
9

chapter 1

A Future for Schools of Thought and 
Pluralism in Heterodox Economics
Sheila C. Dow

ICAPE is a consortium of over 30 groups in economics working cooperatively 
to maintain diversity and innovation in methods, approaches, policy analyses, 
and higher education in the profession. This network of groups seeks to foster
 intellectual pluralism and a sense of collective purpose and strength among 
these heterodox organizations. (ICAPE 2003)

As an umbrella organization, ICAPE (International Confederation of Associa-
tions for Pluralism in Economics) brings together economists who identify with
different groupings, suggesting that there is a growing cohesion within hetero-
dox economics. The Association of Heterodox Economics, for example, has het-
erodoxy as its defining characteristic. Further, I have been increasingly aware
that much of the interesting new work among young scholars is synthetic in na-
ture, exploring the middle ground between schools of thought and developing
new ideas as a result of cross-fertilization. Indeed, arguably, the greatest devel-
opments in economics have been the result of new connections being made be-
tween formerly separate sets of ideas.1 This biological metaphor of cross-fertil-
ization is one that can be extended more generally in the case for pluralism, that
there is strength in biological diversity, in contrast to reliance on isolated strains.

This is a new development. Heterodoxy has until recently been understood
more in terms of internal differences, apparently with a common thread of re-
jection of orthodoxy. It could be argued, therefore, that the future of heterodox
economics lies in moving further away from traditional groupings around
schools of thought and engaging in much more open interchange. It would be
natural to look for strength (in the sociological sense as well as the epistemo-
logical sense) in larger numbers and to see this as a positive argument for mov-
ing away from thinking in terms of schools of thought. There is also a positivist
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10 future directions for heterodox economics

argument for doing so, namely, the long-standing argument that schools of
thought simply reflect ideological differences and thus have no place in a prop-
erly scientific economics.

A case may nevertheless be made, from a pluralist perspective, for retaining
the notion of schools of thought in heterodox economics. This essay aims to
make precisely such a case. We will focus particularly on methodological plural-
ism, that is, the advocacy of a plurality of methodologies.2 But in the process
we will consider the counterarguments noted previously. Does continuing to
think in terms of schools of thought stand in the way of pursuing the collective
purpose of a pluralist agenda? Put another way, how should we regard the jux-
taposition, in the ICAPE statement quoted previously, of “intellectual pluralism”
and “collective purpose”? Such questions illustrate the issue of language and
communication among different perspectives. The term juxtaposition itself is
potentially problematic. It is used here in its original meaning of “being placed
alongside each other.” The fact that it is now often understood in terms of op-
position reveals a telling dualism in conventional thought.

We will find that different understandings of terms will be very important for
how we discuss schools of thought, since they reflect different theories of knowl-
edge. There is no escape from this reflexivity. Further, language is not just a surface
phenomenon. The way in which we understand words and concepts has ontolog-
ical roots. These understandings in turn have real consequences for action. Since
one’s use of language has to be chosen, we couch the case for the continuing im-
portance of schools of thought in terms of the language of heterodox pluralism.

We start by considering the concept of schools of thought, drawing partic-
ularly on Kuhn’s analysis of paradigms and the emphasis he placed on the role
of language. We then explore further the concept of pluralism as it applies to
different levels of analysis as a way of understanding heterodoxy. In the process
we therefore refer to the ontological, epistemological, and sociological argu-
ments for pluralism. From a heterodox perspective, these arguments are all in-
terconnected and mutually reinforcing; at the same time they demonstrate the
incoherence of orthodox espousals of pluralism.

Discussing pluralism in terms of open systems allows us to develop the idea
of structured pluralism, whereby open systems are segmented in a provisional,
partial, and incompletely specified way. Schools of thought may then be seen to
involve categorization within an open system of economic thinking, but in an
open, provisional way that enables communication rather than impeding it.
“School of thought” is thus yet another term that means very different things de-
pending upon one’s methodological perspective.
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A Future for Schools of Thought and Pluralism 11

