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The Inspiration for and Meaning of the Papers 
I have always loved markets – from individuals sitting on the ground in a village in 

India or Nepal selling fruit, to the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul, to the diamond dealers of 

Amsterdam, to the electronics stores that used to line Canal Street in Lower 

Manhattan, to shopping for the best airline fares on the Internet, to comparing prices 

among our local grocery stores. And I’ve always been good with math (e.g., GRE 

math score = 780).5 But, other than reading The Wealth of Nations and Das Kapital

as an undergraduate in the 1960s, I had never studied economics academically until 

well over the age of 40. 

I had long wanted to – but didn’t – understand the macroeconomic issues discussed 

in the media, so I had toyed with the idea of trying to teach myself economics, even 

buying and starting to read an introductory textbook once when I came back from two 

years traveling in Asia and Europe – which is also when I met my (Swedish) wife in 

Bangladesh, and thus ended up here in Sweden some years later. 

During that period, in the mid-1980s, I had been very concerned about the twin U.S. 

deficits – in trade and the federal budget – much of which seemed caused by 

massive defense spending at the height of the Cold War. While trekking in Nepal I 

came up with the idea of “union of the democracies” as a way to reduce defense 

expenditures and budget deficits (and trade deficits) – an idea which, I later 

discovered, I was only about 50 years late in inventing.6

Long before that, during the summer before college (and more recently too), because 

of my desire to understand and help to solve America’s and the world’s social-

political-economic problems, I had read economic history. And even before that, in 

one of my first paid “jobs” outside the family – mowing a neighbor’s lawn – I had 

naively but good-heartedly charged minimally so as to help keep inflation down (not a 

fierce economic competitor, one could say! 

                                           
5   The Graduate Record Exam is the standard U.S. postgraduate evaluation tool, with maximum 

verbal and math scores of 800 each. 
6   After Ellinor and I got married in Anchorage in 1986 we moved to Washington, DC, where I worked 

initially for the Association to Unite the Democracies, descended from an organization started by 
Clarence Streit, who – reporting from Geneva for the New York Times during the collapse of the 
League of Nations during the 1930s – proposed “federal union” of the democracies as a way to 
prevent World War II. People associated with Streit’s movement – after the war – were instrumental 
in the founding of NATO, the OECD, and the EU as means for preventing future wars. I remain on 
the board of AUD’s descendant, the Streit Council for a Union of Democracies. 
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But after college I focused first on sorting out my own emotional and spiritual 

problems, while supporting myself via an alternating dual career in, on the one hand, 

social-welfare work, and, on the other, bookkeeping. 

Social-welfare work included teaching elementary school in a remote Athabascan 

Indian village (Nondalton, Alaska); working with severely autistic/schizophrenic 

children at Napa State Hospital in California; starting and managing Butterfly 

Children’s (daycare) Center in Anchorage; and counseling Anchorage street 

alcoholics for the Salvation Army. 

Bookkeeping jobs (which I undertook when I was burned out from social-welfare work 

or financially broke after extended traveling) included working a season as a 

professional tax-preparer and, later, working as full-charge bookkeeper, first for the 

daycare center, then for an international law firm and a title insurance company. 

I have also worked – during high-school and college years, or just after (more or less 

chronologically): 

� in healthcare and natural sciences: as a veterinary assistant and as a chemistry 
and physics laboratory assistant; 

� in manufacturing: in a sawmill, a railroad-tie mill, and a cement plant; 

� in services: as an elevator operator/tourist guide in the U.S. Senate; as a sailboat 
attendant and occasional sailing instructor on Chesapeake Bay; in a restaurant 
and a hot springs resort (Tassajara Zen Mountain Center);7 and in a real estate 
appraisal agency; 

� in distribution: in retail and in the U.S. Post Office; 

� in law enforcement: as a deputized patrol boat operator for the Alaska 
Department of Fish and Game in Prince William Sound; and 

� in construction: in plumbing, carpentry, and electrical. 

This great variety of employments has proved invaluable in helping me understand 

economics, including when editing economics papers for others. It also raised a 

variety of interesting economic questions, such as why some lawyers make as much 

as they do, and why social service organizations are so often so underfunded. 

