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Comments on Prof. Colander's Paper, “What Should
Turkish Economists Do and How Should They Do [t?”

Fikret Sense§

1. Introduction

The evolution of economics as an academic dis@ghas come under in-
creasing scrutiny in recent years, marked by highitycal assessments of its
education as well as its research aspects. Thertigtate of these two aspects
of economics has also drawn the interest of Turkiskeholders, not only in
the economics community but also in the broaddnreé the social sciencés.
But now, perhaps for the first time, an internadilb renowned academic in
our field has written on the subject and directigudsed on the Turkish case.
Prof. Colander addresses himself to two specifit iaterrelated questions:
What should Turkish economists do and how shoudy tiho it? He argues
that the research Turkish economists carry outrituies far less than it
should to the solution of Turkey’s economic proldeide offers two sugges-
tions: i) To evaluate research, Turkish universigbould develop a new jour-
nal-ranking method focusing on a particular redeaiche, and ii) a voucher
system should be introduced that would give Turkdemanders of Turkish
economic research more direct control over whaanesh is done.

Let me give my overall view of Prof. Colander'sigtgful paper right at
the outset. He deals with a subject of immense itapoe but covers insuffi-
cient ground and thus misses out some of the manelaimental issues.
Moreover, his thoughtful recommendations, whileuadlle for generating a
lively debate on the subject, do not fully takeoimtccount the intricacies of
the Turkish experience. | shall devote the resthif commentary to articu-
lating my points of agreement and disagreement hiithh At the end, | shall
put forward answers to the questions that he poses.

Prof. Dr., Department of Economics, Middle Eastfrdcal University, Ankara, 06800;
fsenses@metu.edu.tr

1 See, for exampleSenses (2004), Tekeli and Teymur (2004), Uygur ardbgelu (2005),
and Senses, 2007).
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2. My points of Agreement and Disagreement
with Prof. Colander

Prof. Colander makes a significant contributionthie field when he ob-
serves that economic research in Turkey does rifitisutly concern itself
with the problems that the country faces. Withaertydng the large number of
useful studies done by Turkish academics of prolaesas like labor markets,
industrialization, poverty, and income distributidnfind myself in general
agreement with his assessment. However, Prof. Qefafails to explore the
main reasons for this state of affairs and instemsthes forward to suggest
ways and means of dealing with it. To use a medinalogy, his diagnosis is
right, but his prescription (in the absence ofradépth analysis of the causes
of the illness) only alleviates the symptoms, netreating the underlying
disorder. A more complete picture is necessaryandd only emerge from
intensive interaction with those in the social sci&s in general. In addition,
it is a given that the research and education &sméeconomics should be
viewed as interdependent and interactive problerasar

Unfortunately, economics as an academic discighias been dominated
by the notoriously apolitical and ahistorical neassicists, who have suc-
ceeded over the past 30 years-plus in elevating weld view to the status
of the dominant narrative, pushing all alternatypproaches to the side. This
rise of neoclassical economics and the accompansiimgad of neoliberal
economic policies to many parts of the world durthgs period, with their
emphasis on free markets and liberal internatitreadle and finance, have
been mutually reinforcing whirlwinds.

Part of this trend has been the greater emphasigiantitative techniques
in both the education and research spheres of edospto the detriment, if
not the neglect and total disappearance of, ttditiva of considering eco-
nomic phenomena from the perspectives of histony pwlitics. Indeed, in
many established universities, economics deparsnieave tended to elimi-
nate from the curriculum essential subjects, sieckha history of economic
thought, economic history, labor economics, andneguc development.
Going hand-in-hand with this shift in focus haveibéhe decision-makers in
economics publishing: articles built around higbklbyphisticated quantitative
techniques are sure to be featured in their joarmaving one the impression
that economics is fast becoming a sub-branch chrmohd mathematics. This
cultural transformation started in the United S{ated soon spread elsewhere;
the United Kingdom, continental Europe, and everispaf the developing
world, including Turkey. Now, following in the Westfootsteps, developing-
country universities (especially English-medium $nkave, in effect, made
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the very concept of quality in both teaching andneenic research synony-
mous with allegiance to quantitative treatmentsishew world of econom-

