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INTRODUCTION A Still, Small Voice


A third of a century ago, E. F. Schumacher rang out a timely warning to the modern world in his book Small Is Beautiful. Since then, millions of copies have been sold in many different languages. Few books before or since have had such a profound influence on the way the world perceives itself. Schumacher, a highly respected economist and adviser to third world governments, broke ranks with the accepted wisdom of his peers to warn of impending calamity if rampant consumerism and economic expansionism were not checked by human and environmental considerations. Like a latter-day prophet, he asserted that humanity was lurching blindly in the wrong direction, that the pursuit of wealth could not ultimately lead to happiness or fulfillment, that the pillaging of finite resources and the pollution of the planet were threatening global ecological collapse, and that a renewal of moral and spiritual perception was essential if disaster was to be avoided.

Schumacher’s greatest achievement was the fusion of ancient wisdom and modern economics in a language that encapsulated contemporary doubts and fears about the industrialized world. His words resonated with echoes of Christ’s Sermon on the Mount or the teachings of Buddha but always in terms that emphasized their enduring relevance. The wisdom of the ages, the perennial truth that has guided humanity throughout its history, serves as a constant reminder to each new generation of the dangers of self-gratification. The lessons of the past, if heeded, should always empower the present. But if wisdom was a warning, it was also a battle cry and a call to action. It pointed to the problem and pinpointed the solution.

As both philosopher and economist Schumacher was uniquely placed to bring the two disciplines into harmonious unity. The wide range of professional experience he had gained in the world of economics and industry was combined with his studies in philosophy so that spiritual truths and practical facts were welded into a more critical economic vision. This led him to question many of the conventions of modern economics. For example, was big always best? Most economists, shackled to the dogmatic idolization of economies of scale, believed that the question was already answered. Even if big wasn’t always best it was usually so. Mergers were considered good until or unless they led to monopoly.

Schumacher counteracted the idolatry of giantism with the beauty of smallness. People, he argued, could only feel at home in human-scale environments. If structures—economic, political or social—became too large they became impersonal and unresponsive to human needs and aspirations. Under these conditions individuals felt functionally futile, dispossessed, voiceless, powerless, excluded, alienated. Structures that have a genuinely human scale reveal a healthy culture, to use Wendell Berry’s language, that is part of an order of “memory, insight, value, work, conviviality, reverence, aspiration. It reveals the human necessities and the human limits. It clarifies our inescapable bonds to the earth and to each other.”1 Appropriately, Schumacher’s book was subtitled A Study of Economics as if People Mattered.


Economics as if Families Mattered

This new appraisal of Schumacher’s vision has the slightly altered subtitle, Economics as if Families Mattered. There is a very good reason for this. Schumacher believed in the sanctity of the family and its central place in all healthy human societies. This can be gauged readily by the fact that he was received into the Catholic Church on September 29, 1971, while he was in the midst of writing Small Is Beautiful, and also by the fact that he was deeply impressed by Pope Paul VI’s encyclical Humanae Vitae, in which the Pope reaffirmed in unequivocal terms the Church’s belief in the sanctity of marriage and marital love.

Schumacher championed the idea of self-limitation, and he knew that this necessary virtue is enshrined in the everyday realities of family life. Families teach us to be selfless and to sacrifice ourselves for others. It is these very virtues that are necessary for the practice of the economic and political virtues advocated in his work.

Since Schumacher’s time we have seen the increasing atomization of society in the direction of self-centered individualism. The so-called “rights” of the individual have trampled on the rights of the weak and defenseless. In the past thirty years we have also seen a concerted attack on the family itself and on the traditional understanding of marriage. Schumacher would have been horrified by these developments. He understood that families form the smallest and most beautiful part of any healthy society—that they are, in fact, the building blocks upon which all healthy societies are erected. Take away the family from the heart of society and you are left with a heartless hedonism.2 And since hedonism is selfishness without limits, it is the very antithesis of the self-limitation necessary for the restoration of economic and political sanity.3 In short, small is still beautiful because families still matter!




