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To Monica






‘Malthus has been buried many times, and Malthusian scarcity with him. But
as Garret Hardin remarked, anyone who has been buried so often cannot be
entirely dead.’

Herman E. Daly, Steady State Economics, 1977
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Foreword — 2002

The past fifty years have been in many ways the most successful half-century in
the history of the human species. Introduced by such books as John Kenneth
Galbraith’s 7he Affluent Society, the period marked an extraordinary increase in
the material wealth of virtually all societies. The rich may have gotten richer,
but the world’s poor did not do so badly either — at least they did well enough
to reproduce themselves many times over. Mortality rates fell in every country,
and improved health conditions produced an unprecedented increase in world
population. The most basic evidence for how well we have been doing as a
species was the jump in our numbers from three to six billion. Electricity, air
travel, television, and cellular telephones spread to the most remote places. The
status of women began to improve dramatically. More countries lived, at least
nominally, under democratic systems than ever before. The dream of universal
progress seemed closer than ever to realisation.

Why then were so many people so pessimistic during this period? That
is the question underlying this important book, 7he Return of Malthus. It traces
the astonishing revival of reputation of that gloomy British churchman, the Rev.
Thomas Malthus, one of the founders of the dismal science of scarcity economics.
While so many opinion leaders of his day were singing the blessings of progress,
Malthus dared to write that most people would never enjoy those blessings.
They were doomed by the limits of nature to go on living a short, brutish life,
always on the edge of starvation and misery. Why did this discouraging man
make a comeback in reputation in the middle of the twentieth century? Why,
in the midst of such growth in population and affluence, did so many find his
pessimism to be so compelling and true? Now that we seem to have returned
to a more optimistic sense of the future, we need to ask what lay behind the
widespread fears about impending natural resource limits that were pervasive
from the 1950s right down to the 1990s. Before we bury Malthus and all his
modern disciples, we need to understand what made them so nervous, for it
may be that they saw a few realities that we are in danger of forgetting.

Bjorn-Ola Linnér has written the first comprehensive analysis of the
post-war fear of scarcity. He traces that fear back to such American and Euro-

pean thinkers as William Vogt (Road to Ruin), Fairfield Osborn (Our Plundered
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Planet), and Georg Borgstrdm (World Food Resources). Fascism had hardly
been defeated when they began telling their readers about a global population
explosion and warning that the Earth could not support unlimited population
and consumption. Linnér breaks new ground by showing that, long before
the famous Stockholm conference on the environment in 1972, scientists and
diplomats organised world conferences to consider the global resource base of
modern life. Steeped in the archives and well versed in critical theory, he traces
the development of an international discourse about resources and population
that increasingly guided policymakers. They began to look on the Earth as a
single, interconnected resource base on which all peoples must draw, wherever
they lived, through trade and technology. They came to see that common
resource base as limited and vulnerable.

The result of this unanticipated shift in thinking was, in Linnér’s words,
anew ‘conservation ideology’, transnational in scope and dark in anxiety. It was
also thoroughly anthropocentric. In place of an older tradition that sought to
protect the living world of nature in all its beauty and glory, the new conser-
vationists were focused wholly on protecting humans from their own success
through a more rational, or ‘sustainable’, kind of exploitation. They were not
nature lovers so much as they were wise users. What distinguished them from
more unfettered nature exploiters in business and politics was that they called
for all human use of the environment to be carefully controlled and managed
by scientific intelligence. They hated waste. They did not trust the cornucopi-
an attitudes of free enterprise. They called for governments to take a stronger
hand in protecting the global resource base through population reduction and
control over consumption.

One of the most surprising parts of this story is the extent to which
neo-Malthusianism could end up serving the project of the United States and
other industrialised countries to dominate the modern world. Conservation
became part of the programme to ‘modernise’ the more backward regions, which
meant making them more like us in all ways. They too must see the dangers
in runaway population growth, the impossibility of growing enough food to
satisfy an infinite number of people, the vulnerability inherent in western-style
progress. If all that seems morally enlightened, it was in fact mixed with a great
deal of self-interest. The United States was fearful that its power might be
challenged by a rival communism that fed on discontent and impoverishment.
Other affluent nations feared that ‘their’ resources might be diverted to feed
the Third World’s hungry masses. Destabilisation of power relations lurked as
the spectre behind global resource collapse.

Linnér has framed this history in global terms, as it must be, but he has
also given it a human scale and face. He examines the rise of Malthusianism
through the career of one of Sweden’s most famous environmental thinkers,
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Georg Borgstrom, whose controversial life at home led him to immigrate to the
United States. Borgstrom worried that mass famines might be lurking around
the corner. His portrait is both sympathetically and critically drawn. The author
is too good a historian to paint Borgstrom or any of the other conservationists
as simple-minded, over-reactive, or misguided, but he sees clearly that their
perception of events was not the only one possible nor was it free of bias nor
safe from capture by less high-minded individuals.

Cassandras like Borgstrom questioned whether science and technology
could be depended on to save humans from their own excess, yet paradoxically
they promoted the authority of scientists and technocrats. They criticised the
selfishness of the rich, but their fears of impending scarcity could be turned
into a weapon against the poor. If indeed there was not enough food to go
around, then why should the haves try to help the have-nots? The vision of
an impending age of scarcity could be turned into a reason why the rising
expectations of other nations needed to be flattened. And then if the world
was truly on the edge of global famine, how could anyone dare question the
genetic engineers at agribusinesses like Monsanto, who promised miracles of
productivity in the laboratory? Throughout his book Linnér maintains a strong
sense of ironic outcomes. He does not take the conservationists merely at their
word, and he sees clearly how their humanitarianism could be turned toward
non-humanitarian conclusions.

So in the end what are we think about the passing age of neo-Malthusi-
anism? Linnér’s great contribution is to help us see that age in a coherent, honest
light. But to his great credit he does not ask us to repudiate all its insights and
concerns. He would not have us put Pollyanna in place of Cassandra. Borgstrom
and his contemporaries were right to be worried about exploding populations,
as we should be worried today — not because any global collapse is threatening
but because neither people nor the Earth will be better off with several billion
more of us. The resources of the planet remain limited, and we see now that
the problem is not one of running out of specific commodities but rather a
more ambiguous one of undermining ecological health. Malthus appears, in
retrospect, as a bad guide because he had no idea of extinction, pollution, or
poisoned food chains. He worried about running out of food when the more
serious problem was threats to the integrity of complex ecological systems.

This probing book leaves us with a challenge: What should replace
Malthusianism as the core of environmental thought? Should we try to recover
that older tradition of nature protection that got buried under the modern
conservation ideology? The current emphasis on saving biodiversity seems to be
attempting exactly that. Some want to put the preservation of other species and
of ecological integrity at the centre of environmental policy. Others, however,
want to make ‘justice’ the dominant principle of environmentalism, by redis-
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tributing the Earth’s resources more equally. They argue that population growth
will eventually come to an end through the law of demographic transition, as
fewer children are born per family; when that transition is complete, we will still
face the question of equity. Linnér agrees with that latter group, but charting
the future of environmental thinking is not his main interest. Instead, he has
tried to help us understand the period we have just been through, to penetrate
its language and ideas, and to see the complicated conclusions it reached.

Whether always right or not, the scarcity prophets were not irrational
to question the gospel of progress. They pointed out the heavy costs and risks
in our headlong rush to growth. Linnér tells the story of their great doubt, and
it is one of the most important stories of the twentieth century. It is a story
filled with pessimists, but those pessimists may have prevented some of our
worst extravagances. In the long run they may have given us whatever reason
we have to hope.

DONALD WORSTER
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Crises of Population and Resources

‘Doomsday’ Debates

Ofall thesscarcity crises of the twentieth century, the most dramaticand far-reach-
ing have been those to do with food. The long lines of cars at the petrol pumps
during the oil crisis of the 1970s stirred up emotions and had profound effects
on the world economy. Yet the catastrophic resonance of the food crises was even
greater. The magnitude of world population growth and starvation caught the
emotions of newspaper readers, political leaders and scientists everywhere. As a
consequence, concerns for population growth and resource shortage influenced
agricultural, population and security policies after World War II.

After World WarII, food production underwent enormous development,
through improvements in plant breeding, insecticides, pesticides and storage.
The ability of technological development to secure future food supply seemed
indisputable. But such optimism was soon to be challenged by disturbing signs.
Rapidly declining death rates, particularly as a result of cheaper health measures,
resulted in unprecedented population growth in the Southern Hemisphere.
Many experts doubted that the decline in birth rates would come fast enough
to avoid the scenario where population growth would exceed the supply of
natural resources.

Future starvation, even in Europe and in the United States, became a
plausible threat in the first decades of the post-war world. Newspaper headlines
and policy documents spelled out anxiety about famines spreading across the
world, even to the prosperous nations of the Northern Hemisphere. During the
twentieth century, the food fears of Europe and North America switched from
shortage of food, to the way food is produced, to the quality of food, and to its
overconsumption. Yet the fear of starvation lingered in western consciousness
for a long time. At least up to the 1970s, many warned that there was an im-
pending danger that world famine would spread even to prosperous nations.
This anxiety was expressed not only by dramatising environmentalists, but also
by numerous scientists and policymakers. When the world’s hungry began to
demand their fair slice of the global cake, the rich industrialised countries would
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no longer be able to import from poorer, increasingly populous countries basic
food supplies, or indispensable fertilisers, or fodder produced from resources
in those countries.

Thus, natural resource depletion clouded the bright future of peace in
the early post-war world. Evident and expected natural resource shortages in
Europe and the Third World were placed high on the agenda of international
politics, the scientific community and the media. At the centre of this agenda
was a concern that overpopulation placed such vast demands on the world’s
resources that it jeopardised the new world order and perhaps civilisation as
a whole. Would resources suffice for present and future generations? In the
General Assembly of the United Nations, in the White House, in European
parliaments and boardrooms, from lecture pulpits, radio forums, and the front
pages of newspapers the warnings of a population—resource crisis were declared.!
And of all shortages, food scarcity was the most vivid in the public imagination.

This book examines the agenda of debates on population growth and
resource shortages from the early Cold War years until today. It focuses on the
environmental, political, and scientific population—resource debates in the
post-war era, often referred to as ‘the doomsday debates’.

Malthusianism

During the nineteenth century, technological changes had modernised agricul-
ture. Vast areas of land had been opened up for food production, especially in
the United States, Canada, South America, Australia and Asia. The develop-
ment of these new lands was paired with technological innovations including
improved plant varieties, increased use of fertilisers and mechanisation. Europe
had experienced its last famine in 1840, when the Irish potato harvest failed.

According to David Grigg’s 7he World Food Problem (1993), the calorie
intake of people in Europe increased until the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, when it stabilised at around 3000 kilocalories. (Today the recommended
basal metabolic rate is 1580 kilocalories for a 56-kilo male). As the intake of
calories increased, so did the consumption of animal protein. Beef, pork and
chicken products became an increasingly larger part of the diet for consumers
in industrialised countries.” By the post-war period, the Malthusian dilemma
was quite outmoded. In many industrialised countries, policymakers worried
more about underpopulation than the opposite.

Despite increased production yields, despite a hundred years without a
major famine in the western world, worries about a global food crisis aroused
serious concern in the post-war period. This anxiety about a major food col-
lapse lasted at least into the mid-1970s, with two distinct peaks. In the late
1940s and in a long period from the early 1960s to the first half of the 1970s,
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population—resource concern was especially intense. As we shall see, today the
warnings are back in a different guise.

Warnings of an impending resource crisis due to population growth
are commonly labelled as neo-Malthusianism, after Thomas Robert Malthus
(1766-1834). This British economist and clergyman became the icon of
population pessimism when he presented his thesis in An essay on the principle
of population, as it affects the future improvement of society with remarks on the
speculations of Mr. Godwin, M. Condorcet, and other writers (1797). In later
editions Malthus added the subtitle A view of its past and present effects on hu-
man happiness: with an inquiry into our prospects respecting the future removal or
mitigation of the evils which it occasions. Malthus’s notorious population theory
postulated that population would grow faster than the supply of nutrition: *...
the power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to
produce subsistence for man’.’?

Malthus described this impulse as a natural law. Population growth rose
geometrically (2, 4, 8, 16, etc.); every 25 years humankind doubled in num-
bers, if one excluded population-reducing events such as famines, wars, and
epidemics.* Food production on the other hand only increased arithmetically
(1, 2, 3, 4, etc.). Increase in yield did not have a chance to keep up with the
constant doubling of unrestrained population growth.

Two types of constraints could be put on population growth: first, un-
planned checks like famines, wars and epidemics; second, planned checks, such
as when people deliberately restrained the number of births. Malthus proposed
the latter. Ethically chosen continence through late marriages and a restrained
sex life was the Christian moral code that could avert a catastrophe. Otherwise,
humanity would bring a disaster upon itself. Malthus doubted whether poor
people would manage to control childbirth. When constraints like starvation
or ill health were averted, improved living conditions would only lead to even
bigger families. If preventive measures were not taken, the unplanned checks
were needed. Thus, Malthus was reluctant to support poor relief. Aid would
only be met with more children, more mouths to feed. Poverty was a part of the
laws of nature, God’s providential design that would spur humankind toward
greater efforts and progress.

Of course, Malthus has been heavily criticised, not only for being wrong
in his pessimistic principles, but because he defended an unjust social order with
speculative scientific laws. Some have argued that this is an unfair description of
Malthus. He modified his ideas in later works and also worked for better educa-
tion and social welfare for England’s poor. Regardless, in the twentieth century
his name had acquired a bad ring to it, mostly because of his social prejudice
and radical proposal to circumscribe the sexual behaviour of the poor. Some
of those labelled ‘Malthusians’ furiously denounce the epithet; nonetheless the
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neo-Malthusian label sticks, because of the similarity to the Malthusian basic
notion: Unless human beings pull off a radical change in reproduction patterns,
population will in the foreseeable future outstrip food supply.

I use the term neo-Malthusianism with some wariness, since at certain
times it has been used as a term of abuse and insult. In this book, Malthusianism
is simply defined as a set of ideas that postulate that populations tend to grow
faster than the supply of nutrition; thus, in the long run world population
growth threatens to outstrip food supply.

The term neo-Malthusianism has its background in the Malthusian
League, founded in 1877. Whereas Malthus had stressed the moral threats
posed by the poor proliferating, late nineteenth-century Malthusianism de-
veloped into a social political movement that emphasised the relationship
between baby booms and poverty. The number of births had to be checked,
not through late marriages or sexual continence, as Malthus had insisted, but
through contraception. With the post-war population surge, Malthus’ theory
attained a renewed urgency. To prevent mass poverty and famine, the birth rate
had to be circumscribed.

During the post-war era, social policy on the population issue was di-
rected toward developing countries with high fertility rates. Family planning,
contraceptives, and women'’s rights, for both social and health reasons, together
constituted a central driving force for much international population planning.
However, in the post-war era, neo-Malthusianism also became a generic term
for ideas about an impending ecological catastrophe.

Points of Departure

This book is about how post-war concern for the population—resource crisis
came to affect international politics, science, the food industry and, in par-
ticular, conservationism and environmentalism. (I use ‘conservationism’ and
‘environmentalism’ as empirical concepts corresponding to the time at which
they are used in the debate. Consequently, ‘environmentalism’ will be the term
more frequently used from the 1960s on.)

The book focuses analytically on three sets of issues: (1) the development
of post-war neo-Malthusianism, (2) neo-Malthusian conservationists as convey-
ers of a new conservation ideology, and (3) the process of communication on
population—resource issues between scientific communities, conservationists/
environmentalists and the political system.

1. The development of post-war neo-Malthusianism.

This study analyses how population—resource crises have been framed and pre-
sented over time from the early post-war years until today. It focuses on how
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post-war population—resource debates affected conservationism — and later,
environmentalism —where two radically different strands of neo-Malthusianism
appear in the 1960s: nutritional equity and lifeboat ethics.

Neo-Malthusian concern was certainly notlimited to environmentalists.
In this study, I also argue that the population—resource debate was to a large
extent formed by the transformation of political economy in the West and the
geopolitical interests of the United States and its allies. Political and social unrest
in poor, resource-scarce countries was a threat to the geopolitical interest of the
United States, seeking a new global role in the international arena. At the same
time, the development of capitalist accumulation created mass production that
reached out for a global mass market and was dependent on a secure supply
of raw materials from foreign sources. The expansion of foreign trade entailed
globalisation of the supply of natural resources. Today the familiar rhetoric
of Malthusianism appears in the multinational food industry’s lobbying for
genetically modified crops.

Malthusian concern has indeed many faces. One purpose of this study is
to sort out the different descriptions of reality, valuations and recommendations
for action of neo-Malthusian theories in the post-war era.

2. Protagonists in the population—resource debate as conveyers of a new
conservation ideology.

Many influential combatants in the population—resource debate took an active
part in the process of reconsidering ecological knowledge. They contributed
to a new conservation focus by embracing a new set of ideas on the threat to
humankind and its environment. These ideas were so coherent and mutually
supportive that I will argue that it is appropriate to designate them as a con-
servation ideology. Those involved in the population—resource debate often
conveyed their ideas vigorously to decision-makers, the scientific community
and the public.

The concept conveyer of ideas refers to a person’s mediating social role
between science, politics and society. The concept involves three elements: the
conveyer embraces a new set of ideas, takes an active part in the process of re-
considering knowledge, and communicates these ideas to decision-makers and
to the public. Thus, it is not the aim of this study to measure the importance
or degree of influence of certain individuals in the debate: rather, an analysis of
neo-Malthusian conservationists’ roles as conveyers of ideas can give us a better
understanding of the very nature of the population—resource debate itself. In
order to analyse them as conveyers, I shall try to discern their main ideas, their
sources of inspiration, and reactions to the messages they communicated. What
makes them particularly illuminating are their controversial positions, which
reflect the lines of conflict in the debate.
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What then are the ideas that conservationists concerned with population
conveyed? [ will argue thata new global view of the relationship between humans
and nature emerged in the population—resource debates of the mid—twentieth
century. Traditional protection of nature was challenged by a new conservation
ideology. In the light of population growth and resource depletion, the survival
of humankind became the overshadowing question. On the basis of this new
awareness, a new conservation ideology was formed which was embraced by
many leading conservationists and, later, environmentalists.

The ecologically ideal state of nature was threatened by prevailing resource
utilisation; scientific facts could predict catastrophe, while research reports
replaced doomsday prophesies; to protect nature was not only a question of
endangered animals or biota — humanity itself was now an endangered species.
Therefore, the world must be regarded as a single entity, and the utilisation
of its resources must be planned through international cooperation. Global
interdependence was not only an ecological and economic fact, but a desired
political goal. A political critique was formulated which demanded that the
economy should be adjusted to the natural order and the understanding that
the world was one household.

3. The process of communication between the scientific community, conservation-
ists, and the political system on population—resource issues.

This analysis sets out to examine the political and scientific agenda concerning
natural resources in the early post-war years. It has been commonplace to at-
tribute to scientists the role of discoverers of environmental problems. In this
role, they advise politicians who, in the best of worlds, act accordingly. Yet these
two power spheres co-evolve in a discursive setting. Research and policy-making
develop in symbiosis. The relationship is evident, for example, in the process of
the United Nations Scientific Conference on Conservation and Utilisation of
Resources as well as in the Green Revolution. The population—resource debate
is linked in with political discourses, such as that on planned economy and on
international interdependence. This communication process is a crucial part
of setting the agenda of the population—resource crisis.

The reactions to post-war proponents of new conservation ideas varied
greatly. Many of the protagonists became controversial figures, arousing both
praiseand resentment, especially in the scientificcommunity. There are numerous
stories of environmentalists being marginalised or feeling harassed. The case of
Georg Borgstrom illustrates this point.

The Swedish—-American food scientist Georg Borgstrdm vigorously
conveyed a kind of conservationism concerned with food—population issues.
Before Paul Ehrlich, Borgstrom was one of the leading neo-Malthusians in the
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United States and Europe. In the midst of much commotion and high feeling,
Borgstrom left Sweden for a career in the United States in the 1950s. Powerful
Swedish business interests used their influence to get Borgstrom dismissed from
his position as head of a food preservation institute. The controversy blew up into
a nation-wide serial story in the newspapers. Later, Swedish environmentalists
argued that Borgstrom was attacked because powerful economic interests found
his message too hard to bear. However, as we shall see, the conflicts surrounding
Borgstrom were considerably more complex. In this area of analysis, I shall
endeavour to sort out the positions of the main agents and examine their lines
of argument. Not only did science play a crucial role in the formation of a
natural resources agenda: it was also essential as a legitimating foundation for
policy. The scientific controversies reflected the struggle for power in defining
the global natural resources situation and in legitimising preferred policies.

Methodology and Sources

The scope of this book demands a complex methodological approach and draws
on several theoretical positions. Besides giving a descriptive account of historical
events, | have set out to analyse the underlying ideas of the population—resource
debate. My aim in this idea analysis has been to present the manifest message, as
well as to try to unravel the less outspoken content of statements and to relate
these elements of the debate to their wider settings. In addition to the qualitative
analysis, computer-scanned material is employed for basic quantitative content
analysis of three parts of the study: the natural resources issues presented at the
United Nations Scientific Conference on the Conservation and Utilisation of
Resources, the ideology of conservation , and the ecological influences on this
ideology. This quantitative approach enables a broader analysis of the debate
as well as providing a check on the qualitative analysis.

The actors in the debate did indeed become controversial. Why did they
create such a stir? If they were displeasing to power interests, how did they ever
manage to attain a platform within the discourse? Why did they become of
interest to the public debate? To understand what happened, it is necessary to
uncover the discursive practices that appear in unrelated population—resource
events. As an analytical concept, discourse captures the conforming role of lan-
guage in power relations. Since the post-war politics of natural resources formed
adistinct political field, with its own praxis and institutions, it is appropriate to
regard it as a natural resources discourse. However, this study is not intended as a
discourse analysis, even though it does focus on population—resource debates.
Debate is understood as embracing a wider communication of ideas, which
may, but does not have to, involve the grammatics of a discourse. Nevertheless,
the debates on global natural resources took place in a discursive setting, since
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they involved the act of defining the post-war world. I shall therefore try to
distinguish important discursive segments in the debate.

The primary empirical data used in this book comprise publicly com-
municated material from newspapers, magazines, journals, proceedings, radio
programmes and books. To contextualise these sources, I have also employed
material collected in archives and through interviews. The genres involved are,
on the one hand, those where a message is directly conveyed: letters to the
editor, editorials, letters, radio lectures and debates, proceedings, radio inter-
views, and interviews made for this study; and on the other hand those where
the message is indirectly conveyed — news articles and newspaper interviews.
Certainly, both the directly and indirectly conveyed statements can involve
latent and manifest messages.

In historiography three demands are commonly placed on a source in
order for it to be regarded as reliable and useful: closeness in time, freedom from

bias and independence.” These demands are useful in an analysis of ideas when
establishing the most plausible interpretations of texts. However, these points need
to be modified for analysis of historical ideas.® This study involves a timespan
of several decades. Conceptual changes over time are of central interest here.
To understand the role of the population—resource crisis for environmentalism
it is important to consider the symbolic value of a historic act in retrospect.
The dependency criterion is aimed at avoiding unreliable second-hand sources.
Yet, in analysis of historical ideas even those second-hand versions can tell us
how people perceived events, how things were talked about. These sources, of
course, are of little value as proof to establish ‘what really happened’, but they
address the arguments used in the population— resource debate and what roles

accrued to the debaters.

Bias in the sources can also be of great value in a study like this, since
it can show how different positions are used in the debate, and lines of conflict
can be clarified. No statements in the population—resource debate are regarded
as unbiased, since they all occur, consciously or unconsciously, in a discursive
struggle.

The Structure of the Book

This book basically follows a chronological account, with a few exceptions. It
starts out in Chapter 2, ‘A New World Order’, with a presentation of the natural
resources situation in the post-war world. The chapter provides the background
for analysis of the process of communication between scientists and the political
sphere. It deals with two major elements of the post-war world order important
for post-war conservation: the transformation of the political economy and the
geopolitical strategies of the United States. To understand the issue of natural
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resources in the early post-war era, it is essential to take account of the United
States’ geopolitical ambitions. Providing for a secure resource situation in the
world was regarded as one of the most effective means to hold communism at
bay. This situation was tied to the transformation of economic production and
its related modes of social and political regulation. In this respect, Fordism and
the geopolitics of the West are two sides of the same coin. Mass production
required both a global mass market and a secure supply of raw materials from
abroad. The expansion of foreign trade entailed a globalisation of the supply
of natural resources.

This chapter also describes how the famous former chief forester under
the Theodore Roosevelt administration, Governor Gifford Pinchot, proposed
an international conservation conference in a letter to President Franklin D.
Roosevelt in January 1940. Drawing upon the idea that conservation could be
the foundation of enduring peace between nations, he wanted to persuade the
president to call for such a conference.

Chapter 3, ‘Conservation and Containment’, follows how natural resource
issues were placed on the agenda of international politics, and conservationists
were forced to alter their positions. After World War II, the United States
possessed a gigantic industrial capacity fit to respond to worldwide demands.
The production mode of a globally expanding economy forced the tradition-
ally conservative protectors of nature to reconsider their focus. In this process,
scientists and conservationists in the United States and Europe formulated a
radical critique of modern society’s utilisation of nature. This reorientation is
depicted through the early controversies within the International Union for
the Protection of Nature (IUPN), where a line of conflict emerged between
the new conservation focus and the ideas held by European colonial powers
about nature protection.

Chapter 3 continues the account of plans for an international resources
conference. After World War II, Pinchot’s idea was revived by President Harry S.
Truman, who proposed the arrangement of a United Nations Scientific Conference
on the Conservation and Utilisation of Resources. The conference, held in 1949,
was the first time that the UN gathered together a great number of scientists
and experts. This process is related to US aid programmes, both federal and
private, such as the work of the Rockefeller Foundation. UNESCO and IUPN
co-sponsored a parallel conference, the International Technical Conference on
the Protection of Nature. Truman anticipated the UN conference to be of great
importance to his Point Four Program.

Chapter 4, ‘Neo-Malthusianism in Harvest Time’, deals with the trans-
lation of the international population—resource discussion to Sweden. It focuses
on Swedish population—resource debates from the end of the war until the mid
1950s. The Swedish agenda was certainly affected by the international agenda,
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but also by experiences of rationing and intense arguments over rationalised
agriculture, as well as by Social Democratic plans for a planned economy and
Sweden’s foreign policy ambition of bridge-building between the blocs. This
chapter focuses specifically on Sweden’s most famous population—resource
‘Cassandra’, Georg Borgstrom. We shall follow his ‘re-education’. As a young
scientist, Borgstrom firmly believed that science would solve the hunger crises
of the war-torn world, until he went on a research trip to South America in
1946. Confronted with the ecological degradation of the Pampas, he started to
re-evaluate his technology-happy point of view. The United Nations resource
conferences in 1949 were the second step in Borgstrom’s re-education. At these
meetings Borgstrom became acquainted with Fairfield Osborn and William
Vogt, who had a tremendous influence on the Swedish debate. Vogt visited him
in Sweden, and Borgstrom wrote the introduction to the Swedish translation
of Vogt’s book Our Plundered Planet.

In the late 1940s, Borgstrom began his career as a public spokesman on
population issues, depletion, and food shortage. Just before Christmas 1948, he
spoke on radio to the question: “Will the Food Suffice?” Chapter 4 also outlines
the shift towards more negative reactions to Borgstrom’s message, expressed in
the debate surrounding his book Jorden — virt ode (The Earth — Our Destiny)
(1953).” His gloomy prognosis and his critique of science and technology
aroused particular resentment.

