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_____________
The economy is doing well but the people are doing 

badly.
____________
What is most in the way of re-thinking economics is 

that it cannot be done from within, because within 
economics the very things we need to understand, 
either to understand economics or to change it, have 
been excluded. That means a restorative effort needs to 
discuss parts of reality, like alternative cultures, that are 
unfamiliar to most economists.
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We should start by recalling that economics is a 
group of concepts, not necessarily coherent with each 
other, but economics also is a lot of people arranged in 
institutions and careers, with perspectives and 
expectations, each using some of economics in their 
work. It is hard to characterize economics without 
sounding insulting. Economists like to see their field as 
the major social logic of contemporary society. The 
reality is that it is a description of the idealized 
mechanics of monetized relationships among things 
and people: it is a subset of social reality. The need of 
society must include its ability to reproduce itself and 
change sufficiently to remain adapted to the globe and 
the dynamics of its own species,and to do that it must 
pay attention to the broad issues of culture, human 
development, social morale and conflict. In short, the 
drama of human life. Economics tends to leave out most 
drama oriented social science: literature, anthropology, 
philosophy and history.

Economics only deals with limited parts of that 
global adaptation. It tends to leave out those without 
money, the impact of wealth on politics, issues of 
childhood and gender and race and regions. It tends to 
leave out the importance of community informing 
economic desires. It works for those who have wealth 
and are trying to mange it in a global economy As is 
well known economics is not consciously engaged with 
by most people.

Economics is much more helpful to those who 
market products than to the consumers who buy them. 
The economic research helps the producers understand 
the buyers but does not even attempt to help the 
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consumers understand or manipulate the producers. 
Economics is deeply asymmetric in its benefits.

We need an economics that can help critique how we 
got into our current mess, recognizing that it helped 
orchestrate a major civilization, but with terrible 
collateral damage: wars, slavery, colonialism, 
consumerism and extractive globalization that takes 
without giving back. We need help from economics on 
how to reconfigure the world for restorative tasks ahead 
for quality of life and a coherent relation between 
humans and nature. We need to be more concerned 
with humanity than in what’s good for the economy. 
The two have never been quite the same but the 
divergence now is extreme.

Economics still thinks of dynamic equilibrium. If 
everyone does what they want, a reasoned balance will 
emerge that satisfies the most people possible. But this 
belief is unexamined in sufficient detail. The dynamic of 
each person doing what makes sense given what they 
know leads to the dynamics of a concentrating and 
rising hierarchy — till the system breaks apart. It is 
easier for each manager for example to pass up budgets 
that please their boss they report to than to hand down 
wage increases to those who report to them. The 
dynamics of population — more workers or less — 
supports this process but economists have ignored the 
obvious — more workers lowers wages.

As a result, society, instead of finding itself in 
equilibrium, is in danger of falling into the narrative of 
Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Player Piano in which the poor 
live on one side of the river and the rich, with 
computers, on the other side, and it is illegal to cross the 
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river.
In our globalized world all people have been coerced 

into thinking economically most of the time, defining 
the limiting possibilities their life’s fate. Rethinking 
economics after the increased visibility of crises in the 
economy after 2008 lead to one overriding question: is 
economics helping society provide for the people? This 
the first of three essays looking first at “Where are we?” 
to be followed by how did we got here? and what can 
happen?

These questions involve the nuances of words, 
society, history, human intent, fairness, political 
organization and just about everything. The limits 
imposed by economics as it restricted the range of 
issues and vocabulary is part of the problem of trying to 
develop better thinking. In short, this means that we 
need a philosophical attitude of inquiry and openness, 
and the discussion cannot make progress on narrow 
terms.

Everything we need people to be thinking about has 
been well written about over the last few hundred years 
and thought though. But avoided by most economists. 
Human nature as richly wonderfully emotional and 
aesthetic as for example the works of Diane Ackerman. 
But then the people we need to convince haven’t read 
her or many others. So we are caught needing to retell, 
again and again, a more profound story that has already 
been told.

My own approach would be to start with, first, the 
major world problems: climate, migrations, job loss to 
automation, need for some form of non-job income, 
weakness of governance and war, and start to work 
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through the economics of the interconnectedness, and 
explore some view of a positive life.

Second, I would start with a broad over view of 
society, its history, sociology and whatever we can learn 
from anthropology and psychology.

I have been drafting a still ragged book called 
GardenWorld Politics, based on the idea that we must 
spend time trying to imagine what a better life could be 
(a mixture of civilization and nature as we find a new 
way to integrate humans into nature). Part of the task of 
moving in a GardenWorld direction is creativity about 
institutions that are needed to create such a world and 
to transform toward it.

I would love it if economics as a discipline helped 
model the problems and scenarios and helped to think 
through how we could get to GardenWorld. In this 
essay I am taking an even broader view and exploring 
all the edges of what new economic thinking could be.

Economics has made some major mistakes.
1. Treating math as the major language for describing 

economic events, it misses the need for better narratives 
to frame the math. Reducing organic complexity to a 
few variables will miss too much.

2. Treating the distribution of events in time period B 
as equal to the distribution of events in time period A it 
assumes away all change.

3. Taking the stock market as a representative market 
it fails to distinguish between investment as risk and 
gamble with no impact on production investment with 
such true investment. More interesting markets are 
strawberries, refrigerators, Picasso.

4. Failing to see that capitalism and markets are 
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social constructs and by treating them as part of nature, 
economics is a conservative force arguing for no change, 
no government role.

