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Juan Pablo Mateo has written a rare, and in these times possibly unique 
book, whose importance goes well beyond the promise of the title, 
because through the prism of the Spanish economy, it offers the reader an 
understanding of the economic malaise not just of that important 
European country but of Europe, and beyond Europe the industrialised 
world of which it is only one part.

The book rises to the challenge which all those clamouring for a ‘Real-
world’ approach poses, for economic thought. These include the many 
student protest movements that came together in the ‘Rethinking 
Economics’ initiative,1 demanding a break from the arid mathematical 
methods which failed the elementary test of any sound theory: they did 
not predict reality, as the financial crash of 2008 demonstrated.

They also include the growing disquiet in the economics profession 
that led to the creation of the Real-world Economics Review,2 published by 
the World Economics Association with over 13,000 members, and a 
growing US counterpart, led by George DeMartino and Deidre 
McLoskey, which has crystallised in growing calls for an ethical dimen-
sion to economics.

But most of all they include the general public, whose distrust of offi-
cial economic discourse is very much part of the violent recomposition of 
politics represented by such huge movements of the left as Corbynism, 
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Melanchon’s France Insoumise or Podemos in Spain itself, and, omi-
nously, by new movements of the right such as Trumpism or Orbanism.

The phrase ‘Real World’ is not such a simple idea as it may seem, 
encompassing at least three requirements: the importance of the book is 
that it meets all of them.

‘Realism’ contrasts first and foremost with the predictive failure of 
theory. Mateo chronicles how Spain’s current economic woes—placing it 
definitively among Europe’s worst performers—were unforeseen by 
mainstream commentators who forecast continued stellar growth on the 
basis of little more than blind faith in markets and Spain’s alleged eco-
nomic miracle. But realism also calls for a sound basis in facts. Mateo 
meticulously dissects, supplying a wealth of economic detail, the course 
and causes of Spain’s tryst with market failure.

Finally, however, realism calls for an adequate theoretical alternative: 
an account other than that offered under the broad umbrella of neoclas-
sical economics’ more or less ideological accounts, however erudite the 
mathematical formulae in which they are shrouded. Such an account also 
needs to escape the formulaic approaches which, sadly, characterise too 
much of the ‘one-fix-fits-all’ solutions now on offer, and gets to the bot-
tom of the real causes of the deep, longstanding crisis now afflicting 
advanced capitalism. This, Mateo offers in a thorough and factually 
grounded analysis of the basic underlying difficulty, an ingrained and 
longstanding failure of investment, itself driven by a long-run decline in 
profitability.

Mateo’s detailed and pluralistic study of the range of literature and the 
variety of explanations on offer is the capstone of a must-read contribu-
tion to our understanding of the modern condition of the industri-
alised world.

Winnipeg, MB, Canada Alan  Freeman

1. http://www.rethinkeconomics.org/about/our-story/.
2. http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/.
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