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resumo: este é um texto sobre economia e interdisciplinaridade. Tem em conta a plurali-
dade de significados que a prática da interdisciplinaridade assumiu em economia, discute 
por que a interdisciplinaridade é essencial para o estudo da economia e analisa dois mo-
delos do que a interdisciplinaridade deve ser em economia. Também é feita referência aos 
obstáculos inerentes à prática da interdisciplinaridade. seu objetivo final é mostrar por que 
a economia (como um objeto de estudo), sendo um sistema aberto, exige um entendimento 
pluralista e de economia política da “economia”. 
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absTracT: This is a text on economics and interdisciplinarity. It takes account of the 
plurality of meanings that the practice of interdisciplinarity has assumed in economics, 
discusses why interdisciplinarity is essential to the study of the economy and analyzes two 
models of what interdisciplinarity should be in economics. reference is also made to the 
obstacles inherent in the practice of interdisciplinarity. Its ultimate goal is to show why the 
economy (as an object of study), being an open system, cannot be left to economists alone 
requiring, instead, a pluralistic, political economy understanding of the ‘economic’.
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INTroducTIoN

The relationship that economics establishes with “contiguous” disciplines is 
fundamental to understand the nature of economics itself. discussing that rela-
tionship entails thinking the definition of the boundaries and connections that we 
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may or should establish and, ultimately, this implies thinking the very nature of 
what we call “the economic”. any discussion of interdisciplinarity in economics 
implies talking about the nature of its actual subject matter. It is, after all, a discus-
sion about disciplinarity. It is this idea that I intend to explore in this text.

It could always be argued that discussing the issue of interdisciplinarity is 
nothing more than a dilettante exercise, useless or irrelevant for the actual practice 
of research in economics. I do not think so. as I have argued elsewhere,2 the speci-
fic way that interdisciplinarity is considered has crucial implications on the way 
that economics is practiced (and taught). 

Interdisciplinarity is a word with many meanings and can be considered from 
many perspectives.3 In this text, I shall start by making a brief reference to the recent 
evolution of economics with respect to its boundaries, from what is referred to as 

“economic imperialism” up to the intense processes of reciprocal fertilization in 
course. The plurality of meanings that the practice of interdisciplinarity has embo-
died in economics should become clear in this context. Next, I shall present the 
reasons why, in my view, interdisciplinarity is indispensible in the study of the eco-
nomy. Two models will then be analyzed, regarding precisely what interdisciplina-
rity in economics should constitute: one emphasizes the need for interchange with 

“contiguous” disciplines with a view to gaining a better understanding of the econo-
mic system, albeit while maintaining the respective disciplinary autonomy (let us 
call this the multidisciplinary model); the other, more radical, defends the need to 
transcend the current disciplines, moving towards a unified social science (let us call 
this the transdisciplinary model). attention will also be drawn to the obstacles inhe-
rent to the practice of interdisciplinarity, starting with the institutional, but also 
those arising from the different disciplinary cultures and their corresponding ways 
and habits of thinking and arguing, and the difficulties associated to the fact that 
disciplines are, by their very nature, internally conflictual. a very brief mention will 
also be made to the issue of interdisciplinarity as interparadigmaticity and the fun-
damental relevance of a pluralist understanding of science will be stressed.

It is hoped that, at the end, it shall become clear that, although, as someone 
said, the boundaries of the mind and habit are more difficult to tear down than the 
boundaries between states, it is crucial to understand why the economy (as an 
object of study) cannot be left to economists alone requiring, instead, a pluralist, 
open-systems political economy approach.

PracTIces oF INTerdIscIPlINarITy IN ecoNomIcs

any discipline, in order to become established, needs to define its domain – its 
core interests and questions (its focus of interest and theoretical problematic) – and 

2 Neves, 2012a.
3 arena et al., 2009; Kerstenetzky and Neves, 2012; Pombo, 2004a; strober, 2011.
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its conceptual and methodological foundations. This implies defining boundaries 
relative to other disciplinary discourses. It implies, in greater or lesser degree, some 
sort of “interdisciplinary isolations”.4 as a result, we refer, for example, to econo-
mic discourse in contrast to the discourse of Physics, biology, Psychology, sociolo-
gy, Political science, history, etc.

The constitution of economics as a modern science, from the publication of 
the famous Wealth of Nations,5 by adam smith in 1776, up to the important Essay 
on the Nature and Significance of Economic Science, by lionel robbins,6 can be 
characterized as a long process of definition and autonomization of a specific area 
of studies, with a well delineated theoretical object and its own conceptual struc-
ture and research method.

