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As we celebrate the 150th birth-
day of the great scientist Vladi-
mir Vernadsky, it is of utmost 

importance to correct the gross mis-
representations of his work, particu-
larly in the West, and to use his actual 
concepts to present an alternative to 
the anti-growth outlook (and scientif-
ic apparatus constructed to support it) 
of such groups as the Club of Rome, 
which have been promoting this out-
look since the late 1960s.

Vernadsky, who founded the sci-
ence of biogeochemistry, fostered the 
development of radiochemistry, and 
coined the term “noösphere,” ob-
served that the evolution of living 
matter is proceeding in a definite di-
rection.  This direction was seen in 
such characteristics as increasing bio-
genic migration of atoms, increased 
energy use by life, and by the devel-
opment of the nervous system: the 
“cephalization” noted by American 
scientist James Dwight Dana.1 Instead 
of looking for the principle of “life” it-
self, which he believed usually led to 
philosophizing rather than useful sci-
entific advancement, Verandsky stud-
ied living matter, the totality of living 
organisms. Just as the evolution of life 
and “living matter” moves in a defi-
nite direction, and is seen only in the 
record of living matter on Earth (Ver-
nadsky did not see evolution in purely 
abiotic layers of the Earth), so does the 
development of humanity’s social 
power. Vernadsky wrote, in his “Some 
Words About the Noösphere:” 

“Mankind taken as a whole is be-

1 On this directedness in evolution, see Benjamin 
Deniston, “Biospheric Energy Flux Density” in this 
issue.

coming a mighty geological force. 
There arises the problem of the recon-
struction of the biosphere in the inter-
ests of freely thinking humanity as a 
single totality. This new state of the 
biosphere, which we approach with-
out our noticing, is the noösphere.”

“[M]an beomces a large-scale geo-
logical force. He can, and must, re-
build the province of his life by his 
work and his thought, rebuild it radi-
cally in comparison with the past.”2

This outlook, of developing the noö-
sphere in accordance with man’s rea-
son, in the spirit of development seen 
in the biosphere across evolutionary 
time, runs directly contrary to the zero-
growth outlook of environmentalist, 
back-to-nature, and similar groupings 
from the late-1960s to today. While 
Vernadsky opposed Malthus’s claim 
that limited resources fundamentally 
constrained man’s activity, his work 
was first popularized in the West by 
such writers as G. Evelyn Hutchinson 
(An Introduction to Population Ecolo-
gy) and John P. Allen (creator of the 
failed Biosphere 2, and organizer of 
the first English-language publication 
of Vernadsky’s Biosphere), who used 
their take on Vernadsky’s concept of 
the biosphere to insist that humanity 
must live in a “balance” with nature, 
something Vernadsky never thought. 
Vernadsky, excited with the prospect 
of the use of nuclear energy, viewed 
resources as man-made, and saw our 
future as reaching out into the cosmos.

The idea of ending human growth, 
to prevent the use of finite resources, 
completely ignores key distinctions 

2 Vladimir Vernadsky, “Some Words About the 
Noösphere” 21st Century, Spring 2005, pp. 16-21.
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