                                           
7   In terms of the tripartite classification of social reality described in the accompanying papers, my 

exploration of Zen (and of Buddhism more generally), a year at a Unitarian-Universalist theological 
school before that, and of course my family as well as genealogical research represent my 
involvement in the community sphere, while my activities for union of democracies, as well as with 
Democrats Abroad and in scores of letters to the editor of the Anchorage Daily News, represent my 
involvement in the political sphere; and of course all these employments represent my involvement 
in the market sphere. 



in a World with Communities and Social Goods 

iii

My inspiration to actually start studying economics academically arrived when the 

two career strands (social-welfare work and bookkeeping) finally came together when 

I worked as manager/accountant of Boston Institute for Developing Economies 

(BIDE) – under management contract to Development Alternatives, Inc. (DAI) in 

Washington, DC – an international economic development consulting firm 

implementing a joint-venture USAID (U.S. foreign aid) project in Indonesia. The 

economists I worked with seemed like decent people (and they were willing to pay 

the tuition!) so I began with introductory economics courses at the University of the 

District of Columbia, then followed up with a few more at George Washington 

University. After our daughter Linnéa was born, we moved to Göteborg (where my 

wife’s family lives) in 1992 and I jumped – still quite inadequately prepared in either 

economics or mathematics – into the graduate program here (our son Hendrik was 

born here two years later).8

Since I had traveled extensively in Asia and had been working with development 

economists, I was of course interested in international development issues, so I was 

naturally drawn to the development economics seminars in our department. Soon 

Arne Bigsten took me under his wing and offered me a job researching and writing up 

a study for Sida (the Swedish foreign aid agency) on the worldwide used-clothes 

trade, including Sweden’s place in it.9 He then showed me how to craft that long 

report into something suitable for submission to a journal for publication. After much 

further rewriting to meet the journal’s needs – while consulting extensively with Arne 

– that became Paper 1, Should Deliveries of Used Clothes to LDCs Be Supported? 

I had not yet taken the graduate microeconomics course, so I learned a lot from 

working through Arne’s analysis of new-clothes and used-clothes markets in the 

underlying Sida study, explaining and expanding the analysis. We concluded that 

markets work – even for used clothes (in which there is extensive worldwide trade) – 

and that, even in most emergencies, aid should not be in the form of used clothes. In 

other words, this is conventional economics. We did not consider the role of 

communities and social goods in the analysis. If we had done so, we might (for 

example) have considered the sense of meaning and solidarity inspired among 

volunteers in Sweden collecting used clothes and shipping them to poorer countries, 

                                           
8   I was admitted to the doctoral program in 1998, having earlier been registered in something called 

PBU (similar to a master’s program). 
9   Used Clothes as Development Aid: The Political Economy of Rags, Stockholm: Sida (1996), with 

Arne Bigsten. 
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and perhaps among volunteers distributing them there as well. This would have 

usefully qualified our conclusions, but probably not changed them substantially. 

My undergraduate economics courses in DC had been full of questioning students 

and receptive teachers using common-sense economics texts which clearly placed 

markets and economic analysis in a broader social context. When I began the 

graduate program here, I was shocked. Reading assignments weren’t given out 

ahead of time, so no one had read them prior to class. Then, of course, no one dared 

to ask questions, which weren’t really solicited either. If one asked a question it 

showed (as a Swedish student explained to me) that one hadn't prepared sufficiently: 

Otherwise, why would one need to ask? Or else the question insulted the professor: 

Hadn't they explained sufficiently? (A striking early exception, where questions were 

welcomed and discussion encouraged, was Torben Andersen’s macroeconomics 

course; other exceptions were Bo Sandelin’s course on methodology and the history 

of economic thought, and Arne Bigsten’s on development economics.) 

My undergraduate education – decades earlier – was based almost entirely on 

reading, questioning, and discussion. The overall spirit was: follow the question. So I 

was horrified at the non-questioning attitude – and continued to ask questions.10

As I started graduate studies here I had no familiarity whatsoever with econometrics, 

so I was totally over my head the first time I attended the course – and didn’t bother 

with the exam – but instead worked to get a grounding while planning to take it again 

