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Summary and Conclusions

12.2 Why Does the Myth of Inconsistency Persist?

The most important of the above results (5, 6(a), 8, 9, and 10) have been in the public domain for more than fifteen years. Yet the myth of Marx’s inconsistency is almost as ubiquitous as before. Why is this so?

The current ideological and political climate, in general and on the left, is certainly a factor. Interest in Marx’s thought is far less widespread and less intense than when the value theory controversy was rekindled in the early 1970s. Yet this does not explain why the myth of inconsistency persists among those who should know better. To take the examples of section 1.4, why has this myth been repeated in recent years by respected academics––Brewer and his interlocutors, Brenner, and Sørensen and his interlocutors––and a respected journalist like Cassidy? 

The major reason is undoubtedly that the gatekeepers to the broader public ––the specialists in the field, mainly Marxist and Sraffian economists––have not done their part to set the record straight. Their acknowledgements that the proofs of inconsistency are invalid, and that Marx can be read in a way that makes his contested arguments logically valid, have come quite late in the day. As we have seen above (especially in sections 7.5 and 9.6), moreover, in almost every case these acknowledgements are buried in discussions that divert attention from the question of internal inconsistency, and they are stated in ways that make it nearly impossible to recognize that the author is indeed acknowledging error.
 With the exception of an acknowledgement by Foley (2000b: 282), none of them has even come close to the explicitness of, say, the opening sentences of points 5 and 8 above. Most importantly, any effort to set the record straight has been negligible, especially in comparison with the time and energy that has been spent rehearsing and correcting Marx’s alleged inconsistencies and errors. 

This phenomenon is perhaps surprising. Since almost all of these economists view themselves as working in the tradition of Marx, it might be expected that they would jump at the chance to dispel the myth of inconsistency. Indeed, this is what I initially expected. So why have these economists responded in the opposite manner? In light of their gatekeeping function, this is the key question that must be answered in order to explain why the myth persists. What I offer here are only some provisional and conjectural beginnings of an answer. The present case might be a fruitful one for historians of economic thought and sociologists and philosophers of social science to explore further.

To some extent, the present case seems to be an instance of a broader problem noted by the physicist Max Planck (1949: 33–34): “A new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die and a new generation grows up that is familiar with it.” This phenomenon is apparently common in many fields. For example, Darwin suffered from it, Wegener’s now-accepted “continental drift hypothesis” was resisted by geologists for several decades, and Kline (1985: 74) observed that “[t]he history of mathematics illustrates . . . that it is more difficult to get a truth accepted than to discover it.” 

Yet failure to accept new ideas is not the main issue here. One need not accept that Marx’s disputed conclusions are true in order to acknowledge that they are logically valid. One need not accept that they are logically valid in order to acknowledge that there exists an interpretation according to which they are valid. One can even continue to believe that Marx’s conclusions are logically invalid while acknowledging that the proofs of inconsistency have been decisively refuted. And one can do all this clearly and forthrightly, without trying to divert readers’ attention or change the subject. Thus the key question is not why the new findings that vindicate Marx have failed to gain acceptance, but why they have been suppressed. 

 Suppression of dissident ideas seems to be a very common phenomenon. Drawing on his very extensive study and documentation of such suppression in the physical sciences and elsewhere,
 Brian Martin (1998: 609) concludes, “A person who challenges the conventional wisdom is likely first to be ignored, then dismissed, and finally, if these responses are inadequate, attacked.” The present case clearly conforms to this pattern with respect to the first two stages.
 

To explain why suppression of dissident ideas takes place in science, Martin (1998: 606–608) suggests that we consider a scientific community in terms of its interests. One example is a group’s interest in “maintaining control over an occupation.” If we replace “occupation” with “field,” it is plausible that some suppression may have occurred for this reason in the present case. 
Martin (1998: 607) also notes that dissident ideas are ignored and dismissed because “scientists . . . can develop a psychological interest in particular theories and methods. If a challenger comes along with a simple alternative to the theory on which they have built their careers, most scientists are not likely to be receptive, since their status will be undermined and their lifelong commitment apparently wasted.”
 I believe this to be the dominant factor behind the suppression of the new findings in value theory.
This might seem implausible. Again, it is reasonable to expect that economists working in the tradition of Marx would be quite receptive to findings that vindicate the logical validity of his value theory. Aren’t these economists in fact committed to what Martin calls the “simple alternative”––the theory of Marx? 

They are not. The Marxist and Sraffian economists are committed to the so-called corrections of Marx, while the “simple alternative” is his original theory (understood in a way that eliminates the logical imperative to correct it). Much effort has been put into correcting Marx and to pursuing research programs founded on “correct” versions of his work. Indeed, Marxian and Sraffian economics have consisted of little else, at least in the English-speaking world, since Sweezy wrote The Theory of Capitalist Development six decades ago. Thus, much research will have been in vain, and several research programs will lose their foundation, if the allegations of internal inconsistency and the consequent need to correct Marx go away. 