The discipline of economics has an extremely rich and multifaceted history, 
with numerous actors and varied theoretical and methodological contributions, 
which obviously shall not be recalled here. Nonetheless, merely for illustrative 
purposes, some of the key milestones of this process are noted below:

i. The “marginal revolution” which took place during the 1870s – with 
the redefinition of the “economic problem”, shifting the focus of atten-
tion away from the sphere of production and the study of the origin of 
wealth, economic surplus and the issue of distribution (as occurred in 
classical political economy) and towards the sphere of exchange and the 
study of the market and prices as the fundamental mechanism of eco-
nomic coordination and resource allocation – and the progressive trans-
formation, in the late nineteenth century/early twentieth century, of 
Political Economy, a branch of moral Philosophy, into more “scientific” 
Economics;7

ii. The eminent role played by alfred marshall, not only due to his impor-
tant work of theoretical consolidation, but also his valuable contribu-
tion to the creation, in 1903, at the university of cambridge (united 
Kingdom), of a programme of studies in economics (Economics and 

4 according to mäki 1992 and 2004, “isolation” occurs when something, a set of entities, X (the 
“isolated field”), is removed from the influence of the rest of the universe, Y (the “excluded field”). X, 
the isolated field, and y, the excluded field, exhaust all relevant possibilities. The isolations may be 
theoretical (“thought experiments”) or material (“experimental isolations” or, more rarely, “spontaneous 
isolations”). “Theoretical isolation” refers to the operation through which, in the construction of a 
concept, model or theory, a system, relationship, process or feature is (intellectually) isolated from other 
possible influences. Interdisciplinary isolations thus define the domain (and delineate the boundaries) 
of a given disciplinary discourse in relation to other disciplinary domains. Naturally, there are different 
strategies of isolation, which determine exactly what is isolated (i.e., where the boundary line between 
X and y is defined) and how this is carried out.
5 An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.
6 robbins, 1932.
7 vaggi and Groenewegen, 2003, namely chapter 17.
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Politics Tripos) that was separate from the traditional Moral Sciences 
Tripos in which studies on the economy had previously been placed;8

iii. The famous methodenstreit, a long controversy triggered by the debate 
between carl menger (austrian school) and Gustav von schmoller (Ger-
man historical school), lasting from the 1880s through to the early 
twentieth century, vigorously exposing two conflicting perspectives on 
the study of economics – one analytical, focused on theoretical abstrac-
tion (marginalism), the other emphasizing the need of close attention to 
historical facts and institutional aspects;9

iv. Finally, but of no lesser relevance, the methodological work of lionel 
robbins,10 with its radical separation between fact and value (between 
economic science and ethics), and the “consensus” or “implicit contract” 
(“gentlemen’s agreement” in the words of Ingham)11 established among 
economists and sociologists based on Talcott Parsons and robbins con-
cerning a division of labour centred on the analytical perspective of 
each of its disciplines (“the analytical factor view”), with each focused 
on a differed aspect (factor) of social action – economics, “the science 
of choice”, studying the so-called rational choice between scarce resour-
ces to achieve set objectives (“logical” action, following Pareto); socio-
logy, “the science of social action”, investigating the role of ultimate 
goals and their underlying attitudes and values.12

In this process of definition and separation as a specific area of studies, eco-
nomics seeks to forge itself as a rigorous science, increasingly mathematical,13 in 
the image of Physics – the “hardest” of the “soft” sciences, as shall later be said – 
and adopts a strategy aimed at analytically isolating the study of the “economic” 
sphere from the influence of structures and social relations (thus separating it from 
the rest of the social sciences). In the words of ben Fine,14 the discipline constituted 
itself as “Fortress economics”.

with robbins, economics becomes, above all, a way of thinking, a method of 
analysis.15 The economy is analyzed in terms of (efficient) equilibrium solutions for 
problems of rational choice of allocation of scarce resources with alternative uses 

8 Groenewegen, 2007.
9 swedberg, 1990; hodgson, 2001.
10 robbins, 1932.
11 Ingham, 1996, p. 244.
12 hodgson, 2008; velthuis, 1999.
13 mirowski, 1991.
14 Fine, 1997.
15 Neves, 2010.
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(optimization), as a result of the aggregation of behaviours of individual agents 
considered in an atomistic manner (the model of rational choice).

Nevertheless, its scope of study shall continue, up to the late 1950s, to be the 
market and the price mechanism (alongside monetary phenomena and economic 
cycles). The truth, however, is that nothing in the conceptualization of economics 
by robbins imposes such limitation. This was clearly understood by various au-
thors, such as Gary becker and others,16 who, as of the second half of the 1950s, 
embarked on a path of transgression of the old boundary of economics as science 
of the market, based on the “export” of the model of rational choice to areas tra-
ditionally considered as “non-economic” (educational choices, family, demographic 
evolution, crime, discrimination, political processes, law, etc.)17 and on the appli-
cation of the principles of individual optimization to the analysis of institutions 
and collective behaviour. For these authors, the social is nothing more than an 
extension of the individual. The rational choice model can and should be univer-
salized in the context of a new “economic approach to human behaviour”. becker 
– perhaps the most notable and influential representative of this new approach – 
was to say on this issue:18

“all human behavior can be viewed as involving participants who 
maximize their utility from a stable set of preferences and accumulate an 
optimal amount of information and other inputs in a variety of markets.”

and, later, in his Nobel Lecture:19

“The rational choice model provides the most promising basis pre-
sently available for a unified approach to the analysis of the social world 
by scholars from different social sciences.”

