Int. J. Pluralism and Economics Education, Vol. 11, No. 2, 2020

211

Book Review
Reviewed by Dirk Ehnts
Email: dehnts@googlemail.com

Democratizing the Economics Debate
by: Carlo D’Ippoliti
Published 2020
by Routledge
3 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon OX14 4RN,
Oxfordshire, UK, 106pp
ISBN: 9780367342012 (hardcover)
Carlo D’Ippoliti, an associate professor of economics at the Department of Statistics of
La Sapienza University in Rome, starts with an interesting observation: Economics, more
than a decade after the Great Financial Crisis, does not exhibit signs of significant
change. What, then, would an idealised economics academic discipline look like? To
answer this question, D’Ippoliti divides his book into three parts: the utopia; what is; and
what economics could become. The book speaks to those worrying about the state of the
dismal science, and by implication, democratic debate (or the lack thereof). Written in
academic prose, the book will appeal to students and academics, but unfortunately,
probably not to the wider public. This is a shame since the book makes the very
interesting case that economics is not only failing as an academic discipline, but also
failing society.
In his introduction, D’Ippoliti writes that economics matters for democracy. Social
improvement would be impossible without economists, but they first need to be trusted
by society. Plurality is crucial as ‘objectivity is impossible in this field’, and economists
as experts must be accountable. It seems that D’Ippoliti sees this statement as a
no-brainer, which it is not, for economics as it stands is not accountable to the public.
Academics rule themselves, with criteria that have strengthened connections to the
private sector, like research third party funding. According to D’Ippoliti, ensuring
accountability would be best done by encouraging wide and open debate. The split into
mainstream and heterodox camps would threaten fracture into two distinct disciplines,
which worries D’Ippoliti because it means that economists have not, are not, and will not
communicate. Or perhaps the heterodox and mainstream camps cannot find much value
in the other. He returns to this interesting topic only in the conclusion.
The first chapter discusses how economics should be. D’Ippoliti first notes that
economic ideas matter. Economists have been called to save us from the financial crisis,
often working from positions that are shielded from democracy (central banks,
international organisations). As experts, economists wish to speak with unanimity, but
reality is more complex. Therefore, economists as a bloc cannot be blamed for the
policies of the past. D’Ippoliti next turns to the topic of authority. At the root, there is an
agency problem: society, as the principal, entrusts economists as agents to improve
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society. There has to be trust and ethical behaviour, otherwise this does not work. At this
moment, societies have stopped trusting economists, as recent polls have found. This is
also the central message of Earle et al. (2017), which D’Ippoliti surprisingly fails to
mention.
D’Ippoliti describes the logic of the marketplace that is often applied to today’s
universities and science. Free competition and a level playing field would be needed for
this to work, but alas, it doesn’t exist. D’Ippoliti discusses the European debate about
fiscal policy in the aftermath of the Great Financial Crisis as an example, focusing on the
work of the late Alberto Alesina. D’Ippoliti concludes that austerity policies were a
mistake, not the outcome of other hidden motives. This would strengthen his case for the
accountability of economics.
So, how can economics regain trust? For D’Ippoliti, if people can trust the scientific
