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1. Introduction 

The logical faults of mainstream economics have been repeatedly proved (take for instance the Two 
Cambridges Controversy, or Lawson, 1998, 2003, Sraffa, 1979, or recently Barzilai, 2013) without ever 
succeeding in dislodging it from its dominance. Nonetheless, most critical practitioners keep working at 
proving the mainstream wrong instead of developing alternative frameworks. Even the Marxists feel bound 
to that duty, and keep producing their own criticisms by means (above all) of documenting the disasters the 
mainstream supposedly brings about. 
 The first problem with this state of things is that mainstream economic theory and “capitalism as we 
know it”1 are conflated together. The huge difference between the rarefied purity of mainstream economic 
theory and the disaster-ridden face of reality is erased, and the mainstream becomes simultaneously the cause 
of catastrophes when these come, and also, inevitably, the saviour when they are solved. For a telling 
instance, “markets” and their unbridled competition  - i.e., two non-existing entities in capitalism as we know 
it – are continuously blamed for economic evils they cannot possibly have brought about. 
 The second problem is that the time and effort economists and philosophers could dedicate to the 
construction of alternative frameworks is instead devoted to the struggle against the mainstream. This last 
must necessarily take place on grounds that are those of the mainstream itself. As a consequence, economic 
thinking is compelled to remain within the methodological and philosophical framework that is behind the 
mainstream. This is the concern of the present paper. 
 The fact that economic thought is trapped within the methodological framework that is behind the 
mainstream is not only complex. Also, it presents us with a number of wider consequences that are very 
instructive, and must be faced if we want to progress in an alternative direction. We shall show in the first 
place the perfect lack of radical force of the alternatives to the mainstream, both heterodox and Marxist. We 
will then consider the intrinsic intolerance that this lack of radicalism implies, towards novelty in economics 
and indeed in all other fields. As a consequence, there is an incommunicability between radically alternative 
theories and the mainstream which helps keep non-radically critical theories. 
 Such difficulties make enfranchising ourselves from mainstream thinking even more complicated. 
Academia for instance is built on the above mentioned common ground between adherence and opposition to 
the mainstream, and is not receptive, for lack of appropriate theoretical elaboration, to radical alternatives 
that present themselves as “other” to both the mainstream and its critics. Such shortcoming adds powerfully 
to the intrinsic intolerance of economic thought to radical alternatives introduced above. 

The next section proposes a definition of “otherness” and discusses its profound difference with 
diversity and contradiction. Section 3 shows the intrinsic moderation and intolerance common to all 
criticisms that operate on the same grounds as mainstream economics. Section 4 discusses the obstacles to 
the possibility of ever seeing radical alternatives affirm themselves in capitalism as we know it. The 
conclusions summarize this sad situation, whose solution only can come by means of a mighty effort of will 
in the direction of true open-mindedness. 
 

2. Otherness and Diversity 
We can best conceptualize otherness and diversity for our purposes by referring to the discussion started by 
Marx concerning the dialectical character of capitalism and of its economic relationships2, which has been 
followed to our days by a keen diatribe especially, but not exclusively, among the philosophers. We shall 
accept here that to Marx capitalism is dialectical (Micocci, 2002, 2008/2010)3, and therefore its economic 
and cultural relationships are (Micocci, 2008/2010, in preparation) a metaphysics characterized by a 
“moderate” (Micocci, 2012a) intellectual logic (of which more in due course). 
 Objects and concepts in capitalism interact by means of dialectical contradictions whose solution 
does not, unlike when we are in the presence of real oppositions, imply the definitive elimination of one of 
the two sides of the relationship. The product of the interaction instead contains both determinations which 

                                                
1 I.e., actual present-day capitalism rather than its theoretical and idealized forms as analyzed for instance by Adam 
Smith and Karl Marx. See Micocci (2002, 2008/2010, 2012a). 
2 We leave out of the present paper all discussions of the consequences on Marxist theory of this momentous issue. 
3 This might at first sight be identified as a perfectly orthodox Marxist move. The very opposite is true in terms of its 
consequences. See Micocci (2008/2010). 



