February 22, 2006

Hi Fred,
I am pleased to read in your latest newsletter (issue 23) that you will be providing links in future newsletters to some interesting archival material in the history of heterodox economics. This context is very helpful. Back in 1996, when I was a graduate student at the University of Victoria (Canada), I was part of a group of students who developed and circulated a petition calling for reform in economics education (attached), and held a day-long teach-in to challenge the dominance of a neoclassical perspective that was blind to so many of its inconsistencies. The 10 year anniversary of the teach-in and petition is coming up, and students on campus are planning to mark the event later this Fall to once again call the economics department to account and to reinvigorate the call for reform (I myself am no longer on campus or associated with U Victoria, but the students have asked me to participate in this event, which is still in its planning phases). It would be great if you could include that petition in your archival material, as it would allow students and faculty to point to the larger calls for reform and the place of University of Victoria’s students within that effort.
With best wishes, and appreciation of all your efforts,
Tom Green
Director, Socio-economics
Rainforest Solutions Project
(A Project of the Sage Centre)
Suite 604, 850 West Hastings Street
Vancouver, BC, V6C 1E1
Tel# 604-408-7890
Fax# 604-408-7210
tom@rainforestsolutions.org
The Rainforest Solutions Project (RSP), is a joint-initiative of Greenpeace, ForestEthics, the Rainforest Action Network and the Sierra Club of Canada, BC Chapter. We promote conservation options and economic alternatives to industrial logging on British Columbia's central coast, north coast, and Haida Gwaii.
www.savethegreatbear.org
Teach-In Planning Committee, Alternative Economics

VIPIRG, Student Union Building,  Box 3035, U of Victoria, V8W 3P3

Tel. 721-8629 Fax: 721-7285, Email: opvipirg@castle.uvic.ca

March, 1996

Greetings:

Re: Real-World Economics Teach-In, March 20, 1996, UVic

Help us challenge the harm that policies based on neoclassical economics is having on our communities and the Earth!  

We are a group of students from the alternative economics committee of VIPIRG organizing a teach-in to challenge the neoclassical economic paradigm.  We want to challenge neoclassical economics, both as it is used to justify policies that are harming our society and our planet, and as it is taught here at UVic.  We want to explore what alternatives to neoclassical economics might include.  The teach-in will be held from 10:00 a. m. to 6 p.m. on Wednesday, March 20, 1996.  

We are inviting community organizations to participate in our teach-in for several reasons.  We want to learn from your real-world experience the harm caused by policies based on neoclassical economics.  We want to hear of your thoughts on how  things could be improved if policies were based on alternative economic paradigms.  We also would like to show the university that there is broad community support to change the economics curriculum at UVic.  So we want to invite your group to be involved.

Does this seem far from the concerns of your group?  Where are the ideas for cuts to social programs coming from?  What breaths life into the view of society as being made up of selfish, individuals who can never consume too much?  Where do the ideas of endless economic growth come from that leave no part of the planet untouched?

Information Tables
We are inviting you to set up an information table where you can present information on how current economic policies are harming society or the Earth, and to show how you are trying to work with new ideas in economics.

Statement
We would also like to invite you to endorse or support our statement to be issued at the teach-in, Fatal Abstractions In Economics.  This statement sets out the reasons why we are having this teach-in, the problems that we have with the neoclassical economics paradigm, and what we would like the economics department to do about it.  We welcome suggestions on how the statement might be improved.

We Seek to Share Perspectives and to Build Solidarity
We seek solidarity both in critiquing and learning about alternatives to neoclassical economics, and in showing the economics department that the neoclassical paradigm is losing all credibility as it erodes our communities and as our environment deteriorates. Come spend the day with us if you can.  We can learn from each other, both regarding problems with conventional economics, and some of the new alternatives... 

