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Critical syntheses

The population growth debate in the public
sphere

PETER SCHWARTZMAN

1. Introduction

According to the United Nations the world population in 1990 was 5.29 billion
people. A more important statistic to many concerned with the global impact of
population, however, is the distribution of population in terms of development. Less
developed countries (LDGs) account for 4.09 billion people (about 77% of the total)
while the developed countries (DCs) have 1.20 billion people (about 23%). Perhaps
the most important figures, at least in terms of prevalence in population discussions,
are the annual rates of population growth, which the UN projects as 2.08% (for the
LDCs) and 0.48% (for the DCs) from 1990-1995 (UNPF, 1991, p. 39).! If these
rates remain relatively stable for the next 17 years, and there is reason to believe
that they will, the world in the year 2010 will have 7.20 billion people, of which 6.17
billion will live in the LDCs and 1.33 billion in the DCs. ‘So why fret?, someone
might interject. To some this might be an appropriate response, but for others it is
an entirely misguided one, and one that could spell disaster for many humans, and
soon thereafter all of humanity. In a netshell, this response and the vigorous attacks
on it constitute what is known as ‘the population growth (PG) debate’.

Why should we be concerned? The Earth Summit (officially designated the UN
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED)) held in Rio de Janeiro in
June 1992 is just one of many indications that environmental issues are now getting
serious attention by the majority of world leaders. International discussion along
these lines is growing more complex (i.e. multi-dimensional) by the ever-expanding
nature of environmental considerations. Contemporary examples include global
warming and biodiversity, as well as the increased visibility, in the West, of ‘non-
Western’ perspectives on environmental matters. Inextricably related to these en-
vironmental matters is the question of population growth. According to Nafis Sadik,
Exccutive Director of the UN Population Fund, PG issues are central to any discus-
sion of forces impacting upon the environment (UNPF, 1991, p. 3). Although there
is wide disagreement on how continued PG might affect the environment (as will
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become clear from the positions presented in this paper), there is general agreerment
that, outside of an extraordinary technological development in the n'(:iu‘ future
increasing the size of the population will inevitably require more sacrifice on fhr
part of the environment. At the 1992 Earth Summit, there was general 6?”““”
that the PG issue needs to be addressed, despite the hesitations and the difficultie
of doing so, Although little more of substance was actually discussed on the subje
at the Earth Summit, this relative lack of discourse was counterbalanced by a more

lively exchange at the Global Forum, a parallel conference to UNCED attended by ©
about 2000 non-governmental organizations (Holloway, 1992). In short, the inter
national community recognizes that an increasing population requires, at a mini-

mum, increased circumspection (UNFPA, 1985).2

With this motivation, I examine the present state of play in one small but surpris-
ingly conspicuous community discussing the PG question, that of academis scho-

lars.” All but one of the thinkers I will focus on have been introduced tu the puhilic
to a significant degree, either by their writings—widely sold bouk:&i oF essays i
well-circulated magazines or newspapers—or through their exposure in the }ml%lka
spodight. They have engaged the PG question from a variety of vantage puints, by

their accounts are sufficiently interrelated and thorough to allow for what 1 hi};fwf

will be a thought-provoking commentary on the PG debate.

In this paper 1 will be concerned with two aspects of the debate—the form and
content of the communications among the major thinkers. Specifically, are the -

thinkers, who publish numerous tracts in many venues, activcly' pm‘ti(‘i;ﬁ}f&fing in
exchange of ideas with parties who have alternative perspectives? In zx(idl%tiiti, whi
the thinkers do interact, what forms the substance of their interactions? In wha
follows, I attempt to answer these two questions. I will also draw on the i‘a,m‘:f;%pm
models offered by Douglas (1992) and other thinkers from economics and ?}i(}k{‘);:tg b
order to suggest how the PG discussion might proceed more constructively, Thes
recommendations will focus on three areas of PG discourse— character, contetl, asg
domain of argumentation—and are directed not only to the spokespersons highlight

in this paper, but, more particularly, to those who are most directly engaged in the

policy arena. For, it is these individuals who might be in a position (’(‘: provid
incentives for the PG spokespersons to engage each other more directly. %‘vhﬂf‘, i

not expect that the PG question will be resolved in the near futu'x’c. my hope is thal
the spokesperson’s arguments can become more focused by being more Emt,naﬁ
responsive, and that genuine efforts can be made to establish norms for PG discus

sion.

The paper will proceed as follows. First, I shall justify the choige of the PG
4 brie

spokespersons who are the central focus of the investigation. Then, I will gi
introduction to these thinkers, highlighting those aspects of their views that are
relevant. Next, I will discuss the communication patterns found amony the
In particular, I shall concentrate on the following findings: (1) the thinkc“x‘? i
focused written forum to communicate their ideas; (2) the thinkers comumuniont
publicly with one another in a very inconsistent manner; and (3) thetr comuni
tions, when they do interact, tend to be antagonistic in nature, whif;h prevenis t |
from being purposeful. Then, by examining the thinker’s ideologies, assuipiion
and omissions found within their works, 1 will describe the incuznnﬁnst;f&h-
that are a natural outgrowth of any comparison of their outlooks on PG. Finally
shall offer a number of ways in which the dialogue among the thinkers niight b
improved.

jnkers, '
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2. Justification of voices

Before proceeding with the main sections of my paper, let me justify my choice of
PG spokespersons. In making the selection, I tried to assemble a group whose
members met the following three criteria. First, they ought to be well-known for
their work in matters relevant to PG. Second, they ought to provide coherent,
detailed, distinet, and relevant arguments on the subject. Finally, they ought to
come from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds.

The first criterion selects for prominent spokespersons of PG matters, as indicated
by their being cited in recent third-person literature (see Russett and Starr (1985),
Repetto (1987), Paehlke (1989), Wagar (1991), Mann (1993)). As way of indicating
how ‘popular’ these gentleman are both in social science as well as science
literature, I have presented in two notes, the results of a brief citation analysis of my
six PG thinkers.*?

The second criterion selects for thinkers who discuss germane PG topics (as it
concerns policy) but whose views do not overlap too much. Specifically, the think-
er’s must have tackled the subject of PG at great length. Also, the thinkers’ needed
to have proffered a coherent literature in order for the substance of their arguments
to be sufficiently conspicuous and lucid.

Criterion three selects for thinkers who have different senses of what information
is relevant to PG, as this is expected to have considerable influence on a person’s
outlook (worldview). Although much third-person literature draws on disciplinary
distinctions —either biological sciences or economics—for explaining the positions
taken in the debate, I think that many of these are too superficial. In fact, under-
standing the breadth of viewpoints within a discipline, is a step more in the direction
of understanding the complexity of the issue.

My basis for drawing the playing field for the PG debate in this way is that it
roughly corresponds to the way in which it is drawn in many works (including
Dunlap (1983), Russett and Starr (1985), Paehlke (1989), Bailey (1990), Boyce
(1990), and Mann (1993)). However, my account is a broader and more thorough
examination in terms of the number of variables considered, namely, thinkers’
ideologies, assumptions, omissions, and communications. A more expanded version
of this essay would undoubtedly include a more extensive account of PG thinkers
from Third World, feminist, and underprivileged communities, but the positions
and arguments of the representative thinkers are more than sufficient to identify
many weaknesses in the PG debate.

