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The idea of population has loomed large in global environmentalist concern since 
fears of “overpopulation” and subsequent environmental and social collapse were 
propagated by The Limits to Growth report (Meadows et al. 1972) and Paul 
Ehrlich’s book The Population Bomb (1968). These grim Malthusian prognoses 
have since been widely discredited, with critics challenging the assumptions of 
inexorable population growth and fixed technological horizons and emphasizing 
instead the possibility of innovation and intervention to overcome environmental 
constraints (Cole et al. 1973; Freeman 1979). Environmental efforts are now 
predominantly occupied with the potential of human innovation to enable 
transitions to more sustainable modes of collective life, and their associated 
analytical frameworks attempt to account for the roles of various actors in 
achieving or obstructing such transitions (Smith et al. 2010). Population as 
undifferentiated, natural force no longer features explicitly in environmental 
discourses—but, as I outline below, echoes of such a framing continue to appear in 
the way that the mechanisms of sustainable transition are understood, and in 
debate about the place of people in such transitions.  
 
The notion of transition has rapidly come to dominate the ways that academics 
and policymakers alike think about response to climate change and other 
environmental challenges. In a formative article titled “More Evolution Than 
Revolution: Transition Management in Public Policy” (2001), Dutch transition 
theorists Jan Rotmans and colleagues locate the roots of the transition concept—
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defined as a process of change in the structural character of society—in biology 
and the study of population dynamics. The associated literature has since 
sprouted many theoretical models, such as the multi-level perspective (Geels 
2002) and strategic niche management (Schot and Geels 2008). Broadly, these 
models theorize the process of transition in systems theoretical terms, including 
nonlinear behavior, positive feedback, and dynamic equilibrium, and draw on 
evolutionary economics to conceive of the “co-evolution” of social, technological 
and environmental dynamics (Markard et al. 2012; Smith et al. 2010). 
Characterized by an “alluring combination of agency, complexity, uncertainty, 
and optimism” (Shove and Walker 2007, 763), these approaches offer a means of 
engaging with transition as the emergent effect of interactions between actors 
and dynamics across different levels of a sociotechnical system. 
 
Within and among these models of transition, however, are differing and not 
necessarily consistent conceptions of agency, as well as “important types and 
agents of change that are missed” (Shove and Walker 2007, 768). These models 
are “trying to combine evolutionary theories of socio-technical change with 
theories of agency,” positing the possibility for intervention but at the same time 
attributing causality less to intentional action by people than to the aggregate 
effect of processes of generating variation, natural selection, and so on (Smith et 
al. 2010, 446). These models seem to contain some conceptual slippage between 
treating people and their agency as inside or outside the system, resulting in a 
deep ambivalence about the potential for human action to direct the course of 
change, which I have previously argued characterizes social-ecological systems 
approaches to climate change adaptation (Adams 2021). With sociotechnical 
change approached in these evolutionary and systems terms, population thus 
seems to figure once again as a natural force, or as the passive substrate upon 
which the undertheorized and apolitical interventions of a transition manager 
take effect. As societies around the world face the challenge of mitigating and 
adapting to climate change, this naturalized understanding of the role of people in 
relation to the systems and structures undergoing change implies a politically 
conservative view of the scope and means to realize alternative futures. 
  

References 
Adams, Sophie. 2021. “The Pragmatic Holism of Social–Ecological Systems Theory: 
Explaining Adaptive Capacity in a Changing Climate.” Progress in Human Geography 
45 (6): 1580–1600. https://doi.org/10.1177/03091325211016072. 

Cole, H.S.D., Christopher Freeman, Marie Jahoda, and K.L.R. Pavitt, eds. 1973. Models 
of Doom: A Critique of The Limits to Growth. Universe Books. 

Ehrlich, Paul. 1968. The Population Bomb. Buccaneer Books. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/03091325211016072


 
 
Roundtable: Pursuits of Populations                                                

 
 

     | Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience 11 (2)                                                                                                Sophie Adams, 2025 

 

3   

Freeman, Christopher. 1979. “The Determinants of Innovation: Market Demand, 
Technology, and the Response to Social Problems.” Futures 11 (3): 206–15. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0016-3287(79)90110-1. 

Geels, Frank W. 2002. “Technology Transitions as Evolutionary Reconfiguration 
Processes: A Multi-Level Perspective and a Case Study.” Research Policy 31 (8–9): 
1257–74. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0048-7333(02)00062-8.  

Markard, Jochen, Rob Raven, and Bernhard Truffer. 2012. “Sustainability Transitions: 
An Emerging Field of Research and Its Prospects.” Research Policy 41 (6): 955–67. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2012.02.013. 

Meadows, Donella, Dennis L. Meadows, Jørgen Randers, and William Behrens III. 
1972. The Limits to Growth. Universe Books. 

Rotmans, Jan, René Kemp, and Marjolein van Asselt. 2001. “More Evolution Than 
Revolution: Transition Management in Public Policy.” Foresight 3 (1): 15–31. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/14636680110803003. 

Schot, Johan, and Frank W. Geels. 2008. “Strategic Niche Management and 
Sustainable Innovation Journeys: Theory, Findings, Research Agenda, and Policy.” 
Technology Analysis & Strategic Management 20 (5): 537–54. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09537320802292651. 

Shove, Elizabeth, and Gordon Walker. 2007. “Caution! Transitions Ahead: Politics, 
Practice, and Sustainable Transition Management.” Environment and Planning A 39 
(4): 763–70. https://doi.org/10.1068/a39310. 

Smith, Adrian, Jan-Peter Voß, and John Grin. 2010. “Innovation Studies and 
Sustainability Transitions: The Allure of the Multi-Level Perspective and Its Challenges.” 
Research Policy 39 (4): 435–48. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2010.01.023. 

 
 

Author Bio  
Sophie Adams is Senior Research Fellow in the Climate Change Adaptation Lab at La 
Trobe University, Melbourne. She is a human geographer and science and technology 
studies scholar, with an interest in the social implications of the production and 
application of scientific knowledge and technological developments to address 
climate change. 
 
 
  

https://doi.org/10.1016/0016-3287(79)90110-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0048-7333(02)00062-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2012.02.013
https://doi.org/10.1108/14636680110803003
https://doi.org/10.1080/09537320802292651
https://doi.org/10.1068/a39310
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2010.01.023

	Articulating Agency
	Keywords
	References
	Author Bio


