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I N F O C U S

Changing the Narrative:
Economics After Covid-19

Carolina Alves* and Ingrid Harvold Kvangraven†

Abstract: In this article, we argue that societies’ unpreparedness and inadequate

responses to the Covid-19 pandemic expose weaknesses in the foundations of the

dominant economic paradigm. We document how economics came to disembed

itself from broader societal analysis and how this has influenced public policy in

problematic ways, leading to privileging of efficiency over resilience. We then go

a step further to consider the role of economic evidence in public policy more

generally. Furthermore, we demonstrate how heterodox economics can enrich

our understandings of our economies’ weaknesses and of how to build a more

resilient and just economy. We conclude that we need an explanation of the crisis

that is capable of seeing the economy as more than just markets and as

embedded in society; one that is capable of linking the causes and consequences

of the pandemic to our systems of production and distribution.

Keywords: Mainstream economics, heterodox economics, Covid-19,

evidence-based policy.

INTRODUCTION

The weaknesses of the field of economics have long been known, but the Covid-19
pandemic has laid them bare. Of particular concern in the wake of this pandemic is
the discipline’s understanding of economies as markets separated from the rest of
the societies in which they are embedded and heavy reliance on methodological
individualism and quantitative modelling. We argue that society’s unpreparedness
and inadequate response expose weaknesses in the very foundations of the
dominant economic paradigm.

Unlike the 2007-08 financial crisis, there are no banks or financial markets to blame this
time.Nor canwe blameKeynesianism aswe did in the 1970s. By contrast, the pandemic
forces us to evaluate the structural problems inherent in the global system of
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provisioning. These problems are the results of decades of market-oriented reform and
underfunding of social services. Therefore, rather than engage in debates about
appropriate monetary policy tools and whether we are facing a demand or supply
shock, we take a step back and explore some of these structural problems, how we
got here, and the role of the economics discipline in this story. The fact that we find
ourselves in a moment of deep uncertainty should not distract us from this broader
and more fundamental critique.

In this article, we document how economics came to dissociate itself from broader
societal analysis and rely heavily on mathematical modelling and stringent
assumptions, and how this has influenced public policy in problematic ways. We
then go a step further to consider the role of economic evidence in public policy
more generally. Finally, we demonstrate how heterodox economics can enrich our
understanding of our economies’ weaknesses to build a more resilient and just
economy.

FROM POLITICAL ECONOMY TO AN EXACT SCIENCE

Economics has long been criticised for its treatment of the economyas a separate entity,
rather than situating it within broader societal aspects related to, for example, nature,
ethics, and power (De Martino 2013; Foster 1997; Hirsch 1977; Marglin 1974; Palermo
2014; Sen 1999). This critique builds on a tradition of critical political economy that
originated before economics became a separate discipline, thus allowing for analysis
of societal issues such as gender, ecology, and politics (Fine and Milonakis 2009;
Mearman, Guizzo, and Berger 2018).

From the period of classical political economy to the marginalist revolution and the
formalisation of economics in the 1950s, the social and historical contexts have been
increasingly removed from economics. Indeed, Léon Walras was convinced that
economics would gradually evolve into a scientific discipline similar to the hard
sciences, with economic laws being rational, precise and as as incontrovertible as
the laws of astronomy (Jaffé 1965). Instead of embedding the economy in society,
the discipline has taken a more inductive approach, largely limited to viewing social
behaviour through the lens of methodological individualism and economic
macrodynamics through the lens of equilibrium solutions of mathematical models.
Economists have generally seen this shift as a positive development, believing it to
be in the interest of “coherence and consistency” (Arrow and Hahn 1971, p. 2).