5. Being overly optimistic about the outcomes of 
economic functioning. Keynes essay on the world of his 
grandchildren, no work and all leisure, as the natural 
outcome of economics without politics. The general 
model of equilibrium one might assume would be that 
money would be equally distributed. Bt no.

6. Working to make this economy successful and 
ignoring other economies, types, arrangements. Thus 
neglecting history, and anthropology and — yes — 
philosophy. The focus on GDP, which we all know to be 
fake but useful for calculating, is a catastrophe as it 
blocks understanding of that meaningful output for a 
society would be, and what it is for the society we have. 
We cannot solve most economic problems from within 
economics because the problems are caused by forces 
ignored in the standard economic approaches.We must 
expand the scope. In other words, sometimes you have 
to make problems larger because the normal 
configuration of the problem is not large enough to 
contain the forces that created the problem

Economics is peculiar. Over time its scope has 
narrowed to the point where it has nothing much to say 
about the major problems of our time. In one sense 
economics is a minor player in the current turmoil of 
society and the human species on the planet. From 
another point of view it is crucial because as of now the 
language of economics dominates the political scene 
and even cocktail conversations. People conceive of 
their fate more in economic than in political or 
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communal or cultural perspectives. We are accepting 
the mechanical nature of our existence and dropping 
the deeply felt connections with each other and nature.

Even the word is confusing. In english we have 
economics and economies. In most of the world’s 
languages, French and Spanish for example, there is 
only one word for both. In English economy is the 
larger sphere of actual social reality, and economics is 
the study, with lots of assumptions, of how the economy 
works.

I would rather start with a frame that is too large 
than one that is too small. One view is that economics is 
a major set of ideas and institutions in need of profound 
change. A different view is that economics is a bit player 
in a larger drama of the economy and to understand 
economies we can disregard most economic phenomena 
as getting in the way of analytic understanding. Third is 
that there is a profound humanism in stark contrast to 
the technocratic tendencies within economics, the 
corporate dominance of economies, and the reduction of 
citizens to consumers in the market. The humanism of 
literature, anthropology and history is a good way to 
understand the current dynamics of history and society 
and to make economics a model of interdisciplinary 
study.

This essay, is for those who have concluded, either 
from within economics or as an outside critic of it, that 
we need a serious rethinking of economics and are 
looking for ideas on what to change and how to change 
it. New economic thinking needs to be approached from 
the view that we need enough change to make a serious 
difference in outcomes for society. Less would be a 
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waste of effort and a lost opportunity. The current 
context is that economics is involved in a struggle to 
ignore democracy and act instead with a totalizing 
economic view of society.

And of course change will be destabilizing and need 
good thinking and good local and global management. 
We are in the midst of destabilizing changes anyway: 
inequality, climate change, robots, and stressed 
populations. Even if the dynamics could be traced only 
to population increase and technological opportunism, 
the ways these play out is going to be extremely 
complex.

Economics in its current phase assumes capitalism 
rather than trying to explain it or explore alternatives. 
We desperately need understanding of past, current and 
possible developments in economies and we need a 
better economics to help us do it. Economics assumes 
the choice of system has been made by nature not by 
society, rather than clarify the choices that could be 
made.

Economics tends to see the economy as a rubber 
band: pull it, it changes shape, let go and it returns. 
Living economies are not at all like this. It has led 
economists to think of the stimulus, for example, as a 
workable tool. More stimulus more economic activity. 
But what if consumers have no money, business has no 
ideas to invest in, and trust has disappeared? Or that 
stimulus leads to growth which contributes to global 
warming?

Growth is snuck in as an assumption about the 
impact of the stimulus: the price to be paid in a few 
years will be negligible because the economic growth 
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will offset the costs. What this leaves out are the 
negative social consequences of that extra money, for 
example going to financial speculation rather than to 
useful investment. We stop short of thinking through 
how we can get investment without further stress on 
the environment. Economists seem to think that much 
of that — environment, distribution, war — have to do 
with politics and not economics, but economics is used 
to justify the policies that preempt politics.

New economic thinking is required because the old 
economic thinking, a long duree product of Western 
assumptions, which was handmaiden to governing the 
trade based and then industrial world, has fallen on 
hard times and seems unable to respond.

Economics aught to be a narrative about economies, 
but it has hardened into a formalistic set of assumptions 
and procedures that make it incapable of helping solve 
current problems. Yet, as Keynes said, current 
approaches to economies are based on the ideas of dead 
economists. In order to help economies we have an 
obligation to create a better economics, since its ideas 
will continue to effect events.

In writing about rethinking economics there are 
many choices. We could look at economic history from 
within economics. In that case we are likely to get a 
history of how the great economics of today emerged 
from the struggles and misconceptions of the past. This 
is a triumphal history, a little like the arch d’triumph 
Napoleon erected in Paris.

But if we look at economics from world history we 
see economics as a problem rather than a solution.

Each of us has a more ore less implicit narrative. Joe 
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Stiglitz has an interview where he says that economics 
was dominated by three ideas: make the pie bigger 
separate problem of distribution from welfare and 
trickle down economics. He concludes that this is a 
failed system. His view is implicitly post 1945.

Arnold Toynbee saw the world as a collection of 
empires with histories in which elites tried to manage 
but always failed. Paul Valery the French poet/
mathematician said it simply “We later empires, we too 
know we are mortal, “ and, “Technology will make 
Europe what it really is — a peninsula of Asia.” (about 
1900).

Phil Mirowski sees economics as a march toward 
treating the global economy as a single computer. 
Varoufakis worked from this perspective while finance 
minister for Greece from his book The Global Minator.