 2

have intervened in its development as a contradiction (take for a funny instance tall and short, in Rosenthal’s, 
1998, enlightening example). Nothing is truly eliminated. What goes for good in fact is what has no part in 
such relationships, what is neither active nor passive (in Hegel’s terminology) because it is not congruous 
(e.g., historically) with what is being interacted: Hegel’s famous “butcher’s desk of history”. See Micocci 
(2012a). 
 In such an environment there can be no breaks, no “ruptures with disappearance” (Micocci, 
2008/2010). A surprising outcome (for the Marxists above all) is that perfect competition becomes 
impossible, for no elimination of the inefficient firm is allowed. This squares with what we see in empirical 
reality, in which no perfect market has ever been sighted. From the above follows, obviously, that to the 
chagrin of many scholars critical of the mainstream (those who collapse together theory and empirical 
reality, who are many more than it would seem possible by the enormity of their mistake. See Micocci, 
2008/2010, 2012a) market competition cannot be blamed for the cruelty of capitalist relationships (Micocci, 
in preparation). 
 This last is not, however, our main problem here. Our concern is rather with the general intellectual 
consequences of the capitalist dialectical metaphysics first, and their methodological consequences second. It 
is clear that if only dialectical relationships are conceived, only those modes of interaction are allowed that 
are dialectical, i.e., moderate (Micocci, 2012a). Real oppositions appear as truly irremediable disasters, not 
only unlikely to come but also something that must be kept away and from which institutionalized society 
must be isolated. 
 Relationships that are not amenable to dialectical composition cannot and are not contemplated: this 
constitutes perfect intolerance. Some typical capitalist relationships (the disappearance of inefficient firms or 
products, the atheism – belief or fascist – liberal alternatives, the capitalist – workers relationship, to mention 
a few significant ones) are as a consequence either ruled out and refused (more often, not acknowledged), or 
reduced to dialectical contradictions, or both. The combination of these actions takes place all the time in 
capitalism as we know it. The result is the open intolerance of all radical (real opposition-like) relationships 
and ideas, due to the diffused incapacity to discuss in terms other than dialectical. Such intellectual limitation 
is sublimated into a morally worthy behaviour, and the continuous and often inappropriate mediations 
ensuing4, which constitute capitalist life itself, are wrongly hailed as the practice of toleration. 
 In such an environment there is simply no room for creativity and novelty. Only an iterative set of re-
combinations (in different guises and with a different relative preponderance of the determinations involved) 
of the known and acceptable items is allowed to intellectually and practically rule the place. All that can be 
done is alter the relative preponderance of each item (which depends, broadly speaking, on the fashion of the 
times), and/or alter the relative preponderance of each determination in each item itself. 
 An instance of the former kind is the hopeless struggle that is being waged against the mainstream 
economic approach. An instance of the latter could be the minor squabbles which make up the endless 
discussions within and without the mainstream. The main features of both is their dialectical fashion, i.e., a 
moderate way which seems to always allow for a compromise5, and hence gives the illusion of being a 
tolerant approach (while, as said, it is intolerant by definition of non-dialectical, i.e., radical, possibilities). 
The debate only can take place on one ground, the one that is collectively – often, unfortunately, 
unanimously – recognized to be the correct one. 
 The perception of novelty is therefore completely perverted: by new and original is meant anything 
fresh that claims to be discussing something less frequent among the known items. A typical manifestation of 
this absurdity can be found on the back cover of books: lavish praise is usually shovelled on the text by 
means of using always the same terms. Some are very telling, e.g., “timely” and “tour de force”. Together 
they indicate that the author has hit the right spot at the right time with the right apparatus, i.e., that he/she 
has done a perfectly useless operation by writing something entirely predictable. To make knowledge 
progress we would need, instead, untimely authors using unheard of apparatuses to produce hitherto  
unknown ideas. 
 A  “new” work should be “other” than anything known, and not “different” (whether in moderate 
polemic or as a development). It must eliminate former theories and concepts by radically proving them 
wrong, and replace them (if and when needed: sometimes we have theories for objects that need no such 
thing, take, besides mainstream economics, experimental economics or the economics of happiness) with 

