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The Hegemony of Growth

Inmodern society, economic growth is considered to be the primary goal

pursued through policy-making. But when and how did this perception

become widely adopted among social scientists, politicians, and the

general public? Focusing on the OECD, one of the least understood

international organizations, Schmelzer offers the first transnational

study to chart the history of growth discourses. He reveals how the

pursuit of GDP growth emerged as a societal goal and the ways in

which the methods employed to measure, model, and prescribe growth

resulted in statistical standards, international policy frameworks, and

widely accepted norms. Setting his analysis within the context of capi-

talist development, postwar reconstruction, the Cold War, decoloniza-

tion, and industrial crisis,TheHegemony of Growth sheds new light on the

continuous reshaping of the growth paradigm up to the neoliberal age

and adds historical depth to current debates on climate change, inequal-

ity, and the limits to growth.

matthias schmelzer is a postdoctoral researcher at the University of
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Introduction

In 2012, Kenneth Rogoff, professor at Harvard and former chief econo-

mist at the IMF, described economic growth as “the be-all and end-all of

policy.” Considering the long-term future of economic development and

the underlying causes of the current financial turmoil, Rogoff concluded:

“There is a certain absurdity to the obsession with maximizing long-term

average income growth in perpetuity, to the neglect of other risks and

considerations.”1 And indeed, the dominance of the growth imperative is

hard to ignore: growth statistics regularly appear on the front pages of

newspapers, play a key role in economic analyses, and pervade political

debates, not only across the political spectrum but also in all countries.

Since these numbers have come to form our very language, it seems

almost impossible to think about economic issues without referring to

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and its proxies. The recent global eco-

nomic crisis has conspicuously demonstrated how dependent capitalist

economies are on growth and how even minor reductions of GDP are

received with almost religious disappointment.2

Environmental historian John R. McNeill has argued that the “over-

arching priority of economic growth was easily the most important idea of

the twentieth century.”3 Although this statement might at first seem

exaggerated, there are good reasons that justify this view (if more with

regard to the second half of the twentieth century than to the first). Not

only was the idea of economic growth at the core of the ideologies of the

socioeconomic and political systems whose competition marked the

twentieth century, capitalism and communism in their different varieties.

More importantly, the social and economic policies that were the result of

1 Kenneth Rogoff, “Rethinking the Growth Imperative,” Project Syndicate, 2012, www.pr
oject-syndicate.org/commentary/rethinking-the-growth-imperative (accessed March 3,

2013).
2
Tomas Sedlacek, Economics of Good and Evil: The Quest for Economic Meaning from
Gilgamesh to Wall Street (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

3 John Robert McNeill, Something New Under the Sun: An Environmental History of the
Twentieth-Century World (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2000), 236.

1
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the overarching priority of economic growth, or were justified by it, have

fundamentally and irreversibly reshaped human life and the planet itself.

Over the twentieth century, millions of people have come to take part in

the production and consumption of ever increasing quantities of goods

and services. At the same time, economic growth has caused environ-

mental changes of unprecedented proportions that are threatening the

livelihood of millions of people today, and even more so that of future

generations. Ecologists, geologists, and historians have used the concept

of the “anthropocene” to mark the fundamental transformations related

to the fact that humanity itself has become the dominant geological force

on planet earth.4

In light of the sweeping acceptance of the pursuit of growth as a key

policy goal around the world it is easy to forget that not only the reality of

economic expansion, but even more so growth as a key category of

economic and public discourse is a surprisingly recent phenomenon.

Before the nineteenth century, when economic growth accelerated in

the context of the industrial revolution, economic activity around the

world had been characterized by periodic ups and downs, only expanding

by an average of 0.05 percent annually – as far as this can be measured

retrospectively – and this was largely due to the slow increase of

populations.5 Even more recently, the term “economic growth” was not

widely used before the middle of the twentieth century, but during the

1950s it advanced to become a key notion, not only within economics and

other social sciences, but also in political discourses and everyday speech

(see Figure I.1).6 One of the aims of this study is to contribute to

explaining this change.

Although a highly ambivalent and elusive term, the semantic core of

economic growth is statistically fixed. It is generally defined as the annual

increase in the monetary value of all the goods and services produced

within a country, including the costs of producing all the services pro-

vided by the government. Or, more technically, as the annual increase of

4 Christophe Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz, L’événement anthropocène: La Terre,
l’histoire et nous (Paris: Seuil, 2013); Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History:

Four Theses,” Critical Inquiry 35, no. 2 (2009): 197–222.
5
Angus Maddison, The World Economy: Historical Statistics (Paris: OECD, 2003).

