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WHAT GOOD ARE ECONOMISTS...

The starting point for this book was a letter sent in
December 2014 by Jean Tirole to Genevieve Fioraso,
who at the time was Secretary of State for Higher
Education and Research. In this letter, the French
economist threw all the prestige of his recent Nobel
prize behind the sole objective of thwarting a reform
that was supported by hundreds of academic
economists. The sole aim of this eagerly awaited
reform was to institute within the French university
system a space for the expression of ideas at odds with
mainstream economic thought. Jean Tirole’s
extraordinary initiative was unexpectedly successful:

Genevieve Fioraso decided to withdraw her decree.
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The affair is not without a certain piquancy.
Economists are ordinarily best known for their
critiques of administrative rigidities. Whether it be the
labour market or social security, they are constantly
harping on France’s inability to reform itself which, in
their jargon, means liberalise and privatise. So the
spectacle of an economist advocate of economic
liberalism, asking the state to help him maintain his
monopoly position in the university system is, to say
the least, entertaining. But that isn’t the only paradox.
There is another, no less surprising one. How can it be
that the secretary of state in a socialist government
finally decided to close the door on pluralism? After
all, there was a time when it was the ambition of the
left — and one it took pride in — to develop new, more
equitable social relations, which quite obviously
requires alternative economic thinking in order to
evaluate the possibility of so doing. However, such
thinking is now ostracised because of its very
heterodoxy, and the reform so vigorously opposed by
Jean Tirole was intended only to acknowledge its
legitimacy. Why was this idea rejected by the very
person who should have been the first to defend it?
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As one might well suspect, there is nothing anecdotal
about this affair. On the contrary, it raises a number of
important issues. It would be a serious mistake to see it
as just one more altercation between economists. If it
affects the wider public, it does so, firstly, because we
live in a world in which economic questions foist
themselves upon us every waking moment, as is
evidenced by what the polling organisation call the
‘main concerns of the French’. Out of a list of 16 items,
seven fall largely within the sphere of economics and
account for two-thirds of responses. They are the
financial crisis, unemployment, the public deficit,
purchasing power, taxation, pensions and housing. The
first four, moreover, are by far the most important in

French people’s eyes.

Consequently, it is not difficult to understand the
considerable impact that economists can have on our
lives. Nor is it difficult to understand how essential it is
that their analyses are regularly investigated and
challenged, particularly during open debates. What is at
stake is nothing less than the very conditions under
which we live our daily lives. This book is above all a
cry of alarm about the risks we are running by letting a

single school of thought hog the debate. Now it so
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happens that in our universities today a certain concept
of economics, the neo-classical or mainstream
approach, has become the established orthodoxy (for
an explanation of these terms, see the glossary at the
end of the book).
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CHAPTER 1

Pluralist economic analyses essential in a
democratic society

The financial crisis of 2008 perfectly illustrates the
very real risks citizens incur as a result of the bad
practices encouraged by economists and, in particular,
the reign of dogmatism. The responsibility of
mainstream economists for these risks is clearly
established. The very ones who, in France as
elsewhere, are the intellectual leaders in their academic
discipline and in whose name Jean Tirole wrote to
Genevieve Fioraso, saw absolutely nothing coming.
The story is now a familiar one: because of their
absolute belief in the efficiency of financial markets,
they did not believe that such a crisis could ever

happen. All the official reports of the time bear witness
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to this ‘blindness to disaster’. These events have to be
kept in mind, since they attest to an undeniable reality:
economics cannot possibly be regarded as a science to
which we can entrust our fate with eyes closed. In
particular, it is abundantly clear that mainstream
economic theory can be wrong, and on occasions
spectacularly so! For example, in 1978, the celebrated
economist Michael Jensen declared, without
reservation, that: ‘there is no other proposition in
economics which has more solid empirical evidence
supporting it than the Efficient Market Hypothesis’.
For the next three decades, economists propagated this
false notion and in doing so contributed greatly to the

excessive financialisation we are experiencing today.