ics is now so entrenched that a qualitative papes ot stand a chance of
getting published in one of the so-called qualiyrpals, no matter how im-

portant a contribution it makes. The ever-risingistence on quantitative

techniques has been so irresistible that one wendeether even the work of
the founding fathers of our discipline could geblshed in those journals or

offered a post in one of the top-ranking US uniives

The problems caused by this wide-ranging mindsetsaif-perpetuating.
Academic economists who were trained in their fdiveayears at home and
abroad in mainstream economic theory, with a hedese of quantitative
techniques added on, often fail to come to gripgh wie challenges typical of
a developing country; to do so requires a deep rstatteding of the political,
social, and institutional settings underlying that®llenges. The best and
most capable minds spend a great deal of their éintk considerable effort
building complex econometric and macroeconomic nsodad engaging in
absurdly arcane debates over the most detailedhitedhissues imaginable.
There is no denying the academic value of suchcesess, and there is nothing
wrong per sewith using the most advanced of quantitative teghas. Nev-
ertheless, there is also the concept of too muchgifod thing. We have now
reached the inevitable stage where attention isgbéiverted away from the
real economic issues at stake, thus hurting th@tocpuGovernment policy-
makers are more likely to find little of value fibveir purposes when they look
at the latest economic research in print. Nor éd¢hmuch worthwhile waiting
for them on the shelf. For his part, the universggearcher manages to get
himself published, but that career-boosting featsdaothing to tackle the
country’s economic problems. This, in a nutshalthie supply bottleneck.
However, another, perhaps more fundamental, bettlefurks on the demand
side; this is so because even if problem-solvingnemic research exists,
complete with obvious policy relevance, the supgflyt does not necessarily
create its own demand. Prof. Colander optimistjcadlks about the deman-
ders of economic research as if they were readiljlable. If Turkish eco-
nomic planners and policymakers could come up with-defined problems,
| believe that the supply of research with satigfacanswers and solutions
would be forthcoming. In a way, it is more likelyat “demand will create its
own supply” rather than “supply will create its od@mand.”

There are other issues at stake. As Prof. Colanglaty notes, in Turkey
like elsewhere, “publication has become an endsklfi” This has no doubt
played a major role in eroding productive cooperatamong researchers,
discouraging multi-disciplinary research, and divey the attention of re-
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searchers away from problem-solving activities. theo factor instrumental
in distancing the academic researcher from thel@nab of his or her country
has been the basis on which many universities ragk@intments and pro-
motions. One common criterion is publication oficks in journals covered
by the Social Science Citation Index. There is dbing fundamentally
wrong with this, not least because research resuéispublished there in a
language other than the native one, most oftennigli€. This means that
such research findings are not accessible to @ Isegment of the relevant
country’s population. Moreover, to get publishedsirch a journal, the re-
searcher is often forced to choose a subject thaf little relevance to his
developing country. Instead, he will scrutinize tiyge of papers published in
these journals. Then he will find himself beingced to incorporate the high-
est-level quantitative techniques in any manusdr@sends in, as the editors
of these journals will look the other way if su@tliniques are not front and
center. Even worse, a researcher may devote sexeaed of his life to writ-
ing a book on an important problem that his coufdages, but it will be val-
ued far less than an article published in a tofxedrindexed journal.

| shall present my more detailed comments on REofander’'s observa-
tions and proposals under four main headings.

