Economy, Society and Development*
Mr. President, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is quite a coincidence that | have the honodatoof addressing this
gathering of economists in the state of Maharaglrare seventeen years
back | got the inspiration to quit economics from imteraction with the
Bhoomi Sena movement in Palghar Taluka of thies®ihoomi Sena told
us that they held human dignity and self-deternmmeabove economic
attainments. They rejected any external adviceatenal assistance that
was paternalistic or infringed upon their autonamyghoose their own lives.
The life that they lived and cherished was riclfeliow feeling and mutual
share and care, in contrast to the economistshgsison of private self-
aggrandizement as the prime motive of human aclibay viewed nature as
a part of themselves, not to own, exploit and hesrmut to relate to, love,
nourish and exchange with.

We have by now about five decades of ‘developmieitind us of which
we may not feel very proud. This has split socgetiesharpened their
divisions into rich and poor, privileged and undefijeged; concentrated
social power into the hands of a relatively fewilfeting their plundering of
social resources to satisfy their private greedagad natural resources to
upset ecological balances; mortgaged futures admato

foreign powers through the debt burden of ‘develeptassistance’; put our
youth into despair about their lives and futured pushed them toward
gangsterism and drugs; increased sales of womewann for private
profits; destroyed rich indigenous cultures and svafysocial life that were
more humane. Economists and many other quarteesdantinued to call
these societies ‘developing’, concerned primahittdevelopment’ is not
being fast enough, at times may be also conceh@dhe benefits of
growth have not been ‘trickling down’ to the poormhake a real dent on
mass poverty.

As for the people, those with no privilege andwstan society and who have
been victims of such ‘development’, life has berragonizing process of
adjusting to or resisting the onslaughts on thein @alues and urges, often
without much success. As the Coordinator of the’sLi@ogramme on
Participatory Organizations of the Rural poor dl lravited a forest-based



popular movement sin India to get together andlprticulate their point
of view on what had been happening to them in Hraenof ‘development’.
Their report [Dasgupta, 1986] which had to be midd without mentioning
the ILO, was a sharp rejection of such notion ofed@oment which had
deprived these people of their habitat and impaog#xbn them concepts of
life alien to their indigenous ways of living arfdrtking. Intellectual-
activists working with popular forces in Latin Aniea are rejecting the very
term ‘development’ as a linguistic tool for domiioet [Esteva, 1990].
Popular movements in Africa give the term ‘develepththeir own
meaning that bear profound contrast to the meargings by dominant
structures as well as professionals: to populanggon Zimbabwe
development means “taking control over what youdrteework with”, “to
stand up and go forward”, “search for life”, “to da@urselves”, “to support
each other and get up” [Rahman, 1993....] — meawimgh express deep
human urges for a kind of fulfillment in life whiake have never tried even
to understand not to speak of supporting them anidibg development
thinking upon them.

The development theories as have built are rootélde concept of material
prosperity as the end of life devoid of any notadrihuman fulfillment from
the act of living. There is nothing wrong with maé prosperity insofar as
it is associated with living an overall healthy gemal and social life; but it
IS not necessarily healthy to become fat, usuafliga of maldevelopment.
The Human Development reports of the UNDP are shgwne of the
fattest countries of the world by its consumptiewels — fat by consuming
its own as well the resto of the world’s resounces state of perpetual debt
— to have the highest ranking in terms of indicE8/eakening social
fabric”: the rate of rapes, rate of drug crimegnber of prisoners in relation
to population size, the rate of divorces. We hasestopped calling this
country as highly ‘developed’ country.

Development economics has taken its own turns\arsdst over the decades.
Born as a part of the “Truman Design” in respomsthé emerging cold war,
the concept of development was soon embraced moewos, and
strategies of development started being concapaghlin an initial phase it
was all economic growth, pleading for shelvingcaléstions of distribution
“for the distant future”. Distributionalists foughhd were able to create
space for themselves, but obviously a theory ofvgnawith distribution
within the framework of a ‘free’ society could no¢ found. This, along with
an assessed shortage of competent private ingjagivhanced the rationale
for the state emerging as a major actor in deveéoyna rationalization also