What should have been done in order to prevent this
disaster, for which we are all footing the bill and will
be doing so for many years to come? It would be stupid
to believe that the reform we are advocating would
have been sufficient. Clearly, financialisation
originates in and is driven by powerful interests that
cannot be overcome by intellectual critiques alone,
however well informed they might be. Without being
too naive, however, it would very likely have been

beneficial to allow voices other than mainstream
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economists to be heard more widely, since they would
have constituted a healthy counterbalance. In
particular, many non-mainstream studies have pointed
up in no uncertain terms the risk of speculative forces.
And do not think that this idea dates only from 2008. It
has long been part of critical thinking. It is found, for
example, in the writings of Marx, Keynes, Minsky and
many others. It might be hoped, therefore, that if more
attention had been paid to these heterodox analyses, the
result would have been greater circumspection in the

face of speculation and the financial markets.

What emerges from this episode is that the
community of economists was desperately short of
debate and controversy. Its virtual unanimity
contributed greatly to the development of its blindness,
and today it is the citizens who are paying the price. If
we are to draw any lessons from this failure, we have
to insist a contrario on the importance of the critical
spirit and pluralism. In fact, this is a stipulation that is
in no way specific to economics, since it lies at the
heart of any enterprise based on the exercise of
rationality. Doubt and criticism are unquestionably part
of the scientific ethos. Indeed, they constitute its very

foundations. This is why the citizens concerned to have
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good quality economic information at their disposal
must demand that research in economics be organised
on a pluralistic basis, in which minority positions are
respected and excessively homogeneous thinking
mistrusted. It is quite extraordinary that we have to
state the blindingly obvious in this way.

In other words, in a democratic society, it is normal
and healthy for matters to be debated in such a way that
citizens are as well informed as possible and hence able
to determine their futures. This is the norm that
underpins democratic life: the collective interest is
constructed through the juxtaposition of divergent
opinions. It is certainly not a simple matter to comply
with this norm in societies shot through with
contradictory interests, all of which are seeking to
impose their strategy at any cost, even when it is
clearly the road to catastrophe. There is no other way
of resisting than through the widest possible
democratic debate. However, such debate comes under
serious threat, to the point of being made impossible,
when the legitimacy of economic diagnosis is
unfortunately monopolised by certain interests or
certain concepts of the world. Instead of informed

debate, what then prevails is the artificial imposition of
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a solution, presented as being without any credible
alternative. This risk is a familiar one. It is a product of
intellectual orthodoxy: if people are offered just a
single analysis described as scientific and rigorous by
economists who are unanimous in their thinking, then
debate is closed down and democracy threatened. In
other words, in an open and balanced society, it is
important that economic research is pluralist so that
false interpretations and mistaken solutions can be
excised by the scalpel of critical thinking. There is no
other way in science to advance knowledge or in

democracy to sustain effective debate.

At the very least, this requires a diversity of
approaches to economics. And for a long time this was
indeed the case. From its very beginnings, economics
had always been pluralist because of the perpetual
controversies that permeated the discipline. This is
what gave it its historical richness and enabled it to
advance. It is only in the last thirty years that this
pluralism has been at risk of fading away or dying out
altogether, with a rigid orthodoxy being imposed in its
stead. Previously, the debates had been remarkably
intense and were focused not on peripheral or

secondary points, as is the case today in mainstream
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economics, but on the basic concepts themselves, such
as value, money, profit and unemployment. On all
these questions, there 1s a wide range of radically
divergent analyses with important social implications.
To give some idea of the richness of this historical
diversity of approaches, let us just mention a few
names of heterodox economists, limiting ourselves to
the 20" century : Veblen, Commons, Schumpeter,
Keynes, Sraffa, Pasinetti, Kalecki, Robinson, Hayek,
Galbraith. The list is impressive. Besides, if we really
want to gauge the vitality that prevailed for so long, we
have only to think of the French example. The country
is the birthplace of two important heterodox schools of
thought in economics, both of them undeniably
international in their influence: regulation theory and

the economics of convention.

So as we can see, economics is too important to be
left to economists from a single school of thought,
particularly one so lacking in perceptiveness and
perspicacity. Whether we’re considering austerity,
inequality, unemployment, social protection or public
services, it is important to have available to us
contradictory and informed diagnoses on all these

fundamental questions. Without them, there can be no
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democracy. Today in France, however, non-
mainstream approaches are being totally marginalised
through the imposition of majority rule, which enables
the dominant school of thought to impose utterly
biased evaluation criteria on all aspects of the
discipline. It is this story that we will now relate. While
it is sad and worrying, we will see, nevertheless, that
there is nothing inevitable about it and that pluralism

