
Comments  for Henry Burton’s memorial service 
 
I am really going to miss dropping  by Henry’s office for a conversation, exchanging 
emails with him, and calling him on his just-recently-acquired cell phone (which he 
even more recently figured out how to answer!).  All of us here today who knew 
Henry Bruton know how incredibly important wrestling with ideas was to him and 
how valuable talking with him about just about anything was……….. but particularly 
if you were thinking through some issue yourself.  He was the consummate teacher: 
he listened carefully and he never had answers, only more questions to help guide 
one’s own thought processes.   
 
Henry cared deeply about poverty in developing countries.  He believed that poverty 
was not just an economic or political issue, but a moral issue.  He grew up in Texas 
during the Great Depression, which I think affected his life in many ways, including, I 
suspect, his views on the tremendous toll poverty and joblessness takes on people, 
and thus his views on economic development.   
 
Henry contributed throughout his life in a variety of ways – from working in many 
developing countries (Egypt, Pakistan, Iran, Malaysia, among others), to researching 
and writing, and to teaching at the CDE and teaching Williams undergrads.  Several 
of his insights I think are especially important.  He always stressed that economic 
growth meant much more than GDP growth and not just in the usual ways discussed 
by economists (like valuing pollution or non-market activities.)   He believed that 
economic activity was important because it contributed to individual and social 
well-being, which to him was the ultimate objective.  Henry knew that economic 
activity takes place in a larger institutional, cultural, social, and traditional 
environment , all of them sources of well-being. And he knew that sometimes 
increased economic activity and these other sources of well-being can come into 
conflict, requiring trade-offs.  His views on development always respected the larger 
institutional environment.  Policy makers, including our CDE alums, would have to 
search and learn about what policies would work in their particular countries at 
that particular moment in time.  That was the message of his iconic Economics of 
Development course,  which hundreds and hundreds of CDE alums experienced at 
Williams.   
 
Henry also stressed the importance of employment and work.  Standard economics 
talks about work as a source of disutility and leisure as a utility.  He firmly rejected 
this and argued that the kind and content of one’s work is a major source of well-
being.  Anyone committed to education must believe this.  And, much of the chaos 
around the world right now associated with unemployment, particularly 
unemployment among  young people, supports this view.   
 
Henry’s life was guided by these ideas.  Work was a source of satisfaction to him, 
and never a means to an end.  When not off in other countries, for 40 or more years 
Fernald House and the CDE were the center of his Williams College existence.  Until 
no longer able, he’d walk to work (in just about any weather, with his trusty old- 



fashioned rubbers) and was always there on Saturday mornings – part of his work 
week.  He did enjoy, with Francis and friends, good classical music and good food, 
and a baseball game every now and then.  But his life’s satisfaction came from his 
work. 
 
I have to comment on Henry’s sartorial style and his embracing of technology.  
Henry arrived in Williamstown in 1962, and not much changed on the style front 
after that.  We used to joke that you couldn’t date the annual CDE class photos, 
hanging in the classroom, by looking at Henry, who really had an ageless look and 
way about him. 
 
At 91, Henry just last month wanted me to show him how to figure out who was 
calling him on his new cell phone and how he could return the call if he missed 
answering it, which he couldn’t do very quickly. If technology improved his ability to 
communicate, to talk about ideas, and to do his work, he figured it out (although I 
think he might have been the last faculty member to let Wordperfect 4.2 go!).  Work 
yes, leisure no.  The radio was good enough for baseball and little else could possibly 
be of interest on TV, so Henry didn’t own one.  With his love of music, I think he 
moved from vinyl to CD’s, but I’m not actually sure. 
 
Henry Bruton didn’t believe that the purpose of life was happiness, but rather to be 
useful and to constantly embrace new ideas and new knowledge.  His life at 
Williams and the CDE, with colleagues and family and students, was an incredibly 
useful and productive one, and one I hope brought him much satisfaction.  I know 
with absolute certainty that he gave this world and all of us who knew him much 
much more than he asked of us, and I am so grateful to have known him.   
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