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As we seek approaches to improve our economic fortunes, business leaders and those interested in business need to understand the business and societal implications the policies, and “False Economy” by Alan Beattie represents a great starting point for gaining such understanding. This book, subtitled “A Surprising Economic History of the World” provides an interesting and formidable examination of how different choices regarding economic policies can have far reaching impact on business and national success. For example, Beattie describes two countries that as little as a century ago were roughly equivalent in economic terms, both relatively recent additions to the world’s stock of nations, both dynamic, both processing fertile farmlands, and both among the richest nations. With the passage of 100 years, one is now the dominant world superpower, and the other a place where corrupt governments and poor economic policies have largely relegated the nation to third world status. The two nations are the United States and Argentina, respectively, and the lesson is that the economic decisions that we make determine the path that we traverse. 

In short, Beattie describes how economic success is not a given, but is instead a choice, or perhaps more aptly, the result of repeatedly choosing in ways that allow businesses to thrive and benefit from trade. Why should you read this book? I believe that you should read this book to support knowledgeable participation in the debates that accompany our attempts at finding and staying the right course. Beattie’s work may reawaken you to concepts that you have long forgotten about the importance of trade in economic development. He may also surprise you and drive you to question deeply held beliefs about protecting jobs. 

Among the surprises that may await you is the argument that corruption does not necessarily prevent economic advancement for the populace of a nation. Beattie shows that under some very corrupt regimes, such as the Suharto government in Indonesia, people may prosper, but honest rulers such as Nyerere in Tanzania, do not always bring prosperity. It is not enough for a government to mean well; more than espoused ideology, it is critical that the choices made support business contributions to a vibrant economic environment if a nation is to prosper.

Writing from his vantage as the world trade editor for the “Financial Times,” Beattie is well positioned to observe the current discrepancies between national economies, and also to witness desperate measures taken to address the current meltdown. Although his work represents an excellent survey of economic history, providing a spirited survey of stories about the good, the bad and the ugly in the development of the global economy we now behold, ultimately, it is clear that the book is the result of his concern about choices that we may be making today. As he notes in his final chapter, “familiar missteps and the influence of long-standing interest groups remain.” In government actions and international negotiations endure elements favorable to politically potent industries and groups that “defy the logic of comparative advantage.” While the United States may have made many right choices in the past, leading us to the standing that we now enjoy, the future is not assured. Nations can and do make mistakes, and as business people, we all have a stake in making sure that we continue to make good choices. “False Economy” will provide you with a good foundation for taking up this challenge.
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