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Foreword

This is a dangerous book.

‘Scarcity’ is a key term in contemporary human development discourse. It
is deeply embedded in two competing narratives. In one of these, the ‘limits-
to-growth’ narrative of a finite world in which a recklessly expanding human
population is rapidly depleting the resources on which it depends, the idea of
scarcity represents the explicit boundary conditions of discourse and policy. In
the other narrative, scarcity serves a more technical role in defining neoclas-
sical economics as the ‘science of resource allocation’, which places markets
at the centre of ever-expanding economic growth. In both cases, the idea of
scarcity is seldom interrogated. To do so is intellectually dangerous. It is to
question the underlying world views upon which each of these narratives, and
the policies that flow from them, depend.

Scarcity in neoclassical economics is the relative scarcity of one good in
relation to another, which drives the allocation decisions of consumers. The
idea of scarcity in the limits-to-growth narrative, and its technical extension
in ecological economics, is not relative, but generalized. Under the neoclas-
sical assumption of relative scarcity, there is an infinite potential to substitute
abundant materials for scarce ones. So while the discourse of limits ultimately
depends on the assertion that the earth is a closed system, the neoclassical
vision permits humanity, as a species, to transcend the finitude of any partic-
ular resource through human creativity, leading to the cornucopian vision of
infinite global economic growth.

However, infinite plenitude is not a state that can ever be attained in
the neoclassical world due to the theory’s non-satiety requirement, which
assumes that people will always prefer a large basket of goods to a small
one. When we get pig-sick of smoked salmon, we add caviar to the shopping
list. We can find counter-examples where societies, from hunter-gatherers
in Africa to the Pennsylvania Amish, constrain their wants and in so doing
achieve affluence based on the principle that ‘a wealthy person is one who is
content with what he has’. However, such constraint seems to rely on very
intensive levels of face-to-face monitoring of behaviour and the ability to
sanction or, at least, to shame transgressors. These conditions seem politically
both impractical and at odds with the contemporary ideas of universal indi-
vidual rights, which sit uneasily alongside the coercive mechanisms required
to sustain ‘voluntary’ collective frugality.
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Ironically, both the discourse of limits and the idea of infinite growth end
up being anti-poor. The discourse of limits is straightforwardly neo-Malthu-
sian. If there are too many people making demands on finite resources, the
solution is to reduce either the level of demand or the number of demanders.
If, as I have already suggested, asking the wealthy and powerful to embrace
frugality or the poor to voluntarily remain poor is a political recipe that is
unlikely to succeed on a significant scale (for different reasons) in say China,
India and the USA, then the alternative is to limit population. The candidate
populations, to which such limits are to be applied, are not, of course, those
of affluent societies which are already reproducing below replacement levels,
but those of the poor.

The infinite-growth narrative is a bit more subtle but no less damaging to
the poor. Its neoclassical economic paradigm is underpinned by the utilitarian
principle of achieving the greatest happiness of the greatest number. This, at
least in part, accounts for the depth of moral outrage on the part of economists
encountering inefficiency; a smaller pie means less to go around. However,
the imperative to provide for societal good at the highest level of aggregation
provides no guidance for securing the happiness of the various communities
or individuals that make up a society. “The guiding criterion for policy is the
greatest good for society, quantitatively defined. But contemporary utilitar-
ians, primarily economists and theorists of public choice, like Bentham, still
have no principle for distributing this social good according to manifest prin-
ciples of equity’ (Heineman et al, 1990). A rising tide, alas, does not lift all
boats and certainly does not address the issues of those that may be holed, ill
equipped or poorly provisioned for the voyage.

So scarcity takes on another dimension, independently of its role as a tech-
nical device of neoclassical economics, it becomes a rationale for inequitable
allocation. As the contributors to the volume repeatedly demonstrate, there
is plenty of food, water and energy on this planet to meet the requirements
of a population that demographers project will peak at just below 9 billion.
Famines, fuel shortages, and water stress are not the result of generalized short-
ages, but failures of allocation to the poor who simply cannot afford to buy
what they need from elsewhere. Markets respond to the buying power of the
wealthy. Goods flow to those who can afford them. But by framing scarcity as
an inherent characteristic of resources, both scarcity narratives naturalize the
failure of societies to provide for the needs of the poor, and elide issues of equity
and social justice that are uncomfortable to the beneficiaries of current distribu-
tions of wealth and power. The failure to provide for the poor and powerless
becomes nature’s fault not humanity’s. As Amartya Sen has consistently argued,
addressing the needs of the poor requires a fundamental shift from the language
of scarcity to the issues of resource allocation, access and entitlement.

Such a shift will also require an explicit focus on judgements about the
appropriateness of needs and wants. Both the narratives of limits and of
growth not only naturalize scarcity but also ‘needs and wants’.

The usual model of the representative consumer in both ecological and
neoclassical economic theory has been the hedonist whose choices are made to
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address private wants and provide individual satisfaction. The origin of these
wants is seldom addressed explicitly, but is usually assumed to lie within the
individual arising from physical urges like hunger, thirst or survival. There
have been numerous attempts, such as Maslow’s to derive hierarchies of basic
physiological needs, which must be satisfied before the individual moves on to
higher psychological needs such as ‘esteem’ and ‘self-actualization’. However,
prepotency is not clear-cut, there are no sharp demarcations at which one
urge disappears and the next suddenly emerges. Many have argued that self-
actualization is actually the most fundamental, and the implication that
needs can be divided into lower material needs for ‘survival’ and higher, more
abstract needs for ‘self-actualization’ legitimizes a distribution of power in
favour of educated elites. A further observation that arises from viewing such
hierarchies through the lens of scarcity narratives is that the so-called lower
needs are those that are consumed in use, while the higher needs, such as love
and esteem actually increase with their exercise, and thus the distinction reiter-
ates the elite Malthusian divide between the enlightened and productive elite
and the self-destructive and rapacious poor.

A radical critique of the idea of needs and wants is to be found in the
claim of Mary Douglas (1986), that consumption is not the expression of
well-ordered preferences driven by the need to satisfy physical urges or vaguer
internal demands, but to negotiate social relations:

A person wants goods for fulfilling personal commitments.
Commodities do not satisfy desire; they are only tools or instru-
ments for satisfying it. Goods are not ends. Goods are for distrib-
uting, sharing consuming or destroying publicly in one way or
another. To focus on how persons relate to objects can never illu-
minate desire. Instead research should focus on the patterns of
alliance and authority that are made and marked in all human
societies by the circulation of goods. Demand for objects is a
chart of social commitments graded and timetabled for the year,
the decade, or the lifetime ... [R]estricting consumption of goods
restricts participation in the extended social conversation for
which they are used. (Douglas et al, 1998)

Recasting needs and wants alongside scarcity in an authentically social,
rather than naturalized, framework transforms the policy challenge. It rein-
forces Sen’s focus on the structure and processes of entitlements and social
commitments and challenges us to reassess those arrangements. This book’s
comprehensive critique of the totalizing discourses of scarcity that block such
alternative modes of inquiry makes an excellent start.

Steve Rayner

Oxford 2010
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