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The landscape of economic thought in the twentieth century is often portrayed as a linear progression toward the 

refinement of neoclassical models. However, this narrative overlooks a robust, multi-faceted resistance known as 

heterodox economics. As documented extensively by scholars like Frederic Lee, the history of heterodox 

economics is not merely a history of dissenting ideas, but a social and community history of scholars fighting for 

institutional survival against an increasingly homogenized mainstream. To understand the current state of economic 

science, one must analyze the technical, institutional, and philosophical frameworks that distinguish heterodox 

traditions—such as Post-Keynesian, Marxian-Radical, and Institutionalisteconomics—from the neoclassical

synthesis.

The Ontological Foundations of Heterodox vs. Mainstream Economics

At the core of the divide between mainstream (neoclassical) and heterodox economics lies a fundamental 

disagreement regarding the nature of social reality, or ontology. Mainstream economics is built upon 

Methodological Individualism, which posits that social phenomena can be entirely explained by the actions and 

preferences of individual agents. These agents are typically modeled as homo economicus: rational, utility-

maximizing entities operating under conditions of scarcity.

In contrast, heterodox economics operates on the principle of Social Realism. This framework argues that social 

structures—such as classes, gender roles, state institutions, and corporate hierarchies—have an existence 

independent of individual agents and exert a causal influence on economic outcomes. Heterodox thinkers argue 

that the economy is a social provisioning process, where the goal is not merely the efficient allocation of scarce

resources among competing ends, but the reproduction of the social and physical conditions of life.

Key Theoretical Divergences

•  Uncertainty vs. Risk: Mainstream models often substitute Knightian uncertainty with calculable risk. Heterodox 

economics, particularly the Post-Keynesian tradition, insists that the future is fundamentally unknowable, making 

long-term expectations and liquidity preference central to economic stability.

•  Agency and Structure: While the mainstream focuses on agency (individual choice), heterodoxy emphasizes 

structure (the constraints imposed by the social environment).

•  The Role of Money: In neoclassical growth models, money is often treated as a "veil" (neutral in the long run). 

In heterodox theories, money is a social relation and a fundamental driver of production and employment.

The Community History Approach: Frederic Lee’s Methodology

Frederic Lee’s seminal work, A History of Heterodox Economics: Challenging the Mainstream in the Twentieth 

Century, departs from traditional hagiographies of "great thinkers." Instead, Lee employs a community history

methodology. This approach analyzes the history of the discipline through the lens of institutional infrastructure,

including:

1.  The Development of Journals: The creation of venues such as the Journal of Post Keynesian Economics, the 

Review of Radical Political Economics, and the Journal of Economic Issues as a response to exclusion from "top-



tier" mainstream publications.

2.  Departmental Concentrations: The formation of "clusters" of heterodox thought in specific universities (e.g., 

Cambridge UK, UMass Amherst, New School for Social Research).

3.  Professional Associations: The rise of organizations like the Union for Radical Political Economics (URPE) 

and the Association for Evolutionary Economics (AFEE).

Lee’s thesis suggests that the "disappearance" of heterodoxy from the mainstream was not a result of intellectual 

failure, but a systematic institutional exclusionthrough the control of hiring committees, PhD curricula, and

research assessment exercises.

Technical Comparison: Neoclassical vs. Heterodox Paradigms

To evaluate the technical differences between these competing paradigms, we must look at their core mechanics.

The following table provides a side-by-side comparison of the analytical frameworks used in mainstream and

heterodox traditions.



Feature Mainstream (Neoclassical) Heterodox (Post-Keynesian/
Marxian)

Equilibrium Market-clearing; static or dynamic 
stochastic general equilibrium 
(DSGE).

Path-dependency; historical time; 
often characterized by persistent 
disequilibrium.

Pricing Mechanism Marginal cost pricing based on 
consumer utility and scarcity.

Administered pricing; mark-up or cost-
plus pricing determined by firm power.

Production Function Substitution between labor and capital 
(Cobb-Douglas).

Fixed technical coefficients (Leontief) 
or social relations of production.

Money and Credit Exogenous money (controlled by 
Central Bank); Loanable funds theory.

Endogenous money; credit creates 
deposits; horizontalist view of money 
supply.

Policy Goal Efficiency and price stability (Inflation 
targeting).

Full employment and equitable 
income distribution.

The Mechanics of Marginalization: The Research Assessment Exercise 
(RAE)

A critical component of the technical history of heterodox economics is the role of state-managed research 

evaluations, particularly in the United Kingdom. The Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), and its successor 

the Research Excellence Framework (REF), implemented a metrics-based system for funding university

departments.

The RAE utilized a hierarchy of journals to determine "research quality." Because the editorial boards of the highest-

ranked journals were almost exclusively populated by neoclassical economists, heterodox research—regardless of

its empirical rigor—was frequently categorized as "sub-standard." This led to a recursive feedback loop:

•  Hiring: Departments favored candidates who published in "top 5" journals to secure funding.

•  Curriculum: PhD programs shifted away from history of thought and pluralism toward mathematical technique 

to prepare students for the "top 5" pipeline.

