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Bhutan as a model

Two readers of my recent col-
umn on how the “financializa-
tion” of economic life is hard to
reconcile with social progress,
have objected to it on the
grounds that real economic life
carries on, and that its growth,
though at rates that vary yearly,
is constant.

The real roots of these read-
ers’ dissent lie in the fact that
what they and prevalent eco-
nomic opinion call growth, does
not look like growth to me. Nor
does it look like growth to an
ever-growing number of social
analysts, whose outlook  is
grounded in critical economics
and in ecological consider-
ations. ‘

Moreover, this growth, and
the wealth they say it generates,
entail a reduction in labor vol.
ume " and -increasing employ-
ment instability — which is per-
versely convergent with the fi-
nancial domination of econom-
ic life, and which tends to rén-
der the social-solidarity dimen-
sion of our societies even more
fragile than it is already.

In two columns I wrote last
year, I highlighted the function
of camouflage ot eoncealment
inherent in the system of nation-
coynting and its conceptu-
piiaing. The set of eco-
nomic indicators that make up
the liberal-comservative model,

and render it ‘eperational, really

conceal the ecologicat and SO- .
cial costs that its functioning

must necessatily produce.

¥,

ith that appear$‘in"the na-
tional accounts, the more pover-
ty and the more natural and so-
cial deterioration we generate,

This situation was bound to
arouse protest and rebuttal
among certain minorities who
are sensitive to the idea of
brogress, so that, since the
1990s, we have seen a prolifera-
tion of proposals centered on
quality of life and well-being, as
against the mere creation of
wealth.

The struggle against illitera-

cy, the movement to higher lev-'

els of education, questions such

as life expectancy, ‘public health

The result is that the more . .
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practices, the need for greater
respect for the environment, the
struggle against poverty, the sat-
isfaction of basic needs, urban
security, access to Jobs, equality
and solidarity — such terms are
the outstanding watchwords of
these movements.

In 1990 the United Nations
Program for Development (UN-
PD) published a report on sus-
tainable development, creating
a Human Development Index,
and other similar indicators re.
lated to inequalities in income
and wealth, job instability and
Job accidents, clandestine em-

pl,oyment,‘ family indebtedness,

GDP in Bhutan is
complemented by
data on Shared
National Happiness

domestic violence, the criminal-
ization -of poverty, discrimina-
tion against women and immi-
grants, and so.on.

Meanwhile, the excellent en-
vironmental_indicators now at
our. disposal, starting with the

“ecological footprint,” offer us

a realistic idea of the natural
costs involved in our prevailing
€CONnomlic processes.

Andrew C. Revkin, in a re-

cent article in The New York

to the Editor

Letters submitted to this section
should not exceed 30 typed lines. It is
imperative that each one is signed and
is complete-with an address, telephone
number and DNI or passport number
of the author. EL PAIS reserves the
right to publish such pieces, either in
shortened version or as an. extract
when it is considered opportune. Un-
less otherwise stated, original letters
will not be returned, nor will informa-
tion be made available about them by
mail or by phone. Email: iht@elpais.cs

—_— e
EL ROTO

. S e S

Times, illustrates the possibility
of converting this option into a
reality, telling us of the experi-
ence of the tiny Himalayan king-
dom of Bhutan. -

In 1972, Jigme Singye Wang-
chuck, who was recently
crowned king of Bhutan, decid-
ed that what is most important
for a community and its mem-
bers is not the pursuit of money
but .the well-being of the com-
munity as a whole, and its social
cohesion and internal solidari-
ty.

In line with this view of
things, the national data on
Gross Domestic Product in the

tiny Asian monarchy are com. |

plemented by data on Shared
National Happiness. .

" Protection of the environ-
ment, public health, cultura] ac-
tivities, the conservation and

. ‘promotion of the national patri-

mony, time devoted to the fami-
ly, responsible citizenship and
government are significant com-
ponents of this indicator.

At the recent Conference on
Well-being and Qualitative Eco-
nomics held at St Francis Xavi-
er University in Nova Scotia,
the interior minister of Bhutan
said that we cannot £0 on con-
fusing the idea of producing,
consuming and possessing with
that of being happy. And the
Canadian political  scientist

John R. Saul concluded that,

for the signers of the American
Declaration of" Independence,
the pursuit of collective happi-

goal as fundamental as the con-
quest of liberty and the defense
of life itself, o

In a country such As Spain,
what political party, what pub-
lic leader, what social forces
might conceivably lend their
support to such a conception of
our real interests? Even if this
Support amounted only to regu-
lar, insistent publication, in the
mainstream media, of the re-
sults of the alternative evalua-
tion systems that have been men-
tioned in this column.

José Vidal-Beneyto is- a regular EL
PAfS columnist. ‘
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