Not only are different story-lines held by different 
people, but each of us has a working model of human 
nature. The recent reshuffling of marital relationships, 
revisiting the disturbing facts of deep race prejudice, 
and the new compassion for animals, long overdue, 
show how important our human nature assumption is. 
Are we individuals or communities, and if both, how do 
they interact? Compassion for all may be enhanced by 
the internet pictures from around the world of fellow 
human beings in beauty or in trouble. Yet also the 
Internet heightens our sense that people are angry and 
threatening, and fear is leading toward more 
militarization.

Economics has stayed closer to positivism than any 
other science creating a great difference between the 
economists’ view and the humanistic view of thought. 
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For the humanities rational means best judgement given 
all the facts , including emotional states, desire, and 
identity, but in economics it means logical coherence 
and computability, or maximizing an unexamined 
“utility.”. As you can feel, the cultural issue is at play 
here and creates the conditions for serious rethinking 
about the quality and purpose of life.

These are hard times for economics in part because 
of its success. People think of society and their lives in 
economic terms, but interestingly those concerns of real 
people have a different texture than the ideas of 
economists. People think about loss of jobs, 
opportunities to move up in the class structure, about 
retirement, about the value of what they are buying, 
value in terms of satisfactions that the world “utility” 
does not touch, questions about meaning and life styles, 
whereas economics deals with abstractions that do not 
touch the lived reality of its own concepts. Increasing 
GDP for example, not noticing the way it plays out in 
actual lives.

This economy has increased wealth and population, 
increased urbanization and is driving technical 
innovation in its quest for profits. But the downsides 
have come to dominate. This economy is now 
responsible for environmental depletion and warming 
and the disemployment of people as digitalization, 
artificial intelligence and robots — as well as outsourcing 
to the poorest world’s workers. Even the exporting of 
labor has been to the benefit of local elites who are able 
to exploit their own people and taking their land. And 
we rely too much on the hidden effect of propping up 
the economy with the military industrial complex.
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It is amazing how sophisticated people can fall for 
the media story that things are getting better. Bill Gates 
keeps repeating that things are getting better for most 
people and more growth will accelerate that. It is 
important to understand how intense the battle for the 
public mind is and how economics goes along because 
it is where the jobs are. This is because economics tends 
to confer legitimacy on the governing regime.

In thinking about the future of economics, I start 
with a point of view, a series of assertions, about 
economics and the larger society of which it is a part.

We are caught in a serious dilemma. Economics is 
clearly part of a world economy that is leading to very 
bad results: climate, war, inequality. Yet it is felt that if 
we stopped believing in it the world situation would 
collapse rapidly as assets become un-priceable and 
migrations anticipate climate and market changes. Our 
illusions are leading to bad results but without them, 
chaos?

Economics can be seen as misleading society about 
the economy. For example, failing to notice the bubbles 
and failure to critique the bailouts. At worst economics 
can be seen as a cause of those problems. At best 
economics helps govern a complex society giving 
insights into scale and complexity. Economic thinking 
has become the major conceptual infrastructure for 
managing contemporary society.

Economics believes in growth because without it all 
future expectations of values is seen as guesswork and 
social arrangements would start to collapse. Growth is 
necessary if we are to pay off the existing debts. The 
careers of the brokers depend on the growth of the 
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economy.
Economics is potentially a very interesting discipline 

because its scope is from the details of physicality, from 
the earth and all the things you can make such as 3-D 
printing and nanotechnology, and at the same time 
stretches through all the social sciences, and is a major 
theme in the arts. All novels are about fortune and love. 
All social networks along with their regulatory frames 
are profoundly economic and social. If it could 
overcome its isolation, economics is potentially the lead 
in interdisciplinary studies, even more so than 
anthropology.

But economics sought power in narrowness of focus, 
avoiding complexity and controversy. Yet economies are 
much broader than academic economics. A new 
economics is necessary to reach from economics to the 
effects of economies, and to help create a better 
relationship between humans and nature because the 
current set of concepts is not only in need of rethinking 
— it is actually creating a world that is broken.

Economics tends to think of the world as cyclic, with 
rebounds back to some mystical equilibrium. and 
change tends to be read as stochastic, not structural. 
This keeps economists and those influenced by their 
thinking in a conservative state of mind, resisting 
fundamental change, because, it is felt, in the bone 
marrow of economics, there is none. This is true if we 
treat all time as like the present, but it is not.

Economics tends to copy 18th Century science: God 
created the universe and governed the planets but 
Newton said that the planets could govern themselves. 
By analogy, the market, if the government does not 
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interfere, can self regulate. The 18th and 19th century 
economists, whose world we inhabit, believed this 
analogy as truth and embraced its conservative 
implications.

The history of economics within societies shows a 
slow, though occasionally spasmodic, growth of rules, 
regulations, expectations and procedures. The result 
looks more like the roots of plants in a dense garden 
than a matrix or logic diagram. The current economy is 
not a system, it is an ensemble conglomerated over 
time, with pieces of local opportunism never subject to 
systemic integration.

Economics treats society since WW2 as having only 
one economic system, not competing systems. Worse, 
the tendency is to regard that economy as a natural 
system, not a man-made system of regulations and 
actions taken by people in organizations with specific 
social commitments, class interests and values 
socialized over a lifetime. Just reflect on the use of 
“law” . on the one hand as legal system and, on the 
other hand, as universals of nature. Word magic taken 
uncritically, trying to justify the man made as timeless 
truth.

