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Economic history will prosper, I think, because it is the scientific part of the study of the economy.  And I believe, optimistically, and in the long run, that the truth will out.

It will seem odd to make this claim for economic history.  After all, the members of the national academies of science among our colleagues in economics are for the most part mathematical economists and econometricians, “applied” game theorists and the like, not economic historians.  Surely “Science” is about highly technical stuff that only technicians can understand, a little like the controls on your DVD player, which only your teenager can understand.

No, I don’t think so, not in the long run.  Real science confronts reality, and an economic historian confronts reality every day of her scientific life.  Most of economics does not: a good deal of labor economics still does take a real chance at being wrong in the world; urban economics, too; some of economic development.  But not most of macroeconomics; almost nothing these days of international economics and industrial organization.  As for “pure theory,” well, perhaps that branch will be admitted as obviously unscientific, even in the minds of its practitioners, a game.  

Most economists know this is true, that most of what passes for science among economists is a mere spinning of wheels.  Some, very well satisfied with the state of economic science, would not agree.  They reply with some indignation, “What of all those numerous papers that offer insight into the world?”  Numerous they are; but “insight” in this case is a term of art meaning “giving an account of certain of the world’s phenomena, but without assigning a quantitative weight to the power, the oomph of the account.”  They do not really confront reality, in the sense of allowing themselves to bump into it and be proven small.  

And most of Real science is interesting, the way Dr. Prior’s book on the battle of Paaschendaele is, or the way …..  So economic history is the scientific part of economics.

I have recently concluded that Tony Lawson, a philosopher and economist at Cambridge, is correct in advocating what is called “critical realism.”  For a long time I thought that as a self-respecting postmodern, who has herself seen the power of words to turn science this way or that, for good or ill, I couldn’t possibly be a realist.  Realists, I thought, believe that scientific propositions lie around like pebbles waiting to be picked up---in Newton’s famous metaphor.  Anyone who has followed the course of science studies in the past 30 years knows that science doesn’t work that way, and couldn’t even in theory.  Propositions themselves are not facts of the world; they are removed by one epistemological level, at least, from actual pebbles.  So (said I, correctly) the historian who claims stoutly that he merely goes to the archive and Observes the World is naïve; and at the other philosophical end of “realism,” a philosopher who insists she knows the mind of God, that view from nowhere constituting Reality, is misled.

What Lawson means by “realism,” as he explained during our long drive across the Midlands to see Sunderland away tie Derby in the last seconds of injury time, is in practical terms what we simple souls mean by Facing Facts.  That’s the courage: facing a world, a “real” one (rather than a toy one of theorems or econometric testing), and making bold conjectures (as Popper said) that might not be right.  

In which case you are defeated and have to go home, like losing an away game.  Think of the numerous American geologists who until 1965 resisted plate tectonics.  After it was conclusively demonstrated to be true, by difficult testing in the world, after fifty years of resistance (and especially fierce resistance in the big and isolated and for the most part tectonically inactive United States), the alarms went off: Buzzz!  Wrong!  Loss of scientific face!  No more grants for you!  Retire to Montana!  It’s dangerous work, this real science, because there’s a real world that can really prove you wrong.  

Lawson notes that at the high-brow levels of our own science the economist are above all cowardly in facing facts.  The high-brows (not so much the more modest empiricists like you and me, who actually care about reality) don’t really take a chance on being wrong.  They’re wimps.  

Take for example the theorem-proving side of Samuelsonianism (please).  The “work” is difficult and requires high intelligence, of that there is no doubt.  It’s “work” in the sense of the labor theory of value.  But there’s no chance it can be wrong.  It is not scientific work the way a real experiment is.  

You will say, “What are you talking about?  A theorem is the very model of something that can be proven wrong!”  No, you’re mistaken, and show by that indignant exclamation point your distance from bench science.  Theorems can be wrong or right as logic (what the philosophers call invalid or valid).  But only statements about a real world can be wrong or right as science.  That’s why Tony calls his (and now my) preferred method “realism”: if the world is really out there, and is not just an excuse for so-called “theorists” to “have fun” (as they always put it with a wink and a smirk), then real science is a statement about the real world that can possibly be wrong.  

By contrast a theorem that doesn’t work can always be fixed up.  That’s why there are so many of them, though there’s only one world.  The idea is mistaken that “theory” is a matter of those useless theorems that deface articles in economics.  There must be something like 100 journals in economics that have a lot of theorems.  At, say, six per article in ten articles that’s 60 per issue, or 240 per year per quarterly journal, or 24,000 a year over the profession as a whole.  All right, cut this estimate in half.  What possibly could be the scientific point in economics of 12,000 theorems per year?   12,000 new facts a year, sure: that’s a science progressing; 12,000 new theorems a year, no: that’s a study of chess problems.

 
Theory is not theorems.  Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem or the existence and stability of this or that entity isn’t science.  In a proper science a theory is an idea possibly false about the world, such as learning by doing or marginal productivity theory or covered interest arbitrage or the idea that the ratio of retained earnings to debt does not affect the cost of capital to the firm.  If it’s about an equation or an axiom set, you see, it’s not about the world.  If there’s no way to use it to Face Facts, it’s not science.  Thus abstract general equilibrium was and is scientifically useless, as we learned this Monday from ……..

The real science in economics is like F = ma, when it could have been in a real world F = m2a.  Merely symbolic falsehoods---such as theorems---can be jiggered to work out, to say something true.  Always.  Thus 12,000 a year.  I had a friend in Iowa City who was a fiction writer (Iowa Workshop grad) and by day a superb carpenter.  I asked him once which he found hardest.  “Carpentry: you can always fake a paragraph, fix it up with mere words.  But a roof has to pass the test of reality.”  We need to think of ourselves as carpenters inhabiting a real world, not as novelists inhabiting an imaginary one.  That’s Lawson’s point.

I repeat what I have told you before: no one in physics cares about Math-Dept-type theorems, and you won’t find a single one in hundreds of pages of The Physical Review; not a single one, against hundreds in the Math-Dept inspired pages of The American Economic Review.  I ask you to examine the pages of the Australian Economic History Review with this in mind: no theorems.

An economics that remains in the world of theorems is cowardly. Samuelsonian theorem-proving is not subjecting itself to the hard discipline of a world that might turn out differently.  It’s playing in a sandbox.

“But come, come, Deirdre,” you (if you are an economist first) will reply with some irritation, “econometrics does the testing.”  

The hell it does.  I hope you now realize, having studied reverently my earlier declarations on the subject, it ain’t science.  When econometricians fit hyperplanes they are using a tool of a possible real science.  When they “test” at 5% levels of significance drawn out of the air “for convenience” they are not.


So an economics that deals with the world, especially at the level of the long run (to speak of economic history) or within a sociological or politically embeddedness (to speak of business history or historical sociology or political economy), will in the long run triumph over the other stuff.  

