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“THE ATLANTIC COMMUNITY IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT”: 
GLOBAL CRISIS AND ATLANTICISM WITHIN THE CONTEXT 
OF THE CLUB OF ROME, 1960S TO 1970S

Christian Albrecht

At the beginning of the 1970s, a transnational circle of successful 
businessmen, high-ranking bureaucrats, and renowned scientists 
who called themselves the Club of Rome gained wide attention in 
Western industrialized countries and beyond.1 The reason for their 
sudden fame was The Limits to Growth, a study commissioned by 
the club’s executive committee and published in 1972 as the fi rst 
in a series of reports presented to the club.2 Based on a computer-
ized world model, the book — which belonged to the diverse, semi-
scientifi c fi eld of future studies — called for a policy to stop economic 
and human population growth. It fostered a fi erce debate about 
the worldwide eff ects of economic and demographic growth and, 
today, counts as the most infl uential of many ecological doomsday 
prophecies that mark the early 1970s as the starting point of an 
“Era of Ecology.”3 

Founded in 1968, only a few years prior to the publication of the 
Limits report, the Club of Rome was initially launched by a small 
group of influential Europeans as follow-up to a conference 
that took place at the Academia dei Lincei in Rome — hence its 
name. Its early members were part of the economic, intellectual, 
and political elite of Western industrialized countries, and many 
of them had close contacts to the Organization of Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) — which successively 
transformed into an Atlantic institution during the 1960s.4 At 
the same time, the club’s members thought of themselves as “a 
group of world citizens, sharing a common concern regarding the 
deep crisis faced by humanity.”5 They referred to this crisis as the 

1   This essay is part of my 
PhD project on the his-
tory of the Club of Rome 
which I am currently con-
ducting at the Research 
Group for Global Pro-
cesses at the University of 
Konstanz.

2   Donella H. Meadows, 
Dennis L. Meadows, 

Jørgen Randers, and 
William W. Behrens III, The 
Limits to Growth: A Report 
for the Club of Rome’s Pro-
ject on the Predicament 
of Mankind (New York, 
1972). For an overview 
of the club’s reports, 
see Nicholas G. Onuf, 
“Reports to the Club of 
Rome: Review,” World 

Politics 36, no. 1 (1983): 
121–46.

3   Limits also remains the 
primary point of public 
attention for the Club of 
Rome, which still exists 
as a transnational non-
governmental and non-
profi t organization with 
offi  ces in Winterthur, » 

 »  Switzerland, and 
Vienna, Austria. See 
www.clubofrome.org. The 
book’s outstanding suc-
cess — it was translated 
into more than thirty 
languages and sold over 
ten million copies world-
wide — was a result of 
several factors (including 
its global perspective, a 
fascination generated by 
the use of modern com-
puter technology, good 
writing, targeted mar-
keting tactics, and espe-
cially the fi rst oil crisis in 
1973). Joachim Radkau, 
Die Ära der Ökologie. Eine 
Weltgeschichte (Munich, 
2011), esp. 124–64; and 
Kai Hünemörder, “Kas-
sandra im modernen 
Gewand? Die umweltapo-
kalyptischen Mahn-
rufe der frühen 1970er 
Jahre,” in Wird Kassandra 
heiser? Die Geschichte 
falscher Ökoalarme, ed. 
Frank Uekötter and Jens 
Hohensee (Stuttgart, 
2004), 78–97. 

4   Aft er succeeding the Orga-
nization for European 
Economic Cooperation 
(OEEC) in 1961, which 
originally consisted only 
of the Western Euro-
pean countries, the OECD 
also included the United 
States, Canada (both since 
1961), Japan (1964), Aus-
tralia (1971), and New 
Zealand (1973) as new 
member states. On the 
history of the OECD, see 
note 66 below.

5   Aurelio Peccei, “The Club 
of Rome: The New Thresh-
old,” Simulation 20, no. 6 
(1973): 199–206, quote 
206. Peter Moll, From Scar-
city to Sustainability: Futures 
Studies and the Environ-
ment. The Role of the Club 
of Rome (Frankfurt & New 
York, 1991), provides a 
groundbreaking account 
of the club’s history and 
its impact within the fi eld 
of futures studies and the 
ecological movement.
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(world) problématique, which Limits to Growth describes as “the 
complex of problems troubling all nations.”6 Thus, visions of the 
Atlantic partnership in a fast-changing world as well as European 
voices — especially its primary founder and first president, the 
Italian industrialist Aurelio Peccei — played a significant role in 
laying out the club’s course of action during the first decade of 
its existence.

The Club of Rome is, therefore, a suitable lens for the study of 
transatlantic relations in the postwar era. By scrutinizing the club’s 
early history, this essay aims to show how the Atlantic Community 
and its underlying mental maps have been reconceptualized along 
global parameters within certain parts of the establishment in 
Atlantic countries since the end of the 1960s.7 It thus addresses 
the question of how the club’s founding and its aims were aff ected 
by visions of the Atlantic Community in a widening world order, 
a worldview based on systemic and cybernetic thinking, as well 
as by hopes of ending the Cold War.8 Therefore, the debates over 
the Limits to Growth during the mid-1970s, which historians have 
already dealt with exhaustively, are not addressed in detail in this 
paper.9 Instead, it contributes to recent research identifying the 
transition from the 1960s to the 1970s as a decisive break within 
the “transatlantic century” and a period of time characterized by the 
“shock of the global” — a common perception of a rapidly changing 
and increasingly complex world.10

This essay begins with a discussion of Aurelio Peccei, the first 
president of the Club of Rome, and his emerging concerns about 
a global crisis and a faltering Atlantic partnership that eventually 
led him to outline a “new approach” to transatlantic cooperation 

6   Meadows et al., Limits to 
Growth, 10. The probléma-
tique is further described as 
including a range of diverse 
problems such as “poverty 
in the midst of plenty; deg-
radation of the environment; 
loss of faith in institutions; 
uncontrolled urban spread; 
insecurity of employment; 
alienation of youth; rejec-
tion of traditional values; and 
infl ation and other monetary 
disruptions.”

7   On Atlanticism, see, e.g., 
Kenneth Weisbrode’s con-
tribution to this volume and 
his The Atlantic Century: Four 
Generations of Extraordi-
nary Diplomats who Forged 
America’s Vital Alliance with 
Europe (Cambridge: 2009); 
Marco Mariano, Defi n ing the 
Atlantic Community: Culture, 
Intellectuals, and Policies in 
the Mid-Twentieth Century 
(New York: 2010). On the 
concept of mental maps, see 
Jörg Döring and Tristan 
Thielmann, eds., Spatial Turn. 
Das Raumparadigma in den 
Kultur- und Sozialwissenschaft en 
(Bielefeld, 2008).

8   An interesting overview on 
diverging visions of how the 
Cold War might have (or 
ought to have) ended can 
be found in Frédéric Bozo, 
Marie-Pierre Rey, N. Piers 
Ludlow, and Bernd Rother, 
eds., Visions of the End of the 
Cold War in Europe, 1945-
1990 (New York, 2012). For 
a historical account of the 
concept of world order, see 
Sebastian Conrad and Domi-
nic Sachsenmaier, eds., Com-
peting Visions of World Order: 
Global Moments and Move-
ments, 1880s–1930s (New 
York, 2007).

