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Note on the Limits To Growth

The Editors of Monthly Review

L ast year marked the fiftieth anniversary of
one of the most influential, and also

controversial, environmental studies ever written:
The Club of Rome’s report, The Limits to Growth
(New York: Universe, 1972) by Donella H.
Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, Jargen Randers, and
William W. Behrens Ill. No other environmental
work of the 1970s offered such a direct challenge to
the underlying assumptions of capitalist neoclassical
growth economics or was responded to so
vehemently by establishment thinkers.

The Limits to Growth employed a formal
mathematical-computer model to present twelve Photo by Emre on Unsplash

In what was called the “standard run”
scenario, as well as most of its other
scenarios, the projected result was
“overshoot” and collapse of the growth trends
sometime in the twenty-first century.

scenarios on economic growth trends and their environmental
consequences. In doing so, the report focused on five growth
factors: population, food production, industrialisation, pollution,
and consumption of nonrenewable natural resources. In what was
called the “standard run” scenario, as well as most of its other
scenarios, the projected result was “overshoot” and collapse of the growth trends sometime in the twenty-first century.
Nevertheless, The Limits to Growth was not meant to be predictive in any strict sense, but rather to point to the
fundamental environmental dangers resulting from the growth dynamics of contemporary industrialised societies. The
message of The Limits to Growth in 1972, developed further in follow-up studies up to the present, was thus one of
needed transformation to create more sustainable development paths. As stated in the introduction:
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Note on the Limits To. Growth

(1) If the present growth trends in world population, industrialisation, pollution, food production, and resource
depletion continue unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet will be reached sometime in the next one
hundred years. The most probable result will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population and
industrial capacity.

(2) Itis possible to alter these growth trends and to establish a condition of ecological stability that is sustainable far into
the future. The state of global equilibrium could be designed so that the basic material needs of each person on earth
are satisfied and each person has an equal opportunity to realise his individual human potential.

(3) If the world’s people decide to strive for the second outcome rather than the first, the sooner they begin working to
attain it, the greater will be their chances of success. (23-24)

Various criticisms can be levelled at The Limits to Growth report, not least of all its failure to address the realities of
capitalism as a socioeconomic system. The report also

The general message of The Limits to Growth is focused too much on the tap side of the environmental

not to be faulted, namely that humanity, if it is to
save itself, must enter “a period of great
transition,” the “transition from growth to...a
desirable, sustainable state of global equilibrium”.

problem, and not enough on the sink end (aggregate data on
pollution at the time was insufficient to make a strong case in
that regard). While it dealt with the rapid buildup of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere, it did not directly address
concerns associated with climate change, something that was to be rectified in later studies (See Donella H. Meadows,
Dennis L. Meadows, and Jargen Randers, Beyond the Limits [White River Junction, VT: Chelsea Green, 1993]).
Nevertheless, the general message of The Limits to Growth is not to be faulted, namely that humanity, if it is to save itself,
must enter “a period of great transition,” the “transition from growth to...a desirable, sustainable state of global
equilibrium” (24, 180).

As Dennis Meadows indicated in an interview published in August 2022, recent studies have strongly confirmed The
Limits to Growth’s standard-run scenario, in which the
various growth factors were expected to peak around
2020, with an inexorable decline in growth factors setting
in during the next decade and half, leading to conditions of
economic and environmental collapse by the mid-twenty-
first century (Graham M. Turner, “Comparison of the Limits
to Growth with 30 Years of Reality,” Global Environmental
Change [2008]; Gaya Herrington, “Data Check on the
World Model that Forecast Global Collapse,” July 26, 2021). These conclusions are backed up by a new Club of Rome
report, Earth for All: A Survival Guide for Humanity (Gabriola, BC: New Society Publishers, 2022), the authors of which
include Randers from the original Limits to Growth report, as well as economist and Monthly Review author Jayati
Ghosh (see Jayati Ghosh, “Achieving the Earth for All,” Project Syndicate, July 12, 2022). Given today’s planetary
ecological crisis resulting from exponential growth in capital accumulation, it is abundantly clear that the world should
have heeded the warnings of The Limits to Growth a half-century ago.

Recent studies have strongly confirmed The Limits
to Growth’s standard-run scenario, in which the
various growth factors were expected to peak around
2020, with an inexorable decline in growth factors
setting in during the next decade and half, leading
to conditions of economic and environmental
collapse by the mid-twenty-first century.