3. The voices

A brief introduction to each of the six thinkers follows (a brief summary of this
information can be found in tables 1 and 2).

Julian Simon, a highly controversial and unorthodox thinker of PG, has written

extensively on the economic aspects of population.® Population Matters (1990b), one
~ of Simon’s most comprehensive works, offers the substantive details of most of his
- important arguments in favor of future PG. Simon (1990b, p. 172) holds that PG is
in the long term (i.e. in the next 30-120 years) a positive development. Other
* self-proclaimed unconventional ideas posited by Simon are the following: (1) raw
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Table 1. The PG thinkers.

Name Disciplinary background and position(s) held Pro/Anti PG

Lester R. Brown Agricultural Science and Agricultural Economics, Presid- Anti

ent of the Worldwatch Institute (1974—Present), Aspen

Institute Fellow (1972-74)

Biology, Environmental Science and Geology, Currently Pro
Director of the Center for Biology of Natural Systems at

Queens College in New York City )
Biology, Bing Professor of Population Studies at Stanford Anti
University (1976-Present), Member of the National

Academy of Science

Garrett Hardin Ecology, Professor at UC-Santa Barbara And
Robert 8. McNamara Business Administration, President of the World Bank Anti
(1968-81), US Secretary of Defense (1961-68), member

of Brookings Institute ’
Economics, Professor of Business Administration at the Pro
University of Maryland

Barry Commoner

Paul R. Ehrlich

Julian L. Simon

YAnti-PG: those adamantly opposed to PG and consider it a key liability to our f‘uwn". )

Pro-PG: those having a positive regard for PG (Simon) or denying that PG is the oot tause of 1k
world’s problems (Commoner). o o

Note: Some have simplified the population debate by describing it as a clash between Ff)lg;’
communities; a dichotomous move that I contend only confuses and obfuscates the central iﬁéi;f*sz First,
recent economics shows definite signs of support for the limits-to-growth muc}ei, auggesiing that
disciplinary outlooks change over time. Second, the views of the memb.ers of a pmlesaif}ﬂa] group, surh
as ‘ecologists’, ‘biologists’, or “social scientists’ tend to get treated as if they were uniform, which jugt}
isi’t the case. Futhermore, divisions made along the lines of disciplinary association {r.g. f:ﬁ(:i!}gi&t’;{
economists (see Simon, 1987) or cornucopians/environmentalists (see Grant, 1983} or idr{ﬂé}g&ﬁ?i staniee
(e.g. Cassandras/Pollyannas (see Mann, 1993)) tend to underestimate the true contimuim of views that

exists.

Table 2. PG thinkers’ views.

Position statements Brown Commoner Ehrlich  Hardin McNamawrs  Simon
Continued population growth will S U S $ 5 B
wreak havoc on the world. )
Population growth is good for the R U R R R 5
economy. )
Resource shortages function as a R R R R R s
positive mechanism in the eco-

nomy. '
The proper use of technology in S S R R R %

the future will have a tremendous
impact on resolving most of soci-
ety’s present maladies.

The world is overpopulated.
Population control assistance from
affluent countries to the develop-
ing world is required.

Key: S, supports; U, uncertain; R, rejects.

materials and energy are becoming less scarce; (2) the world’s food supply is impro-
ving; and (3) the US needs more immigrants.

In terms of specific arguments, Simon’s thinking on PG is very intriguing. In hi
account, resource shortages are not to be forestalled, as the following economic

mechanism suggests:

PG and increase of income expand the demand for raw materials as well as finished product

The resulting actual and expected shortages force up prices of the natural resowree. The
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increased prices trigger the search for new ways to satisfy the demand, and sooner or later new
sources and innovative substitutes are found. Eventually these new discoveries lead to natural
resources that are cheaper than before this process begins, leaving humanity better off than if the
shortages had not appeared (1990b, p. 2; my emphasis).

Moreover, the use of more resources and the creation of temporary shortages will
result in a higher standard of living for those nations supplying these products, often
the developing countries. He states, ‘the appropriate question is the best way to
create resources, and whether it is cheaper to create more resources or to prevent
use of resources and require saving of waste’ (1990b, p. 7). As regards Malthusian
theory,” Simon states that the evidence does not confirm the conventional theory,
i.e. ‘the more people using a stock of resources, the lower the income of the person, if
all else remains equal’ (1990b, p. 166). He notes the explosion of population and
economic development in Europe from 1650 onwards and the individual countries of
Australia, Norway, and France as illustrative examples of how output per capita
and PG are not correlated. A fundamental fact of economic growth, which Simon
claims has been left out of the standard (i.e. neo-classical) model, is the increase in
productivity that results from people’s creative powers (1990b, p. 171). Simon also
supports the notion of ‘economies of scale’, i.e. the greater efficiency of larger-scale
production. His staunch pro-PG attitude is further exemplified in the following
sentiment: the concentration on PG as the major cause of starvation, illiteracy,
pollution, supplies of natural resources and slow growth ‘has directed our attention
away from the factor that we now know is central in a country’s economic develop-
ment, its economic and political system’ (1990b, p. 174; my emphasis).

Barry Commoner, a biologist currently directing the Center for Biology of Natural
Systems at Queens College in New York City, has authored three widely-cited
books — Science and Survival (1966), The Closing Circle (1971), and Making Peace with the
Planet (1992, first published in 1975). In the latter work Commoner describes the
world as broken up into two spheres: the ecosphere, comprising the natural things in
the world, e.g. air, water, soil, plants and animals; and the technosphere, consisting of
man-made things, i.e. factories, power plants, automobiles, petrochemicals, etc. It is
within this framework that Commoner proceeds with his arguments. To him the
central issue that humanity faces is:

not how to facilitate environmental quality by limiting economic development and PG, but how
to create a system of production that can grow and develop in harmony with the environment.
The question is whether we can produce bountiful harvests, productive machinery, rapid
transportation, and decent human dwellings sufficient to support the world population without
despoiling the environment (1992, p. 148; my emphasis).

Implicit in Commoner’s remarks is a support of scientific and technological progress
but one within the bounds (or limits) allowed by the environment. He also believes,
unlike Simon, that economic growth has limits as well; he writes, ‘the ultimate limit
on economic growth is imposed by the rate at which renewable, solar energy can be
captured and used [which is far higher than anything we can imagine today]” (1992,
p. 147).

