
Many readers will recall E F Schumacher’s landmark book

Small is Beautiful but may have forgotten its sub-title—

Economics As If People Mattered. New Zealand economist

Marilyn Waring followed up in 1988 with If Women Counted:

A New Feminist Economics—essentially about economics as if

women mattered. 

Given the recent economic crisis, it is surprising that more

people are not asking key questions about what does count in

modern economic theory. We need to ask whether the

prevalent demand for growth at any cost, measured by GDP,

has any relevance. Does anything—including the resilience of

the economy itself—matter?

Many thoughtful observers have probed this question.

Though GDP has become the touch-stone of economic success,

those in the field of ecological economics have long criticized

the use of Gross Domestic Product as a useful indicator of

anything. 

GDP simply claims that if it is growing, things are good. If it

is falling, society as a whole must buck up and start spending.

Indicators of ‘consumer confidence’ are weakened by such

subversive acts as making your own gifts, eating at home and

walking when the SUV is available.   

Perhaps one of the first prescient critics was the late Senator

Robert F Kennedy, who in 1968, scant weeks before his death

said: 

‘Too much and too long, we have surrendered

community excellence and community values in the mere

accumulation of material things…. The (GDP) counts air

pollution and cigarette advertising and ambulances to clear

our highways of carnage. 

Yet the gross national product does not allow for the

health of our children, the quality of their education, or the

joy of their play. It measures neither our wit nor our courage;

neither our wisdom nor our learning; neither our

compassion nor our devotion to our country. It measures

everything, in short, except that which makes life

worthwhile.’

GDP measures only the amount of money that changes

hands. It tells us nothing of real value. For years, Greens have

been calling for a measurement of ‘genuine progress.’

Measuring a society’s well-being by the amount of money

exchanged allows a positive reading on any major disaster that

drives up spending on funerals and coffins. It counts the last

cod out of the Atlantic as positive but which would record time

spent at home with family as of no value. 

The nation of Bhutan actually has a measurement of what

really matters. It is their ‘Gross Domestic Happiness’ index. The

United Nations has a measurement of human well-being,

demonstrating the health of societies like Costa Rica with its

over 90% literacy rates—Canada fares better on GDP, but less

well on literacy. 

A measurement that embraces the health of eco-systems,

the resilience of community, human health, gender equity, the

gap between the wealthiest and poorest, the level of meaningful

work, and the sense of civic engagement would truly tell us

about the level of human progress in that society. That is the

essence of an index of ‘genuine progress.’

Now finally, one of the leaders of the G-8 has embraced this

analysis. Last January, French President Nicolas Sarkozy

commissioned two Nobel Prize winners in economics, Joseph

Stiglitz and Amartya Sen, to advise on a new method for

tracking France’s economic wellbeing. In mid-September, the

report was released. On the eve of the G-20 summit in

Pittsburgh, this major report called for an end to the laser-like

focus on GDP and endorsed a more meaningful measure. 

In a speech at the Sorbonne accepting the report’s

recommendations, Sarkozy attacked what he termed GDP-

fetishism and pointed out that the recent economic melt-down

could be traced to the obsession with growth in isolation.

‘For years statistics have registered an increasingly strong

economic growth as a victory over shortage until it emerged

that this growth was destroying more than it was creating,’ said

Sarkozy. ‘The crisis doesn’t only make us free to imagine other

models, another future, another world. It obliges us to do so.’

(The Guardian, September 14, 2009)

Imagine that. A major world leader has suggested that the

global economic melt-down requires us to rethink the dismal

science itself. 

It is strange we hear so little of this. Had we been duped by

Casino Capitalism; an economy running for ever-higher ROI,

bubbles, hedge funds, pyramid schemes, ponzi schemes?

Most governments are busy in stimulus spending, often
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rebuilding the very institutions in the financial sector whose

recklessness brought down such misery on so many. Are we

rebuilding in the same model? Do our systems of accounts give

us any meaningful sense of how well we are doing?

Now is the time to join Sarkozy’s call for a sensible

measurement of genuine progress.

We cannot value what we do not measure. We have no real

sense of whether we are better off without knowing if our

resource base is healthy, whether our children are  informed,

engaged and empowered, whether we have healthy food, or

whether we live in a secure and sustainable world. Measuring

the exchange of cash is not without meaning, but, by itself, it

tells us nothing of value.

If you are interested, you can find more detail at

www.greenparty.ca in Vision Green and at the website of an

excellent organization, GPI-Atlantic:

http://www.gpiatlantic.org.

Elizabeth E. May is the leader of the Green Party of Canada,

candidate in Saanich–Gulf Islands and Officer of the Order of

Canada. 0
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