Unfortunately economic thinking has become more 
simple in its assumptions as society has become more 
complex in its actual functions. Economics tends to 
leave out history, psychology, social life and the goal of 
a commonwealth, all under the pressure to serve 
industry rather than society. In our time, the 
mainstream assumption is, all human needs should be 
met in the consumers’ marketplace. Economists go 
along with this reductionism because it is much easier 
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to mange the careers and funding in such a world. The 
humanistic realities of lived life and quality of life 
requires more risk and more study,and may not lead to 
careers.

There is no economics which is not a narrative based 
in a particular society. There is no universal economics 
just as there is no possibility of a single set of rules for 
all games. (interesting though as to why). The economic 
story has to fit its own society and if the society changes 
the old economic story will be shown to be completely 
unnecessary and a new one necessary, with a very 
different basic vocabulary. In each case the core 
vocabulary is new: the shift from the physiocrats with 
the land based economy, the industrialists with the 
industrial based, and now financial capitalism with its 
digital computer based economy. What is next? Or do 
we have “early lock-in” and are stuck in this system for 
the remainder of civilization?

There is no possibility of a theory about economics 
that would embrace all the possibilities of economic 
narratives. If such a theory is to have anything 
meaningful to say it would have to be a theory of all 
societies, including their differences from each other. 
Such of course is not possible because we do not know 
all the boundary conditions, the constrains on possible 
societies.

But we face the condition now where a new society 
may be emerging requiring an economics that is outside 
the boundaries of all our current concepts. Since we 
cannot have a theory of all theories, how do we get 
there? What new economic thinking needs to be 
developed if it is to help rather than hinder ? Ah. But 
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helping some hinders others.
There is no society without some values. All change, 

often in the pursuit of some value, has some who lose 
out. Yet economics tries to avoid this problem by 
embracing a kind of conservatism that takes capital, 
corporations and wealth distribution as natural and not 
a reflection of value. One very important aspect of 
economics is that, because it treats systems as natural, it 
has never embraced the engineering or architecture 
frames of human-inspired design. Economics should 
undertake design for a society.. Let architecture be the 
design of the physicality of society — buildings, 
landscapes, infrastructure, and let economics take on 
the design of the movement of things and people 
through that space and time.

Economics fails badly to take people as they are. 
People want a safe place in the cosmos, a kind of warm 
not intrusive security within which they can unfold 
their lives, their families and communities. Economics 
wants to replace all this with a list of items in the 
market.

Vitruvius, in his Ten Books of Architecture, arranged 
building designs around the human body and its 
actions, and he did not leave out the implications for 
surrounding room sizes and the size and proportions of 
the various parts of the body. As we move through the 
21st century, we need to struggle to bring the human, as 
the design criteria, back into the center of design and 
policy. — John Carl Warnecke San Francisco architect.

In short, history and politics are about how human 
groups relate to each other, and economics tries to leave 
out any form of human interaction except in the market 



17

exchange, which is treated as purely numerical.
I am still laying out my assumptions here. 

Economics requires a society within which it functions 
and the society we have, even in Asia, is an amalgam of 
christian individualism and apocalyptic vision. 
Economies, with the aid of economics, has been reduced 
to a competitive game of musical chairs: profit with 
minimal production. What we need is a frame that 
makes more human sense. For example mixing 
architecture, the creation of the place where we live, and 
economics as the necessary accounting system (with a 
little extra analytics) could make serious good sense.

We need more attention to politics and political 
science. Economics as a system of concepts depends 
upon the political arrangement that creates its legal and 
institutional structures. But the outcome of economics is 
the money or wealth drawn from the whole of society 
that pays off to the institutions and individuals that 
control the politics. The broader society creates or 
allows the creation of the political rules, but the set of 
rules functions to pay off to the few. Throughout 
political history that process occurs over and over 
again, always ending in the destruction of the society in 
which the concentration is taking place. it is a modern 
illusion to believe that we are free from this dynamic. 
We may be, but signs are not encouraging.

We later societies, we too realize that we are mortal. 
— Paul Valery 1900

Demographics with its numbers is also under-
utilized. The sheer numbers of humans makes 
humanity act more like a gas and less like a civilization. 
The role of economics between these two is important.
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But we have another serious problem. There is 
arising a new orthodoxy: combining darwinian, 
computational, neurological, game theoretic, agent 
based modeling behaviorism and big data. All these 
seeming progressive moves nevertheless maintain the 
mechanical repeatable computablity. Mirowski got it 
right: the drive is toward creating the world as a single 
computational machine. Adding up all the sensors, big 
data and the surveillance state gets us there. Behavioral 
economic treats humans as irrational and a threat to 
markets. In economics nothing about behavior is seen as 
rational accept market calculations.

The alternative perspective is a return to humanity 
and nature as the co evolving frame. The deep 
difference between the reductionistic mechanical 
mathematical and the human caring aesthetic humanity 
feels almost like a civil war in the making.

We can summarize the potential implications so far: 
rethinking economics, if it is to avoid the mechanistic 
and reductionist trends that have tended to make it 
irrelevant, requires two steps.

First is a return to political economy.
Second, beyond political economics to a view of life 

as a journey of the soul that integrates
Science
Arts
Compassion
Community
Political structure
Balancing community coherence with diversity and 

privacy
The dynamics of generations
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The dynamics of talent
respect for other cultures (reciprocal)
To see what we are up against, the following quote is 

from The Wealth of Nations.
The rich man glories in his riches because he feels 

they naturally draw upon him the attention of the 
world…. Wealth is power.. The power of purchasing; a 
certain command over all the labor, or over all the 
produce of labor which is then in the market. Page 13

Economics just ignores these interesting phenomena 
and the pursuit of analytical elegance and adapting to 
its usefulness for, or at least the tolerance, of the 
powerful. The division of people into labor and wealth 
is not explored? Who ordained this, how does it 
happen? As the Smith quote suggests, it hard to write 
about new economics because much of what is going to 
be important has already been written about — and 
ignored.