Central to the Commoner thesis is the belief that the type of production tech-
nology employed determines the extent to which the ecosystem is destroyed.
Further, PG, here not seen as the root cause of environmental stress (1992, p. 175),
tends to wither away as countries accrue wealth and demographic transition occurs,

as has been characterized by all industrialized nations (1992, p. 156~157). Similar
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to Simon’s views, social and economic factors are seen as cq'uall? powerlul as
biological factors (i.e. fertility and contraception) in the det?mzlnai’mnkaf PG. Al

though Commoner warns that the future looks bad becau§e dlstl:lbutl(’)ﬂ still pose a
serious problem and future energy use by developing nations tmﬂ be enormous, the
environment, and, hence, its people, could be spared if ‘ecologically sound technolo

gies’ were utilized (1992, p. 166). However, the major source of the prtfsem over-
population rests not on scientific choices but political ones. Commoner writes,

the world population, which is the ultimate outcome of the exploitation of pour natlons by tich
ones, ought to be remedied by returning to the poor countries cnough of 4(!1& wz&ahf? izken from
them to give their peoples both the reason and the resources voluntarily to lnif their own

fertility (1992, p. 168)

Paul Ehrlich,? a biologist at Stanford University, has written many books ;’d{td
articles on the subject of PG. His many books include the best-fscllmg The Pﬂipaiaiufﬂ
Bomb (1971) and more recently, its sequel, The Population Explosion {15)9{}':;4; vo-
authored with his wife, Anne Ehrlich). In these works, Ehrlich at’temptﬁ tey delipeate
the crisis state that he envisions arriving in the near future. Owing to the ever-
expanding global population, he predicted in 1967 that ‘Sc‘»rr?ctimc‘bctw en Aii‘ ;I '785
the world [would] undergo vast famines—hundreds of millions of peuple are gl,}mg
to starve to death’ (Hardin, 1985). The resulting tragedy would oecur because the
population density in many parts of the world would mal'ce the avm!gb‘ie’ re ..‘ 8
and the capacity for the environment insufficient to sustain human a{:tl?fiti?i {Ehr=
lich and Ehrlich, 1990a). In response to these ominous developments, Ehrlich sup-
ports population control and government intervention of many formsz . ,

Concomitant with starvation, problems including flooding, desertification, w%\tgf
shortages, and other stresses on ecosystems, are, in Ehrlich’s vie;w, izmvim}aim :,‘ahrf
lich states that all nations are overpopulated, and such a condition gt‘ﬁ?t}gﬁ!tme&}ﬁm
unequal access to wealth and resources that are observed today (1990a, P 39?
Thus, PG isn’t seen as a problem of redistribution but rather an (;vtzraimni}é&ﬁwz of
people, who have reached critical mass, i.e. reached z; stage where 1 . m’ tﬁfi equation
I (impact) = Population X Affluence x Technology, has‘ bf’camﬁ mﬁi‘vag‘mlglg Be
(1990a, p. 58)."% As evidenced by the subject matter of hlf& work, .hhrhi hy, unlike
Simon, is also cognizant of the connections between warfare, c*z'wsr{mz’nifma} i,h*r
terioration, poverty, racism, sexism, smog, and crime. Further, he miskes Q:—xpﬁmi the
need for understanding the world from alternative perspcctivefé: ’zvi.* st learn 1o
identify with the plight of our less fortunate fellow on Spacesht{l Earth i wi are m
help both them and ourselves survive’ (1971, p. 2). How?ver, his um elentl ,Aﬁ’f?m
on population as the major source of many of the V\iorlFls’ ;){t;blz?ﬂ:ﬁ hsg; pﬁ‘tm;:ifﬂ
many to pejoratively call him a ‘population reductionist’ (Swaney, 1991, p. 304
Boyce, 1990)."! ‘ o

Known best perhaps for his short article “The tragedy of the,i commons’ “,Jlﬁ}*

Garrett Hardin, an ecologist at the University of California at Santa Barbari, has
received much notoriety. As an arch supporter of population control, Hard g hig
taken controversial positions, as indicated by the following sentiment {in Com-

moner, 1992, p. 167):

How can we help a foreign country to escape overpopulation? Clearly the winst thing we e du
is send food. ... Atomic bombs would be kinder. For a few moments the misery would he acute,
but it would soon come to an end for most of the people, leaving 4 frw survivors 1o suffer
thereafter.
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According to Hardin, strict governmental regulations are necessary to curb the
world’s ever-expanding population.

On numerous occasions Hardin refers to the lifeboat as analogous to the world’s
current status. Since the lifeboat has a maximum weight above which it will sink,
Hardin contends that a sizeable portion of the original passengers [or today’s global
populace] must be left to drown; ‘It is literally beyond our ability to save them all’
(Commoner, 1992, p. 156). This severe form of triage is defended without hesitation
or remorse and by necessity.

Hardin conceives of PG as problematic in that the ‘commoner’ following a ra-
tional, self-interested logic thinks she is better off if her family grows. Unfortunately,
those who, recognizing the limits to which society can exploit the environment,
decide to abstain from procreation are the ones who suffer ultimately. They must
suffer because the large majority of society continues to overpopulate and thus
wreak havoc on the earth. Along these lines, Hardin attacks Adam Smith’s concept
of ‘invisible hand’ as ludicrous and unfounded (1968, p. 1244).

Finally, Hardin classifies the population problem as a ‘no technical solution
problem’, i.e. requiring not only change in the techniques of the natural sciences but
also change in values and ideas of morality (1968, p. 1243). The necessary reduc-
tions in population, the root cause of environmental damage, will therefore require a
moral paradigm shift. However, since humans are characterized by their ‘persist-
ence and ubiquity of denial’ (1969a, p. 47), many of these changes will need to be
coercive and limit personal liberty, especially the right to procreate. However, Har-
din doesn’t see this as so tremendous an alteration of society, stating that ‘the
tragedy of the commons’ has brought about similar regulations, including those on
waste disposal and property tax.

Robert S. McNamara, former US Secretary of Defense under Kennedy and John-
son, and former president of the World Bank, contributed a chapter, entitled ‘The
population problem’, in a recent UN Environment Programme publication (Tolba
and Biswas, 1991). In this article, McNamara begins with the premise that PG rates
have been falling ‘significantly’ in most developing countries during the 1970s. This
observation entails for McNamara, unlike the conclusions drawn by Simon, that
more stringent reductions be made before population in many parts of the world
grows ‘far beyond the limits consistent with political stability and acceptable social
and economic conditions’ (McNamara, 1991, p. 48).'2

According to McNamara, inevitable by-products of current PG are ‘rising num-
bers of labour-force entrants, faster-expanding urban populations, pressure on food
supplies, ecological degradation, and increasing numbers of “absolute poor” [i.e.
people living beneath any reasonable definition of decency]’ (McNamara, 1991, p.
56). These expansionary ills, McNamara believes, cannot be adequately dealt with
by vigorous improvement in economic growth. Unfortunately, McNamara con-
tinues, in the attempt to eliminate the problems associated with PG, brutal, inhu-
mane, and coercive governmental and familial actions have been one of the major
solutions. In response to these developments, McNamara thinks that governments
must take an active, yet humane, role, in so far as they encourage small families and

provide ample means to implement that desire.

Lester Brown, current president of the Worldwatch Institute, has published extens-
ively on issues concerning agriculture, PG, and the environment. In 1974, while at
the Aspen Institute, Brown published the book /n the Human Interest, a thorough
examination of PG, to serve as the major backdrop for the historical UN Population
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Conference held in Bucharest in August 1974. He has followed up this work with
numerous Worldwatch Papers including the broad, yet impressively Simgﬁe? ka
‘Twenty-two dimensions of the population problem’ (1976, Co-authora:} with Patri-
cia McGrath and Bruce Stokes). Without question, similar to other voices we have
heard, Brown has dedicated his life to resolving PG-related questions, )

According to Brown, the problems manifested during times of ?G wdi‘much all.
However, some problems are more likely to affect the developmg nations more
harshly, e.g. inflation. In order to rectify this predicament, Bro.w‘fn issues a plea for
altering values and shifting priorities. In Brown’s view, feml.lty programs {¢.g.
family planning services) are the most productive way to deal leFh PG. Secanc%aﬂzy,
yet still important, are measures that would improve social confilt'xons (e.g. nutrition
and literacy) and reshape economic and social policies (e.g. minimum age for mar-
riage and limiting tax deductions for procreators).