system and not necessarily the individual scientist. The system, if based on fair and open
debate, is the best shot we have at finding truths. This is well said. D’Ippoliti’s view
contravenes the neoliberal view of the scientist as technocrat. In a scientific system,
debate should select the best theory. However, since theories cannot be true, it would be
too much to infer that economists should agree on a single theory. Instead, economists
should create and choose a portfolio of theories from a variety of schools. D’Ippoliti is
right when he says that progress requires debate among competing views, although there
is nothing new here, as Peter Soderbaum (2008, p.10) wrote in 2008: “No paradigm can
claim universal applicability, i.e., usefulness for all kinds of problems. Each paradigm or
theoretical perspective may have something to offer. [The criticism] is pretensions for the
monopoly of one paradigm”.
The second chapter is based on empirical observations using data from research
papers in economics (RePEc). D’Ippoliti repeats some points that are known to be
problematic, like the dominance of the top five journals and their dearth of heterodox
versions; the split between mainstream and heterodox economists; and the increase in
productivity (papers published) between 1982 and 2010, when they then began
decreasing. D’Ippoliti describes an increased effort of heterodox economists to develop a
new paradigm, a trend he welcomes. However, he does not mention the recent rise of
modern monetary theory (MMT), which has not led other heterodox schools to band
together (yet?). The forthcoming book by Armstrong (2020) contains insights on the
potential fecund relationship between MMT and heterodox economics.
The third chapter discusses what economics could become. Although D’Ippoliti
discusses the flaws of today’s economics, he does not develop a perspective of where we
should go. It is clear to him that economics is part of a scientific process, even if that is a
difficult issue. There is some evolutionary process going on, even if there is no efficient
marketplace for ideas. D’Ippoliti decries that instead of examining what is scientific and
what is not, we now believe we can rank science. D’Ippoliti seems to think that this is
indeed possible. He believes that there are strong signs of discrimination within the
discipline, and he discusses the well-known troubles with citation matrices. Among other
things, economists are known to react to incentives when it comes to publishing.
Democratising the mechanisms of research selection and prioritisation is the most urgent
goal, according to D’Ippoliti. Today’s situation is that “everybody writes and nobody
reads”. New public management with its blind trust in numbers is part of the problem and
has led to ‘dirigisme’, which is problematic. D’Ippoliti ends the book with the statement
that “which side will prevail will determine what sort of, and how many, economics
sciences we will have”.
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The book is well-structured. One can read it as a manifesto, albeit but a very technical
one, which might, however, limit its appeal. Heterodox and mainstream economists have
battled it out over decades, with the latter side receiving a lot of support from outside
academia. The financial sector and lobbyists in general have heavily influenced the
outcome. The mainstream won, but reality shows that the win was not deserved. Instead
of welcoming heterodox economists, the mainstream hides behind its metrics while
successfully purging heterodox economists to the discipline’s fringes. D’Ippoliti says that
if it cannot be helped, heterodox economists should be ready to create a new academic
discipline. The split would be unfortunate, but necessary. And, as such, research
evaluation should be rethought and redesigned or abolished. He suggests three main
principles:
1