9   See, e.g., Elke Seefried, 
“Towards ‘The Limits to 
Growth’? The Book and Its 
Reception in West Germany 
and Britain 1972–73,” Bul-
letin of the GHI Washington 
33, no. 1 (2011): 3-37; Luigi 
Piccioni, “Forty Years Later: 
The Reception of the Limits to 
Growth in Italy, 1971–1974,” »  

 »  I quaderni di Altrono-
vecento 2 (2012); Friede-
mann Hahn, Von Unsinn 
bis Untergang: Rezeption 
des Club of Rome und der 
Grenzen des Wachstums 
in der Bundesrepublik 
der frühen 1970er Jahre 
(Freiburg, 2006), http://
www.freidok.uni-freiburg.
de/volltexte/2722/pdf/
hahn_friedemann_2006_
von_unsinn_bis_unter-
gang.pdf; Patrick Kupper, 
“‘Weltuntergangsvision 
aus dem Computer’. Zur 
Geschichte der Studie 

‘Grenzen des Wachstums’ 
von 1972,” in Wird Kas-
sandra heiser? ed. Uekötter 
and Hohensee, 98–111; 
Elodie V. Blanchard, “Mod-
elling the Future: An 
Overview of the ‘Limits to 
Growth’ Debate,” Centaurus 
52, no. 2 (2010): 91–116. 

10  Niall Ferguson, Charles 
Maier, Erez Manela, and 
Daniel Sargent, eds., The 
Shock of the Global: The 
1970s in Perspective (Cam-
bridge, 2010). Accord-
ing to Mary Nolan, The 

Transatlantic Century: 
Europe and America, 1890–
2010 (Cambridge, 2012), 
this change was marked by 
a range of elusive events 
hinting at a general decline 
of American hegemony: 
the collapse of the Bretton 
Woods monetary system, 
European détente policies, 
the fi rst oil shock, world-
wide mass protests, the 
rise of the environmental 
movement, and, last but 
not least, America’s falter-
ing attempts to win the 
Vietnam War. 
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and global development. It then addresses the launch of the Club 
of Rome as a loosely organized network rooted in the method-
ological and transnational context of futures studies, building on 
contacts that went beyond the Western world and transcending 
even the Iron Curtain. The third and final section looks at the 
club’s impact within an Atlantic context up until the early 1970s. 
Thus, it deals with its attempts to define and address the problé-
matique, which eventually led to the publication of the Limits to 
Growth. In the conclusion, I reflect upon the ways differing visions 
and discourses about the Atlantic Community and broader ideas 
of “one world” interacted during the 1960s and 1970s. 

Addressing the Problems of the Future: Aurelio Peccei’s 
“New Approach” to Transatlantic Cooperation and Global 
Development

Aurelio Peccei (1908–1984), born in Turin, Italy, was a trained 
economist and a successful industrial manager with wide-ranging 
contacts in Europe, the United States, and Latin America who was 
actively involved in the global project of modernizing the Third 
World during the 1950s and 1960s.11 His distinguished career started 
in the early 1930s, when he joined the Italian motor company Fiat. 
He was sent to China but returned to Italy aft er the outbreak of 
the Second World War, during which he fought against and was 
imprisoned by the Fascist government. Following the end of the 
war — and a short intermezzo as cofounder of the Italian airline 
Alitalia — he eventually returned to Fiat, where he was put in 
charge of the company’s Latin American enterprises in 1949. From 
then on, he built up the subsidiary Fiat Concord in Buenos Aires, 
turning it into one of the leading motorcar and railway material 
companies on the continent, which contributed to the moderniza-
tion of Argentine agriculture as the fi rst fi rm to manufacture tractors 
inside the country. 

But by the end of the 1950s, at the age of fi ft y, Peccei had become 
increasingly dismayed by “the miserable, hopeless condition of some 
of the least-developed zones” that he came across during his trav-
els and, as he later recalled, “I started asking myself whether I was 
actually doing what I ought to be doing.”12 It was around this time 
that — aft er freeing himself from some of his Fiat commitments — he 
began to devote increasing personal time and energy to the crusade 
for development in poor countries. In 1957, he founded a small 

11  Aurelio Peccei’s autobiog-
raphy, The Human Quality 
(Oxford, 1977), provides a 
general account of his life. 
On the following, see 1–14 
and 35–43. A detailed 
biography of Peccei based 
on several interviews, 
Gunter A. Pauli, Crusader 
for the Future: A Portrait of 
Aurelio Peccei, Founder of 
the Club of Rome (Oxford & 
New York, 1987), unfor-
tunately lacks footnotes 
and references. Here, see 
31–61. For an overview of 
current attempts to write a 
global history of develop-
ment and modernization, 
see Corinna R. Unger, 
“Histories of Development 
and Modernization: Find-
ings, Refl ections, Future 
Research,” H-Soz-u-Kult 
(09/12/2010), http://
hsozkult.geschichte.hu-
berlin.de/forum/2010-
12-001.

12  Peccei, Human Quality, 35. 
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research center within Fiat Concord, where he hosted conferences 
to further address the problems of underdeveloped countries. At 
the same time, against the backdrop of the Suez crisis, he launched 
the nonprofi t engineering and consulting fi rm Italconsult, which he 
headed until the end of the 1970s; its aim was to help the develop-
ment of Third World Mediterranean countries.13 In 1964, shortly 
before he returned to Italy to become vice president of the struggling 
typewriter and electronics company Olivetti (while retaining a posi-
tion as special advisor to Fiat, as well as his offi  ce in Buenos Aires), 
Peccei was also involved in setting up the Atlantic Development 
Group for Latin America (ADELA). 

Originally started as an American project, ADELA was a col-
lective eff ort by corporations from the Atlantic countries and 
Japan — which had joined the OECD earlier in 1964 — to increase 
investment in the private sector in Latin America. While one of its 
main initiators, U.S. Senator Jacob K. Javits, praised its launch as 
a victory for the promotion of “our common Judeo-Christian ethic 
and progressive economic principles,” Peccei was less optimis-
tic.14 He neither shared Javits’s hopes of winning the Cold War by 
modernizing the Third World, nor did he “think that the best way 
to boost a sagging economy . . . was to give free rein to its private 
sector.”15 Nevertheless, as Peccei states in his autobiography, he 
hoped that ADELA “would prime a process of modernization and 
rationalization of local industry” and, simultaneously, modify 
the “unconstructive and short-sighted attitude of European and 
American industrial and fi nancial circles” toward investing in 
Latin America.16 

Soon aft er his involvement in the creation of ADELA, Peccei became 
convinced that the negative eff ects of technological development 
aff ected not just the Third World but could also be felt in the indus-
trialized countries. Until then, he had never published any articles 
or books, nor had he spoken publicly on topics other than those 
concerning his work as a manager. But from the mid-1960s onward, 
he began to refi ne and publicly promote his thoughts about global 
development and mankind’s most pressing problems. In 1965, he 
began writing several articles and held a series of lectures in Latin 
America and the United States. Two years later, feeling that his calls 
to address mankind’s problems had gone unheard, he started to 
“condense . . . my fears and my hopes about the future” in his fi rst 
book, published as The Chasm Ahead in 1969.17 

13  The Ofi cina de Estudios para 
la Colaboracíon Económica 
Internacional (OECEI) orga-
nized two conferences on 
developmental issues in Bue-
nos Aires; both were hosted 
by Peccei. See Aurelio Peccei, 
Un gran problema de nuestro 
tiempo. Los paises subdesarrol-
lados (Bunenos Aires, 1959); 
idem, Como enfrentar los pro-
blemas de los paises subdesar-
rollados (Buenos Aires, 1961); 
Ofi cina de Estudios para la 
Colaboracíon Económica 
Internacional, Diez Años De 
Labor De O.E.C.E.I (Buenos 
Aires, 1967).

