Bad measure – misrepresents data and is too detached from political realities.
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In conventional terminology, economic growth is a Kaldor-Hicks efficient transaction, in that it generates sufficient benefits for transactional winners to compensate transactional losers, thus potentially leaving no one worse off and some better off. That does not make GDP growth necessarily desirable, for two reasons. First, not all economic effects are legible, and GDP data may misrepresent economic reality. Degrowthers are not alone in pointing out the deficiencies of such indices. The formulae for national reporting have been determined by sometimes arbitrary methodological choices, making GDP too narrow to capture all economic activity that is legible. More importantly, GDP figures necessarily exclude economic effects that remain unquantifiable, either because they are not accounted for in human knowledge or because they elude measurement and neat articulation. Transactions are embedded in a web of complex socio-economic relations—they can be exploitative, harmful and, importantly for this discussion, have detrimental ecological effects. Many of these innumerable externalities—positive and negative—are not understood, or even apprehended, and so cannot be captured in GDP.
Second, the desirability of growth is a political and thus a historical question. Discussion of growth’s desirability is meaningless if unmoored from the distribution of political power. The welfarist justification for growth is that the bigger pie can be distributed in socially desirable ways. Actual division, however, is decided politically—in the last instance, by coercion. When an oligarchy offers welfarist theory as an ex ante justification for pro-growth policy, one should anticipate ‘time inconsistency’—re-division of the enlarged pie may be endlessly deferred. However, if the balance of political forces is sufficient to bring about redistribution, everyone can agree to a Kaldor-Hicks efficient transaction. In a sense, this is a central wager of revolutionary thinking: capitalist development of the productive forces is Kaldor-Hicks efficient, and so is desirable if one is confident that it is maturing a future power available to redistribute the bigger pie. Any categorical—that is, ahistorical—statement about the societal impact and hence desirability of growth is necessarily an over-generalization. Growth can only be evaluated ‘as applied’. 
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