                                                
4 See Micocci (2012a). 
5 Often represented as a common ground. 
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new theories or concepts. This is, typically, a relationship that can be referred to the Kantian concept of real 
opposition6. 
 As said, an exclusively moderate world engenders habituation to its repetitive mechanisms. The 
more such mechanisms go on the more remote and fantastic the possibility of a rupture with disappearance 
appears to everybody. The inevitable consequence is that radical thinking (thinking other than the dominant 
way) comes to be abhorred and condemned as hopelessly extremist and utopian7. What is worse, the 
politically and philosophically radical are conflated together, and banned. As a consequence, if anyone thinks 
other, he/she must be a radical, i.e., a fool. It is well worth hypothesizing that this is what transformed 
Marxist theory from an alternative worldview into what it is now, a bland and misdirected criticism of some 
aspects of capitalism surrounded by an unjustified aura of utopian radicalism. 
 In an all-pervading moderate environment intellectual debates become futile but unavoidable. 
Theories can only be corrected or improved upon, or criticized from perfectly useless perspectives. A typical 
example is again mainstream economics: its mathematical apparatus for a famous instance has been judged 
inadequate in various ways (I shall not provide references in this paper, whose purpose is not discussing the 
literature), all relevant and justified. Yet, mainstream economics keeps going on with its business as usual, 
just like this type of opposition to it. The only purpose of the whole game comes down to granting tenure or 
published papers to the actors involved. 
 Academia, just like the rest of economic, political and intellectual life, thus becomes ever more 
subtle and pedantic, and inevitably obscure and self-centred. In such a situation it is very easy to dismiss 
anything that does not smack of the old, known thing. Novelties, being independent from what is known and 
acknowledged, can be dismissed as a matter of course for being novelties, i.e., unlike the rest. One can 
successfully criticize a novelty for being too technical, or theoretical, or empirical, or for neglecting – this 
last is the most mean and obnoxious of the criticisms – some debates of the literature. 
 This applies also to past authors, the main victim being Karl Marx, who has been transformed 
several times over (the last in post-Fall of the Berlin Wall Marxism) into the same thing: a maniac of surplus 
extraction by means of exploitation. No matter how much textual or empirical evidence can be put forward, 
the Marxist mainstream keeps clinging on the old Soviet MEGA and now MEGA2 world. This entails that 
those wishing for a communist revolution should be looking elsewhere for guidance: out of vulgar Hegelian 
dialectics, in particular. 
 In capitalism as we know it, in other words, no revolution is possible. Only subversions that reshuffle 
the known items of reality into a new configuration within the general framework are allowed. This way the 
intrinsic violence and prevarication of the capitalist mode of production (Micocci, 2012a) is also preserved, 
in practical as well as in academic politics. If all ideas have the same power vis-à-vis each other, then only 
material force (academic, political or military might, for three typical instances) can solve the contradictions 
by pushing them in one direction. Peaceful radical changes are ruled out and replaced by slow, boring and 
violent conformity. That this is only a temporary arrangement goes without saying. 
 So the game can go on and on and on, allowing no possibility to see the end of the historical tunnel 
in which it is practised. This once again should put to shame the Marxists, who indulge in playing it instead 
of working at historical change (what they used to call, in Marx’s own time, revolution). The capitalist 
intellectual framework becomes an all-encompassing psychological conditioning from which there appears 
to be no escape. 
 Economists of all types and ideologies thus end up believing that their reciprocal differences are 
impassable barriers that can be trespassed only by apostasy. They engage in endless battles meant to prove to 
each other (for they are too esoteric for the general public to understand them) that this or that assumption is 
wrong, or more futilely still, that this or that economic policy is responsible for such and such crisis or 
economic disaster. The parochialism of the discussion serves a very useful purpose: it avoids challenging 
actual politics. While the Maastricht Treaty was discussed in the high spheres of politics, and common 
people were to undergo it to the present distressing results, academic economists debated it among 
themselves knowing very well that their disquisitions could have no political bearing8. 
                                                
