
Achieving Pluralism: a critical note 
This article ‘Beyond talking the talk: towards a critical pluralist practice’ appeared in Post-Autistic Review 

number 40 and was written some time before that, by Andrew Kliman and myself as an early 

contribution to the discussion of the need for a pluralist practice in order to combat the systemic 

tendency of economics to the promotion of untruth. It evolved out of discussions dating back to 1996, 

during the early years of the International Working Group on Value Theory (IWGT), on the deeply 

antipluralistic practices of the Marxist academics who, on the face of it, have the most to gain from a 

systematic pluralism. 

These discussions gave birth as early as 1996 to the IWGVT rules, which attempted to set out the basis 

for genuinely pluralist discussion of Marx’s theories, but which are of general application within 

economics and possibly other spheres of the social sciences or indeed, science in general. 

Although in many ways this paper was the original basis for which the battle for pluralism has been 

taken up, and even adopted as defining characteristic, by heterodox economists, its arguments remain 

to be fully absorbed: in particular the ideas that: 

(a) Pluralism actually constitutes the method of science, and cannot be equated to relativism or 

mere 'toleration' 

(b) Pluralism does not consist of the simple right of a variety of views to exist, independent of each 

other, but the requirement of 'assertive pluralism' – that each individual practitioner (academic, 

student, editor, reviewer, funder, etc), and each institution (journal, department, institute, 

employer, etc) should recognise, and should not ignore in assessing the validity of any particular 

theory, those legitimate alternatives which stand opposed to the view under consideration, or 

which offer alternative explanations of the phenomenon in question. 

(c) Pluralism includes recognising the existence of a variety of interpretations of the theories in 

question, and a duty to apply the appropriate laws of evidence in deciding which interpretation 

is to be treated as valid, in assessing any given theory. 

A further feature of the paper which has yet to be understood is that it is not a critique of the 

mainstream – a set of rules that heterodox economists should seek to impose on their opponents – but 

defines the practice we think all economists should be bound to. In particular, we argue, it is precisely 

the heterodox economists who are the origin of anti-pluralist practice. We take the example of the 

practice of Marxist intellectuals as a case in point. 

Thus, in order to correct the manifest defects of the profession of economics, the step which is yet to be 

taken is that the heterodox economists need not only to evolve truly pluralist rules of conduct for the 

profession as a whole, but to apply it to themselves. To paraphrase Pogo, ‘if we want to see the future, 

first look at us’. 

As we have regularly noted elsewhere, the problem with economics lie not its orthodoxies, but in the 

fact that it is composed of heterodoxies which conduct themselves as orthodoxies in waiting. The 

problem, therefore, is not to replace one orthodoxy by another, but to adopt practices which make 

orthodoxy itself impossible. 



 

 

 


