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C.T. Kurien

From even & cursory survey of the growth of social
sciences, particularly eccnciics, in the past few decades, three major
characteristics can be disceinsd. First, there is the impressive ex~
pahsion, diversifiéation and sophistication of these sciences. The
rapid increase in the research output, the substantial growth of pro-
fessional journals and the emergence of funding agencies specifically
meant to support social science research have been noticed all over
the world, including in our own country. Not surprisingly such rapid
expansion has also led to increasing spscialisation even within indi-
vidual disciplines. Foliowj.rig from 4% there has also been visible
'.i?rxpz;b{rémént in the proféss:f.onal quality of the work being done. Hers,
* perhaps, economics is Way ahead of the other social s_ciéncés .. The.
general systematisation of its body of knowledge, the logical perfec~
tion of the large runber of models that have been produced and con-
timue %o bevchurned oub, the sharpness and precision of its analytical

tools, and the overall elegance a”ld finesse that it has gained have

all given it a unique standing a“mx% the socz_al sciences and formal
recognition as a science, The second acpect that can be noticed is
tﬁe way in which many rundere probiems of soclety have made inroads
into the deliberabions of the scholasly community. Here again, at
least economists have come 1o have, during the past two or three
decades a recognised and respectable standing as advisers on guestions
of social policy. Neithei has it been a one~way relationigship. In-
volvement with pfactical problems hg.s led to professional advancement
also. It is on record that the development of linear programming as
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an analytical technique owes muich to the efforts to coordinate mili-
tary'operation's. Such involvement with practical problems has also
led to the third characteristic that ca:n be noted of the development
of social sciences in the past ~ a general feeling of inadequacy to
comprehend and anslyse pressing problems of the day. Leontief
expressed it about a decade ago in words wh;i.g:h have now become well

known, Referring to the growth and popularity of economics as a

science on the one hand and an uneasy feeling about its analytical
adequacy on the other he asserted before his professional colleagues:
"Tn an almost Pavlovian reflex, whenever a new complaint is raised,
President Nixon appoints a commission and the university announces

a NeW course..,. The trouble is caused, however, not by an inadequate

. selection of targets, but rather by an inability ‘o hit squardly amy

one of them., The uneasiness of which I spoke before is caused not by

_ the irrelevance of the practical problems to which present day econo~

2'

3.

mists address their efforts, but rather by the palpable :Lnadegué.cz of

the scientific means with which they try to solve them". Joan Robinson

is even sharper when she complains of "the evident bankruptcy of eco-
nomic theoz'y‘which... has nothing to say on the questions that,to
everyone except economists appear to be most in need of an answer'.
That these are not merely personal expressions of a passing mood can
be seen from the many writings of the same genre that have been app~

earing in recent years.3

W.Leontief, "Theoretical Assumptions and Nonobserved Facts",
Presidential Address, American Economic Association, December
1970, American Economic Review, Vol.LXI, March, 1971

(Emphasis in the original),

Joan Robinson, "The Second Crisis of Economic Theory", imerican
Economic Review, Vol LXIT, May 1972

For instance see - E.H., Phelps Brown, "The Underdevelopment of
Bconomics" Economic Journal, Vol,82, March 19723 G.D.N. Wors-
wick, "Is Progress in Economic Science Possible?", Economic
Journal, 82 March 1972; E.J. Minhan's The Costs of Economic
Growth (Harmondsworth, Penguin Books Ltd., 1967) and Narindar
Bingh's Beonomics and the Crisis of Bcodogy (Delhi, Oxford
University Press, 19(6) also deal with the inadequacies of eco-
nomics to deal with pressing economic problems.




The lamentations are also accompanied by diagnoses.
Thus according to Leontief the root of the problem is the shaky empi-
rical foundations qf the subjects; Joan Robinson puts the blame on
the constricting eﬁdilibrimn analysis; Georgescue-Roegen sees the pro-
blem in.the economists! tendancy to ignore the physical nature of ecow
nomic processess; and Myrdal locates the malady in the neglect of the

ingtitutional dimension in modern economic theory.

A1l these are true as far as they go. But they do not
Seem to go far enough to diagnose the emptiness that accompanies ele-~
gancé in modern social science theory, particularly economics. The
problem is in fact much deeper. One is reminded of Oswald in Tbscn!s
Ghosts. He sebs out to be a creative artist, but soon learns that he
has an incurable disease which makes it impossible for him to think
and work. And then he discovers that he had had the disease practically
from his birth - "the sins of the father" whon he Was taught to admire
45 a virtuous man. The fact is that a great deal of what parades as
" the science ‘of economics was conceived in sin, The sin has been that
of a systematic rejeé¢tion of the social context and content of the sub=

Ject to establish its claim as a science 'pure and simplet.

The burden of -this paper is that the glaring gap
between social problems. and the sciences that claim to deél with them
¢an be reduced only by reversing the process that has been goihg on
for over a century and by discovering ways of eérthing them in the
sociélreali‘by which they are supposed to represent and analyse. It
is, therefore s not enough merely to identify the symptoms of today's
maladies or even to discover the nature of the original sin, but to
trace the character of the 'development' of the science during the
past century or so to be ablc; to ask whether the future course of deve-
iopment can be given a different orientation. 4 quick survey of the
manner in which economics has dewiated from its original moorings and
parposes even as it metamorphosed itself into a Sophisticated__‘,system
of logical propositions and quantitative procedures is attempted in

the next section.
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In the early days of the emergence of economics as
a special field of enquiry it was concerned w1th the crucial and real
problems of the times viewing them in a wider social context. Adam
Smith, for example » Produced his analytical system within the context
of the social classes of his own country. And all the classical eco-
nomists were concerned with the laws of economic development, i.e. ,\
the processes of production and distribution in the course of which
relationship among men are generated through the use of material reso-
urces. The emphasis on the socictal aspect of economics was so strong
that even Walras writing one of the most abstract treatises of his
times which he called the Elsments of Pure Economics had to concede

that it was also The Theory of Social Wealth. In the early days of
economics it was generally recognised also that production and dise
tribution were not separate activities, but closely linked up. In

thé: appendix to his A Contribution Yo the Critigue of Political Eco-

M (1859) Marx expressed it thus: "The structurc of distribution
is entirely determined by the structure of production. Disﬁributﬁ.on
itself is a prbduct of pr,oducpiqn, not only with regard to the con-
tem", , for only the results of production can be distributéd, but also
with regard to the form, since the particular mode of men!'s partici—-v
pation in production determines the specific form of distribution, the
form in which they share in distribution." Adam Smith and Ricardo,

we can surmise would have had no hesitation in endorsing formilation.
Smith, Ricardo and Marx were also conecerned with the unfolding of the
economic processes, which necessitated history and historic time being

recognised as an inherent part .of the analytical procedure.

The first major deviation from the classical position
in economics described above came in 1848 when Mill ‘sought to draw a
distrinction between production and distribution because, as he» claimed,
'the laws and conditions of the production of wealth partake the charac-
‘ter of physical truths' while distribution of wealth was 'a matter of
human institutions solely!, paving the way for the view stubbornly held
by many economists even today that what is required in the context of



mass poverty is an increase in production first and then g more equi-

table sharing of the larger cakes., For the sake of the logical sys~
'tematisation of the emerging science Mill had ~ "for convenience of
analysis", as-it would be described by the latter day "scientists" =
distorted one of the basic aspects of economics as a discipline deal~
ing with social issues. Once such procedure was started it would soon
be picked up and built upon by others,

The marginalists for instance, in their eagerness to
convert economics intoa "physico-mathematical science" found it con~

“venient to discard all the historico-relative aspects that Mill re-
cognised as governing distribution and to concentrate on production
alone. Jevons, in particulai', in his attempt to r_ebuild,econon'xics

* as "the mechanics of utility and self-interest", found it necessary
to have a unifying principle for his system, like gravity in Newtonian
physics, and hit upon margianl utility as the central concept of his
analyticai system with anything else that was not quite compatible
with it having to give way for the sake of logical clarity and con-
venience. The marginalists succeeded in unifying the whole organon
of 'pure! econamics in the light of a single principle in which
Walras, with his simltaneous equation system showed "revolutionary
creativeness! = according to Schumpeter. But again national purity
and logical perfection was achieved by discarding a great deal-of -

. societal éonsiderations which, by this time, had come to be dead welghts
from the point of view of pure theory. ,Thgs to demonstrate the timee
less logic of allocation it became necessary to work with given reso-
urces. The supply = demand equality of whe given resources (or commo=
dity set in more ﬁodern formulations) at equilibrium »pric'evs led to
the concept of general equilibrium and consequently to the assumption
that all rescurces can be treated as fully employed, or as capable of
being fully employed if only prices would be permitted to be flexible.
Further, it led to the formulation, on the basis of logical deriva-
tions that a;@fter all, e'Ven distribution was but part of the pricing

process.; I8 ’%chmpeter sums “up. this point: "The requisites or



factors or. ‘ag‘en'bs -of production are assigned use vé.lues ¢ they acquire
their indices of economlc s:.gn:i‘lcance and hence their exchange values
from-the same marginal utility prlnclple that provides the economic 5ig~-

nificance and hence explains the exchange values of consumable g00ds .
But those ‘exchange valucs or relative pri‘ce‘s of the ‘factors constitute
the cost of production for the producing firhs. This means, on the one
hand that the marginal utility principvle now covers the cost phenomenon
and in consequénce also the logic of the allocation of resources (struc-
ture of procht:Lon), hence the !supply side'of the economic problem so

