Overview of “CULTURE MATTERS” by L. Harrison and S. Huntington (eds.)

Issue #1:  Culture makes little difference in economic development.  Key factors are:

1) Geography—arable land, presence of a sea port.

2) Climate

3) Presence of insects other animals that cause disease and make development difficult.

Those with this view note that few societies around the equator have been able to develop economically due to these factors—notable exceptions being Hong Kong and Singapore.  Northern/southern latitudes create more favorable economic conditions.

 Issue #2:  Culture makes a significant difference in economic development.
Certain cultural factors seem to influence economic development significantly.  These are:
1) Work ethic—some societies a fatalistic, accept their lot in life (high external control).  “Getting ahead” through competition is seen as counter-cultural.  Catholicism versus the Protestant work-ethic (Weber).
2) Values focus only on the past rather than the future.  Little thought about saving or investing.

3) Lack of “spontaneous sociability” due to distrust—amoral familism (Banfield)—p. 90.
4) Social distance (stratification) stymies economic development.

5) Some cultural values become “maladaptive” over time, and impede development.
Issue #3:  Political, economic, education, and health systems undermine economic development

· Lack of fair playing field—corruption.  No rule of law
· Lack of capital markets, economic incentives

· Poorly education population—low literacy rate

· Large percentage of the population sick or malnourished
· Breakdown of families leads to children ill-prepared for the future—African-American children, African children orphaned by AIDS, etc.

Issue #4:  Some argue that all cultures are valuable and the one cannot label a culture as being “good” or “bad.”  “I do not think that northern Europeans have a corner on the market for human progress” (Shweder, p. 161).  Thus, we may not have the moral right to change another’s culture—even if we believe it leads to deleterious consequences for its members.

Issue #5:  Certain groups, e.g. women, untouchables, etc. are systematically deprived of the ability to become economically self-reliant by the cultures that they are embedded in.

Issue #6:  Can you draw up a list of universal positive and negative cultural characteristics as they relate to economic development.  Some argue you can, others say you can’t.
Issue #7:  Structural factors divide the world into the have and have-nots.   Moreover, the gap is widening.  What can reverse this trend?  Should it be reversed?

Issue #8:  Can culture be changed?  Monitor consultants argue they can change the “mental models” of a group—hence change its culture.  They believe they can help a society make strategic choices.  They believe “prosperity is choice.”  Not much evidence is presented, however, that their methodology works.  Monitor argues that new businesses are “the engines” of growth and prosperity in a country.  Countries have “progress prone” and “progress-resistant” characteristics.  We must eliminate or change the “progress-resistant” characteristics.