Thus, it is indeed an “economic imperialism” that is involved in this attempt 
to redefine economic boundaries that occurs from the 1950s onwards, based on 
the export of the dominant method in economics to other social domains.20 Inter-
disciplinarity, from this perspective, is nothing more than a project of explanation 
of all social behaviour through the use of instruments of economic analysis. Jack 

16 such as anthony downs, Gordon Tullok or mancur olson. 
17 see, for example, becker, 1976, downs, 1957, Posner, 1972. 
18 becker, 1976.
19 becker, 1993.
20 here, the term that has become conventional in the literature has been used, inclusively by advocates 
of this approach, such as edward lazear (2000). however, as noted by olson and Kähkönen (apud ben 
Fine, 2002, p. 188), this terminology is inadequate since there is no use of force or denial of free choice. 
These two authors propose, as an alternative, the suggestive metaphor of economics as a metropolis 
extending its influence to the rest of the social science suburbs.
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hirshleifer, in The Expanding Domain of Economics,21 actually refers to economics 
as the “universal grammar” of social science, considering that “non-economic” so-
cial sciences will soon tend to become indistinguishable from economic science. 
edward lazear, another enthusiastic advocate of economic imperialism, stated mo-
re recently:22 

“The goal of economic theory is to unify thought and to provide a 
language that can be used to understand a variety of social phenomena”. 

economic imperialism is currently still a project with impact within the disci-
pline and, especially, successful in terms of its media coverage.23 In truth, however, 
the transgression of disciplinary boundaries which has taken place over the last 
decades, contrary to the reductive desires of the defenders of economic imperialism, 
has not followed a strict logic of export, but should rather be described as a move-
ment of twofold (or even multiple) directions, an “export/import” model”24 or of 
mutual “inspiration”,25 characterized by intense and diverse processes of concep-
tual and methodological contamination and reciprocal fertilization.

merely as illustration:

i. The application of experimental psychology and neuroscience to the 
study of cognitive processes and economic behaviour, of the architectu-
re of choice and economic design of markets.26

ii. The incorporation in economics of approaches based on the science of 
complexity with approximations between Physics and economics (e.g. 
chaos theory and non-linear dynamics; agent-based computational 
economics).27 

iii. The application of game theory to studies on conflict, cooperation and 
strategic behaviour, for example in the field of Industrial organization.28

These interdisciplinary exchanges have implied profound changes in the as-
sumptions, concepts and practices of economics. Key concepts, such as rationality 
and equilibrium, and their relevance have been significantly rethought. The boun-
daries with some disciplines have become much more fluid (which is the case, for 
instance, between economic sociology and the institutional approach to 

21 hirshleifer, 1985.
22 lazear, 2000, p. 142.
23 see, for example, the success of Freakonomics (“The Hidden Side of Everything”), http://freakonomics.com/. 
24 davis, 2006.
25 Frey and benz, 2004.
26 santos, 2010 and 2012.
27 Fontana, 2009; arthur, 2013; Graça and lopes, 2010.
28 van damme, 1999; sugden, 2001.
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economics)29, actually leading, in some cases, to the development of new discipli-
nary areas and new or renovated sub-disciplines. Particularly evident examples are 
found in the rapid growth of experimental and behavioural economics and neuro-
economics (as a result of the new relationship with Psychology and neuroscience), 
complexity economics, the development of “law and economics” (incorrectly 
confused, in my view, with the reductive “economic analysis of law”), a new com-
parative Political economy (with studies on varieties of capitalism), as well as the 
so-called normative turn in economics30 with the return to ethics.

also in economics it can be stated that many of the most innovative works 
have been associated to processes of reciprocal fertilization at the boundaries of 
the discipline, as clearly illustrated by some of the most recent laureates of the 
Prize in economic sciences in memory of alfred Nobel.31 

moreover, it must be pointed out that there is still enormous potential for the 
application of these new developments in the most varied areas of economics.32 
economics is currently a lively discipline33 where it is hardly risky to foresee that 
these processes of interdisciplinary fertilization shall give rise, in the near future, to 
profound transformations in the current state of the discipline.

why Is INTerdIscIPlINarITy INdIsPeNsIble?