can be restored.
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CHAPTER 2

The story of a thwarted attempt
to implement a necessary reform

Act I. The programmed death of pluralism

First, the facts. The teaching and research staff in
French higher education institutions is divided into two
bodies or corps that exist alongside each other: the
corps of lecturers (maitres de conferences) and the
corps of university professors. As far as the latter is
concerned, the facts are quite damning: the share of
non-mainstream economists being appointed has fallen
dramatically in recent years. Of the 209 professors
recruited between 2000 and 2011, just 22 (10.5%) were
heterodox. It 1s very worrying to note that this
downward trend became stronger as the decade

progressed. Between 2000 and 2004, non-mainstream
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economists still accounted for 18% of the new
professors recruited; between 2005 and 2001, however,
this percentage fell to just 5%, such that of the 120
professors appointed during this six-year period, only
six were non-mainstream, with all the various schools
of thought taken into account! The trend is quite clear

and 1s gathering strength.

The rejection of pluralism 1is probably less
pronounced among lecturers, since it is access to
professorships that is being systematically blocked. It
is not difficult to understand the reason for this. It is
connected with the structuring role that professors have
within the university system, which far outweighs any
influence that lecturers, who are confined to secondary

positions, may be able to exert.

After all, university professors’ function is not
simply to transmit knowledge through the teaching
they provide. They also play an essential part in
producing the new blood the academic profession
requires. It is they who direct master’s programmes and
research teams, supervise PhDs, chair journals’
editorial boards and conference organising committees

and, finally, select and appoint their colleagues.
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Without professors, there would be no research
master’s programmes, no PhD students and therefore
no new blood coming into academia. Consequently, if
there are too few professors in a particular strand of
economic enquiry, that strand will automatically wither
and die, even though there might be a significant
number of lecturers working within it. Clearly, a school
of thought cannot exist without its journals, master’s
programmes, research teams, PhD examining panels or
editorial boards, and in France all these bodies are

usually the exclusive province of professors.

Thus in order to eliminate pluralism in economics
without causing any fuss, it is sufficient simply to
replace most of the heterodox professors who retire
with young orthodox colleagues. And this is precisely
the story that the figures cited above tell. The many
heterodox professors have not been replaced, not
because of a shortage of talented younger academics
but because pluralism has been rejected by means of
mechanisms that will be described below (see
Counterargument 3). It should be noted that this shift
away from pluralism is not unique to France. It has

been going on across the world since the early 1990s.
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And, moreover, it was very rapidly reflected in a
general decline in both teaching and research.

As far as research 1s concerned, the alarm was
sounded in 1992 in the American Economic Review in
the form of a petition signed by 44 leading economists
who were concerned about the threat of intellectual
monopoly hanging over economics: ‘Economists today
enforce a monopoly of method or core assumptions,
often defended on no better ground than that it
constitutes the “mainstream.” Economists will
advocate free competition, but will not practice it in the
marketplace of ideas. Consequently, we call for a new
spirit of pluralism in economics, involving critical
conversation and tolerant communication between
different approaches.” Academic rigour would not
suffer: ‘an economics that requires itself to face all the
arguments will be a more, not a less, rigorous science’.
The signatories called for the new pluralism to be
reflected ‘in the character of scientific debate, in the
range of contributions in its journals, and in the
training and hiring of economists’. The signatories
included big names from outside the mainstream,
including Kenneth Boulding, Paul Davidson, John K.
Galbraith, Albert Hirschman, Charles Kindleberger,

Janos Kornai and Luigi Pasinetti. What is truly
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revealing, however, is that they also included a number
of winners of the Nobel Prize (more aptly called the
‘Bank of Sweden Prize’), such as Franco Modigliano,
Paul Samuelson, Herbert Simon and Jan Tinbergen.
Such open-mindedness would be inconceivable today.
Which major mainstream figures today are concerned
about the discipline’s narrow-mindedness and would
associate themselves with such an initiative? One has
only to remember how France’s 2014 Nobel laureate
behaved.

