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"This text is published in
English for the first time here.
Dennis Meadows’ original
French preface can be found in
Meadows et al. (2022, 5-13).

Preface to the 50th
Anniversary Special

French Edition of
The Limits to Growth

Dennis Meadows

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2024 2dm

In an amusement park near Metz, France, is Anaconda, one of the tall-
est wooden roller coasters in Europe. It serves as a useful analogy for
thinking about limits to growth fifty years after the publication of our
original results.’

In 1972 humanity’s situation was in one way similar to that of peo-
ple who held tickets for a ride on Anaconda. They could have decided
not to take the trip. Instead they remained on the train assuming the
benefits of the ride would be greater than the costs. In1972, despite the
enormous public debate stimulated by our findings, people implicitly
assumed that the benefits of riding the growth train further would be
greater than the costs.

But, of course, aroller coaster can not carry people higher forever—
not even if it has been designed by French engineers. Eventually the
coaster car reachesits limit, slows down, and begins its decline. Now it is
fifty years later, and humanity’s situation is similar to that of the people
in the coaster car at the top of the highest hill. Now they no longer have
the option of deciding whether the benefits of the ride will exceed the
costs; they are committed to the full trip. Everyone on the roller coaster
has already given up their control over the speed of decline and the path
of the train. As the car starts its drop their only option is to hold on as
best they can and hope they will survive the ride.

Thisanalogy has limitations. Aroller coaster ride typically lasts a min-
ute or two. For example, the Anaconda trip lasts only 130 seconds. The
train always returns to its starting point without harming its riders. After it
stops they can get off the train and resume their life essentially as before.

For humanity it will be different.
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Global society will be on the post-growth descent for more than
acentury. The path is uncertain, and many will suffer during the journey.
Some possibilities still exist for marginal influence over the process of
decline, but civilisation is definitely moving towards a condition very
different than where it was before riding the growth train

My MIT team neitherimagined nor suggested thatany single one of
our 1972 computer model simulations was a prediction for the precise
future path of growth in the global system. However, over the past decade
several independent studies have compared our principal projections
with the historical paths of important global indicators. The studies
concluded that our business as usual scenario (BAU, fig.1) approximates
the major historical trends over the past fifty years. Thus that scenario
has become an influential paradigm through which | interpret current
events and anticipate the future. Its main features will be reflected in
the thoughts | present here.
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The Limits to Growth

Ouranalyses for the Club of Rome were conducted to understand the
causes and consequences of physical growth on a finite planet. We focused
on five indicators of that growth—population, industrial output per cap-
ita, food per capita, non-renewable resources, and persistent pollution.

FIGURE 1. The BAU
scenario (fig. 35in
the first edition).
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Their growth could not continue forever. We foresaw that the expan-
sion of each would be forced by planetary boundaries to slow and then
reverse. We did not attempt to provide insights about the conditions that
will arise on this planet during the decline. Our reports deliberately avoid-
ed making even a single speculation about the conditions of the world
afterthe parameters we studied had each risen to their maximum values.

Butitisimportantto speculate about those conditions now, because
they will imminently confront humanity.

| believe that global society is entering an extended period during
which its demands on the resources of this planet will be reduced by
avariety of physical and social processes. Those demands will be forced
back down to levels that can be borne by the earth. | do not know the
precise timing or identity of the events that will make that happen, but
| expect they will have four features.

First, | expect that the forces opposing physical growth on this planet
will become mostintense over the next several decades. This may seem
counterintuitive. Looking at the BAU scenario above, it is natural to con-
clude that the forces constraining growth will be most severe during the
steepest part of the descent - some decades from now. Unfortunately,
thatis not true. In order for growth of any factor to reverse, the forces
opposing its expansion must grow larger than those supporting it. The
forces supporting growth are greatest now, while the world is still rela-
tively wealthy, and its peoples and institutions still share the desire for
ever more growth.

An example is the enormous amount of money that was printed in
the desperate effort to sustain economic growth during the first years
of the pandemic. There will be neither the political will nor the practical
capacity againinthe future to provide such stimulus. Once physical decline
becomes widespread the forces attempting to sustain growth will be
weaker, and humanity will also experience the opposing forces as weaker.

Thus it is the present generation that will experience the greatest
traumas from the various forces that cause decline in population and
productive capital.

For population to decline, the death rate must exceed the birth rate.
Attempts to reduce fertility have become politically unacceptable. Those
blocking attempts to reduce fertility are implicitly choosing to rely on rises
in the death rate for the inevitable transition. For production to decline,
the depreciation of productive capital must exceed the investment rate.

Attempts to reduce investment are generally unacceptable. Thus
capital depreciation will rise. Until more attractive alternatives are pur-
sued, the stock of productive capital will mainly be reduced by climate
change, technological obsolescence, and war.

Second, | expect that the various environmental and social factors
thatarise to force the physical dimensions of our global society—among
them population, food production, and resource extraction—back down
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to bearable levels will be regarded and treated as separate problems.
Each of them will call forth local concerns and short-sighted efforts.