However, these estimates, which Maddison and others have elaborated since the 1950s

(largely within the OECD), have been continuously contested. See for example the

critique in Desmond C.M Platt, Mickey Mouse Numbers in World History: The Short View
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989); or, with a different perspective, Marshall D. Sahlins,

Stone Age Economics (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1972).
6
The same trend can be analyzed within public discourse and non-academic publications,

where the term “economic growth” (or its French and German translations) and its

statistical correlates “GNP” and “GDP” only emerged from the 1950s onwards. See

Google’s Ngram Viewer, https://books.google.com/ngrams.
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what has been called “the world’s most powerful number,” Gross

National Product (GNP) or GDP, which are sometimes expressed as

per capita values to account for changes in the size of populations.7

While these definitions have always stayed at the core of what is meant

by economic growth, the concept has become charged with amultitude of

contested and shifting meanings, assumptions, and connotations.

Economic growth has in fact raised the living standard of millions of

people, even though socially and geographically very unevenly, and still is

1930
0

5

10

15

20

1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990

All journals

Political Science

Economics

Sociology

2000 2010

Figure I.1 Percentage of all articles published per year in all academic

journals in the JSTOR database that contain the term “economic

growth,” by discipline, 1930–2010

Source: JSTORs Data For Research (DFR) tool, http://dfr.jstor.org,

own calculations.

7
Lorenzo Fioramonti, Gross Domestic Problem: The Politics behind the World’s Most Powerful
Number (London: Zed Books, 2013). While GNP measures the output generated by a

country’s enterprises (whether physically located domestically or abroad), GDPmeasures

all the output produced within the borders of a countries (including the output produced

by foreign firms). Until the 1960s, GNP was more widely used, but GDP has since

become the standardmeasure. Furthermore, national income differs fromGDP in various

ways, most importantly in so far as GDP subtracts the depreciation of capital. The

differences between these measures, while important for the technical debates about

growth modeling (and also for North-South relations), are not relevant to the questions

discussed in this book and will thus be neglected in favor of a more general perspective.
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the rallying cry for millions of others, who hope for a better life. And, as

French economist Thomas Piketty has demonstrated in Capital in the
Twenty-First Century, economic growth seems to be essential to counter

capitalism’s tendencies to increase inequality since in times of slow

growth inequalities in income and wealth increase as wages tend to

grow much slower than returns on capital.8

However, there are good reasons to question the desirability or possi-

bility of further quantitative growth in industrialized countries. First, the

universal merits of maximizing growth have become rather dubious.

Research in welfare and feminist economics, social history, and ecological

economics has definitely shown that the focus on GDP is “mismeasuring

our lives.” It has raised cogent doubts regarding the continuing positive

relationship (beyond a certain threshold) between further GDP growth

and welfare, equality, distribution, happiness, and employment. This

relates not least to the fact that GDP is a “blind meter” – a statistical

measure that “counts only output; it ignores costs and losses” – and that

therefore the deceptive logic “more is better” leads to problematic results.

A wealth of studies demonstrate that growth has not been beneficial to all,

that the level of inequality is much more decisive than average per capita

incomes, and that in industrialized countries since the late 1960s or 1970s

the costs of growth have been increasing faster than the benefits, thus

making GDP growth increasingly “uneconomic.”9

Second, the ecological and social costs of economic growth are not

negligible, especially in the context of achieving global social justice to

overcome the North–South divide and repay the accumulated ecological

debt of the rich countries. The fundamental promise of growth – to raise

the living standard and consumption of soon to be nine billion people to

Western levels through a continuous expansion of world GDP – has been

irrevocably shattered by the ecological predicament, most importantly

climate change.10 Economic analyses show that achieving equitable

development in the global South while staying within planetary

8 Thomas Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge: Harvard University

Press, 2014).
9
Dirk Philipsen, The Little Big Number: How GDP Came to Rule the World and What to Do
about It (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015), 2–3; Avner Offer, The Challenge of
Affluence: Self-Control and Well-Being in the United States and Britain since 1950 (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2006); Joseph Stiglitz, Amartya Sen, and Jean-Paul Fitoussi,

Mismeasuring Our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t Add Up (New York: New Press, 2010);

Marilyn Waring, Counting for Nothing: What Men Value and What Women Are Worth
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, The
Spirit Level: Why Greater Equality Makes Societies Stronger, Reprint edition (New York:

Bloomsbury Press, 2011).
10 Wolfgang Sachs, Planet Dialectics: Explorations in Environment and Development (London:

Zed Books, 1999); McNeill, Something New Under the Sun; Peter Dauvergne, The
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boundaries will only be possible if the countries in the North drastically

reduce their ecological footprint, which most likely implies reductions of

economic output to be effective.11

Third, the future possibilities of actually achieving further quantitative

growth have become more and more precarious due to resource and

energy scarcities and internal structural problems, which have led to

declining or stagnating growth rates in the early-industrialized countries.

