Markets, morals and development

by Abdul Bayes

Mariets, Morals and Development:
Rethinling Economics from a Devel-
oping Country Perspective 1s a recent
publication, brought out by Routledge,
India, of Wahiduddin Mahmud, a pro-
fassor of economics and a former ad-
viser to the carataker government. The
seminal book seemingly sounds differ-
ant from others of the same discipline
as it purports a critique of the sub-
ject of economics itsalf and suggests
how sconomics could become more
humane by contextualising theories
situation-wise. The book is based on
public lectures given in Dhaka and us-
g illustrations from Bangladesh, In-
dia and other countries, and ‘offers an
authoritative understanding of diverse
economic realities by taking a fresh
look at the familiar’

It spalls out the inadequacies of
western economic modals in the reali-
tias of developing countries like Bang-
ladash and the failure to address the
discontents of the contemporary global
aconomic order with its supremacy
of the market producing an econcmic
arder of instability and unprecedent-
ad inequality amidst planty. “While
the market economy has becoms the
dominant model for our societies, it
is regarded with widespread distrust,
mixed with outrage or fatalism.” Ipso
facto, argues the eminent Professor,
the less developad countries feel all
the more aggrieved in a regime of per-
cetved unfairness of the global markst
system where the powerful north and
relatively powerless south are on an
unequal footing. Unfortunataly, eco-
nomics is derided, nghtly or wrongly,
for lending legitimacy to this markst
system devoid of compassion and

is prey to private corporate interest,
opines the author.

The author discerns that the dis-
connect between what is said in eco-
nomics textbooks and what 15 being
observed around, regrettably, results in
a growing apathy towards sconomics
among students of Bangladash, India
and other developing countrias. Thay
are in fact forced to feel that textbook
economics is not in consort with the
real-lifs economic phenomena, fealing
frustrated by the fact that ‘there iz no
developing country aquivalent of Faul
Samuelson's Economics!: An Infrodie-
tory Analvsis (1948), which is arguably
the best-known textbook on introdue-
tory economuics ever written.” The
policymakers are perturbed too with
policy advice coming from academic
sconomists of the rich-country institu-
tions that play the aganda-setting and
atakeeping role. This often tends to
create a mismatch between what is
acadamically rewarding within those
institutional cultures and what the
policvmakers in the global south may
actually nesd for practical purposes.

Witten in Incid langnage, wovan
with witticiem and expedient exam-
plas, the 100-page book braces the
following illuminating chapters sub-
mitted with tempting titles: Thinking
like an economist; The ethical basis
of economic theory and practice; In-
stitutions, morality norms and devel-
opmeant; Amartva Sen's ideas and the
Bangladesh storv, and Is there an eco-
nomics of social business?

The sntrance comes through an
intaresting introduction to the book.
Thomas Carlyle in eighteenth century
dubbed economics as a ‘the dismal sci-
ence’ disgusted with dire predictions
made by the economists of his time,

B NI A

MARKETS, MORALS AND
DEVELOPMENT

Esthinking Economcs from a Developing
Couniry dermpactie

‘Wahiduddin Mahmud

R

especially Thomas Malthus, about
humanity trapped in a world of wide-
spread nisery and impoverishment.
Frofessor Mahmud contends that the
aforementionad contemporary global
disorder, the inadequacies of textbook
abstracts to address country-specific
anomalies, seemingly tumed sconom-
ics into a ‘dismal science’.

Few partinent remarks on develop-
ing country markets that face westarn
modals in analysis duly draw attention
of readers. *.. . The variety of markst in-
stitutions in less developed countries
also makeas it difficult to predict the out-
comas of market intervention palicies,
such as the enforcement of an anti-mo-
nopaly regulation or the introduction
of a value-added tax. Shabana Azmi,
the noted Indian film actress and social

activist, once remarked that India bved
simultaneously in thres centuries; that
is cartainly trna of the varving nature
aof markets in less developed countries,
such as in terms of the formal-informal
divide, supply varahility and price
fluctnations in agricultural markets,
product quality standards, integration
with the global economy and so on
The students of economics can thus
have an ennching experience in trving
to apply the toolkits of market analysis
across a variaty of marksts.”