: far as all this 1s determined by economic considerations. And it means,

on the other hand, that, in as rmuch as costs to firms are incomes to
households, the same marginal principle, with the same proviso, auto-
matlca,lly covers the phenomenon of income formation or of ‘dlstr-lbutlont

which really ceases 1o be 2 distinct topic, though it may, of course,

sti1l be treated separately for the sake of convenience of expos:L‘r,:l.on.")'L
J.B. Clark.would later on push this further and claim that since the
single theory of marginal productivity was capable of expla:l.nlng all
factor prices, it was a universal and natural law and consequently pay-
ing each factor the equivalent of what it 'contributed! to production
was a nxoi:‘ally valid principle. It is interesting to see how a sclence
that claims to be value neutral and institutionally neutral comes in
handy to confer moral sanctity to the institutions of rivate prosperi‘by 3
lmarke'b economy and the socio-sconomic system of capitalism which 1s but

a short~hand description of such :l.ns’L;J.’(',u'c.a.ons.5

L- J.i. Schumpeter : H:Lstory of HJconom_c Analysis (New York, Ox:f'ord
University Press, 1960) p. 913 emphasis in the orlglnal

5. This is not al’cogether an“accident. Meek has pointed out that in
developing thelr theoretical system one of the consideration of
the marginalists Was to oppose the.labour theory of vilue = "a
task which became more and more urgent as Marxist ideas began to
grow in popularity". He also soys: Y"The key fact about J.B.
Clark!s marginal productivity theory of distribution, as his son
has recently reminded us, was probably that 'his statements are
oriented at Marx, and are best construed as an earnest and not .
meticulously qualified rebuttal of Marxian exploitation theoryt.
Ronald Meek, "The Marginal Revolution and its Aftermath" in E.K.
Hunt and Jesse G. Schwartz eds., A Gritique of Economic Theory
(Harmondsworth, Penguln Books Inc., 1972) p.92. The point here is
to note that what is frequently claimed to be "pure" theory may not
be so "pure” after alll




What is of greater significance is to note how a field
enquiry that started out as a study of the social conditions and conse=
quences of 'bh;z produc‘qn'._on and distribution of Iresourées over time becomes,
through the applicaﬁidn of the scientific method of abstraction and sys=
tematisation a science coﬁcerned with fhe psychological propensities of
isolated individuals, the timelsss process of the transformation of one
set of goods :‘Ln’co another set of goodé producing tutility! (and only
utility) in that process, the equating of the 'objective' and !'subjec-
tive'! rates of transformation and generating a set of indices of eco-
nomic significance. Is it surpfising that a 'sedence! reduced to (or
raised tol) the level of a prlvate affair between me and ny goods has
become palpably 1nadequate to deal with the wide range of social pro-
blems of the contemporary world?

‘Tt must not be considered, however, that that kind of
economic theory was trying to glorify the individual or individualism
as' a philoéophy. Far from it. 4s the theory developed it became clear
that the ihdividual, including the consumer who was said to be king,
“could easily be dispensed with. Pareto had maintained that once the
theorist determined the means at the disposal of the individoal and
obtained a phobegraph of his tastes, the individual could disappear.
And, according to Schumpeter even in the theory of consumers! .pre-
ferfence, the consumer is but the clothesline on which the economist
hangs his predetermined analysis. Stigler has gone a step further .
and stated that it does not affect 'bhé %ormal theory of demand in the
least whether the individual maximises wealth, religious piety, the
annihilation of crooners of his waistline! In other words economics
is concerned with meximisation subject to constraints, irrespective of
what is being maximised and what the constraints are. Economies has
become a highly formalised and !precise! discipline, although in that
process it has had to shed practically all of its social content. As
Meek aptly expresses it 'modern economists s like modern artists and
'poe‘t“é seem all too often to feel quiﬁe at home in a world where the
form is reality, of which »the'substantial is"“‘only a shadow"

6 Ronald Meck,loc. cit., p.96



TIII

It.will certainly not be correct to maintain that what
has . been described 'wbove is the only trad:.tlon in economlcs. But no
-other school of thought in economlcs shows as sharply as the neo-clas-
-sical system how g soc1al science can become perfected in its formal
structure by deliberately abstracting 1tself from the social problems
from which it arose and which still contmue to be the stuff that it
is supposed to deal with. 7 In fact, if the neo-classical system were
to be treated as merely a logical or mathematical system, it would have
been possible to appraise it alénrv those lines. But the claim of neo-
classical econemics.is-that its formal structure enables it to deal with
Prohlems of product:.on, distribution, trade, grow‘bh s and anything else
that. can be claimed to be an economic problem. It is well known also
that the forerumners of the neo-classical tradition like Jevons and
Walras and its modern adherents have all been interested in "policy"
 questions. :Hence it is important to see the extent to which a highly
abstracted’ and formalised "science" can address itself to practical
problems,

First it mist be conceded that in the world as it really
exists tl'_lere are mary problems that lend themselves to be dealt with by
the neo-classical theory. There are profit maximising producérs who con-
front market situations of similar to what neo-class:.cal theory postu~
lates. Many aspects of the pricing of aoods and even of factors of pro=-
duction approximate the pattern that it describes., The partial equili~-
brium version of it does provide a frame for the analysis of a large
class of problems and its general equilibrium version draws attention

to. a certain kind of interdependence within the economy.

7 Bven while laylng the foundations of a formal science of econom:Lcs,
Lionel Robbins in his 4An eassy on the nature and significance of
Economics Science stated that the postulates of economic theory
"are so much the stuff of our everyday experience that they have
only to be stated to be recognised as obvious"”.




But a logically self-contained axiomatic system- also
has to insist that only those proBlems that come within ‘bﬁe frame of
refapence can be treated as its problems. Thus, a thedrist may recog-
nise that an individual's consumption patterns are substantially in-
fluenced by a variety of factors other than prices, but he would have
to class them all as "non-economic" and confine his analysis to those
factors that his theory would permit him to accept as "economic", Or,
it may be a well lnown fact that an increase in the price level has been
caused by hoarding, but the analyst would feel obliged to explain the
.phenomenon in terms of the categories that his system provides s possibly
the quantity of money and the velocity of its circulation. Hence a
theoretipal system that is logically self~contained and thus closed has,
of necessity, to categorise all phenomena into two - those that belong
to its domain and those that do not, Frequently, the excluded category

. contain sets of items discarded at some stage "for convenience of ana-
lysis" and thus completely arbitrary in terms of the real nature of the
problem itself. /And yet, once they are excluded for logical reasons,
_they remain for ever excluded from the domain of the system. This is
how property and power came to be excluded from the neo-classical sys-~
tem -~ property, by the decision at some stage that what is important is
to see how resources are allocated taking the distribution and ownership
of resourcesA as "given", and power, by asstﬁning that it is equally dio-
tributedB—- and they have for ever remained outside the purview of ‘the
theory’ and thus by definition beyond the scope of "economies". *A highly
- formalised and systematised "science" thus may have as its basis a series
of illicit abstractions which make it for ever blind 'to a. number of

important substantive issues even within the domain of its subject matter.

A related problem is the inability of a closed system
to recognise new problems. This is partly because a closed system comes .
to concentrate on its internal logic and logic, as Georgescue-Roegen
points out, helps only present thought already thought out, but cannot

8 See J.K. Galbraith, "Power and the Useful Economist" American
Economic Review, Vol.LXIII, March 1973,
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help think out new thoughts.9 In the case of a social science like
economics it is also because of difficulty of distinguishing between
the logical constructs of the system on the one hard and their every-

day or lexical connotation on the other, .There have been several clas-

sical examples of this kind of cor?

cion., Thus, in the midst of the
most acute and extensive unemployment sltuation that the Western World
was facing in the early thirties diﬁtiﬂguished economists were busy
demonstrating that M™unemploymenit was a thecretical impossibility}

In our own times well known econcnists have found it difficult to draw
the recessary distinction between ths thsoretical concept of "scarcity™
and the finitude of physical resources in the “limits to growth! dis-
cussions and have asserted thet ecvcnomists have always known that reso-
urces are scarce and have alsc known hoy to deal with such problems!lo
We know also that in the early stages of the discussion on the problems
of "underdevelopment" most economists believed that there were really
no new issues invoived in them and “hat the "theory of growth" with
appropriate modifications would be able to deal with them all., Even
to-day there are econcmists ror whom the last decades of the {:Wentieth
century does not presenv.problems subctantially different from what k
they were at the beginning of the century » if not earlier. -Social:
sclences can thus become tlinders distorting and constricting the views

about reality instead of illuminating it.