Average per capita growth rates in Western Europe have, for example,

continuously decreased since decades from almost 5 percent annually in

the 1950s to around 1 percent in the 2000s and growing number of

economists are convinced that it will be impossible to repeat the phenom-

enal growth rates of the last century.12 Growth will most likely be much

slower in the twenty-first century or even stall.13 In a growth society, in

which all kinds of policies are predicated upon ever increasing production

and consumption, slower growth thus reinforces all the social and eco-

nomic problems associated with economic crises such as rising inequality,

unemployment, public debt, social tensions, and even an undermining of

democracy. A growing array of economists and theorists thus demand to

look “beyond growth,” arguing that growth may currently be causing the

same problems it was originally hoped to solve and that political responses

need to adapt to the changing social, economic, and environmental

circumstances to work independently of growth.14

Shadows of Consumption: Consequences for the Global Environment (Cambridge: The MIT

Press, 2008).
11

Ida Kubiszewski, Robert Costanza, Carol Franco, Philip Lawn, John Talberth, Tim

Jackson, and Camille Aylmer, “Beyond GDP: Measuring and Achieving Global

Genuine Progress,” Ecological Economics 93 (September 2013): 57–68; Herman E.

Daly and Joshua C. Farley, Ecological Economics: Principles and Applications, 2nd ed

(Washington: Island Press, 2011); Marc Fleurbaey and Didier Blanchet, Beyond GDP:
Measuring Welfare and Assessing Sustainability (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013);

Tim Jackson, Prosperity without Growth: Economics for a Finite Planet (London: Earthscan,
2009).

12 This theme will be further discussed in the Conclusion. See also Hans Christoph

Binswanger, Die Wachstumsspirale: Geld, Energie und Imagination in der Dynamik des
Marktprozesses (Marburg: Metropolis, 2009); Richard Heinberg, The End of Growth:
Adopting to Our New Economic Reality (Gabriola Island, Canada: New Society

Publishers, 2011); Jeff Rubin, The End of Growth (Toronto: Random House Canada,

2012).
13 Piketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, chap. 2.
14 Robert Costanza, Ida Kubiszewski, Enrico Giovannini, Hunter Lovins, Jacqueline

McGlade, Kate E. Pickett, Kristín Vala Ragnarsdóttir, Debra Roberts, Roberto De

Vogli, and Richard Wilkinson, “Development: Time to Leave GDP Behind,” Nature
505, no. 7483 (2014): 283–85; GiacomoD’Alisa, FedericoDemaria, andGiorgos Kallis,

eds., Degrowth: A Vocabulary for a New Era (London and New York: Routledge, 2014);

Barbara Muraca, Gut leben: Eine Gesellschaft jenseits des Wachstums (Berlin: Wagenbach,

2014).

Introduction 5

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-13060-9 - The Hegemony of Growth: The OECD and the Making of the Economic
Growth Paradigm
Matthias Schmelzer
Excerpt
More information



In light of these perspectives the pervasiveness of GDP as a measure of

social well-being and of growth as a policy goal seem rather peculiar – a

“puzzle” or “paradox” in need of explanation.15 Indeed, by the beginning

of the twenty-first century, even strongholds of economic orthodoxy have

come to question the identification of growth with progress and well-

being. For example, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and

Development (OECD) proclaimed in 2008:

For a good portion of the 20th century there was an implicit assumption that

economic growth was synonymous with progress: an assumption that a growing

GDPmeant life must be getting better. But now the world recognizes that it isn’t

quite as simple as that. Despite high levels of economic growth in many coun-

tries, we are no more satisfied with our life (or happier) than we were 50 years

ago.16

Similarly, Britain’s Sustainable Development Commission in 2009 criti-

cized that “the state has become caught up in a belief that growth should

trump all other policy goals,” a belief regarded as “a horrible distortion of

the common good” that the pursuit of growth pretends to serve.17

In spite of these considerable problems, in the second half of the

twentieth century economic growth has become and largely remains

what scholars from a variety of fields, including renowned historians,

have described as a “fetish” (John R. McNeill) or “obsession” (Barry

Eichengreen, Elmar Altvater), an “ideology” (Alan Milward, Charles S.