Through the formalisation and also uniformisation of the economist profession since
the 1950s, the discipline came to embrace “an absolute preference for the form of an
economic argument over its content” (Blaug 2003, p. 145). This involved the
development of economic principles abstracted from society and considered
apolitical and ahistorical, building on European positivist assumptions of a universal
objective truth (Kayatekin 2009). Perhaps because of this narrow view of economic
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principles, the discipline is also the least interdisciplinary of the social sciences
(Fourcade, Ollion, and Algan 2015) and is “unique among the social sciences in
having a single monolithic mainstream, which is either unaware of or actively
hostile to alternative approaches” (King 2013, p. 17). With this backdrop, it should
not be surprising that the discipline will struggle to grapple with the cross-cutting
nature of the current crisis.

The fact that economists see the Covid-19 pandemic as an external shock (Baldwin
and di Mauro 2020) is in itself revealing and can be seen as a reflection of their view
of the economy as separate from the rest of society. The external aspect is in line
with the view of externalities in economics, which are conceived ahistorically and
thought to arise because of technological, institutional, or other problems that
prevent effective functioning of markets.

THE DISCIPLINE’S OBSESSION WITH MARKETS

With the above changes in the economics discipline, culminating with the rise of the
Chicago School of Economics in the 1970s, economists largely stopped challenging
the standard choice of taking market equilibrium and human rationality as starting
points. These theoretical and methodological choices echo the origins of modern
economics, wherein the discipline broadly came to be seen as the study of “human
behaviour as a relationship between ends and scarce means” (Robbins 1932, p. 15);
the market was considered the most efficient allocating mechanism (Walras 1954).
Within this understanding, human interactions are thought to happen mainly
though the market, and markets are theorised as being about the mutual interactions
of demand and supply, with equilibrium as a central concept (Wootton 1938).1 This
also had implications for how the discipline came to view that state and paved the
way for the likes of Nozick and Buchanan, who presented a market version of
contractarianism to justify a minimal state whose actions are limited to necessities
such as law enforcement and providing national defence.

Aswemove further into the secondhalf of the twentieth century, an increasing number
of economists think of themselves as modellers, “simplifying” reality through models
and invoking the necessary assumptions regarding equilibrium, representative
agents, and optimisation.2 This led Lawson (2013) to characterise mainstream
economics in terms of its enduring reliance upon methods of mathematical
modelling – analysing economic phenomena with the help of mathematical
deduction, laws, or uniformities. A consequence of this turn is that economists find
it increasingly difficult to imagine different ways to do economics. An example is

1 Even though the market/economy became detached from society, there have been attempts within the
mainstream to forge a link between the economic and the social, but always through the application of
economic principles to the social sphere and treating social entities as though they are only to exist within and
according to market principles.
2 It is worth noting that there are many alternative ways of modelling the economy that do not rely on such
assumptions (Kvangraven and Alves 2019).
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Colander and Kupers’s (2014) view of the economy as a complex adaptive system,
which has been seen as a paradigm shift in economics. However, as Kirman (2016)
observes, the system still relies on an equilibrium or steady state as an organising
tool and thus remains firmly placed within the dominant theoretical framework;
this is hardly a paradigm shift.

More broadly, the developments in the discipline that have led to the influential role
of general equilibrium theory (first sketched by Walras and developed by
Arrow-Debreu), which assumed conditions such as perfect market competition,
reinforced the turn towards seeing the state as an institution supporting the market.
Essentially, within mainstream economics, deviations from the basic assumptions
that underpin market equilibrium are considered “imperfections” or “externalities,”
thus retaining a form of market fundamentalism at its core.3 Similarly, behavioural
economics has become a booming subfield, studying how behaviour deviates from
homo economicus and thus retaining the same starting point for understanding
human rationality. Naturally, policy recommendations emanating from this
theoretical framework largely revolve around solving market failures and nudging
individuals to behave rationally. Now that the economy is partially shut down and
“normal” market mechanisms are put on hold, it is perhaps not surprising that the
discipline may struggle to propose effective policy solutions.

PUBLIC POLICY IMPLICATIONS: WEAKENING OF SOCIAL PROVISIONING

The discipline’s narrow view of the “economic sphere” equated to markets has had a
strong influence on public policy over the past half century. Indeed, the market
fundamentalism at the heart of modern economics lies behind much of the
weakening of the state that occurred in Europe and the US in the 1980s, which led to
increased participation of the private sector in health care, education, and housing.
In the same period, reliance on the market was now a condition for developing
countries to obtain loans from the International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank (the so-called Washington Consensus).