Real and Sub-real

Schumacher applied similar criteria with regard to technolatry, the worship of technology as being intrinsically good. Modern technology, he felt, was pursuing size, speed and violence in defiance of all laws of natural harmony. The machine was becoming the master and not the servant of man, condemning humanity to an increasingly artificial existence divorced from its natural environment. Since Schumacher’s timely warning, the process has accelerated considerably. Reality is being replaced by virtual reality. The real is being sacrificed to the sub-real. How can humanity address the urgent problems confronting the real world when it is being simultaneously stimulated and stupefied by electronic fantasies?

One such urgent problem is technology’s enormous impact on the environment. Schumacher warned that humanity could not continue to consume the planet’s limited resources at the rate to which it had become accustomed, let alone increase that rate. Failure to conserve finite resources would have ultimately catastrophic effects. In this, as in so much else, Schumacher blazed a trail which others would follow. He was one of the earliest conservative eco-warriors, and certainly one of the most influential.

In purely practical terms, Schumacher’s radical ideas on the value of intermediate technology, particularly with regard to the developing countries, have also been influential. As founder of the Intermediate Technology Development Group and adviser to many governments his work in this field has had continuing results. His concept of intermediate technology constituted a viable alternative to the conventional teaching of laissez-faire economists. The latter spoke in euphoric terms about “stages of growth” that would lead the developing world, in the wake of Western prosperity, to the same levels of high technology and high consumption. This was, in Schumacher’s view, an ill-conceived and illusory vision of the future. How could countries that were desperately short of capital but endowed with an abundant and expanding labor force be expected to adopt high-cost technology, largely replacing manpower, without widespread economic and social disruption?

Instead of this approach, Schumacher was the first Western expert to argue that in areas such as India or China the prime needs, especially in rural areas where most people lived, were low-cost workplaces where capital investment was kept to a minimum so that the manpower and human skills locally available could be used to the full. This intermediate, or “appropriate,” technology would conform to local requirements and facilitate socially acceptable forms of economic development.

Schumacher foresaw that the capital-intensive approach would have disastrous consequences. The investment of millions of pounds in high-tech plants would provide very few jobs but would leave the countries which were the recipients of such investment indebted to international financial institutions. The rise of third-world debt, chronic underemployment, the increasing maldistribution of income, and the flight of impoverished rural populations to lives of destitution in sprawling urban shanty-towns partly the result of inappropriate technology and investment.

Paying tribute to Schumacher shortly after his death in 1977, Barbara Ward mourned the loss of a friend “who combined a remarkable innovating intelligence with the greatest gentleness and humour.” Significantly, she added that what the world had lost was of far greater importance. “To very few people, it is given to begin to change, drastically and creatively, the direction of human thought. Dr Schumacher belongs to this intensely creative minority and his death is an incalculable loss to the whole international ‘community.’ ”4

The loss, however, is not total. The remarkable innovative intelligence lingers on in his books and in the legacy of his thought. Almost thirty years after his death, Schumacher’s still, small voice speaks with greater urgency than ever to a world in need of his wisdom.

The modern world enters its third millennium placing a greater burden than ever on the planet that sustains it. Will it sacrifice well-being for the sake of what Wendell Berry identifies as “that ever-receding horizon” of progress and efficiency? Will humanity continue on its present path, its foot on the accelerator, in pursuit of the bigger and faster—and ultimate disaster? Or might the scale and cultural prerogatives of the family instead shape the economic and sociopolitical future of our communities? There is a better and safer way forward. Bigger is not always best, and small is still beautiful.








Part I At What Price Growth?