With regard to teaching, it was in France that the
first voices were raised in protest. Two movements
initiated by economics students followed one another
about ten years apart; they both adopted very similar
slogans and spread from France to other countries. In
June 2000, the first Student Movement for Reform of
the Teaching of Economics, otherwise known as
Autism-Economics, adopted as its principal demand ‘a
pluralism of approaches to economics’. Referring to
neoclassical theory and the approaches derived from it,
the students wrote: ‘Of all the approaches that exist, we
are generally presented with only one, and it is
supposed to explain everything in accordance with an

axiomatic approach, as if it were THE economic truth’.
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This movement expanded to such an extent that the
then Minister of Education, Jack Lang, asked the
economist Jean-Paul Fitoussi to produce a report on the
question. However, a previous report submitted in 1999
by Michel Vernieres had already highlighted the
problem, but nothing came of it. Ten years later, the
situation had deteriorated further, to such a point that in
February 2011 a second student movement, following
on from the first one, launched an appeal ‘For pluralist
teaching in economics in higher education’. The title of
this appeal speaks for itself. In order to dispel any
ambiguity, the students explained that the pluralism
they were seeking was theoretical, methodological and
interdisciplinary in nature: ‘Neoclassical theory must
not remain as the sole pillar of teaching’. Since then,
there has been no change at all, merely a continuing
intensification of the same trend. This led to the
establishment in 2015 of the International Student
Initiative for Pluralism in Economics (ISIPE), made up
of some 65 student associations from 30 different
countries. Even worse, from 2010 onwards, the
restrictions in higher education began to spread to
secondary schools. The new economic and social
sciences programmes in French high schools have

replaced the rich tradition in which the teaching of
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economics had its roots and which emphasised the role
of history and socioeconomic factors in determining
economic behaviour. Under the pretext of bringing the
high school programmes into line with the university
curriculum and against the wishes of teachers and ten
academic associations in the social sciences (including
AFEP), the tried and tested pluralist approach to
economics, which was popular among high school
students, was killed off. It has to be concluded from
this that the economics community is more incapable
than any other even of entertaining doubts about itself,
let alone reforming itself, as the financial crisis of 2008

demonstrated once again.

As we have said previously, this dramatic event
showed beyond a shadow of doubt that a large part of
the financial and monetary reality of our developed
economies totally eluded the dominant paradigm. What
a shock! The Queen of England herself rebuked
economists very severely for having seen and
understood nothing. Faced with such a trauma, many
articles and commentaries emerged in the months that
followed calling for a change in economic thinking.
Some newspapers were talking of a ‘return to Keynes’

or even of a ‘return to Marx’. One book would not be

23



WHAT GOOD ARE ECONOMISTS...

sufficient to give an account of the immediate
aftermath of the crisis. The majority of the criticism
was directed at the very heart of mainstream
economics, whose theoretical flaws were laid bare. To
speak of a ‘systemic failure of academic economics’, as
some colleagues wrote, was by no means to
exaggerate. It clearly reflected the general tenor of this
literature. Ronald Coase, who won the Nobel Prize in
economics 1n 1991, wrote: ‘At a time when the modern
economy 1S becoming increasingly institutions-
intensive, the reduction of economics to price theory is
troubling enough. It is suicidal for the field to slide into
a hard science of choice, ignoring the influences of
society, history, culture, and politics on the working of
the economy’. The accusation that mainstream
economics ignores essential political and social
realities crops up frequently, as does the allegation that
economics has usurped the term ‘science’: ‘The
standard approach has the appearance of science in its
ability to generate clear predictions from a small
number of axioms. But only the appearance, since
these predictions are mostly false,” wrote the

theoretician of the firm John Kay.
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By 2015, however, seven years after the crisis, it was
apparent, with the exception of a few isolated
initiatives, that this explosion of criticism had had no
effect. Virtually no challenges to the mainstream had
been launched and the orthodoxy still prevailed as if
nothing had happened. What was worse, nothing had
changed in the universities: the same things were being
taught, in the same way. This was not specific to
France; it was the same everywhere, including in the
USA. This experience confirmed how inert the
discipline of economics was. If a shock on such a scale
had no consequences, there was good reason to doubt

the ability of mainstream economists to evolve.

Act Il — The founding of the AFEP and its proposals

It was in this climate, both nationally and
internationally, that a group of French economists put
forward the idea in 2009 of establishing a professional
association with the aim of defending and illustrating
pluralism in economics. The organisation they founded
is the Association francaise d’économie politique or
AFEP. Its success was equal to the situation, since it

now counts among its members 600 PhDs in the social
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sciences, of whom 90% are economists, most of them
working in universities but also in the CNRS (The
French National Centre for Scientific Research, the
largest governmental research organisation in France)
and other institutions. In order to have an idea of what
this figure represents, it should be noted that the total
number of lecturers and professors in economics in

French universities is 1800.