A logically cl os@d system which in its quest to arrive
at formal precision has discarded vital substantive aspects also becomes,
not unexpectedly, a close ally of ‘the stﬂtus quo. There is first the
decision that what is more_imporbant is to. <:ch1 Jout the static nature
of 'bhe 1nterconnect10ns bemeﬂn the parts oi the system than to undep-

stand 1ts me‘oamorphoms over iime. The mechanlistic analogue

P - et e e o e o s 18 S o 8 o 0 A gt e o . o s AR

9. N. Georgescu-Roegen, Analytical Economics: Issues and _roblems
(Cambridge, Harvard University Fress, 1967) Dp.il.

10. See R.{.Sclow, "Is the End of ths World at hand?" in Andrew
Weintraub et al (eds.) The Bconomic Growth Controversy
(London, Macmillan, 197h).
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used for the building vp of the theory then makes it unnecessary to
 take time seriously at all which makes it even difficult ‘to’recognise

that the whole analysis cannot but land support to the status 'cjuo.'r"lfiecha-

nics knows only locgmotion”, says Georgescu-Roegen, "and locomotion is

both reversible aﬁd qualityless. The same drawback was built - into modern

economics by its founders... And these architects succeeded so well with

their grand plan that the conception of the economic process as a mecha=~

nical analiigue has ever since dominated economic thought completely, In

this representation the economic process nsither induces any qualitative

change not is affected by the qualitative change of the environment into

which it :Ls anchored. It is an isolated, self-contained and a historical

Koopmans has also referred to the scientific conservatism of

economics which 'shields received economic theory with an-appearance of

:|'.n\/‘ulnvaI'a'tb:i.].:i.‘l',y"12 which must also be related to the basic assumption that

economics as a science deals with timeless, universal "realities'".

N

. The pathological inability to perceive the inevitability

' of change also leads neo-classical economics to pretend that as a science

1’0 can be and should be value-neutral. 13 If the possibility of change is

recognised, it becomes necessary to consider how to respond to it, and

also how to influence it. . Under such circumstances value-neutrality is

not a tenable position. The paradox of the neo-classical position is that

in a world of rapid changes it must dafend the status quo by not recog-

nising change, and yet profess to be 'valus-neutral as well,

1l.

— -— e e o o e it e ot P S e 7

N. Georgescu-Rocgen, The Entropy Law and the Economic Process
(Ca.mbrldgc , Harvard University Press, 1971) p.2.

T hu Kowwpmans, Thiee Essgays on tie State of Feoncmic Science
(New York, Mc Gran-Hill, 1957 v.dh2. But What we have here

is not only "scientific conservatism". The statement that
Pareto optimality is reached if it is not possible to make

any one better off without making someone else. worse off

in terms of his own preferences gives every single individual
who is contended with things ss they are the veto power against
any abttempt to change the stabtus quo.

Warindar Singh fefers to this as economic theory!'s "ca,non:.za—
tion of oughtlessness”. __&C:Lu. p.80
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What emerges from the discussion of the neo-classical science
of economics and its relationship to the social reality it is purported
to deal with is that "the more intricate a modern science becomes and
the better it understands itself methodologically, the more resolutely
it will turn its back on the ontological problems of its own sphere ofv
influence and eliminate them from the realm where it has achieved same
insight" as Inkacs stated more than half a century ago. He had gone
on 1_3:3’ Say: "The more highly developed it becomes and the more scienti-
\'i'i.c‘, the more it will become a formally closed system of partial laws,
I”t wili then find that the world lying beyond its confines, and in par-
ticular the material base which it is its task to understand, its own
concrete” underlying reality lies, methodologically and in principle,
beyoh&slii,g grasp."»lu

In understanding the relationship between social problem and
social sciences it raises a mumber of crucial issues. It has been deba-
ted, for instance; whether a subject like economicscan become a theore-
tical science at 'all. The positivist position on this question, as is
well known, is that while the physical .and the social sciences differ in
their subject matter, in terms of method, there is a universal scientific
meth;d and there is no reason why the soclal sciences camnot appropriate
.t '

sciences has also been put forward with convincing arguments to support

The opposite view that social sciences cannot become theoretical

it.16 The debate has not been conclusive; in fact it cannot be because
coficepts such as "science" and "theory" -are not used unambiguously in

the discussion.

Another position, more as a protest against the problems crea-
ted by a priori "theoretical" investigations, has been to suggest that
social problems can be examined and understcod solely in terms of fac=

tual evidence. But such anihilistic attitude is not rewarding in the

15. See Brnest Nagel, "Problems of bo,n:':ept,and Theory Formation
in the Social Sciences® in Maurice Natanson ed., Philosophy
of the Social Sciences: A Reader (Vew York, Random House, 1963}.

16. N. Georgescu-Roegen, Analytical Economics: Issues and Problems
(as cited in 9 above) Introduction.

1. George Lukacs History and Class Concciousness (London ,
Marlin Press, 1968) p.lLh (Emphasis in the original)
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long run because in an evolubionary as against a mechanistic context
gathering of facts also would require some theoretical frame, however

implicit it may be.

The point is that no purposive enquiry of social problems
can be conducted, and no adequate understanding about them can be
arrived at without some "method" s Some '"theory", some "science",
however these terms are defined. Hence what is important is to spe-
cify, as cleafly as possible, what procedures of enquiry are possible

and necessary to make sense of social problems.

There are two distinct procedures that require careful exami-
nation. The first is the postulational or axiomatico-deductive method.
If we are to take Schumpeter's word for it this method is as old as
economics itself. Discussing the characteristics of the "classical
system" he says: '"Their achievements therefore were analytical and
it is this which is usually meant by the most unfortunate terms !deduc—
tive! abstract, laprioristic'. Their chief aim was to order intel-
lectually and to clarify the day to day happenings in the econory in
order to arrive at an axiomatic understanding of its basic fac:to:‘s".l7
But it is not quite correct to say that an attempt to "order intelle-
ctually" +the unordered facts of a science makes its axiomatic. y,Th‘e
axiomatic or postulational method consists of dividing theories. into
two distinctive parts, the first "syntactical®, subject only to the
laws of log_icrand the second "semantical® consisting of the empirical
bcontent. which calls for interpretation. The procedure is to set up
a purely formal syntactical sy_steni of logical relationships first in
terms of postulates which simply express logical relationships among
primitives of: the kind "If P, then T", and then to0 give the system
a semantic transformation through finding appropriate empirical coun-
terparts to the primitives.. In this strict sense ;‘.t is neo-classical

17. J.A. Schumpetcr, Economic Doctrine and Method (Lond.on, Allen
and Unwin, 195)4) p 90.
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theory that has been stated in postulational terms in recent years .18
The substantive problems of neo-classical economics have already been
noted, and so only a few brief corments about the postulational method
as a method in the social sciences will suffice here.

F,irst,;although at the conceptual level one can speak about con-
verting a syntactical system into a semantical one , the procedures for
achleving such a transformation are not at all clearly laid down. Part
of the problem is that the transformation is not a logical step and hence
cannot have a priori rules. Consequently, it has not been easy to decide
whether the primitives and postulates of a semantical version have to be
Mrealistic" or not.l9 In other words, while the postulational method can
spell out the logical procedures required for the formal aspects of a
theory, it cannot say anything about its content. Hence theories derived
via the postulational procedure cannot be claimed to be realistically
valid even when they are formally sound. Surely, this.is the basis of
a great deal of empty formalism. ‘

Secondly, and following from the first, it'is difficult to decide
how much of the formal properties of the syntactical version can be claimed
for the semantical part also.: One of the commonest confusions arising
from this is in relation fo the "universality” that is claimed for theo-
ries. In the syntactical sense the "theoretical! propositions deduced
from the postulates are "utiiversal"., But that is only logical universa-
lity in the sense that given ths prémises thé' concluSions necessarily
follow., That by itself does not imply any kind of empirical universality
of the semantical version, and yet frequently sﬁ'chv claims are put forward.

18, See particularly T.C. Koopmans, op.cit and the literature referred
to in it. Also C.T. Xurien, A Theoretical Approach to the Indian
Sconomy (Bombay, Asia Publishing House, 1970). In passing it may
be mentioned that in this work I had attempted a postulational pro-
cedure to depict the Indian Economy. XFor a very different procedure
to understand the Indian Economy see my more recent work, C.T.KURIEN,
Poverty, Planning and Social Transformation (Delhi, Allied Publishers,
T978,3 :

19, The ','Friedman Controvery" relating to this issue is well known.

See Milton Friedman, Bssays in Positive Economics (New edition
Phoenix Books, University of Chicago Press 1966) and also discus-
sions on "Problems of Methodology" in Ameri can Economic Review,
Papers and Proceedings, May 1963.
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Thirdly, and from the point of view of the relationship
between social problems and social sciencéé pérhaps the most important,
an underlying assumption of the postulational method is that reality is
the empirical counterpart of a basically :mental operation, that knowledge
is essentlally praxeological as Ludwig Von Mlses claimed. It can be seen
that very deep and fundamental issues are :anolved here.