It is hardly an exaggeration to say that, with increasing affluence, economics has moved into the very centre of public concern, and economic performance, economic growth, economic expansion, and so forth have become the abiding interest, if not the obsession, of all modern societies. In the current vocabulary of condemnation there are few words as final and conclusive as the word “uneconomic.” If an activity has been branded as uneconomic, its right to existence is not merely questioned but energetically denied. Anything that is found to be an impediment to economic growth is a shameful thing, and if people cling to it, they are thought of as either saboteurs or fools. Call a thing immoral or ugly, soul-destroying or a degradation of man, a peril to the peace of the world or to the well-being of future generations; as long as you have not shown it to be “uneconomic” you have not really questioned its right to exist, grow, and prosper.1

—E. F. Schumacher






I Beginnings and Ends


What is economics? Since that discipline was the subject of Small Is Beautiful, according to the book’s subtitle, it is appropriate to begin by defining our terms. Yet at once we are in danger of falling into a crucial error, for economics as it is commonly defined has a different focus from that which concerns Schumacher. Collins English Dictionary defines the term as “the social science concerned with the production and consumption of goods and services and the analysis of the commercial activities of a society.” According to this conventional definition, people are either producers or (as individuals, more likely) consumers of goods and services. For Schumacher, this understanding of personhood is clearly incomplete. The discipline of economics must be ordered to an end that is determined by factors more than purely economic. Indeed, Schumacher argued that the science of economics should be wholly devoted to this truth.

People matter because they are not just matter. They are spirit; they possess a soul. This was central to Schumacher’s conception of economics, as was confirmed by his choice of the following quotation from the economic historian R.H. Tawney as the epigraph at the beginning of Small Is Beautiful:


The most obvious facts are most easily forgotten. Both the existing economic order and too many of the projects advanced for reconstructing it break down through their neglect of the truism that, since even quite common men have souls, no increase in material wealth will compensate them for arrangements which insult their self-respect and impair their freedom.



Tawney concluded with the assertion that any “reasonable estimate of economic organization… must satisfy criteria which are not purely economic.” There was, in fact, no such thing as a purely economic problem because economics deals with human beings. Put simply, economic problems cannot be solved using purely economic methods. This conundrum was at the heart of Schumacher’s book and it is the same conundrum facing any discussion of economics today.


The Death of Economics

The inability of economics to address the deepest issues of the day exposes its inadequacy and insufficiency and has caused some economists to question the very nature of their profession. Paul Ormerod studied economics at Cambridge and Oxford before becoming Head of the Economic Assessment Unit at The Economist. For ten years he was director of economics at the Henley Centre for Forecasting and he has been a visiting professor of economics at London and Manchester. In The Death of Economics2 Ormerod exposed “the highly tenuous nature of modern economic orthodoxy.” He argued that conventional economics offers “a very misleading view of how the world actually operates, and that it needs to be replaced.” His fellow economists had, Ormerod wrote, “erected around the discipline a barrier of jargon and mathematics which makes the subject difficult to penetrate for the non-initiated.” As a result, even intelligent members of the public found economics intimidating, enabling professional “experts” to pronounce with great confidence in the media without fear of contradiction or recrimination. “Yet orthodox economics is in many ways an empty box. Its understanding of the world is similar to that of the physical sciences in the Middle Ages. A few insights have been obtained which will stand the test of time, but they are very few indeed, and the whole basis of conventional economics is deeply flawed.”

To illustrate his point, Ormerod singles out the woeful inaccuracy of economic forecasts. In a twelve-month period in 1993–94 forecasters had failed to predict the Japanese recession, the strength of the American recovery, the depth of the collapse in the German economy and the turmoil in the European Exchange Rate Mechanism. This appalling inaccuracy on the part of economic “experts” should have led to their forecasts becoming the subject of open derision. “Yet to the true believers, within the profession itself, the ability of economics to understand the world has never been greater,” writes Ormerod.

There is no shortage of true believers. Economics dominates political debate to such an extent that it is almost impossible to pursue a successful political career in most western countries without being able to repeat parrot-fashion the latest fashionable economic orthodoxies. The media seek out the views of economists on Wall Street and in the City of London, anxious that the viewing public should be informed of the impact of the latest statistic on the entire economy over the coming years. With the status of economics so much in the ascendant it is scarcely surprising that the number of career-minded students seeking to major in economics grew dramatically during the 1980s and ’90s.