The discipline’s bias towards markets as an efficient allocator of resources has led to
two key trends that weakened the structures of economies and their capacities to
engage in social provisioning across the world. The first is the vilification of “the
state” alongside a celebration of market efficiency, which has led to a lack of
resilience in the organisation of social provisioning. The second and more recent
one, is the austerity that has driven government deficit reductions, spending cuts,
and attempts to dismantle social welfare systems across the world (Konzelmann
2019; Mkandawire 2006; Williams and Maruthappu 2013; Noy 2017).

3 Note, we do not argue that all economists believe in laissez-faire (e.g. Naidu, Rodrik, and Zucman’s (2019)
understanding of market fundamentalism), but rather that markets are employed within economic theory as a
frame through which to understand human rationality and behaviour (Wootton 1938).
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Market precepts and axioms have heavily influenced the development of the New
Public Management (NPM) paradigm in public policy, both in terms of reliance on
market mechanisms and rational choice theory (Gruening 2001; Osborne 2006).4

NPM includes policies of managerialism, marketisation, privatisation, and public-
private partnerships (Christensen and Laegreid 2011). The paradigm gained traction
under Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s but has since increasingly become a global
phenomenon (Sekera 2016). Despite its market-centric approach, it has broadly been
supported by all major political parties in Anglo-Saxon and European countries
(Diefenbach 2009).

The strong influence of economics on public policy has led to efficiency itself becoming
a core public goal (Davis 1985), implying the elimination of any idle resources to ensure
all capital is put to efficient use. Although scholars have contested the expected positive
effects derived from this efficiency (Cook 2015; Harford 2014), the economic systemhas
largely been oriented towards profit-making, cost minimisation, and efficiency in the
last forty years or so (Jacobin Magazine 2020). The focus on efficiency has not only led
to poor monetary remuneration to essential workers such as nurses but also to “just in
time” and “lean work” procedures that justify decades of systematic underinvestment
in planning and surge capacity (Carter et al. 2016; Toynbee and Walker 2017).5 For
hospitals, this has contributed to a reduction in the total number of hospital beds.
For example, the number of National Health Service hospital beds in England
dropped by more than half during 1987 to 2017 (Ewbank et al. 2017).

In parallel, there has been an increasing focus on the connection between public debt
and macroeconomic outcomes by economists and policymakers across the world.
Initially, based on the balanced budget approach, ideas about crowding-out effects,
and fiscal costs associated with public projects and welfare provisioning, this focus
guided much of the reforms of the 1980s and 1990s. Since then, the prevailing
narrative has shifted towards a more rigid focus on a negative correlation between
high public debt and economic growth as well as between fiscal deficits and
financial investor confidence. This has, at times, prevented democratically elected
governments from acting to enhance their people’s welfare.

The idea of the state as this potential Leviathan that needs to be restrained togetherwith
an “efficient” approach to the organisation of society has engendered worrisome
fragilities, inequalities, and vulnerabilities, leaving us completely unprepared and
incapable of responding effectively to the pandemic. If we thought of structuring

4 Rational choice theory is a cornerstone of the economics discipline and encompasses three central tenets:
methodological individualism, a view of rationality linked to constrained optimisation, and the role of
equilibrium as a descriptive and explanatory device.
5 For example, in the UK, the shrinking capacity has recently been exacerbated by both austerity policies and
Brexit (Toynbee and Walker 2017). In April 2020, The Times reported that the UK government limited
emergency stockpiles of personal protective equipment due to austerity measures and suspended training for
essential pandemic workers for two years while directing their efforts to a possible no-deal Brexit (Calvert,
Arbuthnott, and Leake 2020).
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our society along the lines of resilience and robustness rather than efficiency, our
societies’ preparedness for a pandemic would be much greater (Trosper 2009;
Derissen, Quaas, and Baumgärtner 2011). In such a case, we would be more likely to
have had adequate equipment and structures in place to respond effectively.

