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Pitch 

In The Things We Knew in 1972 Geert Buelens addresses the dangerous condition of our planet, a 
topical, alarming and complex subject, and he succeeds magnificently in making it totally accessible 
for a broad audience. While the reader remains aware of the seriousness of the subject throughout, 
the book is as captivating and informative as it is miraculously  entertaining. 

Geert Buelens, cultural historian and a writer of historical nonfiction and poetry confronts us in 
The Things We Knew in 1972 with the momentous report of the Club of Rome published half a century 
ago. It was an international bestseller. Sometimes it seems as if we have only just become aware of 
the  dangers of pollution. But at the time everybody was thoroughly aware that we were on our way to 
destroy the planet. Nearly all ecological problems were known fifty years ago, they were thoroughly 
discussed by scientists, politicians and artists. Yet not much was done. How is it that we didn’t act 
more boldly, more resolutely? It was five to midnight then, it is in some respects well after now. How 
did those discussions go? And, above all: why have we evidently not learned the right lessons from 
them? Buelens’ approach is clear, original, and personal, embedding the legendary moment of this 
hugely important and shocking report in the cultural history of that era and the largely forgotten 
details. The Things We Knew in 1972 is admirably concise, it is both alarming and positive, 
informative, activating, entertaining and simply a joy to read.  

 
 

 

Summary 

In 1972, the Club of Rome's report Limits to Growth was published, a rudimentary computer model 
predicted that the Earth was unable to support a steadily-growing economy and population. Its mega 
success (a quarter of a million copies were sold in the Netherlands alone) illustrates how the report 
struck a nerve. In popular culture (graphic novels, sci-fi), ecology became a hot topic. The Club of 
Rome's message resonated not only with hippies and other counter-culture young people eager to 
turn their backs on the polluting consumer society but also with ordinary citizens who noticed in 
their daily lives how badly-polluted their direct living environment had become: something had to 
change. Politically, though, the growth limits proved more than a bridge too far. More and more 
countries were appointing a minister for the environment but the primacy of the economy remained 
intact virtually everywhere. And that of consumption even more so. In the summer of 1972, the first 
UN Conference on the Human Environment took place in Stockholm. Participants were able to get 
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down to brass tacks, but the statement from the Final Declaration ('The protection and improvement 
of the human environment is a major issue which affects the well-being of peoples and economic 
development throughout the world; it is the urgent desire of the peoples of the whole world and the 
duty of all Governments') could not camouflage that there were major North-South conflicts. With 
such opposing interests, would it actually be possible to agree a global policy? What was possible 
though: joint research would provide facts and figures. Enormous progress was made on that score 
providing an empirical foundation for all of today's ecological discussions and models. So far, 
though, the planet has not been saved. Time and again, the appeal of the Promise of Modernity 
(Onward! Faster! More! More autonomy!) seems to vanquish what remains the cold, hard truth: only 
together, in the full awareness of the mutual interconnection and interdependence of everything and 
everyone, can a catastrophe be averted. 
 
Evidently the Report of The Club of Rome was a major event and an eyeopener, yet clearly far too 
little action was taken to save the planet. The Things We Knew in 1972 sets out to show in 9 chapters 
not only what the main points of the report were, what wasn’t done but also what was. It embeds the 
facts in a beautiful, visual and lively cultural history of these past fifty years, the cultural/social 
setting of the 1980s and 1990s providing an authentic and lucid embedding for the problems 
discussed. Based on cultural, social, literary events at the time – a David Attenborough documentary, 
a Paul McCartney song, popular TV series like All in the Family or art work by Hans Haacke – the era 
springs to life. Each chapter begins and ends with a memoir like personal recollection, the 
experiences and memories of the narrator, who was born the year before 1972 and has never known 
a world that was not visibly and tangibly in an ecological crisis. This ‘personal frame’ surrounding 
and mixing with the more general history makes for the best type of narrative non-fiction.  
What makes the book so exquisitely readable is the combination of the personal approach, the 
literary style of the narrative, the evocation of the cultural setting combined with the hard inevitable 
ecological and political facts. Moreover, it is a real asset that the author is passionate about the 
subject matter and understandably worried about the future but not wholly pessimistic. 
 
