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Preface 

Tibor Sci tovsky ' s scholarly work has spanned virtually all of econom­
ics. Tibor himself has influenced economists of several generations and 
many nat ions. F rom his earliest papers on welfare economics and the 
Pigou effect through numerous articles and books on international t rade , 
economic development , and welfare economics to his recent research on 
the very boundar ies of economics and its sister social sciences, his work 
combines the highest professional s tandards with a rare originality. The 
essays that follow, by some of his col leagues, s tudents , and friends, were 
presented to Tibor in honor of his sixty-fifth bir thday. We hope that they 
not only display that very special affection we all feel for him but live up to 
the high s tandards he himself has set. 
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ECONOMICS AND HUMAN WELFARE 

Economic Growth and Its Discontents 

Moses Abramovitz* 

1. The Growing Disenchantment with Economic Growth 

Economic growth, whether called by that name or not , has been the 
prime goal of economic policy for a long t ime, and it has also been the 
pr ime criterion for judging the success of the economic performance of a 
country . The economis ts ' rationale for this fact is, at least in rough te rms, 
easily unders tood and briefly s tated. National product per head is held to 
be the objective, measurable counterpar t of economic welfare, which 

* This paper was originally prepared as a public lecture at the University of Edinburgh and 
read there on 11 May 1975. It may be particularly appropriate for inclusion in the present 
volume because it is in good part an elaboration of a question raised and briefly answered by 
Scitovsky in the course of his important Kinley Lecture (1973) as well as in his later book, 
The Joyless Economy (1976). The present paper also returns to themes taken up in an earlier 
paper (Abramovitz, 1959). See also footnote 1. 
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4 Moses Abramovitz 

means that par t of our total state of satisfaction or happiness which de­
pends on economic activity. Barring changes in income distribution, 
therefore, an increase in national product per head is supposed to mean an 
increase in economic welfare. According to the s tandard doctr ine , it does 
not necessarily mean an increase in people ' s total welfare. Changes in 
technology and the modes of product ion may so alter the charac ter of life 
as to offset the benefits of greater flows of material things. Economists 
have relied, however , on a practical judgment , namely, that a change in 
economic welfare implies a change in total welfare in the same direction, if 
not in the same degree . Pigou, the founder of welfare economics, said it, 
and certainly it has been widely believed that having more goods ought to 
do us some good. In addition, it was plausible to think that growing com­
mand over goods would also lead people to a more cult ivated existence 
and that that would be conducive to happiness . N o t only that , growth of 
total output seemed to be the most dependable and acceptable means of 
lifting people out of gross pover ty . For poor countr ies , it is clearly the 
only way. For rich countr ies , it seemed the only way that also would avoid 
political tension and social conflict. 

In the years since the World War I I , the especially intense interest in 
growth rested on that basic out look, but it was strengthened by other , 
ra ther special considerat ions. In many European countr ies , there had 
been a serious check to growth since 1913, that is, for over 30 years . Since 
in those countr ies it was widely realized that the gap between their in­
comes and that in the United States was far wider than could be justified 
by any difference in technological capability or in the skills of the popula­
tion or in experience with commercia l , industrial , or government organi­
zation and pract ice , there was a natural determination to reduce the in­
come gap rapidly. In the Soviet Union, besides the spur of great pover ty , 
there was also the reigning social doctr ine which held that the advance to 
a t rue communis t regime was dependent on the achievement of much 
higher levels of output . In the former colonial terri tories, power passed to 
nationalist governments who regarded industrial and agricultural devel­
opment as conditions for establishing their new states on stable founda­
tions. Between the Soviet Union and the United States , there were the 
rivalries of the cold war . In all private enterprise and mixed economies, 
the experience of the Great Depression had made the avoidance of unem­
ployment a minimum aim. Everyone could see , or thought they could see , 
the connections between output growth and the provision of j obs . In the 
United States , finally, there was the special problem of the Blacks. The 
dominant opinion was that it would be far easier to overcome discrimina­
tion and so to p romote social harmony in an a tmosphere of growth and full 
employment than in a more nearly stationary economy. 