Neutrality in terms of research paradigms by standardising peer review and
bibliometric evaluations by the expected value of evaluations in each field and
paradigm.

2

Focusing on novelty and originality instead of quality or excellence.

3

Allowing for the cultivation of different research profiles.

This little book is a declaration of intellectual secession, but alas, not the first. The book
would have benefited from an incorporation of Lee’s (2009) work, a stalwart heterodox
economist who copiously detailed the relentless purging of heterodox economics, while
exhorting us to continue our research and pedagogy, regardless of what the mainstream
did; and relentlessly challenging the invidious metric systems Also, surprising in
omission is the clarion call for secession raised by Argyrous and Thornton (2014), and
Lavoie (2015). And finally D’Ipolitti would have been benefited immensely from The
Econocracy whose authors pretty much stated D’Ipolitti’s thesis three years ago.
With the Covid-19 pandemic and the economic response that has resulted in large
public deficits there might be one last opportunity to reconquer economics before
seceding to form another discipline. It is not hard to imagine the pressing problems to be
addressed: inequality, climate change, the threat to democracy and the importance of
social and economic rights, the economic meanings and myths of public deficits and debt.
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Probably my biggest irritation with neoclassical microeconomics has been its stubborn
reluctance to understand and investigate the firm as the capitalist economy’s basic
building block. Indeed, the firm has long been pejoratively referred as the black box, not
exactly a compliment for a profession whose jurisdiction is supposedly the economy.
When I took my obligatory courses in the theory of the firm, I realised early on that the
so-called theory had little to do with the firm; and that you could substitute any entity and
obtain the same results. In fact, after these courses I knew less about the firm than I did
beforehand. Adding to the frustration was that the world was changing, but the theory of
the firm had ossified: its frame of reference and conceptual tools ensconced in the
pre-World One era.1 The neoclassical theory of the firm became emmeshed in its own
deductive and ahistorical logic, as if economics was a ‘branch of applied mathematics’
[Hodgson (1999), p.8] rather than a social science.
A long-time objective of mine has been to write a pluralist book on the theory of the
firm2, but alas, founding the IJPEE, and three books later on economics education put
this project on the proverbial back burner, and then off the stove completely. So I am
thrilled that such a book is finally on the market, and that Bart Madden beat me to the
punch, for he has written a much better book on the subject than I could have, or anyone
else for that matter.
Madden, an independent researcher and prolific author, is that rare polymath who
utilizes ideas from many disciplines. He is equally at home in management, finance,
economics, medicine, philosophy, and psychology; in fact for Madden, these are not
exactly separate silos. He is eager to learn, not to ossify and self-confirm, but to enlighten
in order to help make the world a better place. He epitomises erudition, enthusiasm for
learning, and an insightful open-mindedness.
Value Creation Principles is based on Madden’s 50 years doing financial analysis,
valuation model development, and portfolio management; learning how real firms work,
the importance of the firm to capitalism, and the essence of sustainability long before the
word came in vogue. Madden knows his stuff and he knows his firms.
Reviewing a Bart Madden book has become a pleasurable and enjoyable bi-annual
task; and he is rapidly becoming one of my favorite authors. When I reviewed his most
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recent book (Madden, 2018). I urged him to “please survey our economy and find other
areas with a disconnect between technology, democracy, and efficiency (perhaps higher
education?) We need your passion, your voice, and your erudition” [Reardon, (2018),
p.427]. Thankfully he responded pretty quickly, although this book has been gestating for
quite some time.3
At only 238 pages of text, most readers will be surprised by the book’s brevity. Yeah,
Madden says a lot and packs the pages with interesting stuff, yet, his crisp and efficient
prose is engaging and inviting, and parts read like a novel (literary, not mystery!)
Madden’s firms come alive, and just like a good novel, the reader is hooked, wanting to
know more.
The book’s seven chapters are divided into three parts: a firm’s role in society; the
pragmatic theory of the firm connects innovation and valuation; and value creation.
Part 1, a firm’s role in society, lays the groundwork for the book’s four themes:


Pragmatic: The book was originally titled The Pragmatic Theory of the Firm, then
revised prior to publication, while moving pragmatic to the subtitle. Pragmatic (from
the Greek word, meaning ‘deed’) means practical: concerned with facts or actual
events. And according to the common dictionary, ‘practical’ has several nuanced
definitions, the most apt here: ‘capable of being used or put into effect; useful.
“Madden’s pragmatic theory of the firm connects the firm’s purpose, major
activities, and its long-term overall performance, with particular attention to
long-term financial performance” (p.30).



Knowledge building: Madden begins his book with the unequivocal statement:
“I strongly believe that a firm’s long-term performance is a direct result of its
knowledge building proficiency” (p.15). Indeed knowledge building provides the
foundation for his theory of the firm, explains how a firm produces value, and the
capacity to build knowledge, and differentiates between successful and unsuccessful
firms. It is of “paramount importance in determining a firm’s survival and prosperity
over the long term” (p.34). Knowledge building has five interlocking components:
purpose, worldview, perceptions, actions and consequences, and feedback, each of
which strongly influences how we build knowledge (p.32). For Madden, “knowledge
building and value creation are opposite sides of the same coin” (p.64).



Life cycle framework: focuses on an individual firm delivering economic returns and
reinvestment during the four stages of its life cycle: high innovation, competitive
fade, maturity, and failing business. This framework, Madden convincingly
demonstrates, is more accurate and holistic than traditional valuation measures.



Systems thinking: is a central unifying theme of all Madden’s books.4 Rather than
look at one isolated component, as if each were separate entities, systems thinking is
about connectedness, about how the whole system works. Systems thinking
obviously proffers a different worldview, albeit much more accurate. The pragmatic
theory of the firm “applies systems thinking to improve our understanding of firms
and our measurement tools, and to upgrade decision-making” (p.222).

