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Alice Damiano           April 12, 2019 

 

What’s the 8th Way to Think Like a 21st Century Economist? Competition submission 

 

8. Free yourself from the dominance of Western perspectives:  

From know-it-all designer to open-minded listener 

 

Economics is ruling the world not only because a few centuries ago some smart men decided 
to work on expanding oikonomia from management of the household  to management of 
entire countries, but also because these smart men lived and worked in European countries 
(mostly, the current United Kingdom), i.e. countries that were imposing their culture and 
vision all over the globe, through colonization. 

Concerning this aspect, the situation has not changed very much: We still use the expression 
developed countries to describe the ones where the Western vision has taken root most 
deeply and pervasively, and a Western idea of development—albeit recently rephrased as 
sustainable development—is still the goal every country is expected to pursue. 

When we reflect on how oikonomia became Economics, we make the important step of 
putting the current mainstream Economics into perspective by travelling through time and 
realizing that Economics has not always been like this. Similarly, when we reflect on how 
human beings really are, we realize that human beings have not always been like a homo 
oeconomicus or, more precisely, that human beings have never been like that. 

However, these steps are not enough for a 21st Century economist, especially for an 
economist who wants to design an economy that meets people’s needs, because these are 
still steps within the Western culture territory. The 21st Century economist has the duty to 
make another step, that consists in crossing the border, travelling through space and 
cultures, and putting mainstream Economics into perspective along this eye-opening 
journey. We do not only have to realize that Economics has not always been like this, but 
also that Economics is still not like this among peoples with certain cultures—the ones that 
are striving to survive the long-lasting consequences of colonization. These peoples not only 
have material necessities that need to be met through redistribution: They also have systems 
of thinking that need to be listened to. 

In the 21st Century it is no longer acceptable to let the system ignore the voices of historically 
oppressed peoples. Moreover, messages coming from these voices are probably very 
precious, even crucial, to the economy of the 21st Century. Indeed, if on the one hand 
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mainstream Economics has led to the depletion of resources and to serious environmental 
problems like climate change, on the other hand many non-Western cultures offer examples 
of resource management that are more cautious and farsighted, i.e. the kind or resource 
management we need in the 21st Century. And if on the one hand Western societies rely on 
binarism and stereotyped gender roles within the economy, and pride themselves with a 
relatively recent right to vote for women and a very recent extension of rights to LGBT+ 
people, on the other hand some Indigenous cultures show examples of women appointed 
as chiefs, and of a more serene and inclusive understanding of gender diversity. The 21st 
Century economists knows how these factors affect the economy, not only in terms of 
productivity and costs*, but also in terms of meeting people’s needs and fulfilment, which is 
what Economics is supposed to be about. Non-Western cultures are not perfect, and neither 
is the Ancient Greek culture, or the real human nature. But if we are willing to go back to the 
oikonomia and to the real human nature, then we must be equally willing to listen to what 
non-Western cultures have to say. Perhaps, had we been less eager to choose a goal and 
pursue it without questioning it, had we been more open to acknowledging the qualities of 
non-Western ways of life, now we would be in a completely different situation, and we would 
simply not need this set of radical mindset shifts. 

Hence, this is the 8th mindset shift the 21st Century economist has to do: Stop being a know-
it-all designer with the claim of knowing what to prioritize and what to ignore**, and start 
being an open-minded listener, who knows that there certainly is more knowledge and 
understanding in the voices coming from many people—and many peoples—than in the 
mind of a single person, no matter how educated and acquainted with Economics. 

The economy of the 21st Century has to be a matter of listening with open-mindedness, and 
it may or may not need to be designed. But if we insist on designing it, the design should be 
done by hundreds, thousands of hands, each one with its designing tool of choice. 

 

 

 

 

* With “productivity” I am referring to the fact that happy, serene people are generally more 
productive, and with “costs” I am referring to the cost of the problems that are caused by the 
marginalization of people, such as health issues and crimes. 

** With “what to prioritize” I am referring to the GDP and to economic growth in general. With “what 
to ignore” I am referring to the claims of scientists, social scientists, activists, stakeholders and people, 
who every now and then point out the failures of the current economic system. 