“Interdisciplinary isolations” are inevitable. Knowledge, as emphasized by 
loasby,34 “grows by division”. The relevance of the division of labour expounded 
by adam smith in the Wealth of Nations is equally valid with respect to knowled-
ge. our cognitive limitations (and the different competencies and skills that we 
possess) undoubtedly impose a division of scientific labour. what we may know is 
necessarily scattered. but it is also incomplete and partial. There is a well-known 
parable of the blind men who, clinging to their partial perceptions, are incapable 
of identifying an elephant.35 Therefore, as loasby also argued:36

“because different people can develop different skills, a knowledge-
-rich society must be an ecology of specialists; knowledge is distributed 

29 see, on this issue, dequech, 2012.
30 Kerstenetzky, 2012.
31 better known, albeit incorrectly, as the Nobel Prize in economics.
32 diamond and vartiainen, 2007; holt et al., 2011.
33 This is obviously not incompatible with a critical view that, at the same time, emphasizes the 
discipline’s responsibilities – or, perhaps we should say, of its mainstream - in the recent Great recession.
34 loasby, 1999, p. 135.
35 see, for example, at http://www.cs.princeton.edu/~rywang/berkeley/258/parable.html and https://
pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/anekantavada. 
36 loasby, 1999, p. 130.
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[…] and being distributed it can grow, provided that it is sufficiently co-
-ordinated to support increasing interdependencies.” (my emphasis)

The loss of relevant connections – the interdependencies referred to by loasby 
in the quotation above – is effectively a problem of the highest importance. Kno-
wing is establishing connections.

Interdisciplinary isolations imply exclusions. many possible connections be-
tween aspects of reality are discarded, supposed to be inexistent or irrelevant, in 
order to pay attention to others.37 The choice of the “isolated field” of a science – 
which includes the set of explanatory items (explanantia) and the set of items to be 
explained (explananda) – also consists of an operation of exclusion. This happens, 
in general, by mere omission. The excluded items or relations are ignored and fall 
outside the scope of the discipline, without any mention. They become a “field of 
silence”.38 

as what can be explained by a science is limited by the selected set of expla-
natory items,39 the interdisciplinary isolations involved in this process, both in the 
choice of the explananda and explanantia – and the consequent boundary lines 
derived thereof – are crucial.

various interdisciplinary isolation strategies are observable within each disci-
pline – and economics is obviously not an exception. a contrast is evident, for 
example, in the approaches used by Gary becker and ronald coase. becker enlar-
ged the scope of study of economics, including in it all human behaviour in view 
of scarcity – educational choices, family, crime, etc. – seeking to explain behaviour 
that, up to this point, had been considered “non-economic”, based on the same 
rational choice model that economists had long been applying in the analysis of the 

“economic” behaviour of consumers and producers in markets. ronald coase, to 
the contrary, called for an enlargement of the explanatory resources of economists 
– including in them any useful contribution from other disciplinary fields, namely 
law – with a view to a more suitable explanation of the traditional object of study 
of economics – the “economic system”.40 

significant controversies have, indeed, occurred throughout the entire history 
of economics, both concerning the choice of items to be explained and the choice 
of the items that are acceptable as constituting explanatory factors. very frequently, 
disputes have to do with different conceptions of the nature of the object of study.

boundaries are, in fact, a human construction, more or less artificial. The world 
has no boundaries; it forms a single ontological unity. Isolations apply only to our 

37 loasby, 2003, p. 294.
38 mäki, 1992, pp. 335-6.
39 mäki, 2004, p. 322.
40 of course, coase’s strategy for an opening of the discipline still entails some sort of interdisciplinary 
isolation. 
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thoughts and representations of the real world; not to the phenomena themselves.41 
The “economy” that we wish to study (the “economic system”, following coase) 
is an open system.

a system is here understood as a set of elements (things or ideas) interlinked 
by a network of connections forming a coherent whole – a structure with connec-
tions.42 a system can be closed or open. The first is a system without any relations 
with its surrounding environment or with other systems, a circumscribed domain, 
neither affected by external forces nor affecting them. In contrast, an open system 
is a system that, in some manner, to a greater or lesser extent, is connected with the 
exterior (the boundaries, if they exist, are fluid and permeable).43 

The challenge, therefore, is how to adjust theory to the nature of the object of 
study. scientific practice always presupposes an underlying ontology.44 our con-
ception of social reality – i.e. our social ontology – delineates the way we theorize 
the objects of study. The logic of thought should be consistent with45 the logic that 
we assume exists in the social reality (the onto-logy).46

It would seem obvious, after what has been stated above, that we need to de-
compose the object of study. but how can we segment reality without losing fun-
damental connections? apart from the ontological restriction47 mentioned above 
– our cognitive limitation and the centrality of the interconnections of the real world 
– we need an epistemology of interdisciplinarity.

models oF INTerdIscIPlINarITy IN ecoNomIcs: 
MULTIdIscIPlINarITy or TraNsdIscIPlINarITy?

