
p h y s ic s w o r l d .c o m Opinion: For um

P h y s ic s Wo r l d  A p r i l  20 24 21

The book Limits to Growth delivered a clear 
warning for our planet. Published way back 
in 1972 by Universe Books, it contained 12 
scenarios for the world based on simulations 
carried out two years earlier by a group of 
scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) in the US. Despite selling 
millions of copies and being translated into 
30 languages, the book was heavily criti-
cized by industry leaders and economists 
for being unrealistic.

Their reaction was surprising given that 
the “do nothing” MIT simulation scenario 
– “business as usual” – envisaged global col-
lapse through a depletion of resources, food 
shortages and industrial decline by 2050. 
This was a result of increasing ecological 
pressures that were predicted to begin in the 
early 2000s. As it turns out, that particular 
model is currently fitting the world’s cur-
rent situation frighteningly well.

Many people think that clever advances 
in technology will save us from the loom-
ing catastrophe, where the climate is just 
the top of the iceberg (albeit deadly in itself). 
But my concern is that there is a naïve and 
dangerous overconfidence in technological 
solutions. Carbon capture and sequestra-
tion, for example, currently cannot capture 
even a fraction of what is needed each year 
to meet our climate targets.

The dream that “new technology” could 
save us from peril was another MIT simula-
tion scenario carried out back in the early 
1970s. Yet this scenario only extends global 
collapse by a few years. Merely progressing 
the “green industry” – the new favourite slo-
gan of business and politicians – is unfortu-
nately not enough.

In my view it is crazy to think that uncon-
trolled technological “development” and 
exploitation driven by unbridled, increas-
ingly unequal, capitalism will save us. It is 
what has plunged us into today’s crisis in 
the first place. After all, if you are sitting on 
a tree branch that you are sawing off, and 
the ground underneath is burning, the solu-
tion is not to switch to a better saw – it is to 
stop sawing.

In any case, why should we rely on econo-
mists to put out the fire? I find it tragic that 
the world is governed exclusively by econo-
mists and is driven by economics, which 
is not a natural science, but just a human 
invention. There are physical limits to con-

tinuous economic expansion – a fact that 
most economists do not seem to under-
stand. Seen from space, after all, it is obvi-
ous that the Earth is a small, isolated and 
vulnerable spaceship.

Yet some economists mistakenly talk 
about “decoupling” the economy from the 
real and strictly limited assets on Earth. 
Even pure “information” is physical and has 
limits. Just as the exponential growth of bac-
teria in a Petri dish dies off when nutrients 
and space run out, so there are non-negotia-
ble limits to “growth” for humans on Earth.

Long-term view
The MIT scientists did find a simulation that 
offers a solution. Degrowth, or “stabilized 
Earth”, is the only route that does not lead 
to global collapse. The Iroquois people, an 
ancient Indigenous civilization, knew this. 
When important decisions had to be made, 
they thought about how it would affect sev-
eral generations into the future. Today’s 
politicians, in contrast, usually have a time 
perspective of no more than four years (i.e 
up to the next election) while people in busi-
ness and industry don’t look further than 
three months (to the next quarterly report).

Neither is nuclear power the answer. What 
moral right do we have to convert the small 
and non-sustainable amount of Earth’s ura-
nium resource into long-lasting hazardous 
waste for just a few decades of electricity to 
provide “growth” for our generation? About 
as much as we had to burn up a large part of 

the planet’s fossil fuels in just over 100 years, 
which has now ended up in the atmosphere 
as carbon dioxide and disrupted the climate.

Nature does not care about our economic 
considerations and calculations when it 
decides how to exterminate humanity. 
Economic growth was meant to help peo-
ple, lifting them out of poverty. But today, 
humanity has instead become a slave to 
sacred growth figures – which has become 
a monster completely out of control. The 
economist Simon Kuznets, who coined 
the concept of gross domestic product in 
1934, even warned against using such a 
crudely simplified concept as some kind of 
naïve numerical measure of welfare in an 
extremely complex world.

Role models like climate activist Greta 
Thunberg are trying to save those who have 
not yet understood how serious the situa-
tion actually is. To reach the climate pledge 
of limiting global warming below 1.5 °C, the 
use of fossil fuels must completely cease by 
2035, with zero deforestation and a drastic 
reduction in other greenhouse gas emis-
sions. Yet according to the International 
Energy Agency, about 80% of the world’s 
energy today still comes from fossil fuels.

One international organization that draws 
attention to the world’s environmental prob-
lems is the Global Footprint Network, which 
each year marks Earth Overshoot Day. This 
is the date on which humanity’s demand 
for ecological resources and services in 
that particular year exceeds what Earth can 
regenerate. In 2023 it fell on 2 August, mean-
ing that for the rest of the year we effectively 
“stole” from future generations.

There is one option to reverse the current 
trend and that is to abide by Earth’s natu-
ral limits. Governments need to realize that 
rich countries must adapt their production 
and consumption to bring it below what is 
sustainable for the Earth-system as a whole. 
The only alternative to a planned and con-
trolled downsizing is a forced and cata-
strophic global collapse.

Only degrowth can save us.

Johan Hansson argues that it will never be possible to meet our climate targets if countries continue their 
obsession with growing the economy

Missed targets Despite pledges to limit global 
warming, the International Energy Agency 
estimates that about 80% of the world’s energy 
today still comes from fossil fuels.

Only degrowth can save us

iS
to

ck
/B

&M
 N

os
ko

ws
ki

Johan Hansson is a theoretical 
physicist at Luleå University of 
Technology, Sweden, e-mail  
c.johan.hansson@ltu.se

mailto:c.johan.hansson%40ltu.se?subject=