4. Communication within the PG community?

In our quest to understand the PG discussion better, it behooves us to look at how,
and to what extent, the thinkers are talking to, about, and around eéch other,
Presumably, the interactions discovered will help us to answer the question: ‘Df}rzs
there exist a debate concerning PG, or rather, is the discussion one of fragmentation
and avoidance of the real issues?” Although communication does not entail cohe;r*
ence of argument, a lively interchange would be a step in the direction of purposeful
discourse. In reading the summaries below it is important to remember that I only

consulted published articles and books in my examination of the thinkers’ communi-

cation patterns, so any unpublished, informal communications between thinkers

would therefore have eluded me.
Among the thinkers, Simon introduces the others more often than anyone else.

For instance, in Population Matters (1990b), he dedicates two rather lengthy %ection&
to direct discussions with opposing views—one is an interchange with Ehrlich and
the other a discussion with Hardin, each of whom find their way into his wfork ona
regular basis. On occasion, Simon also refers to the other thinkers, spcr:ldmg; maf*c
time on Brown and Ehrlich, but does so in an irregular way. However, Slr'ncm's ki,{:k
of any open engagement with Commoner (as noted by only one brief n}fﬁn[:()n (If him
in three of his most significant works (i.e. Simon and Kahn, 1984'%; Simon, 1990h,
1992) indicates an unwillingness on his part to become involved with someone who
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especially surprising given the public attention garnered recently by Brown’s
Worldwatch Institute.

Ehrlich, while an author of many books and journal articles, tends not to mention
the other PG thinkers very often in his larger works. In these pieces, Brown gets the
most citations while Hardin and Simon get mentioned less often. Ehrlich has how-
ever published a lengthy review of Simon and Kahn (1984) as well as Cobb and
Daly (1989) —Daly being an economist whose outlook is in great opposition to that
of Simon.!® Ehrlich got into a rather heated debate with Commoner in the early
1970s (Ehrlich and Holdren, 1972), but subsequently Ehrlich has chosen not to
refer to Commoner in Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1990a, 1991).

Hardin involves himself with the other thinkers’ works to a significant extent.
Hardin (1972) dedicates a chapter to Commoner’s thoughts and he provides a fairly
extensive review of Simon’s The Ultimate Resource (Hardin, 1981a). He also includes
two short pieces by Ehrlich in his edited volume Population, Evolution, and Birth
Control (1969a). Hardin’s comments tend to be less antagonistic and more diplo-
matic than most.

Except for briefly mentioning Ehrlich, Commoner and Hardin in State of the World,
1991, Brown pays little lip service to the thinkers in his writings (1974, 1979, 1981,
1983). Finally, McNamara similarly makes no reference to the other thinkers as his
works tends to be self-contained tracts.

To summarize my findings, the thinkers do not, except on a few occasions,
directly reference the other voices. When references are made they tend to be minor
ones, except for a few more lengthy engagements between Simon/Hardin, Simon/
Ehrlich, and Commoner/Ehrlich. The source of this lack of engagement among the
thinkers isn’t entirely clear. Perhaps these thinkers deliberately avoid including
controversial opinions within their work. Unfortunately, such methodological eva-

sion doesn’t help to push the discussion in a more commensurable direction. Per-
haps the thinkers are motivated to achieve their own identity and thus are disin-
clined to mention others who take an equally broad look at PG questions. In any
case, the communication patterns found do indicate that an interactive, constructive
discourse has not manifested itself—a definite weakness among these PG thinkers.
In conclusion, my findings suggest that: (1) the thinkers have no focused written
forum to exchange their ideas; (2) the thinkers communicate publicly with one
another in a very inconsistent manner; and (3) their communications, when they do
interact, tend to be antagonistic in nature, which prevents them from being purp-
oseful. Certainly, if these PG thinkers want to enhance the clarity and success of
their debate, they will have to make improvements along these lines.

challenges the means of technological production so vehemently; an item s0 mﬁai’f«
ingful in Simon’s account. Although Simon’s inclusion of oth_er’s thoughts‘dmsxﬁ
generally contribute positively to his discussion, when he publishes longer pieces i?y
the ‘challengers’ in his works (Simon, 1990b, pp. 369-74, 397-404) they do serve as
good counterpoises. '

In contrast, Commoner engages only a few thinkers but pays no attention 1o those
outside the scientific community (i.e. McNamara and Simon). When he quotes &
thinker (specifically Hardin and Ehrlich), he does so as a springboard to illugirait
how considerably different his arguments are from the others; a case in pmmxm
found in Commoner (1972) detailing how his technological impact variable far
outweighs the variables taken into account by Ehrlich. Finally, Commoner x}lakés
no direct mention of McNamara and mentions Brown only sparingly, which i

5. Ideologies, assumptions, omissions and commensurability

In my reading of the PG literature, it has become clear that the thinker’s outlooks
are a conglomeration of a number of components, including catchwords, definitions,
ideology, assumptions, goals and omissions. Table 3 provides a synopsis of three of
these key components, namely ideology, assumptions and omissions. With this in-
formation in mind, I will present evidence for my contention that there exist serious
incommensurabilities among the PG thinkers’ accounts. Since incommensurabilities
may ultimately preclude coherent discussion from occurring, even in the case where
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A good starting point for any current reflection about limits is the Club of Rome’s

work, but more often it manifests itself when comparing thinkers’ accounts. How-
ever, there exists little recognition of this fact within the thinkers’ ample literature.'*
often discussed tract The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al., 1974). One of the major

objectives of this work was ‘to gain insights into the limits of our world system and
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the constraints it puts on human numbers and activity’ (1974, p. 185), by way of
- world simulation modelling on computers.'”” Among its conclusions were that sup-
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constitutes a crucial addition to the stock of natural resources’ (Dunlap, 1983, p. 59)

deposits [of natural resources] and increased productivity’, it folows that ‘an increase of human
(my braces).

Since ‘the more people {being the ultimate resource}, the more minds there are to discover new

the limits to our resource base, Simon states explicitly that there is no need to
beings . ..

plies of natural resources are finite (1974, p. 54-59). Simply put, this is a substan-
tial proclamation because Ehrlich, Hardin, McNamara and Brown support the
finding and Simon does not. While the former group sees the earth and the sun as
restrict our stock in that way. Simon writes,

Simon also suggests in many instances that the universe is the only adequate limit
warranting our attention. Alternatively, Ehrlich specifies limits well before the edge
of the solar system, noting that copper cannot be made from other metals, a claim of
Simon’s.'® However, Ehrlich’s limits are also more broad in scope. The changes he
foresees in our civilization, environmental as well as political, are ‘much too rapid to
allow biological or cultural evolutionary processes to adapt people to them’ (Ehrlich
and Ornstein, 1989, p. 28). However, Ehrlich also views ‘our species’ as ‘now living
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on its capital —a one-time resource bonanza that will not be replaced on a time scale
of interest to society’ (1984: 381). On an entirely different front, Hardin concludes