Economics, it seems, is almost attaining pseudo-religious status, with conformity essential and heresy shunned. It has become iconomics, before which every knee must bend. The dissident voice of Paul Ormerod is like the lone voice in the cheering crowd who dared suggest that the emperor was wearing no clothes. Ormerod exposes a simple truth: “Good economists know, from work carried out within their discipline, that the foundations of their subject are virtually nonexistent.”





Pandora’s Box

Ormerod’s claim that conventional economics “is in many ways an empty box” is partly right. But perhaps it is better thought of as Pandora’s box, full of unforeseen dangers. In both cases the unwise opening of the box has unleashed the objects of desire upon the earth, dispersing them to play havoc among humanity so that nothing remains except Hope. If such an analogy appears a trifle melodramatic, a good hard look at the facts will show that even the power of myth does not do justice to the truth.

The unleashing of desire in the form of consumerism is today stretching nature’s tolerance to the very limits, threatening global ecological turmoil. The accelerating depletion of the earth’s finite resources to meet ever-expanding demands for energy and consumer goods has no foreseeable end. The worship of economic growth as an end in itself is based on the highly questionable assumption that there are no limits to the planet’s ability to sustain it. Yet none of these pressing issues are addressed by conventional economics. It doesn’t have the answers because it doesn’t even ask the questions.

That man exists for consumption remains unquestioned. The health of persons, communities, and the land itself may be sacrificed so that desires may be satisfied more quickly, more cheaply, and more efficiently. As Wendell Berry writes in What Are People For?, since we have ourselves been reduced to “economic units,” all other “creatures and things may be considered purely as economic units or integers of production.” We are members of, and have made all creation into, a “covetous machine.” To amend a well-worn cliché, there are lies, damned lies, and conventional economics.







The real issue—or, to be more precise, the issue that I regard as dominant today—is whether we are ready seriously to recognize that the collective pursuit of economic growth, which depends, in the main, on scientific advance and technological progress, has begun to have complex and far-reaching consequences both on the biosphere and on the “sociosphere,” consequences that are by no means entirely benign. They demand the most searching study and surmise. For it is now reasonable to believe that, despite the abundance of man-made goods produced by continued economic growth, its net effect on human health and happiness could be adverse and possibly disastrous.1

—E. J. Mishan






II Malignant Growth


In his book Phases of Capitalist Development,2 Angus Maddison charts the growth of what are now the Western economies over the past fifteen hundred years. He estimates that during the thousand years between AD 500 and 1500, gross domestic product (GDP)3 grew on average by only 0.1 percent a year. As such, the volume of economic activity in 1500 was between 2.5 and 3 times as great as it had been a thousand years earlier. To put this in perspective, the Western economies grew as much in percentage terms in the twenty years between 1950 and 1970 as they had done in the thousand years between 500 and 1500. And, of course, the much higher base at the start of the 1950s means that the absolute increase in goods and services was enormously greater. Today the growth of world GDP regularly exceeds 3 percent per annum.4

Growth began to accelerate around 1500, and between then and 1700 Maddison estimates that total economic output almost doubled. The acceleration continued and throughout the eighteenth century annual growth was over 0.5 percent a year, with the more active economies, such as Britain, experiencing growth of the order of a full 1 percent a year. Such growth was dramatic. Major changes were experienced in a single lifetime, placing enormous pressure on cultural tradition and giving added impetus to the notion of “progress.” Economic growth both caused and exceeded the surge in population, ensuring that relative material prosperity for some was accompanied by major social upheaval for others. The sheer magnitude of the growth was without precedent in human history, and it was only just getting started.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the industrial revolution had hardly begun. Its impact throughout the nineteenth century not only ensured that the pace of growth accelerated as never before, but facilitated, through the expansion of the British Empire, a huge increase in the flow of trade around the world. The process of globalization had commenced on a scale that would have been inconceivable to previous generations. This process gained momentum at the end of the nineteenth century with the emergence of the United States as a major economic force.

