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FOREWORD

Foreword

FOLLOWING ANGUS MADDISON’S FOOTSTEPS

I n 2001, the OECD Development Centre released Angus Maddison’s book, The World Economy -
A Millennial Perspective, which was soon to become a classic in economic history for statisticians,
economists and historians. Angus had a very long association with the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), which he joined in 1953, and was one of the founding fathers
of its Development Centre. This enthusiastic and thought-provoking “chiffrephile” — as he used to
call himself — devoted much of his career to quantifying and analysing long-term growth in output
as well as achievements in development and social welfare over the past millennium in as many
countries of the world as possible. In doing this, he greatly contributed to one of the core missions of
the OECD: providing the evidence for policy-making.

We are very pleased today, more than a decade after the release of Maddison’s seminal work,
to renew our association with his legacy. We do so through a report that both connects with and
departs from his contributions to economic history. It connects, due to the report’s long-term, global
perspective, covering the period 1820-2010. It departs by going beyond GDP to encompass a broader
set of dimensions that shape people’s living conditions, such as their wages, longevity, education,
height and personal security, among others.

The present volume represents the culmination of the efforts undertaken by a group of economic
historians as phrt of an international, inter-disciplinary effort, the Clio-Infra project. We are releasing
it in the context of the Better Life Initiative, which was launched by the OECD Secretary-General,
Angel Gurria, in 2011 as part of the OECD’s mission to design “better policies for better lives”. The
title of this book (How Was Life?) underscores the close -alignment between the life dimensions
covered in it and those included in the OECD report on well-being, How’s Life? We regard this report
as adding an essential historical perspective to our own work to compare countries’ performance
through a multi-dimensional (and multi-disciplinary) perspective that goes beyond OECD countries,
as it is in the tradition of the Development Centre.

Issues of data quality will loom large for any historical report of such breadth and scope. To
ensure historical consistency, the authors have relied on data sources and assumptions that are
often cruder than those typically made by statistical offices in the production of their modern official
statistics. For that reason, the data from the most recent period (e.g. from the 1970s or 1980s)
may also differ from those found in OECD and its Development Centre’s reports covering the same
issues. While we believe that the data presented in this report draw on some of the best sources and
expertise currently available to provide a consistent historical perspective, the report is not meant
to provide a definitive word on these issues, but rather to encourage other specialists to engage in
this field.
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FOREWORD

Because of its global, historical and multi-dimensional scope, we hope that this book will
continue the legacy of Angus Maddison’s work, while providing a useful complement to the OECD

Better Life Initiative.
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Martine Durand
OECD Chief Statistician
Director. Statistics Directorate
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Mario Pezzini
Director, OECD Development Centre
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FOREWORD

Foreword

FOLLOWING ANGUS MADDISON’S FOOTSTEPS

I n 2001, the OECD Development Centre released Angus Maddison’s book, The World Economy -
A Millennial Perspective, which was soon to become a classic in economic history for statisticians,
economists and historians. Angus had a very long association with the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), which he joined in 1953, anid was one of the founding fathers
of its Development Centre. This enthusiastic and thought-provoking “chiffrephile” — as he used to
call himself — devoted much of his career to quantifying and analysing long-term growth in output
as well as achievements in development and social welfare over the past millennium in as many
countries of the world as possible. In doing this, he greatly contributed to one of the core missions of
the OECD: providing the evidence for policy-making.

We are very pleased today, more than a decade after the release of Maddison’s seminal work,
to renew our association with his legacy. We do so through a report that both connects with and
departs from his contributions to economic history. It connects, due to the report’s long-term, global
perspective, covering the period 1820-2010. It departs by going beyond GDP to encompass a broader
set of dimensions that shape people’s living conditions, such as their wages, longevity, education,
height and personal security, among others.

The present volume represents the culmination of the efforts undertaken by a group of economic
historians as p\art of an international, inter-disciplinary effort, the Clio-Infra project. We are releasing
it in the context of the Better Life Initiative, which was launched by the OECD Secretary-General,
Angel Gurria, in 2011 as part of the OECD’s mission to design “better policies for better lives”. The
title of this book (How Was Life?) underscores the close -alignment between the life dimensions
covered in it and those included in the OECD report on well-being, How’s Life? We regard this report
as adding an essential historical perspective to our own work to compare countries” performance
through a multi-dimensional (and multi-disciplinary) perspective that goes beyond OECD countries,
as it is in the tradition of the Development Centre.

Issues of data quality will loom large for any historical report of such breadth and scope. To
ensure historical consistency, the authors have relied on data sources and assumptions that are
often cruder than those typically made by statistical offices in the production of their modern official
statistics. For that reason, the data from the most recent period (e.g. from the 1970s or 1980s)
may also differ from those found in OECD and its Development Centre’s reports covering the same
issues. While we believe that the data presented in this report draw on some of the best sources and
expertise currently available to provide a consistent historical perspective, the report is not meant
to provide a definitive word on these issues, but rather to encourage other specialists to engage in
this field.
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Because of its global, historical and multi-dimensional scope, we hope that this book will
continue the legacy of Angus Maddison’s work, while providing a useful complement to the OECD

Better Life Initiative.

W

Martine Durand
OECD Chief Statistician
Director. Statistics Directorate
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Mario Pezzini
Director, OECD Development Centre
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