In this sense Max Weber's "ideal-type" approach is clo-
sely related to the postulational method. Max Weber's procedure is to
set up "ideal types™ to have a standard bjr which to guage the real
world. The real is to be understood in terms of its deviat-ion from the
ideal. Says Max Weber: "The kind of ideal typical model of social
action which is constructed, for example, for the purpose of economic
theory is therefore 'unrealistic! in so far as it normally asks how
men would act if they were being ideally rational in pursui;c of purely
economic, goéls."zo The perfectly competitive model with its highly un-
realistic assumptions is, thus, claimed to be an ideal type - not to'be
seen anywhere at zll in the world - to see to what extent any actual
situation deviates from the ideal, theoretical norm. Wha‘b is .implied
here is that reality must be perceived as a deviation from some mental

construct: primacy, once again, is to the mental construct\.

Whatever Iﬁagf be intensions of the postulational.and
ideal-type aporoaches, they both can, and often do, turn out to be, dis=:
tortions of reality, They both arise from the powérs of the mind to
produce versions of f-eality through the process of ébstracfidn. s~
traction is a necesserv aspect of any science, But it must be recog-
nised that there 1s ooth a legltmate and illegitimate procedure of

abstraction,

_ The most important aspect in understanding social pro-
blems is to discard all false abstractions that distort them, and to go
to their essence through a legitimate procedure of sbstraction. Is there

20, W.G,. Runcman, ed., Max Weber—Selectlons in Translat:.on (Cambrldge,
Cambridge Um.vers:l.ty Press, 1970) p.2L.
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such a method available to the Social sciences?

Before answering that question it is important to esta-
blish why abstraction is necessary in the process of understanding. One
of the clearest formulations of this is in Mao-Tse-Tung's well known
piece "On Practice". After unambiguously stating that "the truth of any
knowledge or theory is determined not by subjective feelings, but by
objective results in social practice" Mao goes on to describe the pro=
cess of the development of knowledge. He draws a distinction between
the perceptual and the conceptual stage of cognition. The perceptual
stage captures the extérnal relations of things in terms of their visi-
ble manifestations. From several perceptual impressions (in the pro=~
cess of m'ac‘bide) a leap is made into the conceptual stage. "Concep¥s
are no longer the phenomena, the separate aspects of external relations
of things; they grasp the essence, the totality and the internal rela=-
tions of things.! It is from this stage that inferences are drawn and
Judgements are ﬁxade. Abstraction is necessary to move from the percep-
tual to the conceptual level, al_’l)d;iS thus an important aspect of the
efférts to understand concrete social problems, l

The difference between this - dialectical method and
the postulational method described above is, therefore, not in terms
of abstraction per se which is involved in both of them. And yet the
second method is distinctly different from the o’cher.21 First it is
glued to the real world as it is, and ‘o concrete problems as théy
are. The attempt is not to produce an ideal or ideaﬁioﬁal represen=
tation of reality through a priori logical speculation and to go about
searching for its empirical counterpart or to see how far reality is
removed from it. The attention is always on the real and the concrete;

21. Among the many writings on the dialectical method I have found
the following two particularly helpful. George Lukacs, op.cit
and Louis Althusser, For Marx (Mew York, Vintage Books, 1570).
It is not certain whether there is, or can be, any definitive
‘accbunt of the dialectical methiod. By far the best applica-
tion of the method is Marx's The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louls

Bonaparte.
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abstraction is only an aid to understanding. The flight to the realm
of 10glc is only to get a better vision of the real world to return to
it to contimie the actlon.22 Secondly, the dialectical method does not
provide any logical procedures to see whether the abstraction is. legi~
timate or not. The validation of theory comes only through practice.
"Practice", in this context must not be misconstrued 4o mean some a
priori determined line of action. Mao gave it & very broad span.
"Ma’n"s social practice is not confined to activity in production',

Mao said, but takes many other forms - class struggle, political life ’
scientific and artistic pursuits; in short, as a social being, man par-
ticipates in all spheres of practical life of society., Thus man, in
varying degrees, comes to know the different relations between man and
man, not only through his material life but also through his political
and éultural life (both of which are intimately bound up with material
life)." What thc dialectical method insists upon is, therefore, that
the divorce between life and learning is not ténable and that scholarly
activities have no validity except in the context of the full and varied
dimensions of social life. Any social science that explicitly or even
implicitly negates or ignores the vital link betwesn life and learming,
betieen society and scholarship ca.ﬁ‘no longer claim to be a social

science, whatever else it may beS

In passing, it mist be pointéd out that by merely invok—
ing dialectices, a method does not become dialectical. For although the
postvlational method cannot be metamorphosed into the dialectical method,
what is claimed to be the dialectical methdd can easily degenerate into
a postulational procedure with firm a priori decisions not only about the
methods of enqu:ry, but also about the nature of the problem. The empha-
sis on hlstor'y in the dialectical method, for instance, freguently results

in producing 1‘as ifn h:l.story.23 And in our own context today, it is not

22. "Abstraction is the most valuable ladder of any science....
However, the task of science is not to climb up the easiest
ladder and remain there for ever distilling and redistilling
the same pure stuff." N.Georgescu-Roegen, Analytical BEco-
nomics p.10kL.

23. C.T. Kurian, "Abstract Generalisations" Economic and Poli-
tical Weekly, Vol.XIT, No.1lO, March 5, 1977.




difficult to see that many who swear by the dialectical method are busy
trying to it productlon relatlons where neo-classital economists were
once ‘known to fit production fuiictions.

v

We may now turn to a more detailed exam:matlon of the
relatlonshlp between social problems and social sciences, It can now
be stated unambiguously and unapologetically that the subjéct matter
of social sciences is - must be - actual social issues, hcwever mndane
and"non-theoretlcal" they may appear to be. The tendency noticed among
social sciences, » Particularly economics, %0 parade as "pure and un:.ver-
sal sciences" (whatever that expression may mean) is to go contrary
to their essential and inevitable soc1al and hn.stor:l.cal condit:.on:.ng.
The main responslb:l.llty of the social sciences is not to discover "lawng"
or "law like statements" about their own created universe of discourse.
Rather, social sciences are, and can only be applied sciences "closely

related to judgements and assessments of actual sys_’cemé and polivc::i.-e‘s".'zl‘L

The statement that the soéial sc¢iences must ~aécept: social
probléms as their areas of concern should not be giyen too abstract an
interpretation. It would mean, for-instance, that what are commonly des-
cribed as "current problems" would constitute a large share of the pro-
blems that social sc:Len'b:.sts take up for research and study in depth.
Dobb explains wh;y this 15 50, "Current problems are someth:l.ng ‘created
as much by thought-:msplred human action upon an existent sihi‘é.’tion as
by the given objective (but changing) situation itself; and in ‘this
sense can be svaid to .repres‘ent contimially, in varying degree, a con-
tradiction between the two., Problems arising in this wayv_then form the
starting-point of new; thinking_, the formation of new concepts and of

2y, .Maurice Dobb, Theories of Value and Distribution since Adam
Smith - Ideology and Economic Theory (Cambridge Unlver51ty
Press 1973) p.]_f)
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new theories"2.5 And Myrdal ‘has observed: '"Rarely, if ‘ever, has the
development of Gcdhdémics by its own force blazed the v}ay to new pers-
peétives. " The cud "fio‘the'contixiuai reorientation of our work has ncr-
mally come from the sphere of politics."26

If this is correct, it has three implications. The
first. is that the polarisation that is usually sought to be established
between applied or "problems oriented" research on the one hand and:
"basie" or "fundamental" research on the other is not valid in the
social scie;nces. - The respohsibility of the social scientists. is to go
to the basics -or fundamentals of the conerete problems that they take
up.for study seo that these become adequately illumined and properly
understood. . Fundamental research, therefore s must aim to supply an
additional dimension or a deeper perspective te: practical social pro-
blems, and the-zole of the social scientist gua  scientist arises from
the fact that among the many (including himself) for whom the problen
1s a real one, he alone has the training, the insight, to supply that
additional dimension or deeper perspective. Secondly, if social-sci-
ences deal with live (and for.:that reason possibly controversial) cup-
‘rent.-problems which are of concern and consequence to non-specialists,
ther scientists have a responsibility to commmicate their insights :|.n
a language -that the non-specialists ean understand, - This will not be
easy-because:when the scientists move from the perceptual to the con~