In 1870 the population of America was thirty-nine million, eight million more than the population of Britain at the time. Income per head in America was about 80 percent of that in Britain. The combination of a higher population and a lower income per head meant that the size of the American domestic market was very similar to that of the British. Yet by the beginning of the First World War, less than half a century later, the United States had overtaken its main competitor. Instead of its average income being 20 percent lower than that in Britain it was now 20 percent higher. Instead of their domestic markets being in virtual equity the American market had become two and a half times larger than the British.

Why did the United States rise to a position of global economic dominance? There is no doubt that technological advances, such as the expansion of the railways and the invention of the telegraph, played an important part in continuing and accelerating economic growth, but these advances were applicable to the economies of both the United States and Europe. In large part America’s new position was due to the rapid rise in the U.S. population, and therefore the rapid growth of its domestic market, but it was helped considerably by a particular piece of legislation that would determine the shape and size of American industry—the Sherman Antitrust Act.

During the 1870s and 1880s many manufacturers in both Europe and America formed trade associations, the purpose of which was to allow companies to control markets and fix prices so that profits could be maximized. In America, Congress responded by passing the 1890 Sherman Antitrust Act, which declared such associations to be illegal. The passing of this act in America, and the absence of anything similar in Europe, was to tip the scales of advantage firmly in America’s favor: not, however, because the act succeeded but because it failed. Large companies simply outmaneuvered the legislation by formalizing the illegal associations through legal mergers and acquisitions. The results were revolutionary. Before the act a large number of small and medium-size companies had worked together to control the market; after the act a small number of large companies simply swallowed up their smaller rivals, destroying the competition and gaining an even tighter control of the market than before.


Birth of the Big

The Antitrust Act was hugely influential to the future development of the world economy. It gave birth to the Big as a major economic power, and smothered the Small. Like a Sherman tank it rolled relentlessly across the economic landscape. By the turn of the century the merger and acquisition movement was unstoppable, laying the foundation for America’s economic supremacy. Companies of enormous size dominated and outgrew the domestic economy, seeking opportunities to make inroads into foreign markets. The age of the multinational had arrived.

This potted history of economic development over the past fifteen hundred years raises an obvious question. Is the process of unprecedented and accelerating economic growth benign or malignant? Almost without exception, the world’s economists, lining up rank upon rank, will sing in chorus that economic growth is overwhelmingly beneficial. Any problems caused by such growth are outweighed by the enormous benefits accrued to mankind by the added wealth it produces.

Superficially at least, this appears to be a persuasive argument. Few would dispute that most people in the “developed” world are better off in monetary terms or in terms of the number of things they possess. The problem arises once one goes deeper than the monetary or the material. Other questions must be asked before a judgment can be reached on the benefits or otherwise of economic growth, for example:


	What is wealth?

	Is it quantitative or qualitative?

	If it is qualitative, can it be measured economically?

	If it is quantitative, what does wealth cost? Does it cost more than it is worth?

	Does money buy happiness?

	Can material possessions prevent personal sorrow or suffering?

	Does everything have its price, or are some things priceless?

	Is there a difference between price and value? If there is, does price distort value?



At root the problem lies with the mechanistic materialism of most economists. Implicitly at least, they work on the assumption that, as a general rule, if someone is 10 percent richer in monetary terms, they will be approximately 10 percent richer in qualitative terms. But does material wealth guarantee the health and well-being of communities? If economic growth brings extra material wealth, will it bring greater happiness?