the following year. Then – knowing what was coming – I organized a small study 

                                           
10  The St. John’s College “Great Books” program seeks to teach not so much knowledge as skills – 

the liberal arts of language and mathematics (or more completely, the trivium of grammar, logic, and 
rhetoric and the quadrivium of geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and music), and to merge them not 
only with reading great works – in philosophy and theology, history and political science, literature 
and psychology, economics, etc. – but also with the basic natural sciences: physics, chemistry, and 
biology. There are no lecture classes – all classes are run on student participation, questioning and 
discussion. There are lectures, but only as part of a special Friday night series – often with guest 
lecturers from other colleges and universities – followed by a vigorous question period. With few 
exceptions the program is entirely “required” – that is, virtually no elective courses. In addition to 
twice-weekly seminars on “the Great Books” (two “tutors” and about 20 students, all of whom have 
usually read the work and are prepared to discuss it) and mostly experimental science laboratories, 
the program is primarily organized into tutorials (classes of perhaps 10 students and a “tutor”) in 
language, which study Greek and English during the first two years, French and English the last two; 
and in math, which start out with Euclid and work their way through Ptolemy to Copernicus and 
Kepler, Galileo and Newton (including calculus), Lobachevsky and Einstein (among others). There is 
also a music tutorial during one year. St. John’s has two campuses, the original one in Annapolis, 
Maryland, and a newer one in Santa Fe, New Mexico. I started in Annapolis for two years, then 
graduated in Santa Fe in 1968. 
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group. We got Lennart Flood’s excellent study notes ahead of time, tried to make 

sense of them before class, and, where we couldn’t, prepared to ask intelligent 

questions – an effort which, despite the tight schedule and heavy load of material, 

Lennart seemed to appreciate. 

Meanwhile, however, I had been in total despair over what I had gotten myself into: 

economics, which seemed to be taught like engineering, as though the truth were 

known, and we just needed to learn it and apply it. The overall feeling I got was that 

(with exceptions) markets worked – and we needed to understand the theory why. I 

came to believe, however, that for many purposes we would be better to adopt an 

opposite perspective, that although markets can work perfectly in theory, the 

theoretical conditions for “perfect markets” are never completely met in practice, so 

we need to understand all the ways in which markets can fail, and possible remedies. 

Being a book reader, I went to the library after my first semester and printed out an 

alphabetical list of all the books that had the word “economics” in the title: over 3,000 

books! The first one that caught my eye – thankfully, the author’s family name started 

with B, not Z – was Kenneth Boulding’s lively collection of essays, Economics as a 

Science. I liked the idea that economics might be a science – could perhaps be 

considered as a science – but, if so, had to justify itself as one (and couldn’t just 

assume it, as we like to do about so many things in economics!). I started reading 

everything I could find of Boulding’s, and that saved me. It convinced me that there 

was a world of economics into which I could fit. 

One theme I ran across repeatedly in Boulding’s work was the idea of the three 

spheres of society: communities, governments, and markets. When I later took the 

graduate microeconomics course – I had also “listened” to it once before, but now 

intending to pass it – I was immediately struck by the lack of non-monetary, non-

marketable goods or services in the analysis (or even mentioned somewhere in the 

background) despite the pretence of dealing with universal markets and utility of all 

kinds (through revealed preferences). 

Of course there was allowance for public goods provided by governments. And in 

some particular applications (e.g., by Gary Becker) communities were analyzed as 

though they were markets. But there seemed to be no awareness of communities 

functioning under principles of their own and producing social goods, nor of how 

communities and social goods might relate to or interact with markets and 

economics. (Yes, there was “social capital” in development economics, but no 
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theoretical awareness of the communities which produce them and the different 

principles on which they operate.) 

When I started developing this theme, it seemed so off-the-beaten-path – and so 

complex – that I thought I would have to write a long monograph instead of individual 

papers in order to explain how it all fit together and why it is important. But I couldn’t

figure out where to start – all the parts seemed necessary in order to make sense of 

it.

That changed when I found anthropologist Alan Fiske’s “relational models” (RM) 

theory and decided that I could understand the three spheres in those terms and 

could model interactions among the spheres. At that point I cut down the draft 

monograph I had been working on to what became Paper 2, A Model of Dynamic 

Balance Among the Three Spheres of Society – Markets, Governments, and 

Communities – Applied to Understanding the Relative Importance of Social Capital 

and Social Goods – still quite long (as you can tell from the title!), but leaving a few 

sections for other papers. I argued that social goods are more important than social 

capital – and enjoyed presenting the paper at a conference devoted to social capital. 

In order for the reader to understand what it is about, Paper 3 – Assumption without 

Representation – had to repeat a lot of the same information as in Paper 2, though in 

somewhat abbreviated form, before moving on to exploring the multitude of problems 

caused by the unacknowledged abstraction from communities and social goods

(which is its subtitle) and to suggesting remedies, as well as benefits to be derived 

from applying those remedies. 

