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Culture and the Directions of Utility Maximization

CAO Zheng-han
Department of Economics Zhejiang University Hangzhou 310027 China

Abstract Human actions have two characteristics. One is to seek utility maximization. The other is to
seek utility maximization in a specific direction. The first characteristic is the general character of
human beings while the second is the result nurtured by a specific culture. There are at least two
directions of utility maximization One is the satisfaction of desire maximization corresponding to the
Western philosophy of life the other is suffering minimization corresponding to the traditional
Chinese philosophy of life. This paper discusses the suffering minimization which was the direction of
the utility maximization of the peasants in a traditional Chinese village before 1940. The village is
"Lucun”in Yunnan Province where Fei Xiao-tong made his famous anthropological investigations
between 1938 and 1940. In the village of Lucun small landlords idled away their time in recreational
activities. Their farms were cultivated by tenants while they enjoyed their spare time as much as
possible. This was their way of life to seek the suffering minimization which is in an opposite
direction to the capitalist spirit. The economic theory of a specific society needs to be integrated with
the culture of the society.

Key words utility maximization Chinese culture preferences