The Paradox of Prosperity

In the early seventies Professor Richard Easterlin compared the results of public opinion surveys in the United States.5 He concluded that there was no clear relationship between average per capita income and the degree of happiness. On the contrary, most Americans, on balance, believed themselves to be less happy in 1970 than they were in 1957. In the years since Easterlin’s work many other studies have reached similar conclusions. In late 1999 a report from the Henley Centre, entitled The Paradox of Prosperity, concluded that rising prosperity in the new millennium would be accompanied by worsening social upheaval. There would be more broken marriages, worsening drug dependency, higher levels of work-place stress and increased loneliness. In short, the paradox of prosperity was that greater overall wealth meant more misery. Such evidence is, of course, open to misinterpretation and abuse. As with most statistics, its use is limited and should not be overstated. Yet similar studies, before and since, continue to question seriously whether there can be any reliable correlation between happiness and material wealth. At the very least, the whole concept is open to debate.

The question of economic growth is thrown into further confusion by the methods used to measure it. Fundamentally, economics is myopic. It measures reality by its current market price. The intrinsic value of real things, their essential character which remains unchanged even when their price on the market fluctuates, is not an issue to the economist. He is, like Oscar Wilde’s cynic, someone who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing. Forced by his own preconceptions to keep a watchful eye on current market forces, he is consigned permanently to the present, spurning both the past and the future. Henry Ford, that great champion of industrialism, expressed his contempt for the past by dismissing all history as “bunk.” Meanwhile, the celebrated economist John Maynard Keynes exemplified the emphasis on the short as opposed to the long term in economic judgments with the cheerfully brutal reminder that in the long term we are all dead. The conservation of our natural and cultural heritage, and the future destiny of unborn generations, are scarcely in safe hands where such short-sightedness holds sway.

The myopic nature of modern economics was stressed by Schumacher when he insisted that there can be “no doubt whatever” about the fragmentary nature of economic judgments. Apart from the perennial preoccupation with short-term considerations, he pointed out that the judgments of economics were based on a definition of cost which excluded all “free goods,” i.e., to use Schumacher’s own definition, “the entire God-given environment, except for those parts of it that have been privately appropriated.” In other words, any activity can be deemed “economic,” even if it seriously pollutes the environment, as long as it shows a profit, whereas a competing activity which, at some cost, protects and conserves the environment, will be “uneconomic” if its profits are lower. The profit motive, enshrined as the profit imperative, leads to an inherent flaw in the methodology of economics which results in the failure to recognize humanity’s ultimate dependence on the natural world. This aspect of economic short-sightedness is discussed at greater length in the next chapter.




True Value

Price-worship has also blinded economists to the true value of the goods being priced. In modern economics any distinction between categories of goods refers only to their place in the market. Thus modern economics only makes a distinction from the point of view of the purchaser, such as the distinction between consumers’ goods and producers’ goods. Economists consider that goods are only there for the buying; no account is taken of their being—what they actually are. This is not purely a question of semantics. Major problems arise if no account is taken of whether goods are man-made or God-given, whether they are renewable or otherwise.

Schumacher distinguishes between primary, or God-given, goods and secondary, or man-made, goods. He then distinguishes between renewable and non-renewable primary goods and between the two distinct categories of secondary goods, i.e., manufactures and services. This, he says, is a minimum scheme of categorization of goods. The categories are numbered as follows: (1) non-renewable primary goods, (2) renewable primary goods, (3) manufactured secondary goods, and (4) services. These differences between the various categories of goods cannot be disregarded without losing touch with reality. Since man is not a producer but only a converter, or, as others have preferred to say, because he is not a creator but only a sub-creator, he cannot make something out of nothing. Consequently, secondary goods are utterly dependent on primary goods. Man’s ability to bring forth secondary goods—manufactures and services—depends on his ability to obtain primary goods from the earth. These primary goods, the raw materials for secondary production, can be either renewable or non-renewable.

This may all sound pretty obvious, yet the market is blind to such distinctions. It puts a price tag on all goods, indiscriminately eliminating value. Fifty dollars’ worth of oil (category 1) equals fifty dollars’ worth of cotton (category 2) equals fifty dollars’ worth of clothes (category 3) equals fifty dollars’ worth of hotel accommodation (category 4). There is no difference between any of these goods, as far as the market is concerned, except in the profit margins that can be obtained by providing them. If a greater profit can be made from categories 3 and 4 than from categories 1 and 2 it will be “economic” to switch resources from the latter to the former.