The concept of long term/short term is also a source of misunderstanding, espe-
cially when one takes a deeper look at its usage. Simon stresses that while short term

that interstellar migration cannot allow the limits to be expanded, because those
who chose to leave would be the ones interested in protecting the planet while the
ones left on earth would continue to decimate it (1985, 1993).!” Hardin also specifies
limits in reference to the fact that ore grade continues to diminish as humans
continue to mine the earth. As one can readily see, ‘limits’ hasn’t a limited meaning,

pardon the pun.
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the long run as ‘both before, and also subsequent to, the year 2000° (1990b, p. 356).
Further, he writes, ‘It is true that the long run—30 to 70 years—is far from now,

yet 180 years seem to be acceptable. Then again, in the same book, he characterizes
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and therefore is of less importance to us than is the short run’ (1990b, p. 50).' S}:)
which is it? Also, since it is the long run that Simon relies on for prospe{'ity, how is it
that he says that the short run is of more importance? He can’t have it both ways.
Hardin debates with Simon specifically on the relevant time interval of our past.
Hardin finds more recent trends, having taken place within the last 30 years, as
taking precedence to times more distant. The time scale issued by Browx.l’s World-
watch Institute before the onset of serious environmental destruction is only 40
years. Given these different perceptions as to the relevant time frame for human
concern, it is not surprising that conclusions differ as to what changes need to be
made and how to execute them. ’

Another form of incommensurability arises from positions that are strictly ideo-
logical in character. For our purposes, ideological arguments are Qmativated by a
thinker’s underlying objective and fit one of the following df:scnpuons: (n x'veakly
supported by evidence; or (2) strictly an individual’s value ~]‘udgm'ncan‘t.‘C)l‘)v:mzsl'y’,
neither of these offerings on the part of the thinkers’ contribute positively to the
discussion. ,

As it concerns the first category, PG thinkers accounts are replete with unsub-
stantiated claims. For example, Simon holds that PG adds people to the world that
are in a position socio-economically, or otherwise, to use the creati?’c powers that
they have for productive purposes, a prerequisite for his t(fchnolc)gmal fix-it state
that contains few political barriers; Ehrlich states that all nations are overpopulated,
as indicated either by the numerous abuses sustained by the environment (m)tv anfi
as expected in the future given present PG trends), a state‘memlthat 1 feel is
motivated by his desire for reduction of all populations; Hardin k:)ehcvc.s’ that only
strict governmental regulations can curb world population. Hardin he}id‘x dear ,thﬁ
idea that ‘rational’ humans are bound to serve their self-interests, creating i’i’Slt%!"
ation that precludes the possibility of a harmonious global communi.ty. Hardin, in
somewhat barbaric terms, suggests that in a world where population cannot be
adequately controlled,

the allocation of rights based on territory must be defended if a ruinous breeding racc’is w be
avoided. It is unlikely that civilization and dignity can survive cvcrywhc‘rc, hflt' l?mer inoa ft:v;”
places than in none. Fortunate minorities must act as the trustees of a civilization that is
threatened by uninformed good intentions (Commoner, 1971, p. 297).

These remarks are consonant with and, more importantly, underlie hii; as’pimlign
for government-directed population control. Finally, McNamaref, Ehrlich and
Brown support the notion that PG-related variables tend to amplify one another
and work synergistically to elicit more damage, feelings that are engendered by
these gentlemen’s urgent desire for speedy recovery attempts.‘ i

Also entering into the discussion are individual value judgements. While ‘thc
following examples are just a sampling, a salient point still comes to the fﬁre:.“[hat
is, values represent an important source of biases within.the PG debate, Simon,
holding that personal liberty is his most treasured value, claims that

we need rules that will provide maximum freedom for people to try out new and hetter ways to
take advantage of the opportunity to serve the public and make a profit that an environment
constraint imposes (1990b, p. 11) (my emphasis).

Clearly Simon has little regard for the whole of humanity; ‘Who is going to suffer
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when someone profits? and ‘And is the public, at large, served? Also, intimately
related to these subjects, Simon relies on what Hardin takes to be the ‘invisible
hand’ to provoke those who seek achievement to promote the public’s interest.!”
Perhaps all of these assertions are provoked by Simon’s devotion to continued
economic growth, a feeling that comes through when he harshly criticizes past
structural economic changes that have choked the markets (1990D, p. 356).

Not surprisingly others also contribute value judgements of a similar kind. Com-
moner thinks that nations, given their ontological status as nations, are deserving of
an equal share in the world’s wealth. Ehrlich’s arguments, like Simon’s, are replete
with conjectures about human physiology as the source of certain incorrect notions
about PG and civilization. For example, he thinks that our evolutionary heritage
has endowed us with ‘quick reflexes’ and not the ‘slow reflexes’ necessary for eman-
cipating humans from their present frightful course (Ehrlich and Ornstein, 1989, p.
28). Unquestionably, the above opinions could seriously limit a PG thinker’s ability
to recognize other perspectives as being important.

A third and very important source of incommensurability results from the omis-
sion of significant topics from the written works of the PG thinkers. (For a sample of
the omissions I have found within the PG thinkers’ accounts, see the last column of
table 3.) Within the PG debate, as with almost any debate, certain subjects tend to
predominate in the discussion. However, some subjects get little recognition by
many of the PG thinkers but get a significant portion of attention in other intellec-
tual communities. This, perhaps unavoidable, development sets up two related
problems. First, if the PG thinkers fail to incorporate the thoughts and ideas found
in other accessible intellectual venues (e.g. political science, feminist accounts of
economics and science, and ecological economics) then presumably they are likely
to be: (1) ignored by the individuals working in these areas; and (2) accused by
others of being insincere in wanting to have a purposeful discussion; neither of
which is, of course, a promising situation. Second, individual PG thinkers arc likely
to estrange the other participants in the debate if they don’t ‘acknowledge’ (rather
than just ‘take notice’) the evolving nature of argumentation and relevant know-
ledge as introduced by their contemporaries. Without a doubt, no debate can exist
without at least two contending views, however a debate must also include engaged
participants eagerly searching out new ideas and evidence that tends to corroborate
one hypothesis or another. Thus, the incommensurabilities brought about by ne-
glecting topics getting serious attention elsewhere put the PG thinkers in a very

precarious position and the entire discussion in continued Jjeopardy of being illegi-
timized.

6. Improving the dialogue

My comments regarding the improvement of the current’ PG dialogue will concen-

© trate on three areas within the PG debate that need particular refinement— character,

content, and domain. A brief explanation of these is in order.
Character involves the style in which the thinkers discuss the question of PG.

- How often do the thinkers denigrate others, involve themselves in open debate, or
- integrate other thinkers’ works into theirs? Also, to what extent are agendas and
- sources made explicit and stressed?

Content represents the substance of the thinkers’ argument defense. That is, do
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the thinkers rely on ideology, empirical data, ‘intuitive’ relations, biological predis-
positions or assumptions for defense of their claims? Also, what is the scope of the
elements of interest; for example, are global or national interests given more atten-
tion and which humans are considered pertinent to the discussion— northerners/
southerners or the affluent/impoverished?

Domain consists of those disciplines in which the spokespersons’ thoughts are
immersed. Are ecologists making economic-based arguments or are economists tel-
ling us how biological mechanisms operate?