. ‘geptual stage of understanding through the process of shctraction they
are; in aiwvery:real senseyi setting up a new universe of discourse:

they are indeed, "taking off" - into. new heights. But the take-off is

. not meant te:.escape - into a neater wor.l(\i of logic, but to . return to the
crude,-but real world with new perspectives, However, "re-entry" is
even more difficult to achieve than take off itself s Partly because the
scient;i.sﬁé mind has a craving for. the nea?&‘egularities of the world of

e e e e e e - — e e 2 e e o o e e o e

25. 1Ibid, p.17

26. Gunnar Myrdal, Asian Drama (New York; Pantheon Publishers, 1968)

VO‘].{.I P. 9 1) 7
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words, and partly because.the world of ;words is highly susceptible to
the dangerous virus of reification. Tt is generally fecognised that
scientists must communicate with fellow scientists to be stimulated
and challenged, but in the sccial sciences where the object of study
are real to non~specialists also s the scieatists must be challenged by
them as Well.27 This is part of the process of validation of scienti-
fic endeavours in and through "practice". It must be admitted that
social scientists, particularly those who claim to 'be committed to the
dialectical method, appear to be unwilling to be challenged by, the non=-
Vspecialists. Social scientists seem to be more eager to mystify those
around them by reciting mantras (the mantras mey be bits gnd pieces of
_sacred texts from the past or mathematical equations from the latest
professional journals = the distinction between the two is immaterial
from.this point of view) than to enter into serious dialogues with
them. In this attempt to preserve the status of the trade, they also
shut themselves from the breath of fresh air that can come only from
~those for whom encounter with social reality 1s a matter of first-hand
experience.- Thirdly, where social SClen‘blS‘bS are concerned with live
problems they cannot afford to retreat into the s,anctuaries of their
own disciplines. The procedure of v'iewing soéial problems in terms of
disciplinary specialisations is at times a matter of donvenience,  but
if it is recognised that social reality camnot be partitioned on the
basis of subject specialisations, it will become obligatory to examine
how useful it really can be. In fact, the boundaries betireen discipli-
nes are, to some extent, an indication of the alienation between rea=-
lity and thé mental reconstructions of ite Marshall had warned about
the easg with which edifices of pure crystal can be constructed by ima=-
gination when we shut our eyes to realities. "The way to overcome the
problem is not to throw them all together irnto "multidisciplinary" or
"1n‘oerdlsc1p11nary" approaches to problems, but for each discipline to

discover how far removed it is from the reallty it claims to represent.

27. This would appear to be necessary in scierice in general. It was
the physicist Erwin Schrodinger who said: "Never lose sight of
the role your particular subject has within the great performance
of the tragi-comedy of human life; keep in touch with life...
and keep life in touch with you. If you camnot - in the long
run - tell everyone what you have been doing, your doing has been
worthless." Science and Humanism - Physics in our Times (Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1951) pp.0-~9.
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The' question of how to study concrete problems must also
be taken up for examination. A specific problem that becomes the sub-
Ject matter of afi enquiry is not an isolated phenomenon. It is an arti-
ficially dismembered aspect of a much wider and mere complex’ social
reality. - -The ‘abilityto'scoo;; it-out for purposes of observation and
anslysis is an achicvement of the mind. But unless it is constantly
viewed Sgainst the background of the totality of social reality it will
become anrisolated, self-contained entity. - Thus, for the study of any
specific problem relating to part of social reality it is importé’r‘it to
have a frame of reference encompassing the whole of that totélity and
its characteristics.

But that totality itself is not an eternally permanent
one. Rather, it is a constantly changing totality which cannot be iso-
lated in time without doing violence to it. Hence specific problems
must also be seen in their proper historical context. To "study" g
~ specific problem, then, is to locate it in a total frame temporslly and
Mspatially!t-rlbrper than itself, " Only than cdan we come to know it.

It is important to. note also that the total frame ref-
erred to here is not a material structure with an immutably programmed
pattern of evolution. It is essentially a social frame where human
beings are constantly relating themselves to materlal thlngs and other
human be:.ngs. & main characteristic of this interaction is that it is
directed towards influencing the social prooess themselvesf, "'but the
ability to influence them is: hardly ever -evenly d:.s‘orlbuted. " Thus,

‘the soclal fx-ame 3.s alw::ys subgect,ed to coni‘l:.ctmg and- coptfadlctory
pressures oi‘ various kinds and 1ntens:.t.:z.es. The.;e Pressures 1nfluence
the sec:.al processes and also constl’cute, c»s’ Dobb puts it, "a refracting
medium" affecting the perceptive a,nd resultlng vision_of the particular
problem cr situation being studied. Dobb continves: "Soc:.al or econcmic
action, at least s can only be conceived with some subgect whether inse
tltuta.on, person, social group, class or organisation, in mind; and for
problems to hav_e an operational interpretation, it would seem that they
mlI[éLf: ’iiafve ‘some, 'iiriblied reference of this kind. This inherited framework
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within which (or in reaction against which) real problems are formulated,
and against the background of which, if not literally in terms of it,
theoretical debate occurs, neceSSarily includes presumptiohs and general
statements... These, forming a 'conceptual web! (as it has been c alled)
or set of conceptual categories or 'boxes! in terms of which our thirk=
ing operates, are crucidal both to the Way in which problems are framed
and to ghe methods and inét‘ruments devised for yielding answers to
them".2 :

Concrete problems are always set in such a social milieu
of irherited ideas and concepts, of existing structures of conflicting
views as to what needs to be done and can be done, of urges to action
and diverse efforts to influence the course of action. It is this highly
complex Welter-that the social scientists invariably confront however
limited they may think topic of ﬁheir enguiry is.29 Even their effort.
to understand and in'b’ei-pret'a concrete problem, therefore, is a kind of
intervention in the ongoing social process. If they realise this they
will shed a1l pretensions of. neutrality, clarify their own positions
and approach their ﬁask with conviction and humility.

28. Dobb, op.cit,, pp.17-18.

29, BEngels put it thuss *,,.History proceeds in such a way that the
final result always arises from conflicts between nany individual
wills, and ‘everyone of them is in turn made into what it is by a
host of particular conditions of life. Thus there are innumerable
intorsocting Torces, an infinite series of parallelograms of forces
which give rise to one resultant - the historical event." - Letter
to Joseph Bloch = Reproduced in Marx and Engels, On Religion
(Moscow, Progress Publishers, 1957) p.2k. -

(This paper is based on a note that I prepared in 1978 to outline the
‘research perspectives of the Institute when I became its Director.
Since then we have had several "House Discussions" when my colleagues
and I have tried to understand the académic. and social responsibilities
of researchers in social sciences. My colleagues have contributed a )
great deal in sharpening my understanding of the issues involved. I
am most grateful to them, but I am solely responsible fo.r the views
expressed in this paper and the position I have taken).

[rns/



Comments on Profs C.T. Kurien's paper

"Social Problems and Social Sciences"

1. Professor Xurien, in his provocative and stimulating
note has raised a number of important questions concerning
developments in economic’ theory and offered a methodolbgical
‘as well as philosophical critique. I share with him his
view that ‘economic theorising must address itself to its
eventual, if not immediate, appiicability to social problems.
I also share with him the general feeling that economic
theory - the established and dominant theory - has revealed
inadequacies at various levels.- Here again we are in high
and strong company as this inadequacy has bothered many a
scholar. Having said this, I part company from Prof.Kurien
on a number of points in his critique -~ some substantive
and some referring to interpretations of the theory and to
the criticisms levelled against it. 1In order to pinpoint
these, I shall proceed along Prof, Kurien's line of reason-
inge.

2, Professof Kurien begins with a reference to three
significant developments; first, the achievement of economic
theory in terms of the general systematisation of its body
of knowledge, the logical peffection of its models, the
elegance and the finesse acquired; secondly, the involvement
of scholars in policy problems: thirdly[ the inadequacy of
theory to: comprehend and pressing problems of the day.

Prof. Kurien refers to the criticism offered by wvarious
scholars and their attribution of the theoretical inade-
quacies (the aridness of theory) to a number of reasons.
Prof. Leontief stresses the weak empirical foundations of
theory, Prof., Joan Robinson attacks particularly the
'equilibrium' method: Georgescu-Roegen emphagizes the
missperification®)ofthe economic proéeés; Myrdal high-
lights the neglect of inétitutional dimensions.‘ Kurien,
while accepting all these, wishes to proceed to the troot

of the malady.~ 'the original sin' which he identifies



as follows: "the sin has been that of 4 Systematic rejection

of the social context and content of the subject to establish
its claim as a science pure and simple". While not denying
that the theory as it has grqﬂn has shifted attention away
from certain kinds of probléms, | restricted the domain of
our understanding of the functlonlng of‘economies, I think
Kurien's assessment misconstrues both the form and the
source of these difficulties., On the one hand, he appears
to accept the logical neatness and soundness of the neocla-
ssical system without questioning; Aé is known, recent.
developments have proceeded to question this pOSlthH, espe-
Ceidlly with regard to the theories of dis trlbutlon. On’ the
othér hand, he implicitly tends to argue as if logical pre-
cision and rigour would invariably lead to aridity of theory,
I shall try to argue that the main burden of the criticism
of the prevailing theory qua theory must be placed on the
structure of that theory as it has developed and the parti-
culare framework it has adopted. What is required is an
alternative theoretical structure and framework which also
needs to be logically cogent and rigorous, I am afraid
that the way Professor Kurien analyses the situation, we
would be led into arguing - in my view gquite erroneously -
that {a) the dominant ecconomic theory does not concern
itself with social probleﬁs (which is different from saying
that there are dmportant social problems which are only
inaéequately analysed by the theory) and (b) that the fault
lies in insisting on formai accuraey or logical vigour,
I £ind that such criticisms are not only mispiaced but
may lead to other dangers. These dangers are,not quite
fanciful., There has been a temptation.-to indﬁlqe in an
uncritical, irresponsible refutations of theory while
substituting attractive cliches and jargon in place of
anélytical rigour, Let me hurry to clarify that I do not
imply that Professor Kurien would disagree with me cn the
need to avoid such basically escapist inferences, I am



sure that he, as a reputed and excellent teacher, is aware
of andzﬁméwarned of this danger. My second point of depar~
ture'from Kurien is substantive and this concerns the cri-
thue of neoclass;cal theory which Prof., Kurlpn develops.