Maier), a “social imaginary” (Cornelius Castoriadis, Serge Latouche),

or an “axiomatic necessity” (Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen).18 With vary-

ing emphasis, these scholars have highlighted the quasi-religious adora-

tion of growth by economists and policy-makers, the underlying interests

that are served and at the same time concealed by the dominance of the

15
Offer, The Challenge of Affluence, 17; Jeroen C. J. M. van den Bergh, “The GDP

Paradox,” Journal of Economic Psychology 30, no. 2 (April 2009): 117–35.
16

OECD, Statistics, Knowledge and Policy: Measuring and Fostering the Progress of Societies
(Paris: OECD, 2008). The quote is from the book cover.

17 Jackson, Prosperity, 99.
18 McNeill, Something New Under the Sun; Clive Hamilton, Growth Fetish (Crows Nest,

NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2003); Barry J. Eichengreen, The European Economy since 1945.
Coordinated Capitalism and Beyond (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 59;

Elmar Altvater, “The Growth Obsession,” Socialist Register 38 (2009): 73–92; Alan S.

Milward, The Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1945–51 (Berkeley and Los Angeles:

University of California Press, 1987), 36; Charles S. Maier, “The World Economy and

the Cold War in the Middle of the Twentieth Century,” in The Cambridge History of the
Cold War, 3 Volumes, ed. Melvyn P. Leffler and Arne Westad (Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 2010), 48; Cornelius Castoriadis, Philosophy, Politics, Autonomy. Essays
in Political Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 184; Serge Latouche,

Farewell to Growth (Cambridge: Polity, 2010);NicholasGeorgescu-Roegen, “The Steady

State and Ecological Salvation: A Thermodynamic Analysis,” BioScience 27 (1977):

266–70.
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growth discourse, in particular in the context of postwar class conflicts

and Cold War confrontations, or the general acceptance of “growthism”

as an incontestable and self-evident dictum.19

However, the question how economic growth attained its status as an

overarching priority in public discourse as well as in academia and politics

has not received much attention by historians, nor by researchers in other

disciplines. While studies on economic growth – explaining, assessing,

and modeling its causes, effects, and various growth policies – constitute

the core of both economics and economic history, there are strikingly few

accounts on how economic growth became a priority among social scien-

tists, politicians, and the general public.20 Obviously, since this discourse

was at the core of policy-making in the postwar era, some of the historio-

graphical narratives about that period are closely related to the establish-

ment of what contemporaries have called “growthmanship.”21 For

example, historians have analyzed the rise of the consumer society, pro-

cesses of Westernization or Americanization, or the conceptual frame-

work of modernization theory and development discourses or the history

of economic statistics. Yet studies that specifically focus on growth as an

idea, discourse, or policy goal are rare.

Probably the most influential book on the subject is economic histor-

ian Heinz W. Arndt’s The Rise and Fall of Economic Growth (1978), an

intellectual history that focuses on publications by British and US

economists in the three postwar decades.22 More recently, historians

have presented an ideology-theoretical synopsis of the evolution of the

growth paradigm and analyses of the politics and idea of growth focusing

on theUS, Japan, Sweden, andWest Germany.
23

While highlighting the

19 The term “growthism” is employed by O’Bryan, but was already used in the 1970s by

Paul Ehrlich. See Scott O’Bryan,TheGrowth Idea: Purpose and Prosperity in Postwar Japan
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2009).

20
See, for example, Daron Acemoglu, Introduction to Modern Economic Growth (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 2008); Thomas Bittner, Das westeuropäische
Wirtschaftswachstum nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg: eine Analyse unter besonderer
Berücksichtigung der Planification und der sozialen Marktwirtschaft (Münster: LIT Verlag,

2001); Eichengreen, The European Economy since 1945.
21 Politicians and economists used the term “growthmanship” since the 1950s. See, e.g.,

Colin Clark,Growthmanship: A Study in the Mythology of Investment (London: Institute of
Economic Affairs, 1961).

22
Heinz W. Arndt, The Rise and Fall of Economic Growth: A Study in Contemporary Thought
(Melbourne: Longman Cheshire, 1978). There are several other good accounts, which,

however, are largely based onArndt. See, for example, Peter A. Victor,ManagingWithout
Growth: Slower by Design, Not Disaster (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2008), chap. 1.