Still, the actual computer-derived scenarios provided by The Limits to Growth in 1972 are arguably much less important
today—since so strongly confirmed over the last half-century with respect to their general projections—than some of the
wider social messages that were offered by the report, regarding how to address the necessary political-economic and

1« Juan Bordera — Ferran Puig Vilar: "Growth is Going to Stop, for One Reason or Another" — The Jus Semper Global Alliance, August 2022.
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Note on the Limits To. Growth

Here, two core elements of the original argument ecological transformations. Here, two core elements of the
)

stand out. The first was the devastating critique of
technological optimism... The second, and even

more important lesson, was that it was “growth” _ _ _

in this narrow sense of capital accumulation that problem and taking the needed social, economic, and

original argument stand out. The first was the devastating
critique of technological optimism, which served as a major
ideological barrier to conceiving the seriousness of the

was limited. [but not] sustainable human environmental actions. As The Limits to Growth explained,
development... not to mention human-enhanced the path towards environmental crisis and collapse was due
sustainable gmwth within nature itself. to: (1) a socioeconomic system geared to exponential growth

that threatened to transgress the physical limiting factors of
the planet itself, and (2) technology expressly designed to pursue that same course of exponential growth, which would
inevitably prove ineffective and disastrous. Such standard, growth-oriented technologies might be slightly modified so as
to delay the inevitable, but they could not alter the underlying problem the world faced with its multiple planetary limits.
This position did not exclude new, qualitatively different technologies from playing a significant role in addressing the
problem, but it stressed that these technologies would have to be developed and employed in pursuit of changed social
and environmental ends, as what was required was a great transition in society itself, abandoning the goal of unlimited
growth in capital accumulation.

The second, and even more important, lesson that The Limits to Growth conveyed was that “growth,” as it had come to
be conceived of in present-day society, referred to growth in quantitative Gross National Product, along with growth in
resource use and population, all of which were being pursued by the capitalist world economy on an exponentially
increasing basis. It was “growth” in this narrow sense of capital accumulation that was limited. But this did not mean
that the same limitations applied to growth conceived in a far wider sense, encompassing sustainable human
development, qualitative improvements of all kinds, and genuine improvements of productivity—not to mention human-
enhanced sustainable growth within nature itself. As Donella Meadows and her colleagues wrote in 1972 in The Limits
to Growth, “Any human activity that does not require a large flow of irreplaceable resources or produce severe
environmental degradation might continue to grow indefinitely” (175).
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Related links:

* The Jus Semper Global Alliance

e Monthly Review

e Juan Bordera — Ferran Puig Vilar: "Growth is Going to Stop, for One Reason or Another"

e Alberto Garzén Espinosa: The Limits to Growth: Ecosocialism or Barbarism

e Alejandro Pedregal — Juan Bordera: Toward an Ecosocialist Degrowth
¢ Michael Lowy et al: For an Ecosocialist Degrowth

e The Editors of Monthly Review: Notas sobre el Tiempo se Acaba

e Alvaro J de Regil: The Deceptive Delusions of Green Capitalism

e Alvaro ) de Regil: Transitioning to Geocratia the People and Planet and Not the Market Paradigm — First Steps
e The Editors of Monthly Review: Leaked IPCC Reports

¢ Mauro Bologna and Gerardo Aquino: Deforestation and World Population Sustainability: a Quantitative Analysis

e John Bellamy Foster and Brett Clark: The Expropriation of Nature
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Note on the Limits To. Growth

“ About Jus Semper: The Jus Semper Global Alliance aims to contribute to achieving a sustainable ethos of social justice in
the world, where all communities live in truly democratic environments that provide full enjoyment of human rights and
sustainable living standards in accordance with human dignity. To accomplish this, it contributes to the liberalisation of the
democratic institutions of society that have been captured by the owners of the market. With that purpose, it is devoted to
research and analysis to provoke the awareness and critical thinking to generate ideas for a transformative vision to
materialise the truly democratic and sustainable paradigm of People and Planet and NOT of the market.

« About the Editors of Monthly Review Magazine: John Bellamy Foster is the editor of MR and a professor of sociology at
the University of Oregon. He has written extensively on political economy, ecology, and Marxism. Brett Clark is the associate
editor of MR and a professor of sociology at the University of Utah. Camila Valle is assistant editor and Jamil Jonna, is
associate editor for communications & production.

< About this Brief: Note from the Editors on The Limits to Growth was originally published in English in Monthly Review
Magazine in October 2022. This commentary has been published under Creative Commons, CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0. You are
welcome to reproduce the material for non-commercial use, crediting the authors and the original publisher.

“ Quote this paper as: Editors of Monthly Review: Note on The Limits to Growth — The Jus Semper Global Alliance, January
2023.
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« The responsibility for opinions expressed in this work rests only with the author(s), and its publication does not necessarily
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