While all AFEP members shared the same analysis
and concerns, there was a lively and diverse debate on
the specific measures to be taken in order to prevent
pluralism in economics from wasting away. To begin
with, a diagnosis of the causes of this crisis of
pluralism had to be established. In order to explain this
diagnosis, we have to briefly outline the mechanics of

the French institutional system.

There are two main routes to a professorship in
France. The first is via a competitive examination
known as the agrégation de [’enseignement supérieur,
which was long the dominant route. This is why it is
the mechanism largely responsible for the
marginalisation of heterodox economics (see

Counterargument 8). However, its role has just been
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considerably reduced, with the result that the second
route, known as the ‘long route’, should henceforth be
the preferred one. In this second process, it is the
universities that select the applicants, but only after
they have been nominated by the Conseil national des
universités (National Council of Universities or CNU),
the body responsible for recruiting academics and
managing their careers. This nomination process is
known as ‘qualification’. In other countries, the
universities are the sole arbiters of who is worthy of
appointment to an academic position. In France, with
its Jacobin tradition, applicants must additionally have

been approved and nominated by the CNU.

In order better to fulfil its remit, the CNU 1s divided
into 77 sections covering the disciplines taught in
universities. The members of these sections are
academics in the discipline in question: 50% are
lecturers and 50% professors. Two thirds are elected by
their peers and one third are nominated by the Ministry
of Education. The membership of each section is
renewed every four years. While all members are
present at qualification reviews for lecturers, only
professors attend sessions at which lecturers are

assessed for promotion to professorships. Unlike other
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disciplines such as physics, biology, law and history,
economics is confined to just one section of the CNU,

namely Section 05 (see Counterargument §).

It is easy to understand why the CNU plays a key
role in our history since it is now the body that
determines the criteria applicants have to fulfil in order
to be appointed as university lecturers or professors.
Consequently, a university cannot adopt a pluralist
approach unless Section 05 adopts pluralist criteria. Is
this possible? Under what circumstances? Let us start
by noting that simply adhering to majority rule is not
sufficient to ensure that pluralism prevails within
Section 05. In fact the contrary is the case. After all, as
soon as one doctrinal school gains a majority within
this section, it will also legally be in a position to ratify
all its decisions since all it has to do is to put them to
votes that it will always win. We can speak of abuse of
this majority position when the majority exploits its
dominant position in order to restrict qualification to its
candidates only. However, experience shows that more
than a majority is required for such practices to become
established: what is also required is inner certainty of
the superiority of one’s position. And indeed,

mainstream economists are firmly convinced that they
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possess the true knowledge that they are on the side of
excellence. They dismiss heterodox economists
because they regard them as unworthy of the status of
university professor. In adopting this stance, they are
both pursuing their own interests and heeding their

consciences.

It should be emphasised that this notion of academic
excellence has expanded exponentially ever since a
way of measuring it was proposed: in order to judge
the excellence of economists, it 1s sufficient, we are
told, to observe in which journals they have published
their research work. If they have published in allegedly
excellent journals, they are de facto excellent; if they
have published in journals at the bottom of the
rankings, they are mediocre. Thus it all becomes very
simple as soon as journals can be hierarchised, which is
why the classification of journals has become the key
instrument for all bodies involved in the appointment,
evaluation and promotion of university teaching and
research staff in France. It is the keystone of the entire
system that we are denouncing. It should be noted that
this i1s an exception in the social sciences, since
virtually all the other sections in the CNU operate with

a non-hierarchised list of journals.
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It follows from this that mainstream economists now
focus all their efforts on a single objective, namely
publishing in the most highly ranked journals. The
supreme goal, the Holy Grail, the one all these
economists are chasing, is to publish in what is known
as the Top Five, the five most highly ranked journals,
all of them published in English. Those research
centres that have the resources even offer bonuses of
thousands of euros or even tens of thousands to reward
those who have an article published in one of these
journals. To be an economist today is to take part in
this biased competition. And above all, do not dare to
remark naively that, even in the most highly ranked
journals, there are mediocre articles, which makes it
impossible to judge an article simply on the basis of the
journal in which it is published! And vice versa, as is
illustrated by the fact that Einstein published some of
his work in lesser journals. In other words, the link
between the quality of an article and the quality of the
journal that publishes it is highly variable.

