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Power - The Béte Noire in Much of Modern
Economics:

Heinz D. Kurz

Power is a pervasive phenomenon in the economy and society, associated with
inequality of income, wealth, race, gender, information etc. However, power
has been and still is the béte noire in much of modern economics, with only a
few exceptions. In non-mainstream economics, in the classical, the Marxian,
the Kaleckian and the Post-Keynesian currents of thought, power is an
important analytical category. Yet in the main parts of contemporary
mainstream economics, especially in much of conventional micro- and
macroeconomics, no attempt is made to come to grips with what power means
and what its effects are, and the systemic importance of power relationships is
widely ignored. Against this backdrop, this paper attempts to bring to the fore
ideas of past economists and social and political philosophers, who basically
saw socio-economic affairs and outcomes as driven by, and reflecting, power
relationships, starting with the writings of late mercantilist and early classical
economists. It also analyses how the attention in economics shifted away from
the problem of power from the latter part of the nineteenth century with the
rise to dominance of marginalist economics.

| Introduction
In 1971, the late Austrian economist Kurt Rothschild published a widely

circulated Penguin modern economics reader entitled Power in Economics
(Rothschild 1971), which contained a fervent plea to take power seriously in
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This is a substantially revised version of the XXV Krishna Bharadwaj Memorial Lecture I gave at
Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), New Delhi, on March 3, 2017. An earlier version was given as
the keynote lecture at the 14" conference of the Italian Association for the History of Economic
Thought (AISPE) at the University of Salento, Lecce, 28-30 April 2016. A slightly revised version
of the former was then given as the Kunda Datar Lecture at the Gokhale Institute of Politics and
Economics (GIPE), Pune, on March 8, 2017. I am grateful to the participants in the three events for
very useful discussions. I would like to express my gratitude to Professor C.P. Chandrasekhar who
kindly chaired the Krishna Bharadwaj Memorial Lecture, to Jayati Ghosh and her friends who
hosted my wife and me so well, and especially to Rajas Parchure, whose friendship is a continuous
source of pleasure to us. Tony Aspromourgos, Amit Bhaduri, Christian Fleck, Christian Gehrke,
Geoff Harcourt, Peter Kalmbach, John King, Ulrich Krause, Fabio Petri and Richard Sturn kindly
sent me valuable comments and suggestions on earlier drafts of the paper. Any misconceptions in it
are, of course, entirely my responsibility. Smitha Francis edited the paper and greatly improved its
readability.