6 This type of approach was proposed first by della Volpe (1949, 1967, 1978, 1980) and Colletti (1969a, 1969b, 1972, 
1973, 1974, 1975, 1979), although in a sense very different from the one used here. For a summary of that literature and 
a radical and independent development see Micocci (2002, 2008/2010). 
7 A more complete argument in this sense is being produced in Micocci (in preparation). 
8 This obviously applies also to those discussions that appear in the mass media. One important corollary of the present 
argument is in fact that the very notion of engaged intellectual is only a pompous pretension and a chance for self-
serving reciprocal back scratching by flattering among the powerful and/or fashionable ones. 
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Most importantly for our methodological purpose here, the ground of scientific discussion is for ever 
shifted to disquisitions about useless details or to the interpretation of the empirical evidence. This last could 
sometimes, at least in theory, lead to straightforward results. To prevent such unpleasant outcome, empirical 
analyses, both by the mainstream and by its critics, are replaced by a baroque apparatus of mathematical and 
statistical methods. When even that fails, case-studies replace generalization, presenting the scholar with 
puzzling pseudo-exceptions or with a statistically inadequate sample that prevents the sight of the general 
problem. 
 

3. Unchallenging Challenges 
Let us now take a dispassionate view at some salient features of the mainstream first and of its opposition 
second. Let us imagine that we are students facing the subject for the first time. My experience as a teacher is 
in fact that students do not come out of their economics courses being convinced by the theory they have 
been administered. On the contrary (Micocci, 2012b), they see the absurdity of the whole story. They are led 
to belief, or to fetching belief, by the earlier discussed habituation ensuing from the general intellectual 
climate that surrounds them everywhere in capitalism as we know it. The intrinsic moderation of the 
presumed “radical” alternatives such as Marxism only add their weight to this intellectually numbing 
momentum. Engaged intellectuals, with their vile example of hypocritical criticism, complete the picture by 
being the most devoted activists of the conservation of this intellectual metaphysics. 
 The basic tool used in mainstream economics to instruct the students about the intellectual 
respectability of microeconomics (which it is only logical to present for the first in the mainstream 
methodological order) is the (vague, but nonetheless effective) statement that it comes from the work of great 
intellectuals. Adam Smith, the main supposed ancestor, is thrown in the same box as, say, Alfred Marshall, 
Leon Walras, Vilfredo Pareto, and their efforts are shown as contributing to mould the likes of Paul 
Samuelson and Gregory Mankiw (the two main textbooks, hence authors, students learn to honour). All the 
other economists bask in this light, partaking of the philosophical aura attributed to Adam Smith and of the 
mathematical subtleties of Paul Samuelson. 
 Only by surrounding economics with a mystical aura can we in fact take seriously claims that are 
simply to be accepted for what they hide (a supposed all-encompassing logic that would set the whole 
universe in good order, if only the mechanism were left to operate without interference, like any other 
cosmology), what they hide being also the key to understand what is visible. Thus the market of perfect 
competition is not only that mythical place manned by an infinite number of operators on both sides of the 
counters, all capable to see through it but perfectly incapable to use their knowledge to influence the 
outcome of the (infinite) single deals. After all, in it knowledge reduces itself to nailing down prices on a 
continuous basis, for – and this is the thing that sounds the most astonishing to students with some practical 
knowledge of commerce – a homogeneous single good is being traded. 
 Only two ways are open to the person who is trying to explain all this to the students on the basis that 
it is supposedly related to how reality behaves: the first is to divert attention towards the mathematical 
subtleties behind it, with special regard to the question of conceptualizing equilibrium. The second is to seek 
to soberly accept the absurdity of it all by taking the Samuelson (1962) solution: it is only a parable, a 
simplifying metaphor of a reality that is so complex that even computers cannot pin it down in its entirety. 
Hence the need to use the imprecise precision of differential calculus. 
 Both these solutions converge towards the issue of mathematics. But this problem, as said, has been 
“solved” very many times in the history of the criticisms of mainstream economics9, to no avail. Not only has 
the mainstream remained dominant without changing its basic mathematical background. Also, 
astonishingly, it has even been able to drop altogether both the questions of mathematics and that of the 
parable from its instruction handbooks. Undergraduate textbooks do without the discussion of the metaphor 
or parable question and, even more astonishingly, of differential calculus, which is deferred to more 
advanced courses. All it takes, to perform this miracle, is a few basic graphics that recur, in the same shape, 
whatever the chapter you are reading. 
 With a logically masochist, backwards somersault, mainstream economics10 renounces the two 
discussions above. Instead of serious justifications, students are given two curves that meet in one point and 
a few more curves displaying the usual properties of continuous mathematical functions. By the miraculous 