The most difficult issue that we are confronted with when we wish to construct 
an epistemology of interdisciplinarity is, as noted above, determining the way that 
the reality-object of study is segmented with a view to enhancing the interconnec-
tions. or, in other words: where and how do we draw the boundary lines?

This section focuses on two major models concerning what interdisciplinarity 
should be in economics: one, which emphasizes the need for exchange with “con-

41 loasby, 1999, p. 14.
42 Potts 2000.
43 an excellent discussion, in greater depth, on the characterization of open systems can be found in 
chick and dow, 2005. also see chick, 2004 and Neves, 2012b. 
44 ardebili, 2005, p. 651.
45 ardebili says: “should represent”.
46 Ibid., pp. 653-654.
47 on the concept of “ontological restriction” and on the crucial importance of our theories respecting 
what we believe to be the way the world works and without which it could not work as it works  (“the 
way the world works constraint”) see mäki, 2001.
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tiguous” disciplines aimed at achieving a better understanding of the economic 
system, with each discipline maintaining its respective autonomy (let us call it the 
multidisciplinary model, the other, which advocates the need to transcend the cur-
rent disciplines, moving towards a unified social science (this we shall call the 
transdisciplinary model).

ronald coase shall be taken to represent the first model.48 The transdisciplina-
ry model was extensively developed by K. william Kapp49, but proposals along si-
milar lines can be found in the work by various contemporary authors such as 
Geoffrey hodgson and Tony lawson or, closer to Kapp’s own views, clive spash’s 
contribution towards the integration of social, economic and ecological knowledge.50

For the multidisciplinary model, economics, and likewise the other social scien-
ces, is a relatively separate discipline, with a specific object of study, a specific ap-
proach and/or an acquired set of research methods/techniques that are relatively 
consolidated. In the specific case of coase, economics is considered to be the scien-
ce that studies the “economic system”, i.e. a set of activities directed at production, 
distribution and utilization of goods and services, which, in general, can be measu-
red based on the measuring rod of money51, and the institutional framework in 
which they are placed52. Its focus is on the assessment of costs and benefits. howe-
ver, in his view, the knowledge of the operation of the economic system also requi-
res due consideration of the decisive influence of what is referred to as “extra-
-economic” factors such as property rights, the educational system or the state’s 
regulatory activity – studied under other social sciences. The contribution of “con-
tiguous” disciplines is thus considered to be of the utmost importance. The incur-
sion of economists into the territories of the other social sciences, contrary to what 
happens in economic imperialism, thus arises mostly from the need for a better 

48 coase analyzed the issue of interdisciplinarity in a small text, Economics and Contiguous Disciplines 
(coase, 1994 [1977]), and enunciated his views on the topic of the interdisciplinary relations of 
economics in various more recent speeches and interviews (ISNIE Newsletter, several numbers).
49 Kapp addressed the topic of interdisciplinarity to considerable length in Toward a Science of Man in 
Society: A Positive Approach to the Integration of Social Knowledge (Kapp 1961), a book which is still 
fundamental, in my view, for reflection on this issue. his thoughts on interdisciplinarity can also be 
found in other texts, in particular those compiled in The Humanization of the Social Sciences (Kapp, 
1985). 
50 hodgson, 1996, lawson, 2003 (chapter 6, especially 161-164) and spash, 2012.
51 as stated by alfred marshall (Principles of economics, 9th variourum ed., apud coase 1994 [1977], 
p. 44): “the steadiest motive to ordinary business work is the desire for the pay which is the material 
reward of work. The pay may be on its way to be spent selfishly or unselfishly, for noble or base ends; 

… but the motive is supplied by a definite amount of money: and it is this definite and exact money 
measurement of the steadiest motives in business life, which has enabled economics to outrun every 
other branch of the study of man.”
52 Firms and other organizational structures; markets of goods and services, labour and capital; the 
banking system; international trade etc. 
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understanding of the economic system. let us follow the rationale set forth by 
coase:53

“economists may […] study other social systems, such as the legal 
and political ones, not with the aim of contributing to law or political 
science but because it is necessary if they are to understand the working 
of the economic system itself. […] parts of these other social systems are 
so intermeshed with the economic system as to be as much a part of that 
system as they are of a sociological, political or legal system. […] [T]
he study by economists of the effects of the other social systems on the 
economic system will, I believe, become a permanent part of the work of 
economists. It cannot be done effectively by social scientists unfamiliar 
with the economic system. Such work may be carried out in collaboration 
with other social scientists but it is unlikely to be well done without eco-
nomists. For this reason, I think we may expect the scope of economics 
to be permanently enlarged to include studies in other social systems. but 
the purpose will be to enable us to understand better the working of the 
economic system.” (my emphasis)