14  Quoted in Salvador Rivera, 
“Jacob K. Javits and Latin 
American Economic Integra-
tion,” Independent Institute 
Working Paper 68 (2007): 
14. This paper is available 
online at http://www.inde-
pendent.org/pdf/working_
papers/68_javits.pdf. See 
further Odd A. Westad, The 
Global Cold War: Third World 
Interventions and the Making 
of Our Times (Cambridge, 
2005), esp. 32–38. 

15  Peccei, Human Quality, 38. 

16 Ibid. 

17  Peccei, Human Quality, 56; 
idem, The Chasm Ahead (New 
York, 1969).
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In one of his earliest lectures, “The Challenges of the 1970s for 
the World of Today,” given on the invitation of ADELA at the 
Military College of Buenos Aires in 1965, Peccei had painted the 
picture of a global crisis caused by modern technology: Man had 
lost control over the accelerating “techno-scientific progress” 
that had started with the Industrial Revolution and had up to that 
point only been held at bay by the “military stimulus” provided 
by national defense or war preparedness. This process of ongo-
ing scientific and technological development had now reached 
an unprecedented level, as was shown by the apocalyptic pos-
siblilities of total nuclear destruction.18 Thus, Peccei called for 
“a longer term global political approach” that would make use of 
modern computer technology in order to synthesize mankind’s 
ever increasing knowledge and enable mankind to tackle “the 
real problems of the next decade: survival in the nuclear age . . ., 
overpopulation, hunger in large parts of the world, [deficits in] 
education in the broadest sense, [finding] justice in liberty, [mak-
ing sure there is] better circulation and distribution of wealth.”19 
In 1965, he did not yet express concern about environmental 
pollution or resource depletion but imagined his international 
initiative to be primarily aimed at “enlarging and consolidating 
the area of prosperity which exists today in the world”.20 It was 
only a few years later, in Chasm, that he included the “degradation 
of our ecosystem” in the “tidal wave of global problems” humanity 
would face in the future. He never consciously reconciled these 
newfound concerns — which had only begun to spread from the 
United States to Europe in the mid-1960s — with his plans of 
global development and equality.21

In his public talks and writings Peccei also expressed special con-
cern about the stability of the Atlantic partnership. In his lecture in 
Buenos Aires, he had stated that “the second industrial revolution” 
in automation and management had “exploded in the United States” 
and left  the rest of the world lagging behind.22 On this occasion, 
speaking to a group of Latin American managers, he further argued 
that Europe and the United States threatened to “move further apart 
psychologically from one another” because of the increasing “tech-
nological gap” between the two sides of the Atlantic.23 He further 
addressed the technological gap in Chasm, which he promoted in 
newspapers as “an urgent call from Europe for Atlantic Union” to 
prevent “the growing gap between Europe and the United States” 
from becoming a “chasm.”24 

18  Aurelio Peccei, “The Chal-
lenge of the 1970s for the 
World of Today: A Basis 
for Discussion,” lecture 
given at the National Mili-
tary College of Buenos 
Aires in 1965 and printed 
in Pauli, Crusader for the 
Future, 105–24, 116-17. 
As discussed further below, 
see footnote 51, it was 
this speech that eventually 
led to the launch of the 
Club of Rome in 1968.

19 Ibid. 117.

20 Ibid.

21  See Peccei, Chasm, xii and 
203–11. Topics such as 
environmental pollution 
and resource depletion 
were fi rst promoted in 
Europe in the early 1960s 
by leading intellectuals of 
the American ecological 
movement such as Rachel 
Carson or Barry Com-
moner. See, e.g., Michael 
Egan, Barry Commoner 
and the Science of Survival: 
The Remaking of American 
Environmentalism (Cam-
bridge, 2004); Mark H. 
Lytle, The Gentle Subver-
sive. Rachel Carson, Silent 
Spring and the Rise of the 
Environmental Movement 
(New York, 2007).

22  Peccei, “Challenge of the 
1970s,” 114.

23  Ibid., 115-16.

24  Aurelio Peccei, “The 
Chasm Ahead: An Urgent 
Call from Europe for 
Atlantic Union,” Freedom 
& Union 27, no. 4 (1970): 
3–7. See the front page of 
the volume. Peccei later 
stated in his biography, 
Human Quality, 56, that 
he had only included the 
notion of a technologi-
cal gap in Chasm in order 
to increase sales for the 
book.
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Such a gap between Europe and the United States was fi rst postulated 
and debated by French economists such as Pierre Cognard, Jean Jaque 
Servan Schreiber, and Louis Armand. They promoted a common 
European market and the development of science and technology as 
a way to oppose American political and economic dominance during 
the mid-1960s. By the end of the 1960s, with transatlantic political 
and economic cooperation at its lowest level since the end of the Sec-
ond World War, the OECD and private organizations committed to 
preserving Atlantic cooperation picked up on their concerns.25 It was 
in this context that Peccei — who would become the fi rst chairman 
of the newly founded Committee for Atlantic Economic Cooperation 
at the Atlantic Institute for International Aff airs in 1967 — criticized 
President Johnson’s aim of creating a “Great Society” as an “ego-
centric one, which would carry [the United States] too far forward.”26

Peccei was convinced that to stop Europe and the United States 
from drift ing away from each other and to tackle the global crisis 
eff ectively, the developed nations had to accept their responsibility 
for world leadership. In his writings produced from 1965 onward, he 
outlined what he in Chasm would call a “New Approach” to Atlantic 
cooperation that was to place “the Atlantic Community in a global 
context”.27 While he expected the United States to take the lead in 
his plan for global development, Europe, on the other hand — which 
he viewed as still being the “focal point of the world” — was to 
remain “a link between the America which lives in the future and 
those regions which live partly in the past.”28 His New Approach was 
clearly rooted in ideas of an Atlantic Community, which he primarily 
understood not as a political alliance but as an entity possessing “a 
homogeneous cultural basis” rooted in Greek philosophy, Roman 
law, Christian religion, and Latin and Anglo-Saxon languages.29 
Still, he envisioned a policy leading to the “fusion of the communi-
ties on both shores of the Atlantic” for which he espoused the motto 
“fi rst European Unity, then Atlantic interdependence.”30 He seems 
to have supported ideas of an equal political and economic partner-
ship between the United States and a united Europe — as promoted 

25  For an overview of the debates 
about a technological gap, see 
Benoît Godin, “Technological 
Gaps: Quantitative Evidence 
and Qualitative Arguments,” 
Technology in Society 24 
(2002): 387–413. On trans-
atlantic relations in the late 
1960s and 1970s and French 
resentment of the United 
States, see Weißbrode in 
this volume; Matthias Schulz 
and Thomas A. Schwartz, 
The Strained Alliance: U.S.-
European Relations from Nixon 
to Carter (Washington, DC, 
2010); Richard J. Golsan, 
“From French Anti-Ameri-
canism and Americanization 
to the ‘American Enemy’?” in 
The Americanization of Europe: 
Culture, Diplomacy, and Anti-
Americanism aft er 1945, ed. 
Alexander Stephan (New York, 
2006), 44-68.

26  Peccei, “Challenge of the 
1970s,” 117. See further 
Pauli, Crusader for the Future, 
7, 54, 62, and Peccei, Human 
Quality, 49. Peccei had been a 
member of the Atlantic Insti-
tute since its launch in 1961, 
which was the result of per-
sistant debates in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) starting in the early 
1950s. Similar to its Ameri-
can counterpart, the Atlantic 
Council of the United States, 
the institute relied mainly on 
private funds, mostly from 
American institutions such as 
the Ford Foundation. See Melvin 
Small, “The Atlantic Coun-
cil: The Early Years,” NATO 
Research Fellowship Report 
(1998), http://www.nato.int/
acad/fellow/96-98/small.pdf. 