At least in its early phase, Borgstrom received support for his message
of resource depletion from Swedish editorial writers, Liberals as well as Social
Democrats, who agreed with his description of the problems facing the world.
Borgstrom’s message was used in an ongoing acerbic debate on Swedish agricul-
tural politics as to whether Sweden’s agricultural production should be restricted.
A central theme in the debate was that shortages of resources jeopardised the
survival ofhumankind. Overpopulation on an overexploited Earth threatened to
bring on a catastrophe if society did not alter its course. Traditional protection
of nature was replaced by a new conservation ideology. Many scientists and
conservationists in the United States and Europe formulated a radical critique
of modern society’s utilisation of nature.

Chapter 5, ‘A New Conservation Ideology’, examines the conservationist
ideas. I argue that a new conservation ideology emerged in the early post-war
years. It implied a new global view of the relationship between humans and
nature, which formed an ideological foundation for post-war environmental
criticism. Most conservationists used scientific data to support their dooms-
day scenarios. A new kind of apocalyptic apprehension emerged: cazastrophe
empiricism. When the conservationists warned of a forthcoming disaster, they
increased the credibility of their warnings by supporting them with statistical
material on population growth and food production. Research reports replaced
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doomsday prophecies and historical-philosophical theories of decline. The new
conservationism tied in closely with the preoccupations of the time, such as the
new demands of capitalist production modes and mass consumption (a natural
resources discourse as well as a discourse on globalisation) and discussion of the
new technological possibilities for mass destruction.

Chapter 6, ‘On the Outskirts of Babel’, analyses the role of science
in the new conservation ideology and in the population—resource debate in
general. In the early post-war years, science prescribed the premises for those
who emphasised utilisation, as well as for those who advocated conservation.
For both sides, science was seen as the normative foundation on which society
should be built, although the designs of the construction differed fundamentally.

The scientific conflict between Borgstrom, together with his supporters,
and his critics engendered intense controversy over his work, where both sup-
porters and detractors engaged in disputes over his focus and his conclusions.
This was especially true in the great controversy over Borgstrom’s leadership of
the Swedish Institute for Food Preservation Research. Following these events,
he was later regarded as a martyr in the environmental movement. The Institute
was financed reciprocally by the federal government and business interests. Big
and powerful food preservation companies were not pleased with Borgstrom
and used their influence to get him dismissed from the position of head of the
Institute. His opponents stressed that a good scientist should have acquired,
or at least have been able to test, his own conclusions. Borgstrom, on the other
hand, emphasised the need to synthesise and present scientific knowledge to
the public. A holistic perspective, ‘a universal view’, must be established for
the future salvation of humanity. The conflict not only concerned Borgstrom’s
scientific competence and his employment; it also had consequences for his
ambitions to influence the cognitive order of his time. “The Borgstrom Case’
aroused intense debate in the press as well as in the Swedish parliament. A
government commission even investigated the circumstances surrounding
Borgstrom’s final resignation before he went into exile in the United States.

The population—resource debates of the 1960s were marked by aspects of
the two Green Revolutions: first, a shifting consciousness embodied in emerging
environmentalism — in the West as well as in the Third World — and second,
the high-yielding technology called the Green Revolution. Chapter 7, ‘Green
Revolutions’, accounts for the development of population—resource concern
during the 1960s and 1970s. Two radically different strands of neo-Malthusian
environmentalism appeared: lifeboat ethics and nutritional equity. The chapter
ends with some explanations as to the decline of neo-Malthusianism from the
second half of the 1970s.

In Chapter 8, “The Return of Neo-Malthusianism®, the warnings are
back. In the 1990s, neo-Malthusian warnings that world population growth
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threatens to outstrip food supply in the long run echoed the debates in the late
1960s and early 1970s. This time they were highlighted in official reports of
international institutions like the UN, the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO), the Consultative Group on International Agri-
cultural Research (CGIAR), and the World Bank. With diminishing resources
and an additional three billion people all in poorer countries, the food insecu-
rity of poor countries has become the premier rhetorical argument of the big
plant-breeding corporations. One obvious goal is to make public opinion in
the rich world more positive towards the benefits of genetically modified (GM)
crops. This chapter analyses neo-Malthusian rhetoric in debates and policy
making about GM crops.

In the final chapter, ‘Crisis? What Crisis?” the conclusions of this study
are drawn together. I will also try to answer the question of whether the con-
servationist/environmentalist neo-Malthusians were right or wrong.



A New World Order

A new world order emerged in the early post-war years. In spite of some chang-
es, it basically lasted until the fall of the Berlin Wall, when world leaders like
President George Bush (the elder) started talking about another new world
order. The post-war world involved a regeneration of domains of interest for the
superpowers as well as a fundamental transformation of economic production in
the world. This chapter presents the political and economic background of the
population—resource debate after World War II. Three major strands of post-war
world order were particularly important for the natural resource agenda: the
worldwide decline in death rates, the transformation of the political economy
and the USA’s geopolitical strategies.

The Fifth Plate

During the 1930s, shortage of food for a growing world population received
some attention. Two nutrition scientists, John Boyd-Orr, future director of
FAO, and F. L. McDougall, delivered a plan for the world’s food supply to the
League of Nations in 1935. The scarcity dilemma was certainly apparent in the
interwar period; but it was after World War II that the demands of non-western
peoples, their rights of provision of livelihood and self-determination became
important topics on the political agenda. The first peak of population—resource
concern lasted roughly from the end of World War II until the beginning of
the 1950s. This population—resource crisis has been labelled the ‘fifth plate’,
referring to the 20 per cent increase in population that was expected to take
its place at the world’s dinner table by 1960. As mentioned, it was the result of
rapidly declining death rates, particularly through cheaper health measures."
The rapid increase in population growth in the southern hemisphere,
rising levels of affluence and increasing globalised trade led to an enormous
expansion of agriculture. New lands were cleared, even in marginal areas.
Highland regions were ploughed, rainforests were cleared, and arid regions were
to be made fruitful. The search for land to plant in fragile areas dramatically
increased soil erosion. As historian John R. McNeill points out, the world
economic system greatly contributed to such erosion. The demand in richer
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markets for coffee, citrus fruits, bananas and beef cattle required more fertile
tropical lowlands. Subsistence food production had to move onto more marginal
land, where often there had been no farming before.? Technological changes also
placed a heavy toll on soils. Ploughing capacity was greatly increased through
the rapid spread of tractors and new heavy machinery after World War II, and
it compacted the soils. New irrigation practices, especially through the Green
Revolution, brought on new problems of soil salinity. Urbanisation and roads
took their share of fertile land. A land area equivalent to the United Kingdom
was paved over between 1945 and 1975.°

After World War 1II, the world experienced a decisive boom in eco-
nomic growth. This economic boost was built on mass production and mass
consumption, not only in the United States and Europe but in a global mass
market, wherever people had purchasing power.

Mass consumption demanded an enormous input of natural resources.
Obviously the supply of resources was of vital concern for corporations, but this
new era also marked a turning point in American foreign policy. The United
States entirely abandoned its traditional non-intervention policy and decisively
entered the international arena.

In this situation, natural resources featured high on the agendas of
international politics, the scientific community and the media. Through this
process, a new view of the world as well as of the relationship between humans
and nature emerged. I will argue in Chapter 5 that this new view formed an
ideological foundation for post-war environmental criticism.

The Post-war World

The USA came out of World War II as the most powerful state in the world.
Together with its allies, the nation had won a decisive victory over two major
powers, Germany and Japan. Its military might was by far the greatest, and
on top of it all only the United States had the atomic bomb. Its casualties had
been the lowest among the allied states and its territories had been virtually
untouched by war. Industrial as well as agricultural production was at an all-
time high. The gross national product of the United States had grown from $91
billion in 1939 to $212 billion by 1945. With only six per cent of the world’s
population, it was producing 60 per cent of the world’s entire industrial output.*

At the same time, hunger reigned in the countries that had suffered from
the war. Farmland had been despoiled and cattle slaughtered. The History of the
United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration gives an illuminating
account of the war-torn parts of the world. In Poland, almost three out of four
horses and two out of three cattle had been killed. In Yugoslavia, retreating armies
had devastated means of support by destroying farms, agricultural equipment
and livestock and demolishing transportation systems. Its southern and western
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parts suffered from actual starvation. In the Ukraine over half of the existing
tractors were destroyed and a vast portion of the livestock had been killed or
seized. The fields lay bare. In China, agricultural production declined, as huge
areas of fertile farmland were flooded. Parts of China, as well as the Soviet
Union, were also devastated by famine. Undernourished populations were
more susceptible to epidemics. Millions of people died from diseases such as
cholera, tuberculosis, plague, smallpox and malaria.” Food production in Europe
had fallen by 1945-6 to two-thirds of its pre-war total. In 1948-9 Asian rice
production had still not reached the levels of the mid-1930s.°

The Second World War had caused enormous devastation of natural
resources, especially metals, oil and fertile soil. After V-day, the struggle to
control resources continued to constitute a risk of war. Already before the war
was at an end, planning had started for post-war reconstruction of the demol-
ished and ruined areas of the world. Even before the gigantic reconstruction
scheme of the Marshall Plan was launched in 1947, the American Relief
Administration led by Herbert Hoover, spent more than $4 billion on help
to war-stricken countries between 1944 and 1947. The food situation became
an issue of priority concern. In 1944 several of the world’s leading experts on
food supply gathered in Vancouver to plan the food situation in the expected
peace to come. After the war the FAO became the first of the permanent new
United Nations organisations to be launched. On the very same day that Japan
capitulated, the invitations to its first conference were sent to 44 countries. One
of the FAO’s goals was to make food problems in various parts of the world a
common concern for all members.”

It was necessary to produce more food either by cultivating additional
fertile land or by increasing crop yields in the land already broken. Most ag-
ricultural experts at the time agreed that the world was running very low on
new available land suitable for agriculture. So, to meet expected needs, either
population growth had to be constrained or agricultural output had to increase,
or both simultaneously.

Nutrient limits have always been the cap on plant growth. Throughout
history agriculture has tried to find ways to deal with this fact, for example
through crop rotation and the addition of natural fertilisers or legumes. In the
nineteenth century, shipments became so cheap that richer countries could
importfertilisers from other continents. Especially, Peruvian and Chilean guano
served to restore nutrient depletion in Europe’s farmland. The chemical discov-
eries of extracting superphosphate from rock and attracting nitrogen from the
air promised to make possible enormous productivity through industrialised
agriculture. One constraint was that these processes were very energy-consuming.
By 1940 about four million tons of artificial fertiliser was used in the world,
mostly nitrogen and superphosphate.®
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In the year following the foundation of the FAQO, the organisation pub-
lished its first World Food Survey (1946). The survey covered 70 countries, which,
at the time represented about 90 per cent of the world population. It described
in dramatic terms the poor nutritional state of people in Asia, Africa and Latin
America. The FAO concluded that at least half of the world’s population did
not receive adequate nourishment.” This worldwide survey became a forceful
confirmation of the impending population—resource crisis.

Cold War Politics of Natural Resources

As superpower rivalry emerged during 1946, the provision of natural resources
for the nations of the world became a vital issue. It was of crucial importance
for non-communist and communist countries alike, not only for the United
States and its allies. Along with the atom bomb, it was the most important
piece in the game. President Harry S. Truman held the opinion that it was un-
likely that the Soviet Union could win a military arms race against the United
States. Even though it was regarded as a superpower, the Soviet Union had no
possibility of launching an attack on American land or inflicting any damage
to the infrastructure of the American domestic economy. It had no long-range
military aircraft, no surface fleet and no atomic bomb.' The major threat was
the possibility that the superpower rival would take advantage of political un-
rest and nationalistic tides in poorer countries, thus resulting in an increasing
number of these states being overtaken by the communists.

These fears appeared to be well grounded. In Europe the communists
were on the rise. In Greece, the Communist Party rose from 10,000 members in
1935 t0 70,000 in 1945 and in Italy from 5,000 members in 1943 to 1,700,000
at the end of 1945. In the national elections of 1945, the communists attained
20 per cent in Finland, France and Italy. In Belgium, Denmark, Norway and
The Netherlands the vote was almost 10 per cent. In Sweden the Communist
Party got 10.3 per cent of the vote in 1944 and this rose to a record high of
11.2 per cent in the local elections of 1946."

Prior to World War II, Eastern Europe had supplied the industrialised
Western Europe, and especially Germany, with essential resources like grain,
meat, wood, skins, coal, coke and oil. Immediately after the war, the Soviet
Union appropriated these valuable resources by signing bilateral trade treaties
with its East European neighbours: Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and Romania.'*
If France or Italy were to elect communists to power, they too could be tied to
the Kremlin’s sphere by bilateral economic treaties and they might also offer the
Soviet Union air transit rights or even base privileges.'? The political stability of
Europe was of the utmost concern to the United States. Providing for a decent
standard of living for poor countries was regarded as one of the most effective
means to hold communism at bay.'*
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This line of reasoning, which linked the international resource situation
to national security policies, I will call the resource—security theory. Simplified,
it forecast the following causal chain of events: Resource exhaustion caused
by overpopulation and waste could cause destitution and hunger. Out of the
despair that would follow, social unrest could lead to political instability, which
would make the country vulnerable to extremist insurrection and have a nega-
tive impact on American geopolitical and economic interests. In the end, these
events might shift the balance over to the Soviet Union.

A stable Europe was crucial, but American striving for security also
impelled the superpower to worldwide concern. For instance, the US State De-
partment had substantial anxieties that the Mexican regime might turn towards
socialism or that the military might attempt a fascist coup. In trying to avoid
a totalitarian state at its southern border, it was important for the Franklin D.
Rooseveltadministration to eradicate the root cause, i.e. social unrest spurred by
destitute living conditions.” When the Vice President-elect Henry A. Wallace
visited Mexico in 1940, the US ambassador gave an account of the plight of poor
rural Mexicans, which had made a strong impression on him. Returning to the
United States, he held talks with Nelson Rockefeller and other representatives
of the Rockefeller Foundation. These contacts were the commencement of the
Foundation’s long engagement in trying to develop high-yielding agricultural
practices. In 1941, the Rockefeller Foundation employed experts on develop-
ment programmes for agricultural production in Mexico.'

As we shall see, resource—security theory came to have a profound im-
pact, not only on conservationists concerned about population, but on the very
ideology of conservationism. Before we go further into this chain of events, the
second development of great importance for the debate will be discussed: the
transition to a global economy.

The Transformation of the World Economy

In the twentieth century, the United States replaced Great Britain as the he-
gemonic economic power of the world. ‘Hegemony’ could be defined as to the
capability of a state to exercise leadership over a system of independent nations.
In so doing, the hegemonic nation is perceived to pursue a general interest,"”
or else it gives other nations hardly any choice but to follow its economic path.
Four factors specifically contributed to the development of the United States
into a hegemonic power. The vast natural resources of the United States were
made accessible by improvements in transportation by the 1890s. This natural
resource base paired with an enormous domestic market made possible its
economic and technical dominance in the twentieth century. On top of these
processes, America’s isolated position became less a commercial disadvantage as
interlinked transportation and communications improved. Political scientists
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Joshua S. Goldstein and David P. Rapkin point out that as the Pacific Ocean
became a rival economic zone to the Atlantic Ocean, the geographical position
of the United States became central. In this way it came to hold a privileged
position in the spatial formation of the capitalist world economy. It was ‘a con-
tinent-sized island’ with complete access to both of the world’s major oceans.
Thus it held an enormous domestic market and subsequently a favourable
trading situation. The world wars and their aftermath brought about a redis-
tribution of financial assets from Britain to the United States which hastened
the transition in economic leadership.'® Industries based on technologies that
had matured during the interwar years and were rationalised in World War
IT production boomed in the post-war world. Construction, the automobile
industry, shipbuilding, steel, petrochemicals and consumer electrical goods were
the impelling motors of economic growth."

In 7he Long Twentieth Century: Money, Power and the Origins of Our
Times (1994), sociologist Giovanni Arrighi identifies four great cycles of capital
accumulation, four long centuries’ starting with the Genoese in the fifteenth
century, which was followed by the Dutch, the British and finally the US sys-
temic cycle of accumulation. Every cycle passes through three phases, which
Arrighi develops from Karl Marx’s formula MCM’. Money (M) is transformed
into Capital (C) which in turn generates a surplus of Money (M’) to be invest-
ed in a continuing accumulation dialectic. M implies liquidity and flexibility,
whereas C denotes investment in a concrete, fixed input—output combination
for expected profit. M’ means an increased liquidity and flexibility. In the first
phase, a trade economy, a quantity of money originates in one way or another.
In the second phase this money is turned into capital through investment in
agricultural or commodity production. Money is ‘territorialised’. At a certain
point it is no longer profitable to reinvest the profit into the same production
as that which generated the profit. At this point an accumulation regime enters
its third phase, which is dominated by financial capital. According to French
historian Fernand Braudel, this phase of financial expansion is always ‘a sign
of autumn’ for the cycle of accumulation.?

According to Arrighi’s analysis, the 1950s and 1960s constituted an (MC)
phase of material expansion of the capitalist world economy. During this period
surplus capital was reinvested into commodity trade and production. This was
done on such a massive scale that it was possible to create conditions of renewed
cooperation and division of labour within and among various governmental
and business organisations of the capitalist world economy. “To be sure, the
speed, scale, and scope of the conversion of surplus capital into commodities
were greater in the US cycle than in any previous cycle.””" Consequently the
world experienced an unseen pressure on its limited resources, not only because
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of enormous population growth but even more so owing to the consumption
demand arising from welfare.

The British geographer David Harvey points out that this expansion of
demand rested on two pillars. One was consumption by the privileged work-
force in the core productive regions of the world. The other was state-sponsored
reconstruction of war-torn economies, for example through urban renewal,
suburbanisation and infrastructural development. These economic centralities
withdrew huge quantities of raw materials from the rest of the non-communist
world. Their products gave rise to an increasingly homogeneous mass world
market.”

The logic of capitalist accumulation brought about a radical change in
economic production and its related modes of social and political regulation
at the beginning of the twentieth century. This transformation of the political
economy is often referred to as ‘Fordism’. The organisational and technological
innovations introduced by Henry Ford in his industrial enterprises exemplify
such economic reasoning. However, it is important to note that the term
Fordism does not designate merely the conscious strategy of a single individual.
It should be understood as a general social process for which the strategies of
Henry Ford stand as a symbol.

The rise of managerial corporations goes back to the building of the great
national railroads in the American Midwest by a set of powerful corporations.
Alfred Chandler traces the development of the managerial ethos in American
capitalism from the 1870s onward.”® Henry Ford’s company is thus only one
later example of managerial or corporate capitalism. However, the concept of
Fordism not only covers the managerial ethos, but also illuminates how this
was combined with the rise of a consumer and welfare-based society.

Fordism is characterised by the ‘recognition that mass production meant
mass consumption, a new system of the reproduction of labour power, a new
politics of labour control and management, new aesthetics and psychology, in
short, a new kind of rationalised modernist, and populist democratic society’.*
Fordist mass production was based on systems of specialised machines, run by
large, bureaucratic, corporations. As it developed, the Fordist system was formed
by responses to the crisis tendencies of capitalism, especially during the Great
Depression of the 1930s. The wartime mobilisation that followed required
large-scale planning and comprehensive rationalisation of the labour process.

Economic growth depended on the state taking on new Keynesian roles.
Economists like John Maynard Keynes argued that it was necessary to have
scientific managerial strategies as well as state powers that could stabilise capi-
talism. Keynes’s economic thesis forms one part of a specific phase of capitalist
development — the Fordist-Keynesian regime of accumulation. According to
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Arrighi, this regime is characterised by investments in fixed capital that create
the potential for regular increases in productivity and mass consumption. For
this potential to be realised, adequate governmental policies and actions, social
institutions, norms and habits of behaviour (‘the mode of regulation’) were
required. ‘Keynesianism’ may be defined as the mode of regulation that enabled
the emergent Fordist regime fully to realise its potential.*®

Braudel distinguishes between market economy and capitalism. Where
many people regard them as more or less the same thing, both concepts conveying
opposition to state regulation, Braudel sees capitalism as completely dependent
on governmental power, both for its emergence and for its expansion. It is rather
the antithesis to market economy.”.

The state became intimately linked to Fordism. The nation state had a
crucial role in the system of social regulation. If people became frustrated with
the society which resulted from mass industrialisation, it ran the risk of being
exposed to growing discontent. The legitimisation of state power (as well as of
Fordism itself) depended on the ability to spread the benefits of industrialisation
to the vast majority of the population. The growth of both mass production
and mass consumption was to ensure relatively full employment. They were,
supposedly, important means for holding off unrest and securing a contented
workforce. Fordism paired with properly deployed state power proved to be an
effective regime of accumulation, well serving the interests of corporate enterprise.
Standards of living rose and capitalism’s crisis tendencies were restrained. “The
Golden Age of Capitalism’ was on the rise The post-war boom lasted almost
intact until the oil crisis of 1973. Historian Thomas J. McCormick identifies the
23-year period, between the beginning of the Korean War and the end of the
Vietnam War with the Paris Peace Accords in early 1973, as ‘the most sustained
and profitable period of economic growth in the history of world capitalism’.*®

Yet events in this new world order were not that orderly. It was not the
case that all agents cooperated smoothly without conflict. In fact, there was a
great deal of conflict. Within capitalist countries, there was at times ferocious
confrontation between labour and capital as well as cut-throat competition
between corporations. There were also bitter conflicts between federal govern-
mentsand business corporations, for example between the Franklin D. Roosevelt
administration and the Ford Motor Company. The administration often
struggled against businesses that resisted expansion of government regulation.
There was certainly no general ‘Fordist’ conspiracy between corporations and
the state. Nevertheless, in spite of the differences of interest, there appears to
have been at least a partly shared vision between political power and the business
community. The spread of an American-style consumer society, domestically
as well as internationally, was beneficial for both parties. To many economists
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and business leaders it appeared necessary to limit the social costs of aggressive,
market-driven, profit-driven capital, in order to achieve a stable capitalism.

So called ‘commonwealth liberals’ in the Roosevelt administration,
such as Harold L. Ickes and Henry A. Wallace, imposed limits on market
economy. An unrestrained market threatened a sound and fair distribution
of natural resources. Long-range national planning and political management
would safeguard natural resources for the common good.” One of the great
projects of New Deal conservationists during the 1930s was to elevate the
southern United States from rural poverty. Tennessee Valley Authority brought
comprehensive planning to the river basin that involved building hydroelectric
dams, reforesting eroded hillsides and improving agriculture. In other words,
conservation became a part of the economic development of an underdeveloped
region. In many ways it anticipated the post-war international development
programmes of Point Four and the World Bank. It was bitterly attacked as
‘socialistic’. Regardless if the motives were altruistic or not, it served to soften
the edges of brutal capitalism. It used the power of government to lift people
from a degraded environment, which otherwise would be neglected by or even
exploited by capitalism.

Mass industrialisation was made possible by the social system’s co-evo-
lution with the fossil fuel economy. Lifestyle and consumer habits adapted to
the expanding number of hydrocarbon-dependent technologies. Institutions
were adapted to correct the negative effects of a fossil fuel economy. It had
freed societies from immediate constraints, but the constraints of the resources
themselves aroused concern (and later, so did the effect of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere). Harvey argues that post-war Fordism has to be seen not just as a
system of mass production but as a total way of life. Mass production brought
about a standardisation of products and mass consumption, which resulted in
a commodification of culture.’® This dependency gave natural resources a vital
position in international politics.

Post-war Fordism was certainly international in its scope. Fordism was
slow to develop outside the United States in the interwar period, but due to the
war effortit was firmly established in Europe and Japan in the 1940s. Indeed, the
post-war boom depended upon an enormous expansion of international trade
and investment flows. It was spread either directly, through policies imposed
by the occupation authorities, or indirectly, through policies like the Marshall
Plan and the Technical Assistance Program. After the War, the United States
launched investment programmes which attempted to surmount restraints on
international demand and to expand market outlets for American products.’!

The productive capacity and liquidity of the United States made it the
centre of the world economy. While surplus capital mounted up in the United
States, economic distress in Europe and Asia spurred social and political unrest.
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In spite of economic centralisation, industry in the United States did not on its
own have the power to create the conditions for its self-expansion in a chaotic
world, according to Arrighi. No tax subsidy, insurance scheme, or exchange
guarantee was sufficient to overcome the fundamental asymmetry between the
cohesiveness and wealth of the USA’s domestic market and the fragmentation
and poverty of foreign markets. What cost-benefit calculations could not and
did not achieve, fear did.*

So policymakers in the United States had to worry not only about the
direct effects of natural resource constraints for domestic industry, but about the
necessity of economic and social stability in the context of the global resource
situation. The opening of foreign markets, primarily in Europe, permitted the
surplus productive capacity of American business to be disposed elsewhere. As
international mass markets were formed, they resulted in the engagement of the
mass of the world’s population, outside the communist world, into the global
dynamics of a new phase of capitalism. Economist Angus Maddison’s index
for volume of world trade illustrates the enormous growth of international
commodity exchange.

Table 1. Volume of world exports, Index 1870—-1970

1870 25.00
1913 100.00
1950 151.50
1970 588.10

(Year 1913=100) Source: Maddison, p. 254>

The expansion of foreign trade further enhanced a globalisation of
trade in natural resources. Global Fordism was created by capitalism’s demand
for new markets and by the geopolitical ambitions of western nations, pre-
dominately the United States and Great Britain. It was secured by the USA’s
economic power and its military alliances. When the economic system of the
post-war world was planned in July 1944, with the Bretton Woods agreement,
the dollar became the reserve currency of the world. The construction of an
international payment system granted an instrument that promoted free trade.
At the end of the 1940s, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT),
achieved in 1947, and the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation
(OEEC), established in 1948, reduced tariffs and quantitative restrictions in
international trade.> This tendency towards worldwide economic planning was



A New World Order 23

essential for the natural resource agenda. Besides its geopolitical concern for
stable political regimes, the capitalist economy depended on political planning
and administration of resources.

A rudimentary standard of living for all subjects of a state became one
of the key objectives for the members of the post-war interstate system. Arrighi
argues that ‘the ideology of US hegemony had elevated the welfare of all the
subjects (“high mass consumption”) above the absolute rights of property and
the absolute rights of government’. %

The International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, founded at
Bretton Woods, were born out of the idea that economic and material distress
fomented political radicalism. In the same way as the legitimisation of state
power depended on the ability to spread the benefits of Fordism, the adoption of
the western world order could rely on its ability to make the prospect of at least
basic consumer benefits available to a wider segment of the world population.

The transition in the world economy brought conservation into focus in
two respects. The heavy pressure on known global natural resources, caused by
the enormous demand of the expanding economy paired with the devastation of
war and a growing population, naturally made conservation measures essential.
Also the emphasis on economic planning of resources to secure consumption
and political stability made conservation management of great interest. At least
at the beginning of the post-war era, conservation was seen by many policy-
makers as an important instrument to ensure international as well as domestic
stability in the new world order.

Asan opposing reform movement, conservation could serve to check the
manic international economy and prevent its destabilising effects. My point is
not that conservation tradition in United States, or elsewhere, was in any simple
way a tool of capitalism or a mere subordinate part of it. As a reform movement
it tried to change the mode of ruthless capitalist exploitation. Nevertheless, this
opposing force could also tie in with the welfare state’s reformation of capitalism.