The Concept of Schools of Thought

The second half of the twentieth century saw an evolution from pluralism to a
formalist monism in neoclassical economics (Morgan and Rutherford 1998).
With the coalescing of orthodox economics around a strict formalist method-
ology, the fault lines between orthodox economics and heterodox economics
became more evident. Meanwhile, in philosophy of science, Kuhn (1962) pro-
vided an account of science that demonstrated that empirical falsification was
not definitive in choice of theory and explained why that was, historically, the
case. By analyzing the community-specific nature of scientific knowledge, he
concluded that dominant paradigms could not claim superiority in any ab-
solute sense; alternative paradigms could reasonably claim their own legitimacy.
Focusing on the physical sciences, Kuhn identified a historical pattern of one
dominant paradigm replacing another; he identified the coexistence of several
paradigms as the sign of an immature science, which was not his primary con-
cern. Nevertheless, we can use Kuhn’s ideas to illuminate our understanding
of a multiparadigm discipline.3

The concept of paradigm provides a framework for thinking in terms of
schools of thought. Paradigms represent the shared beliefs of a scientific com-
munity about their subject matter (their weltanschauung) and the set of tools
employed to build knowledge about it. Beliefs are of fundamental importance,
since these determine the view taken of the subject matter, the way of thinking,
and the value system applied to the content and appraisal of scientific activity.
Paradigms are conveyed by means of exemplars. Further, language is used in a
way particular to that way of thinking. The importance of language was central
for Kuhn,4 although it took some time for this to be the focus of study in eco-
nomics. The upshot is that paradigms are incommensurate. What drew early
attention to Kuhn was the implication of incommensurability, that there is no
absolute set of appraisal criteria by which to judge theories—appraisal is always,
necessarily, paradigm specific.

This set of ideas empowered heterodox economists to set up institutional
arrangements (journals, conferences, etc.) as a focus for building up alternative
paradigms, more commonly referred to as schools of thought. These schools
could trace their origins to historical ideas and figures, but these new institutional
arrangements provided the capacity for increasing international interchange and
socialization within particular groupings, which generated growth and develop-
ment within each school. As a result of this strategy, a range of schools could
readily be identified, documented, and analyzed (see, for example, Dow 1985;
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12 future directions for heterodox economics

Mair and Miller 1991; Snowdon, Vane, and Wynarczyk 1994). The basis for distin-
guishing schools of thought was increasingly understood, within heterodox eco-
nomics at least, to be methodological.

But the concept of school of thought was not restricted to heterodox eco-
nomics. There was reference to schools of thought within orthodox economics
itself. Phelps (1990), for example, discussed seven schools of thought within
 orthodox macroeconomics. These were different theoretical approaches up to a
point, but, in Lakatosian terms, they all shared the hard core of orthodox eco-
nomics, which specifies that analysis be conducted in terms of equilibrium, on
the basis of the axioms of rationality, and so on (Weintraub 1985, 109); the com-
mon method is mathematical formalism. The domain for identifying schools
of thought, from Phelps’s perspective, is thus limited to different theories within
a common methodological framework. The limited idea of difference evident in
Phelps’s account therefore also applies to the orthodox understanding of plural-
ism. It is understood at the level of theory and (to a limited extent) method, not
the level of methodological approach. This reflects the unwillingness of most
orthodox economists to engage at the level of methodology (Lawson 1994a).
Methodological difference is thus not allowed for.

Therefore, in those cases where orthodox economists do recognize schools
of thought outside of orthodoxy (that is, recognize heterodox economics), the
notion of schools of thought is understood in terms of ideological pluralism
rather than methodological pluralism. But within the orthodox approach, which
distinguishes between positive and normative statements, ideology is separable
and indeed should be separated. If ideology is separable from economics proper,
then economics should be developed as a value-free science and can stand alone,
to be used, in its application, in conjunction with different ideologies. For ex-
ample, Hahn (1984, 8) refers to the “strident commitments of faith” of different
schools as standing in the way of (theoretical) pluralism.5 From this perspective,
the whole idea of schools of thought—that is, dividing economics according to
ideology—is unhelpful. Adherence to a heterodox school of thought is tanta-
mount to admission that the economics is tainted by ideology.

The understanding of ideology, as of pluralism, thus differs between ortho-
doxy and heterodoxy (Fine 1980); for heterodox economists, ideology is not sep-
arable from economics. But Goodwin (2000) argues that discussion of ideolog-
ical difference in any case is no longer relevant. He sees economics as a whole as
becoming more homogeneous as a result of a general fragmentation into plu-
ralism, implying that the differences between orthodoxy and heterodoxy are on
a par with the differences within orthodoxy (that is, theoretical rather than
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A Future for Schools of Thought and Pluralism 13

methodological). What might be identified as different schools of thought,
therefore, as in Phelps’s treatment, refer to different theories and methods, not
methodologies.