inspired by the offer of foreign ‘development’ atance to nation states of
the south. Lenin’s concept of state planning was horrowed in the ‘free
world’ to become another playing ground for ecorzamt to build theories
of development planning in which it was now possital include
distribution or any other social objective, eitiethe ‘objective function’ or
as a ‘constraint’. The mathematical problem was soWable, and exciting
to play with. In reality, the lack of any effectiaecountability of states to
their peoples turned the role of the state as dealmancing the material
acquisitions of the agent of the state and of tti@ntele within the society
by appropriating society’s resources as well asifpr assistance given in
the name of development. Being primarily a forgigficy instrument,
foreign ‘development’ assistance was well spennftbe donor’s point of
view if it kept the trends for radical swings irethecipient countries in
check, and as this was possible by means othemdiagiopment,
development was not really the imperative. Theifpreolicy interests of
the donors were doubly served if at the same tué assistance enlarged
the market for goods and professionals of their caumtries, and this was
facilitated by the progressive creation of an &fiuclass in the recipient
societies within and outside the state agencies&koaving for the
attractive goods from the ‘developed’ countries aduice of the foreign
consultants was boundless.

The design should have been obvious, although mathyn economics
chose to stay with this development paradigm ceamsid the radical
alternative to be more unacceptable. The socjadisadigm became the
preoccupation of another trend attracted by itsain@ppeal strengthened by
the march of social revolutions. Today the sodigeggadigm has collapsed,
and development economics is swinging back to whestarted. The
‘Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) which the'ld@ank is pushing
down the throat of its clientele with its attraetisilver spoon takes us back
to the growth first (or alone ?) ideology uncomest with considerations of
distribution, supposed to thje produced by unfettexconomic freedom.
SAP is now a talisman, the answer to the growtlblera of all irrespective
of the stage of one’s evolution, one’s history aotlure, no matter what the
disease is, and whether the patient is a infaatteenager.

Many among economists, even many among those wawopsly held
radical badges, are taking their cue and fallingn@. This shows sadly how
ethical as well as technical positions in econoraresdictated by dominant
social and international structures and adjushamges in the glacial power
balance. The irony, however, is that relatively fswntries following SAP
over the last decade or so have shown even mue¥tigrn the majority of



these countries the expected surge of private imasg has not happened [
Sobhan, 1993....], and economics has not analybadia reason for this.
Freedom for all permits the strong to appropriaigad resources to satisfy
their own urges. In the days of industrial revalatof the west these urges
of the strong took the form of a burst of creaeverepreneurship to produce
goods and services hitherto non existent. Surpddstd be invested to push
the frontiers of production and technology in orttemove to a higher
consumption frontier. In the process entreprensamgined thrifty
themselves — it was more fulfilling, for themsehasswell in terms of social
recognition, to abstain from consumption of what éxisting production
possibility frontiers offered. Today the frontidrave reached a height, and
the excitement for most among the privileged ingbecalled ‘developing’
countries lies in consuming what they offer. Th&egreneurs-to-be in
countries of the south in whose hands SAP is dedigm concentrate social
resources find it more fulfilling, both personadipd in terms of social
status, to show what they can consume rather tteat thhey can produce.
The products are already there, and the challengefind ways of creating
one’s entitlement to them. Hence the plunderingazial resources and
racketeering with external ‘development assistanceining away with
bank finance signed for investment but never toebagrned., all to push
one’s own consumption frontier. There are excegtiguch as the new
industrial revolution of South-east Asia under sgyguardianship of the
state going against the prescription of SAP. ButmeISAP has prevailed,
the ‘free society’ has unleashed forces of runae@sumerism rather than
of creative entrepreneurship, and control overugsas have gotten
polarized in the free-for-all race for entitlemeathe glittering
consumables.

Once again, this is not to argue against consumeagsuch — this is an
exciting experience in life, to float thus hightire air, and it is a pride for
mankind even to witness that it has reached thghhef creativity. But
economics needs to understand its implications.Kiie of individual
freedom that released a burst of creativity inwlest in the days of its
industrial and technological revolution, ruthlesglyndering social and
international resources but using them to pushetlenological and
production frontiers, may no longer achieve theesamsult in the countries
of the south today when those who can command bamelsapital by
similar methods of plundering racketeering or othee can very well spend
it to enjoy the luxuries of modern life without hag first to create those
goods and amenities.