Chapter 1 expands on the concept of a pragmatic theory, while also providing a highly
readable historical evolution of the theory of the firm, differentiating a pragmatic theory
from other theories. As the book’s subtitle reads, ‘The pragmatic theory of the firm
begins with purpose and ends with sustainable capitalism’. Madden defines a pragmatic
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firm as “a dynamic system of coordinated activities that evolves as management and
employees build knowledge in order to create value for customers” (p.4). While the
literature abounds with definitions of a firm’s purpose, most are either deductively based,
or too narrow (or both), focusing only on one stakeholder, ignoring the well-being of the
others and how this interacts to affect the firm’s holistic success. For Madden, a
pragmatic firm has a four-part purpose rooted in the knowledge building loop:


communicate a vision to inspire and motivate employees to make the world a better
place



survive and prosper through continual gains in efficiency and sustained innovation



sustain win-win relationships with all the firm’s stakeholders



take-care of future generations with a genuine commitment to ensure the
sustainability of the environment (pp.26–27).

And thus, “knowledge-building proficiency tied to the four-part purpose is a viable route
to taking care of future generations” (p.27). Madden’s emphasis on sustainability, often
missing in the traditional literature, is important and will increase the applicability and
reach of his book.
Chapter 2 discusses knowledge building, which not only is an end in itself and a
means to increase value, but is also a metric to analyse a firm’s success/failure. While
each component of knowledge building is critically important, feedback emerges as
“hugely important” (p.41) since it “ideally facilitates new knowledge building that is
critical in directing innovation both for existing products and new products that may
significantly differ from existing products” (p.194). Feedback works exceedingly well for
Netflix, according to its web page:
“We believe we will learn faster and be better if we can make giving and
receiving feedback less stressful and a normal part of work life. Feedback is a
continuous part of how we communicate and work with one another versus an
occasional formal exercise…Feedback helps us avoid sustained
misunderstandings and the need for rules” (p.187).

In building the knowledge loop Madden calls for humility (economists take notice!),
“what we don’t know… will open the door wider to deeper understanding” (pp.40–41).
Chapter 3 utilises knowledge-building as a general-purpose analytical metric to
explain three important approaches to improving firm performance: Lean Thinking
(pioneered by Toyota); the theory of constraints (developed by Eli Goldratt); and Werner
Erhard’s and Michael Jensen’s recent ontological/phenomenological model.
Chapter 4 uses the life cycle framework as the basis for his innovation life-cycle
valuation model, to connect a firm’s long-term financial performance to its market
valuation. The life cycle model, “stripped of any assumptions about risk and return in an
assumed equilibrium environment” is superior to the capital asset pricing model (CAPM),
touted by mainstream finance (p.218). Finance aficionados will appreciate the helpful
addendum ‘A research methodology for advancing the life cycle framework’,
(pp.111–120) just as economists should appreciate Chapter One’s historical discussion of
the theory of the firm.5
One of the book’s more interesting chapters is Chapter 5: ‘Intangible assets, brands,
and shareholder returns’. Interesting because the topic is often missing in traditional
economics texts. Indeed,

Book Review

217

“intangibles play an important role in the generation of a firm’s life-cycle
performance… and [as such] a prerequisite to analyzing shareholder returns in
today’s new economy is an insightful understanding of connectivity-enabled
innovation, networks, platforms, and the increased importance of
hard-to-duplicate intangible assets such as unique human capital (e.g., brands)”
(p.122).

Yet, neoclassical economics and traditional accounting6 are still mired in the ways of the
Old Economy (producing physical goods with physical assets) which is problematic since
intangible assets (unlike tangible assets such as machinery) typically involve considerable
uncertainty as to both the magnitude and duration (life) of future benefits” (p.126).
Accounting aficionados (and accounting rule-makers) will appreciate the helpful call to
action ‘Conceptual roadmap for handling intangible assets’ (pp.133–142).
Chapter 6 discusses the firm’s organisational structure which is also a source of
competitive advantage and value added. The chapter is peppered with the successful case
studies of the Haier Group, Morning Star, and Netflix. The Haier Group discussion
impugns the common-held assumption that large firms are too big to successfully
transform. The typical structure of the New Economy firm is more of a “flattened
hierarchical pyramid [with] a structure focused on teams of individuals doing the work of
efficiently serving customers” (p.199) creating far more value for customers and other
stakeholders.
Chapter 7 summarises the book’s key take-aways, nicely encapsulated in the
following passage:
“the main theme of the book is that knowledge-building proficiency is the key
to long-term value creation by individuals, business units, and firms. A
corollary theme is that resources are best allocated by management (including
entrepreneurs) less concerned with hierarchal control mechanisms, and instead,
intent on developing a knowledge-building culture keyed to innovation and
constructive change. Such a culture rewards and motivates those who reveal
obsolete assumptions; analyze problems to unravel root causes…that is, fast
and effective traversing of the knowledge-building loop” (p.215).