27  Peccei, Chasm, 272. For more 
on the role of the Atlantic Com-
munity in his New Approach, 
see ibid., 73–101, and 268–73. 

28  Peccei, “Challenge of the 
1970s,” 117. 

29  Ibid., 108. The idea of the 
Atlantic Community as 
an equal partnership 
was referred to as “Opera-
tion Dumbbell.” See 
Clarence Streit, » 

 »  “The Two Ways to 
Unite Atlantica: The Fed-
eral and the Functional,” 
Freedom & Union 18, nos. 
7 and 8 (1963): 20–22, 
and Weißbrode, this vol-
ume. On Jean Monnet as 
the father of European 

Unity, see Sherill Brown 
Wells, Jean Monnet: Uncon-
ventional Statesman (Boul-
der, 2011). On increased 
attempts to develop an 
integrated European For-
eign Policy from the end 
of the 1960s, see Daniel 

Möckli, European Foreign 
Policy during the Cold War: 
Heath, Brandt, Pompidou 
and the Dream of Political 
Unity (Basingstoke, 2009).

30  Peccei, “Challenge of the 
1970s,” 119. 
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by Jean Monnet and 
his acolytes on both 
sides of the Atlantic 
Ocean. 

In 1966,  Peccei 
sketched out his 
vision of  global 
development based 
on the At lant ic 
C o m m u n i t y  i n 
detail in a paper 
entitled “Developed-
U n d e r d e v e l o p e d 
a n d  E a s t -We s t 
Relations,” which he presented in the United States on the invi-
tation of Business International Corporation, a leading American 
advisory fi rm, and published in 1967 in the Atlantic Community 
Quarterly (see Figure 1): 

The world is represented by a strong core where the main 
forces of progress are centered and which exerts leader-
ship; and that is in fact the Atlantic Community . . . This 
image may be compared to the layers of an onion, and there 
are three principal layers around the Atlantic core [Europe, 
the United States, and Canada]: The special relationship 
countries [the Eastern European, Mediterranean, and Cen-
tral American countries, Japan, Australia, and New Zea-
land]; the great outside development regions [the Soviet 
Union and its satellites and South America]; and areas of 
later development [Africa and Asia].31

Peccei understood the countries of the fi rst layer to be “a logical 
extension of the Atlantic Community,” thus they were to be devel-
oped “as rapidly and as homogeneously as possible.” He described 
the Soviet Union and its satellites as a developmental region since 
they had not experienced an economic rise similar to that of the 
Western European countries. Asia and Africa, fi nally, were the last 
regions to be included in the growing community of prosperity.32 It 
is clear therefore that, even though Peccei’s worldview adopted a 
strongly Western-centric perspective, it diff ered signifi cantly from 
the views of those neoliberal conservatives — described by Quinn 

31  Aurelio Peccei, “Devel-
oped-Underdeveloped 
and East-West Relations,” 
The Atlantic Community 
Quarterly 5, no. 1 (1967): 
71–86, quote 72. The 
journal is produced by 
the Washington-based 
Atlantic Council of the 
United States. Peccei’s 
paper originated in a lec-
ture he was invited to give 
in the United States in 
1966 because of his affi  li-
ation with the Business 
International Corporation 
and the Atlantic Institute. 
See Pauli, Crusader for the 
Future, 62. 

32  Peccei, “Developed-
Underdeveloped and East-
West Relations,” 76.

Figure 1: Aurelio Peccei’s 
illustration of “the onion-
layer concept” as he pre-
sented it in 1966. The 
image is taken from Pec-
cei, The Chasm Ahead, 192, 
where it was reprinted 
from the original article in 
1969. It is used here with 
the kind permission of the 
Peccei family.
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Slobodian in this volume — who wanted to deny the black popula-
tion of the African continent the blessings of industrialization and 
technology. 

As one can see from his writings, Peccei’s thinking was also based 
on ideas of “One World.” In Chasm, he went on to describe his global 
plan, articulated in his earlier papers, as “a kind of model for the next 
decade with an Atlantic-centered, development-oriented, unitary 
view of the world.”33 During the late 1960s, when the fi rst photo-
graphs from outer space appeared, older discourses revolving around 
a unifi ed earth regained momentum, joined, at the same time, by new 
ecological metaphors such as the notion of “spaceship earth” — a 
term coined by Barbara Ward and prominently promoted by Kenneth 
Boulding.34 In Chasm, referring to the works of Boulding (and other 
infl uential thinkers such as Sir Julian Huxley and Bertram Gross), 
Peccei himself described how the idea of “one world” fi rst emerged 
aft er the Second World War when multinational corporations started 
“thinking and planning globally” along the lines of worldwide strate-
gies.35 He further stated that this “process of progressive globalization 
or planetarization,” which he understood as a “process of creating 
new institutions superseding the family of nation-states,” had now 
become visible in the push for European integration.36 

Considering his biographical background and his geopolitical thinking, 
it is possible to describe Peccei as a member of a transnational capitalist 
class that contributed to new discourses on globality and “managing the 
planet” that were based on a feeling of urgency and crisis, a strong belief 
in the leading role of the Atlantic Community, visions of an integrated 
world, and a technocratic worldview.37 In Chasm, he described his per-
ception of the then-current situation as follows: “Conceptually, and in 
our strategic and political decisions, we must be guided by a unitary view 
of the world . . . [which] is the only one consistent with the new kind of 
problems that will confront us in the near future — the macroproblems 
of the technological age.”38 In the twenty years that followed, Peccei 
applied most of his eff orts and resources to this goal.

Futures Studies, the OECD, and the Birth of the Club of Rome

In 1967, Peccei’s attempts to address mankind’s problems experi-
enced an unexpected boost when the speech he had given in Buenos 
Aires two years earlier happened to be translated into English without 
his knowledge. His ideas then caught the attention of infl uential 
members of major intergovernmental organizations, including British 

33  Peccei, Chasm, 190. 
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World,” see David Kuchen-
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158–84; Wolfang Sachs, “Der 
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Scheidewege 23, no. 1 (1993): 
169–89; Denis E. Cosgrove, 
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and the Apollo Space Photo-
graphs,” Annals of the Associa-
tion of American Geographers 
84 (1994): 270–94; Robert 
K. Poole, Earthrise: How Man 
First Saw the Earth (New 
Haven & London, 2008). On 
the notion of spaceship earth, 
see Sabine Höhler, “‘Raum-
schiff  Erde’, eine mythische 
Figur des Umweltzeilalters,” 
in Beam Us Up, Boulding! 40 
Jahre “Raumschiff  Erde,” ed. 
Sabine Höhler and Fred Luks 
(Hamburg, 2006), 43–52.

35  Peccei, Chasm, 148. See fur-
ther on the “emergence of 
one earth” ibid., 135–57.

36  Ibid., 148, 152. 

37  On the concept of a trans-
national capitalist class, see 
Leslie Sklair, “Discourses of 
Globalization: A Transna-
tional Capitalist Class Analy-
sis,” in The Postcolonial and 
the Global, ed. Revathi Krish-
naswamy and John C. Haw-
ley (Minneapolis, 2008). On 
the notion of “planet man-
agemenet,” see below.