I have Dlsewhere discussed a methodological p01nt (ef my
atthlP on Dobb) that dlrectlng criticism against isolated
e;gments or concepts in a theory without looking at thei
analytical placement in the structure of the théory, may
Igad to a weaker and sometimes misconstrued critique of

the theory. I think, Prof, Kurien's critique may have
suffered from the same, I shall illustrate this with refe-
rence to Prof, Kurien's discussions in Section II.

3. Investigating the metamorphosis of theory Prof. Kurien
depicts a transformation of theory from its original social
~moorings (in classical theory) to 'a sophisticated system
of logical propositions and quantitative procedures'. T
would object to such a characterisation of change - a
constrast posed between sociélly relevant problems of the
former and loglcal system of the latter. True, the classi-*
cal theory was firmly rooted in the analysis of crueial and
real problems of the day. However it has its own logical
structure and quantitative connctations. On the other hand,
the neoclassical system has also been shaped by concern for
social problems, Economists like Walras, Wicksell, Fisher,
-Marshall, Jevons and in the modern time Friedman, Sclaow,
Samuelson cannot be charged.with non-concern for social
problems., Many have worked directly on policy problems,
worked on public committees. .The real contrast, to my
fnind, Petween classical political economy {or Marxian) and
neoclassical theory is to be drawn as between alternative
theoretical systems.

4, Not ggcuSSan on these structural characteristics,
Kurien's loses its sharpness and sometimes also
accuracy. For example, his position regarding the con-
trasting treatment of the relation between production and



distribution does not- come out clearly., He refers approvingly
to Marx's statejment that the structure of distribution is
entirely: determined by the structure of production and consi-
ders Mill's separation of ‘the two (distribution determined
by human institutionS'and production by technical factors)
as a deviation on whichkkhe later neoclassicals built upon,
-Firstly, Marx's statement has to be viewed in the light of
his thesis concerning primary of producticn even within the
interconnectedness of pProduction, exchange and distribution
and that this was compatible with his position that wages

-at any time, may be conceived of as historically determined
from outsidethe value-determination scheme. 'J.S. Mill was
to put this assumpﬁion into isolated focus and lose sight

of the complex interdependence between production and distri-
bution. The neoclassical theory conceives of'this inter-
dependence in a very different theoretical Structﬁfal context,
distribution as being factor price-determihatibn which, in
turn, is'explained within the same general process of price
formation. Again Professor Kurien's statement that the
marginalists discarding the historico-relative aspects,
concentrated on production alcne is somgwhat surprising,

If at all the early marginalists, like Jevons, Wicksteed
tried to shift the entire burden of explanation on utility
and demand,* It was in the works of Marshall, Walras,
Wickséll that a'systematic attemptxwas made to place con-
sumption and production on symmetrical basis and to subsume
the problem of distribution within exchange and commodity-
pricing, It is true that the particular framework of
equilibrium theories, casting the problems of production

and distribution in a specific framework, uéing different

* There is some typographical error here which I cannot
quite figure out. I am therefores leaving the sentence
.as I found it in the, original type script - Kurien,



units'ofhanalygis, led to a different view as to how the
ecdﬁémy_operétes._ It also directed attention to certain
types’df'problémé, eliminating others, This, Kurien recog-—
nizes very rightly. But Kurien's attribg&&%g‘the chariges
in theory to a mere search for formalism./yigour may prompt
an-anti-theory bias, although it may not be his intention.
His attack on neoclassical theory for abstracting from
social problems may also not be quite correct - for, as

" already mentioned, many of the neoclassicals have also been
passionate policy-advocates and some, like Wicksell, paid
heavily for their theoretical convictions, This does noE,
however, Prevent us from pointing out how the particular
theoretical framework might suffer from in-built weaknesses
both in confining the nature of the problems it can tackle
as well as limiting the feasible solutions,

5. Similarly some of the specific criticisms which
Kurien makes égainst economic theory seem somewhat mis-
directed. TFor example, that 'preferences' are determined
by more general considerations outside the ppicé determi~
nation, by itself, is notba very serious ground for attack.
In the classical - or even in Marxian framework (vide his
departmental schemes of reproduction) social output and
demand are taken as given by a number of forces outside the
value-frame, It is the fact that the neoclassical demand
theory would tben insist on specific klnds of guantity-
price relatlons that is the source of logical difficulties.
Slmllarly, Kurien's contention that property and power come
to be excluded from the neoclassical system because of the
'given! distribution of resources is not guite accurate.,
The neoclassicists could argue that the class divisions
with capltallst producers qmang the means of production
and 1abour w1thout them can be capturbd in terms of the
initial rbsource—dlstrlbutlon. Moreover 'equivalence in
exchange' is a common feature>bf competitive capitalism '

whether within the neoclassical or Marx's framework.
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Again, one would have to 1ook at the structure of theory and
the characterisation of causal relations to discover in what
sense property and power plays an additionally significant

role in classical theory not accounted for in the neoclassi-
cal theory,

6. To contlnue with Xurien's crlthue: his view that
the neoclass1cal economlcs suffers from the pathological
inability to percelve the lnov1tab111ty of change appears
to be undeserved 1nd1ctment One has only to look through
Marshalllto appreciate the significéncé he attaéhes to
'change' and after all the marginal concept itself is
'essentially' based upon change., What may be legitimately
criticized is their notion of change and its particular

. conception,

7. All this is not to be interpreted as purely in
defence of neoclassical theory but as an argument for cri-
tically examining it with a view to constructing an alter-
native theory. Also, when we argue for bringing into
analysis 'real changes', for bringing in historical dimen-
sion etc. we ought to be able to give a rigorous theoreti-
cal content to these ideas. Tt is not merely a matter of

' adding 't'as an additional variable.

8. In section IV Kurien turns to'certain problems of
thaorlzlng and of 501ent1flc method., I certainly agree
with him that theor1s1ng is 1negcapable in any analy51s
of_soc1al Oroblems.‘ I agree also that all theory involves
abstraction and the basis of abstraction is important.
Kurien draws a distinction between the dialectical and
£he postulational method, He appears'to do so on two
grOundsi that the d¢alect1cal method, unlike the postu—
lctlonal, bases its abutractlon on the 'real' and not

a priori!' logi¢él speculaﬁion. (Poszibly Kurien herd
‘has iﬁ mind the coﬁﬁrast with the contention of Friedman

that the assumpticns used in the postulational approach



need not be separately verified, if their deduced inferences
are tested)., Secondly Kurien interprets that the dialectical
method does not provide any logical'procedures to see whether
the abstraction is legitimate or not. I am not very clear
what this implies, He adds that the verification must come
from practice, where practice itself is interpreted very
broadly. While recognizing Kurien's attack on the positi-
vist postulational approach of the Friedman variety, I am

not .very clear about his explication of the dialectical
method, (esp.p.27). To my mind, the criteria for adopting

a theory in social science are both its internal logical
consistancy as well as its ability to interpret the more
prominent elements of social experience with a view to
highlighting the underlying tendencies at work, The

theory must decipher the more prominent and persistent

forces at worke It is in this sense that the term "laws!

was used in the classical theories. Kurien however denies
emphatically the responsibility of social sciences to
discover 'laws'. Possibly he attaches a different signi-

ficance to the term from thatoriginally conceived of.

9, Despite differences of particular points, I am
basically in sympathy with Kurien's passionate plea that
fundamental research in social sciences must ultimately
justify itself on the basis &f applicability to concrete
issues., His last section which is put in rather abstract
and general terms would possibly be appreciated better

with reference to concrete instances of applied works

Krishna Bharadwaj
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CeT.Kurien April 18, 1980.