As this concept of excellence gradually spread

throughout France, the exclusion of critical thinking

proceeded apace, to the point where it became a matter
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of routine. The mechanism that explains this correlation
is easily revealed: there are virtually no articles by
heterodox economists in any of the major journals!
This too is the result of an extraordinary drive to close
down debate: these journals, which used to publish the
work of economists such as Veblen, Keynes, Simon
and Hirschman, are now closed to the heirs of these
great figures. In other words, the hierarchical
classification of journals that prevails today is utterly
biased, since it leaves no room — or at best just a tiny
niche — for non-mainstream journals. It is difficult to
understand how our mainstream colleagues can refuse
to see such a simple reality and persist in the view that
this ranking of journals is a neutral instrument of
evaluation. Does anyone seriously believe that the
chance of an article written by a Marxist, a post-
Keynesian or an adherent of the regulation school
being published in one of the ‘Top Five’ journals is the
same as that of a neo-classical article? How then does
one explain the fact that there are virtually none to be
found in such journals? Under these circumstance, it is
not too difficult to wunderstand why orthodox
economists remain so attached to the journals
hierarchy, which has been affirmed and reaffirmed

time and time again in all universities. It is the
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unfailing instrument of their domination, the ingenious
device they use to implement what is increasingly
tantamount to censorship. It enables them to impose
their hegemony and, without encountering any
opposition, marginalise all those who do not adhere to
their paradigm while appearing to be impartial and
objective in their appraisals. If an applicant protests
about being refused a job, he or she will be told that
they have not published in the top journals! This is how
all the bodies involved in the recruitment of university
professors in economics in France, including Section
05, have operated for years. Even before the evaluation
process gets under way, potential applicants whose
names do not appear in the highly ranked journals
know they have no chance. They will be rejected
simply because they have the misfortune to think
differently from the majority. It is this system that has
destroyed pluralism. How can we belong to a section
that declares in the clearest possible terms that our
ways of thinking are second-rate ways of thinking and
our journals second-rate journals, to a system that
judges and sentences us without even reading our

work?
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On the basis of this analysis, the AFEP, ever since its
2010 conference onwards, has championed the idea
that there is only one viable solution if pluralism is to
survive in France. This 1s to set up a new CNU section,
separate from Section 05. There is no doubt, after all,
that if we remain within the current institutional
framework, the dominant power relations and concepts
of what constitutes academic excellence mean that
there can be no prospect of development for those
theoretical approaches not supported by the standard
paradigm. The rejection of pluralism is an utterly
inevitable consequence of the journal rankings. As the
statistical data presented at the beginning of this
chapter show beyond peradventure, if nothing changes,
we will surely witness nothing less than the death of
pluralism, even though France had previously managed
to retain a greater diversity of approaches to economics
than other countries. Today, however, economists
working outside the well-trodden paths of the standard
paradigm are forced to seek refuge in other sections
such as  geography, sociology, management,
philosophy and political science. In other countries,
such as Germany, the UK, the USA and Canada, this

same phenomenon, having begun much earlier, is even
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more deeply entrenched. Heterodox economists are

indeed hard to find in German universities.

This proposed new section, entitled ‘Economics and
Society’, is intended to provide a home for all those
working on economic objects who identify with its
pluralist aims. We have proposed that the new section
be set up on an experimental basis for four years.
Depending on the results obtained, it would then be
decided whether to make the experiment permanent or
to put an end to it. The idea behind this new section is
to turn the results obtained by heterodox economists to
advantage by establishing dialogue not only within the
non-mainstream community itself but also between
them and adherents of neoclassical theory. Among the
aims to be pursued, mention should be made of the

desire to encourage:

- theoretical examination of the basic categories of
economics, such as value, capital, profit and
markets, as well as (re)distribution, production and

consumption;

- practices that enable the discipline of economics

to examine itself, through the history of economic
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thought, the history of statistical techniques and

modelling, epistemology and economic philosophy;

- and, last but not least, collaboration between
economics and the other social sciences
(anthropology, law, history, sociology, political
science, etc.).

