produce reliable knowledge and must instead partake in the propagation of ideology would do a genuine service to society if they would turn to teaching high school mathematics instead of economics.