In other words, without interdisciplinarity there is no adequate knowledge of 
the economic system, although the specialized contribution of the economists con-
tinues to be indispensable. In this perspective, scientific work requires a specializa-
tion which is still disciplinary.

at the other end of the spectrum, for the transdisciplinary model, the necessa-
ry integration of social knowledge requires transcending current disciplines. The 
rationale of this position is that the “essential unity of the object of study” of social 
sciences implies that specialization based on separate disciplines becomes inade-
quate and imposes that the present disciplinary compartmentalization evolve into 
a “unified [or integrated] science of man in society” (or “science of man and 
culture”54) with the replacement of the current disciplinary specialization by a 
thematic specialization.55

The underlying idea is that since there are no purely economic problems56, 
there cannot be any substantiated boundary lines separating economic analysis 

53 coase, 1994 [1977] p. 46, my emphasis.
54 Kapp, 1985, p. 16.
55 cf. Kapp, 1961, pp. 201-6.
56 an issue that we know, at least since marcel mauss, with his notion of “total social fact”, drew our 
attention to the insurmountable unity of the real object of social sciences and to the inexistence of a 
separable sector of social reality which we could call “economic” (see Nunes, 1976, p. 13). In this regard, 
Kapp, 1961, p. 201 wrote: “[T]here are no purely economic or political problems in the real world. The 
unreal character of the problems which are traditionally defined as economic or political becomes evident 
as soon as we realize that we cannot distinguish, for instance, between economic and noneconomic 
satisfactions or between economic objectives and the search for power in international politics.”
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from the other related areas of social research. If, as Kapp argues,57 we still wish to 
stubbornly persist in keeping the traditional lines of demarcation between specia-
lized social sciences, the outcome, almost inevitably, will be as follows: 

“If the specialized disciplines nevertheless insist that the traditional 
lines of demarcation be maintained […] [a]lmost inevitably the result will 
be that the preconceived perspective and method will determine the se-
lection and definition of the problems to be investigated. other problems 
which cannot be treated in this manner are likely to be ignored or shifted 
back and forth in the no-man’s land between the disciplines. In short, 
instead of following the lead of the subject matter, the specialist […] is 
inclined to investigate only selected aspects of social events from the pers-
pective and with the aid of the particular methodology which the disci-
pline has preselected for him as appropriate and proper.” (my emphasis)

That is: the problems investigated by the current specialized social sciences are, 
according to Kapp, partial and perhaps fictitious.

This is the case of economic analysis centred on the construction of a fictitious 
homo oeconomicus focused on the optimal choice (deemed “rational”) between 
scarce resources in order to achieve exogenously determined goals and in a pers-
pective of strictly “economic” calculation, ignoring any other type of considerations 
(ethical, political or others). To the contrary, Kapp argues for the need of unifying 
(“common-denominator”) concepts (or integrating conceptual structures) which 
cross the different disciplines (and integrate everything that we know based on 
each discipline) – such as “man”58, “culture” or “social structure” – and a holistic 
approach capable of taking into due account all the factors conditioning human 
behaviour. Indeed,

“No theory of human behavior which operates with single determi-
nants (whether the pursuit of wealth, or any other ‘drive’) is likely to 
prove adequate for the explanation of human behavior at any level and 
under any of the various conditions under which man acts as a consumer, 
worker, entrepreneur, or member of a social or political group. In fact, 
any attempt to account for human conduct in terms of single drives or 
determinants can only yield an oversimplified picture of human behavior 
by singling out one factor from a number of determinants and attribu-
ting causal potency to it.” (my emphasis)59

Furthermore, Kapp upholds, the underlying rationale of economic calculation 

57 Kapp, 1961, p. 202.
58 Nowadays we would say “human being”.
59 Kapp, 1985, p. 18.
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based on the comparison of costs and benefits according to market prices – the 
possibility of using the “measuring rod of money” which appears to be the justifi-
cation for coase of an autonomous economic science – is questionable as neither 
the costs of production recorded in firms accounts represent the total costs of 
production (the effective opportunity costs) nor do these prices reflect the true re-
lative importance of human needs. and, therefore, the valuation of social costs and 
benefits based on market prices shall not provide a solid basis for the assessment 
of the desirable courses of action to be pursued.  