This would not be such a problem if, as has so often been claimed, the “corrections” were mere technical revisions. Were that the case, it would be easy for the Marxian and Sraffian economists to reconstitute their research programs on the basis of Marx’s own theory. Yet we have seen that the revisions are far from mere technicalities; the original and the revised versions of his theory lead to conflicting conclusions in many important respects. The most obvious and politically important case is that Marx’s original theory and the physicalist revisions arrive at diametrically opposite conclusions regarding the effect of labor-saving technological change on the rate of profit. Thus, if the myth of internal inconsistency were to disappear, the Marxist and Sraffian economists would first have to abandon their current theoretical perspectives, perspectives to which almost all of them seem deeply committed, before they could reconstitute their research programs on the basis of Marx’s theory. 

Yet there is another option as well. They could remain fully committed to their current perspectives and research programs, while happily accepting that Marx’s value theory is logically valid and doing their part to set the record straight. They would simply need to acknowledge that their theories are alternatives to Marx’s and to represent them as such. 

Why has this simple solution not been embraced? I suspect that there are two main reasons. First, the Marxist and Sraffian economists want to have their cake and eat it too. On the one hand, they disagree with at least a large part of Marx’s critique of political economy (when it is understood in a way that makes it logically valid). On the other hand, they regard themselves as Marx’s successors. The myth of inconsistency allows them to have it both ways, since they can claim to have eliminated “Marx’s errors . . . without undermining his basic account of how capitalism functions” (Mongiovi 2002: 395; cf. Bellofiore 2002: 104, Laibman 2004: 16). If the myth of inconsistency were to disappear, they would need to choose between having their cake and eating it. 

Second, I suspect that their research programs are not compelling enough to stand on their own, uncoupled from the supposed need to correct Marx that gave rise to them. Even Sraffianism, the strongest and least traditionally Marxist of these research programs, would have little appeal, and its key theorems would have much less significance, if it could no longer be portrayed as the sole rigorous formulation of “the” surplus approach founded by Ricardo and Marx. 

Thus the Marxist and Sraffian economists cannot reclaim Marx’s value theory in its original form without abandoning their physicalist perspective. But neither can they accept it as a viable alternative to their own theories without relinquishing their claim to be Marx’s successors and jeopardizing their research programs. Both options are very unattractive. The only option that remains is to try to disqualify Marx’s original theory. To accomplish this task, the “well-established proofs” of inconsistency are just what are needed. They allow Marx’s original theory to be disqualified effortlessly, decisively, and on seemingly neutral, scientific grounds. 

Hence, given the alternatives they face, the Marxist and Sraffian economists have a clear and strong interest in preserving the myth of inconsistency. I believe that they are acting in their own interests, and that this is the main reason why the new findings in value theory have been suppressed and why so little has been done to set the record straight.

Notes


. By way of contrast, Levhari and Samuelson’s retraction of their “nonswitching theorem” during a debate with Sraffa’s followers (the “capital controversies”) is a model of honesty and clarity. Their paper, “The Nonswitching Theorem is False,” begins as follows: “We wish to make clear for the record that the nonswitching theorem associated with us is definitely false. We are grateful to Dr. Pasinetti for first giving examples that raise legitimate doubts about the theorem’s truth . . . . And we are grateful to Professor Morishima, Professor Garegnani and Mr. Sheshinski for independent counterexamples that settle this matter definitively” (Levhari and Samuelson 1966: 518).

2. See the materials archived on his “Suppression of Dissent” website, www.uow. edu.au/arts/sts/bmartin/dissent (Dec. 19, 2005).

3. I shall not try to answer whether it has progressed to the third stage, attack. As Martin (1988: 610) notes, “only some types of attacks are easy to document,” and “[a]ttacks on dissidents are never admitted as such. They are always justified as being due to the inadequacies on the part of the dissident, such as low quality work or inappropriate behavior.” Let me simply call readers’ attention to a statement issued by the parent body, managing editor, and editorial board of the Review of Radical Political Economics, which states in part: “the Editorial Board has removed the sanction denying Dr. Kliman the right to submit articles to RRPE for publication. There was no intention to inflict harm on Dr. Kliman.” (Review of Radical Political Economics 34:1, Winter 2002, page facing inside back cover.)

4. Similarly, Dunbar (1995: 161) observes that sometimes “[m]istakes of logic are made [by scientists], the evidence fudged and the results of tests fiddled, all in a desperate effort to preserve a theory that an individual has committed most of his or her life to. Who amongst us wants to end a lifetime that has been devoted to the pursuit of a theory with nothing but failure to show for it?”
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