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It requires at least a generation of explosive growth of the sort mustered by Japan,
South Korea and China to eradicate extreme poverty. More recently, countries such as
Vietnam and Bangladesh have reached economic escape velocity. A sustained period
of growth does not guarantee long-term success, as recent conflict in Ethiopia
demonstrates. But fast growth, reasonably equitably shared, remains a prerequisite for
a better life.

Why do some countries remain poor while others stumble on a path to growth
and development? This has been the subject of much academic study and many
popular books. Jeffrey Sachs’ The End of Poverty emphasises the role of aid to deliver
a “big push”, while Why Nations Fail by Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson sees a
country’s institutions as a critical determinant of success or failure. Stefan Dercon, a
Belgian-British economist at Oxford university and an international development
practitioner, is the latest to try to crack the mystery. The result is an important book,
Gambling on Development, both scholarly and grounded in experience. It may come
as close as any to answering this critical question.

Its thesis is brutally simple. “The defining feature of a development bargain is a
commitment by those with the power to shape politics, the economy and society, to
striving for growth and development,” writes Dercon. Growth happens, in other words,
when elites try to bring it about. To do so, they must gamble on increasing the size of
the economic pie rather than carving up the one that already exists. This is risky. Their
gamble may fail and they may be blamed. Or it may succeed and they may be pushed
from power by new entrants. The idea of an “elite bargain” may seem blindingly
obvious. It is not. Dercon’s insight came after meetings in 2013 when he was chief
economist of the UK’s now defunct Department for International Development, first
with officials from the Democratic Republic of Congo and then with those from
Ethiopia. He came away thinking that, for all their fine words, DRC officials were not
serious about development, whereas those from Ethiopia, though they spoke in more
unorthodox terms, meant what they said.

Dercon provides a range of case studies of success, failure and muddling in
between. There are important implications of his thesis, which is not prescriptive.
There is no shopping list of “correct” policies. You don’t need to be an ideal
democracy with a perfect set of economic policies to roll the development dice. There
are gaps in Dercon’s argument. Elites do wield outsized power, especially in the
absence of democratic accountability.



第二篇

How much of a role should the state play in a nation’s economy? And how should
society view those who seek to profit from selling goods and services? As Jacob Soll
shows in his intellectual history, these two questions have puzzled philosophers and
economists for more than two millennia. And very much in the news today as an
attempt by the British government to reshape the economic role of the state has led to
political and financial turmoil.

An ambivalent attitude towards moneymaking can be traced back to Cicero, the
great Roman orator, who was an enthusiast for agricultural trade but deeply suspicious
of the merchant classes. The same ambivalence can be found in the New Testament
where Jesus tells a rich man to “sell whatsoever thou hast and give to the poor”. But in
the parable of the talents, a master berates the servant who buries his savings, rather
than investing them wisely. The early history of the Church is marked by tension
between those who, like the Franciscans, believed in vows of poverty and the steady
wealth accumulation of the Church establishment, which benefited from donations
from nobles hoping to buy their salvation.

As Soll, a professor of philosophy, history and accounting at the University of
Southern California, demonstrates, the concept of a “free market” has also been used
in an ambiguous fashion. Ancient empires, from the Romans to the Mongols,
recognised that greater trade led to increased taxes, which helped to finance their
military machines. But the overriding aim was to service the state; there was nothing
libertarian about this philosophy. The Medieval towns and professions of Europe were
granted privileges by their rulers, but effectively the monarchs granted them
monopolies in return for tax revenues. The early modern era followed a similar pattern.
Trade expanded as European nations extended their reach into the Americas and Asia.
But state-owned businesses, such as the Dutch and English East India companies, led
the way. Adam Smith may be the patron saint of libertarian economists but he was a
great enthusiast for the Navigation Acts, which attempted to enforce an English
shipping monopoly.

Soll’s book is both erudite and incisive and his aim is to emphasize that the
libertarian free-market school which emerged in the 20th century, in the writings of
Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, was an intellectual aberration. Indeed, despite
the attention paid to such campaigners, the author points out that “most advanced
industrial economies follow a relatively similar recipe of liberal social democracy with
general free-market mechanisms and wide government oversight and participation in
the economy”.