Prof .Krishna Bharadwaj,
Jawaharlal Nehru University,
Delhi, )

Dear Prof.Bharadwa.j,

Thank you for passing on to me the typescript of your
comments on my paper on “Social Problems and Social Sciences" vhich
you read out during the IEGQ Seminer on Relevance of Social Science
Research earlier this month., You have raised a number of important
issues, But because I did not have a copy of your comments and because
I had only 10 mirutes to respond to 211 the comments made during the
discussion I could not do justice to your critique of my paper and my
position., But it is very seldom that we get an opportunity for serious
methodological discussion and hence I do not want to Iet this opportunity
to go by. I am, therefore, responding to you in the form of an open
letter vhich I am sharing with some ‘of the other participants i:)f the
Seminar who also expressed keen interest in the general issues. I
hope you too will welcome the opportunity for a continuing dialogue.
For ready reference I have culled out from your note the sections
dealing with my paper leaving out your'conments on Prof.Joshi's paper
(i.e. I have left out para 1 and the last two paras of your note), Tor
purposes of identification I have also numbered the paragraphs of your

comments, a copy of which also I am circulating clong with this letter,

1. I would like to begin with a reference to the differences
in our perspectives that I mentioned in my response in Delhi, You are
a scholar in the history of cconomic thought and are primarily concerned
with the formulation of theory. I cannot claim to have any scholarship
worth the name, and although I was a teacher of economics i’o:c;“many years,
my primary concern has always been with practical economic problems

like poverty, the development of the Tamil Nadu economy etc, I gave up
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teaching two years ago because the theory I was teaching (or possibly
the way I was teaching theory) could not comprehend and make sense of
the problems'that I felt should be understood and interpreted., In a
note at the end of my paper I indicated its origin - it was written
to answer the question "How to deal with current and live economic
problems”, It seems to me that you missed this crucial point and
viewed my paper as a treatise in the development of cconomic theory

or doctrine which it is not, I shall develop this point subsequently.

2, But let me turn immediately to two major points that
we agree upon, I shall quote your own words:"I share with him kis
view that economic theorising must address itself to its eventual,
if not immediate, applicability to social problems," (para 1)

And "I certainly agree vith him that theorising is inescapeble in
any analysis of social problems" (para,8), Since we agree on these
two aspects there is no basic differénce of opinion between us, I
would insist that these two sentences must be viewed in the order

given above,- but perhaps you would want to reverse the order!

: » 3, However, the fact that you have viewed my paper from
the perspective of a theorist had led you to some misinterpretations
of my position. I know you well enough to say that you would not
deliberately misrepresent me (or anyone else for that matter!), but
unfortunately it hes happeﬁed. Iet me give specific exemples. If
you concede that I hold that theorising. is incscapable in any analysis
of social problems, there is then no need for that long section in
para 2 where you varn agoinst the "temptation to indulge in an
~uncritical, irresponsible refutations of theory while substituting
attractive cliches and jargons in place of analytical rigour." Of
course you immediately exoncrate me of these heinous sins by saying:
"Tet me hurry to clarify that I do not imply that Professor Kurien
would disagree with me on the need to avoid such basically escapist
inferences,” But the very construction of the pars shows that you
suspect that I am either a nihilist or a theoretical ang.rchist although

for want of adequate evidénce you find that you cannot quite accuse



me of such tendencies. This suspicion of yours finds expression
again, and more visibly, when yc_ni say in para 8:"Kurien however
denies emphaticallj the responsibility of social sciences to discover
‘El.m’.rs‘" . T submit that your statement arises from a misreading and/
:,o‘r“ misinterpretation of what I stated, Please look at my paper again
to see what I said.(p.29 top) "The main resPOﬁsibility of the social
sciences is ndt to discover "laws”_or "law like statements" about
their ovm‘_created universe of discourse". I don't say that social
's.cienc'es should not .disc‘over tlaws!, but I do state, and quite

emphatically too, that the main responsibility of social sciences is

not to discover "laws" or "law like statements” sbout their own

created universe of discourse, You overlooked the two phrases I

have now underlined and vhat a big difference in interpretation comes

k‘ when that happens!

4. The sentence quoted abcve is crucial to the argument
of my paper. As I find it, a great deal of what parades as economic
theory is the setting up of a logical universe-of discourse.which is,
by construction, at variance with the gocial universe it is supposed
to understand and interpret, I think theorists like Koopmans argue

that theory in fact anything that claims to be theory, is a postulational

construct of this kind., I would like to know vhether you will agree
with my interpretation of Koopmans, Hutchinson, ILionel Robbins,
Schumpeter and many others who maintain (i) thet theory, any theory,
is a postulatioaal construct and (ii) economic theory, especially

the kind of economic theory that Arrow, Debreu, Koopmans et al have
axiomatised is & postulational construct. In fact in my A Theoretical

Approach to the Indian Economy I followed Arrow, Debreu and Koopmans

rather closely.,

5 You are not right in saying that I "implicitly tend
to argue as if logical precision and rigour would invariably lead to
aridity of theory" (para 2), "I would, however, explicitly argue that
it is in the very mature of the postﬁlatiomli method that it can,

and. f:fequehtly does, get away from substantive issues in its search
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for logical consistency and completeness, The problem arises because
there are not (end cannot be) any logical rules about what the primitives
and. axioms of a universe of discourse mist Be, except thet what is
_deqided upon is required for the internmal logic of the system. But such
iz;sistence does not guarantee that the abstraction thus being made is
legitimate with reference to the social universe the theory is 'suppcsed
to represenf and analyse, Let me illustrate. In Koopmans' (as also
Arrow - Debreu's) axiomatisation of the "competitive economy" . the
pr_imitives are a set of comiodities and decision makers, The decision
makers are then partitioned into "cénsu.mers", "producers" and "resource
ovmers", This partitioning and the aésump‘tion that each of these decision-
makers meke their decisions independently of the decisions of the others are
necessary for the logical structure of the "theory", But vhat is its
bearing on the social reality in the USA, or UX, USSR or India? I
submit that logic or "theory" as much camnot answer this guestion,

6. A second example is the exchange between Kaldor and Jemes

Tobin in the Review of Economic Studies (Vol.27, 1959—60) about Kaldor's
"Altermative Théories of Distribution”. Tobin, the trz;;e neo-classical
:economist that he is (am I right on this? Yasks vwhy Kaldor is on.ly concerned
with two "factors", capital and labour, using profit and wages as factor
returns and not “generclise" it to N factors and N shares as the neo-classical
theory claims to do. And to Kaldor's contention that division of output
ihto two "goods" - Investment and Consumption - is independent <;f; Profits
and Wages Tobin asks whether it is the decision to produce Goose Livers

on a certain scale that detérmines the income of Gourmets, To this
Kaldor's reply was the following: "Mecro-economic models, for all their
shortcomings, attempt to do something rather more subtle than just
aggregating production into two arbitrary categories 4 and B, ond irllcomes
into two equally arbitrary categories X and Y - the division in each

casc is justified by fundamental behovioural properties of the éapitalist

system. Investment iz picked out, because expenditures debited to a

capital account are independent‘ of the current incomé flow in a way in
which expenditures on income account are not; Profité are picked out,
because any change in aggregate demand relatively to aggregate supply

affects residuval incomes in a contrary direction to contractual incomes
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and also because i wny reasonsbly stablc system the proportion of
prvofkit‘saved» is very much greater “than savings out of contractual
incorﬁes of all kinds, Of course, it would be nonsense to suggest that
it is the decision to produce Goose leers on & certain scale vhich
d.euemllneo the incomes of Gouruets i:stead of t.e other - oy rowl.

But it is just as nonsensical to imply that the assumptlon that the
d.lvz_slon of output between Investment and Consumption is independent of
Profits and Wages is equally far-fetched,"

T. The point I wish to note here is not the distinction between
"neo—clas'_sical" general equilibrivm models and "classical" macro models,
but the phrase I have underlined in Kaldor's words i.e.; logic clone
cannot diS’tinguish between factors called & and B and incomes designated
X and Y, but if one is dealing with a capitalist system (only if one is
dealing with a capitalist system?) the categories Investment and
Consumption, Profit and Wages maké sense, ‘

.8« The major methodological question I tried to raisc in my
paper (either it has not come out sharply, or in your deccision to
concentrate on Part II of my paper which, incidentally, I do not believe
to be obsolutely essential to meke the point I am meking you tended to
overlook) is the following: Granted that (as you have yourself stated)
theorising is absolutely inescapable in any amelysis of social problems,
what kind of theorising and how? I subx?xit that your statement: "The
criteria for adopting a theory in social science are botﬁ its internal
logical consistency as well as its abiliﬁy to interpret the more
prominent elements of social experience with a view to highlighting the
underlying tendencies at work" (para 8) is Jjust as incomplete as my
plea for the dialectical method, ‘ )

9. I cannot agree with you that "the real éontras’c, to my
mind, between classical political economy (or Ma xian) and heo—classical
theory is to be drawm as between alternative theoretical system.” =(pa;r"afw).