ECONOMICS AND EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY: WHITHER PUBLIC DEBATE?

The rise of econometrics in economics has been accompanied by a critique of
empirical practices in the field (Leamer 1983). By the 1980s, credible empirical work
in economics was considered a pipe dream, but much has changed with empirical
developments in labour economics and microeconomics, wherein data is taken
seriously, for example, through random experiments and quasi-experiments
(Angrist and Pischke 2010).6 This so-called empirical turn has been used to justify an
increase in economics’ policy relevance and scientific impact. Though this is positive
because it means abstract economic principles can be empirically tested, the type of
policies and interventions “tested” by economists remain within a narrow frame of
what public policy can be, thus constraining policy choices significantly.

Also, in line with the empirical turn, randomised control trials (RCTs) have gained
traction as the gold standard for providing microeconomic evidence. Given the
narrowness of the theoretical and methodological approach underlying RCTs, this
form of evidence tends to be removed from analyses of power and wider social
change (Chernomas and Hudson 2019) as well as the underlying social, economic,
and cultural structures that affect the results (Deaton and Cartwright 2018). This has
been exacerbated by the fact that evidence produced through RCTs, or modelling in
economics more broadly, is usually presented as atheoretical. This is nowhere made
more lucid than when Esther Duflo famously likened economists to plumbers,
suggesting that economists’ work is purely technical, objective, and value-neutral,
despite being rooted in a particular theoretical framework (Kvangraven 2020b).

With the rise of RCTs, we have also seen a rise in so-called evidence-based policy.
While this term is a bit of a misnomer, suggesting policy was not based on evidence
before the randomista revolution, it reflects a paradigm wherein a specific type of
evidence is currently accepted as rigorous and “lie[s] at the top of the hierarchy”
(Drèze 2020, p. 1).7 This means that, in effect, the policy options available are limited
by the requirement of a certain kind of evidence (Manski 2011; Kelly and Linsey
2018; Parkhurst 2017; Spiegler 2015). Given that RCTs are often used to test how
people react to certain policy interventions, behavioural economists often make use
of this methodology; behavioural insights are increasingly being connected to

6 Empirical development in macroeconomics has happened at a much slower pace.
7 Duflo and Kremer (2005) stated that “all too often development policy is based on fads, and randomised
evaluations could allow it to be based on evidence,” suggesting that pre-RCTs policies did not draw on
evidence (p. 206).

152 j Review of Agrarian Studies vol. 10, no. 1



evidence-based policy (Bogliacino, Codagnone, and Veltri 2016; Chetty 2015; Thaler
2016).

This discussion is of utmost importance to understand the role of evidence in the
current policy response to the pandemic, particularly in light of the UK’s response.
In contrast to the scientific advice of the World Health Organisation (WHO) about
the importance of lockdown as well as testing and tracing, the UK considered that
locking down early may cause negative psychological effects and a risk of
demoralising people in case of an extended lockdown (Brooks et al. 2020; Lunn et al.
2020). However, this evidence was largely based on behavioural experiments in
entirely different contexts, thus assuming that behaviour is independent of the
situation in which it takes place (e.g., the specific argument on the demoralising
effects of an extended quarantine was based on a randomised experiment on
extending military deployment). In effect, the UK government acted against WHO
evidence, and its policy response differed greatly from regions and countries such as
Ghana, New Zealand, Kerala in India, Vietnam, Singapore, and South Korea that
more successfully managed the pandemic in the beginning.