Madden concludes his book by endorsing the nascent movement toward a new discipline
of Progress Studies to “study the successful people, organisations, institutions, policies,
and cultures that that have arisen to date, and it would attempt to concoct policies and
prescriptions that would help improve our ability to generate useful progress in the
future” (p.214). In this interesting new discipline, Madden’s take is to emphasise the
evolutionary process in which “firms build knowledge, create value, and generate
progress – a bottom up concrete body of knowledge using the individual firm as the unit
of analysis. This book is a step in that direction” (p.238). Indeed it is.
I do not have any criticisms of the book per se (the book was accepted by Madden’s
first choice, Wiley, without any changes major or minor), which is not surprising given
that the book is clearly written, cogently argued, and arguably succeeds at its objective.
While the reviewer’s task is to review the book actually written and not the book that
the reviewer wanted to read; at the same time, the flip side of writing a succinct and pithy
(and much-needed) book on such an important topic is that most readers would have
liked this particular topic or that particular topic. This is a cost of writing a short and
pithy book; and a natural and expected reaction: like watching a good movie, we are sad
to see it end, wanting more. Yet, if Madden were to expand and write a massive
Encyclopedia (like many of today’s principles of economics textbooks, his book would
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lose its verve, its passion, its succinctness, and yes, its applicability to understand the
rationale and modus operandi of any firm, large or small, local or global.
Who should read this much needed-book that discusses how the capitalist firm creates
value, how and why it evolves over its life-stages, its role within capitalism, with a
plethora of real-world examples about how real firms actually behave? (I think I just
answered my own question: well, everyone.) Every businessperson should read this, not
as a rah-rah, motivational book, but as a carefully thought-out book with workable and
pragmatic principles of how firms create value based on the author’s 50 years in the
trenches, and couched in the context of contemporary capitalism. This important book
deserves a central place in reconceptualising economics and in a new pluralist curriculum
(You need not have a strong background in economics or finance to profit from this
book), and it should be mandatory in the economics and MBA curricula.
Bart Madden, I hope you are surveying our economy/society finding other areas,
perhaps something more in-depth about knowledge building and the economy: We need
your passion, your voice, and your erudition.
Stay tuned!
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Notes
1

2

Lee (2010, p.205) noted that the core theoretical tools of neoclassical theory circa 1900–1910,
i.e., scarcity, maximisation, utility and marginal utility, marginal product and the law of
diminishing returns, supply and demand curves, the marginal productivity principle of
distribution, and the core model of competition have been retained throughout the century”.
Commemorating Martin Luther and the 500th anniversary of the commencement of the
Reformation, I wrote: “Economics must become more inductive and less deductive. One is
hard-pressed to find in any economics textbook empirical evidence about how real-world
firms behave and how they operate. Instead we find fabricated data based on 19th century
prescripts of how firms should behave. If we presume to teach about modern capitalism, we
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should begin with real-world data. (That this is even mentioned underscores how
dysfunctional economics has become)” [Reardon, (2017), Thesis #50, p.324].
I also reviewed Madden (2014) in the IJPPE, (Reardon, 2015).
In an earlier book, Madden identified (and explained) systems thinking as one of the four core
beliefs businesses need to solve complex problems; specifically, “to address the tendency
toward an excessive focus on local efficiencies that can easily degrade overall system
performance, and to powerfully identify and focus on fixing the key constraints” [Madden,
(2014), p.42].
This is not exclusionary by any means. The overall language of these sections is clear and
inviting so that all can profit. And by the way, management and investment aficionados can
profit from the whole book. A central theme/objective of Madden’s research corpus is the
dismantling of separate silo thinking; a much-needed objective.
For an incisive criticism of traditional accounting with a sustainability twist see Brown and
Dillard (2019).