                                                
9 For a survey see Micocci (2002); for yet another doomed attempt see Barzilai (2013). For a development of this 
argument that cannot be faced here for reasons of space see Micocci (in preparation). 
10 And also many textbooks that claim to be critical or to reform the mainstream addiction. 
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apparition of the picture, mainstream theory is supposed to be sanctioned in the minds of the students. And 
the miracle never fails to happen (unless the teacher is an economic atheist); from the examination of the 
virtues of the picture onwards, even the hardest hearted St.Thomas is convinced of the material truth of the 
Lord. 
 So powerful the trick is that no opposing economic belief can do without attempting two things: 
challenge the mainstream equilibrium, and produce one or more equilibriums of their own. Marx, Ricardo 
and everybody else are inspected with such an eager pedantry that equilibriums, or undeveloped equilibrium 
possibilities, are eventually triumphantly produced. The practical simplicity of the actual transformation of 
values into prices, for a sad and famous instance, which takes place all the time in reality, is thus fully 
overlooked. The “transformation problem” is put in its place, feeding generation after generation of engaged 
intellectuals (Micocci, 2008/2010, 2011a, 2011b), nobly unperturbed by that very reality they hypocritically 
claim to be in the process of changing. 
 Paradoxically, while the market lovers use this situation to set themselves the – relevant – task of 
understanding imperfect markets (I say this as a defence of Samuelson, in case that were not clear), i.e., they 
seek to understand empirical reality, market loathers immerse themselves in a search for the most rarefied 
purity of the perfect markets, well beyond what is useful to justify or oppose them. Like Stevenson’s 
Dr.Jekyll, once they have entered their vicious circle, instead of searching for the impurity that transformed 
the chemical compound the mainstream economists used into an evil concoction, they keep wanting more 
and more of the innocent, pure compound, which the supplying firm is only too eager to supply. 
 No heterodox practitioner is exempt from this addiction. When they have run out of options such as, 
for a very popular instance, Sraffa’s Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities (1960/1979) (on 
the un-granted assumption, by the way, that a simplified model can invert the direction of another simplified 
model) they transform themselves in archeologists and visit the tombs of Sraffa (take for instance the 
Cambridge Journal of Economics special issue on Sraffa, 36, 6, 2012) or any other “defunct economist” (as 
Keynes would put it), sifting every bit of supposed evidence that the poor man or woman was more far 
sighted than any of the living beings, and knew exactly how to transform its blunt model into a weapon of 
mass destruction against mainstream economics. 
 So accepted and acceptable this search is, that it transforms economists, mainstream and anti-
mainstream, in darkness animals, blind in the Sun of a new and original idea – if it comes from a 
contemporary scholar – but sharp-eyed like cats in the dark of their graves searching. Even economists who 
could at least formally claim to have been able to go beyond economics or political economy keep 
themselves within the same intellectual framework. Take the environmental economists, who trust their 
argument either to the weak challenge of entropy (another mathematical law with the same characteristics as 
those of economics) or to yet another equilibrium. To these types of Sun-blind economists, even nature is 
based on a set of situations in equilibrium, which capitalist economic activities disrupt. It never crosses their 
minds that there can be an actual reality beyond their dialectical disquisitions. Their cosy equilibrium must 
be at any cost restored to its former (theoretical) state of rest – for equilibrium, we all know, is static.. But if 
nature were in equilibrium there simply would not be evolution. It is easy to see how this squares with the 
general intellectually moderate features of capitalism put forward in section 2. 
 No wonder then that in this world, in which everybody is speaking the same language and 
elaborating concepts that never escape the intellectual framework in which they have been devised, 
economics of the mainstream kind can keep proselytizing by means of avoiding discussions and replacing 
them with graphic miracles. People are more likely to object if you explain things. That is why mainstream 
instruction books could drop the mathematics and get away with it. That is also why courses in the history of 
economic thought have been dropped in most economics curricula, and this last subject lives a life of its own 
parallel to the main discussions, perfectly impotent to influence them in any way. 