A similar reluctance to think in terms of schools of thought has come from
the rather different direction of the rhetoric approach. McCloskey is concerned
to promote “good conversation” as the basis for development of economic
knowledge and is concerned that the categorization of schools of thought im-
pedes good conversation; indeed she also refers, approvingly, to the same passage
from Hahn (1984).6 Adherence to a school of thought is identified with prescrip-
tion, or “big m” Methodology. But McCloskey recognizes that it is not just a
matter of ideology. She has acknowledged the issue of differences in use of lan-
guage among economists of different approaches and how these differences
themselves impede conversation (McCloskey 1990). She therefore advocates
heightened awareness of language (school of thought?) differences in order to
overcome these problems. This view accords well with Kuhn’s emphasis on the
incommensurability of uses of language in different paradigms.

Finally, there has been a revised reading of Kuhn from heterodoxy that calls
into question at the same time the notion of schools of thought. Fullbrook (2003)
argues that Kuhn’s framework has been understood by orthodox economists to
legitimate the persistence of a dominant paradigm. For Kuhn, reality has a fun-
damental influence on science only when an anomaly between reality and theory
can no longer be denied and a new paradigm emerges to incorporate that aspect
of reality. Fullbrook argues that orthodox economics is vulnerable to the charge
of failing to address the nature of reality and should be challenged by the hetero-
doxy. Orthodox economists have, however, engaged in (successful) paradigm
 defense to ward off any scientific revolution. Similarly, as Sent (2001) explains,
Fuller (2000) has argued that Kuhn himself was motivated to legitimize a par -
ticular research program in physics. These readings apparently adopt the same
(dualist) relativist interpretation of Kuhn as orthodox economists.

Fullbrook’s realist methodology can in fact be understood well as a paradig-
matic alternative to the orthodox paradigm. The challenge then is to ensure that
the anomaly between orthodox theory and reality is recognized widely enough
to support a scientific revolution. Those of us who share this approach, of
course, see it as a preferred basis for knowledge; Kuhn’s framework involves spir-
ited defense of the chosen paradigm. But the orthodoxy’s understanding of
Kuhn as relativist reflects the orthodoxy’s dualist mode of thought—either there
are universally accepted appraisal criteria or there are none. Fullbrook’s argu-
ment highlights the question as to whether heterodoxy might also fit into such
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14 future directions for heterodox economics

a mode of thought—whereby, put crudely, orthodox methodology is wrong and
heterodox methodology is right. Does methodological pluralism stop at the door
of orthodox economics, or is it more widely inclusive?

Before we proceed to address this issue, it is necessary to be clear as to how
terms are going to be used. We have seen, as Kuhn emphasized, that the terms
school of thought, ideology, and pluralism are used very differently within orthodox
economics and heterodox economics. For orthodox economics, diversity in eco-
nomics is only admissible within the orthodox methodological approach; any
other diversity is regarded as beyond the pale. The scope for confusion is aggra-
vated by the fact that the orthodox methodological approach does not encourage
awareness of the possibility, and potential legitimacy, of different meanings.

So, to be clear, we proceed now to think of schools of thought as reflecting
fundamental methodological differences (where these are integrated in onto-
logical beliefs) and to consider pluralism particularly in the sense of allowing for
such differences. Some ontological beliefs in turn support pluralism also at the
level of theory and method (a particular, pluralist methodology within the plu-
rality of methodologies). And indeed that sense of pluralism is promoted by
ICAPE. But we are concerned here particularly with methodological pluralism,
the advocacy of a plurality of methodologies.