i) I would like to challenge Prof. Colander’s reagliof the utility function
of academics, based as it is on “survival withia itfnstitutional structure” and
“finding and holding a well-paying position.” This altogether too narrow a
perspective to bring to bear on our professionyritngly portrays the most
highly educated and, supposedly, one of the moeamic sectors of the
population as being aloof from the economic diffi@s of their countries,
instead seeking their self-interest and career ramhraent. A more accurate
picture consists of Turkish academics who workvery low salaries, much
lower than they could earn elsewhere, either inwside Turkey. Most of
them take joyful pride in learning that the stagtisalaries of their students
upon graduation are often a multiple of their owhe hypothesis of equal net
advantage applies here. It must be the high nooriexy advantages that
explain their choice of an academic post and ttefirsal to move elsewhere,
despite the considerable hardships they face, edlyein the newly estab-
lished universities in the less developed regiohsTarkey. These non-
pecuniary advantages include enhancing one’s ovawlaudge and under-
standing of the world around him, passing on oegfgerience and knowledge
through fruitful interaction with students, doingsearch, and contributing to
the community at large.

i) | also have several objections to Prof. Colafgleore specific reading
of the Turkish case. In citing the language baiEone of the obstacles con-
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fronting Turkish economists seeking to get publishe top international

journals, he overlooks the fact that there arergelaaumber of economics
departments in Turkey where the medium of teactdrgnglish; likewise, he

disregards the tradition of Turkish economists,eesily those serving at
universities with a longer history, closely intdrag with their counterparts in
other countries through international conferenceficane and abroad and
over the Internet. | also find it hard to understavhy Prof. Colander men-
tions Islamic tourism and Islamic finance as thistfiwo possible niche sub-
jects for Turkish economic researchers. Econoneeshing and research in
Turkey has reached a level, one would have thowgitre it deserves niche
areas of specialization with much wider appeais livorth remembering that
Turkey is a country that has yet to complete ithsirialization and is bedev-
iled with pressing socio-economic problems, mogably deep distributional

dysfunctionalities at different levels.

Starting from the premise that economics is alsciance of trade-offs, |
would like to take issue with the proposals of P@blander in response to
his second question: what is to be done to makeogaiz research more rele-
vant for Turkish economic problems.

iif) The first of the two proposals that Prof. Cotler makes has some
merit for Turkey, but with some caveats. Its maldifdisadvantages notwith-
standing, the unduly rapid expansion of the Turldgstem of higher educa-
tion in recent years has produced a situationdffats a golden opportunity
for the many new universities. These institutizmmild do well to heed his
suggestion and specialize in certain niche sukiglises within economics.
Likewise, his proposal for developing a “new jourrenking method focus-
ing on a particular research niche and to useréimking to evaluate research”
addresses one of the central objections to theemugvaluation system, not
only in the field of economics but also in the sbdciences as a whole; in
effect, this system puts all disciplines and sugzigiines in the same basket.
Having long advocated the need for the creatiomiclie areas of teaching
and research in the newly established Turkish usities (which often give
the impression of being “jack of all trades, butsiea of none”), | find myself
in agreement with this Colander proposal for teddfiof economics. How-
ever, | am concerned about the difficulties of tifging and classifying the
niche areas to serve as the new metric for evalyatsearch. Moreover,
pushing this specialization objective too far, asi$pect Prof. Colander does,
would create a closed shop, with the staff memivessich a department pre-
occupied with the same set of issues. | fear thatwould lead to overspe-
cialization and, by and large, close the channélproductive interaction
among academics specializing in different sub-dnascof economics. Simi-
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larly, journal ranking for each niche would have thisadvantage of confining
the peer-refereeing process to a specific areduattter restricting this inter-
action. Last but not least, Prof. Colander's emjghas research being di-
rected toward community problems would divert tlergion of economic

researchers away from issues of national as wejl@asal concern. In other
words, this would carry the danger of the missibrumiversities narrowing

down to their local areas, academic interests baapimcreasingly parochial,
and academics swimming against the tide in a glohglworld.

iv) The second proposal of Prof. Colander is evemenproblematic. His
idea of taking away the research portion of acadensialaries and paying it
back only after relevant research output is preskig anon sequitur,not
least because such a deconstruction of educattivitias is difficult to make,
and academic salaries are very low in the first@laAccording to the stick-
and-carrot analogy, this proposal represents fiok. dt believe the “carrot”
aspect is what should be at center stage, featagagemics who are doing
relevant research being rewarded on top of theiicksalaries. In fact, several
universities in Turkey have introduced various sebg acting upon this prin-
ciple.