Among the outstanding feats of development in¢kistury we may single
out two, from two different levels: Japan risingrfr the ashes of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, and China rising from the filth ohaai. Economics has as
yet shown little interest in understanding the ratf Japanese culture and
its chauvinism verging on cultural isolationismtthave put off high-flying
consumerism and disfavoured the display of persaealth, and sustained a
work ethic loyal to corporate glory rather tharthie calculus of personal
gain and loss (Christopher, 1983). The rise of modapan owes itself
vitally to a dominance of the urge for creative@oplishment rather than
for consumerism as the driving force in its natidie. As for China,
notwithstanding great mistakes of the great leatis is the only country in
this century that has lifted itself from conditioctzaracterizing a ‘least
developed country’ (LDC) to be stepping into thé' 2&ntury as a modern
state and as one of the world’s major powers whlldws none to dictate
terms to it. Mao achieved this, and suggest heabtsto achieve this, by
shutting China off from world consumerism and oadjing the nation to
show what it could accomplish by its creativity.elimation mobilized, and
people set about to collectively transform whabteses they had into
producing what they needed — ultimately the condesabut riding only
the bicycle meanwhile.

LDS of today have taken the name which China dicl fioo a different
purpose, i.e. to maximize the flow of foreign res®s opening the door to
invite a different challenge, i.e. to consume withoreating. Societies have
been split as a result into the affluent and thi-twedo (‘successful’) on the
one hand and the deprived and the “poor” (unsuéag@ss the other hand.
The conceptualization now is around entitlemerdaesume, with enormous
sympathy for the “poor” who lack the entitlemems. a matter of fact, the
“poor” have a major contribution in augmenting datnents of the affluent,
in that their ‘recovery’ can be shown to the wdddattract more
international assistance the bulk of which cannbercepted. And of course
resources of the poor can also be taken away, ievttie name of
‘development’ as well as otherwise.

The result, in LDCs as well as in most other sdéecaideveloping’
countries, is the consolidation of a set of streetland processes which
augment poverty for many while they also pull sqreeple upward as
actors and associates of gainful activities. Thgregate result in terms of
poverty alleviation may sometimes be a few stepsdad; but the task
remains one of moving up a downward-sliding esoaland the aggregate
statistics with which the poverty watchers are geglado not even reveal
the trade-off between the resulting gain and Idggsisery. Sliding down a



given distance on the income scale adds more mig&w is shed by
climbing up the same distance, so that aggregatergmay very well rise
even when aggregate poverty falls.

The poverty-augmenting structures and processdseang supported today
by political systems which are being hailed as ‘deracies’, in which it is
sufficient to be the nearest relative of an aseassil previous leader to
gualify to lead a nation. Unlike the democracieshaefwest in their days of
creative entrepreneurship, parties are cominggoteer in the democracies
of the ‘developing countries of today which reprasent-seeking consumer
classes and not productive classes in the soeityare unmotivated of
incapable, therefore, to provide leadership fag\alutionary development
of the productive forces.

Meanwhile, those who stay ‘poor’ or become ‘poag atruggling to
survive, and they can only survive by being higtrigative. Walking alone
individually their creativity may not be very spactilar for acute dearth of
resources; but examples of collective creativityhef poor abound and are
well recognized, so much so that a new developiaegbn —'participatory
development’ — is now widely in vogue. Almost alited Nations agencies
are advocating it. For South Asian countries, Tiependent South Asian
Commission on Poverty Alleviation (1992) has asséss fact that the
growth potential of these countries lies in thedsaf the low income
producers, the ‘poor’, if they are mobilized foaftcipatory development'.
This assessment rests with the growing evidened tiy the Commission
that thus mobilized the ‘poor’ are showing high giaal saving rates, low
capital-output ratio (because of greater labougnsity in their activities and
direct transformation of their labour into infrastture capital without
mediation by the market mechanism), sharing anehgaharacteristics that
reduce the cost of meeting their consumption nesats$ values of
‘simplicity and frugality’ which were exhibited e early entrepreneurs of
the Industrial Revolution of the West but are nogler exhibited by the elite
would-be entrepreneurs of our kind of countriean8mf these values are a
part of their traditions. Some such as the shaamgjother economizing
activities through cooperation, are stimulatedtoergythened by getting
mobilized which show possibilities of improving theituation by collective
initiatives, and it is the poor who have the matiecompulsion to be thrifty
and efficient to improve their status in life. TGemmission, therefore, has
recommended a net transfer of resources to the’‘pmachieve not only
poverty alleviation but growth itself, a strategymflamentally opposed to the
spirit of SAP which merely wants privatization dfree’ markets for
releasing the unfettered operation of the ‘invisib&nd’.