 

Scope and Deadline 
Introduction / 8 chapters / Epilogue - total approximately 78,000 words (+ notes and bibliography) 
Finished manuscript available: approximately December 2021 
 
 

Blurb 
“Everyone talks about the legendary report by the Club of Rome, but no-one remembers what really 
happened in 1972. Geert Buelens unravels the fascinating history behind one of the most important 
texts of the modern world and wonders: why did the extraordinary momentum it generated got lost.” 
David Van Reybrouck 
 
 

Chapter Breakdown 
Introduction: The sound of the climate crisis 
The climate crisis has permeated our gardens and woods. The fears and sombre predictions of 
nineteenth-century romantic poets and scientists are about to become reality: Man is a terrible 
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custodian of the planet. Worse still: despite all the technological and scientific progress, this century, 
the gravity and impact of environmental problems are growing. 
 
Chapter 1: A Roman Decree 
This chapter focusses on the backstory. What were the chief conclusions in the report by the Club of 
Rome with the striking title Limits to Growth. How did it come about? Who were the main members 
and writers? With whom did the message resonate? It is not without irony that the alarming insight 
that progress poses a threat to the planet is arrived at by a new generation of computers, and the 
beginning of what we now call datafication, both developments par excellence of Progress. This 
illustrates the complexity and the magnitude of the problem right from the start.  
 
Chapter 2: Pollution & Purification 
This chapter offers spectacular and harrowing examples of pollution of the era discussed. The focus 
here is on the United States, Western Europe, and above all, Japan. Japan organised the World's Fair 
in 1970, putting all the major powers into the shade in terms of technological innovation and 
modernisation of infrastructure and industry. Gradually, the ecological price the country has to pay 
for this boom becomes evident. In Western Europe and the United States activists resorted to ecotage 
– ecological sabotage, aimed at fixing what politicians and corporations failed to address.   
 
Chapter 3: Tree Hugging in the Himalayas 
This chapter centres around the key question: could we have treated nature differently? Animal 
protectionists achieve successes that are sometimes enshrined in law; thanks to the media, literature, 
music, activism and diplomacy, whaling is no longer self-evident after 1972. Scientists proclaim a 
deep ecology or holistic view: the interdependence in nature, everything is connected. In India the 
Chipko movement emerges. Although sometimes dismissed as sentimental tree huggers, their fight 
exposes many aspects of how modernity crushes regional traditions and ignores local needs. 
 
Chapter 4: The Final Phase Starts Now 
This chapter discusses the modern obsession with Growth, resulting in the ongoing, ever worsening 
worldwide exploitation of vulnerable areas. Brazil starts the large-scale exploitation of the Amazon 
Rainforest, China, strives at becoming a modern – hence polluting – nation. The West becomes aware 
of the scale of ecological destruction in the Soviet Union: the communist superpowers are as bad as 
the capitalists. In Australia and Indonesia, primeval forests are felled on a large scale. After his 
expedition to Antarctica at the end of 1972, Jacques Cousteau makes an impassioned plea to save this 
continent from human exploitation. 
 
Chapter 5: The Divide 
This chapter delves deeply into the complexity of the pollution problem in the light of inequality and 
the ‘natural’ tendency towards progress. In 1972, ecology becomes a buzz word. Yet some politicians, 
also on the left, reproach ecologists for jeopardising the economy and, therefore, prosperity, a frame 
that lives on to this day. Do well-meaning western middle-class ecologists have any idea of the often 
quite different environmental problems people of colour have to deal with? 
 
Chapter 6: A Party From Tasmania 
In 1972 Tasmania is the first place in the world to have an ecological party. This chapter shows that 
more and more people become convinced that the environmental battle ought to move from the 
streets and conferences to parliaments. In the 1972 French, German, Dutch and American elections 
growth, ecology and ‘quality of life’ are major issues. Almost everyone considers environmental 
protection highly important, yet giving up newly acquired luxury and prosperity is a real problem. 
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This was exactly what the Euro Commissioner Sicco Mansholt proposed after reading Limits to 
Growth; a shock wave went through Europe. 
 