Conservation and Peace

For the Truman administration, the United Nations consequently became an
important medium through which to deal with the natural resource situation.
In September 1946, the president urged John G. Winant, the US representative
in the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), to work
towards a UN-organised international scientific conference on the utilisation
and conservation of natural resources. In a letter to Winant, the President stated
his arguments as to why such a conference was necessary.
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It is my belief that the need for such an exchange was never greater. Warfare
has taken a heavy toll of many natural resources; the rebuilding of the nations
and the industrialisation of under-developed areas will require an additional
large depletion of them. Waste, destruction and uneconomic use of resources
anywhere damage mankind’s common estate. The real or exaggerated fear of

resource shortages and declining standards of living has in the past involved

nations in warfare ... Conservation can become a major basis of peace.*

Planning for the conference had already begun as war was raging in Europe.
In January 1940, Governor Gifford Pinchot, famous former Chief Forester
under the Theodore Roosevelt administration, proposed the project in a letter
to Franklin D. Roosevelt. Drawing on the idea that conservation could be the
foundation of enduring peace between nations, he wanted to persuade the Pres-
ident to call for an international conservation conference. He outlined his idea
in a memorandum entitled ‘A Plan for Permanent Peace through International
Cooperation in the Conservation and Distribution of Natural Resources’. %

Conservation is a broad term in the American tradition. From the late
nineteenth century it was used by a broad spectrum of agents, with the common
theme of concern for the prevailing use of nature’s resources. Two strands are
commonly identified, of which one can be categorised as management: prior
to World War II this style of conservation focused on long-term efficient use
of physical resources. The other, given much attention, is the tradition passed
on from John Muir and other so-called ‘preservationists’.

The concept of conservation as efficient utilisation of natural resources
was congenial and basic to the practice of civil engineering. In the American
conservation movement, the engineers and scientific experts had played an im-
portantrole in its focus and actions. Prior to World War II these conservationists
concentrated on efficient use of physical resources. At the end of the nineteenth
century, awareness grew that the American frontier was not a bottomless
cornucopia. For the first time, restraint really entered into the USA’s resource
policies. At the same time the mapping of the nation’s resources became more
and more sophisticated. The perceived ability to master the situation increased.
The issue was placed higher on the national agenda by the Theodore Roosevelt
administration. Symbolising and leading this course was Gifford Pinchot.’®

As Theodore Roosevelt’s chief forester, he recognised that the nation’s
prosperity was endangered by a wasteful frontier approach. So Pinchot pushed
for a long-range programme that through careful sustained-yield management
would develop the country’s resources in a rational and efficient way for the
greatest good of the nation. Through science, humans could improve nature and
make its produce more abundant. The goal of resource management would not
be private gain and further concentration of wealth, but the greatest economic
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benefitto all citizens. Reckless exhaustion might threaten the nation’s security. In
the words of environmental historian Donald Worster: ‘Protecting the nation’s
economy, not nature’s, was the central theme of his conservation philosophy.™

The different resource areas of forest, water, soil and grazing were cate-
gorised in an overall concept: natural resources. As Samuel P. Hays recognised,
State departments of natural resources emerged in the interwar period and
some university departments of forestry were transformed to departments of
natural resources.

The dominant theme in early conservationism was the emphasis on
efficient management in natural resource development. But conservation was
not merely an enterprise for careful management: ever since the Civil War, state
and national parks were established to set aside areas — nature reserves, national
parks and natural monuments — which should be protected from cultivation,
or at least from unrestricted use.”

Alongside the Pinchotstyle of utilitarian-commercial conservation, there
was another style of conservation: the tradition descending from John Muir and
other ‘preservationists’, directed towards an aesthetic-ethical protection of nature.
Inspired by romanticists and transcendentalists like Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Henry David Thoreau they strove to protect nature chiefly for its own sake.*

Initially, in the United States, land was seen as a resource for commercial
enterprise: farming, ranching, and mining typified the nation’s relationship to
theland. Accordingly, these commercial interests opposed establishing parks that
would limit their access to the resources they had traditionally benefited from.
Once the parks were established, however, the capital derived from tourism was
a major argument for their continued existence. The political and economic
status of the parks changed little: the land was still commodified, but within
new discursive frames.*

The post-war conservation debate was part of a well-established tradition
from the Progressive era. In the interwar period soil erosion struck the Midwest
through the dust bowl catastrophe. In 1933 the Soil Erosion Service was set up
within the Department of the Interior. Two years later the Soil Conservation
Service was established under the Department of Agriculture. A soil conserva-
tion programme was established that aimed at efficient use and management
of the nation’s soil resources in order to implement a sustainable agriculture.*
During the New Deal era, national plans were made for several of the natural
resource categories. The Secretary of the Interior, Ickes, was a strong advocate
of national planning. In the area of natural resources this concern resulted, for
example, in the massive volume National Plan for American Forestry (1933).
Recommendations were given in it for forminga “Wilderness Planning Board’.*
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Conservation at the beginning of the century did not evolve as a radical
or direct critique of political power. Rather it was directed towards limiting the
effects of crude exploitation. Of course, there was criticism of the prevailing
order, but this criticism was usually provided with a platform by the political
system. Conservation, it was reasoned, could be an engineering tool for safe-
guarding a stable economy and security for the nation.

Pinchot’s Proposal

Pinchot again raised the issue of an international conservation conference
during a visit to the White House in late June 1944. With the devastating war
coming to a close, Roosevelt became interested and encouraged Pinchot to
prepare a plan. Two months later the Governor submitted a ‘Proposal for an
International Conference on Conservation’, in the form of a draft letter from
the President to the member states of the United Nations. The worthiest of tasks
for the world would be to make future wars impracticable. That could only be
done by reducing the incentive to war, i.e. the geopolitical contest for natural
resources. They were the material foundations of human security and progtess,
and thus the key to peace and stability, or war and despair. Conservation, stated
Pinchot, meant a planned and orderly use of all the products of the earth, for
the greatest good of the greatest number for the longest time. The struggle for
permanent peace was impossible to win until general plenty for all was assured
through a concerted effort to both safeguard the world’s natural resources and
ensure that they would equitably be available to all countries.

The first step was to ascertain the status of natural resources world wide.
Therefore the proposed conference should try to accomplish an inventory of
the natural resources of the world and to establish a set of principles for their
conservation and fair access in the interests of peace. It should be arranged as a
United Nations conference, hosted by the United States. This was a matter of
worldwide concern, according to the former chief forester. ‘Conservation as a
policy’, he declared, ‘is universally accepted as sound’. Pinchot concluded the
draft: “Without worldwide conservation, lasting peace is impossible.”

Roosevelt concurred with the proposal. Even though the President was
tied up in his 1944 campaign, he wrote to Cordell Hull, Secretary of State, to
foster the idea. In his meetings with other nations, the President revealed, he
had a feeling that too little attention was being paid to the subject of the con-
servation and use of natural resources. He repeatedly propounded the Pinchot
slogan ‘Conservation is a basis of permanent peace’. Subsequently he moved
the emphasis to the utilisation of the resources. ‘Many different kinds of natu-
ral resources are being wasted; other kinds are being ignored; still other kinds
can be put to more practical use for humanity if more is known about them.’
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Roosevelt proposed that the conference should be held prior to the planned
comprehensive meeting to establish the United Nations. It would be valuable
to arrange the conference in the United States with all united and associated
nations, for a first step toward a worldwide study of conservation and use of
natural resources. Faced with a world torn by war, the President concluded: ‘1
think the time is ripe.”’

Not all members of the administration were as convinced. Acting Sec-
retary of State, Edward R. Stettenius, responded negatively to the proposal.
In an attached memorandum he stressed the commodifying aspect of inter-
national resources. He doubted whether it was possible to reach a substantial
international agreement on multilateral conservation programmes without
taking into account the prospect of systematic development and marketing of
natural resources. Conservation is but one part, however important, of the ‘total
problem of international cooperation in the wisest use of the world’s productive
resources . Besides this objection, Stettenius indicated that the draft constitution
of the FAO stated that the organisation should deal with these issues. Thus it
was unnecessary to hold a separate conference.*®

Roosevelt was irritated by this answer from Stettenius. “Whoever wrote
the memorandum for you has just failed to grasp the real need of finding out
more about the world’s resources and what we can do to improve them.” Yet,
in his arguments for the conference, the President himself added the com-
modity argument. Persia served as an example. Its once forested northern parts
were now bare and populated by destitute people. There was an acute water
shortage. Something drastic had to be done, but it would take several hundred
years to accomplish it and Persia had no resources to buy US products. With
the proposed conference as a starting point, Roosevelt concluded, ‘in a short
period of time we could begin a programme to build up non-buying nations
into good customers’.”

The President’s words illustrate the underlying argument in the White
House for conservation. Along the rationale of Fordism, the Roosevelt adminis-
tration’s prime interest in international conservation was as a means to promote
its economic expansion to new markets. Stettenius retreated swiftly, stating that
the department had misunderstood his proposal.”® With the Yalta Conference
at hand, the President asked Pinchot to prepare a preliminary statement on the
conservation conference. According to Pinchot, Roosevelt wanted to present
the idea to Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin. In the meantime Pinchot was
to prepare a more detailed plan. As the important San Francisco Conference,
where the United Nations was to be set up, drew nearer, the preparations for
the conservation conference had to be held over for a while.”!

Roosevelt rejected Churchill’s attempt to divide the post-war world
into spheres of influence. Speaking at a joint session of Congress on March
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1, 1945, Roosevelt stated that the recently concluded Yalta Accord implied
the end of the old ways of performing world politics; balances of power and
spheres of influence were abolished from the new peaceful world order. In their
place would come a new way centred on a world organisation for peace — the
United Nations. This public rhetoric expressed universal principles of self-de-
termination and free elections for the people of the world and an adherence to
the Atlantic Charter and the wartime alliance.’* For the first time in modern
history the idea of world government involving the nations of the entire globe
was institutionalised in the United Nations Organisation. The sovereignty
of independent nations was also restricted by post-war organisations like the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and GATT.»

According to Daniel Yergin, Roosevelt was torn between several objectives.
With the Soviets he talked power politics and proposed the ‘four policemen’ —
the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Britain and China — to guarantee
the peace. Roosevelt assured Stalin that he understood the need for the Soviet
Union to secure its borders. Domestically ‘he continued to obscure this basic
programme in the idealistic Wilsonian language, which by then had become the
lingua franca of post-war thinking.>* However, Roosevelt’s correspondence with
the State Department seems to indicate a sincere desire to bring the conference
about. Since plans for it were not yet publicly announced it was not merely
intended as public rhetoric at that point in time.

In his last letter to Roosevelt, two days before the President died,
Pinchot expressed hopes that some action on the conference would be taken
at the San Francisco meeting.” Yet the State Department continued to work
against the conference, arguing that it would conflict with international com-
modity agreements. The State Department argued that the US programme for
the conference recognised that it was vital to consider conservation in future
international commodity agreements. However, many of the general challenges
to conservation would naturally be covered by a forthcoming trade and employ-
ment conference. Thus, conservation would not need a conference of its own,
in the State Department’s view. It would be covered by ‘the general topics of
commercial policy, commodity arrangements, cartels, international aspects of
domestic full-employment programmes and international organisations related
to these matters’.®

Roosevelt died on April 12. Nearly a month later the war ended in Eu-
rope and the unifying ecumenical rhetoric of the allies began to be challenged.
Still, Truman seemed determined to continue Roosevelt’s general policy of
prolonged cooperation between the allies — a line which he basically continued
over the San Francisco Conference and the peace in the Pacific, all throughout
the year of 1945.”
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After Roosevelt’s death, Pinchot tried to interest a number of influential
people in the conference, such as Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s confidant and
occasional envoy, the President’s secretary William D. Hassett, William L. Clay-
ton, Assistant Secretary of Economic Affairs, and not least Truman himself.*® At
the end of May Ickes, the Secretary of the Interior, wrote to Truman pushing
for the conference. Ickes, who had discussed the question with Roosevelt prior
to the Yalta conference, urged it strongly. His prime argument was the heavy
toll the war had taken on the natural wealth of the world. Substantial supplies
of raw materials widely distributed throughout the world were necessary to
provide economic well-being, without which world peace could not for long
be preserved.

Itisessential, therefore, notonly thatwe fulfill the Adlantic Charter declaration of
providing access, on equal terms, by all nations to the raw materials of the world,
but that we undertake an all-out attack, far more comprehensive than anything
visualised in the past, against unnecessary depletion of the world’s resources.”

Truman responded favourably. The President set aside fifteen minutes on May
23 to let Pinchot personally brief him on the issue.®” He repeatedly discussed
the issue with both Ickes and Pinchot and was ‘deeply interested’. However,
considering all the other conferences in train, he wanted the conservation
conference to take place after the Fall.®!

Afterareporton trade expansion, the Executive Committee on Economic
Foreign Policy decided in October 1945 to establish a committee to consider the
problem of conservation of natural resources in relation to international trade.
The committee included representatives from the Departments of Commerce,
State, Labour, War and the Navy as well as the United States Tariff Commis-
sion, the Forest Service and the Bureau of Mines.®> Conservation as an issue
of economic foreign policy was established within the Truman administration.

Pinchot’s proposal for a world conservation conference was not new.
Nature protection had been on the international agenda since the turn of the
century. In the years immediately prior to World War I, conservation societies
developed an international system for wildlife protection in the northern Euro-
pean countries and their colonies. Ever since the beginning of the century the
importance of international agreements for the protection of nature had been
emphasised. After the success of promoting conservation at the White House
Conference in 1908, President Theodore Roosevelt and his Chief Forester Pin-
chot called for a North American Conservation Conference in February 1909.
The delegates agreed to work for a world conference to be held the following
September in The Netherlands. Fifty-eight countries received invitations from
the Theodore Roosevelt administration. However, Roosevelt’s successor as
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president, William Howard Taft, abandoned the undertaking. The world had
to wait another four years for its first world conference to promote international
collaboration on nature protection.

A Commission for the International Protection of Nature was formed in
order to organise international conferences. The International Congress on the
Protection of Nature was held in Paris in 1909. The Swiss government called
for the Internationalen Konferenz fiir Naturschutz in Bern in 1913. Delegates
from 16 countries participated; not, however, the United States. One of the
goals for the conference was to accomplish international regulation for nature
protection. These agreements were directed toward issues concerning the pres-
ervation of threatened species like the musk ox in Greenland and reindeer on
Spitzbergen. The delegates also resolved to establish an information agency for
nature protection everywhere in the world.®® Nine months later the outbreak
of war interrupted the plans and international nature protection went into hi-
bernation. The war not only impeded international cooperation, it turned the
focus towards more immediate goals, such as the supply of natural resources to
the beleaguered populace and the war machine. After the war, reconstruction
preoccupied the interest and effort of governments.

During the interwar period, international protection of nature was
acknowledged primarily through the interest shown by the colonial powers
in threatened species in their territories. A number of committees and special
conferences on the protection of international flora and fauna were initiated.
Some smaller international agreements were reached on pollution from shipping,
as well as on protection of whales and African wildlife.**

In 1925 and 1926, the Dutch conservationist . G. Van Tienhoven
organised committees for the international protection of nature in France, The
Netherlands and Belgium. Backed by the International Union of Biological
Sciences, van Tienhoven established an International Office for the Protection of
Nature in Brussels. In 1931 Conseil International de la Chasse focused on bird
protection outside national borders. In the same year the second International
Congress for the Protection of Nature was held, organised by van Tienhoven.
The very same year the American Committee for International Wildlife Protec-
tion was constituted. In October 1933 the House of Lords hosted the London
meeting of the Convention for the Protection of African Flora and Fauna, a
meeting which historian Roderick Nash labels as the ‘high point of institution-
alised global nature protection before the Second World War’.®> However, it
was merely directed towards the promotion of national parks and regulations
on some game merchandising, such as trade in animal trophies. The resolutions
never became national law, only advocacy.®® In October 1940, while a new
great war was raging in Europe, conservationists from various countries on the
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American continent met in Washington under the auspices of the Pan-American
Union. The meeting was directed towards wildlife issues. It not only reaffirmed
the London convention of 1933 but also called for parks where recreational
practices would be banned. It also advocated reserves where preservation and
resource exploitation would go hand in hand. The United States ratified the
conference document six months before it engaged in the war.”

The spread of consumer society, the afluent way oflife, puta devastating
demand on the world’s resources. In that respect the growth of capitalist as well
as socialist economy was an environmentally destabilising force. The enormous
consumption of resources was certainly one of the reasons behind the popula-
tion—resource crisis. At least in the early post-war years, conservation was seen
by many in power as one way to stabilise the disturbing effects. As we shall
see in the next two chapters, the development of the new world order came to
have a profound effect on the position of some scientists on conservation issues.



Conservation and Containment

"The United Nations Scientific Conference on the Conservation and Utilisation
of Resources was the first UN conference to involve a large number of scientists
and experts. Truman anticipated this UN conference to be of great importance
to his Point Four Program. Parallel to it, conservationists held an alternative
meeting: the International Technical Conference on the Protection of Nature.
This chapter deals with the planning and the agenda of these conferences. These
events are also related to American aid initiatives, such as that of the Rockefel-
ler Foundation. As the issue of natural resources was placed on the agenda of
international politics, conservationists were forced to alter their positions. This
reorientation is depicted through the foundation of the International Union
for the Protection of Nature.

The Agenda Takes Shape

In the USA, the planning of the conservation conference continued during
the fall of 1945. Truman requested an outline for the conference by December
15." At the same time, in the late part of 1945 and in early 1946, the Truman
administration became increasingly worried about the intentions of the Soviet
Union. The London Foreign Ministers’ Conference had highlighted the differ-
ences between the superpowers. In Greece, a successful communist insurrection
threatened to putaleftist regime in power. In Iran the Soviet Union was delaying
its agreed troop withdrawal, sharpening the conflict with Great Britain over
Iranian oil. In January, Albania was proclaimed a People’s Republic. Domestically,
the Republican Party openly challenged the Democrats on foreign affairs and
accused the Truman administration of being soft on communism.?

The White House response brought about a decisive change in the
relationship between the former allied superpowers, in February and March of
1946. The American Chargé d’Affaires in Moscow, George E Kennan, wrote
his famous ‘long telegram’ on February 22, warning the White House that the
Kremlin sought world domination.
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Guided by their traditional insecurity and Marxist—Leninist dogma,
the Soviet leaders would seek to expand everywhere, taking advantage of any
weakness on the part of the West. Kennan argued that, since the Kremlin was
not susceptible to reason, manifestation of force was the language it would
understand. On March 5, Winston Churchill gave his Fulton address where
he coined the ‘iron curtain’ metaphor, urging for containment of the Soviet
Union before it was too late. Later in March the President declared the Truman
Doctrine. Military help was specifically offered to Greece and Turkey, but what
is more important, the United States offered to help all democratic countries
whose freedom and independence were threatened by foreign countries or
movements. With the threat of an armed conflict, the Soviet Union backed
down over Iran in late March. The politics of Soviet containment was estab-
lished as the lodestar of American foreign policy.” Besides military strategies,
this course also involved economic programmes, like the Marshall Plan. In June
1947, Secretary of State George C. Marshall presented the plan, designed to
rebuild the European economy. An insolvent European market could not buy
American productsand there was arisk ofa post-war depression. Destitute living
conditions could stir unrest and promote communist agitation and subversive
activities. The European Recovery Program was established to assist with some
13 billion dollars between 1948 and 1952, to set the European economy straight.

The new Central Intelligence Agency was instrumental in applying
Marshall Plan methods to Egypt and Iran, following resource—security theory.
The assumption was that developing nations aspired to emulate western socie-
ties’ industrial and economic development models. With the adequate support
for planning capacity and technology transfer, these countries would be less
vulnerable to communist agendas.* Such attempts were forerunners of the
culmination of the resource—security theory — Truman’s Point Four Program.

Early in September 1946, the proposed resource conference was the
subject of prolonged discussions between representatives of the Departments
of State, Agriculture, Commerce and Interior. The Department of State was in
general agreement with the proposed programme and the draft of the Winant
letter. Henry Wallace, who took an active role in the preparations, wrote to the
Presidentstrongly favouring the planned conference.’ Finally, in late September,
the Department of Interior had finished a preliminary programme and sent a
letter of proposal to the American representative of ECOSOC. The US proposal
gained support when presented to the council, though the Soviet Union was
sceptical towards the American initiative.®

In December the Secretary General of the UN, Trygve Lie, presented
the proposal to the 51 member countries and concerned member organisations.
Since the UN was recently constituted, this was a way to institutionalise the
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organisation and at the same time set the tone for its future work. 19 countries,
together with the FAO and the World Bank, supported the conference, with a
few reservations. There were two main objections. Firstly, the field the conference
encompassed was too wide. A delegate of the South African Legation complained
thatitcovered every aspect of science, technology, sociology and economics.” The
state of natural resources was a controversial subject that required careful prepa-
ration if it was going to be treated in an international context.® Secondly, there
was heavy pressure from several countries, especially South Africa, Guatemala
and the Philippines, that the Conference should not lead to any resolutions or
undertakings for national governments.’According to the proceedings, the size
and complexity of the planned programmes were much restrained in the early
preparatory work. Nils Dahlbeck, a Swedish representative at the conference,
argued that it was a precondition for the realisation of the conference that it
should not deal with birth control as a check on overpopulation.'

There were other objections as well. The Netherlands suggested that the
meeting should be moved to another year, since 1947 was already occupied by
other international conferences. It would, for example, collide with the ongoing
World Power Conference, an international congregation with 30 countries,
which dealt with the energy resource situation of the post-war world."

In March 1947, ECOSOC agreed on a resolution stating that a con-

ference should be arranged with the following motivation:

Recognising the importance of the world’s natural resources, particularly
due to the drain of the war on such resources, and their importance
to the reconstruction of devastated areas, and recognising further the
need for continuous development and widespread application of the
techniques of resource conservation and utilisation."

ECOSOC decided at an early stage that the conference should be devoted solely
to an exchange of ideas and experience among engineers, resource technicians,
economists and other experts in related fields. In February 1948, the council
requested that the Secretary General continue the preparations for a conference
‘keeping in mind that the task of the conference is to be limited to an exchange
of experience in the techniques of the conservation and utilisation of resources’."?
In aletter to the participating countries, Lie assured that the ‘Conference is to be
scientificand not policy-making. It will have no power to bind governmentsand
it will not formulate recommendations to them.”"*As we shall see this position
attracted disappointment and criticism from conservationists.

Of course, population issues were controversial for both religious and
political reasons. Ever since the days of Thomas Malthus, they had stirred up
emotions in public debate. Demography appeared as a respected field of ac-
ademic study in America in the 1930s and 1940s. By connecting population
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growth and food production with national security, experts in universities and
philanthropicorganisations were successful in capturing the attention of political
leaders in the United States. In the late 1940s, demography was integrated into
American national security planning.

An early demographer, Warrens S. Thompson, saw population growth
as a strategic political problem. In 1929 he published Danger Spots in World
Population, in which he argued that high population densities together with
limited resources were a key factor in causing war. He continued this line of
thought in 1946, in Population and Peace in the Pacific. He warned that the
large populations of China and Japan threatened the post-war possibilities
for peace in East Asia. If peace were to be secured, the United States had to
recognise and deal with the pressure on the natural resource base of these
increasing populations. John H. Perkins, biologist and historian, points out
that there were at least two tendencies of neo-Malthusianism: one political, of
which Thompson is a representative, linking population densities to national
and international economics, and one ecological, linking population densities
to resource degradation."”

During the war, innovations in transport, communication, and destruc-
tive capacity had outmoded geographical isolation and threatened the security
of even the geographically privileged and militarily strong United States. The
world shrank mentally as well as technically. Friendly and professional govern-
ments were seen as sureties for social and political stability. Just as the New
Deal brought social and political security to the United States, so it was hoped
that Franklin D. Roosevelts vision of one world would bring this security to
the world arena.'

The rationale of the New Deal was the idea that societal stability and
security could be achieved by liberal spending of public finance by big gov-
ernment. This notion transferred to the post-war world implied that post-war
security would require liberal expenditure by the United States to overcome
the social turmoil that followed the War’s destruction. Aid to less-developed
nations could have the same effects as the welfare programmes of the New Deal.
Besides overcoming the threat of revolutionary chaos, these countries would
also be drawn into the world market system. Historian Franz Schurmann points
out that the implicit idea was that these countries would become responsible
if they were brought into the general system. If help were brought to Western
Europe economic aid would impel economic growth. This way transatlantic
trade would be stimulated and in the long run this would benefit the American
economy. At the cost of huge deficits the United States had spent enormous
sums in order to sustain the war effort. These investments had resulted in as-
tounding economic growth. Likewise, post-war spending on precarious regions
could produce similar effects on a worldwide scale.'”
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The United Nations became of key importance for the United States. Its
General Assembly brought together all nations on a supposedly equal footing.
Arrighi even calls the global ‘decolonisation” and the formation of the organi-
sation ‘the most significant correlates of US hegemony’.'®

Schurmann argues that it was crucial for the post-war ambitions of
Franklin D. Roosevelt, and later Truman, that security for the world was based
on US power exercised through international systems. ‘But for such a scheme
to have a broad ideological appeal to the suffering peoples of the world, it had
to emanate from an institution less esoteric than an international monetary
system and less crude than a set of military alliances or bases.”

Conservation at a Crossroads

As natural resource issues were placed on the agenda of international politics,
conservationists were forced to alter their positions. The early conservationists
generally accepted the existing economic—political order and social structure.
Even though some wanted a return to a more soil-bound way of life, away from
ever expanding industrialised society, the dominant message among traditional
conservationists wasa moderate questioning of industrial modernisation®. Their
aim was often quite conservative, to protect threatened land areas within the
traditional social order.”!

Liberal utilisation practice put traditionally conservative nature protection
under severe pressure. The gigantic industrial capacity that emerged after the
war placed huge demands on the world’s resources. In this process, scientists and
conservationists in the United States and Europe formulated a radical critique
of modern society's utilisation of nature. A central theme in the debate was that
shortage of resources jeopardised the survival of humankind. Overpopulation
on an overexploited earth threatened to bring about a catastrophe if society did
not alter its course. These ecological neo-Malthusians reached out to a public
audience through accessible scientific publications.

In the early post-war years several influential actors in the debate expressed
a politicised conservationism.?* Two of the most distinguished were William Vogt
and Fairfield Osborn. Vogt was one of the founders of the Conservation Society
and former editor of the Audubon Society Magazine. Between 1939 and 1942,
Vogt worked for the Guano commission in Lima, Peru. As with Borgstrém,
Vogt’s South American experience made him concerned about overpopulation
and the misuse of natural resources. From 1943 until 1949 Vogt was the head of
the conservation section of the Pan-American Union, an organisation made up
of 21 American countries aiming at economic and social cooperation between
the American nations. In his book of 1948, Road to Survival, he profoundly
endorsed a planned economy on natural resource issues. In neo-Malthusian
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manner, Vogt pointed out the grave consequences that would follow through
the devastation of the earth’s natural resources and the ever-increasing world
population. Humankind must change from a profit-based economy to an
all-embracing Pinchot-style approach based on maximum sustained yield. The
free market economy was to blame for the impending catastrophe. To Vogt, the
only road to survival was an adjustment of the economic system to the laws of
nature. A revolution in the sense of a profound change of fundamental ideas
was required.

Conservation is not going to save the world. Nor is control of pop-
ulations. Economic, political, educational, and other measures also
are indispensable; but unless population control and conservation are
included, other means are certain to fail.”

Vogt put his hopes in a ‘rational, national standard’, through scientific plan-
ning of population and natural resources. Scientists should provide research
and education to bring society into balance with nature, and should advise
international bodies on the necessary roads to survival. The plans for an in-
ternational scientific natural resources conference were thus right at the heart
of the matter for Vogt. Most of all, it was crucial to limit population growth
if a global sustained-yield economy was to be achieved. Without population
control, ‘we might as well give up the struggle’.*

In spite of his radical political message in Road to Survival, Vogt persuad-
ed the millionaire statesman, Bernard Baruch to write the introduction. This
way the book attained some discursive legitimisation that could help prevent
critics from putting a communist tag on him. Vogt would need all the help
he could get from the Establishment. Besides attacking free-market economy,
Vogt attacked the foundation of the American dream, accusing the American
pioneers of being ‘one of the most destructive groups of human beings that
ever raped the earth’.”