In these initially successful cases, despite weak healthcare capacity, policy responses
often combined early action by the government, rigorous testing and contact
tracing, full or partial lockdown, support for unemployed workers, and effective
public communication.8 Strong proactive lockdown measures like in Vietnam and
early closed borders like in Ghana seem to have been crucial measures for success.
Policy responses often went beyond what could be derived from epidemiological
modelling to addressing hospital staff and bed shortages via, for example, the efforts
of community health workers and volunteers (Ghana) and adding new beds to
existing healthcare facilities (South Korea). At the outset, the engagement with
science, evidence, and experts was more comprehensive in these countries than in
the UK. Undoubtedly, many of these governments had a structure and expertise in
place due to experiences with SARS or Ebola, whereas others drew on knowledge
from the WHO and carefully acknowledged the complexity of the situation.

The model developed by Neil Ferguson and his team at Imperial College London (ICL)
crucially influenced the UK government to act and lockdown the economy (Adam
2020). It provided evidence as early as the end of January to support general social
distancing. However, there are some drawbacks to the approach worth mentioning.
While the ICL model is not an economic one, it illustrates more general issues with
modelling applicable to economics. Economic expertise, as well as modelling
expertise more broadly, has gained status as an almost unquestionable guide for
policy, despite the fact that any model will only represent a particular perspective
(D’Ippoliti 2020). For example, the ICL model focuses on Covid-19 mortality and

8 Vietnam, for example, has 8 doctors per 10,000 people, whereas the average for OECD countries is 3.5 doctors per
1,000 people (World Bank 2020).
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does not appraise other health and non-health implications of the pandemic. It thus
does not deal with broader economic and social costs of various interventions
(Reddy 2020). Considering the broad and comprehensive approaches of the
successful responses to the pandemic, the ICL model is not a sufficient basis for an
effective and comprehensive policy response to the pandemic. In this sense, the UK
response demonstrates both the over-influence of a particular expertise on policy
and its disproportionate influence of models; it highlights the fact that policymaking
requires broader judgements about policy effects on society at large. This heavy bias
towards quantitative models and narrow behavioural insights led many to protest
the government’s judgement (Horton 2020).

Beyond the problematic assumptions behind evidence informing the UK’s response
to the pandemic, there are two broad lessons to learn from its response. The first
is that any narrow view of what counts as evidence and expertise limits a
government’s ability to comprehensively understand the pandemic and its
consequences. Having a limited team of experts means that important perspectives
will inevitably be neglected. Rather than restricting the advisory group to mostly
clinical academics, microbiologists, and modellers (as was the case in Britain), an
interesting example to follow could be that of Germany, where philosophers and
historians of science were a part of the government’s advisory group. Drawing on
expertise from countries with experience from previous outbreaks would also be
helpful.

The second lesson is related to the problematic discourse of “expertise” in the public
debate about the Covid-19 response. Though science must, of course, play an
important role in policymaking, narrowly defined expertise obscures value
judgments that policymakers have to make, including decisions about who to select
for their advisory committees. Given that “coronavirus advice is political” (Bacevic
2020), forming a more diverse scientific advisory group would be a first step to
broadening the evidence available to the government and making the tensions and
value judgments inherent in any response explicit. Indeed, this would lead to
increased public scrutiny and understanding, which would be healthy for
democratic debate.

HETERODOX ECONOMICS: FOR BETTER AND BROADER ANALYSES

Rather than being centred on the study of the allocation of scarce resources, heterodox
economics is concerned with the study of production and distribution of economic
surplus, including the role of power relations in determining economic relationships,
the study of economic systems beyond market relations, and the employment of
theories focusing on these issues (Kvangraven and Alves 2019). This alternative
view of and approach to the economy can help us understand the causes and
consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic in crucial ways.
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First of all, heterodox economics relies on alternative views of human behaviour,
moving away from the rational optimising agents and the methodological
individualism of the mainstream. Indeed, understanding rationality as being about
more than optimising personal advantage given certain constraints has been
understood by scholars going back to Adam Smith and Immanuel Kant; the
mainstream approach to rationality has long been criticised for being conceptually
and empirically flawed (Lukes 1968; Nandy 2012; Ostrom 1990; Ostrom 2005; Sen
1977). Essential here are insights from feminist economists, who have long pointed
to the importance of understanding both social reproduction and social relations
between actors (Nelson 1995). As the spread of the virus between individuals has led
to measures such as school closures, society has been forced to grapple with the
importance of social reproduction as a core activity that keeps the economy going
(this insight has been long recognised in social reproduction theory, e.g.
Bhattacharya 2017).9