Climate change is an excellent example of this. Nations are mostly
concerned about its effects within their own borders. And their responses
are formulated out of narrow, short-term national self-interest.

But phenomena such as changing climate, spreading viruses, growing
food shortages, rising energy prices, and mounting levels of persistent
pollutants in the environment will not be eliminated by suppressing
their symptoms. Consider the example of cancer. Often a person host-
ing a cancer will be in intense pain. It may be useful to give the sufferer
a pain killer, because it will make them feel better in the short term.
But that does not solve their problem. Pain is only a symptom of the
real problem, which is cancer. Unless the cancer is removed, the patient
will not be cured.

For the globe, physical growth in population and resource use is
the cancer.

Third, | expect thatas the inevitability of the end of growth becomes
more widely accepted, there will be a shiftin emphasis from preventive
measures at the global level to adaptive measures at the local level. The
goal of global sustainability will give way to the goal of local resilience.

Sustainability is a goal of the global system. The term is effectively
used to describe a world in which the rich keep what they have while
the poor are allowed to become richer. In a world where resource con-
sumption is far above the regenerative capacities of the planet thatis not
possible. In (Meadows) 1999 | already wrote an essay for Stiddeutsche
Zeitung, arguing it was already too late for sustainable development.
Thus sustainability is impossible and efforts to achieve it are causing
frustration.

Resilience is a characteristic of the global system’s behaviour. Itis the
capacity of the system to absorb shocks and still continue to produce
essential results, such as food, housing, health, and employment. Efforts
to achieve resilience can be productively undertaken at all levels—per-
sonal, family, organisation, community, region, globe.

Sustainability is a global goal that could only be achieved by agree-
mentand sustained, concerted action by all the globe’simportant players.
That will never happen. Resilience is a local goal that can be achieved
by individuals through short-term, local action. Itis already happening.

Asystem s notsustainable unless all its components are sustainable.
A system becomes more resilient every time one of its components
becomes more resilient. | consider the quest for resilience to be the
most exciting and productive intellectual challenge of humanity over
the coming century.

My fourth expectation is that the decline required to bring global
society back within its limits will be occasioned by enormous political
change.
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The biggest threat of declining growth will be to the social fabric. The
promise ofindefinite growth—more for everyone forever—has been the
single largest contributor to the social cohesion necessary for effective
governance. In a system where every participant expects eventually
to have more, it is possible to reach a consensus even for actions that
some expect will give them less in the short term. But when everyone
understands that growth is no longer possible, when life is perceived
to be a zero-sum game—where one can get more only if another gets
less—then consensus disappears. No governance system will be able
toaccomplish necessary changes, because those who expect to get less
will block action.

Acknowledging this general fault simply recognises reality; it does
notimply a personal preference for one form of governance over another.
Itis obvious that none of the globe’s present governance systems are ef-
fectively coping with long-term global problems, such as rising persistent
pollution, growing economicinequality, the spread of nuclear weapons,
or climate change. This is nota failing unique to the democracies. Every
political system is failing to resolve these global problems. The quality of
natural resources is deteriorating on every continentand in every nation.

Human groups have employed many different forms of governance
during the several hundred thousand years our species has lived on this
planet—monarchy, democracy, oligarchy, theocracy, aristocracy, and
numerous others.

Any of these different governance systems could potentially produce
a more attractive future for humanity if they reflected a concern for
equity, environment, resilience, and welfare and considered impacts
that are distant in time and space to be as important as those that are
proximate. No governance system will produce an attractive future if
itis dominated by people who are self-centred, corrupt, short-sighted,
orignorant.

Fifty years ago | naively thought that our report would promote
a longer- term view among decision makers. It obviously failed in that.
However, this report has convinced many thousands of its readers
around the world to change their views, their educational goals, even
their careers in order to pursue a more constructive social response to
the problems of growth.

They are an important resource in the effort that lies ahead. An
understanding of the fundamental causal mechanisms described in our
report will aid them in pursuing the best available remaining options.

With children there is no confusion about the difference between
physical growth and human development. Each is useful at an appro-
priate time.

Initially growth isimportant, and parents are happy to watch as their
children grow larger. Bigger is considered to be betterin the early years.
Butasthey mature into their mid-teens people are no longer expected to
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grow ever larger. Indeed, continued growth at that stage is a matter for
concern. Instead parents value non-physical development—self-aware-
ness, social relations, professional competence, formal learning, athletic
prowess, musical skills, artistic expression.

Clobal society has not yet understood the distinction between
physical expansion and qualitative development. It has passed the
stage where more physical expansion is desirable. No widely shared
global goal is now served by having more people or material goods.
Now itisimportant to

learn how to advance the development of our species—achieving
equity, peace, psychological balance, physical health, environmental
quality.

Ifthatis achieved, then on the hundredth anniversary of our original
report, someone will be able to write a book entitled There Were No
Limits to Development.
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