Thus, the thorny issue of the boundaries between different social sciences shall 
ultimately revolve around the question of knowing to what extent the abstractions 
and theoretical constructions we draw up are adequate, or not, to the nature of the 
object of study.60

For the advocates of the model that we are analyzing there are no grounds for 
a distinctive economic science, separable from other social sciences. reality (phy-
sical, biological and socio-cultural) is structured at increasingly higher levels of 
organization and complexity – inanimate matter, living bodies and human society 
– which, albeit connected and interrelated, are differentiated by emerging61 and ir-
reducible properties from those of their lower level. each emerging organization 
level, while constrained by its lower level(s), raises new questions and problems 
which cannot be adequately treated through recourse to the concepts and principles 
used to analyze another level or other levels.62 social reality cannot be reduced to 
physical or biological explanations. a social science, distinctive from natural scien-
ces, is necessary. Nothing, however, could justify the separation of “economic” pro-
blems relative to the rest of social reality. lawson raises the matter as follows:63

“have we identified an emergent realm of specifically economic phe-
nomena, necessitating relatively distinct methods for their analysis? cle-
arly not. and it is not obvious that such is feasible. The social world, 
in all its aspects, turns upon human practice, the primary explanandum 
of social enquiry. and, whatever the practices of interest, amongst the 
explanans of social explanations are structures, positions, mechanisms, 

60 on this issue, Kapp draws attention to the need for the abstractions we make to be derived from 
observable behaviour – “real types”, defined precisely as “abstraction[s] derived from observed 
regularities in behavior”, “an image that simplifies and renders intelligible what at first sight appears 
unconnected and disparate in character” – rather than more or less useful fictitious constructions. For 
a more developed analysis of this topic, see Kapp, 1961, pp. 194-199. 
61 a level or stratum of reality is said to be “emerging” or with “emerging properties” when: (i) it 
develops from on a “lower” level, on which its existence depends and by which it is constrained; but 
that (ii) contains specific elements and “casual powers”, irreducible to those governing the lower stratum 
and, therefore, are not fully predictable based on them, and might possibly retroact on the properties 
of the lower level (lawson, 2003, pp. 44 and 161).    
62 Kapp, 1961, p. 75.
63 lawson, 2003, p. 162.
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processes and the like. In other words, there is no obvious basis for dis-
tinguishing economics according to the nature of its object, i.e. as a sepa-
rate science. Nor does it have its own domain. […] Its raison d’être is not 
a separate domain of distinct phenomena with their own properties, but 
a particular aspect of all social life.”

It is now clear why, in the framework of this transdisciplinary model, the ne-
cessary division of intellectual work is shifted away from disciplinary specialization 
and towards a specialization focused on problems or problematic areas determined 
by their very nature [“follow [...] problems wherever they may lead”].64

Kapp’s own work on the problem of environmental disruption and social 
costs65 or on the development issue66 provide good examples of such a problem-
-based approach.

on the development issue, Kapp wrote:67

“There is no autonomous problem of economic growth and develop-
ment. as soon as we try to ascertain why some countries are ‘underdeve-
loped’ and others are not, we come upon interconnecting circles within 
a process of cumulative causation rather than purely ‘economic’ factors 
such as scarcities or shortages. In short, the so-called problem of econo-
mic development turns out to be not an economic problem but a socio-
-cultural and political problem involving far-reaching structural changes.” 
(my emphasis)

at the core of this argumentation is the idea of “cumulative causation”, or 
cumulative dynamics, a crucial part in Kapp’s own approach. These are the dyna-
mics that ensure that the changes in any given substructure of the social system – 
kinship and acculturation, production and distribution, political systems and noe-
tic systems of thought, beliefs and values – are reflected in transformations of the 
social whole in the context of an open, circular and cumulative process of interac-
tion and change.68 For this reason, it is argued that instead of an (additive) strategy 
of investigation of the parts, we should concern ourselves with the actual interac-
tion between the parts and the whole – the network of social interconnections – in 
the context of a “comprehensive” or “holistic” approach”.69 The so-called “econo-

64 Kapp, 1961, pp. 205-6.
65 Kapp, 1970a, 1970b and 1977a.
66 Kapp, 1965 and 1977b.
67 Kapp, 1961, pp. 201-2 (footnote).
68 Kapp, 1961, chapter vI.
69 Kapp, 1961, p. 180.
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mic” process should be perceived as an inevitably open system, an integral part of 
a much larger network of socio-cultural relations.70

It must be noted, to conclude, that, as Gunnar adler-Karlsson acknowledged 
in his memorial essay in Kapp’s honor, “[t]he creation of one synthetic science is 
certainly still far off”.71 clive spash, more recently, expressed a similar assessment.72

FINal commeNTs

some basic ideas can be considered to have been established, based on the 
arguments presented throughout this text:

i. There is no distinctive and separable (real) object – the economy – whi-
ch may be deemed as the particular property or domain of economists.

ii. Nonetheless, the division of intellectual labour is an undeniable neces-
sity.

iii. sciences are defined not only by the domain of the reality they wish to 
study or by the method used, but rather by their core interests and by 
the theoretical problematic they define – the questions they pose to 
themselves, the problems they aim to solve, in sum, their specific “the-
oretical object”. 

iv. as coase argued, the study of the economy (and likewise the study of 
any other research area) requires some familiarization with the nature 
of the object of study. economists, in the plurality of approaches that 
have characterized the discipline throughout the last two and a half 
centuries, have already acquired an extremely varied wealth of know-
ledge on aspects of social reality on which they have particularly focused 
their attention.