As heterodox economists do not rely on methodological individualism, there is also
more space for exploring inequalities related to aggregate societal categories such as
gender, class, and race (Kvangraven and Alves 2019; Mearnman, Guizzo, and Berger
2019; Tilley and Shilliam 2017). This is particularly relevant in the wake of the
pandemic, which is no “great leveller,” as some pundits have claimed, but rather a
process of exacerbating and highlighting existing inequalities. For example, as
demonstrated by Nassif-Pires et al. (2020), the virus is hitting low-income
neighbourhoods and minority communities the hardest. This would not be
surprising to stratification economists, who have long pointed out the deep racial
wealth gap in the US, rooted in socio-economic and political structural barriers
(Hamilton and Darity 2017).

In terms of methodology, Lawson’s (2013) view of heterodox economics as a scientific
programme that emphasises an ontology of openness, relationality, and totalities
helps us understand how many economic models fail to grasp human interaction
and complex networks. This is particularly important for policymakers across the
world as they try to make sense of the unfolding crisis.

It should also be highlighted that heterodox approaches enable seeing the economy as
embedded in society. For example, Lee’s (2009) emphasis on heterodox economics as
the “historical process of social provisioning” has led to a focus on the structures of
production and reproduction in society, with their historical determinations and
causal mechanisms not limited to the sphere of the market (pp. 8–9). Such a
perspective can, for example, open the door for fruitful insights about household
dynamics during the crisis and how they relate to both production and
reproduction. Another implication of this view is that we cannot expect the same

9 The substantial relative drop in women academics’ productivity during the pandemic is also a telling example of
working women’s reliance on institutions of social reproduction (Minello 2020).
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behavioural responses or societal outcomes across different social communities, given
differences in history, culture, and economic organisation. Instead, the perspective
forces us to consider how responses to the pandemic are mediated by institutional,
social, and economic factors.

Situating the economy in society enables exploration of the intricacies between the
economy and nature, for example, by food systems researchers (Worstell 2020) or
ecological economists (Derissen, Quaas, and Baumgärtner 2011; Trosper 2009).
Indeed, to scholars with a broader understanding of how production affects food
and ecological systems, the rise and spread of Covid-19 was less of a surprise (Wang
et al. 2006; Wallace 2016). Such a perspective starkly contrasts to viewing the
pandemic as an exogenous shock. Therefore, it is now time to emphasise that
capitalist production is intertwined with nature and cannot be seen as separate – an
important lesson for many heterodox economists as well.

The inherent instability of capitalism and the need to put distributional conflicts at the
centre of any economic analysis is also a recurring characteristic of heterodox
approaches. Vernengo (2011) emphasises how distribution is determined
exogenously by social and institutional conditions in heterodox economics, which
can help us understand that structural weaknesses in our economies are due to
political choices. For example, the low wages among essential workers are
determined by policy, rather than being a reflection of a market-determined price.
Some of these weaknesses bluntly exposed by the pandemic include the high
degrees of homelessness, precarious workforces, and poverty, all of which impact
the governments’ ability to respond effectively. For once, policymakers are forced to
consider public health as a broader societal issue as well as including shelters for the
homeless, paid sick leave, and universal health coverage as a part of their pandemic
response. In light of this, a framework that allows us to see the enduring structural
aspects of these socio-economic problems is needed.