. T shall go into the reason for my disagreement shortly, but let me )

moke 1t very clear that althoughh in my paper I attempted o critique‘ of tle
neo-classical system, T did not plead for any alternate t}}ebretj_ca.l

system whether the "classical system” or the "Marxicn syst’em”. This has
been quite deliberate, Tor, I hold the vi‘é\'f that the theoretical procedure
in the.social sciences is not to choose between alternative theoretical

system, but between alternative approaches to theorising., (Since you hold
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the view that the choice is between théoretical systems, you hove the
responsibility to indicate the criteria and‘ procedures for such choice,
because obviously there is only one social universe cnd there can be
an infinite mumber of logically rigorous theoretical mqiverseé, even
‘quite "relevant" ones.) And I believe the choice, as I indicated
in my paper is between the postulationsl method and the dinlectical
methods T have indicated also that even what is sometimes claimed
to be o dialectical approach to the study of social problems degenerctes
into & postulational, logical method, In fact, there are many studies
on social problems which claim to be "Marxist", but which I would
consider to be just as postulotional as good neo-classical pieces,
Hence for me the choice is not between paradigms,but between methods,
10. From this point of view any anmnlysis that makes en
"as if" approach to social problems is postulationnl. Consequently it
is not only "theory" that becomes postulational. It has been one of
my perennial complaints that "planning” in our country - by this I
mean the professional work that the Plenning Commiséion corries out -
is extremely postulationnl, All plamning procedures which simply
indicate that "if this can be donme, then that can be achieved" (Tf
a. growth rate of 12 per éent can be achieved poverty can .'be eliminated",
"If the rural poor cam bec orgonised, they will be cble to raise their
levels of living" etc,) are nothing other than postﬁlationcl’exercises.
Of course, it gives thé'-aicadcmics vithin the Plonning Commission
the satisfaction that they have done their share of the work, But
where does it take us? - .
11, My interest in the reo~classical system in the poaper
is (as I have indicated on p.21) because among the theoretiéél systems
in economics it is the one that hos been most completely axiomatised
as an exercise in postulational method. I am aware of tie fact that
its axiomotisation has revealed both its formal strengti and wealness,

1

Hence you are not right in soying that I appeai’ "to neccept the logic

neatness ond soundrness of the neo-classical system without questioning”
(para 2), On the contrary I state on p.12 that "if the neo-classical
system were to be treated as merely o logical or mathematical system,

it would have been possible to appraise it along those lines”, I did not
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enter into the logical soundness of the neo—cmusical system because

that was not my mein i‘iterost. I would say thkt even ‘if the neo-classical
'sys'tem were loglCﬂlly sourd (I hoppen to nold the view that it is
logically neat ) my crlthue of it in j;erms of-the relationship between
its lqgiéal perfection and the s.ocio,l reality 1t cldims to represent
would hold. ' _ - '

' 12, That leads me to an issue thot you make much 61" - that
neo-classical economics also addresses itself fob social problems ond
that many neo-classical economists have worked and continue to work on
.»policy problems and public committecs. (paras 3 dnd 4). I haove stated
qulte expllm tly that "It is well known olso that the' forcrumners of the
neo-classical tradition like Jevons and Walras and its 1n5dern adherents
have 21l been interested in policy questions” (p.12). And surely I know
thoet ot least Milton Friedmon is just os busy with proacticol problems
as with theoretical issues! And on D13 I concede thﬁt theie are mony
situations in the renl world vhere neo~classical principles and tools
} of analysis é(m be put to use, Hence your comment could not hove been
'dereoscd to me, o

) 15. But there are two issues w0rth notlng. I shall illustrate
the flrsu in tcrms of an anecdotc, I was in Yale in 196;8—69 ond ivrote
a series of __1:1*r1,ta.ted notes on "The Economics of Poverty snd the Poverty
of Economics;'. James Tobin wes at thot tlme an ordent advocate of the America
poor and so Wé used to get together ot times, Tobin was somewhot
~amused that I .Jhould be so much concermd about the economics oi‘
poverty wm.lc he hlmself was concerned so mmuch with policies to eradicate
poverty. I told him that if the economics ’m(,t I was professing did not
have zmy‘thing to say b out the most concrete economic problem of my
counury there wos smaetlnng \Jrong with thot economics, I then asked
him if there wos any link between his professioncl economics. ord his
concern for the pdor. 'I“ais'waé‘something'of an Luqc}_{peéted question

for him, T w,hougl" Bec\ wse he looked ot me for a i’ﬂlile and simply

stateds "I really don“c know but I guess not”. T wmuast say Also that
the people at the Growth Centre ot Yole were not concerned with

: . 5 & B 2 q e - 4
poverty, in theory or practice, in Americe or Indic. The point is
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simply this. The fact that m":ny neo-classical economists work directly
on policy problems ond on public committees, r_lo_es not.necessarily impl;;y
anything about the policy orientation of heo-clgésicdl economics, Let

me concede also that precisoiy becouse rieo—cl;s.ssical economics does not
have any in-depth diognosis of concréte problems,' it is one of the most
"policy oriented" theoretical systems. For instance, practicelly under
all circumstonces it can come to the "policy” recommendation that an
increase in production is necessary (look at all our nco-classical studies
of poverty) or that free trade, or at least freer trade is beneficicl

in most instances, .

14, The second issue is whot I referred tb on p.17 and in
footnote 12 thot "scientific conservatism” ie built into neo-classical
cconomics, and that the logic of neo-classical cconomics is to érotect
the stotus quo., I would like to know how you react to this ijosition.

I shall readily gront that even neo-classical economists ot times ask
for and work for radical social transformation., We have to b;—z grateful
thot commonsense sometimes breaks into our mighty logical systems!

15, T don't know whether I should respond to somc of your
other comments about my critique of neo-classical economics, TFor
iristance in para 6 you say thot my view that "the neo-classical
Sconomics suffers from the pathological inability to perceive the
inevitability- of change appeors to be undeserved indictment" adding
Lot "after all the marginal concept itself is ‘eséential],y' based
upon change". Surely the chenge that I was referring to was not the
first derivetive of o continuous fu_ncfion.' Again, in para 4 you say
thet it is surprising to see my stotement that the neo~classical economists
came to conééntraté on production alone, while it is a well knowm
fact thot they were the ones who shifted the emphosis on to utility
and demond., I suppose you cre referring to my observation on pp.6‘ & T
where I say that as agaihst the classical emphasis on distribution
the neo-classical -economists carhe to concentrﬁﬁte on production. And
on p.10 you will see that I know that neo-classicol cconomisfs were
also concerned with utility. As for using 't' to represent htimck
- and the historical dimension (your parc T) you know, of courde,

that it is port of the great neo~classical tradition! But let me
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state again thet since I canmotb cl'\in to have any special competence

in the hlstory ‘of economic thought I am willing to concede the possibility
tnat thero are errors in my urnument.,. But you will have to point them
out more corvnmmbly taa,n you have dong. 'In closing this section I
“would simply ask whether I am right in saying that neo~classical economics
has reduced economics to a private affoir between me ond my goods ond
consequently is incapable of addressing itself seriously to o large class
of pressing social problems, If I am right on this, you must forgive

me all my minor errors. )

16, Now we can turn to dialectics, You are right in pointing
out in para 8 that my explication of the dialectical method ié not very
clear. But then I was not going to use the paper to mcke an exposition of
the dialectical method (or the postulational m® thod for thot motter), I
find too that it is not very casy to produce an elementoxy version of the
diclectical method, Here, there is o big difference between the postuiﬁtioml
and d,nlectlcal methods, Since the former deals with logic, flogical
exposition of/lls relatively easy. But since dialectics is related to
life it cannot be plucked out for logical treatment, This is not because
T cm biosed ogainst logic. It is because life is much vaster ond more
complicated than logic. Conseguently the dialectical method is more
ensily practised thon written cbout, In footnore 21-T have given
couple of references to writings on the diclectical method. One could
2dd o fow more, But if you will permit me an act of irmodesty, I
would say that I practised the dialectical method (somewirmt imperfectly)

vhen I wrote my Poverty, Planning ond Socisl Transformation. if you will

be good enough to go through it you may wont to osk yovrself whether
my treatment of poverty is quolitotively different from the many
qucnt:.tﬂtlve research picces on poverty that we have.
17.  Iestly, I would like to soy that there is no mystique

in my statement on pp 26-27 that the validaetion of theory comes orly

through practice. I om not referring to the logicd validity of a
" +theoretical system (its internnl consistency, for instance). What I
am stoting is what I have alrcady mentioned at the end of pra 5 above
thot there is no logical way of establishing the link between theory as

a logical system and the life problems it claims to deal with. In other
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words, there is no logical way of ascertaining whether a certain
obstraction is relevont or not, permissible or not, Such links between
theory and life can be established only in and through life, I admit
that this presents o spécial.problem to social scientists who not only
woant to display their academic skills by pi‘oducing m internally consistent
model, but have to ask at eoch stage in their work whether it they
are doing corresponds to an objective reality which, with the best of
intentions and efforts can be scen only as reflected in o none-too
perfect mirror., This is precisely the reason iy socinl scientists
mist show o willingness to learn dircetly from life, from the lips of
the scvants and the servants., It is the reason vhy also the cardinal
virtue of a social scientist has to be humility.

I vould appreciate your response to this rather lengthy
recction of mine.

With warm personal regards,

Yours sincerely,

(C.T Kurien)

Copy : To members of the TEG Seminox
Comments will be welcone.




