Neoclassical Economics fuel the deepening of ecological crises, undermine physical and psychological welfare, and destabilizes the economy. Rejection and critique of the reduces this archival pollutant and erodes its hold over the discipline of economics. 
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Moreover, the persistence of scarcity in a society which did not artificially inflate people’s material desires but increased people’s desire for free time would not represent an unfortunate development but a manifestation of a changed, and richer, way of life for all human beings. In fact, the persistence of scarcity in such a society would be less important than the difference between the configurations of scarcity produced by this society and the configurations produced by capitalism. Indeed, in capitalism the gap between people’s wants and the goods available for their satisfaction takes very destructive forms. A profit-driven consumerist culture undermines people’s physical and psychological welfare, pushes them into debt that destabilizes the economy, leads them to work long hours, thus undermining their family and community life, and so on.16 When one turns to the supply-side parameters of scarcity within capitalism, one finds the great social and economic inequalities, which Dugger and Peach rightly highlight and which account for the persistence of obscene levels of misery and deprivation in the midst of unprecedented levels of material wealth. Last but not least, the ability of economically powerful groups to translate their wealth into political power makes it possible for them to shift the ecological costs of their economic activity on to future generations as well as on the economically and politically least powerful groups in the world today (Boyce 2002). This ability, along with the ecological implications of the consumerist culture generated by the capitalist system, fuels the deepening ecological crisis, with all its implications both for the supply-side parameters of scarcity and for the ecological integrity of the planet. As this quick overview makes clear, if there is anything tragic about the human predicament today, this is not the existence of scarcity in the abstract, but the specific configurations of scarcity that result from the impact that capitalism and its socio-economic inequalities have both on people’s wants and on the means to the satisfaction of the wants that people have at their disposal. Compare the configurations of scarcity generated by capitalism to those of a post-capitalist society that eliminated unnecessary human suffering and the rampant ecological destruction characteristic of capitalism, but increased people’s ability to enjoy free time and thus their desire for it. In the former case, the persistence of scarcity signifies the existence of a socio-economic system willing to sacrifice the lives of billions of people and the ecological integrity of the planet for the sake of profit, while in the latter case the persistence of scarcity would signify the arrival of a socio-economic system that served, rather than obstructed, the enrichment of human life. This contrast suggests the wrong-headedness of basing one’s critique of neoclassical economics on the claim that a society beyond neoclassical scarcity is possible. A critique of neoclassical economics along these lines amounts to an implicit acceptance of Robbins’s view of scarcity as a necessarily tragic phenomenon. This view owes its plausibility to the fact that such a view reflects the realities of a capitalist socio-economic system, which does indeed generate configurations of scarcity that deserve to be described as tragic. Integrating this view in one’s critique of neoclassical economics has the ironic result, therefore, of naturalizing the effects specific to the forms of scarcity generated by capitalism. Indeed, the implicit acceptance of this view by critics of neoclassical economics obscures the possibility of radically different configurations of scarcity, ones made possible by post-capitalist socio-economic systems designed to reduce human suffering and enrich human life, on the one hand, while protecting the ecological integrity of the planet, on the other. This argument suggests, therefore, a focus on the specific ways in which scarcity is produced by capitalist and other socio-economic systems. Instead of treating scarcity as a fundamental axiom, the way neoclassical economics does, one has to examine how the logic driving a socioeconomic system forward shapes both the demand- and the supply-side parameters of scarcity. Despite the various weaknesses in their work, Sahlins, Xenos, and Dugger and Peach made advances over neoclassical economics by illustrating how the logic of economic systems impinges on both people’s wants and on the production of goods and services. This project has to be carried forward and combined with the insights of other scholars linking the socio-economic logic of the capitalist society, on the one hand, to the production of people’s wants and of the material means to their satisfaction, on the other.17 Approaching scarcity in this way represents a challenge to neoclassical economics in a number of ways. On the one hand, it challenges the neoclassical treatment of people’s wants as exogenously determined facts. On the other hand, it also challenges the neoclassical claim that capitalist markets (with a little help from the government) can lead to an efficient management of scarce resources. One of Dugger and Peach’s contributions is to show how socio-economic inequalities and unemployment lead to rampant waste of people’s talents and to a much smaller economic pie than would be possible given our existing level of technological development. Others would point to the pervasiveness of “externalities” that misallocate resources and contribute to the deepening ecological crisis confronting humanity and the planet. The fact that these externalities usually persist unchallenged is not a “non-economic” detail but an endogenously produced effect of a capitalist economic system that is based on great economic inequalities that can be readily translated into influence over policy (Hunt 2002; Boyce 2002). It is, therefore, not surprising that one of the arguments used to support non-capitalist economic systems, such as market socialism, is that by producing more egalitarian economic outcomes, such systems would likely reduce the production of public bads, such as pollution (Roemer 1994). Last but not least, this article’s discussion of scarcity also challenges the move of the discipline of economics away from political economy that, as Sackrey et al. (2002: viii) have pointed out, was facilitated by the rise of neoclassical economics into prominence. The problem of externalities and their unchallenged persistence is only one example of how a continued neglect of the indissoluble interconnection between economic, political, and other social processes makes it impossible for neoclassical economics to reach a proper understanding of scarcity and its socio-economic determinants. It is a telling indictment of the neoclassical approach that its rejection of political economy makes it singularly incapable of understanding the foundational concept upon which it purports to erect the entire discipline of economics. In this sense, fleshing out this indictment further can only contribute to the ongoing erosion of such hold over the discipline of economics as the neoclassical tradition continues to enjoy.
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