The most fundamental flaw in the way that economic growth is measured is linked inextricably to the worship of the price mechanism. The slavery of economists to the omnipotent Market has resulted in their linking the rate of growth to “gross national product” (GNP). If gross national product increases there is growth in the economy. And, since growth is always considered good, the more that GNP increases the more economists will speak of a “healthy economy” and the more politicians will preen themselves on their success in bringing it about. Yet measuring the rate of growth in terms of GNP is very misleading, as Richard Douthwaite illustrated with great clarity in The Growth Illusion.6

GNP is the total price (not value, since value is qualitative not quantitative) of all the traded goods and services produced in a country during a year. Any economic activity that does not involve a monetary transaction is not included. On the other hand, any activity that involves the spending of money is included even if it has a detrimental effect in socioeconomic terms. This produces a peculiar view of what is deemed “economic.”





“Uneconomic” Economies

Preparing meals at home is less “economic” than eating at a restaurant because the latter activity contributes more to GNP. Similarly, all do-it-yourself economies around the home or on the car are in fact “uneconomic” because more economic growth would be recorded if everyone employed builders or garages to do the work. Caring for elderly or disabled people at home within a loving family environment, where they are largely invisible economically, is less “economic” than having their “price” measured in a nursing home.

In short, the more people perform activities for themselves or others without cash compensation, the less they are considered “economic.” The more they are dependent on others the higher will be their contribution to GNP. The absurdity of this state of affairs was illustrated by Alvin Toffler in The Third Wave:


With respect to the pursuit of GNP, an amusing fantasy suggests that women undertake to do each other’s housework and pay each other for it. If every Susie Smith paid every Barbara Brown one hundred dollars a week for caring for her home and children, while receiving an equivalent amount for providing the same services in return, the impact on the Gross National Product would be astounding. If fifty million American housewives engaged in this nonsense transaction it would add about ten percent to the US GNP overnight.7



Since GNP is purely quantitative it makes no allowance for the quality of life. Clean air, silence, natural beauty, self-respect, simplicity, the love within families, and the value of relationships between people are of no relevance to the concept of economic growth. In fact, since growth in GNP demands as much economic activity as possible it puts a strain on each of these causes of happiness. A family which is self-sufficient in many of its domestic activities, whose members enjoy the simple pleasures in life without recourse to expensive and artificial technological stimulants, may be happy people but they are bad consumers. They are not contributing “healthily” to the growth of GNP.

The ramifications are obvious. Since economic growth needs good consumers it will court those in the population who are restless, dissatisfied, and who are in need of artificial stimulants to cheer up their lives. Someone who is contented will not want more, or not enough more. Someone who is discontented will always want more, or can always be persuaded that they want more, and they will never have enough. The next purchase only brings instant gratification, not long-term satisfaction, so that they are soon looking for the next purchase, the next instant gratification. James D. Schwartz, an American planning consultant, referred to consumers with this “more and onwards” mentality as “more-ons.”8





“More-onic”

The logical absurdity of the “more-onic” approach is that, according to GNP-linked measurements of growth, a person who economizes behaves uneconomically. He is bad for business. One could be forgiven for believing that the real had become surreal or that sense had become nonsense. The world of economics resembles a Mad Hatter’s tea-party where all the crockery is smashed at the end of festivities so that the economy can be boosted by the necessity of buying a whole new tea-set. In fact conventional economics already has a name for such a necessity. It is called planned obsolescence.