Orthodoxy, Heterodoxy, and Pluralism

We start for simplicity by considering heterodox economics as a single school of
thought that adopts methodological pluralism and orthodox economics as the
other school of thought that does not. For the sake of argument we are therefore
thinking in terms of methodological dualism, the only possibilities being hetero-
doxy and orthodoxy. (How far this is a gross simplification is the focus of the
next section.) The defining methodological characteristics identified in terms
of general equilibrium theory still apply within orthodox economics. There is a
plurality of theories and a plurality of methods, but these are unified by the pos-
itive heuristic to derive conclusions from the assumption that (atomistic) indi-
viduals optimize subject to constraints according to a particular notion of ra-
tionality, and to analyze in terms of equilibrium, in such a way as to be amenable
to mathematical expression and, even if only in principle, empirical testing.
There is a certain incoherence in terms of the concepts of rigor being applied,
in terms of whether consistency of internal formal logic, or testing against the
“facts,” is to be given priority (Dow 2003). Indeed it is not clear how far plurality
of theory and method is coherent with orthodox methodology (Sent forthcom-

Future Directions for Heterodox Economics 
John T. Harvey and Robert F. Garnett, Jr., Editors 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=171896 
The University of Michigan Press 



A Future for Schools of Thought and Pluralism 15

ing). Ultimately the methodology of orthodox economics is not purposefully
pluralist.

The methodological divide between orthodox and heterodox economics has
been explored not only in terms of pluralism but also in terms of closed and
open systems (Dow 1996; Lawson 1997). These concepts, like pluralism, can be
understood at a variety of levels. Lawson makes the critical realist case that the
orthodox methodological position can only make sense if the subject matter—
the real world—is a closed system. Then it would be capable of revealing lawlike
behavior at the empirical level, such that empirical testing would provide a de-
finitive answer to the question of theory choice. Closure would need to apply
 intrinsically—the objects of theory (individuals) are invariant and independent,
with interrelationships that can be identified. It would also apply extrinsically—
there is no scope for unaccounted-for outside influences. Exogenous variables,
and randomness in error terms, having been preidentified, do not affect closure
in this sense; they reflect a very limited sense of openness of a model, but not
openness of a system.7

Orthodox methodology is monist in the sense that it is understood that there
is one best way to build knowledge (which might involve a range of methods and
theories) within the constraints posed by closed-system theorizing. At the deeper
philosophical level, orthodox thought is dualist, involving either-or categories,
such as certain-uncertain, known-unknown, and exogenous-endogenous. Du-
alism in turn encourages the reaction to alternative approaches of rejection (the
other possible reactions are containment, paradox, and synthesis; see Chick
1995).

If, however, the real world is an open system, then it is subject to change,
both from within and without, which cannot feasibly be anticipated. The social
system is made up of individuals and groupings that change both in their nature
and in their interrelations, and there are external forces for change that, being
outside the system, cannot be predetermined. This calls for a different approach
to building knowledge: if the world is too complex to capture in a knowledge
system, then knowledge may be built up in a variety of ways. In explaining what
is involved in a pluralist approach to knowledge, Wimsatt (1981) argues that
multiple arguments provide a more robust basis for making propositions. He
quotes Peirce’s use of the metaphor of a rope, whose strength depends not on
any one strand but on the combination of strands. While a chain is broken if any
one link fails, a rope’s strength is in a sense overdetermined. Further, where the
weakness of each link in the chain is probabilistic, the weakness of the chain as
a whole is multiply probabilistic and therefore greater than the weakness of the
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16 future directions for heterodox economics

weakest link. In contrast, the strength of the rope is stronger than the strength
of the strongest link.

It may seem therefore that we have an, ultimately, monist orthodox school
of thought and a pluralist heterodox school of thought. But is the pluralism of
heterodoxy in fact monist at the level of theory of knowledge (arguing that plu-
ralism is undoubtedly the best way to build up knowledge) and also philosoph-
ically dualist (rejecting orthodoxy), as Davis (1997) claims? I would argue not.
The crucial element of the heterodox pluralist approach is its conscious fallibil-
ism. The term fallibilism is being used in its more general sense: given the recog-
nition of the complexity of the subject matter, there is no expectation that we
can ever identify truth (or know that we have identified it).8

While an orthodox economist might also subscribe to fallibilism, it is pre-
sented differently. Either the approach is subjectivist, effectively allowing for
several versions of the “truth,” or else the issue of truth is regarded as one that
can in principle be resolved, by internal logic or by empirical testing.9 What
logic and/or testing can reveal, in principle at least, is understood as objective
truth, independent of value systems and beliefs. What heterodox economists
identify as distinguishing schools of thought—beliefs about reality and values—
are regarded by orthodox economists as “ideology,” which, by their understand-
ing of what is involved in economics, is outside economics. It does not even
merit rejection because it is not economics.