In what follows I will bring attention to these concerns and make recommenda-
tions as to what adjustments can be made to improve the PG dialogue. Since PG is
fundamentally tied to human well-being, we might expect to find the thinkers of PG
expressing what they take to be their ideals for human existence—an issue of
character. However, rarely are such things included in PG publications. As Swaney
(1991, p. 508) notes ‘an important question not addressed in this [PG] debate is “in
what kind of world do we want to live?”’. Assuming that the thinkers work with
such a set of ideals, why should they be so disinclined to state them explicitly? You
might have the impression that this is a trivial, or even ridiculous, suggestion.
However, let me explain why it is very relevant to the PG debate. Suppose Simon
were to state, as he might if given the opportunity, that he holds most dearly the
value of human life and the ability of people to grow intellectually, technologically,
and economically. What position would he then take if humans were dying in
California because harmful pesticides were being sprayed on their food products?;
the owner of the grape vineyards benefiting economically, although at the cost of
human life. Whose side would Simon take? Thus, he must be more precise when
articulating his ideal. Either human life takes precedence or economic growth, but
not both; in fact one might attempt to order any number of elements, as long as
precedence is established. The key point is whatever the ideals articulated by
Simon, he would be held accountable for them, and thus, his pleas for change (or
business as usual) must remain consistent with them. Arguably the number of
relevant items in the PG debate will complicate matters a bit but again I reiterate
that there seems to be no reason for the author not to make her ideals (goals)
explicit. Anthropologist Mary Douglas (1992, p. 260) makes a closely-related point
when she suggests that sociologists need to partake in a ‘little’ self-analysis, in order
to determine which of the following descriptions they fit most closely: cornucopians,
catastrophists or fatalists. According to Douglas, this is a necessary step prior o
asking the more important question, ‘Does this position “enter into their larger
agenda for life and art”’. Her main interest here concerns the apparent lack of
reflexivity in the sociology community relative to the contextualized nature of any
thinker’s viewpoint. Ultimately the offering of ideals and commitments focuses a
thinker’s attention on her work as well as the topic more generally.

Along similar lines, a thinker ought to be forthright with the major reasons why
PG is beneficial, harmful or precarious—an issue of content. If the author fails to
distinguish between primary and secondary factors adequately, then the causal
relationships become blurred and the major points lose their bite. For instance,
Brown has investigated an endless number of elements in search of their relation-
ship to PG. However, despite the fact that his work has undoubtedly established
new areas of research, it is still unclear what the ‘major’ factors arc in his view
(Brown et al., 1991, p. 15-18); and as it is this that policy people will hear before
anything else, these distinctions need to be made. McNamara does a slightly better
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job of indicating what are the most relevant relationships, but these are often
banally broad, as, for instance, when he notes that current PG rates will cause
‘certain regions and countries [to] grow far beyond the limits consistent with polit-
ical stability and acceptable social and economic conditions’ (1991, p. 48). Later in
the article he goes into more detail to describe those specific factors that are of
greatest significance in bringing about unwanted changes —worsening employment,
pressurs for food supplies and environmental degradation (1991, p. 54-59). In
conclusion, the burying (or clouding) of key relationships with other, less important,
relationships has negative consequences especially as the policy-maker is made to
squirm from confusion and ambiguity.

Thinkers also unnecessarily blur their comments by offering problems and inter-
jecting solutions at the same time—an issue of character and content. For a given
problem, many, few, or no solutions may be available; recall the philosophical cliché
‘you can’t get an “ought” from an “is” %% Thus, thinkers need to separate the why
(something is a problem) and the way (it might be solved). It needs to be stressed
that I am not advocating a withdrawal of policy considerations from the thinkers’
publications, as I feel strongly that the thinkers have a responsibility to engage
themselves in problem solutions as well as problem formulations; particularly in the
case of the PG question, which has strong policy implications. Generally a policy-
maker must be convinced that something is a problem before attempting to treat it.
Thus, if the PG thinker fails to sufficiently disentangle descriptions and prescrip-
tions the policy person may equally fail in understanding the necessity for a solu-
tion. Here again, my comments reflect my concern that there is a serious need to
simplify communications when possible in order that incommensurability be
avoided. This is especially true when PG thinkers are coming from such disparate
backgrounds. Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1990a) and Brown (1979) do a fairly good job of
separating the descriptive and the normative.

Fundamental to any real debate is the lively interaction of the participants—an
issue of character and domain—as touched on before. As noted earlier, the spokes-
persons engage each other less often than might be expected. Even when a group of
PG conscientious biologists and economists were gathered at a recent meeting ‘con-
vened with the noble intention of reconciling [their views]’, each group ‘completely
ignored everything the other side said. Then, apparently satisfied, everyone went
home’ (Mann, 1993, p. 64). Unfortunately, it appears that lack of communication in
the PG arena is commonplace.

By contrasting the Commoner/Ehrlich debate of 1972 (Commoner, 1972; Ehrlich
and Holdren, 1972) and the Hardin/Simon discussion of 1982 (Simon, 1990b, p-
381-397), one can easily see some potential pitfalls of integrative discussion. In the
first instance, the dialogue has many promising attributes, including an even-
handed critique followed by a focused and informative rebuttal. Although the pas-
sing reader may be distracted by the harshness of the criticisms, the remarks remain
within the bounds of reason and are for the most part constructive in nature. Taking
a look at the Hardin/Simon (Simon, 1990b) discussion we find a very different
picture. Simon and his cohort Ben Wattenberg (who acts as the moderator) domin-
ate the course of the discussion. Hardin is able to make a few points here and there
about resource availability and food consumption but is unable to focus the discus-
sion for any length of time. Hence, not much gets accomplished. Thus, although the
thinkers’ intentions may be sincere, the discussion may still proceed with little vigor
or animation. With the above said, I recommend that the thinkers adopt norms of
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conduct for conversations (published or otherwise). Certainly many articles and
books by the thinkers have been evaluated in one way or another, but most Prob-
ably have not been sufficiently peer reviewed, as these thinkers tend to publish a
great deal in ‘popular’ literature. This may have contributed to the failure of their
writings to internalize alternative perspectives or even to adopt an agreeal?le tone,
Proposed norms of engagement may also include some of the following. E.very
effort should be made to avoid generalizing or categorizing along disciplinary lines.
All economists do not think alike nor do all ecologists think the same. The thinkers
should attempt to integrate their opponents, as well as their allies, into their articles
and books. Otherwise it seems as if something is being hidden on purpose. The
voices need to be explicit about the scale (global, regional, national, or local) at
which their arguments apply. Global concerns tend to yield blanket observations or
prescriptions while local matters either get pushed under the table or are under-
valued when they do get considered. On a related front, thinkers neecz to tflke
seriously and make clear the human group(s) that they are considering. }her& isa
tendency either to overlook the suffering of great numbers of people (e.g. §1mcm and
the starving Africans or Asians) or to ignore the rights of others (Hardin and the
non-US citizens). ' .
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the thinkers might gain sgmethmg by
reconsidering the saying, ‘better safe than sorry’—fundamentally an issue of' con-
tent—as this feeling penetrates deeply into the ethos of many people, albeit ‘for
different reasons. In other words, wouldn’t it be wise for the PG thinkers to think
pragmatically about which stance they adopt, given that they d'o not know v.vith
absolute certainty whether they are right? In essence, this would involve PG thmlf»
ers giving much more attention to the potential negative consequences of their
accounts being wrong. Acting pragmatically, the thinkers would choose 'to support
those accounts that have less dire consequences, following a ‘minimax’ (i.e. minim-
ize maximum loss) strategy. Let us look at how implementing this principle might
pan out in some of the PG thinkers’ accounts. For example, Simon may be correct
that PG accelerates the technological enterprise’s ability to solve the world’s prob-
lems, in which case, assuming that a consistent policy were followed, many peqp!:—?
would be happy in the long term, short term suffering by great numbers ncit with-
standing. However, he may be wrong, and if his advice were followedt PG could
ultimately result in massive starvation, increased frequency ofl catastrophic Qandcm»
ics, or escalated political turmoil,?! as predicted by Ehrlich in the l.ate 1960s ‘(amd
even today). If Ehrlich happens to be wrong then at worst we might have fewer