Paper 4 – titled simply Markets, Governments – and Communities! – again needed 

to repeat a lot of the same (abbreviated) information for the reader to understand the 

context, before moving on to explore how the unacknowledged abstraction from 

communities and social goods had occurred, various ways in which it can be 

understood, and again (repeating) the multitude of methodological problems caused 

for economics, possible remedies, and benefits of remedial action. 

Most of the non-conventional part of the thesis is thus in Paper 2, with a bit more in 

Paper 3, and a small bit more in Paper 4. I apologize for all the repetition in Papers 3 

and 4, which of course wouldn’t have been necessary if the papers were chapters in 

a monograph, but was necessitated – with the editors’ full knowledge and approval – 
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by publishing in journals with different audiences and by my needing to include in 

each paper enough for readers to understand the issues and their implications. 

The same Appendix (summarizing an Arrow paper) is attached to Papers 2, 3, and 4, 

repeated only because the papers are presented as published. 

I sum up Papers 2-4 in this “elevator talk”: 

Economic theory analyzes markets – but fails to consider communities. 
Society is made up not just of markets, and governments, but also 
communities – three “spheres” – all necessary, interacting, but 
operating on fundamentally different principles. Communities that 
people identify with – such as families, neighborhoods, and religious 
groups – affect markets, as in the recent bubble and crash, driven by 
crowd behavior. And markets affect communities, as when a big-box 
department store opens near a small town, and the town center dies. 
Economic theory also affects communities, by analyzing them as 
markets based on self-interest – which ignores and undermines the 
sense of identity, justice, and fairness that defines communities. I have 
been working on how communities and markets (and economic theory) 
interact.

The subject of these papers is communities of all kinds (kinship communities; 

geographical communities; and ideological or belief communities) and the social 

goods that they produce – including love, friendship, sense of identity, and many 

other things – which don't show up in normal economic analysis because they are not 

marketable and in fact, different from public goods, they disappear if it is attempted to 

market them. Yet communities and social goods provide a great deal of utility to us, 

and are affected by markets (as well as affecting them) and, as noted, are even 

affected by economic theory. 

Courtesy of Fiske – who described four fundamental relationship models or modes at 

a micro level – there is a simple mathematical way to understand what communities 

are and how they relate to markets and economics (as well as to governments): 

� The elements of a set constitute a community – who is in and who is out (i.e., 
identity and justice, whom we take care of and whom we don’t). 

� Ordering the elements of the set provides an authority ranking, government.

� Assigning units of distance between members of the set – for example, in debts – 
allows for a sense of equality (or not) and fairness, which are other aspects of 
community.

� Allowing debts of all kinds to be compared via ratios (and thus money) permits 
markets.
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I offer a model – a moral or communitarian rather than deterministic or stochastic 

model – of how communities, governments, and markets interact with each other, 

imagined as three overlapping "donuts" subject to expansion or contraction for a 

variety of social (e.g., moral), political, and economic or “meta-economic” reasons 

(including changing psychologies and technologies). 

I explore the ways in which very many methodological problems asserted about 

economics – including the alienation from economics that many non-economists feel 

– can be seen as manifestations of the unacknowledged abstraction from 

communities and social goods, and suggest how simple acknowledgement of 

communities and social goods could help to alleviate these problems. 

I explore how the sphere of communities and social goods was left out of economics, 

which became a bigger problem (I believe and assert) as economics became more 

mathematical and "rigorous", producing a pretence of dealing with all utility via 

revealed preference. 

I am now, finally, pursuing my original interests in macroeconomics, including 

monetary, fiscal, and financial policies, in an attempt to better understand what 

happened with the recent housing bubble, financial crash, and resulting depression, 

and what to do about it. Thus I am still trying to understand our economic system, 

especially the monetary part. But I believe that I now have a better foundation for that 

enterprise.
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My thesis is not conventional – not in the mainstream – but I believe it raises 

important questions. To honor "questioning" as an important part of the scientific 

process, I had hoped to print a Gary Larson (The Far Side®) cartoon here, but 

because of copyright restrictions I am unable to do so. The cartoon shows a 

classroom with a blackboard diagram of a cow – labeled COW – and a professor 

pointing to a student and saying: “Yes … I believe there’s a question there in the 

back.” Under the cartoon I added the question: What is economics about? 

If this were summertime I would have written this introduction at a wilderness cabin I 

helped my father build in 1965, and would thus sign off from 

Question Lake, Alaska 

However, since I am writing this in the spring, I will sign off from 

Kransen 3, Göteborg 
Sverige (Sweden) 

1 April 2012 
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