Many questions can be raised on this phenomentuadicipatory
development’, and need to be raised. The key ticgaatory development
seems to be in the hands of agents coming fromdeuts ‘animate’ the
people to mobilize for collective action and toade them with a host of
supporting services. If so, then there arises aprellematic of the
possibility of generating new forms of dependenog @omination, and
many participatory development initiatives are idereating this kind of
dependence susceptible to manipulation. Most adlmeitside agents are
themselves dependent on foreign donor financehfar bperation, and there
Is a question of accountability of their operatibmsheir own societies. Such
foreign dependence should also make a nationwidepatory
development strategy, like the one recommendedtd@yridependent South
Asian Commission on Poverty Alleviation, impractié@ most countries
unless substantial domestic resources could belimebio finance the
needed animation and supporting work with the pedpdsides the question
of national self-determination even if foreign dofioance at such scales
were available. Participatory development advocasesell as practitioners,
therefore, have a lot to clarify their minds abauid have to discern and
choose between initiatives which are self-reliamgented both for the
people as well as for supporting agencies, ancettizest are promoting new
dependence relations at either or both these levels

However, with all its internal confusion, a basiessage is signaling in the
march of popular initiates as an ideology for sbitfia and social effort. We
have lived through a war between two rival ideodsgithe capitalist and
socialist ideologies, and are today left very cerfli Capitalism has been a
spontaneous reality in the march of human civila@atvhich has only been
glorified by its supporters but which did not ndede invented as a social
system. The socialist ideology came, expoundedlnesof the world’s
most powerful thinkers, in response to the horadrsapitalism which may
not be disputed. But socialism as a social systedntd be invented from
scratch as an alternative scheme of things, arehgeers never agreed on
the edifice to be built nor how to build it. One yrmguestion if what
appeared as the “horrors of socialism’ causingnaltely its collapse in
Eastern Europe had much to do with socialism as# conceived by its
original masters: it may not be disputed that ansbheme that was built
there in the name of socialism the ‘working clagas never making its own
history as the ideology had conceptualized it +olnyshad been seized by
hands of bureaucrats technocrats and professiostldittle manual labour
to their credit.



At the end of the day it is the ‘elite’ who in ogarb or another have
revealed themselves to be dominating the peoplethveh under capitalism
or under so-called socialism. This should be glarg what the real
ideological issue before mankind is —i.e. whethergeople can live their
own lives and ‘develop’, if they choose to, as tbhgose to, or whether
they are to be dominated, and ‘employed, to sdwaffluent, the ‘elite’
and be granted merely some entitlements to consomjpt return. The
march of popular initiatives contains within itghdeological assertion,
albeit with a lot of impurities, that the peoplesid be masters of their own
destiny.

And what does this mean? Fundamentally, it meaatswbk have to change
our ways of thinking about the people and aboutrelation with them. The
agenda is much deeper than ‘poverty alleviatidre, iew slogan that is in
everybody’'s mouth today, in earnest in some, iredec others. The deceit
Is manifest in that the slogan has replaced theeaftogan of “basic needs”
satisfaction that was a favorite for about a de@deng all dominant
structures which, however, did not cede real grdondulfillment of this
promise. If they had done so, then ‘poverty allggid as a new slogan
would not have been necessary. But those who anestaabout this are also
missing vital point. Poverty alleviation is possilin a national scale only
by a strategy of high growth of a type whose beaselecidedly accrue to the
low-income classes, not by a poverty-augmentingt dest ‘trickle-down’
macro growth strategy that the World Bank’s SAPliegy with patchworks
of poverty alleviation programmes to serve prinyaai$ a ‘safety net’. Even
if one chose to stay within the conventional depaient paradigm, a
serious concern for poverty alleviation would tme@an going back to the
search for a strategy of growth with distributidine search might not be a
long one today given, as discussed, that the alffloktoday are capital-
eaters and it is the low-income producers who seelne offering the best
promise to lead in a race for growth itself. Oneuldo therefore, give this
class the chance to lead, by redirecting sociauess in their favour. One
would let the surplus they are producing remairhwliem rather than be
used to solve the ‘poverty problem’ of the elitenedvould put such
structural reforms as the agenda, and not refoogrammes which are
designed by foreign interests t serve these intessl that reveal no
knowledge of nor faith in the achievements and bdipias of our peoples.
The Peasant Charter of 1981 (FAQO) signed by 14®mowents only to be
forgotten, might have been a good first page toxdpanove in this
direction. One could look not only at China buiadd South Korean and
Taiwan to understand why Agrarian Reform remaiespierequisite of




development in rural economies where labour becdsueplus’ only
because perverse socio-economic structures rajddtamiliate the
available labour force unable to absorb them thinazagsh demand, but
which turns into a productive force driven by itsromomentum when the
needed social reform brings it back into a digaifexistence with
complementary agrarian resources under its owrr@lofaf. Sobhan 1993).
One would also ponder why some such reforms weza exduced by world
capitalism when it needed them, while such refa'ma longer in its agenda
for countries of the south after end of the colda.wa