Heterodox fallibilism, arising as it does from an open system of thought, is
based on an acceptance that no one school of thought has claim to truth. This
does not preclude arguing (very) strongly for the preferred approach, and het-
erodox economists do indeed argue strongly for their approach relative to the
 orthodox approach. But it is based on respect for the potential legitimacy of any
alternative approach in its own terms. Heterodox economists take orthodox eco-
nomics seriously enough to argue carefully why they choose not to adopt that
approach. There is thus an important asymmetry between orthodox economics
and heterodox economics in terms of engagement. Heterodox fallibilism legit-
imizes attempts to engage to some degree with the other approach—even if the
engagement takes the form of contrary argument—while orthodox fallibilism
does not (Lawson 1994a). It is a matter of recognition, or not, of “otherness.”

This in itself is a significant issue for heterodox economics—how far this
engagement with orthodox economics is seen as constructive. Heterodox eco-
nomics has clearly developed, both in terms of theoretical content and in terms
of scale of activity, such that the balance of research has shifted away from cri-
tique of orthodoxy to internal development. But I have argued elsewhere for
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A Future for Schools of Thought and Pluralism 17

pluralism in terms of strategy, with active engagement with orthodoxy by some
as an important strand of a pluralist strategy (Dow 2000). Indeed, for most of
us who work in departments where heterodoxy is in the minority, engagement
is an essential part of working life. Further, it is possible that some of the frag-
mentation within the orthodoxy reflects dissatisfaction, but no known basis for
significant methodological challenge. It is important that some heterodox econ-
omists attempt to provide a bridge, given the paradigmatic gulf of meaning
 between orthodoxy and heterodoxy.

The asymmetry between orthodoxy and heterodoxy of willingness to engage
has had a paradoxical outcome, which perhaps explains the misperception by
 orthodoxy of heterodox schools of thought as being defined by ideology. Be-
cause heterodox economists are keen to argue at a deeper level than theory and
technique, and indeed to argue with passion, heterodoxy is seen by orthodox
economists to be unduly prescriptive. The refusal of most orthodox economists
to engage, which is based on a stricter, monist prescription, is put forward as a
withdrawal from prescription (sanctioned by a particular [mis?]understanding
of the rhetoric/science studies argument against “big m” Methodology). The
“rejection” of heterodoxy is real but reflects an absence of engagement with the
issues.

As heterodoxy matures, there is bound to be more and more attention paid
to internal development. But, whether or not explicit attention is paid to it, the
heterodox approach is methodologically distinctive. Further, it would be unde-
sirable for heterodox economists to move so far from considering the method-
ological basis for heterodoxy that it lost its fallibilism and fell into the same kind
of monism as orthodoxy. Indeed, to do so would be inconsistent with the basis
for methodological pluralism. It is for this reason that Kuhn’s framework con-
tinues to be of central importance, reminding us that, just like orthodox eco-
nomics, heterodox economics cannot claim superiority in any ultimate (extra-
paradigmatic) sense. We can produce arguments for its superiority, but it is not
demonstrable in any absolute sense.

But let us turn now to the question of methodological pluralism within het-
erodoxy and how far it is helpful to think in terms of schools of thought within
heterodox economics.

Structured Pluralism

Within heterodox economics, the arguments for methodological pluralism have
themselves been diverse (King 2002). We focus here on the argument that derives
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18 future directions for heterodox economics

explicitly from open-system ontology. I have argued elsewhere (Dow 1990, 1996,
2000) that heterodox economists share a general open-system ontology (the
 social world is an open system) but that there are different understandings of the
nature of that reality. Schools of thought are identified according to whether
their vision of reality is primarily individualist (neo-Austrian), class based
(Marxist), and so forth. The concept of schools of thought is therefore a de-
scriptive tool that identifies different, open-system ontologies (with respect to
the one reality). From these ontologies follow the different methodologies of
each school of thought.

The fact that we can identify different ontologies with respect to what is
agreed to be an independent reality that is an open system suggests that complete
openness cannot be sustained once we come to knowledge about that reality:
boundaries emerge in how we conceptualize reality. The argument to be devel-
oped here is that any conception of openness requires some form of closure.
Applied at the meta-methodological level, this argument implies that method-
ological pluralism does not require (nor can sustain) complete openness. Put
another way, methodological pluralism does not require (nor can sustain) infi-
nite plurality. Methodological pluralism needs to be limited (a finite number of
categories), on the one hand, but not so far as to be methodologically dualist
(two mutually exclusive, all-encompassing categories), on the other. In other
words, the argument will be made for what we call “structured pluralism.”10

Critical realism places considerable emphasis on the open-system/closed-
system distinction, downplaying differences between schools of thought. This
follows from a different, dualistic understanding of openness and closure than
the one to be considered here; for critical realism, closure is associated with event
regularity and the conditions that generate it.11 Critical realism therefore main-
tains a duality between closed-system and open-system theorizing, identified
with the distinction between orthodox and heterodox economics.