Roadto Survivalwas a great success. [twas translated into seven languages.
Readers Digest even made a condensed version of it, which was translated into
eleven languages. The book was estimated to have reached between 20 and 30
million readers. According to historian Christopher Lewis, most of the reviews
of Road to Survival responded favourably to the book. ‘But most reviewers failed
to notice or comment on Vogt’s argument that there was a basic contradiction
between industrial capitalism and the health of the global environment. Instead,
they tended to repeat his apocalyptic message.’®

Less hostile to free enterprise, Fairfield Osborn perceived industrialism’s
continually increasing withdrawal of non-renewable resources to be the key
problem. Osborn was something ofa ‘Mr Conservation’ at this time. The former
New York banker was chairman and one of the founders of the Conservation
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Foundation, chairman of the New York Zoological Society and active in the
International Union for the Protection of Nature. He was also appointed to the
preparatory committee of the UN resource conference. Osborn was a Repub-
lican, and as a former investment banker he was acquainted with the business
elite in New York such as Laurence Rockefeller.” During the preparatory stages
of the conference, he published his book Our Plundered Planer (1948). In it,
Osborn confronted global resource problemssuch as overpopulation, starvation,
erosion and desertification. His conclusion was that if civilisation was to avoid
extinction, humankind must find global solutions and become reconciled with
the rules of nature. Osborn urged for more centralised planning to cope with
the depletion of resources.”®

It was an illusion that ‘America can feed the world’. Instead Osborn
argued that it was necessary for international bodies to recognise the need for
conservation of the constituent nations” land and control of their population
growth. In Our Plundered Planet, Osborn made a crack at the Truman Doctrine.
‘As far as the “investment for democracy” in Greece is concerned, nature holds
the trump card.”” The USA’s efforts would be fruitless unless Greece could
control its burgeoning population growth and soil erosion.*

It is analytically useful to make a distinction between aesthetic—moral,
health-based and economic—demographic environmental degradation, when
dealing with the trajectory of environmentalism.”" All three types had been
acknowledged and disputed prior to World War II, but the first seems to have
dominated; or at least, concerns about the aesthetic-moral implications of
environmental degradation have been more noticed by environmental histori-
ans. During the twentieth century, economic—demographic opportunities and
constraints, as well as impacts on human health, aroused increasing concern.
This process characterises conservation’s change of focus. In the post-war con-
servation debate on natural resources, the two latter constituted the centre of
the argumentation. They became the new trump cards in the hand of nature
protection.

Immediately after the war, internationally-inclined conservationists
worked towards closer cooperation between countries on nature protection.
The post-war leaning towards international institutions favoured the idea of
resuming interwar collaboration. Closer international engagementwasaburning
issue in several areas of nature protection. The International Birdlife Committee
held its first meeting in 1947, where several of the leaders in wildlife conserva-
tion met, for example, William Vogt. In June 1947, the Swiss League for the
Protection of Nature sponsored a conference, which gathered conservationists
in Brunnen, Switzerland. Prominent conservationists from around the world,
among them Julian Huxley and P. G. Van Tienhoven, met to confer on how
international nature protection could be organised. The American notion of
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nature protection had, ever since its beginning and to a larger extent than its
European counterpart, included an economising of natural resources. The
main thrust of European nature protection was aimed at preserving species in
smaller or larger reserve areas. At this preliminary meeting of the International
Union for the Protection of Nature (IUPN)** in 1947, the participants dis-
cussed whether international nature preservation should be directed towards
global ecological problems, especially shrinking resources and overpopulation.
Nils Dahlbeck, secretary of the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation and
a Swedish representative at the meeting, asserts that it was quite a struggle to
settle these issues. As Nash puts it: ‘Once again a coterie of nature importers
took steps to protect their interests in foreign countries.’

According to Dahlbeck, it was also the colonial powers, Great Britain,
France and the Benelux countries, that opposed a shift of direction from the
traditional domain of nature protection. However, already by the following
summer when the [UPN was formally constituted at Fontainebleau, France,
attitudes had shifted and the participants agreed that [UPN should direct itself
towards the new perspective on nature protection.**

Founded by scientists and experts, [IUPN became an intergovernmental
expert organisation mediating between the scientific world and political insti-
tutions, promoting the exchange of scientific information and policy advice
between governments and international organisations. According to Russell
J. Dalton these ‘administrative functions limited its ability to mobilise public
opinion and financial support on behalf of conservation causes.”” But the
[UPN put a lot of emphasis on the importance of making scientific ecological
knowledge accessible to public. As we shall see, this was one of the key issues
at the first [IUPN-sponsored international scientific conference: International
Technical Conference on the Protection of Nature.

The preamble of the Union stated that human civilisation’s dependency
upon renewable resources demanded the preservation of the entire world’s bi-
otic environment. The new direction was explicitly expressed in the statutes of
[UPN. There were social, educational and cultural reasons, as well as economic,
for protecting nature.’® One of the leading persons in the Union, Jean-Paul
Harroy, emphasised that it was an adventure for the board of the [UPN when it
deliberately broke with the traditional practice of nature protection: to focus on
‘perfecting conservation legislation and managing reserve areas’.”” Conservation
had come to a crossroads.

The background to present day environmentalism is sometimes sought
in two waves of environmental mobilisation. The first wave dates from the turn
of the century, starting in the United States at the time of the Civil War and in
Europe in the 1880s, and terminating around the outbreak of World War I. The
second wave, in the 1960s, led to the formation of an environmental discourse.
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In extremely simplified terms, the earlier concern for protection of nature is
sometimes portrayed as the focus of an educated elite and administrative bodies
on the national and scientific importance of protecting spectacular nature as
part of the cultural heritage and as research objects, whereas the latter peak of
concern is seen as more attentive to the problems of mass consumption and
advanced industrial society.*® However, this is a gross simplification. Rather, the
two kinds of conservation ran alongside each other, often in conflict. Certainly,
there are many examples of people who have expressed what can be regarded as
environmental views previously in history, such as George Perkins Marsh. The
human-centred resource conservation side has mostly been the dominant one,
whereas nature protection has usually been a weaker force.

Yet, when dealing with a conservationist mobilisation against the modern
economy’s depletion of natural resources, the periodisation is fairly well main-
tained. Population—resource conservationism in the early post-war period was
situated in an unprecedented international economicand demographic transition.

Conservation or Utilisation?

Early in the planning of the proposed resource conference, Roosevelt added an
emphasis on wtilisation to Pinchot’s conservation.” Consequently, the meeting
was named the United Nations Scientific Conference on the Conservation and
Utilisation of Resources. In charge of the preparations was a group of experts
nominated by member organisations of the UN: FAO; United Nations Ed-
ucational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO); and the World
Health Organisation’s provisional committee.

During the preparatory work, a line of conflict evolved in the expert
group between adherents of the two different approaches: conservation and
utilisation. The conflict did not run between East and West or rich and poor
countries. These tensions had been forestalled by the appointment of scientists
only from the West, predominantly from the United States. Truman and Lie
also pushed for a technical committee of American experts to assist in the
preparations.”’ The schism appeared between those who stressed conservation
and those who emphasised utilisation.

As president of the Conservation Foundation, Osborn served on the
Conservation Advisory Council reporting to Secretary of Interior Julius Krug.
This position also gave him an opportunity to participate in the preparatory
committee of the resources conference. In the expert group, Osborn argued
strongly that the conference should be directed towards the conservation rather
than the utilisation of natural resources. He stressed that it was of vital impor-
tance that the conference also dealt with the problem of overpopulation and
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the necessity of broad public education on the protection of nature.!

When his book Our Plundered Planet was published during the pre-
paratory stages of the conference, it aroused a great deal of discussion. 7ime
magazine called Osborn’s message ‘his familiar Malthusian bogey of ever-shrink-
ing resources, ever-increasing population’.” Vannevar Bush, wartime head of
the Office of Scientific Research and Development, launched a hard attack on
Osborn’s conclusions. Contrary to what Osborn predicted in Our Plundered
Planet, the world’s population and scientific innovations grew simultaneously,
but Bush emphasised, ‘science gets there first’. Pesticides were one example of
how the dispersion of American technology would make a more effective use
of the world’s resources possible. According to Bush, they would bring about
an increased standard of living for the people of the world.

This was also the belief of the advocates of utilisation in the preparatory
group of the UN conference. The economist Morris E. Garnsey pointed out that
the conference should concentrate on the economic aspects of both conserva-
tion and utilisation of resources. Its foremost important task was the exchange
of experience and knowledge for improved extraction of natural resources.*

In spite of the tension within the group of experts between the conser-
vation side and the utilisation side, there appears to have been relative unity on
the framing of the problem. They agreed that a crisis was at hand if nothing was
done. The conflict revolved around the question of whether scientific progress
could solve the problems. There was a struggle over the recommendations for
action. They were going in separate directions: from sustaining natural resources
through global economic planning, to continued investment in technology to
make a more effective exploitation of natural resources possible.

The preparatory work and the following conferences can here be seen as
parts of a diffraction of the natural resource discourse. Two types of enunciation,
two concepts — conservation and utilisation — appear in the same discursive
formation. Foucault characterises the alternatives within a discourse, in one
instance, as points of equivalence. These alternatives are formed in the same way
and on the basis of the same rules. Foucault argues that

the conditions of their appearance are identical; they are situated at the same
level; and instead of constituting a mere defect in coherence, they form an
alternative: even if they do not have the same importance and even if they are
not equally represented in statements, they appear in the form of ‘either... or’ ©

In the natural resource discourse, utilisation and conservation form such points
of equivalence. They do not appear as incompatible elements, since participants
could use both words. Nevertheless, they came to symbolise two radically dif-
ferent approaches; and utilisation was gradually getting the upper hand in the
natural resource discourse.
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Truman’s Point Four Program

Truman saw the issue of natural resources as vitally important to his national
security policy. This was perhaps expressed most clearly in the aid programme
— Point Four — that he presented in his inauguration speech in January 1949.
The address was dominated by foreign policy and the programme was named
after its fourth article: aid to the ‘underdeveloped areas’.*® American science and
technological development should be made accessible to these less successful
countries. The American dream was to be exported and would be made possible
even for the poor of this world. More than half of the world's population lived
on the brink of misery. Their poverty was a hazard not only to themselves but
also to more successful countries.

For the first time in human history, Truman declared, the knowledge and
skill were at hand to prevent this misery. The United States was ‘pre-eminent
among nations in the development of industrial and scientific techniques’. It
should use this position in a ‘worldwide effort for the achievement of peace,
plenty, and freedom’ by sharing its knowledge, rather than its financial assets.”’
“The material resources which we can afford to use for assistance are limited. But
our imponderable resources in technical knowledge are constantly growing and
are inexhaustible.” US aid was available to ‘peace loving peoples’. The underlying
Cold War rhetoric was clear. ‘Democracy alone can supply the vitalising force
to stir the peoples of the world into triumphant action, not only against their
human oppressors but also against their ancient enemies — hunger, misery and
despair.’*

To understand the rationale behind Point Four, it is necessary to see it
in its context. Truman’s Inauguration Speech was mostly directed towards the
containment of communism, which posed a threat to recovery and peace in the
post-war world. By resorting to universal principles, he justified specific policies.
In Point Three of the speech, Truman called for a joint defence arrangement in
the North Atlantic area, a proposal that was eventually manifested in the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation.”

The speech was agreatsuccess. The Washington Postdeclared in its headline:
“Truman Proposes “Fair Deal” Plan for the World.” According to the editorial of
the New York Times, Franklin Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt
and Abraham Lincoln would have approved and joined in the applause.”® He
received a positive response from the scientific world too. John A. Hannah,
President of the Association of Land Grant Colleges and Universities, wrote
to Truman immediately after his inauguration speech and offered him the aid
of the state universities. Truman welcomed the support. Since the economy of
underdeveloped countries was predominantly dependent on agriculture, land
grant universities gained a key role in his aid strategy.”!
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Truman linked Point Four with the planned resource conference. In
April 1949, he wrote to Secretary of State Dean Acheson on the issue. Truman
called it the ‘UN scientific conference... concerning utilization of resources’.
The conservation side of the conference seems to have diminished in the Pres-
ident’s mind.

Shouldn’t [the conference] be tied in to the Point Four Program? Point
Four centres around technical knowledge to develop economic resources
so the conference ought to be a good way of getting the factual infor-
mation which it needs as a background. The Conference would also
be another good link between the Point Four Program and the UN.>?

The planned conference served US foreign policy well. Yet, to explain the political
interest in the state of the world’s natural resources solely in Cold War terms
is probably misleading. There was a manifest concern that the global resources
situation could be a threat to future living conditions. The food situation in
the world was an urgent and serious matter for western governments. Colonel
Laurens van der Post gives one example that illustrates how the British perceived
the problem. In his popular book Venture to the Interior (1952) he describes his
journey as a British envoy to investigate the little known territory of Nyasaland
in central Africa in 1949.

The matter was urgent. Production of food in the world and particularly
in the Empire and Britain was beginning to fail, in a sort of geometric
retrogression, to keep up with increases of population. Moreover, as
our troubles with the Argentine so clearly showed, anything that could
help to make Britain independent of alien sources of food should be
done, and done as quickly as possible. There was a chance that these
areas might help.>

Many of the people that were involved in the United States’ Foreign Aid Programs
had got their working experience from the domestic development programmes
that were launched during the Franklin D. Roosevelt era, such as the Farmers’
Security Administration, Farmers’ Credit Administration and Rural Electricity
Agency. The relative success of these programmes had suggested that it was
possible to improve living conditions and had probably created a confidence
that much could also be done against global misery. The positive experiences
arising from the New Deal could now be brought to the international arena.
According to the Truman biographer David McCoullough, Truman’s inaugu-
ration speech in 1949 became so celebrated because it extended ‘the promise
of America, beyond America’.>*

The fourth point of Truman’s inauguration speech was institutionalised
through the Economic Cooperation Administration. The Point Four Program
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was modest at the start, but within three years aid agreements were signed with
34 countries, amounting to an annual cost of $155.6 million. $30 million were
spent in South Korea before the outbreak of the Korean War and $110 million
after it ended, $100 million in Southeast Asia, and another $180 million in
Taiwan.”

Contemporary American views on the programme varied greatly: from
a gift to the two-thirds of the earth’s people who were hungty, ill-clothed and
inadequately sheltered, to altruism combined with stockpiling of strategic
materials and stimulation of markets for the products of industrial countries.
The State Department’s official chronicler of the Marshall Plan, Joseph Marion
Jones, wrote that the Point Four Program suggested ‘not the limits but the
infinite possibilities of influencing the policies, attitudes, and actions of other
countries by statesmanship in Washington’.”* Some argued thatassistance should
be available to all that needed and accepted it, others that it should be restricted
to those whose political and economic views did not conflict with those of the
United States. The famous Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith stated:
‘Above and far beyond Point Four, We must put ourselves on the side of truly
popular government with whatever pressure we can properly employ.”’

In an essay ‘Let’s examine our Santa Claus Complex in the Saturday
Evening Postin 1949, Vogt criticised the Point Four plans. His continued critique
of the programme in the 1950s and insistence that US foreign aid should only
be given to countries with birth control programmes, made him a target for
accusations of being a fascist as well as a racist.”®

Historian Walter A. McDougall sees in Point Four and even in the
Marshall Plan the beginning of a tradition in American foreign policy which
he labels ‘Global Meliorism’. It was characterised by idealistic crusades, driven
by a ‘do-gooder impulse’ and by the belief that only the United States had the
power, technology, wealth and altruism necessary to reform nations. McDou-
gall tries to separate the global melioristic tradition (which he scorns) from the
tradition of containment (of which he approves).” However, the conclusion of
this study is the opposite of McDougall’s politically motivated simplifications.
These two ‘traditions’ spring from the same root, both originating from the
resource—security discourse. Social unrest spurred by resource shortage was of
great concern to American security interests. Economic and political stability
was a crucial means to curb communist, as well as fascist, revolts.

Even though some conservationists criticised the Truman administra-
tion’s aid plans, the geopolitical concerns of the United States in fact created
a platform even for critical scientists like Vogt. One such forum that was
particularly important for post-war conservationists was the planned natural
resource conference at Lake Success.
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The United Nations Summons Resource Experts

“Today the United Nations is embarking on a new phase of its programme to
build the foundations for permanent peace.”® The words are Secretary General
Lie’s in his introductory speech at the United Nations Scientific Conference
on the Conservation and Utilization of Resources (UNSCCUR) August 17,
1949. Three years after President Truman’s proposal, 550 participants from
48 countries gathered at Lake Success, New York, for the Conference. Their
respective governments appointed the participants and, in addition to them,
representatives from non-governmental organisations and so-called independent
experts were invited by the conference secretariat.’

One year before the conference, Andrei Gromyko, then USSR’s repre-
sentative to the UN and Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, gave his assurance
that the USSR had no objections to make to the preliminary programme.®? But
with the growing tensions between the superpowers, the Soviet Union finally
backed out in the spring of 1949. Except for Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia,
none of the East European countries took part in the conference. The Guomin-
dang regime in China was positive to the conference idea, but the country did
not attend since, at that time, it was in the midst of a civil war.> News media
from all over the world covered the event. CBS, for example, broadcast a series
of radio programmes in connection with the conference with the title You and
Survival. Even though western journalists dominated, the information bureau
was very satisfied that media from all continents covered the conference.*

In his introductory speech Lie declared that the United Nations was
calling on science to ‘mobilise technical knowledge in support of one of the
high purposes of the Charter — to raise the standards of living’. Lie related
the conference to the resource—security theory. Lie reminded the congregated
scientists and policymakers that an increased standard of living was indeed one
of the keys to peace. ‘For behind most wars stand the spectres of hunger and
want — effective warmongers of the past.” Solutions to these problems might
not be as spectacular as those in the political field, but they were of vital im-
portance to world peace.®

Lie set the tone for the conference, stressing the motive as it had evolved
in the preparatory work.

Together you hold the technical keys which can unlock new wealth
from the earth for the benefit of mankind. You know that underlying
all economic shortages is the basic problem of how to develop and, in

developing, how to conserve the earth's resources.*

The scientists should point at scientific and technical solutions, but not address
their political implications. The outcome of the conference was to be a source
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of scientific and technical information, emphatically not resolutions that gov-
ernments would be compelled to follow.

Julius A. Krug, United States Secretary of the Interior, expressed high
confidence in the ability of the scientists gathered there to take care of resource
shortages. Scientific progress would serve world peace by providing foran efficient
use of resources. The work of the scientists at the conference would begin to
show politicians what could and should happen in the world. Krug hoped that
scientific progress and service in the peaceful and constructive fields represented
at the conference would wipe out the destruction of the last war from human
memory. Krug’s vision was in somewhat Messianic vein.

When the historian of the year 2000 looks back over the twentieth
century, he may find that the soil and plant and forest scientists, the
fuel, power and mineral experts, and the resource economists made up
a team that helped save the world's resource base when it was in great
danger. And he may say that these groups crowded two hundred and
fifty years of industrial progress into fifty years and raised the living
standards of the whole under-developed world beyond anything known
in history. He may say that the United Nations gained confidence, unity

and power in the process.”’

According to Fairfield Osborn, in his key address at UNSCCUR, the accom-
plishing of the conference was a sign that a new and penetrating awareness had
reached the nations. They now perceived their welfare to be intimately linked
with conditions in countries on the other side of the globe.*®

How was the natural resources situation presented at the conference?
There were two major themes on the nature of population—resource issues. Several
speakers started from the assumption that scarcity problems were fundamental
to the natural resource situation. Many likewise expressed the global character
of natural resource problems.

This conclusion is supported by a content analysis of the proceedings
from the Plenary Meeting at UNSCCUR in 1949. It indicates that two thirds
of the contributions expressed in some form the notion that natural resource
issues involved a scarcity problem. Almost as many presented resource problems
to be of global concern. Of course, for some it may also have been an unspoken
presupposition, so that they started from an assumption of scarcity without
puttingitin words. Nevertheless, at the Land Resources session, which addressed
more nation-specific issues, only a minority explicitly represented these views.
Roughly one third expressed the scarcity notion and not even one fifth the global.
One might perhaps have expected more participants to speak in global terms at
an international conference. However, most of the participants had been chosen
by their own countries and were giving national experience papers, discussing
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1able 2. Perceived natural resource problems at UNSCCUR,
number of articles (%)

Number of Scarcity prob- | Global problem
articles lem
Plenary session 88 56 (63.6%) 53 (62.5%)
Land resources 143 55 (37.1%) 26 (18.2%)
session
Total 241 111 (46.1%) 80 (33.7%)

Number of articles containing word-indicators referring to natural resources as a scar-
city problem and a global problem respectively, in Proceedings, Vol. 1 and 6. The texts
were scanned and searched by computer. The following words were used to indicate
a perceived natural resources shortage: ‘limit’ (either discussed as a natural resources
constraint per se or as caused by social, educational, technical or economic factors) OR
‘shortage’ OR ‘scarce’. For natural resources discussed in global perspective the following
indicator words were used: ‘global’ OR ‘universal’ OR ‘world’ AND ‘resources’ OR
(including various kinds of resources, e.g. fish, oil, timber) OR ‘unity’ OR ‘whole’ OR
‘one’ OR ‘over’ OR ‘population” OR ‘need” OR ‘demand’ OR ‘problems” OR ‘future’
OR ‘comparison’ OR ‘scale’. The words were then read in their context and all irrelevant
passages were discarded.

how each country was dealing with a specific resource area. This background
was especially reflected at a more specialised session like ‘Land Resources’.

That resources were viewed in terms of a constraint problem did not
mean that most speakers emphasised the need for conservation. The solutions
were to be found in scientific development. The famous soil scientist Charles
E. Kellogg was typical of this approach.

Every natural soil has certain limits to its potentialities, and through
modern science these limits may be expanded in terms of kinds of crops
and yields. No very close relationship exists between the natural fertility
of soils and their actual productivity in society. The important factor is
their response to management.”

The UN conference had turned out to be restricted in its mandate. It was not
to result in any resolutions or deal with the issues of birth control and family
planning. Carmelia Bryce Pinchot, the widow of Gifford Pinchot, was upset
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by the restrictions on formulating recommendations to governments. She was
requested to give a brief statement during the concluding addresses, where she
took the opportunity of attacking the remit of the conference.

What upside-down, Humpty Dumpty nonsense is this? I should like to
ask Mr. Lie since when have scientists become so dangerous that they
are not to be trusted even with the little power implied in the making
of a recommendation? What lack of faith in the creative mechanisms
of democracy is responsible for this implied prohibition to function in
570

the field of policy-making?

The primary purpose of the restricted conference was to accomplish an inventory
of the earth’s natural resources. The agenda was divided into eight categories
of resources: minerals, fuel, energy, water, forests, land, wildlife and fish. The
reports that were presented dealt mainly with which resources were limited,
what future needs could restrain industrial expansion, and how the present and
the predicted shortages of natural resources could be overcome by applications
of advanced science and technology. The disagreements revolved around what
nature could endure. Colin Clark, economic advisor to the government of
Queensland, Australia, repudiated the notion that high fertility rates should
be artificially reduced as ‘groundless economically’. There was no problem in
population growth since technology would increase food supplies. The FAO’s
vice director Herbert Broadly argued that the world agricultural area needed
to be increased by one third in order to meet the needs of the growing pop-
ulation. For the most part, this need could be supplied by cultivation of the
Tropics.”! Broadly’s proposal met great opposition from many participants.
They dismissed it as unrealistic and argued that it would lead to the devastation
of the natural resources of the Tropics, in particular because the soil would be
stripped of nutrients

The conference revealed growing concern from poorer countries about
the depletion of their natural resources. Most delegates from the South con-
fined themselves to urging Western industries not to draw as unrestrictedly as
in the past on their countries' raw materials. A few of them, like the geological
adviser to the Indian Department of Scientific Research, went further, criticis-
ing Western resource imperialism: ‘A growing trend towards conservation of
mineral resources in hitherto backward countries and their utilisation (or barter)
for national benefit will be the most significant development of the coming
decade.” He expected the result to be that Western industries would not be able
to continue such exploitation of raw materials, unless it was on ‘the basis of
reciprocity and on more liberal terms of exchange with manufactured goods
which these backward countries need in building up a more healthy national
economy and standard of living’.”
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Most speeches were essentially directed towards technical perfection of
resource management. The rare calls for equitable distribution contrasted with
the majority of the reports at UNSCCUR and its appeals for technical keys to
unlock new wealth from the earth’s resources.

Although in a minority, several speakers at the conference emphasised
the need for a new conservation-inspired approach, and for a moral basis for
science. India’s Ambassador to the United States claimed in her concluding
address that the common man ‘feels the time has come, when, in the interest
of his own survival — in the interests of civilisation and of humanity, science
must have a moral basis’.”

The chairman of the National Research Council in the United States
made the case for Lewis Mumford’s ‘biotechnic civilisation’: He argued that it
was appropriate, both directly and by analogy, that the United Nations, which
was devoted to the elimination of conflict between humans, should sponsor
this Conference. Because conservation and wise utilisation of resources required
the elimination of another equally serious conflict — that between man and
nature. Both these crusades depended upon a reaffirmation of human values.
Stimulated by the rapid growth of physical science, people had thought too
much about humanity’s supposed conquest of nature, and too little of their place
in the pattern of nature. Human welfare and survival demands appreciation
of biological needs, as well as a better understanding of the means whereby
humanity can be adapted more effectively to the environment of which it is a
part. He warned that if nations continued to seek satisfaction and survival by
pillaging nature and sister nations, then a catastrophe for all the human race
lay ahead. In contrast nations could, through science, peacefully gain those
material benefits which they had sought in vain to acquire through armed
conflict. For this to be achieved, there must be a more intimate partnership
between scientists and policymakers.”

A representative of the Fisheries Laboratory in England also connected
to Lewis Mumford’s diagnosis ‘that society, to survive, must work to the pattern
of nature, not against it’. Graham saw a direct parallel between present western
culture and the declining Roman Empire as described by Edward Gibbon in
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776—88). The exhaustion of natural
resources, political quarrelling and rigidity incapable of coping with attacks
from barbarians or the impact of natural catastrophes had marked the fall of
the empire. “The connection is easy to see: greed and grab naturally lead straight
to quarrelling.””

Osborn concluded that the natural resource situation was not a problem
only for scientists. ‘Conservation becomes a political and administrative prob-
lem, an educational, even a social, cultural, and ethical problem. Therefore, it
is not one with which the scientists or technologists can deal single-handed.” 7
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After describing the stupendous speed of industrialisation, Osborn concluded
that the rapid exhaustion of the world’s resources called for a new economic
order in the world. Conservation ‘in the sense that it implies the wise use and
equitable distribution of the Earth’s resources, offers a point of synthesis for
international cooperation for which the world is waiting’. 77 He was not the only
one to express this view. The notion of a ‘world household’, which stressed global
interdependence on natural resources, was expressed by 32 out of 88 speakers
at the Plenary Session.” Yet, the more radical conservationists were certainly in
a minority. Osborn’s political suggestions of equitable distribution contrasted
with the majority of the reports, which were more in the line of Lie’s appeal
for technical keys which could unlock new wealth from the earth’s resources.

The conservationists’ focus troubled some of the participants. James
Thorn, president of ECOSOC, felt compelled to define the sort of conservation
that was in question in his concluding address. ‘Conservation, therefore, does
not mean the hoarding of resources. It means the application of practices of
wise utilisation which you have been discussing here. It is now a wall set up
for static defence against distant and doubtful dangers.””” With this definition
the title of the conference became a tautology, a natural consequence when
utilisation practice defined conservation for its own purposes.