23
Robert M. Collins, More: The Politics of Economic Growth in Postwar America (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2000); Gareth Dale, “The Growth Paradigm: A Critique,”

International Socialism 134 (2012), 55–88; Liah Greenfeld, The Spirit of Capitalism:
Nationalism and Economic Growth (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001);

O’Bryan, The Growth Idea; Eva Friman, “No Limits: The 20th Century Discourse of
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specific national peculiarities to explain the emergence of growthman-

ship – for example the structural ills of Japanese capitalism or the end of

the American frontier and American nationalism – these studies reveal

some noticeable similarities between the growth discourses in these

countries. Not only have these scholars all argued that the political

focus on growth emerged during the 1950s (first in the US, somewhat

later in Europe and Japan), but they emphasized the strength and pull of

growthmanship as the all-embracing and overarching priority shaping

political and economic debates, and described quite similar dynamics of

the national debates in the three postwar decades, in particular regard-

ing the challenges to growthism in the early 1970s. Further, historians

have analyzed the making, influence, and problems of GDP statistics. In

particular in recent years, there have been a number of books addressing

how GDP statistics relate to the nation state, to socioeconomic and

military conflicts, and to understandings of global inequality and histor-

ical accounts have critically scrutinized “how GDP came to rule the

world” or have “affectionately” described its functionality.24 Finally,

the hegemony of growthmanship has been highlighted in studies on

postwar European and US economic history. Characteristically,

Michael M. Postan has argued about the postwar European situation

that

[w]hat was really remarkable (and to some historians and social scientists unex-

pected) was that economic growth was so powerfully propelled by public

Economic Growth” (Dissertation, Umeå University, 2002); Jürgen Bossmann,

“Arrested Development, Obsessionen im Wachstumsdenken,” in Obsessionen:
beherrschende Gedanken im wissenschaftlichen Zeitalter, ed. Michael Jeismann (Frankfurt

a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1995), 26–77; André Steiner, “Wachstum als wirtschaftspolitisches

Leitbild,” in Leitbild Europa? Europabilder und ihre Wirkungen in der Neuzeit, ed. Jürgen
Elvert and Jürgen Sikora (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2009), 244–55; Andrew L. Yarrow,

Measuring America: How Economic Growth Came to Define American Greatness in the Late
Twentieth Century (Amherst and Boston: University of Massachusetts Press, 2010). On

theUSwith a focus on the co-construction of “the economy” and “the environment,” see

the PhD thesis by Richard Lane, “The nature of growth: The postwar history of the

economy, energy and the environment” (University of Sussex, 2015).
24

See, for example, Diane Coyle, GDP: A Brief but Affectionate History (Princeton, NJ:

PrincetonUniversity Press, 2014); Fioramonti,Gross Domestic Problem; Philipp Lepenies,

Die Macht der einen Zahl. Eine politische Geschichte des Bruttoinlandsprodukts (Frankfurt a.
M.: Suhrkamp, 2013); Philipsen, The Little Big Number; Diane Coyle, GDP: A Brief but
Affectionate History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014); Zachary Karabell,

The Leading Indicators: A Short History of the Numbers That Rule Our World (New York:

Simon & Schuster, 2014); Daniel Speich Chassé, Die Erfindung des Bruttosozialprodukts:
Globale Ungleichheit in der Wissensgeschichte der Ökonomie (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &

Ruprecht, 2013); Géraldine Thiry, “Au-delà du PIB: un tournant historique. Enjeux

méthodologiques, théoriques et épistémologiques de la quantification.” (PhD thesis,

Université catholique de Louvain, 2012).
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sentiments and policies. By comparison, the purely material achievements of the

age are easier to explain.25

Unlike existing accounts, this is a study of growthmanship at the transna-

tional level and at the interface of academia, national bureaucracies, and

international organizations. More particularly, as explained below, I

focus on the emergence and evolution of knowledge about economic

growth within the OECD and its predecessor, the Organization for

European Economic Co-operation (OEEC), one of the least researched

international organizations.26 Three characteristics of the existing

accounts of the history of growth ideas are striking and will be addressed

by this approach: While providing important insights into the discussions

in specific national contexts and key national actors, in particular econo-

mists and politicians, these studies fall short of analyzing growthmanship

as an eminently transnational set of ideas, expertise, and norms.27 Yet a

transnational analysis is best suited to understand the significance of the

standardization of economic statistics, of the internationalization of eco-

nomics and related transnational transfers, and of international compar-

isons and competition between countries, all of which were crucially

important for the rise and evolution of economic growth as a policy goal

and the debates justifying and challenging it. Furthermore, following

Arndt’s influential account of the Rise and Fall of Economic Growth, a
rather linear narrative has become accepted according to which the

