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“My Mis-Education in 3 Graphics,” 
Directed by Mary Filippo (Mary 
Filippo Films, 2020)

B Y  T I M  K O E C H L I N

“My Mis-Education in 3 Graphics” 
is a terrific film. When I am 

done writing this review, I am going to 
send a thank-you note to Mary Filippo 
(the film’s director). She deserves it. 

“In 2004 when I began auditing 
economics courses,” Filippo writes on 
the film’s website, “I actually thought 
I’d learn something about globaliza-
tion. Does it really help people in de-
veloping countries? What are its down-
sides? What I found in these courses 
was instead a difficult-to-understand 
presentation of the economy through 
graphic models. These models ignored 
what is most important to be able to 
understand economics: that ‘the econ-
omy’ is political, and that it relies abso-
lutely on nature.”

In response to her confusing and 
exasperating experience in introducto-
ry economics courses, Filippo made 
this 58-minute film, which captures the 
shortcomings, untruths, and erasures 
of mainstream economics with clarity, 
insight, and humor. It’s a devastating—
and accessible—takedown. With the 
help of an extensive and excellent cast 
of heterodox economists (Herman 

Daly, Julie Nelson, Robert Pollin, Kate 
Raworth, Richard D. Wolff, and many 
more) and a few smug mainstream 
economists to boot (including Gregory 
Mankiw, the author of the top-selling 
introductory economics textbook), this 
film exposes the absurdities and dan-
gers of the mainstream model—while 
validating the reactions that so many 
of us had to our first encounter with 
mainstream economics. Are we discuss-
ing the same economic system? Are we 
even occupying the same planet?

This very rich film covers a lot of 
ground. On the one hand, Filippo man-
ages—with help from her many capable, 
incisive friends—to expose with clarity 
and considerable depth many of the 
specific failures, deceptions, and silences 
of the mainstream model. On the other 
hand, the film doesn’t allow the viewer 
to lose sight of mainstream economics’ 
grand (and grandiose) claims, or its gap-
ing silences. “In this film,” Filippo, who 
narrates the film, tells the viewer early 
on, “we’ll see how mainstream econo-
mists use these models to hide the forc-
es of inequality and environmental de-
struction.” Indeed!

Evidence of capitalism’s inequali-
ties, failures, and brutal indifference is, 
of course, everywhere. And yet the 
economics establishment insists, with 
a pretense of “scientific” authority, that 
capitalism is amazing. “The market 

economy,” the story goes, brings us 
efficiency, growth, equilibrium, mutu-
ally beneficial exchange, opportunity, 
choice, utility maximization, innova-
tion, fairness, and more. Whether we 
understand its magic or not, the invis-
ible hand of the market gives us what 
we want and pays us what we deserve. 
In the words of one of Fillipo’s eco-
nomics professors, market equilibrium 
is “a happy thing.” Indeed, it is “optimal.”

The film is divided into three seg-
ments, each of which corresponds to a 
section of a typical introductory eco-
nomics course. The first segment sheds 
light on several important problems 
with the “simple” supply-and-demand 
diagram, which is so central to the story 
that mainstream economics tells. The 
second segment focuses on the main-
stream story’s notion of “the firm”—
which, with its perplexing (and crucial) 
declaration that economic profits tend 
toward zero, obscures the centrality of 
profits in capitalism. (In the film, John 
Bellamy Foster notes that “the model 
doesn’t have profits as its central feature, 
even though that’s the goal of all busi-
ness. It’s not really part of the model. I 
know this is hard to believe.”) The final 
segment focuses on macro-economics. 

The film deconstructs the main-
stream story and its (often hidden) 
assumptions bit by bit. People are not 
inherently or completely selfish. Our 
“preferences” are not “given,” they are, 
rather, socially constructed. The de-
mand curve does not reflect our 
“needs and desires” per se, it reflects 
effective demand (“wants” only count 
when they are backed by purchasing 
power). The market is not reliably self-
correcting (“Forget …supply and de-
mand,” Kate Raworth tells the viewer, 
“Anything in life that spirals up, up, up, 
or spirals down, down, down, is domi-
nated by reinforcing feedback.”) There 
is no coherent mainstream theory of 
economic crisis. Herman Daly shows—
with devastating clarity—the essential 
ways in which mainstream economics 

Milton Friedman,  
N. Gregory Mankiw, 

and other economists 
featured in the film. 
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This fine film has its limits, for sure.  
Perhaps most notably, this: although 
the film sketches the logic and spirit 
of the mainstream model with a good 
deal of clarity, it is hard to imagine 
that this (necessarily) rushed presen-
tation of mainstream economics (and 
thus much of the film’s critical analy-
sis) would make complete sense to a 
viewer who has never taken an eco-
nomics course. 

That said, I conclude as I started. 
“My Mis-Education in 3 Graphics” is a 
terrific film. If you have ever taken an 
economics course and thought “what 
is going on?”—you should watch this 
movie. If you have ever taken an eco-
nomics course and thought “Aha!  So 
that’s how it works!”—you should 
watch this movie. And if you teach 
economics, you should share this film 
with your students. 

Meanwhile, I’ve got a thank-you 
note to write. D&S  
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“science.” Mankiw declares that “econo-
mists tend to move toward math, be-
cause math forces one to be rigorous.” 
Filippo sees through this—all of this 
math and scientific pretense obscures 
the essential ways in which the econo-
my is political. They’re blinding us with 
“science.” The math is precisely what 
makes an introductory economics 
course an unnecessarily “difficult-to-
understand presentation of the econo-
my.” It is a crucial part of the apparatus 
that “hides the sources of inequality 
and the devastation of the planet.”

Along with all of this detail, the film 
regularly reminds us of the big issues. 
The film reassures us that our suspi-
cions of the mainstream model were 
exactly right. Max Wolff notes that in 
introductory economics courses “there 
is no exploitation, there’s no injustice.” 
Gilles Raveaud declares that “the main-
stream theory is not a theory of capi-
talism, at all.” And Ric McIntyre has a 
suggestion: “Let’s talk about how a 
system is reproduced that enables 
people who do nothing socially useful 
to earn billions of dollars. That’s a more 
interesting discussion, don’t you 
think?” I agree.

ignores the environment. Several  
heterodox economists articulate  
essential ways that capitalist produc-
tion, growth, and exploitation require 
an active state. Others provide power-
ful, accessible critiques of free trade 
and let-it-rip labor markets. And much 
more. There is a lot here.

Some of these critiques are clearer 
than others and of course none of 
them is comprehensive. It’s a 58-min-
ute film; many of us have spent de-
cades elaborating the dangerous 
shortcomings of the mainstream mod-
el. But in nearly every case, these cri-
tiques capture the essence of what is 
missing and what is at stake.  I also 
appreciate that several interviewees 
provide directions to viewers who 
want to go deeper. Stephen Marglin, 
for example, notes that neoclassical 
economics is “…crafted to argue 
against the notion that capitalism ex-
ploits people…You won’t find Marx 
directly addressed but he’s a ghost 
who’s sort of hovering.”

The film does a particularly good 
job of capturing and demystifying 
mainstream economists’ insistence 
that their approach is simply apolitical 