Conservation could serve as an instrument, part of the machinery of
the economy. But in its character as a reform movement it was not as easily
manageable by political power. It was hardly bland or non-controversial. Con-
servationists were invited to policy discussions after the war, and were given a
media platform. However, they were never wholeheartedly embraced, and all
became increasingly controversial as critics of the present order.

The Conservation Alternative

But the conservationists, who had had to relinquish their key issues in the
preparation committee, had in the meantime been working for an alternative
conference at Lake Success. UNESCO’s General Assembly decided in Beirut, in
1948, to work towards a conference arranged by UNESCO together with the
[UPN, which would deal with a worldwide programme for the conservation
of food resources. The International Technical Conference on the Protection of
Nature (ITCPN) gathered 250 participants from 58 countries and was held at
Lake Success at same time as UNSCCUR. This parallel meeting was scheduled
so that it was possible to take part in sessions at both of the conferences, an
opportunity of which many took advantage, including Borgstrom and Osborn.*

ITCPN concentrated on five main topics, of which two completely
dominated the programme: ecology and education. Ecology took up most of
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the programme. Everything is connected together, all things are dependent on
one another — that was the central line of thought that was repeated time and
time again in the addresses to the conference.®’ At UNSCCUR, too, many of
the speakers emphasised that the complex problems of natural resources had
to be solved through this insight; but it was those participants who were also
taking part in the alternative conference who particularly advocated this view.**

The general secretary of the parallel conference, Jean-Paul Harroy, regarded
the handling of these issues as ‘a new orientation to the idea of Nature Protection’,
in essence a deepened understanding of ecological interplay.®® Several of the
participants in the conference expressed the opinion that the education of the
public had a decisively important role for the success of nature protection. If it
did not leave its scientific Helicon and become rooted among the public it ran
the risk of always having to yield to economic interests.** Harroy summarised
the ideas of moral edification from nature’s intrinsic value and the pedagogical
task of explaining humans” dependence on their environment.

Unless a population is aware of its moral obligation and the material
advantages that are to be had by respecting the living communities
which form its environment and from which sustenance is derived, no
laws, no matter how severe, can save these natural communities from
disintegration and even destruction when some kind of economic profit
is at stake.®

ITCPN’s first resolution was to exhort UN councils to promote the study of
human ecology. The importance of interdisciplinary studies was also emphasised.
Since ecological issues trespassed the boundaries of academic subjects, they
required the abandonment of separate disciplines and scientific specialisation.

Harroy emphasised that they were promoting a new conceptualisation
of natural protection. The time had passed when conservation could be directed
merely towards constructing regulations and setting apart pieces of land for
nature reserve areas to safeguard biota for aesthetic scientific reasons. The pre-
carious situation of the world demanded that conservation direct itself towards
the political management of the global issues of natural resources.®

Both the conferences at Lake Success gave the participants new influence
and contributed to increased international connections. It gave the newly founded
[UPN a great impetus. As we shall see in the next chapter, it also effected a new
take on domestic conservation.

The Third World Emerges

UNSCCUR had the socially symbolic function of displaying an ultimate global
collective unity. Fredric Jameson speaks of socially symbolic acts that, consciously
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or unconsciously, are aimed at solving or neutralising society’s contradictions,
both explicitly and symbolically.®” In this respect, UNSCCUR can be seen as
an attempt to solve contradictions in the post-war world order: to neutralise
the different political and social interests in natural resources of different people
and classes the world over, by pointing to the globality of resource problems.
UNSCCUR also declared that the population—resource crisis should be regarded
first as a scientific rather than a political problem. It could be described as a
political problem only to the extent that science failed, through either lack of
support or lack of co-ordination. In contrast, the examination of the planning
of the conference and Truman’s Point Four Program reveals it was indeed a
political issue.

Both David Harvey and geographer Robert D. Sack have claimed that
spatial practices are not neutral in social affairs. The way in which spatial catego-
ries are conceptualised forms, among other things, policy making. It is therefore
important to note that the globalisation agenda arose from a Euro-American
definition of the common destiny of the world. Globalisation as a concept
involves a mental intensification of the awareness of the world as a unity, as
well as a physical compression of the world through international institutions,
worldwide transportation, information technology, and transnational flow of
capital and information.®

To understand what United States President Harry S. Truman implied
when he introduced the concept of ‘underdeveloped areas’, it is necessary to
relate his statement to the system of statements that was used by the political
powers of the time in speaking about world relations. Truman’s statement as
well as the UN conference itself was a part of the globalisation discourse. The
term ‘discourse’, as employed by French philosopher Foucault , is an ongoing
historic process of creating meaning by systematising statements, revealing power
regulations in language and rhetorical techniques. Discourse is a comprehensive
term for what is said, written, symbolised or manifested about a certain area,
e.g., natural resource policies. The order of a discourse is maintained through
public statements as well as through unspoken and unconscious procedures.
Discourse is thus expressed in a manner of talking about its particular object as
well as through related practices and institutions. Symbols must be understood
in relation to their specific use within a discourse, and the rules that guide this
use — their grammatics, as Michel Foucault calls it.

In this definition, discourse is seen as sustained by social and political
power and in turn it legitimises a given order. Institutions give it authority,
for example, the university system, the juridical system, legislative bodies etc.
A discourse is understood to make generalising claims: the world is defined
in universalising terms. It relies upon rules of exclusion that approve certain
cognitions, but exclude others through its ordering procedures. These selective
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mechanisms involve claims of truth and rules about what it is possible and
not possible to say, and who is allowed to speak — in short, what is accepted as
the normal and rational way to see and deal with things. As Foucault points
out, science is used as an exclusion mechanism for that which is regarded as
irrational or abnormal to the discourse.*” Following this line of reasoning, it
is not surprising that the first major UN conference, a conference that was
intended to outline strategies for the conservation and utilisation of the world’s
resources, was a scientific one.

Development philosopher Wolfgang Sachs has emphasised that Truman’s
definition of the poorer countries as ‘underdeveloped areas’ in his inaugural
address was an expression of the President’s worldview. All nations of the world
were perceived to be moving along the same track, sharing the same goal and
intended destiny. The West was leading this march, the others were following
at different paces.”

Sociologist Ernest Gellner states that one of the essential concomitants
of industrial society is the kind of cultural homogeneity demanded by national-
ism.”" However, cultural homogeneity is not tied only to nationalism. It is only
one of industrial society’s important characteristics and globalism is certainly
another. The nation state provided the shared common culture that was nec-
essary for industrialism’s demand for a flexible social order. The development
of Fordism demanded not only greater markets but greater cultural unity.
Globalisation of the economy can be seen as the inevitable development of the
logic of capitalism. After the industrial nation state had fulfilled its function,
globalism took over. Of course, we have not yet seen the complete fulfilment
of this phase in late capitalism.

Unrest in many of the so-called less developed countries grew in the late
1940s. In spite of the Truman administration’s efforts, the appeal of communism
attracted many nationalist leaders. In countries like Vietnam, Indonesia, Iran,
Tunisia, Morocco and Egypt there were concerted efforts to free the countries
from their colonial past and to gain domestic control of their own resources.
Movements towards national liberation in the colonies often focused on dis-
content over the adoption of Fordism. Resources were exploited, local cultures
were destroyed, and an indigenous elite benefited. These movements could
appear threatening to the world order, especially if they had socialist tendencies.
As Harvey states:

The USA’s geopolitical hegemony was threatened, and having begun the
post-war era by using anticommunism and militarism as a vehicle for
geopolitical and economic stabilisation, the United States soon found
itself facing the problem of ‘guns or butter’ in its own fiscal economic
policy.”?
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The Truman administration opposed European colonialism, and not only
because it interfered with American trade policies. In the words of historian
Melvyn P, Leffler: ‘Because economic relationships and standards of living shaped
geopolitical relationships and correlations of power, American policymakers
wanted to co-opt nationalist movements in what became known as the Third
World.”” The Truman administration opposed European colonialism, denounced
British policy, and was especially concerned with the status of the Philippines.
It is important to note that an enormously extensive and powerful apparatus
of western military force accompanied the immense project of decolonisation.

Primarily through the UN, the ex-colonial countries took on a more
independent role. At the Bandung conference in Java in 1955, 29 Asian and
African countries, among them Burma, the People’s Republic of China, Cey-
lon, the Indian Union and Indonesia, renounced both old and new capitalism
and proclaimed themselves to be a third force, beside the Eastern and Western
blocs. During the period from 1955 to 1971 UN membership grew rapidly,
as former colonies became independent nations. The organisation had started
with 51 members in 1945. By 1959 total membership had reached 83. By 1972
there were 132 members.” With these new nations, a growing majority of the
member-states had an interest in strengthening the role of ECOSOC on behalf
of the Security Council. However, until the late 1950s the UN was still of great
importance to US interests; but gradually the world organisation became less
the instrument of its foreign policy. As the Cold War evolved, Roosevelt’s em-
phasis on ‘one world’ was replaced by the ‘free world” of the Truman doctrine.”

After 1945, multilateral aid was directed towards regions damaged by
the world war. Gradually, as the number of member states from Asia, Africa and
South America increased, development issues in these areas attained increased
attention in the UN. In 1949 the General Assembly decided on a new and
finally extended development programme: Expanded Programme of Techni-
cal Assistance. It was financed outside the regular budget of the UN through
voluntary contributions from member states. The aid consisted primarily of
sending out experts and awarding grants. Another example of a multilateral
aid initiative was the Colombo Plan. It aimed at strengthening the ties between
the countries in the Commonwealth by co-ordinating development and aid
initiatives between them. Bilateral aid dominated, of which Point Four stands
outas the prime example. However, other countries followed ataround the same
time. Sweden, which contributed to the UN programmes, started its bilateral
aid in 1952 with technical aid, and in 1962 for the first time financial bilateral
aid was granted by the government.”

The globalisation discourse was expressed in various aspects of socie-
ty, such as film-making. In contrast to the depiction of nature in the poorer
continents seen in blockbuster movies of the 1930s like King Kong (1933), a



Conservation and Containment 55

more sensitive approach to making films about wildlife began after World War
I1. Films like Savage Splendour (1949) or Disney’s True Life Adventure series
had an educational and conservationist slant. In the early 1950s, nature films
made their appearance on television, and transmitted a view of the nature
and peoples of the ‘dark’ continents with intensified impact. According to
environmental historians William Beinart and Peter Coates, these new trends
in wildlife films ‘popularised new scientific approaches that internationalised
conservation thinking in a way which could incorporate American predilections
for extravagant scenery’.”

In these post-war processes, the inhabitants of the poorer continents
emerged as agents, and as such they were potential consumers. When this mass
of individuals — world population — became apparent, the resources the world
supplied appeared in a new light. The population—resource crisis was seen as
imminent.

Through metaphors, language can be renewed and can thereby provide
new conditions for understanding the world. Philosopher Paul Ricoeur has two
starting points in his theory of metaphors. First, when a word meets a receiver,
appears in a context, it becomes an event. Second, words are polysemous. That
is, a metaphor can only exist in a context, a word in itself can not be a metaphor.
The metaphor is thus a statement, a short parable. The metaphor tells something
about something. It has a predicate function by providing a statement about
the subject in the clause. Thus, the metaphor is not just a figurative synonym,
it also provides an opportunity to go beyond lexical language.”®

Thereisacollision between the signified and signifier in /iving metaphors.
A literal understanding becomes absurd; it has to be reinterpreted to make
sense. The meaning cannot be found in dictionary definitions. By abandoning
the current lexical codifying rules, living metaphors can express new thoughts.
Old words attain a new meaning by being placed in a new context. Metaphors
are the principal means in the struggle of indefinitely extending the battlefront
of the expressed at the expense of the unexpressed.”

The receiver'sassociation to old frames of reference and to the new context
provides new information, creates a new understanding. Something new can
be said of our existence. New meanings appear, which previously could not be
expressed through language.'” Through metaphors we can get a glimpse of the
moments of epistemological change that open new doors in our understanding.

The shift in cognitive perception that saw the inhabitants of poorer
countries as agents within a world population is expressed by the development
of new metaphors, such as ‘under-developed’ and ‘the Third World’. By the
end of the 1940s ‘under-developed’ appears as a label for countries and re-
gions inhabited by these masses, describing them as economically and socially
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incompletely developed.'® The term ‘the Third World’ was coined in 1952 by
the French demographer Alfred Sauvy in an article in LObservateur. He ends
his essay “Three worlds, one planet’ with an allusion to the French Revolution.
‘For at last this forgotten, impoverished, despised Third World, just like the
Third Estate, shall also become something.’'** This process was important for
the development of the notion of a ‘world household’ — a key theme in the
new conservation ideology.

Population and Power Politics

Before the war, the USA was not involved in any military alliances; it had no
troops stationed in foreign countries and a relatively small military budget. At
the end of 1950, it had provided economic aid to western Europe through the
Marshall Plan; it had established a military alliance, NATO, and it was deeply
engaged in building up a new security order in Europe. In an attempt to halt
the spread of communism throughout Asia, the United States engaged in a
war in Korea.

At the turn of the new decade, international developments enforced the
older fears of a communist takeover. In 1949, the communists seized power in
mainland China and proclaimed aspirations for leadership in South East Asia.
In late 1950, the People’s Republic of China intervened in the Korean conflict.
Two of the largest and most populous nations on earth, the Soviet Union and
China, had become communist allies. In 1949, the Soviet Union claimed to
have mastered the atomic bomb in addition to its already superior conventional
capacity in Europe. Advances in military aviation meant that American territory
was no longer safe from a Soviet attack. The industrial infrastructure of the
United States, the source of its superior power, could be destroyed. And the
United States could no longer count on being able to mobilise after an armed
conflict had begun. Therefore, it might be compelled to avoid using its atomic
arsenal against the Soviet Union. According to Leffler “These scenarios struck
fear in US policymakers and made them even more dubious about their ability
to take risks to counter mounting revolutionary nationalism on the periph-
ery.'” Truman gave the go-ahead to develop the hydrogen bomb. Paul Nitze,
who called for an immediate build-up of American forces to keep the military
technological advantage with the United States, replaced the more moderate
Kennan as Secretary of State. '

The growing concern that communist agitation would take advantage
of unstable conditions, caused by overpopulation and subsequent resource
shortages, strengthened the idea of agricultural science asan important means to
create stable political conditions. When the Rockefeller Foundation initiated an
agricultural programme in Mexico, no concerns were voiced about population
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growth. From 1946 onwards, the Foundation became increasingly concerned
with the concept of ‘population explosion’. In December 1947, trustee John
D. Rockefeller I1I, became personally involved and advocated a greater stress
by the Foundation on the population issue. In 1948 the International Health
Division of the Foundation began drafting a plan on population research. For
this purpose they employed an ecologist to work with one of its physicians.

Having read Vogt’s book, the new president of the Rockefeller Founda-
tion, Chester I. Barnard, became concerned by its implications. He linked the
message to the Mexican programme. In 1949 the population experts finished a
report, in which they articulated a conceptual framework for human ecology.'”
Even though the Foundation never reached a consensus that could lead to a
programme on population control, the subject was implanted in the Founda-
tion’s enterprises. This approach was well in line with studies that saw finite
limits to agricultural means of support, and high population growth as a cause
of poverty. Following the resource—security reasoning, it also acknowledged a
political danger in areas where population reached the limit of food subsistence.'*

In 1950, the Rockefeller Foundation expanded its Mexican programme
to Columbia. In 1951 the foundation published a report, “The World Food
Problem, Agriculture, and the Rockefeller Foundation, which linked concerns
aboutoverpopulation to geopolitics. Overpopulation and inadequate or unequally
divided resources were the root cause of global political tensions. Agriculture
thus had an important political role to play in the Superpower struggle. After
Mao Zedong’s forces had prevailed in 1949, India was seen as the next likely
country to go communist. Following a recommendation by one of the trustees,
the President of Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the Foundation’s new
agricultural programme was directed towards India. This new strategy linked
scientific research on high crop yields and the issues of overpopulation. ‘I
suspect that India may be fertile ground for activity in this field. The overpop-
ulation, the low living standards and the threat of Communism are of course
well-known.”'?” This conviction was to become one of the key factors behind
the Green Revolution, for which the Foundation got credit when its scientist,
Norman E. Borlaug, received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970. Nelson Rocke-
teller was in 1950 appointed to chair the International Development Advisory
Board. The Board linked national security issues with population and resource
supply. The Board urged for strong efforts by the government to cooperate with
underdeveloped countries ‘in a vigorous food production drive which would
break the back of famine and hunger’.'”®

The Second World Food Survey was published by the FAO in 1952. The
methodologies for estimating the level of food supplies in the world had im-
proved. Still, it presented a gloomy picture. It even raised certain figures. The
report estimated that two thirds of the world population were undernourished.
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Natural resources continued to be essential for the USAs Cold War
strategy during the 1950s. In 1952, for instance, the Material Policy Commis-
sion appointed by the Eisenhower administration reported that it was of vital
importance to make national plans to overcome shortages of raw material if
the United States was going to fight the Cold War successfully.'” Eisenhower
became convinced about the necessity of his predecessor’s aid programme,
in the light of the emergence of the non-aligned movement in 1955 and the
Suez crisis of 1956. He endorsed the resource—security theory stating that ‘the
freedom of nations can be menaced not only by guns but by the poverty that
communism can exploit’.'"’

The USA’s geopolitical ambitions are essential for understanding the
issue of natural resources in the early post-war era. The situation must be tied
to the transformation of economic production and its related modes of social
and political regulation. Fordism and the geopolitics of the West are like two
halves of the same walnut. The development of capitalist accumulation created
a mass production that reached out for a global mass market, which depended
on a secure supply of raw materials from foreign markets.

The debate on natural resources reflects the development of the world
economy. Emerging environmental concern was to alarge extent a feature of the
new mass middle class that arose after World War II. Environmental historian
Samuel P. Hays interprets the emergence of environmentalism as a major influ-
ence in shaping a new, consumer-oriented economy after 1945. Environmental
impulses served as a major influence on the modernisation of the economy,
according to Hays. New demand factors were brought to the fore that eventually
generated new modes of production. Modern technology was promoted, which
supposedly made production more resource-eflicient and less polluting.''! In
this respect, the message of the conservationists served the discourse of mod-
ernisation well: although the wider implications of that message were not as
pleasant for the political powers, especially since consumption continued to rise
dramatically and new components were constantly being introduced.

In 1953, the Population Council was created, headed by John D.
Rockefeller III. The organisation was to predict population increases, survey
resources and study the potentialities of science. 7he New York Times applauded
the creation of the organisation, since the task of feeding a world had to be faced
‘as resolutely as we face the task of fighting a ruthless enemy in world war’. In
its editorial the newspaper attributed the awareness of a population—resource
crisis to Osborn and Vogt.

In thelast ten years we have witnessed a revival of the Malthusian doctrine
that the world’s population is increasing more rapidly than its supply
of food, minerals and other commodities considered necessary for the
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maintenance of a high standard of living. We owe this revival largely to
Fairfield Osborn (‘Our Plundered Planet’) and to William Vogt (‘Road to
Survival’) who have been followed by economists, public health officials

and governments with predictions of misery."'"?

And others would follow, such as Karl Sax who estimated that population growth
by the year 2600 would have resulted in a population density that would only
give each human being one square meter. Hence the title of his book: Standing
Room Only: The Challenge of Overpopulation (1955).'"3

In the science fiction genre, Frederik Pohl and C. M. Kornbluth's satire,
The Space Merchants (1953) reflected environmentalist apprehension. They
pictured a future, not very distant, that was marked by the growth of consumer
capitalism and corporate America in an overpopulated and polluted world,
where privacy had to be bought by the minute. The main character is in charge
of the biggest sales job of his career: convincing people to sign up to become
pioneer settlers of the sterile planet Venus. To be associated with the ‘consies’,
the subversive conservation movement, is high treason in this overpopulated
world of consumerism. Finally they succeed in taking over the entire expedition
to Venus, where they will start human civilisation anew. The main character’s
wife, an undercover conservationist, confesses on the way to Venus: ‘Sure, we
Consies wanted space travel. The human race needs Venus. [t needs an unspoiled,
unwracked, unexploited, unlooted, ...unpirated, undevastated... There aren’t
too many planets around that the race can expand into.’'"

In the 1950s the new conservationism developed with the mood of
the times, such as new demands for capitalist production modes and mass
consumption, globalisation discourse and new technological possibilities of
mass destruction. The focus on natural resources had created a public arena
for conservationists in the United States. The priority given to the issue on the
political agenda legitimised their framing of the problem. According to Russell
J. Dalton, the situation was much the same throughout western Europe. In
Britain, the destruction of resources during the war made conservation a legit-
imate concern; in particular, the wartime need for agricultural products had
transformed rural Britain. Conservationists saw an opportunity in the post-war
planning for reconstruction of the country. British legislation established the
Nature Conservancy as a government agency in 1949. The destruction wrought
by the war gave the same impetus to conservation ideas and resource planning
in Belgium, France and The Netherlands.'"

With the escalation of the Cold War, the utilisation of natural resources
became an increasingly important factor for the aspirations of the superpowers.
From an initial emphasis on both conservation and utilisation, the focus came to
be directed solely towards improved utilisation. In a world marked by escalating
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competition for world hegemony, the critics of prevalent political-economical
utilisation practices became voices crying in the wilderness.

US domestic resource shortage was no longer a major concern by the
1950s, as it had been in the immediate post-war years. It was completely over-
shadowed by an enormous confidence in the ability of science and technology
to produce endless abundance. Kenneth Galbraith described it as ‘the affluent
society’. There seemed to be no limit to what could be produced and consumed.'*®

It is sometimes argued that Malthus has not had much credibility in
North America, because of its abundance of space, land, and resources. Nev-
ertheless, as this chapter has shown, during the first years after the war, there
was at least some concern that resource shortage might affect even the North
American continent. Malthusian concerns were prominent in policy making
and debate after World War II. In fact, as the next chapter will make evident,
American conservationists inspired Malthusianism internationally.



Neo-Malthusianism in Harvest Time

While most of Europe was recovering from the war, the Swedish economy was
thriving and the welfare state could distribute a rich harvest to its citizens. The
period between 1945 and 1951 has accordingly been designated in Sweden as
the ‘first harvest time’. The government tried to accomplish full employment,
social reforms, efficient production and increased opportunity for workers’
participation. Yet in spite of the political prospects of a bright future for the
Swedish people, this was also the time when neo-Malthusian warnings exploded
in the Swedish media.

The topic of this chapter is how the population—resource crisis was pre-
sented in Sweden after World War II. With the increasing post-war exploitation
of natural resources, Swedish nature protection fell more and more into line with
the direction conservation was taking internationally. Following a nationally
broadcast debate on the radio around Christmas time 1948, resource shortage
became a topic of frequent discussion in the Swedish mass media. The UN
conference on the resources of the world in August 1949 reinforced the Swedish
public debate on natural resources.

This chapter will also focus on the work of the influential Swedish-Amer-
ican food scientist Georg Borgstrom (1912-1990) as a case study.' The rise of
neo-Malthusianism in this part of Europe is depicted not only through his
work as a food scientist, but through his work and his network of contacts as a
protagonist in the debate as well. In his time he was an internationally famous
advocate in the food-and-people dilemma. Borgstrom became an influential
intermediary, bringing the American debate to the European scene. Like most
prominent neo-Malthusians, he was extremely controversial and aroused both
resentment and praise; in fact he still does, to this very day.

A Glamour Boy of Modern Food

‘Heis the “glamour boy” of modern food’ a Swedish magazine enthused in 1955.
Borgstrom was ‘the man who holds a magic wand in his hand, while he stands
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on the podium. His talent is undisputed, his rhetoric stunning, his receptivity
enormous, his ruthlessness unbounded and his charm devastating.” The writer
concluded rhetorically: “What may become of this man?”

One of the many answers to this question was given 13 years later
by the Norwegian philosopher Hartvig Sztra. ‘All politics has changed since
Borgstrom’, Setra proclaimed at a Norwegian Student Union meeting in 1968.
Perhaps some eyebrows were raised in surprise among the audience, when the
socialist Stra gave such credit to a Swedish food scientist and old-style Liberal
like Borgstrom. Later Setra explained that he was not arguing that Borgstrom
was a great political thinker. His epoch-making achievement was that he had
clearly shown that the resources of the Earth were limited, and that he had
emphasised that this understanding must guide all political decision making.’?
Satra certainly was not alone in this opinion among Scandinavian environ-
mentalists. Borgstrom is generally regarded as one of the precursors of the
Scandinavian environmental debate. Among Swedish environmentalists, he has
been celebrated as a pioneer, the man who ‘created the modern environmental
debate in Sweden’.* One of the early leading environmentalists in the 1960s,
Rolf Edberg, called him “The Swedish Cassandra Voice’.” Even the Swedish king,
Carl XVI Gustaf, celebrates Borgstrom for his role as the first ‘alarm clock’ for
environmental issues in Sweden.®

Borgstrom was acquainted with leading American conservationists such
as Fairfield Osborn and William Vogt. Inspired by American conservationists,
he stirred up the debate in Scandinavia by warning of coming disasters due to
overpopulation and resource shortages. Borgstrom also became well known in
the debate in the United States. Through interviews and articles he received
nationwide coverage. Several of his books became bestsellers and he was fre-
quently quoted in works on population—resource issues.”

Borgstrom had a doctoral degree in plant physiology. In the 1940s,
he set up a research institute sponsored by the food industry. However, he
was a pro-technologist who grew sceptical of science’s ability to solve human
problems. In 1948, Borgstrom began his mission, to ‘point with alarm’ at what
he believed to be the non-sustainable trajectories of modern technological
utilisation. Because of his controversial role, influential representatives of the
food industry compelled him to resign as head of the Swedish Institute of Food
Preservation Research in 1956. He was then offered a position as Professor of
Food Technology at Michigan State University. From this platform, Borgstrom
continued to participate in international debates on overpopulation and natural
resources. As this study will show, his career was illustrative of the transformation
of conservation issues.
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Harvest Time

During World War II, Sweden was ruled by a coalition caretaker government,
includingall the parties of the parliament with the exception of the communists.
Swedish industry and trade were severely regulated. Monopolies and Gov-
ernment control agencies were formed to promote production and distribute
scarce resources. There was no major opposition against the planned wartime
economy. The difficult situation caused by the war contributed to a common
conviction that a government-controlled economy was necessary.®

The Social Democratic policy succeeded quite well and Sweden was even
able to raise its production during the war years. In his memoirs, Tage Erlander,
Swedish Prime Minister from 1946, stated that this success was a result of the
determination to use scarce resources in a planned manner. “The importance
of planned economy was the lesson from the war years.”

When the world war drew to an end, there was a marked pessimism
among leading Swedish Social Democrats concerning economic development.
Sweden’sinternationally renowned economist Gunnar Myrdal had an important
position as chairman of the Government Commission for Economic Post-war
Planning and as Minister of Trade during the first years after the war. The
post-war programme expressed concern about a peacetime depression.'® In
1944, Myrdal wrote in Varning for Fredsoptimism (Warning against Peacetime
Optimism) that everything seemed to indicate that the United States after the
war would pull the world into very troublesome economic development, which
would soon fall apart into depression and unemployment."!

The coalition government, led by the Social Democrats, intended to
avert the expected world depression from having serious effects on the Swedish
economy. In order to prevent mass unemployment, which would be the result of
a post-war recession, consumer demand had to be stimulated. The Government
would plan and organise nationally important industries, trade and resources.
Myrdal expected the whole market for raw materials to be supranationally reg-
ulated within ten years. This reasoning was well in line with the tendency of the
new world order towards worldwide economic planning of natural resources.'

