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Foreword 

In 1974 George P. Mitchell, President and Chairman of the 
Board of Mitchell Energy & Development Corp., resolved to set 
in motion a ten-year process to encourage the rethinking of 
growth policy, by sponsoring five biennial conferences and, 
with his wife Cynthia, offer the Mitchell Prize "to those in­
dividuals demonstrating the highest degree of creativity in 
designing workable strategies to achieve sustainable societies·" 

The first such Conference, in 1975, was the product of 
the quite sudden concern, in the early 1970s, about the physi­
cal limits to growth. The question posed was: " . . . how 
might a modern society be organized to provide a good life for 
its citizens without requiring ever-increasing population 
growth, energy resource use, and physical output?" (1) In the 
autumn of 1977, the Second Woodlands Conference, still viewed 
as a part of a continuing effort to define a "steady-state 
society," focused on alternatives to growth. 

Meanwhile, academic researchers, business analysts, and 
government planners - in both industrial and developing 
countries - were asking hard questions not only about the 
consequences of indiscriminate economic growth, but also about 
a "no-growth" philosophy based on the prospective exhaustion 
of nonrenewable resources. By this time, renewable "biore-
sources" and expandable "information resources," added to new 
estimates of the future availabilities of even the nonrenewable 
resources, made some continuing economic growth possible -
and the fairer distribution of wealth and income made it clearly 
necessary. 

The United States and, indeed, other industrial societies 
seemed already to be in transition toward a new concept of 
growth policy that would be neither indiscriminate material 
growth (measured by GNP) nor "no-growth" (also measured by 
GNP). Public attention, therefore, shifted toward the more 

i x 
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complex a n d i n t e g r a t i v e q u e s t i o n s of p u r p o s e a n d human 
n e e d s - "Growth for w h a t ? " "Growth for whom?" - a n d t o w a r d 
t h e a p p a r e n t i n c a p a c i t y of social i n s t i t u t i o n s to cope with t h e 
complexi t ies of a f f luence , in f l a t ion , a n d f a i r n e s s . 

In p l a n n i n g t h e T h i r d Woodlands C o n f e r e n c e , r e s p o n s i ­
b i l i ty for managemen t was p l aced in t h e h a n d s of t h e Un i ­
v e r s i t y of H o u s t o n . David Go t t l i eb , sociologis t a n d dean of 
social s c i e n c e s , became i t s chief a d m i n i s t r a t o r a n d James C . 
Coomer , pol i t ical s c i e n t i s t a n d p r o f e s s o r in t h e F u t u r e S t u d i e s 
p r o g r a m a t t h e U n i v e r s i t y ' s Clear Lake campus s e r v e d a s 
e x e c u t i v e officer for t h e Woodlands C o n f e r e n c e . 

T h e or ig ina l s p o n s o r s (Mitchell E n e r g y a n d Development 
Co rpo ra t i on a n d t h e U n i v e r s i t y of Hous ton) t h e n b r o u g h t i n t o 
c o n s u l t a t i o n a n d c o s p o n s o r s h i p J o h n a n d Magda McHale, whose 
C e n t e r for I n t e g r a t i v e S t u d i e s h a d b e e n moved to t h e U n i v e r ­
s i t y of H o u s t o n , a n d t h e Aspen I n s t i t u t e for Humanis t ic 
S t u d i e s , whose P r o g r a m in I n t e r n a t i o n a l Affairs h a d b e e n 
co l l abora t ing with t h e McHales in a s e r i e s of s t u d i e s on bas i c 
human n e e d s , s u p p l y p o t e n t i a l , a n d t h e dynamics of d e v e l ­
o p m e n t . 

T h e T h i r d C o n f e r e n c e , h e l d a t T h e Woodlands ( n e a r 
Hous ton) from O c t o b e r 28 to 3 1 , 1979, was t h e culminat ion of 
an e i g h t e e n - m o n t h p r o c e s s t h a t g e n e r a t e d t e n commissioned 
Mitchell Award p a p e r s , n i n e winn ing open-compe t i t i on Mitchell 
P r i ze p a p e r s , a n d e i g h t a d v a n c e w o r k s h o p s . T h e s e i n c l u d e d 
c o n s u l t a t i o n s in E u r o p e , J a p a n , a n d Mexico; mee t ings in 
Hous ton of e x p e r t s on b i o r e s o u r c e s , work a n d e d u c a t i o n , 
informat ion a n d communica t ions , t h e economics of t h e f u t u r e 
a n d t h e f u t u r e of economics ; a n d a summer w o r k s h o p on " T h e 
Limits to G o v e r n m e n t , " he ld in A s p e n , Co lo rado . In 1978 a n d 
1979, t h i s was c e r t a i n l y t h e n a t i o n ' s b r o a d e s t , d e e p e s t , a n d 
most exc i t i ng n o n g o v e r n m e n t a l i n q u i r y on g r o w t h po l i cy . 