Furthermore, heterodox economists identify and analyse structural forces that lie
behind the polarising tendencies within the global economy. This is central at a
moment when deepening global economic integration over the past decades has led
to improved economic efficiency as well as new vulnerabilities. Global value chains
are now very complex systems, and rather than being decentralised, they are
hierarchical and imbalanced with core hubs that exert disproportionate influence
(Panitch and Gindin 2004; Durand and Milberg 2020). To understand developing
economies’ constraints in the wake of the pandemic, it is therefore essential to look
beyond their health systems to also consider constraints related to their subordinate
or dependent position in the global economy (Alves and Toporowski 2019; Bonizzi
et al. 2019; de Paula, Fritz, and Prates 2017; Kaltenbrunner 2018; Kvangraven 2020a;
Patnaik and Patnaik 2016; Suwandi 2019).
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Finally, the heterodox critique of mainstream economics goes beyond a simple state–
market dichotomy, wherein heterodox economists want “more” of the state and the
mainstream wants “less.” The role of the state in the economy is much broader than
in just rectifying market failure (Bernstein 2018); in addition, heterodox economics
and especially the literature on the public economy points us to a broader
understanding of economies as non-market environments (Sekera 2016). Within this
view, there is a public economy comprised of multiple economic systems, wherein
the public sector is not governed by the same principles and axioms as that of the
market.10 This view leads us to consider the advantages of a collective-choice and
collective-financing system that produces goods, services, benefits, and protection
aimed at the well-being of society as a whole (ibid.). Within the context of a
Covid-19 response, this perspective is crucial because it recognises that the public
sector is an integral part of the economy and directly affects many, if not all, socio-
economic issues (Bernstein 2018). Such analyses of the state should not only be
conducted by social and political theorists.

THE BATTLE FOR THE NARRATIVE

Though this crisis is indeed unprecedented, the question remains whether we will see
any fundamental change in the economics discipline. After all, if the 2007–08 global
financial crisis did not drastically change the profession, it is not a given that the
pandemic will either. The crisis has certainly made it clear that fiscal austerity is a
political choice rather than a necessity, a principle that we must remember once the
lockdown eases. It has also publicly exposed weaknesses and inequalities in our
economies, including weak and underfunded health systems, weak state capacities
to provide social services, and the precarity among underpaid essential workers.
Exposing these weaknesses and the political choices that lie behind how our
economies are organised is a first step towards building a more just society.

In this article, we go beyond describing societal problems to analysing the role of the
economics discipline in particular. Two broad problems emerge. Firstly, the nature of
the discipline makes it difficult for economists to understand the economy in a
comprehensive and realistic manner. Economists’ view of Covid-19 as an external
shock poses problems for the discipline’s ability to grapple with the interconnected
crises that this pandemic represents. At this juncture, it is more important than ever
to open up the debate about how to understand and tackle these crises, with a view
to make our economies more resilient and just, rather than simply more “efficient.”
It is time to revisit the field’s flawed conception of the economy as a market
equilibrium economy and obsession with narrow forms of evidence and modelling.

10 The public economy literature also highlights the necessity of socially constructive economies that focus on both
a broader array of goals not simply defined by profit maximisation (i.e., the public purpose economy) and on the
survival, nurturing, and welfare of its constituents (i.e., the core economy) (Goodwin 2018).
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The second problem is the discipline’s claim to neutrality and objectivity that obscures
the ideological assumptions behind economic research. As heterodox economists tend
to be more explicit about the political and ideological aspect of their academic work,
their analyses are more concerned with social conflicts and different group interests
in the economy, which could pave the way for a broader and more informed public
debate about economics. For such a debate to be effective there is also a need to
revise the role of so-called evidence-based policy in economics and public policy.
There have already been calls to hold the UK accountable for its inadequate
response to the pandemic – this should ideally include a thorough reassessment of
how models and evidence are used to determine policy and how some forms of
expertise are prioritised over others. This pandemic exposes the fact that data and
evidence are never entirely neutral.

In the coming months and years, there will be a battle to define the narrative of the
pandemic. We need an explanation of the crisis that is capable of seeing the
economy as more than just markets and, rather, as embedded in society. It should
be capable of linking the causes and consequences of the pandemic to our systems
of production and distribution. A fundamental change in the prevailing economic
narrative is necessary for a more just, robust, and democratic society.
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