Peacetime euphoria broke out in Sweden after peace was concluded on
the European front in the spring of 1945. A world of peace and rational coop-
eration lay ahead. This optimism was reinforced by the economic boom, which
Sweden’s intact industry was ready to supply. The apprehensions of recession
expressed during the war soon petered out. Already in 1945 an inflationary
boom was at hand."
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In the summer of 1945, a Social Democratic one-party government
replaced the caretaker coalition. Myrdal predicted ‘the harvest time’ of the Social
Democrats.' Accordingly, in Swedish history books the period between 1945
and 1951 has been called ‘the first harvest time’. Until the election in 1948,
social democratic policies in this period were to a large extent based on the
post-war programme of the labour movement from 1944. With the support of
the Communists, the Social Democrats tried to accomplish full employment,
social reforms, efficient production and worker participation. The welfare state
should distribute a rich harvest to its citizens. In the Harvest Time a number
of these intentions were realised.

Economic growth during the remainder of the 1940s was remarkable.
Between 1946 and 1950 the gross domestic product rose by five per cent a
year on average. Demand resulted in Swedish imports becoming considerably
larger than expected, especially during 1946 and 1947. The deficit in balance of
payments grew, and one consequence was that the foreign exchange reserve of
the Bank of Sweden almost ran out completely.”” In 1946 the state retirement
pension was raised and Parliament passed a resolution in principle on public
health insurance. In 1947 a general child allowance was introduced. In 1948
new Occupational Safety and Health Acts were passed.

Among leading Social Democrats, there was an awareness that Sweden
was facing a new age. It was a golden opportunity to plan and construct the
future of the nation. Some figures from the changing Sweden are indicative.
From 1921 to 1950 Sweden’s population increased from some 6.1 million to
slightly more than 7 million citizens.'® The percentage of people working with
agriculture or forestry decreased from 43.5 per cent to 21.5 per cent between
1920 and 1950."” Construction projects increased and total gravel consumption
was estimated at 9.9 million cubic meters in 1951 and 21.4 million in 1960.

The Social Democrats were committed to full employment and
embraced economic growth to achieve their goal. In the booming Swedish
post-war economy this seemed to be the right track to the ‘people’s home’ of
the Swedish Social Democrats. The consensus politics of inter- and post-war
Social Democracy depended on a growing economy for levelling out economic
differences, distribution of wealth and welfare reforms. Technical and economic
development were to be the foundation stones of the Swedish welfare state. In
spite of the impending threat of a superpower confrontation, the belief in a
new and better world that would rise out of the ruins of Europe was sustained.

Despite the promising abundance of this harvest time, dark clouds
lingered on Sweden’s sunny post-war sky. At the end of the war, it was expected
that rations and regulations imposed on consumers and industry would be
abolished. Nevertheless the Government was prepared to keep at least some
part of such restrictions, especially since a recession was expected. During
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1946 the restrictions eased to a large extent, but in March 1947 regulations
were reintroduced. Coffee rationing, price regulations, and a temporary halt
to construction were imposed. In April the following year petrol rationing
was introduced. Thus rationing was not only a war-time phenomenon for the
Swedish public. The threat of resource shortage remained. The political debate
on rationing was quite heated. The non-socialist opposition coined the word
“Trouble Sweden’, accusing the Social Democrats of making life difficult for
the Swedes by enthusiasm for regulations and a desire to entangle the Swedes
in a system of centrally- directed control.'

The rationing of food during and after the war induced a greater sen-
sitivity to scarcity. Rationing certainly raised awareness of resource shortage to
which neo-Malthusian warnings could be related. Scarcities would strike not
only poor countries on distant continents, but even Sweden itself.'* Ironically,
the period metaphorically called the harvest time became an era of widespread
concern for the harvest of crops, internationally as well as domestically.

Planned Economy

In their manifesto of 1944, the Social Democrats expressed their vision for a
post-war planned economy. With the election debates followed by the release
of the post war programme, the Swedish political scene from 1944 until the
election of 1948 was marked by controversy over the Social Democrats’ project
for a planned economy.

A planned economy that was aimed at a complete and efficient use of the
productive resources of society could provide the entire population of working
age with secure employment. In this way, citizens would be secured a standard
of living in keeping with the aggregated proceeds from such work. To realise
such an economy, their Programme argued that it was necessary to coordinate
different forms of economic enterprise under the management of society.
Key areas, such as natural resources, industrial enterprises, credit institutes,
means of transportation and communication systems should be transferred to
ownership of the State.”” The planned economy was recommended not only
as a domestic policy. The natural resources of the entire world needed to be
governed by political planning. In the epilogue to the Social Democratic post-
war programme, ‘We and the World after the War’, the need for international
planning and cooperation was emphasised. In Social Democratic newspapers,
Myrdal made the connection between the Swedish planned economy and
international post-war planning.*!

The Social Democratsalso tackled the question of greater progressiveness
in the fiscal system. The non-socialist opposition attacked these proposals violently.
This controversy led to an intense and fierce debate on planned economy.*” In



66 Chapter 4

the first full-dress debate in parliament after the dissolution of the coalition,
socialism and the issue of a centrally directed economy were at the heart of
the disagreement between the Social Democrats and the non-socialist parties.

The non-socialist critique followed two lines: freedom and efficiency.
The freedom critique focused on a fear of increasing the sphere of state power.
The efficiency critique centred on scepticism towards the ability of the state
to improve conditions for production.” The Social Democrats declared that
socialism was of no key importance, only some parts of trade and industry were
in question. The important issue was the rational utilisation of the nation’s
production resources.**

Political scientist Leif Lewin, who has analysed the Swedish debates on
planned economy from the 1920s until 1966, argues that the Social Demo-
cratic Party, through their policy of planned economy in the 1930s, found a
solution to the discrepancy between vision and everyday politics. An ideology
of the planned economy replaced the policy of socialism. Keynes’s theories on
expansive economy were applied to the socialistic goals of the Social Democrats.
It was a vital task to render production more efficient, to meet the anticipated
times of unemployment and recession.

The Swedish Minister of Finance, Ernst Wigforss, redefined central
concepts of social democratic thought. Socialism came to mean nationalisation,
whereas planned economy was general government control of the economy. For
leading Social Democrats, such as Wigforss, both private and state-controlled
enterprises could exist side by side in a planned economy. A free market with
a free formation of prices should not be abolished. It was primarily nationally
important natural resources and banking that should be subject to government
control. With rationalisation as its guiding star, the proponents argued that a
more efficient economy would benefit both private enterprise and the indi-
vidual household. With this in mind, there were some hopes of reaching an
agreement with the non-socialist parties on this issue, hopes that were shattered
when the non-socialists launched a strong opposition. In spite of this, some
nationalisation was implemented during the 1930s. The state acquired rights
to shares in new ore deposits and, in 1939, the nationalisation of the railway
system was virtually completed.”

The government supported state control of businesses where private
enterprise would bring about mismanagement of resources. The aim was to
nationalise vital natural resources as well as to accumulate more capital.** In
the autumn of 1945, the Social Democrats proposed nationalisation of the
oil trade and the aggregate industry. The oil monopoly was not motivated by
the need to conserve resources, but to save Swedish capital. The oil companies
were suspected of forming cartels and of tax evasion. The distribution system
appeared over-intricate, with every company having its own sales organisation
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and its own stockrooms, causing Swedish consumers to pay unnecessarily high
prices, according to the government.”’

From the summer of 1945 until the spring of 1947, the debate in the
media was intense. Whereas the Social Democratic press defended the proposal
to nationalise the oil industry, the non-socialist press strongly opposed it. It was
regarded as a first step towards a completely socialist state.

The Social Democratic government argued that a planned economy
did not necessarily have to be in conflict with free international trade. In fact
it advocated both policies, and maintained that they did not contradict each
other. Planned economy was merely the tool for making the domestic econo-
my more efficient in certain sectors where it was needed. But opposition was
fierce among the non-socialist parties. A lobby group was formed to oppose the
proposal. The Opposition against Economic Planning (PHM), as it was called
by the Social Democrats, was sponsored by a private enterprise organisation.
It lobbied quite effectively and ran big advertising campaigns against extended
governmental economic planning.

The proposals in the post-war programme for efficiency and democracy
in trade and industry were in fact never implemented. No substantial nationali-
sation or state control of the planning of private enterprise was ever carried out.
In the local elections in 1946 the Social Democrats lost support, from 46.7 per
cent to 44.4 per cent, whereas the Communist Party had their best election ever
with 11.2 per cent. The economic boom led to an inflationary crisis in 1947. In
March several radical measures were taken to curb the drain of foreign currency
and the devaluation of the Swedish Kronor. The Social Democrats were forced
to cooperate with the non-socialist opposition. Faced by intense criticism of
their economic policy, which had focused on a wrong prediction for a post-war
recession, the Social Democrats had to retreat from the more radical parts of
their economic policy, in particular the nationalisation of the oil industry.”®

At the end of the 1940s the Social Democratic Party converged towards
the non-socialist parties. Two reasons for this seem to be likely. The profits of
industry resulted in higher wages and the ideological climate after the Prague
Coup in February 1948 had strengthened the non-socialist parties. The Social
Democrats tried to distance themselves from the Communists. One month
before the Prague Coup, the Minister of Finance, Wigforss, proposed the ‘the
third way’ between communism and capitalism.” The Social Democrats began
talks with the Farmers’ Party about a coalition, which was eventually formed
three years later.

There are several interpretations of why the nationalisation of the oil
industry failed. Lewin explains the failure of the policy of economic planning,
and primarily the nationalisation of oil, by three important factors: currency
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crisis, strong opposition within industry in addition to political opposition, and
the economic boom. By 1947 the Swedish economy was booming; industry
was thriving and the country experienced full employment, for the first time
since World War I. Industry and trade went through substantial rationalisations
without government interference. The argument for government-controlled
rationalisation was severely weakened.*

Another explanation is that the policy of planned economy was on a
collision course with the American project of a new economic world order
based on free trade. The United States State Department was not at all keen
on Swedish plans for an oil monopoly. When the financial crisis made Sweden
dependent on the United States for dollar loans, the government was forced to
back down on its plans on oil monopoly. The different reasons for the failure
of plans to nationalise oil have been disputed in Swedish historiography.’'
Regardless, there was substantial domestic criticism of the planned economy.
The issue aroused sentiments that, as we shall see, inadvertently came to cast
its shadow on the message of conservationists.

In a Spiritual Prison

Borgstrom started his academic career as a student in plant physiology at the
Department of Botany in Lund. Plant physiology emerged as a discipline in
the mid-nineteenth century, primarily in Germany. Based on plant physiology
the so-called ‘new’” botany, which focused on the structure and function of
vegetation and its relation to the environment, created a methodology based
on experimental laboratory studies. Plant ecology developed at the turn of the
century. Methodologically and theoretically it was influenced by ‘new’ botany as
well as by descendants from natural history, such as traditional botany, floristics
and plant geography. Contrary to the hopes of some early plant physiologists,
agricultural scientists and ecologists did not join forces.*

The Department of Botany in Lund conducted biochemical research
on a laboratory basis and had a tradition of ‘systematical, cytological and em-
bryological dissertations’. According to science historian Thomas Séderqvist,
Borgstrom’s supervisor Professor Harald Kylin ‘taught cryptograms and embry-
ology, and studied algal pigments, largely without noticing that physiology had
been revolutionised since the start of his career. Hence, ecologising in Kylin’s
department was difficult.” 3

'The University of Lund was, at that time, a small community where most
of the active students knew one another.** Borgstrom became a well-known
figure at the university, especially since he served as president of the Lund
University Student Union between 1937 and 1938. In this position Borgstrom
made several acquaintances among the political and administrative elite, since
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many of the leading persons in society had their student background either at
Lund or Uppsala University.

But he also made enemies. When the Government in 1939 proposed
that ten Jewish physicians should get political asylum and employment in
Sweden, there were fierce protests at Swedish universities. The University of
Uppsala student union voted against the proposal. In Lund the issue was also
raised in a great debate that gathered about a thousand students, remarkably
almost half of the entire student body. The debate was intense. Of 15 debaters,
eight supported the motion that Sweden should receive the physicians, among
them Borgstrom. But those who opposed Jewish immigration won by 724 to
342 votes. Among Borgstrom’s outspoken opponents in the debate was the son
of Sweden’s leading plant heredity scientist and his supervisor’s predecessor at
the Chair of Botany, Herman Nilsson-Ehle.?> This kind of conflict created a
delicate situation in a small community such as the university, where it mattered
who became your friend or enemy.

When Borgstrom defended his dissertation for the doctoral degree in
1940, his own supervisor was very critical, arguing in the grading committee
that Borgstrom’s experiments were too few and unsatisfactory. Following his
supervisor’s lead, the committee only gave the dissertation the third grade on
a five-grade scale. The ordeal of his dissertation examination seems to have
reinforced his criticism of the traditional university as rigid and ignorant.
Borgstrom had previously criticised the undergraduate examination system and
called it a ‘test without value’, a reference to the postal term for free samples
of toothpaste, etc.”” According to him, many dissertations were just a trial of
strength to get the qualification, and did not accomplish anything useful. As
an undergraduate, Borgstrom was already displaying his desire to make science
accessible. He wrote articles in newspapers and non-scientific journals.’® In
articles and debates he advocated the need for university students and graduates
to be engaged in society.?® As we shall see, this view remained a cornerstone in
Borgstrom’s critique of traditional university education and research. Scholarly
knowledge was valuable, but not sufficient. Scientists must leave their academic
studies and be more practically oriented. Research must address problems in
society. In a letter a decade later, after a visit to the University of Lund, he
congratulated himself on being lucky to have escaped ‘this spiritual prison’.”’

Sweden remained neutral throughout World War I, but the country was
onastate ofalertand many Swedes were called up for military service. Borgstrom
served as a chemist at a mobile gas protection laboratory until the summer of
1940, when he was employed as an assistant at the Chemical Institution of the
Armed Forces. During the war, Borgstrdm attained some recognition in many
of the Swedish newspapers for his ideas on an ‘agricultural elixir’. He tried to
gain support for research on indolyl acetic acid, which he believed would im-
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mensely increase Swedish food production.”’ Even though he was critical of the
traditional university, he still had great confidence in what scientific research
could accomplish in producing new inventions to solve problems facing society.
At this time, in the early 1940s, Borgstrom was not a conservationist. Rather
he appeared as a genuine representative for the utilisation side’s confidence in
science and technology, a reliance that he would later designate as ‘scientific
superstition’.*! In an article in 1940 he wrote an enthusiastic presentation of ‘the
present front lines of biology, where an exciting conquest of the territory of life
is in progress, and where refractory nature is subdued with modern weapons’.*?
He was a technology optimist, stressing the economic benefits that could be
achieved through more scientific research. As such, he was a reformer, in his
desire to find ways of improving conditions for humankind.

In May 1941, the Johnson Shipping Line, one of Sweden’s major shipping
companies, employed Borgstrom. His mission was to plan and organise their
affiliated Institute for Plant Research and Cold Storage (IVK)* in Nynishamn.
The research done at IVK was primarily directed towards fruit storage and
cultivation of potatoes.

Borgstrom was excited about his new position. “With great enthusiasm,
[ am taking up a mission in life, where I will perhaps be able to create in a time
of destruction.” Borgstrom described the possibilities of making something
practical as ‘like a fairy tale’.

Never again do I have to waste even a second on futile academic twaddle. Now,
when I have the advantage of observing the universities from the outside, I have
lost the last remainder of belief in them. Progress has passed them by. Their

sterile self-conceit prevents the progressive work that forms society.**

To form society was indeed at the heart of Borgstrom’s commitment. Of course
the reverse is certainly true — society formed Borgstrom and his message.

Borgstrom’s Re-education

The Harvest Time was the time for what Borgstrom called his ‘re-education’,
fromascience-solves-it optimist toa worried conservationist. Asa young scientist
he firmly believed that science would solve the hunger crises of the war-torn
world, until he went on a research trip to South America in 1946. Confronted
with the ecological degradation of the Pampas, this belief began to crumble.
In 1946 Borgstrdm had gone on a six-month tour of South America. As
head of IVK, his mission was to investigate how cold storage transport from the
South American continent to Sweden could be improved. He spent four months
in Argentina and Chile. By his own account, on this trip he reconsidered his
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optimistic confidence in inventions and scientific discoveries as the salvation for
the dilemmas of the world. The Pampas especially made a profound impression
on him, ashe witnessed the soil destruction and the disturbances of its biological
system. Later in life Borgstrom recalled that this experience was his ‘awakening’
to global ecological concerns. It was his first step in his ‘re-education’, from
an academic specialist to a globally-directed scientist aware of complexity.®

Obviously, he did not change his technological optimism right away.
When a newspaper asked him to summarise his impressions from the trip, he
stated that he was impressed by the way every scientific means was to be used in
thestruggle against plant diseases and vermin.* On the other hand, he complained
in another interview over the excessive depletion in South American forests.*

Borgstrom had previously expressed opinions close to contemporary
views on aesthetic, social and scientific nature protection. As president of a
Local Cultural Heritage Society in the small town where he lived in the 1940s,
he sometimes expressed anti-urban and anti-modern views. The German
Heimatschutz movement inspired the Local Cultural Heritage Movement in
Sweden.*® This influence is also apparent in some of Borgstrdm’s speeches as
president. In his speech at the local society’s midsummer festivity in 1943 he
blamed urbanisation for being one of the causes of the present war.

Do you believe that the people of Europe would have gone to war and let loose
the forces of destruction if they had been fostered in love for the soil of home
so that they had learned to value the nature of their native land and its cultural
treasures, and had assimilated the wisdom of the past and acquired motivation
for the task of building society? It is Europe’s rootless big city populations, with-
out either a spiritual or a physical place of abode, that constitute the spiritual

substrate for rash action.*

Also, technological development was to blame for the destruction of culture and
beauty in nature. ‘Human technology has in its grasp the power to put itself
above all the laws of life and nature, and the Swedish local cultural heritage
movement has not been strong enough to stop it rampaging.” Inspired by
reading books like Lewis Mumford’s 7he Condition of Men, his technological
optimism slowly started to crumble.

Despite hisinitial enthusiasm at IVK, Borgstrom did not feel comfortable
working for industry. The famous ship owner Axel Johnson had a reputation
for demanding loyalty and Borgstrom did not always agree with him. In 1948,
Borgstrom was recruited to organise and administer the Swedish Institute for
Food Preservation Research (SIK) in Gothenburg. When the opportunity
was given, he left without hesitation. At the same time, his career as a public
spokesman on global food issues commenced.
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The Crisis Hits the Headlines

Just before Christmas 1948, the issue of natural resources made its appearance
in the Swedish public debate. Under the title “Will There Be Enough Food?’
Borgstrom gave a radio lecture about the connection between population issues,
depletion and food shortage. Since preservation of food could be an important
element of conserving food resources, it is not surprising that Borgstrom became
involved in the wider implications of the issue. In October 1948 he had attended
an FAO conference in Copenhagen that dealt with the world food situation.

The title aimed at associating the programme with the ongoing political
debate on rationing, albeit with the purpose of giving it an ‘infinitely much
wider perspective’.’! Borgstrom confronted the radio audience with appalling
figures. Present food production could supply a balanced diet for 1.6 billion
people, whereas the total world population was 2.2 billion. World population
had already surpassed the world's food production, meaning that 20 million
people died of starvation each year, more than the direct and indirect combat
casualties in the entire Second World War.

No easy solutions where at hand. There were no new continents to
conquer. Science could offer a small contribution to improving yield by more
effective measures against soil erosion and by improved fertilisers. More ef-
ficient distribution, improved preservation methods, more extensive use of
pesticides, new chemically produced foods and fisheries could also contribute.
Yet, Borgstrom concluded, all this would not suffice if the nations of the world
would not cooperate.’® Three days earlier he had published an article with the
same message in one of Sweden’s influential newspapers, Gateborgs Handels- och
Sjofartstidning.>

Borgstrom’s speech was followed the next day by a debate between him
and three prominent scientists. The debate reveals the different standpoints in
the early post-war population—resource problematic. There were the science
optimists: a plant breeder, Professor Ake Akerman, claimed that if science got
the right government support there were great possibilities for increasing the
world production of food; the president of the Royal Academy of Engineering,
Professor Edy Velander promoted chemically produced food substitutes, such as
margarine. In 1948, the idea of changing from animal to vegetable consump-
tion had been proposed in the press by several people, among them Velander.
A newspaper asked rhetorically if it was the vegetarians and the plant breeders
who would save the world from hunger.**

Then there were the neo-Malthusians, who among themselves had rather
different points of view: the traditional Malthusian and the conservationist. A
population expert from the Farmers’ Party, Professor Sten Wahlund, gave voice
to crude Malthusian rhetoric. He proposed birth control in regions where there
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was an overpopulation problem. However, every country had its own situa-
tion, so thinly populated Sweden could increase its population. Even more,
the population expert argued against sending food to poor and overpopulated
countries, such as China, since it would interfere with the natural checks on
population growth; that is, if their soils cannot support them, the best thing
would be not to interfere, but to let them perish!

The conservationist arguments, presented by Borgstrom, represented
another, more moderate side of neo-Malthusianism. In the debate, he expounded
his two key solutions: an interdisciplinary cooperation among experts as well
as an international cooperation among the countries of the world. “We must
regard the whole world as one single farm.”> Even if Borgstrom put his hope
in scientific cooperation, at this point of time he still regarded the population—
resource dilemma as foremost a political responsibility. In a follow-up article
he explicitly stated that the world’s future food supply was a political task.*®
Borgstrom focused on food shortage and destruction of soil. However, he did
not at this time explicitly align with nature protection. In neither of the radio
broadcasts did he even mention the word ‘nature’.

The impact of the programmes was tremendous. At this time, Swedish
radio was state-owned and had only one channel, which gave the broadcasts a
huge impact. Not only did many people listen to the radio, but the programmes
were also commented on extensively in the newspapers the following day. The
state-owned radio channel was of great importance in its national integrating
and normative role. The head of Swedish Radio stressed the educational role of
the radio, and debate programmes where different opinions would be discussed
were encouraged.”’

These two particular broadcasts received a great response and got wide
coverage in a majority of the Swedish newspapers. They aroused comment in
more than 50 articles altogether; in editorials, radio review columns, news
articles and letters to the editor in more than 30 Swedish newspapers and
magazines. One of the editors at Goteborgs Handels- och Sjofartstidning noted
that when the newspaper had published Borgstrom’s article three days earlier
there had been no reaction whatsoever, whereas after the radio programme the
editorial office had been showered with telephone calls from upset people. In
a conversation with one of its readers, they agreed that it must have been ‘his
energeticand expressive intonation through the loudspeaker which roused some
anxiety complex in the subconscious’.”®

Generally the response to the warning of a global food crisis was very
positive in the newspapers. The prevalent picture was that he had raised an
extremely important issue with great clarity. Many reporters shared the view
of the conservative Svenska Dagbladets radio columnist, who claimed that
Borgstrom ‘put his finger on humanity’s great, all-overshadowing problem’.”
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Aside from the general acceptance of his picture, political interpretations of the
implications of Borgstrom’s radio address varied greatly.

Just months before the radio debate, domestic food shortage had become
apparent for Swedes as they celebrated Christmas. Especially in the non-socialist
press, there had been a lot of complaints about how much Christmas-time
trouble rationing caused for the nation. Hardship was symbolised in the difhi-
culty Swedish housewives faced in getting hold of the traditional ham for the
Christmas table. Social Democratic newspapers accused the non-socialist press of
using these stories to try to illustrate Social Democratic misrule of the country.
In an editorial following Borgstrom’s radio appearance, a Social Democratic
newspaper hoped that the bourgeois journalists and people who complained
over Swedish rationing had listened to the programme. “The Swedish Christmas
ham problems are small indeed, when faced with the tremendous problems that
the world population’s food supply pose. It looks as if in future very harsh food
rationing will need to be instituted among all people.’®

Somessocial democraticand liberal newspapers focused on birth control,!
whereas conservative and Farmers’ Party newspapers used the radio address to
attack the agricultural committee’s proposals on rationalisation and a downsized
agricultural sector.®? One conservative editorial declared that Borgstrom’s statistics
pointed at a need among the poorer countries, which a civilised country ought
to compensate, not only for economic but also for moral reasons.®* Newspapers
of various political colours argued that it made a strong case for the FAO, of
which Sweden was still not a member, in spite of its international involvement.*

The rationalisation policies initiated by the Swedish government in the
1940s had succeeded in one area: agriculture. There was a general agreement
that Swedish farmers needed state support to increase productivity, and pro-
tection from too many imports of agricultural produce to Sweden. This was in
order to secure a decent income. Swedish farming had been in crisis ever since
the First World War and there had been a large migration of people from rural
areas into the towns.

The Social Democrats wanted to lower prices for the poorer consumer
groups without causing a loss of income for the poorer farmers and farm work-
ers. This was to be accomplished through an extensive rationalisation policy, a
transformation from farming to urban industries, and subsidised consumption
for some groups. In 1947 the parliament decided guidelines for future agricul-
ture policies. A key purpose was to maintain a production of 92 per cent of the
self-sufficiency capacity for reasons of preparedness. Another important task was
to even out the differences in income between farm workers and other workers.
This was accomplished by subsidies for agricultural produce, primarily through
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import duties. The rationalisation was to be carried out not only by migration
but also by intensified technical rationalisation and by merging farmland into
larger units.® Considering the Swedish agricultural debate, criticising large-scale
land use also meant promoting small-scale farming. Consequently, Borgstrom
found some of his most outspoken supporters among the advocates of small
farms, such as the Liberal Member of Parliament Waldemar Svensson.

Almost all political parties used the warnings of resource shortage. Lib-
erals and Conservatives pointed at domestic problems, whereas the ruling Social
Democrats called attention to the international scene. Only the communist
papers were sceptical of the neo-Malthusian message per se.

The radio programmes at Christmas time 1948, and not least the tre-
mendous newspaper response, established the population—resource dilemma on
the news agenda for many years. It also gave Borgstrom a prominent position
in the awakened Swedish population—resource debate. Events the following
year would draw him even closer to conservationist ideas. He was about to take
the last step in his ‘re-education’. At the same time, the Cold War politics of
resources markedly affected political reaction to his ideas.

The first step in Borgstrdm’s ‘re-education” was his South American
journey in 1946. In his articles, from December 1948 until the Lake Success
conferences in August the following year, he uses the word ‘nature’ only once,
when he criticised the fact that humankind has been ‘a bad keeper of the wealth
of nature’.*® After the two parallel conservation conferences in 1949 his message
connected more explicitly to the protection of nature.

International Conservation Influence

Sweden sent a relatively large national group to the United Nations Scientific
Conference on the Utilisation and Conservation of Resources, headed by
the president of the Royal Academy of Engineering. To his disappointment,
Borgstrom had not been appointed as a member of the official delegation. He
had then written to the head of the FAO’s Fisheries Division, at the beginning
of May 1949. His comments about his Swedish colleagues were rather frank.

I still nourish a hope to participate in the conference on natural resources this
autumn. Do you think I could get a private invitation? Those official delegates
who have been discussed as usual know almost nothing about international
problems—with the exception of Velander. Decision is not yet made, but rumours
say it will be one ignorant politician and possibly a seed-testing scientist with
very little knowledge in these fields. Of course they need education but I do
not think either FAO or UNESCO considers giving tuition when summoning

conferences.”
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Borgstrom’s contact within the FAO acted on his behalf, and presented him to
the chief organiser of the conference as ‘one of the best qualified food specialists
in Scandinavia’.®® So finally Borgstrom received his invitation.