people starving in the future (as fewer people would have been born as a result of '

enforcing Ehrlich’s population control measures, of course, here assurning that t%lt!,y
were successful in reducing human reproduction rates). If we followed Hardin's
advice, then we would let the high PG countries fend for themselvcts, which accord-
ing to him would exact a heavy price in terms of lives. However, if he were wrong
and the present high PG countries did not suffer so greatly, both we, the USA,
having not ‘wasted money’, and the countries in question would be better off.
Finally, what about Commoner? If he were right and changing the means of tf:c:hnm-
logical production as well as altering the distribution of .wea!th were sufficient tQ
allay much of the world’s suffering, then the majority of human beings x?f()'uki be
content. However if he were wrong, PG would remain unaffected by his policies and
would take a toll on many of the world’s inhabitants. Thus, it appears that %he
‘minimax’ strategy favors pessimistic outlooks (e.g. Hardin and Ehrlich), which
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entail that you could cope with being right but would, ironically, actually prefer to
be wrong.

Douglas dedicates a chapter of her recent book, Risk and Blame (1992), grappling
with a very similar model, which she refers to as ‘the cultural theory of surprise’.
Stirred by what she sees as a lack of commitment on the part of modern sociologists
to seek out the ‘social component’ of worldly matters, Douglas offers the beginnings
of an ecological classification of cultural attitudes separated based on four ““myths”’
about nature’s predictability’, i.e. ‘Nature is capricious’, ‘Nature is fragile’, ‘Nature
is robust’, and ‘Nature is only robust within limits’ (1992, p. 262). This theory
comes complete with a nomenclature and a set of non-negotiable allegiances for
each ideological position.

The most interesting part of this theory is its methodological dimension—or as
Douglas calis it, ‘the surprise game’. This segment of the model requires that each
participant in the cultural community must ‘work out the kinds of surprises that
each culture lays up in store for itself’ (1992, p. 265). This action on the part of the
participant, Douglas contends, is the ‘gimmick’ necessary to make us aware and
appreciative of ‘other forms of life’ or other forms of argument (worldview). Ulti-
mately Douglas’s prescriptive ideal recommends to do what I have hinted at two
paragraphs above.*? Not surprisingly she concurs with my sentiments earlier: ‘The
more self-conscious the awareness of our negotiators, the more hope for conciliatory
and strong counsels’ (1992, p. 265).

Ecological economist Harman Daly (1986, p. 43) uses a metaphor to illustrate
how a failure to come to grips with the changes humanity has wrought on the world
may mean the ultimate collapse of our society. In the metaphor a slowly heated trog
adjusts to the incremental temperature changes gradually, but eventually ‘croaks’
because it doesn’t come to recognize its true predicament. As the uncertainty in the
future track taken by many PG-related developments is particularly high, aren’t
humans well-advised to proceed with caution? Perhaps prudence is what we need
now, at a time when humans are forcing our ecosystems to extents that the earth has
not recently encountered. I am not here advocating strong measures to ensure
population reductions (or any other strict actions), but rather that we remain open-
minded to the multi-faceted nature of PG and enter the discussion with a clear
understanding that human life and ecosystem stability may be in a very precarious
position and not with a predisposition for (or preoccupation with) economic growth,
exclusionist competition, or nationalism.

7. Gonclusions

My examination of the current PG debate has convinced me of one seemingly
incontrovertible point: the questions pertaining to the future effects of PG, or popu-
lation more generally, cannot be properly answered without continued purposeful
discussion and engagement of the thinkers on the subject. Population cannot remain
a ‘taboo’ subject any longer, as Hardin (1993) has documented. The end of the
twentieth century and the turn of the twenty-first century promises to bring ever
more people onto the Earth, and dealing with this new, never visited, terrain will

require that we talk about the subject at much greater length and in a more
co-operative fashion.
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In this paper, I have provided evidence for what I have found to be an often
disconnected, incommensurable, and even absent, dialogue among academic s‘cho-
lars in the area of population growth. The disconnectedness manifests itself in a
variety of ways. Either the thinkers ignore each other in their writings, or they have
a strongly antagonistic manner with their intellectual competitors, or when they do
engage with their contemporaries they tend to dismiss their remarks 'too abruptly_
Incommensurability characterizes the PG debate in that the thinkers mcons&ste'mly
appropriate certain terms, promote ideologically-based arguments (as unquestion-
able), or omit intellectual discourse that is taking place among Perlpheral, yet
highly relevant, subject areas (e.g. feminist scholarship, political science, and eco-
logical economics). I do not find these to be inevitable circumstances but rather
ones that are endemic to our post-modern society. In response, I recommend a
variety of remedies, all of which revolve around, in one way or another, a more
self-critical analysis. Denials that one could possibly be incorrect will not engender
an intercourse among the thinkers’ that will be beneficial. Here, as in other human-
istic enterprises, mutual coexistence and interactive discourse is the key to a purp-

oseful dialogue.

Notes

1. Although the percentage of growth will be over five times greater ifl the LDCs, there‘still will be
growth in the DCs. Given that people in the DCs have a greater impact on tbe environment by
virtue of their higher energy and material consumption, one should not get the impression that the
population growth in the DCs is insignificant. o ‘

2. In fact, many of the PG thinkers who will be the focus of th1§ dlscusswr} also seem to be very
uncomfortable separating the two topics. This appears to be driven by policy conmderat‘]ons‘ The
policies that the PG thinkers want to influence range widely beyond BG per se. T‘hus, it appears
that PG acts as a lightning rod for discussing any of a variety of environmental issues. T?hat is,
although the PG thinkers appear to be talking about PG, the way they talk about it (i.e. the
multifarious contexts in which they locate PG) suggests that they really mean 10 focus on otber
issues. So even though PG itself may not be the chief matter of interest of the thlgkers I dea-l with,
all the thinkers consider it sufficiently relevant to their more pressing conceris to dedicate a
significant portion of their work to discussing it specifically. . }

3. This work will focus on the arguments and thoughts of the following PG thl'nkerﬂs‘: Lester Browx},
Barry Commoner, Paul Ehrlich, Garrett Hardin, Robert McNamara, and ‘]uhan}blmonA From this
point on, PG thinkers, PG spokespersons, PG voices, etc. will refer to only these six persons. ’