v. however, the “economic” is far too complex and interconnected with 
all the rest (from ecosystems to value and belief systems) to allow its 
enclosure within a discipline. being an open system, the economy can 
be segmented into subsystems that may be analyzed as if they were 
closed systems, although any such segmentation should always be con-
sidered partial and provisional. 

as arena et al. stated:73 , p.“If the economy is itself holistically open, any divi-

70 Kapp’s approach to the analysis of environmental disruption and development, based on cumulative 
causation, should be understood as a particular version of the more general transdisciplinary model that 
we have been considering. The latter does not stand or fall with the former.
71 adler-Karlsson, 1977, p. 85.
72 In his words: “there is much reference to transdisciplinarity, although not that much evidence of it 
being put into practice (spash, 2012, p. 35).
73 arena et al., 2009, p. 8.
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sion of the subject matter into disciplines is bound to be somewhat arbitrary, and 
also provisional. […] The purpose of models, theories, and indeed disciplines, is to 
segment the subject matter so that we do not need to consider everything at once, 
or in only one way, but rather focus on particular aspects of the subject at hand. 
but these segmentations, to be useful in a holistic sense, need to be provisional 
rather than fixed. Thus, not only are models provisional closures as aids to thought, 
but so disciplinary boundaries are themselves provisional closures which we may 
want to change for the purposes of addressing particular aspects of economic rea-
lity.”

The interdisciplinarity models that have been analyzed in the previous section, 
as we have noted, offer substantially different answers to the problem of knowing 
how to segment the reality object of study, with a view to enhancing the intercon-
nections that we know exist in the real world (or at least minimise the loss resulting 
from disciplinary specialization). while the strategy of the multidisciplinary model 
is to open the disciplinary boundaries of economics with a view to gaining a better 
understanding of the “economic system” albeit, at the same time, preserving the 
autonomy of the discipline, the strategy we find in the more radical transdiscipli-
nary model points towards the abandonment of disciplinary specialization, repla-
cing it with a thematic specialization. The rationale of these two strategies should 
now be clear. 

regardless of the position upheld in relation to these two models, it is impor-
tant at this point to stress that there is no single path for the practice of interdisci-
plinarity. as brian loasby states:

“since our representations are always incomplete, innovation is 
always possible; we can change the set of elements, revise the internal 
linkages between them or redefine the external connections. whether 
contemplating artefacts, processes, structures, sequences, problems or 
strategies, we are operating in large combinatorial spaces in which there 
are, in principle, many options for change.”74

such an idea of “innovation” and “combinatorial spaces” does capture well 
the open-systems approach I am supporting here: an approach that puts the em-
phasis on the dynamics of interaction of relatively separate disciplines that share 
important features among them. as I have argued elsewhere,75 economics is in itself, 
like the economy that it studies, an open system and should be conceived as such 
(let us call this political economy). 

To finalize, it is important to draw attention to the complex problem of the 
choices that, in any case, are raised by an interdisciplinary opening. In fact, there 
are innumerable obstacles to the practice of interdisciplinarity. starting with insti-

74 loasby, 2003.
75 Neves, 2012b.
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tutional obstacles. science, from research to its teaching, including the criteria of 
recognition – with impact in terms of employment and career progression of tea-
chers and researchers – and the funding system, is based on a disciplinary-based 
structure and tends to reproduce habits and practices that are intrinsically discipli-
nary.76 The system self-reproduces itself and, in a general fashion, tends to discou-
rage practices of interdisciplinary innovation.77 and even when interdisciplinarity 
is “something that we want to do”,78 we are frequently confronted with difficulties 
arising from the different disciplinary cultures and habits that are so deeply rooted, 
such as those related to ways of thinking and arguing in each discipline, language 
and assessment criteria about what does or does not merit attention and is capable 
of being recognised as being of scientific quality.79  

Furthermore, the fact cannot be ignored that disciplines are very often criss-
crossed with internal conflicts, which implies that interdisciplinary dialogue, in the 
context of social sciences, is not infrequently an effort, always difficult, of inter-
-paradigmatic intersection. For this reason, the discussion about interdisciplinarity 
must also be a discussion on pluralism in the context of science.

Interdisciplinarity is a long path to travel. what we can be certain of – and I 
think that this has been elucidated in this text – is that the economy, the reality that 
so many since adam smith (and many long before him) seek to understand, is far 
too complex and our cognitive limitations too important to leave the economy 
only to economists or to some sort of self-sufficient “economistic” approach.  we 
need to recognise, first, the provisional nature of disciplinary boundaries. secondly, 
that knowledge will always be incomplete and partial – there will always be missing 
connections. sciences are open systems of knowledge. The utopian search for tota-
lity and unity-in-diversity will inevitably continue with us. 
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