Most speeches at the conference were essentially directed towards the
technical perfecting of resource management, and so too was Borgstrom’s.
Against the background of Swedish problems in food preservation, Borgstrom
discussed how improved utilisation of perishable food might be achieved. He
presented a survey of the extent of storage and marketing losses and the role
played by home preservation. He discussed juice and juice concentrate pro-
duction as a means of saving large amounts of fruit and vegetables. Methods
for dehydration of wild rose hips and the freezing of cabbage demonstrated
the value of technology in utilisation. Borgstrom also stressed the importance
for improved utilisation of modernising the canning industry, together with
developing freezing operations, such as an increase in ice production and in
refrigerated warehouse space.®” In spite the criticisms he had made at home of
relying on technical solutions, it was to be another four years yet until Borgstrom
as a conservationist would deliver his population—resource warnings from an
international conference podium.

The Lake Success conferences had a decisive impact on Borgstrom. He
became acquainted with both Osborn and Vogt, to whom he attributed great
influence on his own work. Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet had already been
translated into Swedish with an introduction by Borgstrom. Vogt's Road to
Survival was followed by a Swedish edition the year after. Vogt did not deliver
a speech at either conference, but he served on the General Committee of the
parallel ITCPN. Borgstrom states that the conferences were the last step in his
‘re-education’ into a scientist aware of the complexity and global character of
the issues vital to humanity. A political-ecological dimension was now estab-
lished as one of the key concepts in his worldview. If a catastrophe were to be
avoided, it was essential for society to conform to an ecological viewpoint.”

Speakers at both conferences pointed at the dangers of scientific spe-
cialisation and of the need for synthesis.” Such statements fit very well with
Borgstrom’s ideas and quite possibly inspired him to elaborate a critique of
the scientific community, which after Lake Success becomes an increasingly
important topic in his social critique. Vogt introduced George Perkins Marsh’s
writings to Borgstrom, who stated that his Man and Nature: Physical Geography
as Modified by Human Action (1864) was maybe the single most important book
in widening his perspective. Marsh, an American diplomat in Italy, argued
that human actions had a profound and mostly destructive effect upon the
environment. Humanity’s present usage threatened the resources on which it
depended. What struck Borgstrom was Marsh’s point that it was humans who
transformed the earth, rather than the common idea that it was the other way
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round. He was not the only one among his contemporaries, but perhaps the
most notable, to attribute the disturbance of the balance of nature to human
activities.”” Borgstrom and Vogt continued to correspond and meet each other
through the 1950s and 1960s. There is, however, no correspondence between
Osborn and Borgstrom. When Vogt writes to Osborn trying to work out a
travel grant for Borgstrom to go to the United States, it appears as if Osborn
did not know about him.” But there is no doubt that Borgstrém was inspired
by the famous conservationist.

A New Swedish Conservationism

In American expositions of environmental history the roots of green ideas
are often traced back to Transcendentalists and romanticism. In the Swedish
tradition, however, the environmental mindset is rather the legacy of scientific
experts. Concern about the unwanted effects of cultivation was primarily a
crusade for members of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, particularly
geologists and biologists.”

Sweden had some neo-romantic authors, like Nobel Prize winner Selma
Lagerlof, but they were not nearly as programmatic as the American authors
Ralph Waldo Emerson or Henry David Thoreau were. In the early 1940s the
Thoreau-inspired feminist and pacifist Elin Wigner acquired some attention
with her critique of civilisation. She herself was disappointed by the small impact
her message made.” However, Borgstrom read and was inspired by her work.

During the 1930s the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (literally
‘Nature Protection Society’) moved towards socially directed conservation.
Two of the leading persons in the Conservation Society, Lars-Gunnar Romell,
and Nils Dahlbeck proposed that the central issue in nature protection must
be ‘planned economising’ with values rooted in nature. It was an attempt to
attach their work to the American concept of conservation.

This new form of conservation should appeal not only to a few scientific
experts; nature protection should be everyone’s concern. These conservationists
favoured compromises. It was justifiable to deplete natural resources, when it
could be shown that exploitation was advantageous to the national economy.
Some leading conservationists hoped in this way to achieve trade-offs. How-
ever, unplanned exploitation, e.g., of gravel ridges and waterpower, should be
banned by society.”®

This approach succeeded in becoming the guideline for the Swedish
Conservation Society in the 1940s and 1950s. The cultural and social emphasis
was reflected in the official governmental report on nature protection in 1946
and in the following law on nature protection that was passed in 1952. But in
the instructions to the report commission, the Government stated that as a rule
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economic as well as social and economic policy viewpoints would have priority
when compared with conservation viewpoints.” According to the Swedish
political scientist Lennart J. Lundqvist, the Government was not inclined to
make any concessions to conservation, nor did it acknowledge the significance
of conservation for long-term rational utilisation of resources.”®

With the increasing exploitation of natural resources during the 1950s,
Swedish nature protection became more and more preoccupied with rational
conservation and use of natural resources.”” In the 1949 yearbook of the Con-
servation Society, Dahlbeck reported from the IUPN’s Fontainebleau confer-
ence. In a review of the yearbook the Swedish author and former chairman of
the conservation society, Sten Selander, focused on the report from the IUPN
meeting. Selander concluded that ‘in recent years’ it had become clear that na-
ture protection was ‘a practical issue...even the most important of all practical
issues’. For if humans did not learn how to exploit the earth in a reasonable
manner, humanity would in some hundred years live in a permanent famine
and eventually mostly starve to death.®

In 1949, resource shortage was a frequent topic in Swedish newspapers.
When Fairfield Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet® was translated in the spring
of 1949 it aroused a significant response. For example, Samtid och Framtid
(Present and Future), an influential liberal magazine on political ideas and
culture, made a major feature of the dilemma of natural resources, inviting
Borgstrom and five other well-known spokespeople to comment on Osborn’s
book.®> The magazine introduced its natural resources feature by explaining
its vital importance for world affairs.

Food shortage, world hunger, sharpened by population growth, and soil
devastation caused by erosion through water and wind, mismanagement and
predatory cultivation are realities which do not, other than during catastrophic
events, make it to the major stories of the daily news, but beyond a doubt they
add up to some of the most important reasons behind unrest in the world.*

Erosion of fertile soil attracted attention in Swedish news coverage. Features on
the dust bowl darkening the skies of the American Midwest and sandstorms
in Skéne, the southern province of Sweden, which wiped away the top soil,
became iconic visualisations of the threats to humanity’s means of support.®
A Conservative Member of Parliament argued for increased stock raising since
farming without livestock decreased the content of organic matter in soil, thus
making it more vulnerable to erosion.® Borgstrom had advocated the oppo-
site, since protein shortage should force us to cut down on stock raising and
cultivate crops instead.

After the post-war debate on a planned economy had started, Borgstrom
avoided using the specific term ‘planned economy’. Yet, with his emphasis on
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the need for a thorough political planning process to accomplish the necessary
economising of resources, what he implied pointed in that direction. Borgstrom
was surely evoking the intense arguments of 1946 and 1947 when he made use
of well-known concepts of the planned economy, for example ‘a planned food
supply” where a policy for improved production was coupled with population
policy.®

The UN conference on the resources of the world in August 1949 gave
issues of natural resources an even greater significance in the Swedish public
debate. Many of the Swedish newspapers had abroad coverage of the conference,
on the news pages as well as in editorials. In relation to UNSCCUR 1949,
some Social Democratic newspapers connected it to the debate on planned
economy. One newspaper, when raising, once again, the issue of planned
economy, referred in its editorial to Borgstrom’s proposal in the Swedish media
for a complementary economic conference. ‘Planned economy is a term that
has jarred badly in many places, but with the provision perspective humanity
is facing, total planning is evidently inevitable.”®

Borgstrom was a born liberal. Furthermore, he had been involved since
his youth in the Temperance Movement, which had strong ties with the Liberal
Party. In 1946, he was elected to the county council for the Liberal Party, a seat
he held until he moved in 1948.

How is it that a liberal like Borgstrom could associate himself with
‘planned economy’? First of all, there had been quite a political consensus on
wartime planning. And the concept was not as controversial among so-called
social liberals as among other non-socialists. The Liberal Party leader Bertil
Ohlin certainly opposed state expansion and nationalisation. Nevertheless,
at the same time he underscored the government’s responsibilities to predict
economic development and to plan accordingly in order to make the nation’s
economy as efficient as possible.®® He even regretted that the Social Democrats
had appropriated the concept for their nationalisation policy, since he had
wanted to use it for his own social liberal policies of decentralised planning.

Borgstrom, as a liberal, never advocated nationalisation of industry. On
the contrary, he spoke of ‘socialist incompetence’.*” He found it very gratifying
to see that the farm workers’ magazine had brought up the world’s food problem
for debate in 1949. ‘Otherwise the Social Democrats have to the very last buried
their heads in the sand.””® His judgment of Social Democracy was harsh. In a
letter to his friend Gunnar Dahmén he wrote:

We can see, to be sure, how in England and in Sweden we are rushing toward
the same conditions as in Hitler’s Germany, where the rights of individuals were
eliminated more and more and the class or the guild was put first — for this
everything has to yield — even the right.
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And he concluded: ‘.. .this modern Swedish socialism, which thus is very close
to National Socialism.”' Borgstrom’s liberal views induced this harsh criticism
of domestic social democratic policies. On international policies the matter
was different. There his views were more in line with the official Swedish
bridge-building policy.

Although he was very critical of the Soviet Union and communism, it
was not primarily an ideological change towards liberalism he pursued, but a
change in conceptualisation of the problem and in cooperation. The impor-
tant part was to adhere to the principle of a world household, to the need for
universal cooperation and acknowledgment of deteriorating resources. ‘All
planning — it may be Soviet, Socialistic or Capitalist — is meaningless if it winks
at these realities.”

For Borgstrom it was important to emphasise that even though he force-
fully advocated universal solidarity and cooperation, it was crucial not to ignore
the fundamental values of western civilisation. In his advocacy for a moral world
order, Borgstrom was a good representative of official Swedish foreign policy.

Bridge Building

The intensifying conflicts between the western and the eastern blocs clouded
optimism about a peacefully coexisting world. Sweden maintained its policy of
non-alignment. Swedish foreign policy came to be directed by an ‘internation-
alist neutrality policy’. A global emphasis was an important part of the Swedish
so-called bridge-building policy. Foreign minister Osten Undén argued that it
was in the interest of the whole of humanity to prevent a split between East and
West. Already before the war ended, Gunnar Myrdal argued that since Sweden

was a small country dependent on international peace, security and free trade,

it was especially chosen to be ‘the advocate of the world’s interest’.”?

Conservationist proposals for international cooperation thus fell on
fertile ground, or rather, were part of a broad movement working for peaceful
international cooperation. After the war, a radical peace movement flourished
in Europe. In Sweden peace groups were formed in the mood of the Atlantic
Charter, with its proclaimed anti-colonial and democratic outlook, groups such
as The Information Bureau for Interpopulation Cooperation, ** World Rally-
ing for Peace ¥ and Cooperation Committee for Democratic Construction.”
They arranged public lectures and study groups, published booklets and were
involved in humanitarian aid.”

Borgstrom’s views on international cooperation tied in closely with
official Swedish policy. As we shall see, the bridge-building approach came to

characterise his internationalistic programme, especially in the key role given
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to international organisations. For Sweden the UN became a key factor for
maintaining the confident cooperation that was necessary in building a secure
and peaceful world.

The notion of international anarchy as the root cause of international
conflicts was prevalent. Once Sweden had joined the UN, the Foreign Office
embraced the peace order that was to be administered by the organisation
quite enthusiastically. To the Foreign Office, the source of conflict was more
an ‘anarchical state system’ than the political character of particular govern-
ments. Peace was a question of coordination and planning. A system marked
by disorganisation, power struggle and the self-interest of the nations should
be replaced by a system where supranational planning and harmonisation of
interests between states should be the guiding principle. The Swedish Foreign
Minister Undén adhered to the belief that collective security could be achieved
through appropriate international organisation.”® Thisapproach had a substantial
influence on the Swedish debate on the international natural resources situation.

The rebuilding of Europe was an important issue for Swedish foreign
policy. Sweden put effort into the formation of Economic Cooperation for
Europe (ECE), a UN commission for the recovery of Europe. Myrdal was
chosen as its chairman. It was important for Sweden that the organisation
should not contribute to bloc building. Thus it could serve the purpose of a
neutral country well. If an international organisation like the UN was to lead
in the construction of the new world order, Sweden could take a full part in the
work, without the risk of openly siding with the United States and its allies.”
Scandinavian bridge-building policy in the early post-war years therefore raised
the issue of whether the European recovery programme within the Marshall
Plan should be administered by the ECE. The Scandinavian countries argued
that the chances of getting the Soviet Union and the East European countries
to partake would improve, because they were participating in the commission.
Both the Norwegian and the Swedish governments emphasised the importance
of a social democratic model in foreign and security policy. General Secretary
Lie and Swedish Foreign Minister Undén tried to counteract the bipolarisation
of the UN by trying to form a social democratic ‘third force’ in the UN, in
between the eastern and western blocs. This effort did not, however, gain the
support of the most important social democratic government in Europe: the
British. Overshadowed by the Marshall plan and torn by internal conflicts, the
ECE never had much chance of succeeding.

The UN had tremendous bipartisan support in Sweden, both as a ne-
gotiator between blocs and as a force for western democracy, as happened later
in the Korean War.'® The UN was so important that the Swedish government
even took sides in the Korean conflict when they supplied a field hospital at
the request of the General Secretary.'”’ When a new General Secretary was
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appointed in 1953, Dag Hammarskjold from non-aligned Sweden was chosen.
Sweden’s proclaimed neutral position gave the country substantial influence in
the UN. As a neutral country, Sweden could become in a way the voice of the
Third World in the First World.

The universality of the UN was of the utmost importance for Sweden.
Undén emphasised that according to the UN charter it was possible for all na-
tions who met the requirements of that charter to apply for membership. One
of the great disadvantages with the League of Nations in the interwar period
was that neither the Soviet Union nor the United States had been members. All
nations must be under the same organisational structure or the world would be
divided up into alliances.'** In the interest of universality, the internal conditions
of nations should not be considered. The organisation must thus be open to
both democracies and dictatorships. Governments did not need to adhere to
the same principles, other than that they agreed to cooperate.

After 1948 there was little hope of reforming the UN to be a universal
security organisation. It was necessary to adjust to the new balance of power.
Sweden played down its bridge-building policy to a more traditional policy of
neutrality.'” However, this differed from previous neutrality in one important
aspect: in the post-war world, a moral dimension was added to the traditional
Swedish policy. During the 1930s, in the shadow of the fascist regimes on the
continent, the Social Democrats’ policy of neutrality had had an isolationist
character.!” But in the climate of the Cold War, neutrality was presented as a
way to attain peace and understanding between rival powers. For asmall country
like Sweden, a ‘moral” world order could be vital for its safety as an alternative
to making alliances. It was in the nation’s own interest to promote a world order
based on a regulatory system rather than on military might. The Swedish line
in the UN was based on the premise that it was possible for a small country to
work for trust in the international arena.'®

As it turned out, several events between the end of the war and 1949
established Sweden’s status in the West; for example, Sweden’s participation in the
Marshall plan and the recovery plan, membership of OEEC, and participation in
the embargo policy towards the USSR.' A group of left-wing Swedish authors
and artists argued that Swedish criticisms should be equally directed towards
capitalism as well as Stalinism. They argued that Sweden should not take sides
with either of the superpowers, but stick to a third position. One author claimed
that the young generation was ‘seeking a navigable way, a third possible position
between the mendaciousness of the utopia and the apocalypse’.'”

At the beginning of the 1950s, controversy emerged over the so-called
third position. The climate of the Cold War caused strong anti-communist
sentiment in most of the nation’s editorial boards. Those who argued for the
third way were heavily attacked, especially in some liberal newspapers, which
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criticised the Government’s policy of non-alignment. The Swedish professor of
political science and liberal chief editor Herbert Tingsten headed an intensive
campaign in favour of Sweden joining the Atlantic Pact.'”® He criticised the
Social Democratic government for being soft on Stalinist terror. In spite of this
campaign in the liberal press, the Liberal Party supported the policy of neutrality,
but emphasised that Sweden culturally and politically belonged to the West.
Borgstrom’s arguments about the necessity of international institutions
to solve global resource issues tied in perfectly with the ambitions of Swedish
foreign policy. As a country that held neutrality as its official position, Sweden
gave work for global security high priority and focused on the construction of
international organisations. Nevertheless, criticism of Borgstrom was on the rise.

The Tempest

The threat of food shortage continued to create headlines in Swedish newspa-
pers during the first years of the 1950s. In the summer of 1953, the debate was
given new fuel by a series of radio lectures by Borgstrom on population growth,
resource depletion and the hazards of technology.'” He made a stir in both the
media and the auditorium. During the summer and fall of 1953 his warnings
were something of a serial story in the newspapers. It is important to note that
he was far from the only one in Sweden involved in these issues. On the contrary,
there were numerous voices warning that overpopulation was depleting nature.
By being the most articulate, Borgstréom became one of the most controversial
and high-profile in the media debate. After the radio broadcasts, a newspaper
placard announced: “The dark voice from Gothenburg’. In many newspapers
he was also known as ‘the Gothenburg alarm clock’.'"’

In his book, Jorden — virt ode (The Earth — Our Destiny), published in
the fall the same year, he elaborated his critique. His warnings about the state of
the world were repeated in newspapers, radio, and university lectures. To judge
by the extent of the debate in the press, the alarm clock of the global resource
dilemma rang loudly in the ears of the Swedish public that year.

The book covered food production in all continents. In the preface,
Borgstrom wrote: “This book has a mission. It is to make it as clear as possible
to reflective people that providing for the world requires exceptional measures,
if a catastrophe is to be avoided.”''! In spite of the neo-neo-Malthusian tone,
Borgstrom strongly defended himselfagainst being associated with Malthus. Ina
postscript to the preface he notes that he has deliberately left out all references to
Malthus, since they only give the wrong impression and so cause the facts to be
dismissed. ‘Malthusianism’ was practically an insult, used as a label for someone
whom one wanted to exclude from the debate. Borgstrom was therefore eager to
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dissociate himself from Malthus’s ‘many reactionary ideas’.!'* To Borgstrom, the
population issue was not a matter only for the poorer countries. He pointed out
that Europe was more densely populated than Asia. The wealth of Europe was
an illusion, made possible because we lived in a historical era that had enabled
Europeans to exchange industrial products for agricultural produce on a world
market. A cardinal issue was protein deficit caused by wasteful food production
in the rich countries, for example, through livestock rearing.

Since the continents that supplied the rich world eventually would, and
should, demand their resources for themselves, Sweden ought to be self-sufhi-
cient in agricultural produce and decrease its population. He also advocated
rationing. As long as the world’s food production and international distribu-
tion were inefficient, rationing and price control were necessary to guarantee
a proper diet. As world trade grew, the pressure on Swedish food production
was going to increase.'"’

In a way, this line of reasoning reveals Borgstrom as very optimistic.
His argument about an impending starvation crisis in Europe was based on
the assumption that the rich world in solidarity with underdeveloped countries
would allow them access to the ‘fleshpots’. To Borgstrom this was not only a
moral standpoint, it was a likely scenario. The underdeveloped nations had
started to industrialise and would not in the future exchange their resources for
industrial goods. The present utilisation of soil led to the depletion of inorganic
nutrients. Through modern agriculture and forestry irreplaceable amounts
had been wasted and could only be replaced to a limited degree by compost
and natural fertilisers. Erosion wasted a substantial amount of nutrients, but
Borgstrom also laid a large part of the responsibility on the world trade in food.
To Europe’s ‘deficit areas’, millions of tons of nutrients had been imported by
transoceanic transports of bone meal and grain. This was a crucial explanation
as to why Europe could boast some of the world’s highest yields per hectare.'"*

The Earth’s population was around 2,460 million and increased annually
by 25 million. To give every human being a sufficient diet, all the hectares of
the Earth were needed. But the Earth’s productive area was only 1600 million
hectares. Half of it, at the most, was under cereals and vegetables, the other half
was used for stockbreeding. So, in conclusion, only half a hectare was available
for each human. Thus it was only in a few rich countries, like Scandinavia, the
United States, Canada, Switzerland, Austria, New Zealand, that people could
get enough food at the present time. And the situation was very likely to get
even worse.

The Earth’s most valuable resource, besides soil, was water. Lack of water
was the reason why half of humanity had been crowded onto one fifteenth of the
surface of the Earth and why the other fourteen fifteenths yielded insufficient
food supplies. In relation to this, Borgstrom pointed out that sewage treatment
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was a very important issue. On average, 150 litres of waste water per person
per day ran out of Europe’s modern cities, containing nutrients, mineral salts,
fat and protein. Borgstrom had been one of the driving forces behind a publi-
cation of the Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences which pointed
at the water problems facing Sweden, such as pollution hazards and waste of
nutrients in sewage treatment.'"

The intense debate over the Social Democrats’ intended ‘planned econ-
omy’ in effect politically contaminated the phrase. To use it would be to step
into a minefield. Borgstrom advocated that ‘economising and planning’ had
to be the number one priority. He also proposed ‘central planning’ and wrote
favourably of ‘general plans’ in order to prevent a starvation crisis in India and
to take care of the irrigation problems of the Rio Grande Valley.'” Even though
he avoided the controversial term, it was first and foremost an international
planned economy in the social democratic style, combined with small-scale
agriculture, that could avert resource collapse and worldwide catastrophe.

What other solutions were at hand for Swedish neo-Malthusians?
Borgstrom was ambivalent towards technology. He stressed that technology
had given us both banes and blessing. But in its present application, driven to
extreme specialisation, it threatened the existence of humanity.'"”

Borgstrom blamed rationalised farming and over-confidence in indus-
trialisation for the population—resource crisis, but he concentrated most of all
on criticism of scientific specialists. “The specialisation of our time has become
a misfortune that is threatening to undermine our whole existence.”''® He
concluded that four primary measures were needed:'"”

e The abandonment of short-sighted specialisation. A ‘universal view’
of problems could be acquired through a new type of university and
scientific cooperation.

* A peace plan for the world, ‘a general command of peace’.

* A new ethic where the ‘golden rule’ — do as you would be done by — was
the guiding moral norm. A new societal order was needed, where the
Earth’s resources were regarded as everybody’s property and should be
used for the benefit of all humanity. ‘For the first time in the history
of mankind the golden rule of Christianity: Always treat others as you
would like them to treat you, is the only realistic programme for action
in the long run and our only chance to secure a future for mankind’.'*

* DPublic education in ‘the fundamental law of biological necessity’.

At the beginning of the book a table of population growth in shape of a flood-
ed Ararat-like mountain illustrated the dramatic predicament of humankind.
Borgstrom’s concluding words formed a striking counterpart to his table. Like
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a modern Noah, Borgstrom proclaimed:

If informed opinion can be communicated over a broad front, there is still hope
that humanity can be saved from the Flood that will otherwise pour down over
our children’s generation. It is not the next million years that instil anxiety, it
is the next fifty.!*!

Metaphors played an important role in the population—resource debate.
Borgstrom was skilful in his use of them. He often took a system of signification
from another area to illustrate his message. To describe population growth, he
used apocalyptic concepts like ‘the Flood’ and ‘signs of the times’; when writing
about the unequal distribution of the world’s resources, he borrowed economic
terms, as in ‘the calorie swindle’ and ‘the biological budget of mankind’.'*?

'The 400-page book was printed only once, in 3000 copies. Even though
The Earth — Our Destiny never became a bestseller, it was a very expensive
book for its time, something which some pro-Borgstrém reviewers regretted.
Nevertheless, its message was widely spread through the media debate that
followed its release.

Five years after the radio debate in 1948, media reactions to Borgstrom’s
message were far more hostile. After one of the radio programmes in the summer
of 1953, a newspaper editorial declared: ‘Regardless of whether you think he is
right or wrong, his doomsday prophecies have stirred up people’s minds.”'* The
impending scenario was generally accepted by commentators — a serious situa-
tion was at hand if nothing was done. None of the reviewers or commentators
dismissed the complexity of the problems; on the contrary, it is clear that many
saw it as one of the most urgent issues humanity was facing, and to some it was
even more compelling than the threats of the atom and hydrogen bombs.'**

Many who considered the book to be of the greatest importance were
nevertheless sceptical of Borgstrém’s data. Halvdan Astrand, head of the Re-
search Institute for Agriculture, pointed out that it was an important problem,
but it did not benefit from Borgstrom’s statements.'>* Astrand summed up his
criticism: ‘a scientist’s duty in society is not to be a reformer but to seek the
truth’.'?® Borgstrom’s scepticism towards the capacity of science and technol-
ogy to solve the problems and his ‘gloomy’ prognostications for the future
aroused resentment. Borgstrom, in an allusion to Shakespeare, characterised
the massive criticism that his message aroused when his book was published
as “The Tempest’.'”

Several scientific reviewers accused Borgstrom of being negligent with
his data.'”® Borgstrom fought back. He argued that he had based his figures
on official data; it was his opponents who refused to see the facts. The list of
references had not been included since it would have made the book too ex-
pensive, according to the publisher. For that reason, Borgstrom duplicated the



88 Chapter 4

list and it could be ordered as a stencil by writing to him. However, there were
no footnotes and very few references in the text, so it was difficult for readers to
work out where Borgstrdm had found specific figures. In his preface Borgstrom
made the point that in order to contribute to creating public awareness, as many
facts as possible had been mobilised.'*

Thelist of references contains 920 entries, with various booksand reports
on nutrition, natural resource surveys and population growth. For his estimates
on population growth he used works like the United Nations Demographic
Yearbook from 1948 and the Milbank Memorial Fund’s Demographic Studies of
Selected Areas of Rapid Growth from 1944. Borgstrom stressed that his figures
were based on official reports, open for examination.

Even some of Borgstrém’s strong supporters, such as Ake Gullander and
Sten Selander, admitted that there were errors, even though Borgstrém built his
arguments on official statistics. A closer examination of the book makes it plain
that Borgstrom gave some contradictory data in the book. On the first page the
world population in year 2000 was estimated at 3,668 million people, whereas
if one turned over the page the figure was 3,000 million. The population of
India varied in the book. On page 145 the United States’ reserve of uncultivated
land was said to be 32 million hectares and the Soviet Union’s 12 million, in
the diagram on the next page the respective numbers were 6 and 56 million.
Corn was said to be cultivated at 80° north in the Soviet Union, which would
be in the Arctic Ocean.'’

Vogt also commented that Borgstrém sometimes got his facts wrong.
In spite this, Vogt had a high opinion of Borgstrom’s English synopsis of 7he
Earth — Our Destiny and tried to persuade his publisher Houghton Mifflin to
publish it."’! Selander blamed the inconsistencies on hasty proofreading and
claimed they did not blur his arguments and impressive overview of the world’s
food resource situation.'”?

How does Borgstrom’s 1953 estimate of world population growth stand
when compared with later estimates of population growth? In a comparison with
seven other works on the subject, Borgstrom seems to be well in line, and he has
not exaggerated the population size in his own time (See table 3). In Chapter
Seven his prognoses for the future will be compared with recent UN estimates.

The debate was captured by Stockholms-Tidningen who invited both
proponents and opponents of Borgstrom’s views to a big debate. The theme
was ‘Starvation on Earth’ and was introduced with a presentation of how the
issue was framed by ‘the irreconcilable experts’.'* Borgstrom’s pessimism was
criticised, but surprisingly not his very radical critique of the present economic
order. One social democratic newspaper concluded that Borgstrom belonged
to the bourgeoisie in domestic party politics, but in international matters he
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1able 3 Estimates on Past Human Population Sizes, in millions.