38 Peccei, Chasm, 157.
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civil servant and science policy planner Alexander King (1909–2007).39 
King, who was at that time the general director for scientifi c aff airs 
at the OECD, was well informed about the debates regarding the 
technological gap and shared Peccei’s concern about the dark sides 
of industrialized societies and the unwanted global repercussions 
of technological development. He was very impressed with Peccei’s 
outline of the global situation even though, in contrast to Peccei, he 
was mainly interested in the eff ects of science and technology within 
the Western countries. When the two men fi rst met a week aft er 
King had read Peccei’s paper, “this was the beginning of a range of 
discussions which fi nally led to the creation of the Club.”40

In the 1960s, industrialized countries in Europe and Northern America 
were still experiencing a widespread planning euphoria — both on the 
state and (especially in the U.S.) corporate levels. Along with this came 
the expansion of bureaucracies and an almost exponential increase in 
the number of scientists, (big) research projects, and scientifi c institu-
tions.41 It was in this context that Peccei — who had wide-ranging experi-
ence in corporate planning — had advocated in 1965 that computer-based 
forecasting techniques be applied in order to address the global crisis 
he had identifi ed.42 King, too, was convinced that this was the way to 
go. Both men initially came across technological forecasting, which 
was based on military research fi rst invented during the Second World 
War, while visiting the United States in the late 1950s. The sites they 
visited included the notorious Research and Development Corporation 
(RAND),43 which started as a U.S. Air Force project in the 1940s and 
opened up the fi rst forecasting department for social research in the 
1950s. It was within the United States that forecasting methods, which 
were generally based on the methods of systems analysis and cybernet-
ics that deal with control and communication in “open systems” (i.e., 
systems that are able to learn), had fi rst been applied to provide policy 
advice for the U.S. military.44 

39  Peccei, Human Quality, 
62-63; Alexander King, 
Let the Cat Turn Round: 
One Man’s Traverse of the 
Twentieth Century (London, 
2006), 294–96. For more 
on the story of Peccei and 
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see Moll, From Scarcity to 
Sustainability, 61–62.

40  King, interview, quoted 
in Moll, From Scarcity to 

Sustainability, 61. See fur-
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ration.

44  Moll, From Scarcity to 
Sustainability, 50, 57-58. 
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tions research, see David 
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puters, ed. Hughes and 
Hughes, 27–56; and Erik 
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World War II,” in ibid., 
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1948); and further Michael 
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As the Austrian systems scientist Erich Jantsch showed in a report 
for King’s department at the OECD produced in 1967, the use of 
technological forecasting had increased immensely within the 
OECD countries during the postwar decades.45 By the mid-1960s, 
some European thinkers such as Gaston Berger and Bertrand de 
Jouvenel, the founder of the journal Futuribles, sought to provide 
an alternative to the extrapolative forecasts produced within 
most American think tanks, promoting instead a more “critical” 
approach to planning that could be applied not just to military 
concerns but also for the good of mankind. In 1967, this “norma-
tive” approach was discussed in Oslo at the fi rst international 
meeting on futures studies (also referred to as futurology or future 
sciences), “Mankind 2000.” The practitioners of this growing 
and heterogeneous research fi eld were generally concerned with 
the production of long-term forecasts, tended to use systemic or 
cybernetic methodologies, and, thus, oft en expressed a holistic 
worldview.46 In this respect, they diff ered from most specialized 
natural and social scientists, such as the scholars of the “Frankfurt 
School.”47 During the 1960s and 1970s, futurologists, like other 
scientists, were able to act as experts on politically relevant topics 
and, thus, gained the attention of political decision-makers and, 
sometimes, of the general public.48 

Peccei had attended the conference in Oslo and had already been 
in touch with several European futurologists such as Bertrand 
de Jouvenel — whom he had known since the 1940s and later 
described as his “intellectual mentor” — and Ossip K. Flechtheim. 
By the time he met Alexander King, he was convinced of the 
potential of cybernetics and futures studies for synthesizing dif-
ferent fields of knowledge in a way that could be usefully applied 
to global problems.49 It was during this time that he became 
increasingly involved in discussions about the creation of an 
international scientific institute that could make use of systems 
analysis in order to address “the shared problems of industrial 
nations” — an idea that President Johnson had prominently put 
forward in 1966 in order to facilitate relations between capitalist 

45  Erich Jantsch, Technological 
Forecasting in Perspective: A 
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ing in the late nineteenth 
century, which has been 
described as a “scientifi ca-
tion of the social.” See Lutz 
Raphael, “Die Verwissen-
schaft lichung des Sozialen 
als methodische und konzep-
tionelle Herausforderung für 
eine Sozialgeschichte des 20. 
Jahrhunderts,” Geschichte 
und Gesellschaft  22, no. 2 »  

 »  (1996): 165–93; 
Ariane Leendertz, 
“Experten: Dynamiken 
zwischen Wissenschaft  
und Politik,” in Das 

Soziale ordnen: 
Sozialwissenschaft en 
und gesellschaft liche 
Ungleichheit im 20. Jahr-
hundert, ed. Christoph 

Reinecke and Thomas 
Mergel (Frankfurt, 2012), 
339–71. 

49  Peccei, Human Quality, 54. 

172   GHI BULLETIN SUPPLEMENT 10 (2014)



Transcending the Atlantic 

World

Émigrés and Postwar 

America

Reimagining the 

Transatlantic WorldIntroduction

and communist countries.50 Johnson’s vision was eventually ful-
filled six years later, in 1972, with the launch of the International 
Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) in Laxenburg, 
Austria. From 1967, Peccei — who was instrumental in facilitating 
talks between the United States and the Soviet Union — had been 
a principle proponent of the IIASA.51 At the beginning of 1968, 
however, its launch was still far away as talks between the other 
countries involved, and especially the two superpowers, turned 
out to be rather unproductive. 

In addition, the rise in student revolts increased Peccei’s feeling of 
urgency about addressing the global crisis. He was greatly worried 
about the “thousands and thousands of young minds . . ., the stu-
dents of our universities, rebel[ing] in their seats of learning against 
certain aspects of the society they are about to enter.”52 Therefore, 
convinced that the situation was “ripe for a group of qualified 
non-political European personalities to open discussion among 
themselves . . . on how . . . to devise new ways of conducting human 
aff airs more rationally in this nuclear-electronic-supersonic age,” he 
and Alexander King started to organize a European meeting entitled 
“Problems of World Society: New Approaches to System-Wide Plan-
ning.”53 According to Peccei, this undertaking was inspired by some 
of his “American friends” — most likely those involved in the talks 
about the launch of IIASA — who had suggested “that the initial 
move [concerning the establishment of an international institute for 
system analysis] should come from us Europeans.”54 

Aft er he managed to acquire funding through the Agnelli Founda-
tion, a research and cultural institute honoring the founder of 
Fiat, the meeting eventually took place on April 6 and 7, 1968, in Rome 
at the Villa Farnesina, the headquarters of the Academia dei Lincei.55 
Present among the thirty “economists, planners, geneticists, sociolo-
gists, politologues, and managers” from Western Europe were several 
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Purifi cation of Gover-
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infl uential futures scholars.56 On Peccei’s request, Erich Jantsch, 
King’s colleague at the OECD, had prepared a paper entitled “A 
Tentative Framework for Initiating System-Wide Planning of World 
Scope” as a basis for discussion. In this essay — a synthesis of Pec-
cei’s ideas and those of other thinkers such as the British evolutionist 
Julian Huxley and the American planner Hasan Özbekhan — Jantsch 
addressed the problem of uncontrolled technological growth and 
proposed an international approach toward planetary “normative 
planning,” i.e., including rational goal-setting. He concluded that “[i]t 
dawns on us now that there is no inherent cybernetics in the system; 
no self-regulating ‘automatism’ of macroprocesses: the cybernetic 
element in the evolution of our planet is man himself and his capacity 
for actively shaping the future.”57 Drawing again on Peccei’s thoughts, 
he proposed an international eff ort for a “feasibility study for system-
wide planning of world scope,” entitled “Project 1968.”58

However, as Peccei admitted in Chasm, the conference turned out 
to be “only a partial success” because participants proved unable to 
agree upon a methodological framework.59 The fact that most of the 
two days at the Academia dei Lincei were spent discussing the diff er-
ence in meaning between the English word “system” and the French 
word “système” further led Peccei to conclude that “[i]n such matters 
as thought and culture, Europe’s fragmentation is evident.”60 King, 
who less diplomatically called the whole thing a “complete fl op,” later 
also recalled the conference as having been somewhat infl uenced by 
a certain anti-American spirit.61 He states in his autobiography that 
“[t]o some it was unthinkable to have the Vienna Opera House and 
the RAND Corporation on the same continent,” to which he recalls 
replying that “it was impossible to imagine a future Europe that did 
not have both.”62 As this statement makes evident, King, like Peccei, 
saw the United States as a role model for Europe, which appeared to 
be at least partially stuck in the past.