Let us know if you can participate!  You can reach the teach-in sub-committee of alternative economics through the VIPIRG office at 721-8629, or through your contact person.  If you have feedback on the statement or program, please send your comments to the Teach-In Sub committee at the above address.  We will be back in touch with you to confirm your ability and willingness to participate in this important event.  Thank you!
Announcing the

Real-World Economics

Teach-In!
Wednesday, March 20, 1996

Student Union Building, UVIC

What: A student-organized teach-in with two goals.  First, to expose how the neoclassical economic model has a direct effect on our lives, both through unrestrained growth leading to pollution and poor environmental quality, and through loss of control of local economies leading to unemployment, through cutbacks to social programs leading to poverty.  Second, to get the economics department at UVic to teach real-world economics:  economics as if the Earth, communities and women mattered.
Why:  Economics as currently taught at UVIC is based on fatal abstractions.  These ideas then get used as the basis for government policy, affecting our:
-environment: how much more growth can it take? 

- society: cutbacks to social programs, free trade, global competition, consumerism, unemployment, and the draining of wealth from local communities.

- women: most of the work that women around the world do raising children, tending the household, caring for the ill, volunteering, gets ignored by economists.

Whether or not you study economics, the ideology of neoclassical economics


affects us all.  Please get involved.
How:  We're organizing an all day teach-in with speakers from both on and off campus, and other events to both educate ourselves to alternative economics and to get the economics department to go beyond neoclassical economics.

Who are the organizers?  We're concerned students and community members working through the Alternative Economics committee of VIPIRG. You can reach us at 721-862

Teach-In Program


Wednesday, March 20, 1996 

Student Union Building, Multi-Purpose Room

(Program as of March 1st: check most recent program.  Order of sessions is still subject to change)
Time


Event

9:00-9:30

Refreshments and Gathering

9:30-10:00
Opening: Why a Real-World Economics Teach-in?

10:00-11:30
Who counts? The economics of marginalization and oppression.

11:30-1:00
Economics, North-South Relations

1:00-2:30
Where's the Community in Economics?

2:30-4:00
Where's the Earth in Economics?

4:00-5:30
Panel: An Economics Curriculum for the 21st Century?

5:30-5:45 
Closing Ceremony


Format: for each session, there will be three speakers: a student, a faculty member, and someone with real-world experience off campus.  Half the session will be devoted to student questions and discussion.

Other events:  all day long there will be tables from various organizations that try to work according to the principles of real-world economics.  There a statement of concern that you can endorse.  Come check it out!  The teach-in is part of the Alternative Economics Week.

An Urgent Call for Real-World Economics at UVic

We, a coalition of students and faculty of the University of Victoria, of workers, shop-keepers, activists, parents, of well-off and of poor, jointly declare our grave concern with neoclassical economics.  Humanity, as never before, faces a multitude of grave threats to our existence.  Neoclassical economic thought, based on untenable abstractions, helps to perpetuate an unrealistic economic system which is corroding both society and nature.  We see in economics the following fatal abstractions: 

Ecology
The biosphere is nearing ecological collapse due to the ever-enlarging and concentrating scale of economic activity.  The economics curriculum rationalizes the despoiled planet we will pass on to our children through an ideology of endless economic growth and an emphasis on economic efficiency which ignores diverse human values and the prerequisites for sustainability.  Neoclassical economics ignores fundamental constraints imposed by the first and second laws of thermodynamics and the ecological limits of the Earth.

Equity, North/South
There is increasing inequality within our society, between industrial societies and those of the South,  but the economics curriculum is silent on this account, as it tries to maintain an "objective" stance by refusing to differentiate between basic needs and luxury consumption.

Who Counts?  The Economics of Marginalization and Oppression

Most of the work of food preparation, caring for the sick, raising children and minding the household, is carried out by women, but this work largely fails to enter the economists' calculus.  The same can be said of the cashless economies of Indigenous peoples and subsistence cultivators, and the disadvantaged economies of people of colour.  These economies do not fit the economists' abstraction of selfish individualism, for there is much altruism and mutual help.

Politics and Economics
In Canada, our social programs are being dismantled, and our society subject to the whims of the global economy, while the economics department contributes to this trend by teaching of the gains from trade based on unrealistic abstractions of the real world, and a model of comparative advantage that has been subject to much criticism.   Unemployment is high, there are few prospects for youth, and economics teaches the need for higher productivity, yet mechanization and production efficiency are resulting in widespread job loss.  Meanwhile, politicians consult economists and apply their policy prescriptions, often unaware of the abstractions, value judgments and shortcomings of the theory.  