Chapter 7: Blind Spots 
This chapter centres around climate change and what scientists knew and were still discussing in this 
respect. The fragility of the earth is symbolised by the 1972 NASA space photo of the earth entitled 
Blue Marble. In that same year an impressive storm fells millions of trees and brings the message 
home that the climate is disrupted. Will this lead to global warming or to the even more alarming 
prospect of a new ice age? NASA attempts to answer that question by exploring Mars and Venus. A 
new generation of young ecologists wants facts and figures, but they rarely acknowledge their 
privileged status as western scientists and the systematic underfunding of research in the Global 
South. If everything is interconnected, shouldn’t scientists and scientific projects aim at investigating 
and helping the entire planet? 
 
Chapter 8: A Declaration From Stockholm 
The very first conference on the human environment, organised by the UN in the summer of 1972 in 
Stockholm indicates that the environment is recognized as a global concern. The attending countries 
formulate the 26 principles that lay the foundation of the later summits in Rio, Kyoto and Paris. The 
interests of the rich, polluting North and those of the often newly-independent South are hard to 
reconcile. In 1972 the world is torn by the Cold War. Yet the superpowers manage to reach an 
agreement on the foundation of The International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis. Based in 
Vienna, this institute will substantially improve knowledge of the systems that support and damage 
the Earth, helping to lay the foundation for today’s climate knowledge and policy. Cooperation works! 
 
Chapter 9: Bhutan’s Owls 
What did the oil crisis of 1973 teach us? How quickly CO2 emissions can be reduced! Yet things were 
about to become far worse for the planet. This final chapter brings the story to the present day. as a 
basis for an overarching analysis. 
 
Epilogue: Geographers of the Future 
Starting from Ursula Le Guin’s The Word for World is Forest (1972) and Kim Stanley Robinson’s The 
Ministry for the Future the epilogue to The Things We Knew in 1972 tries to look at the future. What 
could the world look like in 2072? And what would it take for us to make it a more just and more 
sustainable place? 
 
 

Literature on the Subject 
There are many academic environmental histories, Buelens made grateful use of quite a few of them. 
His explicit aim was to write a non-scholarly book for a general readership. This (cultural) history is 
unique in tackling an ecological key moment of which many older readers have recollections and 
which may serve as an eye opener for younger readers, specifically the world changing generation of 
very vocal and influential climate activists. 
 
Nathaniel Rich’s Losing Earth. The Decade We Could Have Stopped Climate Change (2019), was a non-
fiction bestseller which focused exclusively on the United States, reconstructing the thoughts and 
lives of a handful of American protagonists who, between 1979 and 1989, almost managed to bring 
about a far-reaching international deal.  
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The Things We Knew in 1972 is both more analytical and more personal; its perspective is global and 
culture plays a key role in the narrative. It describes a period marked by the counter-culture of the 
1960s, by internationalism (the Third World discourse) of this era of decolonisation and the Vietnam 
War. Tensions between the rich West/North, which were largely responsible for the ecological 
disruption of the planet, and the developing South, which often perceived the suggestion of Limits to 
Growth as a neo-colonial intervention, was and is still a real, yet largely-neglected, aspect of our 
current environmental crisis. The book attempts to do justice to the various perspectives while 
seeking nuance: we may not have tackled the ecological crisis adequately, but, in view of the 
scientific, institutional and geopolitical complexity, we should not underestimate what has been 
achieved. 
 
 

Author  

Geert Buelens (1971), poet, literary critic and cultural historian. Professor at Utrecht and Stellenbosch 
universities. Has won multiple awards in the Netherlands and Flanders. His book on the European 
poets of World War I has also been published in English (Verso), German (Suhrkamp) and Serbian 
(Karpos). His cultural world history of the 1960s was received as a standard work on publication and 
voted Book of the Year by various media in both the Netherlands and Flanders. The translation rights 
have been sold to Germany (Suhrkamp) and France (Éditions Saint-Simon).  
 