The basis of critical realism in open-system ontology requires an open-
 system epistemology. This is put forward as a unifying principle of heterodox
economics. Critical realists thus pose a challenge to heterodox economists to
provide the basis by which to identify schools of thought (Lawson 1994b). Since
open-system epistemology entails pluralist methodology—multiple different,
possibly incommensurate, strands of argument using a range of methods—the
implication is that there is no particular need for schools of thought. There is
no particular advocacy of methodological pluralism and thus continuing to
think in terms of schools of thought. Indeed this position can be considered
alongside the other arguments we considered in the last section—that schools
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A Future for Schools of Thought and Pluralism 19

of thought put up barriers to discourse, not least because of the force of ideo-
logical differences.

But let us return to the level of ontology and the nature of social reality. Let
us consider how an open-system reality—namely, an economy—actually func-
tions in order to consider the open-system reality of knowledge systems and the
social structure of the economics discipline. Brian Loasby (most recently, 2003)
draws the explicit parallel between firms as knowledge systems and economics
as a knowledge system. The rationale for the formation of firms is the need to
form systems based on imperfectly specified contracts in order to facilitate de-
cision making under uncertainty. Knowledge is inevitably uncertain in an open-
system world, where preferences, behavior, and institutional structures evolve.
He argues that the operation of large systems requires some decomposability.
Rather than the complete interconnectedness of the orthodox economy, real
economies function on the basis of incomplete connectedness (see further Potts
2000). Complete connectedness would mean an absence of system. Similarly,
Raffaeli (2003) emphasizes the importance of routines and their pairing with
innovation in the process of economic evolution.

But the closures created by routines, or categorizations that rule out some
connections, are provisional; they are based on conjectures that are subject to
refutation. A firm following a strategy that involves a range of assumptions
about technology and markets can, in an uncertain world, find these assump-
tions challenged by events, most noticeably poor profit performance, that re-
quire alteration of some defining characteristics. A convention as to pricing may
be challenged and changed, or the categorization of which that firm consists
may itself be challenged: the firm may be taken over or dissolved.

Another way of looking at segmentation of organic systems is in terms of
constraints. In orthodox theory, impediments to full information or to perfect
price flexibility or to perfect substitutability through market exchange are con-
straints that limit the capacity to achieve a socially optimal solution. Constraints
in heterodox theory, in contrast, may be enabling, for constraints in the form of
conventions that fix prices provide some element of certainty as a basis for plan-
ning and thus enable the economic process.12 The full freedom of the general
equilibrium world can only work under a system of central planning. Complete
interconnectedness would be chaotic; society would seek mechanisms to seg-
ment the social system to make it workable. Even in a closed-system world, there
is no mechanism for handling infinite information.

Loasby (2003) argues that knowledge systems themselves require some
 decomposability; according to Adam Smith ([1795] 1980), knowledge systems
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20 future directions for heterodox economics

consist of connecting principles, and the development of knowledge is a process
of making new connections. This follows from a recognition of the essential
incompleteness of human knowledge about a complex reality, that is, from fal-
libilism. Indeed, Loasby points out that it was Smith’s notion of the decom-
posability of scientific knowledge that produced his concept of the division of
labor and the benefits to be derived from it.

Schools of thought may thus, up to a point, be considered as evidence of
 division of labor in economic thought. One school of thought may be dominant
(as in orthodox economics). But, unlike Kuhn’s framework that emphasizes the
succession of one paradigm after another, this perspective supports the view
that a discipline may at any time consist of multiple paradigms. At any particular
time, each school can be characterized by its configuration of connectedness
and lack of connection. These configurations are necessary for the operation of
the knowledge system, some schools of thought exploring some connections
while closing off others. But the closures are provisional. Changing the config-
uration of connectedness allows for a synthetic development of ideas across par-
adigms and is suggestive of possibilities for different categorizations. Thus the
categorization of schools of thought, within an open-systems approach, should
be seen as provisional and subject to change.