We are living in a time when industrialization has 
mostly given way to a globalized financial economy, 
with tremendous changes in organizations, work tasks, 
management theories, and social dislocations, all 
avoided by most economics which tends to treat the 
world as unchanging. Rather weird.

What Might new economic thinking look like?
Hopefully all these issues are on the agenda of new 

economic thinking, from rethinking the economics 
curriculum, to rethinking economics in practice as 
science, as public policy, and as methodological 
formalism. Basically, it means rethinking the role of 
economics in peoples lives and the way provides 
opportunities or inhibits opportunities in society. It 
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means rethinking how economics fits into politics and 
political science.

But most important perhaps, is rethinking what 
economics as a culture-forming image of our society is 
and can be. In a time of the failure of empire, 
economists seem afraid to think about what they and 
others believe. And speaking of belief and it’s power, It 
might be good to be aware of the scope of belief as it 
influences societies. On the large scale, all the great 
religions began as protests against empire. The issues 
are still with us today as social structures are coming 
apart and people seek refuge. Buddhism was a reaction 
to the increasing financial power of the hindu priests. 
Confucius was a reaction against the damage of the 
waring states, Socrates was a reaction against tyranny 
and the misuse of wealth and knowledge, Moses was a 
reaction against the crushing power of the Egyptian 
empire that wanted no change,, and treated the city as 
more important than its people. Jesus was a reaction 
against the growing power of of the Hebraic elite of 
priests, military and bankers and the growing power of 
Rome over its colonies. Taoism was a reaction against 
overreaching centralizing power and the imposition of 
rules rather than heart. Mohammad picked up the 
abandoned people of the Christian rebellion against the 
state when it was coopted by the Holy Roman Empire 
which again let power exploit those in the Middle East. 
Islam has always appealed to those who are without 
justice or hope. In this sense the modern world situation 
is ripe for an Islamic makeover.

Historians of the larger picture are converging on the 
view that the post Roman world of medieval 
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christianity was pervasive, but failed to evolve with 
circumstances. In its breakdown trade, manufacturing 
banking and the new towns replaced christian belief 
with daily operations of land and market and craft and 
came to be called the economy. But with economics we 
lost the moral/ ethical consensus of the older christian 
community. While it was hardly perfect (prefer bishops 
of bankers?), the world of each against all in non-violent 
market competition hid the facts of colonialism, slavery, 
commons appropriating, wars of empire and politics of 
elites. There is further the belief that the extension of the 
West through colonialism and trade has led the whole 
world to be profoundly influenced by the western 
model, so much that the idea of an independent east 
may be past.

I want to introduce one more idea about the West 
and the larger history. (It might be that this is all useless 
because the only history that counts is that of 
population and technology, and all culture and politics 
and local initiative is adaptation to these two forces).

The larger humanistic historical view sees that 
Christian Europe gave way to commercial Europe in the 
grip of empires. In that transition the seven deadly sins; 
Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy and Pride 
have been turned from evil to signs of success among 
capitalists. “Look at his trophy mistress, big yacht, wine 
and food, …”

Yet perhaps the current decline of the West means 
that the philosophical future belongs to Asia and its 
Vedic, Confucian, Taoist and Buddhist organic realism. 
An asian economics is a serious research project.

As soon as we expand the border of what we decide 
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to consider suddenly a whole new literature emerges 
already written or being written that is daunting in its 
richness. Opening up the normal boundaries of current 
economics suddenly inundates us with existing relevant 
thought we have long ignored. Economics, by stripping 
out philosophy, the arts, psychology, and culture has 
not prepared us in habits of thought, analysis and 
vocabulary to absorb this tsunami of existing but 
ignored relevant thinking. Mathew Arnold wrote,

The whole scope of the essay is to recommend 
culture as the great help out of our present difficulties; 
culture being a pursuit of our total perfection by means 
of getting to know, on all the matters which most 
concern us, the best which has been thought and said in 
the world, and, through this knowledge, turning a 
stream of fresh and free thought upon our stock notions 
and habits, which we now follow staunchly but 
mechanically, vainly imagining that there is a virtue in 
following them staunchly which makes up for the 
mischief of following them mechanically. — From 
Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy (Kindle 
Locations 148–153).

The more we read outside of economics the more we 
realize that standard economic thinking is quite 
mechanical. What is the alternative to “following 
mechanically”? What if economics, in its current 
iteration, is the description, the rules, for managing the 
economy, and academics mostly write analytical papers 
limited to how parts of this function? While the 
academics are writing, the rule setting is controlled by 
laws and regulations managed by the club (from family 
to to school to Harvard to New York, or equivalents 
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around the world). Is economics the operational manual 
for running the economy from within the current 
societal paradigm, or has it the power to critique that 
arrangement? If we talk about new economic thinking, 
are we talking from within the paradigm, or more 
broadly about trying to change the rules, or the rule 
makers? If the rule makers remain in place with their 
financial assets and resulting political power, can the 
rules be changed? The old model that banks lend to 
projects, such as factories and houses that benefit 
society, has been mostly replaced by the new model of 
money loaned to financial manipulations. The old still 
exists but is much weaker.