As a consequence, Adam Smith can safely sit with Vilfredo Pareto, and be used to the most diverse 
purposes. The most obvious example is that of the “invisible hand”, which is mistaken for the working of 
perfect competition in microeconomics. Such misunderstanding is without problem attributed to Adam 
Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1999). The rough idea is that, as Adam Smith was praising the “commercial 
society” of nascent capitalism, he would not object to this easy set of attributions. But we might find it 
instructive to glance at what Adam Smith calls the invisible hand. 

It is a pity that its definition is not to be found in The Wealth of Nations but in his Theory of Moral 
Sentiments (2009). It is also a pity that it does not fit at all the perfect competition of microeconomics, nor 
any other friendly or unfriendly definition of market. Rather, as it is clear from what follows, the invisible 
hand is that inertia in political and economic systems that allows, by preventing the blind fairness of the 
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market and therefore by allowing for the presence of unfairness, political and economic systems to survive 
the loss of their dynamic phase11 for longer than should be expected according to the logic of economic 
reasoning. 

Despite powerful people having “eyes larger than the belly” (, p.214), their stomach “will receive no 
more than that of the meanest peasant” (ibid.). They only “select from the heap what is most precious and 
agreeable” (p.215). In fact 

“They are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution of the necessaries of life, 
which could have been made, had the earth been divided into equal portions among all its inhabitants, and 
thus without intending it, without knowing it, advance the interest of society, and afford means to the 
multiplication of the species” (p.215). 

Smith (1999) praised (see Micocci, in preparation) the practical usefulness of “commercial society”, 
with its taking advantage of man’s innate tendency to “truck and barter”. He also noticed, as everybody 
knows, that the “division of labour” led to mass production, and that, surprisingly for his age, such 
production was easily sold (what we call nowadays mass consumption). But, simply, that cannot work in the 
long run unless it is coupled with a mechanism that prevents society’s economic deals from reaching their 
maximum, and hence find themselves in a static condition, a “stationary state” (see note 10), i.e., unable to 
continue being a “commercial society” in the future. 

What are all the theoretical challenges to mainstream economics actually challenging? Not even the 
mainstream, for so far they have distinctly failed to make their case, or we would not be here at this congress, 
and we would not need the IIPPE, or the WEA. 

 
4. Obstacles to the Alternative 

To start outlining the alternative, there are two levels that we must consider: the first is the philosophical 
level. Considering this level would inevitably challenge the very bases of capitalism as we know it: this is the 
revolutionary level. The second is the practical level. It is less politically relevant because it concerns the 
power relationships within capitalism as we know it. Power relationships can be gradually shifted even when 
you do not want to face the philosophical level, but can be completely changed or abolished only once the 
philosophical level has been developed radically. The second level has no revolutionary chances. 
 Let us start from the first level, for from its solution comes the usefulness of the practical level. If the 
otherness/diversity argument within the dialectical features of capitalism as we know it is correct, even if we 
could nurture a generation of mentally free students capable of producing “other” types of ideas we would be 
far from having achieved anything. In fact, even if these other ideas were many and solid, we would have the 
problem of communication. How can they be, let alone understood, but simply noticed in the framework we 
have sketched in section 2? 
 The destiny of ideas “other” would then be that of not being noticed, or – if noticed – of being 
incommensurable, or of being reduced to their moderate re-configuration as dialectical concepts. Take for a 
powerful instance the perfect impenetrability of mainstream Marxist theories to any anti-dialectical 
argument, however well grounded in Marx’s own writings. Its acceptance would in fact, as discussed earlier 
on, (see also Micocci, 2002, 2008/2010, 2012a) pose in an ineludible manner the issue of revolution as a 
feasible, non-violent and non-organized destruction of the capitalist mode of production. This is perfectly 
parallel to the attacks on the economic mainstream, whose power can be annihilated by simply saying “it is a 
parable”. 
 The first, philosophical level has an easy solution. It simply must be worked on and developed to a 
defensible and convincing state. The difficulty to do so is not technical or philosophical, for the argument is 
simple and clear enough. Rather, as explained in section 2, this type of argument makes those used to the 
iterative repetitiousness of capitalism as we know it feel dizzy and terrified. Why should they venture into a 
ground from which they can only come out more radical than when they entered, and cut off from 
communication with fellow scholars? 
 Yet, the pursue of philosophical research of the type here proposed is quite inexpensive. We can all 
work at it with the basic Classics we find even in the impoverished libraries of present-day universities, plus 
paper and pencil. That is all “otherness” needs, besides intellectual curiosity. This should encourage us very 
much, for it tells us that such types of studies can be pursued if we want to, in parallel with more “normal” 
activities. Indeed, normal activities (e.g., empirical research) would be required to keep a grasp of capitalism 