It was during a private meeting following the unfortunate end of the 
conference that the Club of Rome fi rst saw the light of day. Aft er the 
conference had ended, Peccei invited some of the participants to a pri-
vate dinner at his house. Besides Alexander King and Erich Jantsch, 
Peccei’s guests that evening were Swiss engineer Hugo Thiemann, 
French economist and head of the French Planning Department Jean 
Saint-Geours, and Dutch diplomat Max Kohnstamm (who was also a 
close associate of Jean Monnet). Contemplating what had gone wrong 
during the conference, they eventually founded a “steering board” 
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to “maintain intra-European contacts and eventually suggest some 
path of action.”63 It is this “closing of the ranks” that eventually came 
to be remembered as the birth of the Club of Rome, which therefore 
started as a European undertaking. Soon, new members from across 
the Western industrialized countries — including Japan — joined 
the group, most of whom were, in one way or another, connected to 
Alexander King and the OECD.64 

Following the club’s founding, King and a few other of its then current 
or future members started to put the negative qualitative aspects of 
economic growth within “affl  uent societies” on the OECD’s agenda — 
a topic fi rst prominently described by the American sociologist 
Kenneth Galbraith in 1958.65 In 1969, the OECD’s outgoing General 
Secretary Thorkil Kristensen — who had been involved in the dis-
cussions of the group around King and offi  cially joined the Club of 
Rome just a few months later — urged the ministers at the OECD’s 
Ministerial Council Meeting to pay attention to what King had con-
ceptualized as “the problems of modern society.” There, following 
the lines of Peccei’s arguments and President Johnson’s ideas about 
the creation of the IIASA, Kristensen (a Danish economist who had 
headed the OECD since its creation in 1961) pictured a world in crisis 
struggling with interrelated problems such as overpopulation, urban 
dwelling, environmental pollution, and the alienation of the indi-
vidual.66 It was only against this backdrop that the OECD — which 
then, as King remembers, was still the “high-tabernacle of economic 
growth” — started to question economic growth as a goal in itself 
and to address its negative qualitative eff ects.67 

According to Matthias Schmelzer, the promotion of these newfound 
concerns within the OECD was motivated by the desire to safeguard 
the institutions of the Western welfare state, which seemed to be 
threatened by the protests of 1968 and “seemingly new and inter-
related phenomena of crisis.”68 The same can be said about similar 
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(Paris, 1970), 121–31, 
quote 125. 
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projects launched almost simultaneously such as NATO’s “Com-
mittee on the Challenges of Modern Society,” discussed by Kenneth 
Weisbrode in this volume, which the Nixon government intended as 
a means to increase East-West dialogue through the discussion of 
environmental policy.69 

Toward the Limits to Growth (and Beyond): 
A “Non-organization” Addresses the World Problématique

Ultimately, the Club of Rome came into being because its founding 
members, most of whom were high-ranking bureaucrats them-
selves, were frustrated by the large and ineffi  cient bureaucracies of 
national governments and existing international institutions such 
as the OECD.70 Convinced that a loose organizational structure 
would be better suited to addressing the manifold and entangled 
problems that lay ahead, they eventually came to describe the func-
tion of the Club of Rome — which was incorporated as a nonprofi t 
private association in Geneva under the Swiss civil code in March 
1970 — as that of an “invisible college” or a “non-organization.”71 
It was thus supposed to act without a formal secretariat or budget, 
stimulate research in order to analyze mankind’s problems from a 
global, systemic, and long-term perspective, and was intended to 
be “nonpolitical in the sense that its members are not involved in 
current political decisions, and that it has not itself any ideologi-
cal or national political commitments.”72 The club’s membership, 
numbering only 25 at the end of 1969, increased steadily and was 
eventually limited to one hundred members; as was pointed out 
repeatedly by Peccei and King, this limit was necessary to “maintain . . . 
a coherent working group.”73 Its exclusiveness led (and continues 
today to lead) to a range of conspiracy theories about the club, 
whose members certainly thought of themselves as some kind of 
avant-garde. 

The Club of Rome may therefore best be described as an exclusive, 
loosely organized, all-male network of infl uential individuals mostly 
from the global North who shared a broad understanding of an 
Atlantic Community, a common feeling of looming global crisis, 

69  See further Jacob D. Hamb-
lin, “Environmentalism for 
the Atlantic Alliance: Nato’s 
Experiment with the ‘Chal-
lenges of Modern Society’,” 
Environmental History 15, 
no. 1 (2010): 54–75. Accord-
ing to Schmelzer, “The Crisis 
before the Crisis,” 1011–12, 
the OECD’s attention silently 
shift ed away from the prob-
lems of modern society 
debate aft er the economic 
crises of the early 1970s and 
again turned toward more 
quantitative topics such as 
recession, the North-South 
dialogue, energy shortages, 
and stagfl ation.

70  Alexander King later stated 
that “bureaucracies of gov-
ernments, even more than 
the ministers, are post facto 
mechanisms. They only 
react aft er events, and do 
not foresee them.” Alexan-
der King, “Interview: Club 
of Rome Founder Alexander 
King Discusses His Goals 
and Operations,” EIR 8, no. 
25 (1981): 17–29, 19. Com-
pare also Peccei, Chasm, 
263-64. 

71  Hasan Özbekhan, “The Pre-
dicament of Mankind: Quest 
for Structured Responses to 
Growing World-Wide Com-
plexities and Uncertaini-
ties” (Geneva, 1970), 66. The 
paper is unpublished but 
is partly available online at 
http://sunsite.utk.edu/FINS/
loversofdemocracy/Predica-
ment.PTI.pdf. Peccei, “The 
Predicament of Mankind,” 
156. Compare also King, Let 
the Cat Turn Round, 298. 

72  Aurelio Peccei, “The Predica-
ment of Mankind,” Successo 
12, no. 6 (1970): 149–56, 
here 156. See also King, “A 
Case Study on Institutional 
Innovation,” 34-35; Peccei, 
“The New Threshold,” 206. 
King later envisioned the Lunar 
Society of Birmingham as a 
predecessor of the club’s role 
as an idea catalyst. The Lunar 
Society was founded in the 
eighteenth century, and King 
stated that its members,  »  

 »  including the inven-
tor of the steam machine 
James Watt, triggered the 
industrial revolution. See 

Alexander King, “The Club 
of Rome: An Insider’s 
View,” Economic Impact 4 
(1975): 30–37.

