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Living within the limitsT he 1972 book, Limits to 
Growth, warned that the 
Earth’s resources would 
not be able to support the 

exponential rates of economic and 
population growth and would col-
lapse before the end of this century.

Alongside numerous other initia-
tives at the time, this warning 
helped establish the environmental 
movement, and its effort to limit 
the human ecological footprint.

Today, 50 years later, we know 
that the world has followed the sce-
nario predicted in the book — 
broadly speaking. The human foot-
print has continued to grow and 
now exceeds the estimated safe 
operating space for humanity with 
respect to the functioning of the 
Earth’s natural systems, in many 
areas — most worrying in climate. 
This is evident in the rise in global 
temperatures.

But global society has not yet 
seen collapse — at least not global 
collapse. Neither from resource 
scarcity, emissions of chemicals or 
toxic substances, land erosion, nor 
ecosystem depletion.

There are, of course, growing 
signs of local collapse — not only 
driven by global warming, but also 
by social tensions. In many places 
there has been a decline in human 
well-being driven by poverty, ineq-
uity, disempowerment, and sheer 
frustration at the slow global 
response to the global overshoot of 
nature’s support capacity.

So what is most likely to happen 
over the next 50 years? Most likely 
there will be a continuation of the 
feeble global response to the cli-
mate overshoot. We will see a “too 
little too late” scenario, where 
human well-being declines, and 
social tensions rise toward 2050. 

Well-being will decline because 
the physical environment is gradu-
ally destroyed by the overshoot. But 
more importantly, social tensions 
will rise because life for the human 
majority will gradually become ever 
more unbearable as decades pass 
without a fundamental solution to 
the problems of global poverty, ris-
ing inequity, disempowerment, and 
continuing rise in global tempera-

tures, heat waves, forest fires and 
rising sea levels. In effect I believe, 
using Limits to Growth language, 
that regional social collapse will 
precede global environmental col-
lapse.

Of course, there will be huge 
regional differences. Social ten-
sions, and possibly conflict, will rise 
everywhere, but for different rea-
sons. In the developed world, it will 
be because of slow decline in mate-

rial well-being and rising inequity. 
In the Global South it will be 
because of lacking economic 
progress and enduring poverty. In 
some emerging economies, ten-
sions may be softened temporarily 
by rapid economic growth. 

In China, tensions may be the 
weakest, as the population savors 
the nation’s continued rise to 
become a great power. But every-
where the mood will be darkened 

by continuing global warming, ever 
more scary extreme weather, the 
accelerating decline of biodiversity 
and sporadic resource scarcity in 
new and changing niches.

The most scary aspect of this 
prospect is that rising social ten-
sions will reduce the capacity of 
society to act rationally and strongly 
in the face of adversity. The higher 
the tensions, the less trust in gov-
ernment, and the lower capacity to 
put in place solutions to the prob-
lem of declining well-being within 
planetary boundaries. The solutions 
are known: the world needs to 
replace fossil energy with renewa-
bles, to shift to regenerative agricul-
ture, to eliminate absolute poverty 
using the Chinese development 
model (strong government funding 
of clear five-year plans), and to 
reduce inequity by making the glob-
al rich pay the bill, which is only 1-3 
percent of the global income. 

The main global challenge in the 
2020s will be to break the down-
ward spiral that erodes trust and 
capacity to act. This can only be 
done by achieving visible progress 
in one or more of the turnarounds 
that are needed to increase well-be-
ing within planetary boundaries.

Achieving rapid implementation 
of turnarounds will be hard, 
because the solutions are not profit-
able from the investor point of view. 
Hence, they will require subsidies 
or bans to be implemented with 
strong enforcement. And subsidies 
and bans may be politically impos-
sible with voters who do not partic-
ularly like higher taxes and more 
regulation. 

It is possible to increase the well-
being of the majority within planet-
ary boundaries. But it requires 
broad popular support for strong 
collective action. And such support 
must be built soon — before social 
collapse erodes our capacity to act.

The author is a professor emeritus 
of climate strategy at the BI Norwe-
gian Business School. The author 
contributed this article to China 
Watch, a think tank powered by 
China Daily. The views do not nec-
essarily reflect those of China Daily.

T here are multiple perspec-
tives from which to view 
the US-China relationship: 
national security, trade 

and economic affairs, political anal-
ysis and national pride. Each pro-
vides a single view of what is very 
much a multidimensional relation-
ship. Some people in the United 
States and China choose to view the 
two countries’ respective actions 
and presumed intentions through 
just one lens. Observing US-China 
relations over the past few years, I 
worry that, like a person viewing 
the world with one eye shut, both 
sides miss so much of what we 
could be seeing about this most 
important bilateral relationship.

I look at US-China affairs 
through the lens of people-to-peo-
ple relationships, which I have had 
the honor to participate in and pro-
mote over the years. 

As the grand-nephew of Helen 
Foster Snow, a US journalist who 
reported from China in the 1930s, I 
have been inspired by her life and 
work to follow her example and, 
through my role as chairman of the 
Utah-based Helen Foster Snow 
Foundation, act as a bridge 
between the US and China. 

I’m touched by the respect the 
Chinese people have for Helen Fos-
ter Snow, and I’d like to honor her 
by doing my part to carry on her 
legacy of building people-to-people 
ties between the two nations.