                                                
11 This is confirmed by another champion of capitalism, John Stuart Mill, who even praises the stationary state that 
eventually ensues. See especially Book IV, ch.VI, of his (1998). 
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as we know it and its economic theories. We could all do it, at least in our spare time12. But if you do it, you 
can pursue no career, nor be acknowledged a scholar in the same standing as the others, for sheer lack of 
communication. 
 The practical level thus appears to be more useful – though by no means a solution - than one would 
have thought. In the first place, as said, it supplies us with material we can use for our philosophical 
ventures. In the second place, it can be helped in many ways that are within what IIPPE or WEA can do and 
indeed must do. I shall outline here, very briefly, a telling sample of possible interventions. I almost should 
not need to add that what I am proposing here should hold valid even if the theoretical arguments behind it 
were wrong or unconvincing. 
 The first question, of practical as well as symbolic significance, is that of inverting the present trend 
towards the privatization of research. The frantic quest for private research funding or for public research 
whose meaning is rarely questioned because universities need to intercept and manage external funding must 
be stopped. This is a huge battle for which international coordination is paramount.  

The second question concerns the creation of spaces in academia where audacious thought can be 
practised. Such spaces need not be particularly original: a return to or enhancement of history of thought, 
methodology and economic history in university curricula would benefit both the students and the teachers. 
Seminars, formal and informal and at all levels are also a useful tool. Precise reference to the Classics and 
their discussion should be also pursued. The danger is in fact of becoming addict to anthologies, or of 
reading only what is time-honoured. Instead, the point is to actually read whole books. Few things should be 
as publicly devastating as picking your esteemed colleague at fault in the reading of a (whole) Classic. 

Some would want to retort that these things already exist, and have proved of little effectiveness. But 
this is because we have lost our habit of thinking radically, and hence of acting radically in the sense above 
said. Seminars have become ritual dances where, like in animal courting, struggle is meant to show one’s 
charms rather than to eliminate the adversary. I must say I am personally tired of being reached in the dark 
corners or in the lift by individuals who steal from the crowd to tell me, unseen, that they agree with me, 
which they could have done in public during the discussion to much more useful results. The same obviously 
applies to those who do the same to disagree. 

Thirdly, there is the painful question of recruitment in the universities. While in some places, such as 
Italy, clientelism based on slavery and independent from what you think (for indeed you need not think at all, 
or nobody would want you as a client) is the criterion to grant tenure to those who have proved faithful 
slaves, in most other places ideological divisions, or disciplinary balance, still count. This also depends on 
the need to grant funding by keeping in your institution experts in what finds money (usually, what is 
fashionable). But, to come to the only point that matters to the goals of this paper, academic recruitment is 
schematic, and its schemes are the same as those of economic theorization  (but the same holds in all other 
subjects, natural or human). 