73  Peccei, “New Threshold,” 
22. Compare Özbekhan, 
Predicament of Mankind, 
66-67. 
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and an affi  nity for the methods of futures studies. Its operations 
were run by an executive committee, consisting of Peccei, King, and 
a handful of other club members who met frequently. It was Peccei, 
however, who became the fi rst president of the Club of Rome and 
dealt with its workload almost entirely by himself (assisted only by 
the two secretaries at his Italconsult offi  ce in Rome). His outstanding 
intellectual and organizational commitment led some early observers 
to conclude that “the Club of Rome was really for the most of it the 
Club of Peccei.”74 

Following the initial meeting of the club, the group around Peccei and 
King met frequently at the Battelle Institute in Geneva, the European 
branch of an American think tank, which was headed by Hugo Thie-
mann. It was there that they further discussed the ideas articulated 
by Peccei and Jantsch, which were not undisputed within the group. 
In fact, Kohnstamm and Saint-Geours thought Peccei’s holistic and 
global approach to addressing mankind’s problems hopelessly over-
ambitious. Thus, they proposed that a project concentrating on just 
one aspect of the observed crisis (e.g., urban problems) be created. 
Since no compromise could be found, they left  the group during its 
second meeting.75 

By the end of 1968, Peccei, King, and the remaining members of 
the executive committee started looking for someone who could 
provide the methodology for the research project outlined by 
Jantsch’s essay and Aurelio Peccei’s Chasm. It was at another 
conference, held by the OECD in November 1968 in Bellagio, Italy, 
that the club’s search for a project supervisor gained momentum. 
King and Peccei were deeply impressed by a paper presented on 
this occasion, entitled “Toward a General Theory of Planning” 
and written by the American scholar of Turkish origin Hasan 
Özbekhan. Özbekhan, who taught economic planning at the Sys-
tems Development Corporation at UC Santa Monica, had compiled 
a list of “Continuous Critical Problems” and emphasized the use 
of computer models and systems theory to analyze this set of 
problems.76 Aft er Peccei asked him to join, Özbekhan produced a 
proposal for a research project on “The Predicament of Mankind” 
in which he drew on Peccei’s and Jantsch’s writings. His project 
aimed to create several world models based on the underlying 
norm of “ecological balance.”77 

It was in this draft  that Özbekhan coined the term of a global and “all 
pervasive problématique” that would become the club’s key concept 

74  German journalist and the 
founding father of futures 
studies in Western Ger-
many, Robert Jungk, made 
this statement. Quoted 
in Moll, From Scarcity 
to Sustainability, 90n1. 
When Peccei passed away 
in 1984, the club was 
close to being dissolved 
but overcame this phase of 
institutional turmoil. Ibid., 
225–27. For more on the 
club’s institutional layout 
and functioning, see ibid. 
49, 81–89; King, “Club 
of Rome and Its Policy 
Impact,” 206–209; King, 
“A Case Study on Institu-
tional Innovation,” 34. 

75  Moll, From Scarcity to 
Sustainability, 65-66.

76  For a detailed documenta-
tion of the conference, see 
Erich Jantsch, ed., Perspec-
tives of Planning: Procee-
dings of the OECD Working 
Symposium on Long-Range 
Forecasting and Planning, 
Bellagio, Italy 27th Oct. –
2nd Nov. 1968 (Paris, 
1969).

77  Özbekhan, “Predicament 
of Mankind,” 23–26. 
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throughout the following decades.78 He stated that in the context 
of a complex reality of worldwide cause and eff ect interconnections 
it was inappropriate to speak of certain “problems” that implied 
the search for certain “solutions.” Therefore, in order to avoid this 
“fragmentation of reality into closed and well-bounded problems,” 
he introduced the notion of the problématique, which he defi ned as 
a “meta-problem (or meta-system of problems).”79 But in 1970, at a 
meeting of the club’s members in Bern, Switzerland, Özbekhan’s 
proposal, heavily criticized for being too complex and infeasible, was 
buried then and there, both for these reasons and because it failed to 
attract funding from other organizations. Nevertheless, Peccei and 
the remaining members of the executive committee continued to 
promote Özbekhan’s notion of the problématique as the key underly-
ing concept of the Club of Rome.80

Aft er Özbekhan’s project was dropped, Peccei and the executive 
committee of the Club of Rome eventually decided to support a 
diff erent project in order to better publicize their message. They 
commissioned the American engineer and MIT systems scientist Jay 
Forrester, whom they knew from the Bellagio conference, to produce 
the outline for a new research project. Forrester applied his modeling 
approach of “systems dynamics,” initially developed for urban sur-
roundings, to a world-scale model in order to address the problems 
identifi ed by the Club of Rome. A working group was set up at MIT 
headed by Forrester’s assistant Dennis Meadows that consisted of 
Meadows, his wife Donella, and some graduate students. Funding 
was made available through Eduard Pestel, a professor of mechanics 
at the Technical University of Hanover, by the German Volkswagen 
Foundation — of which Pestel was a board member. Based on For-
rester’s methods, Meadows and his team created a computerized 
model of the world. Two years later, their results were published as 
“The Limits to Growth: A Report for the Club of Rome’s Project on 
the Predicament of Mankind.”81 

Based on the calculations made using their computerized model of 
the world system, Meadows and his team concluded that “[i]f the 
present growth trends in world population, industrialization, pollu-
tion, food production, and resource depletion continue unchanged 
the limits to growth on this planet will be reached sometime within 
the next one hundred years.”82 They further stated that ongoing 
growth would most likely lead to “a rather sudden and uncontrollable 
decline in both population and industrial capacity.” Seeking to avoid 

78 Ibid., 5.

79  Ibid., 13. As an example of 
the fragmentation of reality, 
Özbekhan stated that “the 
particular solution called 
‘agriculture’ may possibly no 
longer represent the single, 
feasible resolution of the 
problems clustered under 
words such as ‘hunger’ or 
‘malnutrition’.” Ibid.

80  Peccei, Human Quality, 
71-72. See further Moll, From 
Scarcity to Sustainability, 64, 
67-68.

81  Moll, From Scarcity to 
Sustainability. 70–72, 76–81, 
93–94.

82  Meadows et al., Limits to 
Growth, 23.
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such a scenario of “overshoot and collapse,” they proposed a global 
policy to stop population and economic growth in order to reach a 
“global equilibrium,” a state of “ecological and economic stability 
that is sustainable far into the future.”83 

Following the publication of the book, the club gained further infl u-
ence on policymaking in the Atlantic countries, even though many of 
the club’s members themselves did not support the book’s radical call 
for “global equilibrium” and zero growth. The book’s arguments soon 
entered political debates revolving around the need for more sustainable 
societies. The club’s executive committee continued to commission new 
reports that addressed the problématique—or one or more aspects of it. 
To promote these reports, Peccei and his peers organized meetings in 
diff erent parts of the world, some of which were attended by the host 
countries’ prime ministers or their representatives. Still, none of the 
reports that followed was nearly as infl uential as Limits to Growth.84 

Before they had started working with Özbekhan, Peccei and King had 
also tried to use their personal contacts to discuss their goals with 
other scientists and decision-makers. However, even though they man-
aged to meet with a range of politicians from within the industrialized 
Western countries (including Austrian Chancellor Josef Klaus, mem-
bers of the Nixon administration, and Canada’s Prime Minister Pierre 
Trudeau), they soon felt that their “ideas and suggestions seemed 
too far off  to have any policy signifi cance.”85 Following the success 
of Limits, they revived their attempts at infl uencing top-down policy 
implementations and organized several nonpublic meetings of club 
members with prime ministers or their representatives from smaller 
Western countries and Third World countries — including Canada, 
Austria, Senegal, and Mexico — to discuss the problématique and, at 
the fi rst meeting in 1974, the Third World’s call for a New International 
Economic Order. Still, the signifi cance of this “World Forum” for actual 
policy implementation seems to have been minor to nonexistent.86

What seems to have been more important in infl uencing policy 
was the founding of national chapters of the Club of Rome over the 
course of the 1970s in many Western industrialized countries. These 
national associations were oft en founded independently by members 
of the international Club of Rome, again mostly drawing on contacts 
from within the OECD. Operating almost entirely autarkically, they 
generally helped to promote new reports published by the interna-
tional club and, in some cases, managed to have considerable success 

83  Ibid., 184. See further 
ibid., 156–84. While the 
assumptions in Limits 
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“Challenge of the 1970s,” 
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164-76.

