Measures of Progress and
Other Tall Stories
From income to anthropometrics
John Komlos & Brian Snowdon
“What is the highest of all goods achievable by actions? … both the general run
of man and people of superior refinement say that it is happiness… but with
regard to what happiness is, they differ.”
(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics)
“Give me a measure—a single measure—which is as vulgar as GNP per capita,
but not as insensitive to broader aspects of human life.”
(Haq, 1989)1
“The world is divided roughly into three kinds of nations: those that spend lots
of money to keep their weight down; those whose people eat to live; and those
whose people don’t know where the next meal is coming from.”
(Landes, 1998)

Introduction
The twentieth century was a remarkable period of economic and political
history. During this era the world witnessed two catastrophic World Wars,
the rise and fall of Communism, a rapid acceleration in the pace of technological change, a ‘Great Depression’, 1929–33, that shook the very foundations of the core capitalist economies, the fall and rise of globalisation,
and the gradual spread of an industrial and demographic ‘revolution’ that
has now influenced the whole world. During the second age of globalisation, since the end of the Second World War, we have also witnessed a
dramatic increase in the number of nation states. In 1948 there were
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74 countries, 89 in 1950, and 193 in 2001.2 As the twentieth century progressed there has also been increasing recognition of democracy as a universal value and this constitutes ‘a major revolution in thinking’ (Sen,
1999a, 1999b).
However, perhaps the most remarkable feature of the twentieth century
was the explosion of material wealth (DeLong, 2000). Angus Maddison
(2001) has shown that during the twentieth century world real GDP per
capita increased faster than at any other time in human history and this
historically unprecedented acceleration of economic growth is the main
reason why today the majority of people living in the developed economies
enjoy such extraordinarily high living standards, as do the majority of people throughout the world, relative to their ancestors. However, according to
Jeffrey Sachs (2005) there are roughly one billion people in the developing countries who are ‘too ill, hungry or destitute even to get on the first
rung of the development ladder’.3 As a result, ‘Whether measured by
national income, health, or material possessions, the differences in living
standards between rich and poor countries in the world today are simply
astounding’ (Weil, 2005). Nevertheless, overall, the twentieth century was
a century of unrivalled increases in prosperity, and life in the higher
income countries has been totally transformed.
But how should progress be measured? Today, economists and economic historians have available a rich array of data for a large number of
countries on which to base their research. In this paper we review several
alternative measures of ‘progress’, both orthodox and unorthodox.

Measuring progress
There is a variety of methods for measuring human progress and economists certainly recognise that ‘economic development’ involves much
more than growth of real per capita income. While economic growth concentrates narrowly on sustained increases in the flow of goods and services,
economic development should be conceived of ‘as a multidimensional
process involving major changes in social structures, popular attitudes and
national institutions, as well as the acceleration of economic growth, the
2
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