Unless one can disguise his/her otherness, there is no or little chance for a person who cannot be 
pigeon-holed. Some escape routes can be found, for instance by playing the positive action or minority card, 
or some similar trick. Here the other side of the importance of complementing your otherness with some 
more orthodox activities becomes paramount. If your theoretical otherness does not prevail you stand a 
chance, otherwise you do not. A cursory perusal of academic advs can prove that easily. This is how the 
system fosters mediocrity. 

Fourthly, and even more importantly than the academic recruitment problem, there is the issue of 
publications. Not only academic journals are divided among the accepted and acceptable currents of thought. 
Also, they positively refuse not only what is not directly and uniquely related to them, but also whatever 
smacks of challenging economics and political economy in general. They compel you to be in favour or 
against their current of thought without any attempt to go beyond that, which would compel those who have 
ideas “other” to start their own journal almost any time they want to publish. 

In sum, not only each branch of economics is defending itself without looking at the general, 
philosophical issues. Also, nobody even thinks about, and hence in practice actively opposes, the possibility 
that a criticism of economics or political economy could in the future lead to a dismissal of economics or 
political economy: to a new subject, “other” from them. If mainstream economics is overwhelmingly 
dominant and wrong, and its minority critics operate on its same epistemological grounds, the possibility that 
the whole thing must be disposed of becomes very likely. If that happened, the vast majority of the 

                                                
12 Naturally this is a strong criticism of all of us who have not done such a simple thing so far. I want this to be very 
clear. 
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practitioners, hardened by the few items that constitute their narrow subject-matter, would be lost. That is the 
greatest danger of all for them.  

I have left this point the last because it was necessary to show that however we reason, and whatever 
we can do in practice (and much can be done), we need to reckon with it. Economics and political economy 
might need to be replaced with something else, and if we keep sticking to our respective narrow fields we are 
working at postponing the inevitable day of reckoning. Meanwhile not only economic theorization will keep 
to what is banal and boring, but also actual economic reality will continue being that disgusting place it is 
now. It is time we acted “other” than usual. 

I would like to conclude this section with a word of hope, despite the despairing picture so far 
sketched. I dare think that, if all matters are lost to us adults, they are not so for the students. If only we could 
hasten our attempts to teach in a different way, perhaps we could be nurturing a new class of free thinkers. 
But there is a strong possibility that we cannot do it for them, if we are not able to do it for ourselves. 

 
5. Conclusions 

In conclusion, rather than keep working at useless challenges to the mainstream parable we should remove 
the obstacles to creative thinking. There is no denying that this idea is as banal as it is difficult to conceive in 
capitalism as we know it. The question is no longer to keep up with the usual disquisitions about creativity or 
cultural dominance, of which plenty can be found in neighbouring fields such as sociology, for instance. The 
point is to at last fill this necessity with a positive rather than critical meaning, and this is, although it looks 
paradoxical at a first glance, a philosophical, theoretical problem. 
 Let us admit it plainly: what we are considering here by discussing the issue of otherness is the 
possibility of a demise, a disappearance of economic theorization as we have had it so far (Micocci, 2013). 
Economics and political economy might simply prove useless to a non- or anti- capitalist (as we know it) 
purpose (Micocci, in preparation). Something “other” will have to replace it, or, as likely and even more 
intriguing, there might simply be no need of replacement. 
 Naturally all this is predicated upon the idea that a revolutionary intellectual change can and must 
come. In an intellectually revolutionary framework an academic revolution would be a relatively minor 
event. But given that such revolution is a philosophical task, a revolution in academia is what we need if we 
want a revolution from capitalism13. It is the task of associations such as IIPPE and WEA to help this, 
without fear and with intellectual fantasy. All other “normal” discussions can take place within economics, 
and they always did: the mainstream needs opposition, if anything to pretend to be able to impose itself by 
the force of its soundness (also, academic jobs would be lost if all opposition ceased). 
 Maybe out there we might already have people, and published works, that are other from economics 
and political economy. But nobody even knows (hopefully, because if they knew and did not speak it would 
be sheer evil). Our main task is to help such works gain ground and be considered. Those of us who are 
teaching must shift their duties to instil doubt and a passion for basic reasoning in the students. But I realize 
that I am saying one simple thing: we should not be scared by radical thinking. Can that be? 
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