•  Defunding: Heterodox departments saw their funding slashed, leading to mergers or closures (the "purge" of 

heterodoxy).

The Post-Keynesian and Marxian-Radical Nexus

In the mid-twentieth century, two major strands of heterodoxy emerged as the primary challengers to the 

neoclassical synthesis: Marxian-Radical Economics and Post-Keynesian Economics.

Marxian-Radical Economic Principles

The radical turn of the 1960s and 70s revitalized Marxian analysis by integrating it with modern sociology. Key

technical components include:

•  The Theory of Surplus Value: Analyzing the gap between the value produced by labor and the wages paid, 

treated as the engine of capital accumulation.

•  Contested Exchange: The idea that the labor contract is incomplete, and that firms must use power and 

surveillance to extract effort from workers.



•  Crisis Theory: The inherent tendency of capitalism toward overproduction or underconsumption due to the 

falling rate of profit.

Post-Keynesian Economic Principles

Post-Keynesians argue that Keynes's General Theorywas misinterpreted by the neoclassical synthesis (the IS-LM

model). Their technical framework emphasizes:

•  The Principle of Effective Demand: Investment determines savings, not the other way around.

Implementation Guide: Restoring Pluralism in Economics

For academic institutions and policy-makers seeking to integrate heterodox insights, a systematic approach to 

economic pluralismis required. This involves more than just adding a single "alternative" course; it requires

structural changes to the way economics is taught and researched.

Step 1: Curriculum Redesign

Move away from teaching a single "toolkit" (neoclassical) and toward a comparative paradigmsapproach.

Students should be introduced to the assumptions of various schools of thought simultaneously.

Step 2: Diversified Metric Systems

Evaluation committees should move beyond simple journal impact factors. Qualitative assessments of social

impact, policy relevance, and interdisciplinary contribution (linking economics with sociology, history, and ecology)

must be prioritized.

Step 3: Institutional Protection

Creating dedicated research centers for heterodox studies can protect scholars from the "homogenizing" pressure 

of standard economics departments. This allows for the development of alternative mathematical models, such as 

Stock-Flow Consistent (SFC)modeling, which provides a more realistic accounting of financial flows than

standard DSGE models.

Case Study: The 2008 Financial Crisis as a Failure of the Mainstream

The global financial crisis of 2008 serves as a technical case study for the relevance of heterodox economics. 

Mainstream models based on the Efficient Market Hypothesis (EMH)largely failed to predict or explain the

collapse because they assumed that markets are self-correcting and that money/debt are neutral.

Heterodox Analysis (Minsky/Post-Keynesian):

•  Pre-Crisis: Heterodox economists (e.g., Steve Keen, Wynne Godley) warned of the crisis by tracking private 

debt-to-GDP ratios—a variable ignored by most DSGE models.

•  The Mechanism: The accumulation of private debt reached a "Minsky Moment" where cash flows were 

insufficient to cover interest payments, leading to a fire sale of assets.

•  The Solution: Instead of simple monetary easing, heterodox scholars advocated for debt jubilees and large-

scale fiscal intervention to support the "social provisioning process."

Technical Comparison of Mathematical Modeling Styles

The mathematical language of heterodox economics often differs from the calculus-heavy optimization models of

the mainstream.



Model Type Mainstream Application Heterodox Application

Game Theory Modeling strategic interactions 
between rational agents.

Modeling power struggles and 
evolutionary social norms.

Differential Equations Seeking unique, stable steady-state 
equilibria.

Modeling non-linear dynamics, chaos, 
and multiple equilibria.

Agent-Based Modeling (ABM) Rarely used (too complex for standard 
proofs).

Used to simulate the emergent 
behavior of heterogeneous agents.

Input-Output Analysis Considered archaic or descriptive. Central to Sraffian and Marxian 
analyses of inter-industry links.

The Future of Economic Thought

The history of heterodox economics is far from over. In the wake of the 2008 crisis, the rise of inequality, and the 

looming climate catastrophe, the limitations of the neoclassical framework have become increasingly apparent. 

New movements, such as Modern Monetary Theory (MMT)  and Ecological Economics, have built upon the

foundations laid by 20th-century heterodox scholars.

Frederic Lee’s research underscores that the vitality of economics as a discipline depends on its ability to harbor

dissent. The suppression of heterodox views does not lead to better science; it leads to a fragile consensus that is

ill-equipped to handle real-world complexities. By reclaiming the social history of the discipline, economists can

begin to build a more pluralistic, robust, and socially relevant science. The transition from a monolithic neoclassical

approach to a multi-paradigmatic framework is not just an academic exercise—it is a technical necessity for

navigating the socio-economic challenges of the twenty-first century.

The technical resilience of heterodox traditions—maintaining rigorous standards of internal consistency and 

empirical validity despite systemic defunding—is a testament to the power of these ideas. As we move forward, the 

integration of institutional analysis, social realism, and endogenous money theorywill be essential for any

economic policy that aims to provide stability and equity in a globalized world. The challenging of the mainstream is

not merely an act of rebellion, but a vital contribution to the scientific process, ensuring that the study of the

economy remains grounded in the actual social and material conditions of human life.
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