Seeing our current situation in recent history is also 
needed. Another important perspective that forms the 
conditions of contemporary economics is the 
progression from the second world war, through the 
decline of England and the rise to world power of the 
US, and the political economy of securing that 
dominance, often at great cost to others and to the 
ability of the US to meet domestic opportunities for 
becoming better educated, with better health, better 
quality of life in the round. The intense manipulation of 
domestic politics for international political leverage and 
advantage is the major creator of the post war 
experience. Economics likes to think that it alone, in 
some kind of miraculous way, created increasing wealth 
and the little wars, like Korea, Vietnam, latin american 
dictators and the drive for oil in the Middle east are 
somehow so unimportant that they are not taught. In 
the neoclassical world those things just don’t matter. 
Making them matter is another task for new economic 
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thinking.
Behind the glitter of growth, the dark results are 

concentration of wealth, ruining the environment, 
making life meaner for most people as incomes go 
down in an ever quickening game of musical chairs. 
Where we have gotten to is in some ways ugly, amoral, 
and insane. The path that got us here is not terrific 
either: slavery, colonialism, genocide (US natives), land 
expropriation, environmental degradation, lowering the 
status of women, and an elite without taste. Post 
colonialism is really destructive. Economic 
“development” did have beneficial effects for some, 
though it would take a good clinician to figure out the 
balance in each life.. The rising out of poverty of many 
must be balanced against the rates of war and 
incarceration, and more, the breakup of lives, parents, 
lovers, and children, from hope to despair. If “rising out 
of poverty” means being forced off the land by 
agribusiness and their police to live in the new mega 
cities controlled by the same land and development 
businesses, it is clear this is not a positive process for 
most.

Lets get a little more specific about possibilities for 
economics.

Research Opportunities in Economics.
A wise man proportions his beliefs to the evidence. 

Hume Inquiry sec 10.
Economics has become the conceptual infrastructure 

for the governing of the modern world, and that world 
is in trouble. Economics has sought for the most part to 
be a model of unchanging balance. There is nothing 
new, no new invention, social taste, management theory, 
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any one of which shifts the nature of the potential 
balance and is essentially beyond calculation. For 
example, the impact of smart phones could not have 
been calculated without post hoc understanding of 
what had happened.

We need to understand the role of economics in 
getting us into the problems, and what might be its role 
in getting us through them. New economic thinking 
requires uncomfortable openness, to the future, past 
and present. It means both more narratives and better 
reliance on numerical analysis, whereas what we have 
done is reley on a kind of numerical analysis that 
pushes narratives, and with it relevance to real events, 
aside.

Taking a large view of new economic thinking 
requires that we include as a possibility a world without 
economics at all. Perhaps it is a badly configured field of 
study that does not match the interesting or important 
things we need to understand to create a good society 
with sustainability. Or perhaps it is right for human 
vitality and it is the politics that has to change. Or 
perhaps the idea of Property? Or new developments in 
the other sciences? New technology? The Internet?

If we are going to get the benefits of new technology 
we need to understand the way investment in tech is 
treated cynically, making profit in the short term with 
other people’s money, with federal guarantees that 
come back to taxpayers. The technology people act as if 
it is all socially positive investment, but knowing that it 
is part of the upward escalator for the concentration of 
wealth and the creation of the surveillance state. 
Technology is leveraged against the commons. Why 
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does society allow, or create, the possibilities for a few 
young people like Brin, Page and Zuckerberg, or Tim 
Cook, to suddenly have billions (a billion is a lot of 
money) when all they have done is in an obvious way 
(not quite obvious but close) coordinate resources paid 
for by citizens of a booming population. The general 
taxpayer and the creativity of millions provided over 
generations the resources the few benefit from, through 
regulation, taxes, lawyers and corruption. Those few 
did not pay for the population nor the education and 
infrastructure, of scale of the culture, and tech provided 
by the military? It really is destructive as democracy 
morphs toward oligopolies. The dynamics of such a 
destructive economy and the thought that informs what 
we think an economy is, will have to change. Maybe not 
to throw out much, but to add a lot. Note that the result 
may not be such a difference in thought and concept as 
in balance among concepts: higher taxes, shorter period 
for copy-write, public ownership of the commons, and 
smaller military budgets.. In any case more accurate 
modeling and narratives will be necessary, and a is real 
opportunity for economics.

Economics has three main related endeavors. First is 
as science. The claim to be a science is strange, given 
that we are trying to understand man-made procedures, 
but made worse by the failure to engage in exploring 
the most interesting phenomena: wealth, quality of life, 
land use, emerging cultural meanings — the social and 
environmental impacts. To be a better science is one 
reason to engage new economic thinking. Lets push the 
limits of economics as science by increasing the range of 
what we are allowed to be interested in.
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Second, economics as public policy, but there is an 
often apparent lack of interest within economics in the 
public, its history, institutions, culture and the fate of 
actual living people. Public policy is a bit like medicine: 
tuning the society for health and interfering as little as 
possible — but still intervening when helpful or 
necessary to save the patient. But key to good medicine 
is accurate diagnosis, knowing the patient through and 
through, with multiple methods, including face to face 
contact and talking.

Done well it would mean a thorough understanding 
of history, from archeology to contemporary politics 
and law. But economics for the most part treats social 
policy as a lot of data and some rules for distribution of 
benefits and some rules for analysis. It does not search 
deeper into the purpose of institutions nor the quality of 
life. To see economics as social policy is very necessary 
but and lets open up the questions of quality of life and 
the morale of the people. The deadening of bureaucracy 
and data is proverbial and we need to work against it 
with new ethics of narrative and respect for the people 
being studied. Here is an example of a weak project.