T h e p r e s e n t volume(2) b r i n g s t o g e t h e r t h e n ine p r i z e -
winn ing p a p e r s from t h e 1979 Mitchell P r i ze compet i t ion a n d 
t h r e e p a p e r s t h a t were f ina l i s t s in t h e compet i t ion b u t d id no t 
win a ca sh a w a r d . T h e e d i t o r of t h i s volume i s g r a t e fu l to 
t h o s e who s e r v e d a s j u d g e s for t h e 1979 Mitchell P r i ze com­
p e t i t i o n : R o b e r t C a h n , Env i ronmen ta l Wr i te r ; M u r r a y 
Comarow, D i s t i n g u i s h e d Adjunct P r o f e s s o r in R e s i d e n c e , T h e 
American U n i v e r s i t y ; R o b e r t W. C r o s b y , D ep a r tmen t of 
T r a n s p o r t a t i o n ; Vic tor C . F e r k i s s , P ro f e s so r of G o v e r n m e n t , 
George town U n i v e r s i t y ; P e t e r H e n r i o t , D i r e c t o r , C e n t e r of 
C o n c e r n : Michael Michael is , A u t h u r D. L i t t l e , I n c . ; J o h n M, 
R i c h a r d s o n , J r . , C e n t e r for T e c h n o l o g y a n d A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , 
T h e American U n i v e r s i t y ; B r u c e S t o k e s , Worldwatch I n s t i t u t e ; 
Alber t H. T e i c h , G r a d u a t e P r o g r a m in S c i e n c e , T e c h n o l o g y , 
a n d Publ ic Pol icy , T h e George Washington U n i v e r s i t y ; I r e n e 
T i n k e r , D i r e c t o r , E q u i t y Policy C e n t e r ; a n d t h e R igh t R e v . 
J o h n Thomas Walker , Diocese of W a s h i n g t o n . * 
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It i s not to be e x p e c t e d that a book authored b y 13 
s trong-minded scholars from a var ie ty of d isc ip l ines and from 
different parts of the world could , or would, present a mono­
lithic view of what is wrong with the world1 s growth policies 
and what should be done about them. There i s , however , a 
s tr ik ing agreement on the proposi t ions that sustainable growth 
i s phys ica l ly attainable and morally imperat ive , 

The theme of these papers i s d i v e r s i t y : d ivers i ty in 
approaches ; d ivers i ty in pr ior i t ies ; the n e e d for continued 
d ivers i ty in cu l ture , v a l u e s , and economic and political 
s y s t e m s ; and d i v e r s i t y on how to maintain d i v e r s i t y · 

The hard par t , all seem to a g r e e , i s managing o u r s e l v e s . 
The ques t for the susta inable soc ie ty is finding ways to make 
complex decis ions that do not require government to handle all 
a spec t s of governance for a neces sar i ly pluralist ic soc ie ty in 
an increas ing ly in terdependent world . Lao Tzu said i t c e n ­
tur ies ago: "Ruling a big country i s like cooking a small 
f i sh ," i . e . , too much handl ing will spoil i t . 

James C. Coomer 
Harlan Cleveland 

NOTES 

(1) Dennis L. Meadows, e d . , Alternat ives to Growth-I: 
A Search for Sustainable Futures (Cambridge, Mass. : 
Bal l inger , 1977) , p . x v i i . 

(2) In a companion volume edited b y Harlan Cleveland, the 
k e y commissioned p a p e r s , toge ther with two keynote 
s tatements , are publ i shed with a contextual introduct ion b y 
the ed i tor . That book i s ent i t led The Management of 
Sustainable Growth, and i s also publ i shed b y Pergamon 
P r e s s . 

* Affiliation i s for identif ication p u r p o s e s o n l y . 
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Introduction: 
The Nature of the Quest 
for a Sustainable Society 
James C. Coomer 

One of the unique qualities that separates man from the other 
animals on this planet is his capacity for self-transcendence: 
the ability to make himself his own object. Man can stand 
"outside himself" and evaluate where he has been and a 
direction in which he is moving. He can assess his impact 
upon those things which are around him and he can adapt to 
changes, either self-generated or externally imposed. Those 
changes in man's environment that are self-generated can be 
examined to determine if the changes are beneficial or det­
rimental to his existence. If beneficial, the change is held to 
be an advancement; if detrimental, a catastrophe. In his 
capacity to transcend himself, man has learned that some 
changes in his environment which were once embraced as 
beneficial have, over time, become catastrophic. Upon 
learning this, man has attempted to find an equitable rela­
tionship with the physical environment so that he will not 
generate changes that may seriously impair that which sustains 
him. Seeking that equitable relationship is the perpetual quest 
for a sustainable society. That sustainable society is one that 
lives within the self-perpetuating limits of its environment. 
That society, contrary to some popular opinion, is not a "no-
growth" society. It i s , rather, a society that recognizes the 
limits of growth. It is not a society that continues to seek 
alternatives to growth. It i s , rather, a society that looks for 
alternative ways of growing. 

The sustainable society recognizes that there is one 
primary environment - the physical environment - within which 
all other environments function. All other environments -
political, social, economic, to name three major ones - exist 
within and act upon the primary environment. 

The quest for the sustainable society entails a contin­
ual evaluation of a variety of social, economic, and political 

1 


