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It may be questionable why a book review of this classic should be relevant. Many people within the environmental movement have read it. But some books are worth reading again considering the universality of the message that Schumacher upholds. Writing in the 1970’s just before his death the book is a practical exegesis of his experience and how to apply it to a modern economy. It has equal relevance, even more so when applied to the new millennium, because at no other time more than now is society facing an environmental catastrophe of an unprecendented kind in light of the huge scientific backing to claims of global warming. Back in the 70’s when the problem started becoming apparent, those in the establishment just wished the idea to go away – and it did. The projected oil crisis did not happen and so economies just kept on growing, which is why the situation has become a new global emergency. One might say, rising populations due to increased affluence may have been offset if only people could think in the context of the needs of future generations – their children in other words. But technology came up with some remarkable answers which so attracted the investors it was felt that all problems in the world could be solved from a scientifically-based approach on a global scale i.e. the intervention of Western know-how. This blind alley is the subject of Schumacher’s account, and why the detriment of losing local culture and techniques would be to the loss of the one real solution that could have averted large-scale human mechanisation and environmental degradation.

The cover of the book clearly illustrates the author’s motive: the picture of a new earth being born from an hatching egg. What is also obvious to see is the demarcation of international frontiers, an issue at the basis of his thinking.

The book is clearly sectioned into three parts: the Modern World, Resources, and the Third World. He opens with a view to the problem of production and the role of economics before taking a very interesting comparable slant on Buddhist economics. It is in this light that he emphasizes the need for a metaphysical basis to economic science, or else run the risk of falling into reductionist theory in which quantity takes precedence over quality. He later categorises production under primary and secondary factors, and describes them as having a value based upon the limited or unlimited availability of resources, and then how they are produced before developing a service economy for its distribution. But he does look at the major issues of human vice and earth sensibility. Of this is highlighted the capacity of the earth to provide a continuum of resources when the measures to gauge the repercussive effects due to deficiency have not been put in place. For instance, the problem of  nuclear waste and overpopulation in relation to fuel consumption and the limited supply of fossil-fuels. In short, the book throughout is a condemnation of materialistic attitudes and an economy based upon short-term capitalistic mongering. Instead he vies for an economy of permanence in which science and technology needs to open its doors to wisdom. It is at this point that the main theme of the book begins to take shape, that of revolutionising technology so as to provide solutions on a small scale. Machines that take away man’s usefulness to nature – his mechanisation, and subscribes him to laborious duty are the cause of discontent and repression. Man is a spiritual, creative being. From this he takes many a quote from the likes of Gandhi and his allusion to village economies. Small-scale technology is always less likely to be harmful to nature than large scale.

It is an interesting foreground to Schumacher’s background, as advisor to the British

National Coal Board. He obviously comes up with a theory for large-scale organisations and uses language like decentralisation. After explaining that the Third World is not in a position to take on board Western growth patterns in technology, but rather intermediate technology, he generates a set of subsidiary principles that apply restrictions to how organisations can grow, without them demanding excessive strain from the environment. He then comes up with the means to distributing its profits back to the local environment in which the people have a stake in the ownership of companies through public equity shares. This entails the revolutionary idea of doing away with profit taxes and allowing the public, not unlike jury service, to have a say in where profit can be invested. Before organisations get so big subsidiary companies are generated in response to growth, whether that be determined by profit or employee numbers. His experience working with the National Coal Board allowed him to view the management structure and understand the need to create continuum from top to bottom without the top interfering with the experiential know-how of the bottom. Under the principle of the Middle Axiom he includes a means of central management in which the very need for creativity and order, antinomies that are bigger than logic, flourish. To this he takes inspiration from Mao Tse-tung: Only through synthesizing theories after one has learnt the experience of the practical people can one apply these theories to the people.

There is no doubt that Schumacher has a mindset ingrained with Western experience; the book is infused with his Cartesian reasoning. By transcending these dualities does culture create a rich field to experiment in. He elicits the reciprocal need of both socialist and capitalist viewpoints, and here and there throws in a Christian anecdote to back up his claims for high morality. The irony is, that the simplicity and non-violent eight-fold path of the Buddhist has had to deal with much more than spiritual and economic harmonies. The New Burma of his allusion is now currently dealing with an invasion of epiphenomenal basis – the allowance of a secondary war-mongering consciousness to enter and find the ‘path of least resistance’. And this is the state of the world over, boundaries that mean very little to superpowers. If the message in the book sounds a little outdated, since in Britain particularly peak coal is 50 to 100 years down the road with the current emphasis on gas and oil, then maybe it is the spirit of the book that needs to be recaptured in the manner that it was written. For the laity, fact and figures are quickly forgotten, but rather the environmental climate is one that needs to reminds us that we have been dwelling too long on lucky discoveries and prodigious behaviour. My only final point to add is that since the 70’s the ability to read and write has increased tenfold in world populations. Maybe with a bit of luck the rest of the world will pick up this book and understand that the West have been leading up a blind track.