Prof. Colander’s suggestion for a voucher systeah‘tivould give Turkish
demanders of Turkish economic research more daeectrol over what re-
search is done” looks interesting on first sighowever, it raises two dis-
turbing questions. First, would such a control natém not put researchers
in a straitjacket and, more fundamentally, eveerfete with academic free-
doms? Would such a proposal lead to the productperation among eco-
nomic researchers being replaced by destructivepettion? Second, this
proposal does not take into account the fact tiexketis already some market-
based activity in the research sphere, with a nurabacademic researchers
in Turkey engaged in project work in collaboratwith domestic and inter-
national institutions. Third, if implemented, woulldis control mechanism
further deepen the ongoing privatization/marketiratprocess affecting the
system of higher education in Turkey and elsewhexgsrecess about which
some of us are greatly concerned?

3. What is to be Done?

Making economic research more relevant to the sborings unique to
the Turkish economy is not an easy task. It reguiteeper analysis of the
existing bottlenecks and more substantial effdmeEntProf. Colander’s two
proposals entail. Within the limits of this briebramentary, | can only point
in the direction that these efforts should takéheathan make more specific
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proposals. The education and research componergsamiomics should be
tackled comprehensively, with full recognition bktr close interaction. Cur-
ricula should be revised with more emphasis plamedcurrently neglected
subjects, such as the history of economic thougtite@onomic development,
with a spotlight on the Turkish economy. It is ambous that the Turkish
economy course should be limited, as an afterthipugha one-semester
course in the final year of a four-year undergraglygiogram in some univer-
sities and altogether excluded from graduate progreStudents should be
acquainted with the problems of the global andTthekish economy right at
the start and encouraged to write essays and ogitipers on the troubled
areas of the Turkish economy. Graduate programdurkey should be
strengthened with a view to reducing dependenci@ign programs. As a
first step in this direction, there should be mpregrams allowing doctoral
students to begin and complete their graduate esuidi Turkey while giving
them the opportunity to participate, say up to pear, in a relevant program
abroad. The cooperation among academics at diffdrerkish universities
should be strengthened so as to develop a dynaradeenic community with
close interaction amongst its memb%:@omplementing this would be a new
era of greater collaboration between academic relses and planning and
policymaking bodies in Turkey, thus boosting bdtle lemand and supply
sides of relevant economic research. Comparativdies of the Turkish
economy versus other countries’ economies shoulérnmouraged. Finally,
appointments and promotion criteria should be exli® reverse the current
obsession with citation-indexed publications andjite far greater weight to
the problem-solving type of research, specificallyrkish economic prob-
lems. Bearing in mind the misgivings | have voiadmbve, Turkish universi-
ties, especially those in the less-developed regishould be provided with
various incentives to specialize in relevant nieheas of economic research,
as outlined by Prof. Colander.

4. Conclusion

| welcome the contribution made by an academicrof.”Colander’s stat-
ure to the extremely topical issue of current ecaisaesearch’s relevance to
the problems afflicting the Turkish economy. Thidl wo doubt go a long
way towards overcoming the first and most formidatlirdle in front of us,
namely making the Turkish academic community—in sbeial sciences in
general and economics in particular—recognize tihertte is a “relevance of
research” problem. Once this hurdle is behindhes second pressing issue to

2 SeeSenses (2007:98).
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resolve will be finding a solution to that very ptem. Prof. Colander’s
treatment of this challenge, while presenting uasionteresting proposals,
falls short of providing a lasting solution—not $¢decause it fails to con-
sider the root causes. | have shared my resergatibaut certain of his pro-
posals for a solution (which he himself finds ingireal), especially in the
Turkish context. | have, however, strong expectetithat his paper will
stimulate the existing debate on the subject (hdlyeih this journal) and be
instrumental in coming up with a productive solatio the future. My rec-
ommendations should also be seen in the same &gld:modest contribution
to this debate.
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