The problem is that economic growth, as measured by the increase in the gross national product, has precious little to do with people’s wealth or well-being. It merely records activity. If a major calamity occurs, such as a hurricane or an earthquake, there might be a growth in GNP because activity is increased to repair the damage. If there is a major ecological disaster, such as the Exxon Valdez oil spill, it will appear in the national income statistics as an increase in GNP because of the enormous spending necessary in the clean-up operation. If the crime rate increases, GNP records economic growth because more people are employed in the police force, more prisons are built, and more is spent on insurance and personal security. Of course, this kind of spending, even if good for GNP statistics, will eventually lead a country to bankruptcy.

Perhaps the most striking example is that of the tobacco industry. First, there is the huge profit made by the tobacco companies. Second, there are the billions made by governments in the levying of taxes on cigarettes. Both contribute enormously to growth in GNP and, therefore, according to economists, to the economic welfare of the community. So far, so questionable. But this is only half the story. In the early 1990s the cost of cancer in the United States alone was estimated at $110 billion per annum.9 Common sense would suggest that this cost should be set against the profits of the tobacco companies and the increased revenue of governments who raise taxes through the sale of cigarettes. Not in the least. The construction of new hospitals and the employment of public health workers all add to GNP, making us “wealthier.” The $110 billion per annum attributed to cancer in the U.S. was equal to 1.7 percent of GNP. Do cigarettes make people 1.7 percent happier? Does cancer?

Similar examples could be given. Drug abuse, for instance, has extra economic benefits. Not only is there the “wealth” created by the medical care needed for drug abusers, there is also the economic growth caused by the social care needed for their rehabilitation, and the “prosperity” caused by the thousands of police employed in tackling the supply of drugs. Unfortunately, the drug dealers themselves are part of the black economy and so their profits are not recorded in the GNP. Fortunately, however, the money they spend as good consumers on expensive products helps to bolster economic growth. And, of course, by legalizing drugs the government could bolster GNP by ensuring that the dealers were shown statistically to be benefiting the economy. The government would be enabled to tax drug use, boosting economic growth still further. Finally, if legalization led to a dramatic increase in the use of drugs the added health and social care required would be an added bonus to the nation’s economic “well-being,” while eventually bankrupting the public purse.

The cost of drug abuse in the U.S. in the early 1990s was $200 billion, or 3.1 percent of GNP;10 the cost of crime was $163 billion, or 2.6 percent of GNP.11 In other words, cancer, drug abuse and crime contributed $473 billion, 7.4 percent, towards the GNP of the United States. And all three areas are not only growing, but are boom industries.

Admittedly these are extreme examples but they serve to illustrate the degree to which GNP confounds any true estimate of wealth or well-being in society. They show that gross national product represents a gross, irrational distortion. The growth it measures is often malignant and it is worshipped by those who know how to count but have forgotten how to see. They have forgotten that it is not the quantity of things possessed but the quality of life lived that matters.







Looking outward to the blackness of space I can see majesty but no welcome…. [B]ut below me is a welcoming planet. There, contained in the thin, moving, incredibly fragile shell of the biosphere is everything that is dear to me, all the human drama and comedy. That’s where life is; that’s where all the good stuff is.

—Loren Acton (astronaut)






III Expand and Die


Loren Acton’s words from the Challenger space shuttle to NASA’s mission control in July 1985 are a poignant reminder of the “incredibly fragile shell” that protects all life on earth. Similar sentiments have been expressed by other astronauts. Ulf Merbold spoke of seeing the horizon for the first time as a curved line: “It was accentuated by a thin seam of dark blue light—our atmosphere. Obviously this was not the ocean of air I had been told it was so many times in my life. I was terrified by its fragile appearance.”

Aleksandr Aleksandrov, a cosmonaut on the Soviet Soyuz T-9 in June 1983, described the warmth he felt towards mother earth when looking upon her from space. His words accentuated the ethical bankruptcy of the Cold War and the folly of the nuclear catastrophe it threatened to unleash upon the planet. “It struck me that we are all children of our Earth. It does not matter what country you look at. We are all Earth’s children and should treat her as our mother.” Perhaps, however, the most romantically allusive description was given by the American astronaut James Irwin:
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