As a journalist in war-torn China 
in the 1930s, Helen Foster Snow 
was one of the first Western report-
ers to report the on-the-ground sit-
uation in China during a time of 
turmoil. After arriving in Shanghai 
in 1931, where she met and married 
Edgar Snow, she lived in China for 
10 years, and developed a deep love 
and respect for the Chinese people. 

She braved war zones to inter-
view the leaders of China as well as 
other political and cultural leaders, 
regardless of their political ideolo-
gy. She interviewed leaders of the 
Communist Party of China at 

Yan’an, and shared what they told 
her, along with her own insights, 
with the wider world. Together 
with her husband, she shared her 
perspective on China’s situation 
with US president Franklin Roosev-
elt and others in the West to 
increase their understanding of 
China and its people. 

Her work in helping to establish 
the Gung Ho Movement, which 
provided industrial support to the 
Chinese United Front in the Chi-
nese people’s War of Resistance 
Against Japanese Aggression (1931-
45), saved lives in China and other 
countries. For her great contribu-
tions to the US’ understanding of 
foreign countries and cultures, she 
was twice nominated for the Nobel 
Peace Prize. 

In 1972, the leaders of China and 
the US took incredible steps to 
broaden the perspective of how 
Chinese and US people view each 
other. The steady progress enabled 
by the people-to-people ties, trade 
and cultural exchanges that were 
subsequently established, helped 
both countries get a more accurate 
assessment of each other.

The Shanghai Communique was 
the agreement that made it possi-
ble.

When I read the text of the com-
munique for the first time, I was 
struck by how much of the lan-
guage within it is so relevant to the 
current state of US-China relations. 
In 1972, the differences between the 
two countries were even greater 
than they are today, yet the two 
countries were able to come to an 
agreement. 

That landmark diplomatic 
achievement offers lessons for the 
people of China and the US today.

In the US section it states: “The 
effort to reduce tensions is served 
by improving communication 
between countries that have differ-
ent ideologies so as to lessen the 
risks of confrontation through acci-
dent, miscalculation or misunder-
standing. Countries should treat 
each other with mutual respect and 
be willing to compete peacefully, 
letting performance be the ultimate 
judge. No country should claim 
infallibility and each country 
should be prepared to reexamine 
its own attitudes for the common 
good.”

This advice is as good today as it 
was 50 years ago. Despite the cur-
rent relationship challenges, in 
order to accomplish our respective 
national goals, address common 
global issues, and contribute to a 
stable international system, China 
and the US require each other’s 
assistance.

Retired senior colonel Zhou Bo, a 
senior fellow at the Center for 
International Security and Strategy 
at Tsinghua University, said recent-
ly, “Whatever one might think 
about the future of the China-US 
relationship, Nixon’s visit half a 
century ago offers a useful remind-
er: if enemies could become 
friends, then competitors are not 
bound to become enemies today.”

The communique advises us on 
how to maintain the mutually ben-
eficial ties between China and the 

ship with China’s former foreign 
minister Huang Hua being one 
example. Huang wrote to her, “No 
force can reverse the deep-rooted 
friendship and understanding and 
growing ties between our two great 
peoples.”

By expanding our view, consider-
ing a more multidimensional per-
spective, and making reasonable 
concessions to civility and diploma-
cy, the US and China would be able 
to see and understand more about 
each other. Looking at the totality 
of the relationship, for all its chal-
lenges, successes and opportuni-
ties, can remind us of what has 
been achieved since the signing the 
Shanghai Communique. The future 
of US-China relations will undoubt-
edly present challenges. It is certain 

that the two governments will disa-
gree on issues which should be 
solved through dialogue and diplo-
macy. 

Perhaps most importantly, 
US-China people-to-people ties can 
help China and the US recognize 
their common humanity and so 
promote peace in a shared world. 
Fifty years ago, the world became 
more prosperous and stable as a 
result of the Shanghai Communi-
que, and it can once again.

The author is chairman of the Helen 
Foster Snow Foundation. The 
author contributed this article to 
China Watch, a think tank powered 
by China Daily. The views do not 
necessarily reflect those of China 
Daily.

It is possible to increase the well-
being of the majority within 
planetary boundaries. But it 

requires broad popular support 
for strong collective action. And 
such support must be built soon 
— before social collapse erodes 

our capacity to act.

The key global challenge is to break the downward spiral of social tensions 
caused by resource scarcity which is eroding trust and the capacity to act
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Touchstone for trust
The Shanghai Communique still provides important 
pointers for Sino-US relations today

US: “The two 
sides agreed that it 
is desirable to broaden 
the understanding between 
the two peoples. To this end, 
they discussed specific areas in 
such fields as science, technology, 
culture, sports and journalism, in 
which people-to-people contacts 
and exchanges would be mutually 
beneficial. Each side undertakes to 
facilitate the further development 
of such contacts and exchanges.”

The drafters of the communique 
were prescient in writing this sec-
tion, and the history of connections 
between the two peoples show 
many benefits for both sides. The 
Helen Foster Snow Foundation is 
proud to play a role in encouraging 
people-to-people relationships in a 
wide array of areas.

Helen Foster Snow understood 
the importance of people-to-people 
exchanges. Although she was not a 
communist, she was able to forge 
friendships with the early CPC 
leaders, her decades-long friend-
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Perhaps most 
importantly, US-China 
people-to-people ties 

can help China and the 
US recognize their 

common humanity and 
so promote peace in a 

shared world. Fifty 
years ago, the world 

became more 
prosperous and stable 

as a result of the 
Shanghai 

Communique, and it 
can once again.