4. Number of citations, excluding self-citations (in parentheses after the corresponding Yeargs)): Social
Science Citation Index (SSCI) (Brown 1976-80 (32), 1981-85 (40), 1990 (28), 1991 (25}; Qommomr
1976-80 (127), 1981-85 (70), 1990 (10), 1991 (19); Ehrlich 1976-80 (42), 1981-85 (10), }990 (6},
1991 (17); Hardin 1976-80 (214), 1981-85 (235), 1990 (67), 1991 (82); McNamara 1976-80 (7),
198185 (10), 1990 (0, 1991 (0); Simon 1976-80 (17), 1981-85 (105), 1990 (18), 1991 (21));
Science Citation Index (SCI) (Brown 1975-79 (7), 1980-84 (7), 1988 (6), 1991 (21);’C0mmoner
1975-79 (52), 1980-84 (21), 1988 (3), 1991 (0); Ehrlich 1975-79 (14), 198084 (4), 1988 (1), 1991
(7); Hardin 1975-79 (94), 1980-84 (56), 1988 (9), 1991 (26); McNamara [975~79 (2), 198084
(1), 1988 (0), 1991 (0); Simon 1975-79 (0), 1980-84 (9), 1988 (1), 1991 (6). ‘ '

5. A few other methodological comments deserve notice. In my attempt to determmg \‘vho the major
spokespersons of PG were I referred to the Infotrac Expanded Academic 'Index. This index contains
literature, published between January 1980 and February 1993, from a wide range of scholarly (g.g,
African Studies Review, American Journal of Physical Anthropology, Feology, Sovze{ (‘{ef)grzfpfgv, Amertican
Demographics, Far Eastern Economic Review, UN Chronicle, and the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists) as well as

more popular (The Atlantic Monthly, Science Digest, Futurist) periodicals. Under the heading of

‘population growth’ there were 250 articles mentioned, onl‘y 24 of V.VhiCh I read fully, as the
overwhelming majority of the articles focused on the PG question at a mllcro~lcv’el. ‘ o

6. Simon, while the only trained economist of the PG spokespersons hlghhghthl in this paper, is just
one of many economists who have concentrated their efforts in the area of populatmn. O.f these
individuals, Amartya Sen is definitely one worth mentioning. Native to India, yet trained at
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Oxford, Sen concerns himself with welfare economics. Known better in UN circles than in public
venues, Sen has taken offense at the traditional indicators of economic success, namely, opulence
and financial soundness. In a Scientific American article (1993), he outlines a model of national
success that focuses solely on the well-being (of the masses). His findings suggest that mortality
data can be important indicators of a nation’s success.

His model is antithetical to Simon’s in that Sen holds that economic success judged in terms of

GNP and technological advancement need not be correlated with a small population growth rate.
Sen (1993, p. 45) uses the Indian state of Kerala and Sri Lanka as prime examples of low GNP
regions (if Kerala were a country it would be the ninth poorest in the world) that have relatively
low birth rates. In fact, Kerala’s birth rate is about two-thirds that of India as a whole and half
that of other low-income countries (Ekins et al. 1992, p. 79). It seems that there is more to low PG
than economic affluence and mobility.
Thomas Robert Malthus (1766—1834) anonymously submitted An Essay on the Principle of Population
for publication in 1798 (reprinted 1992). In this work, Malthus contends that population increases
more quickly than the means of subsistence. Central to this contention is his conception that while
population was capable of growing at an exponential rate, subsistence could only be expanded at
an arithmetic rate. This formulation has been extremely influential in many noteworthy thinkers’
perspectives. For instance, Charles Darwin, upon reading the Essap, began to ‘appreciate the
constancy of the pressure behind the competition for food and space—a constancy essential to his
own theory of species selection in nature’ (Winch, 1987, p. xi).

. Ehrlich is Bing Professor of Population Studies at Stanford and member of the National Academy

of Science, as well as co-founder (in 1968) and honorary president of ZPG (zero-population
growth)—an organization ‘that works to achieve a sustainable balance between population,
resources, and the environment’ (Waddell, 1994, p. 3).

. The unit of I, as given by Ehrlich and Holdren (1972) and Commoner {1972), is the amount of

pollution, which is arrived at by multiplying P (population), A4 (production (or consumption)/
population), and T (pollution emitted/production (or consumption)).

- Paul and Anne Ehrlich are credited with coming up with this equation (UNPF 1991, p. 12), which

simply expresses that the major factors contributing to environmental impact are to be multiplied
rather than added when accessing total impact. In Ehrlich and Holdren (1972), this equation is
discussed at great length in order to discredit Commoner’s (1971) account for putting too much
emphasis on the impact of technology.

- In fact, Swaney (1991, p. 505) accuses both Simon and Ehrlich of population reductionism, in that,

‘both overemphasize the number of people, obscuring the fact that the behavior of people matters
more’.

. Eduardo Galeano (1973, p. 16), a Third World historian, takes offense at McNamara’s views on

population control. Galeano feels that population controls, like those advanced by McNamara and
others, aim ‘to justify the very unequal income distribution between countries and social classes
[and] to convince the poor that poverty is the result of the children they don’t avoid having’, both
of which ignore the real cause of Latin America’s poverty, that being, the USAs continual
exploitation of its economy and people.

To Simon’s credit as well, he (1983) responds to a review by Daly.

Hardin (1993, p. 14, 16) seems to recognize that the choice and use of words preconditions the
response, as indicated by his suggestion that the literate question, ‘What are the right words?’, is a
necessary step in understanding the substance of the PG problem.

. The Club of Rome’s computer model was specifically designed to give an account of five major

trends of global interest—‘accelerating industrialization, rapid PG, widespread malnutrition,
depletion of nonrenewable resources, and a deteriorating environment’ (Meadows et al. 1974, p-

21).

- Actually, as Hardin clarifies, one can make copper from other metals but the process is extremely

costly, in terms of either energy or money, and thus in no wav practicable (Hardin in Simon,
1990b, p. 396).

. This is also exactly why Hardin thinks a coercive phase of population control is necessary as

‘voluntary population control selects [in the Darwinian sense] for its own failure’, or in other words
‘noncooperators outbreed cooperators’ (Paehlke, 1989, p. 63).

. Simon even goes as far as to write, ‘one of the best things ecologists have done for us is to urge us

to take a long-range view’ (1990b, p. 393).

- Hardin is so adamantly opposed to this notion because he feels that the direction of population

policy rides on its validity (1968, p. 1244).

This isn’t always the case. As Harding (1991, p. 89) notes, ‘in a racist society, “pure descriptions”
of racial difference have little chance of functioning as pure information’. Do PG thinkers take this
same view, assuming that their accounts are consistent with only one worldview, and thus
description entails a specific course of action? No, I don’t think they go this far.

Simon’s account lacks the reflexive moment, one that would make apparent to him the wonderful
ability of the humans, presently on the earth, to recognize problems now and to take ‘non-techno-
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logical’, preventive steps to avoid certain dangerous activities in the future, such as revamping The
)
West’s consumptive materialism. . '

99. The recommendations of Douglas and myself are by no means identical, but‘ they both call for the
expansion of a thinker’s frame of mind. Her model’s strength comes from its rather thought out
classifications, which, independent of whether they represent ‘reality’, do set a precedence for
conceptualizing ecological outlooks.
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