Economics might come back to such concerns witsiown paradigm. But
it would still be far from the world view of peopleho are not economists
but human beings. Once again | refer to the jaitit@ation of the agony of
the five popular movements in India, and | quote:

“In most areas, before the destruction of the fesepeople lived by growing
crops, gathering food and hunting. All these weslective activities.
Whether the product was distributed equally orisotnmaterial. There are
two good reasons why equality in distribution isnaterial. Firstly, the
product was not a result of ‘labour’ but of enjoymhand of sport. Labour is
regarded as an unpleasant activity in most modenieties where, at best,
it is regarded as a necessary evil, which evergperhas to live with. To
forest dwellers this was not the case, for thepyay their life through their
work. Work was an integral part of the act of liginThere was, therefore,
no reason for evaluating either the quality or theantity of work carried
out by individuals ... The second reason why eguadidistribution was not
an issue is because there was no denial based dn.wb(Dasgupta, 1986:
98-99).

This is a rejection even of the concept of distidiuequity, with a much
more profound conceptualization that views lifetsnwholeness. In our
discourses we are destroying the wholeness aatetalking of distributing
some fragments of it crumbling the other fragmeatgive only pain from
them, and then asking whether this pain couldlerdite to the former
fragments.This is the meaning of “employment generation” a®hbjective
of developing without concern for what kind of aaldnlife the phenomenon
of “employment’ gives. This is why the people aegecting our concept of
development.

We have a deep question here on the very paradignraliscourses. To
economists trained in the Anglo-Saxon traditionkvsra negative



experience in life, to be suffered for entitlemetatgonsumption. The
purpose of life is to maximize one’s time streancahsumption. One is
poorer the lower is the level of consumption. Labloeing disutility, if
consumption can be raised by stealing, by begdingerpetual borrowing,
then why labour?

The people, those who have not been educated lhaus,a different view
of life. To them life is living, not just consumingiving includes working
that fulfils by creating, exchanging, sharing, wighiow humans as well as
with nature; working together to enjoy the vibragoof togetherness in life’s
activities. The question of equity would then bé aguestion of mere
distribution of entitlements to consume, but of thark as well as
consuming. Poverty would be a lack of this oppdtiuim its wholeness.
And ‘development’ — the articulation of the Zimbadawn popular groups
challenge us to reconsider what we are after amlistmver a role for
ourselves as economists and social scientisteipéabple’s development as
they conceptualize it, if we claim to representpkeple.

We are moving into the 2kcentury after decades of experiments with
development most of which have frustrated more [gethyan they have
fulfilled. Today we have reduced people’s to a neaegory of poverty
statistics and are asking them to sit on the atlky of the “poverty line” for
a periodic count of heads, promising them a patirass over to this side
through entitlements to consumption. The entitlet:mé&memselves are no
more than prescribed calories and some other mimignenities calculated
essentially to see that the ‘labour power’ of thesmans are maintained in
order to preserve their productivity, denying themitlement to the surplus
they produce over this essentially “maintenancé’ctd¢ée have not cared to
consider how inhuman this view of the ‘poverty lirgg nor cared about the
inequity of wanting to see the poor only abovegbeerty line while their
surpluses may be appropriated by the rich to augtheir incomes without
limit. This constitutes the total collapse of “dé&@ment ethics”. But the
people themselves are trying to tell us morethat human beings are not
born to solve their “poverty problem” — they areoto imprint their

identity on the pages of history by living as tlveguld themselves choose to
live, and working, to produce and to build themssl\because this is what
gives them fulfillment as humans. This is a messhgemost of us have not
yet even begun to understand.

Before concluding, | want to share with you an extde we had with
Bhoomi Sena. | alongwith four other social researsthad a four-day
dialogue with the Bhoomi Sena leaders and cadrdwin office in



Junglepatti. during this period we lived with the@ntheir office structure,
are with them, bathed with them, slept with thentlenfloor as they did,
and even cooked a meal or two with them. | hadghothat we had come
quite close to them. When departing after the @ays | told them how
much we had enjoyed being with them, and askdeeif tvould consider us
as their friends. The Bhoomi Sena leaders and sddoghed, and replied:

“We acknowledge receipt of your application forefmdship!”

You see, we have distanced ourselves from the pesmpimuch that even if
we now turn back and extend a hand to reach adtietm, that hand may not
be able to touch them. And the distance is posgjiEgter today than it was
when we asked them this question.
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