It is our particular ambition to initiate major
theoretical debates, along the lines of those that, in the
past, gave the discipline its richness and depth and
which have now disappeared, not because they have
lost any of their relevance but rather because the
mainstream no longer regard them as being in its own

interest.

It must be absolutely clear that our intention is not
to establish a protected, self-contained field of enquiry.
On the contrary, it should be evident that this new
section’s founding principle is that it will be open to
the other disciplines that share our mission to
investigate the economy as well as to the multitude of
international research networks that share our
dissatisfaction with the current situation. For the
benefit of those who would be tempted, nevertheless, to

pour scorn on a ‘Francocentric’ reform (conveniently
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forgetting that it 1s difficult to implement reforms
among our neighbours...), we will just mention the
international conference organised by the AFEP in
2013 in collaboration with two international academic
organisations, which was attended by 650 participants
from 49 countries. To round off this brief outline of the
proposed new section it should be emphasised that
debate with Section 05 and the neo-classical paradigm
will continue to be one of our priorities, as it always
has been. In fact, this reform would take nothing away

from Section 05 but merely extend academic freedoms.

Act 111, scene 1, December 2014: the Secretary of State

agrees

On 4 July 2012, this proposal for a new section was
the subject of an appeal in Le Monde newspaper that
attracted support from some big names in the social
sciences. Its success among economists exceeded our
expectations, since almost 300 academics in post
signed a solemn declaration committing themselves to
join this new section as soon as it was set up. Support
on this scale, just in terms of sheer numbers, revealed

how popular this pluralist approach to economics was

36



WHAT GOOD ARE ECONOMISTS...

in our profession. It was clearly not a hare-brained idea
dreamt up by a few isolated individuals but rather the
expression of a strong collective desire for a new and
more diverse approach to the way we do economics in
our country. Many economists were prepared to invest
all their energies in this new collective intellectual
adventure. The number of people involved undoubtedly
made our proposal viable, since it was greater than the
numbers in some existing sections. All that was

missing was the minister’s signature.

When our proposals were made public and
obtained the support described above, the AFEP
contacted the Ministry of Education and secretariat of
state responsible for higher education and research.
The discussions took place over several years. Finally,
on 11 December 2014, representatives of the Minister
of Education, Najat Vallaud-Belkacem, and of the
Secretary of State, Genevieve Fioraso, officially
announced to us that a new CNU section would be
established, which they had decided to name
‘Institutions, economy, region and society’. It was
agreed with the ministry that the official announcement
of the new section would be made on 13 January 2015

at an extraordinary meeting of the AFEP.
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Act I, scene 2, January 2015: the Secretary of State
backtracks

At the meeting on 11 December 2014, nobody had
anticipated the strength of the reactions this reform was
to unleash, even less so the minister’s backtracking.
The official announcement was never to take place.
The violence of the backlash makes this a story worth
telling. It 1s extremely revealing of the intellectual

climate in economics.

The harshest reaction came from the chair of Section
05, who threatened to resign if the ministerial decree
was published and called an extraordinary meeting of
the section for 5 January with the aim of inciting a
collective resignation. This reaction was followed by
an article in the newspaper Le Figaro of 4 January that
explained the positions of the reform’s opponents. The
journalist Marie-Estelle Pech, who was reporting on
statements by the chair of Section 05 and a number of
economics faculty deans, wrote: ‘For them, this new
‘catch-all’ section is basically going to serve only as a
home for the failures and frustrated elements of the
university system’. She added: ‘One university vice-

chancellor does not beat about the bush: in his view,

38



WHAT GOOD ARE ECONOMISTS...

299

“the minister has been conned by the leftists™’. True,
these reactions are pretty visceral but they are for that
very reason no less revealing of the prevailing frame of
mind. Particularly since we are dealing here with
people with considerable experience in public speaking
who are able to express themselves very well indeed.
The contemptuous tone in which this absolute
conviction of superiority is expressed is here brought
out into the open. There could be no clearer
demonstration of the extent to which, in the current
Section 05, the dice are loaded and dialogue has

become impossible.

From the very moment Genevieve Fioraso withdrew
her decree, it was no longer possible to argue with our
opponents. They refused to enter into any public
debate. The journal EducPros, which specialises in
higher education, experienced this. The following was
published 1in its pages: ‘EducPros suggested to
individuals opposed to the establishment of a new
CNU section in economics that they should hold a
debate. They all declined the invitation<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>