Community
Our communities are disintegrating under the stress of an increasingly individualistic consumer society.   Economics promotes this trend by relying on the highly unrealistic abstraction of rational, selfish economic man.  Meanwhile, transnational corporations drain wealth from local communities as local businesses cannot compete in the global economy.  Unemployment, alienation, crime and decaying infrastructure are the result.

The Informal Economy
Much of what is valued in our society never enters the realm of money, yet is economic activity nonetheless.  Volunteering, mutual help, work within the household all fit in the informal sector.  In the informal economy, the profit motive is absent; rather the issues are how the work is done, how the benefits are shared, and how people relate to each other.  The informal sector does not appear in the economists' models; their prescriptions often erode this sector  which is fundamental to our quality of life and to what it is to be human and living with others.  

Ideology
Students are taught economics as if it was an objective science. There is little mention of alternative viewpoints or of the literature critical of neoclassical economics.  There is a lack of critical discussion of the value judgments underlying current economic thought. Economics more closely resembles an ideology than a science.  Criticisms of this paradigm are discouraged and dismissed.

Mathematization
The mathematization of economics allows it to hide implicit values, to abstract from reality, and to camouflage all that is missing from the models, all the while adopting models which emulate outdated Newtonian physics. 

We are not alone in these criticisms: most have been made, in one form or another, by prominent economists, such as former presidents of the American Economics Association J. K. Galbraith, Kenneth Boulding, Wassily Leontief, L. Thurow, and A. Sen.  If these theories and abstractions did not have real-world consequences, we might be silent, but we are seeing the dangerous results of a view of the world held up by untenable abstractions and unasked questions.

The economics department thus has a heavy responsibility.  It teaches students, who later, during their work, apply this knowledge to the world about them.  If the knowledge they gain has ignored internal or external criticism, if it was blind to the realities and pressing needs of the world, then in their work these former students may, though well-meaning, promote policies which harm the society to which they seek to contribute.  We find that the economics department is failing in this duty.  We therefore call for reform.  It is time that the economics education at University of Victoria become relevant, that it consider the Earth, equity, the needs of the South, women, indigenous peoples, minorities,  community, ethics, and the informal economy.  At the same time, we wish to be clear that there is much in neoclassical economics that is important and useful,  that we believe that markets have a useful role within a limited sphere.  Nor do we seek to replace one ideology with another, rather we seek openness and diversity, and humility in the search for knowledge.

There are economists who have tried to present alternatives, but their contributions and criticisms have been unwelcome and for the most part ignored.  This criticism has a long history.  For instance, from the humanistic school we mention but a few: J. C. L. Simonde de Sismondi, J. Ruskin, J. A. Hobson, Tawney, F. Soddy, and E. F. Schumacher.  Marxists have stressed the relationship between production and social organization, and brought to the fore issues of social relations between classes.  More recently, new schools of thought have emerged.  We look for instance at the contributions of Feminist Economics, of Institutional Economics, of Ecological Economics, and of Socio-Economics.  The economics department must broaden its inquiry and its teachings to incorporate these more interdisciplinary schools.  As well, the economics department must become more interdisciplinary.

We wish to be clear that we impugn no ill motive to you, either individually as professors of economics, as a department, or, of course, to students of economics -- some of whom have joined our efforts.  We recognize that economics has always attracted the interest of those who seek to contribute to their society and to the betterment of the world.  Rather, we see a grave institutional problem, where advancement as a professor of economics, not only at University of Victoria, but throughout the West, revolves around adherence to the neoclassical paradigm, leaving the profession immune to outside criticism.  Much as we regret that this statement might cause discomfort, the issues at stake are too important to ignore.  What we are calling for, in essence, is that your department allow for greater competition of ideas within the department -- economists being well known for their fondness of competition -- as well as greater cooperation with ideas from other departments and from outside the University.  Universities exist to contribute to knowledge, and to serve the communities which pay their bills, and thus we put forth our call for change and await your proposal to teach real-world economics at the University of Victoria.

March 20, 1996

An Urgent Call for Real-World Economics at University of Victoria
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