Imagine a research project to understand income 
inequality. Lets look at dynamic industries and less 
dynamic ones. Data shows mixed conclusions as to the 
trend toward inequality over time within these 
categories.. But the real problem of inequality is for 
those who are neither in dynamic or less dynamic 
industries, but who get by on odd jobs, part time, 
unpaid village labor, or are homeless. The researcher, 
fully aware of the problem, is forced by the research 
paradigm to go where the numbers are.
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Which leads to obvious, trivial or incorrect 
conclusions, already understood by common sense.

The third is the tendency towards formalism for its 
own sake, probably motivated by the desire by 
economists, especially department heads and journal 
editors, for an appearance of solid results “like science” 
and hence authority. Developing formalism, especially 
for flexible models, is also worthwhile, and an honest 
handling of big data absolutely necessary. No question 
but thinking in mathematics or computer code increases 
a capacity for discipline in broad logical thinking, but 
the cost is high when all problems begin to look like a 
nail to the hammer we just worked so hard to learn. 
How to make sure our models serve open conversation 
rather than suggest the path of preset assumptions will 
require continual awareness. Conceptual splits in 
economics like between micro and macro tend to make 
class distinctions irrelevant. The idea of “productivity” 
is clearly political, since it sounds good but it also 
means fewer workers. Or “lets assume the future 
variance is distributed just like past variance.”

Always beware of “Lets assume.” The assumptions 
can be wrong in two important ways. First, just as 
prediction, getting the extrapolated or computed result 
wrong, as happened in the bubble burst. Second, the 
formal model can be wrong in the social sense of 
carrying policy implications for special interests. The 
recalculation of cost of living by substitutions of always 
the market cheapest in order cut social security benefits 
is clearly motivated by lowering welfare costs and 
hence taxes on the rich. Yet assumptions are necessary 
for thought. We need to teach people how to read for 
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such assumptions. I would like to see developed the 
capacity for rapid prototyping of assumptions, as “ at 
would happen if the number of jobs fell by half? What 
implications if California left the union? What happens 
to climate goals if the price of oil drops 30%? The more 
of these the better. And the more transparent and public 
better yet.

There is a tendency in economics to see modeling 
and equations as key elements of “being a science” 
Physics, chemistry and biology have much more 
interest in the phenomena and the anomalies than in the 
formalism. Astronomy is a good case for comparison 
since it can’t do much experimentation it relies on 
models, but with the clear purpose of getting closer to 
the underlying phenomena. In economics the 
underlying is often asserted to be the physical world 
and the resulting “laws” part of nature, not society, 
where the underlying reality is psychological.

We should also add the emerging awareness within 
current social thought that economics is a part of 
culture, not apart from it.. Economics draws on 
religious categories of life, such as redemption, work, 
the elect.

My own preference is that economics should be at 
home with all things human and natural, and this is 
what makes economics so interesting — it is inherently 
interdisciplinary and cuts across all three — science, 
social policy and formalist methods, looking at the mot 
physical stuff of materials and energy to the most 
ephemeral of belief and symbols. Currently we are in 
the stainless-steal grip of technology plus banking, and 
economics has mirrored this with a stress on the 
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physics-like metaphor of of mechanical rationality and 
equilibrium. This leaves out softer things like social 
class, the pain caused by distortions (foreclosures, 
lowering assets to large parts of the population), and 
what gives joy and awe in living.

Economics could radically rethink the relationship of 
people to the world, but then it would need to be 
thinking about the people as they actually are, hard to 
know, but we can get closer. Also economics would 
need to know more and about the world and its obvious 
interplay between politics and economy. There is almost 
nothing in economics about genetics and population 
and the reason for their success, nor about the world 
and its climate and cultivation and use. There is no 
theory of how preferences emerge in society and are 
carried by individuals, Economics assumes, if it is 
interested at all, that the other social sciences can 
provide a well formatted model of people and 
relationships and society, but that puts pressure on 
psychology, sociology, history, even anthropology, to 
adapt to economics, leading all fields to look for the 
keys under the same lamppost. Economics is a cover 
story about the movements of wealth, ideas and 
material that are comfortable for those with money and 
power. A strange field. Like engineers building a bridge 
without asking about what is at each end.

George Soros’ concern for “reflexivity” is a move 
into that question of who is at the ends and what are 
they thinking about each other. Reflexivity is about the 
fact that all economic phenomena passes through the 
minds of persons. It requires not just add-ons to existing 
knowledge, but a rethinking of economic phenomena 
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from a psychological point of view, not a mechanical 
view. Psychology here includes imagination, love, 
theology, belief, symbols, rhetoric and life supporting 
passions.. The pressure to follow economics and turn 
human sciences and cognition into programmable 
analogs is really causing confusion. We cannot invent a 
humane future without a grounding of our 
understanding of humans in the organic rather than the 
mechanical. No architect would try to design a building 
without understanding materials and the people. So no 
society should try to design its constitution and policies 
without an understanding of the stuff it builds with — 
human nature in all its richness. The founding fathers 
spent years studying old constitutions, back through the 
Italian City states to Greece and Rome. Soros’s approach 
leads to taking psychology and other modes of 
understanding human nature seriously. Literature, 
anthropology neurology, primate studies.