The same argument follows from a more explicitly Keynesian view of
knowledge, which was itself built on an open-system ontology (Keynes [1921]
1973). Keynes built his theory of the reasoned grounds for belief under uncer-
tainty on the basis that the social world is organic, so that there is little scope for
certain knowledge. An organic system is one that is intrinsically and extrinsically
open (that is, there is scope for complex, nondeterministic change in internal
and external relations). Keynes explained how ordinary logic could provide a
basis for knowledge about organic systems, even if classical logic (which requires
premises to be held with certainty) cannot. Ordinary logic proceeds pluralisti-
cally, building up knowledge under uncertainty by means of provisional theo-
ries (conjectures) based on available evidence, combined with conventional
judgments and the application of imagination and intuition.

Theories with respect to an open-system reality require some segmentation
of the subject matter (Chick and Dow 2001). They require judgment as to rela-
tive degrees of connectedness, such that each aspect of reality is the focus of dif-
ferent enquiries, and indeed some aspects of reality may be omitted from in-
quiry. These categorizations are provisional. Keynes (1936) chose to emphasize
the influence of current income on consumption, although he noted other in-
fluences; it was open to others to choose other emphases as appropriate: the seg-
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A Future for Schools of Thought and Pluralism 21

mentation was provisional. Similarly he chose to take the money supply as given,
while elsewhere he investigated the causal mechanisms in the banking system be-
hind the money supply: the segmentation in the General Theory was partial. The
rationale for constructing theory in this way is that the organicism of the real
world is not absolute or uniform—there are categorizations in the real world
(institutions, conventions, etc.) that allow for categorization in theories.

Finally, beyond partial application and provisionality, the segmentation of
open systems takes the form of the setting of vague, rather than precise, bound-
aries.13 This was a key feature of Keynes’s philosophy; ordinary logic required or-
dinary language. It was the organic nature of reality that required vague language
(Coates 1996, 1997). As Davis (1999b, 504) puts it, through ordinary language,
“concepts achieve their efficiency by embodying tacit knowledge that necessarily
escapes formalization.” If the reality we are studying evolves in nature, then the
boundaries we impose in the segmentation we employ to theorize about it should
be vague enough to allow ambiguity of meaning and evolving application. Klaes
(2003) makes a similar argument in the context of institutional economics, ana-
lyzing concepts as social institutions. In a closed system, with well-defined terms
with fixed meanings applied to atomic elements with deterministic interrelations,
crisp boundaries are possible. The language of orthodox formalism is an idealist
language suited to classical logic. But in an open system, with segmentation in re-
ality and in knowledge systems that are partial, provisional and changing, ambi-
guity of boundaries is positively helpful. Fuzzy logic, accordingly, has found wide-
spread application in complex engineering systems (Dow and Ghosh 2004).

We can therefore think of heterodox schools of thought as a segmentation
of the heterodox system of thought. Were there no segmentation, all intercon-
nections of complex social reality would need to be studied simultaneously. But
each school of thought understands reality differently, or chooses to emphasize
different aspects of reality, and so chooses different segmentations for study—
some focus on market relations, some on long-term relations between macro-
economic aggregates, and so on. But these segmentations are partial, provisional,
and with the boundaries not precisely defined. This form of categorization, a
structured pluralism, provides the ideal basis for the development of knowledge.
Schools of thought build up theoretical systems based on their own categoriza-
tions, connections, and lack of connection. But the partial, provisional, and
vague nature of these categorizations creates an openness to cross-fertilization
across schools of thought14 and facilitates the evolution of the schools of thought
themselves.

None of this precludes discourse at the level of heterodox economics as a
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whole, on the basis of shared views about open-systems economies and eco-
nomics. But without schools of thought, heterodox economics would be un-
manageable, just as, without firms, the economy would be unmanageable. As
Adam Smith ([1795] 1980) pointed out, knowledge is built on the basis of iden-
tifying patterns, emphasizing some connections while disallowing others. Seg-
menting economics into schools of thought is an exercise in pattern formation.
In Kuhnian terms, it allows normal science to proceed within each paradigm.
Knowing the characteristics of each school of thought aids rather than impedes
conversation. Rather than a Tower of Babel where communication breaks down,
we know which dictionary to reach for. A dictionary never provides enough to
really understand meaning, but it is a start.