economists’ belief in growthmanship was a product of the postwar and

25
Michael M. Postan, An Economic History of Western Europe: 1945–1964 (London: Taylor

& Francis, 1967), 22. See also Eichengreen, The European Economy since 1945, 59, 1–14;
David W. Ellwood, Rebuilding Europe: Western Europe, America, and Postwar
Reconstruction (London: Longman, 1992); Milward, The Reconstruction of Western
Europe, 1945–51; Hermann Van der Wee, Der gebremste Wohlstand: Wiederaufbau,
Wachstum und Strukturwandel der Weltwirtschaft seit 1945 (München: Deutscher

Taschenbuch-Verlag, 1984), 24–28.
26

Unless otherwise stated, the acronymOECDwill refer to the OECD and its predecessor,

the OEEC.
27 The studies of national growth discourses have referred to similar debates in other

countries and have mentioned the possibly influential role of international organizations,

but they have not analyzed this dimension. Further, they have all tended to emphasize that

the importance of growth discourseswere stronger in their respective country than in other

countries. For example, O’Bryan characterizes Japan as the “premier icon of the postwar

growthist ideal,” while Collins argues that growthmanship was dominant throughout the

Western world, but “nowhere more dramatically than in the bastion of materialistic

excess, the United States.” O’Bryan, The Growth Idea, 8; Collins, More, x. Exceptions
are the related remarks in Charles S.Maier, “The Politics of Productivity: Foundations of

American International Economic Policy after World War II,” International Organization
31, no. 4 (1977): 607–33; David W. Ellwood, “The Marshall Plan and the Politics of

Growth,” in Explorations in OEECHistory, ed. Richard T. Griffiths (Paris: OECD, 1997),

99–105; Stephen J. Purdey, Economic Growth, the Environment and International Relations:
The Growth Paradigm (London and New York: Routledge, 2009).
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Cold War situation of the 1950s and 1960s that, even though powerful,

was short-lived and subsided after it was cast into doubt in the 1970s.
28

This study, in contrast, emphasizes the politically contested and more

complex evolution of the growth discourse, and discusses the continuous

remaking and, in particular, the resurgence of growthmanship in the

1970s, which gave rise to its continuing hegemony until today. Finally,

by relying on published materials and focusing on professional econo-

mists and official policy statements, existing studies have tended to treat

economic ideas as detached from particular socioeconomic, political, or

organizational contexts.
29

By analyzing growth discourses in their politi-

cal and economic context within the OECD, this study takes a more

grounded perspective that focuses on how economic growth became

ingrained in statistical standards, international policy frameworks, and

widely accepted norms.

The making and remaking of the growth paradigm

in a nutshell

The book argues that the pursuit of economic growth is not a self-evident

goal of industrialized countries’ policies, but rather the result of a very

specific ensemble of discourses, economic theory, and statistical stan-

dards that came to dominate policy-making in industrialized countries

under certain social and historical conditions in the second half of the

twentieth century. Thus, I aim at analyzing the idea of economic growth

in its historical genesis in a similar way as this has been donewith regard to

the idea of “development” by cultural anthropologists of the so-called

Post-Development school, focusing on the close nexus of power and

knowledge.30 It rests on the thesis that the exceptional position of eco-

nomic growth as a core policy goal is based on the hegemony of what I call

the “economic growth paradigm” and cannot be adequately understood

without taking into account the complex structure and long-term histor-

ical evolution of this paradigm. Economic growth is, of course, one of the

key features of capitalist societies, which are predicated upon the contin-

uous accumulation of capital, and to some degree all states in a compe-

titive state system pursue the national interest of increasing their wealth

28 Arndt himself defended growth against its critics and has thus to be read as a participant

in the debates of the 1970s. Arndt, Rise and Fall, 142–56.
29 An exception is the study on US growth policies by Collins, More.
30

See, for example, Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking
of the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995); Serge Latouche, In the
Wake of the Affluent Society: An Exploration of Post-Development (London: Zed Books,

1993); Wolfgang Sachs, ed., The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power
(London: Zed Books, 1992).
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