Sure, there is a human nature across all societies, and 
a constancy in the physical world of some of the aspects 
of aggregating humans, like aspects (number of people 
you can safely put on a bridge for example), but the 
more human less physical stuff of caring, imagination, 
love, guilt, awe, discontent — all of which are important 
in the ways society functions, are a different kind of 
stuff. Economics settled for an equilibrium of idiot 
savant agents and assumed that was enough about real 
people and society. For societal well being, the 
differences among economies might be much more 
important than similarities. If that sounds extreme, 
remember that ours is killing us and we hope there is a 
better. China looms, but might fail. Can the West be a 
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partner with China to help it succeed?
Economics is part of the way populations cope with 

being part of an empire that is either rising or falling.. 
Economics helps justify the practices, mostly of the 
richer and more powerful, as society goes through a 
period, like theUnited States post ww2, of opportunities 
in many directions to periods of decline, as we are in 
now, where opportunities seems few. Because the 
dynamics of such empires are always in flux, the 
attempt to cope will also always be experimental and 
never completely grasping of the whole dynamics of its 
society. This means that economics can never be a fixed 
system of ideas but is itself in flux. Economics is not a 
science of a piece of nature but of that fascinating realm 
where nature and human society intersect.

The implication is that new economics should work 
hand in hand with the social and literary efforts of 
society, because what needs to be understood is the 
broader society of human motivation and culture, not 
the narrow world of the trading floor, the accounting 
offices and those responsible for macro and micro 
policies.

In fact there is no micr with out macro, no macro 
without micro. The inner life of people is filled out by 
culture and society, the outer life of people is guided by 
intuitions and bodily needs that are themselves part 
growing up in a society. The broad picture is of a society 
on the move, of the nurturing of he human condition 
and populations with food for the body, soul and 
community.

In thinking about where economics is, especially in 
its capacity to understand future societies and 
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economies and the difficult changes already occurring, 
it is important to be clear where we are not. Take for 
example the following very excerpted description of a 
different society.

In what way, then, are these communal institutions 
constructed out of relations that exist within the 
domestic unit? Turner argues that relations within the 
family fall into two broad groups. The first, and most 
important, are the very hierarchical sorts of relation that 
exist between parents and children, and in-marrying 
husbands and their wives’ parents in particular. All 
these relations are marked by similar forms of 
deference: the subordinate party is “ashamed” in the 
presence of the dominant one, is obliged to refrain from 
any expression or often even reference to appetites for 
food or sex, the dominant party can express such 
appetites freely as well as generally telling the other 
what do to. The second set are the more solidary, 
comfortable relations of alliance that exist between, for 
example, grandparents and grandchildren, boys with 
their mothers’ brothers, or girls with their fathers’ 
sisters. Each of these “complementary axes of the 
structure of the family” is the basis of recruitment for 
one of the two sets of communal organizations that 
dominate the village center. The first are the sets of 
men’s and women’s societies I have already partly 
described: societies which are themselves extremely 
hierarchical, as well being in principle divided into two 
ranked moieties. One might call this the political 
system. The second is the framework of Kayapo 
ceremonial organization (1987:25–28), which 
temporarily merges all such divisions together in 
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collective dances and initiations, which culminate in the 
giving of “beautiful names” to certain privileged 
children, usually accompanied by certain pieces of 
heirloom jewelry called nekretch, the only real physical 
tokens of wealth that exist in traditional Kayapo society. 
Hence the two “complementary axes of the structure of 
the family” become the “complementary axes of the 
structure of society” as well. What’s more, it is indeed 
through these larger, encompassing institutions that the 
minimal units are reproduced: regulating the dispersal 
of the children of old families and the creation of new 
ones in marriage. The communal institutions, in 
Turner’s terms, “embody” certain aspects of the 
minimal units at the same time as they also serve as the 
necessary means for those units’ continual 
reproduction. The crucial thing here is that these two 
“axes” also correspond to the two key values of Kayapo 
society. Turner refers to them as “dominance” and 
“beauty” The first is not actually named in Kayapo, but 
it’s exemplified in the sort of authority exerted by a 
father-in-law over his deferential sons-inlaw, as well as 
that same sort of authority writ large within the age-
graded institutions of the village center. The Kayapo 
notion of “beauty,” on the other hand, implies 
“perfection, completion, and finesse”; 23 it is evinced 
most of all in the harmony of grand ceremonial that 
unites an entire Kayapo community, of which the giving 
of “beautiful names” is perhaps the exemplary form. In 
the communal sphere, these two are combined in 
certain forms of public performance. These are, in 
ascending order of prestige, a kind of mournful keening 
performed by elder women at public events, the formal 



35

oratory with which senior men harangue the 
community on matters of collective import, and most 
all, a form of oratorical chanting, called ben, whose use 
is limited to chiefs. 24 These represent the pinnacles of 
social value in Kayapo society because they are seen as 
combining completely uninhibited self-expression (i.e., 
a complete lack of deference, hence, untrammeled 
dominance) with the consummate mastery and fullness 
of style that is the epitome of “beauty.” Now, all this 
might seem a far cry from the analysis of factory 
production in Marx’s Capital…..

We can feel that we are in the presence of something 
different, alien even, but that we need to be able to 
consider the issues because they just might be 
important in the path to a better society, better in 
survivability, in sustainability, and in quality of life.

The world looks different to an economist than to 
historians, anthropologists, psychoanalysts and 
novelists. In getting clear about where economics is, 
these differences are suggestive.

Like what you read? Give Douglass Carmichael a 
round of applause.

From a quick cheer to a standing ovation, clap to 
show how much you enjoyed this story.
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