The key is not to regard schools of thought as set in stone. To pursue the
linguistic metaphor further, language evolves, and each borrows from the others.
So the boundaries of schools of thought are vague, and they require updating
from time to time.

Conclusion

We have considered here the various arguments against continuing to think in
terms of schools of thought. From the heterodox perspective, they may be seen
to fragment the power of heterodoxy or to impede discourse. From the orthodox
perspective, schools of thought may be seen to reflect ideological differences
that have no place in economics or to be part of a larger, benign pluralism that
requires no methodological scrutiny.

The most powerful arguments in favor of thinking in terms of schools of
thought refer to open-system ontology and epistemology. But open systems (of
economic relations or of knowledge) are only manageable if they are segmented
in some way. These segmentations, as befits open-system thinking, are provi-
sional and vaguely defined. Put another way, knowledge is built by means of im-
perfect connectedness that is both imperfectly specified and provisional.

Seen in this light, schools of thought play an enabling role by representing
patterns, in terms of the ontological vision of the economy, the consequent seg-
mentations employed to construct theory, and the range of methods employed.
But each school of thought needs to be thought of as itself an open system, with
vague boundaries and scope for external and internal change. This has been
termed here a “structured pluralism,” which applies equally to economic thought
and to open-systems methodology.

Further, structured pluralism can encompass orthodox economics as much
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as heterodox economics. The boundaries of orthodox economics have been
shifting, often as a result of incorporating ideas from heterodox economics,
translated in terms of orthodox methodology. The notion of structured plural-
ism thus serves to draw thinking away from a dualistic separation into hetero-
doxy and orthodoxy. The boundaries between orthodox and heterodox eco-
nomics, while different from those within heterodox economics, may likewise be
seen as provisional and partial, enabling some communication.

With economics categorized in this (open, potentially fluid) way, interpar-
adigmatic communications are facilitated rather than impeded. Better under-
standing of schools of thought leads to better understanding of the possibilities
for cross-fertilization. The notions of heterodoxy (united in its open-system ap-
proach) and schools of thought (coexisting within that large category) are not
simply noncontradictory, but rather highly compatible.

notes

This essay has benefited from helpful comments and suggestions from Victoria Chick,
John Davis, Rob Garnett, Matthias Klaes, Brian Loasby, and Esther-Mirjam Sent.

1. The significance of new connections between ideas was a key element of Adam
Smith’s epistemology and has been central to much of Brian Loasby’s work; see most re-
cently Loasby 2003.

2. Pluralism can apply at a range of levels (Dow 1997): at the ontological level (a plu-
rality of being); at the epistemological level (a plurality of ways of building knowledge);
at the methodological level; at the level of method (a plurality of methods); at the level
of theory (a plurality of theories); and at the level of policy (a plurality of policies).

3. It can be argued that it is in the nature of social sciences that they are more likely
to have coexisting paradigms than physical sciences.

4. For Kuhn (1990) it was the realization, as a graduate student studying Galileo and
Aristotle, that language was used differently in different eras that alerted him to the im-
portance of incommensurability.

5. Sent (2006) provides the full quotation.
6. Weintraub (2002) makes a similar argument for historians of economics.
7. We could elaborate further on conceptual differences between orthodoxy and het-

erodoxy, and indeed within heterodoxy, in terms of different understandings of the terms
open, closed, and system. See Chick and Dow 2004 for such an exercise.

8. The term is not being used in the more narrow sense of Popper’s falsificationism
(Niiniluoto 1998).

9. This is difficult to sustain in practice, so that policymakers and those advising them,
for example, may explicitly avoid any association between theory and truth. See, for ex-
ample, Pagan 2003.

10. Davis (1999a) has made a similar argument, against the postmodernist position,
for boundaries between discourses (using the term principled relativism).
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11. See the exchange between Dow (2004) and Lawson (2004).
12. See Hawkins 2003, chap. 1, for a fuller account of this argument.
13. Mearman (2002) provides a fruitful analysis of categorization by polarity along a

spectrum rather than in terms of strictly defined, mutually exclusive, all-encompassing
duality or plurality.

14. Examples would be the incorporation of post-Keynesian endogenous money the-
ory in institutional economics or the application of Keynesian theory of uncertainty to
the behavioral theory of the firm.
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