84  See Onuf, “Reports to the 
Club of Rome.” At the end 
of the 1970s, the club’s 
focus changed again 
toward promoting what 
was then called “sustain-
able development.” Moll, 
From Scarcity to Sustaina-
bility, 175–223. On the 
reaction to the Limits to 
Growth within the Club of 
Rome, see ibid., 105–15.

85  King, “Interview,” 209. 

86  Moll, From Scarcity to 
Sustainability, 181–85. 
For more on the debates 
about a new economic 
order, see Sönke Kunkel, 
“Between Globalisation, 
International Organisa-
tions and Global Gover-
nance. A Short History of 
the North-South Confl ict 
during the 1960s and 
1970s,” Vierteljahrsheft e 
für Zeitgeschichte 60, no. 4 
(2012): 555–77. This was 
also the topic of the third 
report presented to the 
Club of Rome. Jan Tinber-
gen, Anthony J. Dolman, 
and Jan van Ettinger, eds., 
Reshaping the International 
Order: A Report to the Club 
of Rome (London, 1977).
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in introducing environmental topics and getting futures studies to 
be applied within national policy settings. Among the most active 
of these chapters — some of which started to produce their own 
reports — were those in Canada, founded in 1974 with the approval 
of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, and in the United States, which 
Peccei had vehemently pushed forward until it was created in 1976. 
The membership of the American chapter, which sought to “convince 
the leadership of the country that . . . ‘arrangements for systematic, 
integrated, long-range planning’ can operate eff ectively within the 
U.S. government,” consisted mainly of academics. Its main protago-
nists included diverse characters such as Claiborne Pell, senator for 
the state of Rhode Island; Carroll Wilson, professor for electronics 
at MIT and a member of the executive committee of the Club of 
Rome; and John A. Harris IV, an industrialist and environmental 
activist.87 

Until the end of the 1970s, however, the public impact of the Club 
of Rome and its national associations had decreased, among other 
reasons, because of the increasing age of the club’s members, the 
general decline of future studies, whose prognoses had been proven 
wrong many times, the spectacular failure of cybernetic warfare in 
Vietnam, and the appearance of environmental NGOs that dealt with 
one or more aspects of the global problématique.88 Last but not least, 
the technocratic understanding of the earth as a manageable system, 
promoted by the Club of Rome, came increasingly under question as 
diverging visions of globality emerged that were based on calls for 
individual self-limitation in a fi nite world.89

Conclusion: A Transnational Public Sphere of Experts

This article has shown that within the context of the Club of Rome, 
European voices were indeed quite important, if not crucial within 
industrialized countries for articulating a concern with the side eff ects 
of technology and unlimited growth on the global environment dur-
ing the late 1960s and early 1970s. During this time, the dialogue 
between Europeans and Americans increasingly addressed the global 
connections of the problems observed.90 The Club of Rome’s delibera-
tions on the negative eff ects of technology and industrialization were 
closely connected to its members’ personal involvement in the global 
“modernizing missions” of the Atlantic countries — both in the Third 
World and in rebuilding Europe. It was against this background that 
Peccei and King came to interpret a range of economic, ecological, 
political, social, and cultural problems as symptoms of a complex 
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8, no. 1 (2008): 77–102.
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(Lawrence, 2007); Fred Turner, 
From Counterculture to Cybercul-
ture: Stewart Brand, the Whole 
Earth Network, and the Rise of 
Digital Utopianism (Chicago, 
2006). The wish for individual 
limitation in a fi nite world, 
which Kuchenbuch calls a 
“moral glocalization,” was most 
prominently expressed within 
the slogan “think globally, act 
locally,” which the Club of Rome 
took over and promoted as its 
new guideline in the 1990s. 
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crisis in modern industrialized society — in a way anticipating 
modernization theory’s downfall as a scientifi c paradigm beginning 
in the early the 1970s.91 

The European founding fathers of the Club of Rome understood the 
powerful technology of American culture as the best tool for address-
ing the problems of the future. Moreover, even though the mission 
of the Club of Rome came to be explicitly framed by a language of 
globality, its launch was inherently based on an Atlanticist under-
standing of the international order. In the wake of a whole range 
of globally interconnected problems, Aurelio Peccei was convinced 
that the Atlantic Community needed to be fi rst reaffi  rmed and then 
enlarged by the inclusion of other parts of the industrialized world. It 
is indeed interesting to note, in this respect, that some of the club’s 
early members — namely, Saburo Okita, Carroll Wilson, and Max 
Kohnstamm — also became founding members of the Trilateral 
Commission in 1973. Similar to Peccei’s anticipation of the outline of 
the Club of Rome, this network of European, American, and Japanese 
businessmen and politicians was based on the image of an Atlantic 
Community expanding to become a community of the world’s most 
developed regions.92 

At the same time, Peccei and most of his peers considered a united 
Europe to be a valuable part of the Atlantic Community. Those in the 
United States who supported the club’s perception of modern soci-
ety in crisis shared this view, as evident in Aurelio Peccei and other 
members of the club’s executive committee being invited to the fi rst 
Woodland Conference on sustainable development in Williamsburg, 
Texas, in 1975. The sponsor and convener of this conference, George 
P. Mitchell, invited Peccei and his peers because he “felt that Europe-
ans, being from older societies, were far ahead of Americans in paying 
attention to new problems caused by population growth and resource 
depletion . . . and . . . were less afraid of government intervention that 
would turn problem recognition into policy.”93 As in the pre-World 
War II era, the transfer and application of ideas across the Atlantic 
Ocean was, of course, not just a one-way street of Americanization. 

The fi eld of future studies off ered Peccei and his peers the oppor-
tunity to discuss and promote their ideas within what Alexander 
Schmidt-Gernig calls “a transnational public sphere of experts.”94 It 
also provided them the possibility of acquiring resources for further 
action. Against this background, the members of the Club of Rome 
pursued a global, holistic, and technocratic top-down approach to 
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tion, 2010), 43.
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398-99.
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policymaking based on a long-term perspective. They may, therefore, 
be analyzed in terms of belonging to an “epistemic community” 
that promoted a vision of “planet management.”95 Accordingly, the 
infl uence of the club as a “transnational pressure group” was always 
rather “indirect and gradual through changes in public opinion” and 
was oft en “exerted through changing attitudes on the part of politi-
cal leaders . . . and . . . leading industrial and banking groups in many 
countries.”96 

In retrospect, the early history of the Club of Rome shows us how 
diff erent discourses about the Atlantic partnership, globalization, 
and one world interacted and circulated within Western elites — 
and even beyond. Therefore, the example of transnational nonprofi t 
organizations such as the club (or the Trilateral Commission) makes 
it clear that we need to combine the approaches of Atlantic history 
with those of an intellectual history of globality and globalization in 
order to better conceptualize turning points in the history of Atlantic 
relations during the twentieth century.97 
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