So, all is not over yat, ‘in spita of the
allegad lack of compassion and empa-
thy in economics as a discipline, there
is ample scope to rethink the ways in
which the markst economy can ad-
dress the maoral issues of human wall-
heaing and social justice. . with real-life
examples, how the study of economics
and public discourses on economic is-
sues can ha made more accessible and
angaging as wall as more ralevant from
the perspective of the less developed
counfries.’ Students of developing
countries like Bangladesh and India
can ingeniously attempt to apply theo-
ries into practical applications, say, of
market modeals, of thair sociaties facad
with different tvpes of markets —from
local hat and boazars to cosmopoalitan
malls. The imperative also arise from
the fact that two of the Nobel winnars
hagged their prizes from the practical
problems of developing countries —
Josaph Stiglitz for analysing ths -
ral credit marksts in South Asia and
George Akerlof for explaining why
adulterated food items pervade mar-
kets in less deaveloped countries, such
as the market for fresh milk in the ha-
zaars of Delhi and Dhaka.

Mentioning that the columns in
newspapers, such as New York Times,

Washington Post, Newswesk, of laurs-
ates like Panl Krugman, Paul Samuel-
son (Gary Backar!), professor Mahmud
arguas how theoretical and mathemati-
cal economics, more generally com-
plex economics concepts, became one
of the most familiar names to the nu-
mearos raadars.

Tha anthor's obsarvations on spe-
cial features of developing country
markets are worth wondering: ‘the
cobweb-tvpe demand-supply modal
usad in the textbook for explaining
high annual price fluctuations in agri-
cultural markets is shown to be mors
applicable in the case of high-value
minor crops than for staple food crops.
Othar examples show why it may ba
wrong to hlame businsssmen on sthi-
cal grounds for price hikes of certain
food items at times of religious fes-
tivity, while the responsibility
must also partly lie with the relatively
wealthy buvers who may choose to
apply some moderation in consuming
the items in limited supply relative to
demand, or how in the seasonal mar-
kats for fresh fruits, the consumers and
up buying fruits artificially ripaned by
harmful chemicals while the “invisible
hand” of the markst works through the
self-seaking behaviour of thieves, fruit
farmers, freight handlers and traders,
albedt in an environment of lax law en-
forcement.”

Whataver may be the historical ori-
gins of the social institutions and be-
havioural norms, these should be tak-
en into account through comoounity
involvement in designing local devel-
opmeant programmes; otherwise, such
programmes may not vield the desired
outcomes and may even be counter-
productive.

By applying Amartva Sen's ideas to

understand Bangladesh's socio-eco-
nomic progress, the author also exam-
ines tha relavance of thesse ideas in the
varying socio-political settings across
developing countries.

Economists may do better, reckons
the author, by improving their under-
standing of the complaxdaty of human
behaviour, for exampla, by drawing
from mew ideas developed in neuro-
science and expenmeantal psychology;
they also need to allow more scope for
athical dgements in their choice of
topics for inguiry, in their methodolog-
ical approaches and in drawing policy
conclusions.

By and large, the book by Wahidud-
din Mahmud is a must read for not
only students but also for policy mak-
ers, teachers, sven for media men. As
Kaushik Basu remarks, “With allusions
to literature, psychology and anthro-
pology, and sprinkled with illostra-
ticns from Bangladesh, India and other
scanomiss, Mahmud's book is a pleas-
ure to rearl.”

I would like to conclude the re-
view with the following question and
remarks that why Bangladeshi promi-
nent economists are apparently apa-
thetic in writing regular columns for
newspapers on intricate problems of
economics; and that the author would
do a favour by bringing out an econom-
ics text book taking into considerations
his cumulative realisation on the dis-
connsct betwaean theory and practice
in developing countries and finally, a
Bengali version of the book should fol-
loww,
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