1650 1750 1800 1850 1900 1950

Borgstrom 1953 545 728 906 | 1,171 | 1,608 | 2,389
Deevey 1960 545 728 906 - | 1,610 | 2,400
McEvedy and 545 720 900 | 1,200 | 1,625 | 2,500
Jones 1978

Biraben 1979 - 771 954 | 1,241 | 1,634 | 2,530
Blaxter 1986 - 770 954 | 1,241 | 1,633 | 2,513
United Nations — - - - - | 2,516
1992

Kremer 1993 545 720 900 | 1,200 | 1,625 | 2,516

Sources: Borgstrom, 1953; Joel E. Cohen, 1995; United Nations, 1992

represented some advanced form of communism;'* whereas a communist
newspaper, Arbetartidningen, accused Borgstrom and others like him of serving,
consciously or unconsciously, the warmongers. The Soviet Union had found the
political solution to the problem, and had with ‘brilliant results transformed
nature and taken natural laws into the service of humankind’.'* Two other
communist newspapers accused him of neglecting the class issue and refusing
to see that socialism would solve the problem.'

Even though a social democratic newspaper noticed that Borgstrom was
rather a communist in international issues, most newspapers did not comment
on his proposals for economic redistribution. This also happened with American
reviewers of Road to Survival, who failed to recognise Vogt’s economic critique.
In the discourse on natural resources, scarcity figured as an accepted problem,
and pessimism and optimism warred over the ability of science and technology
to solve it. Redistribution as a means to nutritional equity, however, seems to
have been a non-issue.

Borgstrom explained the hostility towards his message as the reaction of
people who saw their traditional worldview threatened. The editor of Gateborgs
Handels- och Sjofartstidning, one of Sweden’s leading newspapers at the time,
completely discounted the book when it was released.'”” Later in life, Borgstrom
attributed this animosity to the convictions of the believers in post-war pro-
gress. The end of every big war, Borgstrom argued, inspired faith that now the
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world was to be created again and everything would be arranged for the best.
This was the dominant conviction after World War II, according to Borgstrom.
With some ‘know-how’ and aid, the believers in progress argued, the recently
acknowledged threat of world famine could be eliminated. In Sweden, as in the
other western countries, it was widely assumed that the western world should
teach underdeveloped countries the right way to proceed. Borgstrom felt that
those who opposed this optimism frustrated many people.'”® Selander wrote
apropos the radio reviewers: ‘It was as if Borgstrom had said something inde-
cent, when he indicated that material progress during the last century was an
isolated case.”’” In contrast, Selander called 7he Earth — Our Destiny the most
important non-fiction book written by a Swede in the last few years. ‘Everybody
who is involved in the management of our country, government, parliament
and national and local public officials, and everybody who manages Swedish
soil and Swedish natural resources should be required to read it thoroughly.”'*

A Pro-technology Backslider

When Borgstrom first presented his warnings in 1948, the population—resource
crisis was a novelty in media reports. People were moved by this serious issue.
The idea of scarcity was probably reinforced by rationing experiences during
and after the war. And there were people starving even in Europe. Five years
later Borgstrom’s message certainly clashed with the optimistic future envis-
aged in the 1950s. Many of his opponents called him a doomsday prophet, a
description he strenuously rejected. There were also more specific reasons that
can explain why he met with criticism.

Perhaps most importantly, in 1948 Borgstrom did not concentrate on a
critique of scientific specialisation. In the 1950s, on the other hand, this came
to be a main theme in his message. He had probably been inspired by Vogt’s
attack on specialised technicians and his proposals for a broader conservation

education !

as well as by ITCPN’s recommendations on interdisciplinary
studies and his own university experiences. This time the reaction from the
scientific world was stunning. His data attracted criticism from mainstream
scientists reviewing the book. Some of the objections to his scientific approach
can be seen as attempts to exclude him from the discourse by the process of
rarefication. Procedures of rarefication of agents determine the conditions un-
der which the discourse may be employed, imposing a certain number of rules
upon those individuals who are qualified to employ it. As Foucault points out
‘none may enter into the discourse on a specific subject unless he has satisfied
certain conditions, or if he is not, from the outset, qualified to do so.'*! Since

he did not represent ‘proper’ science, his message was dismissed as unreliable.
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We shall return to his scientific role in Chapter Six. For now we can observe
that, in his emphasis on synthesis and practically-oriented interdisciplinary
research, Borgstrom heralded a new type of scientist.

Since 1948, population growth and resource depletion had been a
much-discussed topic. Borgstrom’sargument that population growth put pressure
on resources had generally been accepted, as had his point that humans mightbe
wasting resources. It was also primarily these two points that the commentators
had focused on in 1948 and 1949. But international books had appeared on
the subject and had been translated into Swedish, works that offered different
solutions. In 1953 two books, besides 7he Earth — Our Destiny became much
discussed in Swedish newspapers: 7he Geography of Hunger by the UN’s expert
on nutrition, Jousé de Castro, and 7he Next Million Years, by Charles Galton
Darwin, a technology optimist, and grandson of the famous evolutionist.

Borgstrom’s proposed ‘central planning’ evoked the old debate on planned
economy, which had gone completely out of fashion, as had even Ohlin’s lib-
eral decentralised planning. The time for proposing a planned economy as the
solution for the population—resource crisis was yet to come: in the late 1960s,
Hans Palmstierna, an influential Swedish social democratic environmentalist,
argued along the lines of the early William Vogt that it was market liberalism
that deteriorated the Earth. If the world was to be saved, a new economic sys-
tem was required — a real internationalism with a harsh, planned economising
of the Earth’s resources."**

Contrary to the warnings of harsher times, economic growth had not
been not curbed. In the 1950s, the Korean War created an international eco-
nomic boom which had a significant effect in Sweden. After a short recession in
1951, the economy was stable during 1953 and 1954. The predicted rationing
seemed far away. Environmental historian Jeffrey C. Ellis argues that the Cold
War atmosphere and the McCarthy era made conservationists like Vogt and
Osborn less keen on criticising free market economy. Instead they focused more
on overpopulation as the root cause of resource depletion.'*

Borgstrom, on the contrary, continued and even refined his economic
critique. And apparently, among some Social Democrats, his appeal for in-
ternational equity aroused the old communist ghost. The debate on resource
depletion did not make any deeper imprint on the parliamentary affairs. When
two Conservative Members of Parliament proposed a bill on measures to increase
the Swedish population, they merely mentioned that they would not discuss
the effect of high birth rates on the world’s ‘housekeeping’ and provisioning.'*

At this time, Borgstrdm was not as controversial abroad, since he had
notyetentered the international public debate on population—resource policies.
Internationally he barely addressed anything other than food technology issues
and, to some extent, their relation to world food problems. These articles and
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papers were only published in scientific journals and at conferences.'” One
exception was his speech on ‘European aspects of overpopulation: Balance
between resources and population’ at the Fourth International Conference on
Planned Parenthood in Stockholm 1953.4¢ Until 1958, Borgstrom had only
published one article outside Sweden, in an Italian magazine, that specifically
addressed the political implications of population—resource problems.'*’

In ‘the Tempest’, Borgstrom was supported by conservationist and
farming interests, especially by small farmers. By 1953 agricultural production
had increased to 100 per cent self-sufficiency, and there were no quantitative
limits on import. The Social Democrats attempted to decrease subsidised
agricultural production. A new law was passed in the fall of 1955 with a fixed
import fee. As Selander’s review shows, Borgstrom’s message also fitted the new
approach of the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation and was well in line
with international conservationism. Borgstrom was one of the conveyers of a
new conservation ideology.

'The concept conveyer of ideas embraces three specific roles. The conveyer
takes on board a new set of ideas, plays an active part in the process of reconsid-
ering knowledge and communicates these new ideas to decision-makers and to
the public. Thus, the social role of conveyer of ideas is one of mediation between
politics and society. It can include intellectuals, but it is a wider concept includ-
ing all kinds of involvement in a mediating process of ideas. Since the conveyer
of ideas is seen as an agent, the concept does not support an actor perspective,
where a single intellectual actively creates, invents and reinvents cultural forms.
It can also refer to ideological representatives of social movements, even if it does
not have to."® In the case of Borgstrom, he attained this role in the 1960s,
when he was characterised both as a symbol and as an epistemic informant: he
could make use of this role, but environmentalists were also making use of him.

When a conveyer of ideas speaks to power, he has to get past the dis-
cursive process of rarefication. Doing so does not mean he is always acceptable
to political and scientific spheres and included in the discourse. Yet he has to
find at least one discursive position where he can express his message. This is
certainly true of Borgstrom. His message was far from fully embraced, but he
found himself a niche as a food scientist, speaking about a politically prioritised
subject. In this role he, like many other conservationists, was given a platform.
From this position he could also deliver statements that ran contrary to the dis-
course. Because he was addressing a politically important problem as a scientist,
he was given space in the media, which he used to deliver a radical critique of
the way society handled the population—resource crisis.



A New Conservation Ideology

The debate on natural resources after the war indicates an altered view of the
plight of humanity and the relationship between humankind and nature. The
inhabitants of the poorer continents emerged as agents. Faced with a world
population of potential consumers, global resource supply appeared in a new
light. Resource scarcities were no longer mere local, transparent problems, but
acute and complex threats to the world order. The survival of humankind became
the great imponderable. Protecting nature was not only a matter of endangered
animals or biotas; humanity itself was now an endangered species. Not only
nuclear armaments, but also material welfare became a threat to civilisation. In
this process a new, global view of humankind’s relationship to nature emerged,
which formed the ideological foundation for post-war environmental criticism.
In this chapter I shall argue that the ideas of the new conservationism form an
ideology because they support and depend on one another and are connected
with norms for society.

Ideology has been a continuously debated and redefined term since it was
introduced to philosophical analysis at the end of the eighteenth century. A
wide range of definitions of ideology has been used, from social determination
of thought to allocation of false ideas in the interest of a ruling class. 1 will therefore
briefly expound the definition used in this book.

On Ideology

The term ideology often functions as a convenient way of categorising a variety
of ideas under a single heading. Rather than some permanent essence of an
ideology, there is a web of interwoven features associated with it. Different ideas
are connected by their family resemblance. But to make the concept analytically
useful it needs a more precise formulation. It is necessary to identify the main
features of integral and comprehensive worldviews, i.e., a core in a network of
signs, meanings and values.

The concept of ideology used here consists of three analytical parts:
descriptions of reality, valuations and recommendations of action. When these
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parts support and depend on one another and are connected with norms for
society, they constitute an ideology.? Descriptions of reality clarify the perceived
reasons behind the state of the world. Valuations declare how it ought to be.
Recommendations of action propose how this should be realised. Ideology is
primarily a question of gathering a jointly shared, right understanding of the
world. With the right knowledge, it is possible to make a true interpretation of
the world and advocate actions accordingly. To communicate this knowledge,
ideology connects itself to a suitable institutionalised practice.

The concept of ideology is sometimes seen as adhering solely to a
dominant political power. I think it is more appropriate to regard it as a set of
ideas whereby people posit, motivate and rationalise aims and means of social
action, specifically political action. Thus, a set of ideas can be regarded as an
ideology whether it seeks to preserve or to overhaul the existing social order.’

In the face of conflicting interests, social formations promote beliefs and
values favourable to them. In a discursive struggle, where there is a conflict over
issues fundamental to the reproduction of social power, an ideology can be used
to legitimate the cause of social groups. In an ideological setting the promoted
values are naturalised and universalised, so as to render them self-evident and
inevitable; and ideas that might challenge the ideology are disparaged, in an
attempt to counteract conflicting forms of thought.* Ideology refers, according
to Terry Eagleton, to ‘the processes whereby interests of a certain kind become
masked, rationalised, naturalised, universalised, legitimated in the name of
certain forms of political power’.”

These concepts may denote ideology as a distortive strategy, but do not
necessarily have to do so. I want to emphasise that ideology, as defined in this
chapter, is not by definition an expression for a false consciousness or distortion.
Ideology is no unfounded fantasy, but evolves from real material conditions.
[t must have at least enough cognitive meaning to help organise people’s lives.
As Paul Ricoeur shows in Lectures in Ideology and Utopia, ideology (as well as
utopia) has ‘a constructive and adestructive role, a constitutive and a pathological
dimension’.® In other words, an ideology functions as a symbolic structure for
social life, that can help us understand why we live, act and think the way we
do. As such it can have a dissimulating as well as an authenticating function. ’

The concept of ideology can also help to disclose the relations of utter-
ances and symbolic acts to their social context. The communicated views have
to be related to their material conditions of possibility, through the discursive
struggles which are central to the reproduction of social life. However, in this
chapter I will primarily focus on the first part of the ideological analysis: iden-
tifying the core. The aim is not primarily to evaluate the cognitive statements
being made in the ideological struggle. It is rather to analyse the affective side
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of ideological interaction, the ideas that are being communicated. Ideology is
regarded as a materially anchored and sustained social manifestation. It is also
a discursive and semiotic phenomenon. Since an ideology should be under-
stood in a discursive setting, the cognitive statements being made are probably
more practical than theoretical. This may entail the assumption that ideology
is particularly action-oriented in character.®

This approach, which is not focused on evaluation and critique, seeks
to identify the central ideas of a social group. It analyses these ideas, how they
are used to support societal pursuits, and finds factors in the social situations
that determine the ideas. A truly non-evaluative approach is not possible.
Contextualisation implies relativisation. Certain aspects are always emphasised
in contrast to others, in a process of selection and accentuation, which thus
entails value judgments.’

The Conservation Ideology

In accordance with the definition elaborated above, a conservation ideology
can be distinguished in the early post-war debates on natural resources. The
descriptions, valuations and recommendations for action that formed the new
ideology can be outlined in five main themes: the order of nature, catastrophe
empiricism, endangered humanity, the world household and political change. These
categories are analytical. Since, as elements of an ideology, they involve each
other, the categories will overlap. In the following, I shall describe these five
ideological cornerstones.

The Order of Nature

There is an ecologically ideal state of nature — this assertion was fundamental
to conservation ideology. Since the root cause of the world’s dilemma was that
humanity had been neglecting the order of nature, this understanding should
govern all human activity. Humans had not realised that they were a link in
nature’s great chain. The unity of the world implied both human and ecological
interdependencies. Many of the participating scientists in the debate on natural
resources had their training in biological sciences related to ecology, particularly
plant physiology and zoology. At the International Technical Conference on the
Protection of Nature, the parallel conference to UNSCCUR arranged jointly by
UNESCO and IUPN, presentations of ecological issues predominated. Most
of them were reports from different parts of the world in the field of ecology,
dealing with such matters as DDT and large-scale agricultural enterprises as
threats to the balance of nature. The resolutions from the conference promoted
the study of human ecology and urged that the insight of human dependency
on the environment should be communicated to the public.'” Many of the
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participants at UNSCCUR also concluded that the issue of natural resources
had to be tackled from the ecological position that everything on earth is in-
terrelated and interdependent.'!

In Swedish debates too, this notion is often expressed; the cause of the
world’s present dilemma is neglect of the order of nature. Humankind had
not realised that it is a link in the natural chain. Famines were impending as a
result of humankind’s ‘disturbance of the balance’. Future disasters could only
be avoided by an ‘interplay’ with nature.'> The metaphors used in the Swedish
debates are dominated by normative concepts such as balance, equilibrium,
frames and harmony, words that indicate an aspiration towards an ecologically
ideal state of nature. This approach seems also to dominate the works of Vogt
and Osborn. In Our Plundered Planet the ‘order of nature’ is expressed through
metaphors like ‘organic circle’, ‘earth symphony’, but also ‘the machinery of
nature’."”

Root metaphors are metaphors that are used time and time again, but
are still perceived as living. Some metaphors are so strong that they survive and
generate more metaphors to make a concept comprehensible. ‘Root metaphors’
take their name from their ability to evoke a network of new metaphors to
describe a concept. Ricoeur takes the root metaphors of God as an example. In
Hebrew tradition God is likened to a king, father, lord, shepherd, judge, rock,
castle etc.' Root metaphors together assemble images to make such an abstract
concept as God understandable. They can thus lead to a deeper insight. Other
phenomena, too, may be so complex and difficult to grasp that they require the
emergence of root metaphors, and one such phenomenon is human interaction
with nature. In the new conservation ideology this relationship was expressed
in metaphors like balance, harmony, equilibrium, metaphors that are central
in today’s environmental discourse."

The order of nature theme was not at all new; its metaphors had been
central in natural history since the beginning of Western civilisation. In Z7aces
on the Rhodian Shore (1966), his extensive book on nature and culture in
Western thought from antiquity to the end of the eighteenth century, historian
Clarence Glacken starts out by declaring: “What is most striking in conceptions
of nature, even mythological ones, is the yearning for purpose and order.”
The idea of a ‘balance of nature’ has been supposed implicit in natural history
at least since antiquity. Yet, as a root metaphor, the metaphoric power of this
concept is still vivid. It has been a presupposition, rather than a theory of natural
history. Biologist Frank N. Egerton argues that attempts to define the concept
in science have been very rare. During the twentieth century some ecologists
began to question the concept'’; but it still continued to be employed by both
ecologists and conservationists. For some it may have functioned as a heuristic
device, rather than as a theory of nature. Nevertheless, the metaphor still con-
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veyed a fundamental assumption of nature’s order.'® Even though the concept
of balance of nature was challenged by some, the basic assumption that nature
has an intrinsic order, in ecological equilibrium or not, that might collapse if
manipulated, was at heart of the arguments.

Catastrophe Empiricism

‘Prophets of Doom’ was a common way to label the radical post-war conser-
vationists. Certainly, many of their contributions to the debate were studies
in modern eschatology. One apocalyptic motif was repeated throughout their
arguments: If society did not change its present course, civilisation was heading
toward a catastrophe. According to several Swedish newspapers, that was also the
message to be derived from the Lake Success conferences.'” Osborn expressed
this conception in his adverted plenary speech.

It is certainly no exaggeration to say that the future of mankind will depend
upon the degree to which natural resources can continue to be available. Despite
the growing evidence of cooperation between nations, it is unlikely that this

world meeting would be taking place, even now, were it not for conditions of

obvious and increasing seriousness.’

Do these apocalyptic accounts represent something new in the Western
conception of humankind’s relationship to nature? I believe so. The concept of
catastrophe is old, and a well known figure of thought in the Jewish—Christian
tradition. Nevertheless, a new kind of apocalyptic reasoning emerged in the
debate that differed in its character from Jewish-Christian eschatology and
the cultural pessimism of the interwar period. To support their catastrophe
scenarios, the proponents referred to scientific data. In a book on catastrophe
apprehensions in Germany, Heinz Theisen used the term ‘katastrophempiri’
to distinguish the new element in ecological extinction anxiety from earlier
apocalyptic currents.! At the dawn of the Cold War there was no need for
godsent prophets who preached esoteric knowledge or revelations of the apoc-
alypse. Everyone who studied scientific facts could foresee it. Research reports
replaced doomsday prophecies and historical-philosophical theories of decline.
When the conservationists warned of a forthcoming catastrophe they increased
the credibility of their warnings by supporting them with statistical material
on population growth and food production. A report in a Swedish newspaper
from one of Borgstrom’s many public lectures can illustrate this. ‘Associate
Professor Borgstrom demonstrated with a multitude of drastic examples how
mankind’s interference with the order of nature has disturbed the equilibrium
to a precarious extent.’” Following the radio debate of 1948, a newspaper re-
ported that the idea of an acute food shortage by the year 1972 was proposed
with ‘great scientific authority’.?
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Catastrophe Empiricism

Nature is presented to us through symbolic acts. They include any kind of
mediators between human individuals and the external world. Besides written
alphabetical and spoken language, they can include, e.g., signs, technologies,
graphs and maps. Science is such a mediator, not only through written and
spoken communication, but also through the symbolic function of scientific
activity, for example, the legitimacy that accrues to a field of study. In that way,
ecology is not just a study of ‘what is out there’, it is a set of signs whereby we,
using certain points of reference, can interpret the human predicament.

Symbolicactsareactivitiesand artefacts thatserve to provide a representa-
tion of existing objects or states of being. As symbols they bring order to human
existence. Symbolic acts can be aesthetic, a novel or a work of art, and they can
be expressive acts, such as a public debate, a diagram or a newspaper photograph:
as when Borgstrom posed for a press picture with a balance containing babies
in one pan and wheat in the other, surrounded by charts and diagrams.

When an ideology’s descriptions of reality are wedded to its normative
statements, this is done through ideological institutions. These institutions that
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mediate the ideology may include organisations, media or artistic genres. To be
persuasive, the institutions should attach themselves to discursive practices, and
in conservation ideology science was the most important institution.

In earlier apocalyptic thinking, contemporary events had provided signs
that the time of an impending catastrophe was nigh. However, as indicated by
the expression empiricism, this is now a matter for science-based arguments.
According to the virtues of positivistic science, it should be possible for anyone
with scientific training to test such evidence of an impending catastrophe. There
are previous examples of what can be regarded as catastrophe empiricism, for
instance in the Malthusian tradition, but not to the same extent and with the
same empirical arsenal. Historian Christopher Lewis identifies a shared apoc-
alyptic rhetoric and ecological worldview among critical ecologists from Vogt,
Osborn and Aldo Leopold to later influential environmentalists such as Rachel
Carson, Barry Commoner and Paul Ehrlich. Using the science of ecology, they
forecast the end of the modern world and the extinction of humanity.*

With the new conservationism, apocalypticism goes modern. Ration-
ality is one of the key features of the capitalistic formation of Western society,
which had profound consequences for the interpretation of reality. Not least,
it discredited belief systems which sought to provide untestable interpretations
for human life. It eroded the metaphysical rationales of religions, ideologies and
historical exegesis. In Weberian vocabulary, the world became disenchanted.
Catastrophe empiricism, with its rationalisation of apocalyptic angst, is an im-
portant part of this process. It contributed to a continued market for theories
of decline in the modern world.

Political scientist Michael Butkin in his study of apocalyptic notions
in the 1960s draws the same conclusion. He concludes that although there
is a presence of religious motifs in the rhetoric of secular protagonists, their
apocalypticism is secular rather than religious, indebted to science and to social
criticism rather than to theology.

In a dissertation on ‘ecological apocalypticism’, Lewis claims that post-
war ecologists participate in a Christian apocalyptic tradition predicting an end
to human civilisation.?® The word apocalypse does in fact come from the Greek
name for the last book in the Bible, Revelation, St John’s vision of the end of
the world and the Last Judgement. In a way what Lewis says is obviously true,
since this is a part of Christian culture. Of course, catastrophe empiricism at-
tached itself to the apocalyptic tradition of the conservationists’ own cultures.
Leopold referred to St John’s four horsemen, Vogt to the Day of Judgement,
Osborn to the Day of Atonement and Borgstrom to the Flood, whereas Osvald
refers to ‘Ragnarok’ the doomsday of the Norse Aesir tradition.”” I think it is
misleading to see it as a direct ancestral line from Biblical eschatology. Western
apocalypse has at least five faces.
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Predestined apocalypse. Predestination implies thatan actor has determined history
in advance. Everything that happens has been foreseen and is a part of a master
plan. A predestined history requires some kind of transcendental being to have
made the plans. Thus in the Jewish—Christian view of history, apocalypse is a
one-time phenomenon. God has predestined that humanity will be in Satan’s
power and therefore the Earth must perish.

Determined apocalypse. Everything happens by necessity and is causally con-
ditioned. Events are regulated by law and are the inevitable result of previous
events. Thus, in the determined apocalypse the end is unavoidable, even though
it can be a cyclic phenomenon. The determined apocalypse does not need a god
as a guarantor for the end result, but the outcome is just as inescapable since
the causality cannot be altered.

The apocalypse of the disheartened. Bad times can make people temporarily resign
themselves, give up hope and predict that everything is going to hell. Rather
than a statement of a historical theory, it is an expression of despair in a specific
situation. This apocalypse of pessimism is not predestined or determined, but
a likely way for humanity. This notion also implies that an ending can be the
causal result of present actions. But if the actions are altered, the end result,
being subject to the laws of cause and effect, might be different.

Apocalypse as re-creation. Apocalyptic thinking often contains a notion of
catastrophe as the impetus to re-creation. There is a millennial aspect to this
version of apocalypse: Paradise will be regained. This form of apocalypse ob-
viously corresponds to the Jewish—Christian tradition, but it is also present
among secular thinkers. This present civilisation may have little or no hope,
except that out of catastrophe something new may sprout. Historian ofliterature
Klaus Vondung argues in Die Apocalypse in Deutschland (1988) that one of the
constant features of visions of doom is their transformation to utopia. The old
culture is so ruined and false that it must perish, but the catastrophe carries
the seed towards a new creation.” A secular example is Oswald Sprengler’s Der
Untergang des Abendlandes (1918-22), where a new culture will grow out of
the ruins of the old.

Rbetorical apocalypse. Some of the apocalyptic statements made in the course
of the debate might not necessarily reflect a view on history, but rather serve a
rhetorical purpose: to make people aware of a perceived problem or a danger.
When the catastrophe idea is primarily a device to criticise contemporary society,
[ regard it as rhetorical apocalypse to separate it from perceptions of the future
that regard an apocalypse as either determined or predestined. Apocalyptic
anxiety can serve a purpose. It can make people aware of a problem or a threat.
This does not mean that the threat is not regarded as real, but the prediction is
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primarily used to accomplish another purpose than the expression of a histori-
cal view. ‘It is not too late, but it is urgent” has been a slogan in contemporary
environmental discourse. It implies that the disaster can be avoided if the
appropriate measures are taken right away. As Borgstrom expressed it in his
previously quoted Noah reference: ‘If an insightful opinion can be spread on a
broad front, then there is still hope.™ That this type of argument has been used
time and time again over many years shows its significance. The main purpose
of rhetorical apocalypse is to become a driving force. Vogt’s response when asked
about the despair in his book is also illustrative: ‘If I didn't think there was a
very good chance of solving our problems, I never would have written Road
to Survival. *° Even if the intention was rhetorical, that did not imply that the
threats were not regarded as real or impending. Rather it might be the rhetoric
of the disheartened.

It is not the task of this study to evaluate the validity of the arguments
used by the various agents; and little would be gained by judging whether or
not feelings or moods make any sense. Fear about, as well as faith in the future
has always taken hold through the signs of the time. Historical events come and
go. Thus these signs must change, and optimism as well as pessimism must find
new arguments for their cause. As the historian Frank Kermode notes: ‘since
anxiety attaches itself with the eschatological means available, it is associated
with changing images.”" The advent of heavenly horsemen in medieval times
was as probable for believers then as overpopulation was in the 1950s and as
human-induced climate change is today.

The sociologist Johan Asplund identified the idea of catastrophe (as
well as the idea of progress) as a figure of thought in modern discourses on the
tuture.’* Figures of thought form the underlying structure of discourse. They
are constituted by unreflected and unarticulated regulative concepts. Foucault
identifies, for example, a certain ‘idea of man’ as a scientific object as a figure of
thought in modern human sciences. Cultural theorist Johan Hedrén recognises
the ‘eco-machine’ as a figure of thought in Swedish environmental discourse.
In the population—resource crisis the idea of catastrophe is fundamental in
discourse about the future. Philosopher Hannah Arendt claimed that the nat-
ural way always heads towards decline and that a society that blindly follows
its resolved laws will always perish. Prophets will therefore by necessity be
prophets of doom, since decay can always be foretold. Therefore, it is always
the salvation, not the catastrophe, that is the miracle, since it is the salvation,
not the decline that is dependent on human freedom and capacity to change
the world and alter its direction.”

Perhaps the catastrophe notions of many neo-Malthusians were apoc-
alypses of disheartened scientists or conservationists. Even more, criticism of
contemporary society was a compelling rhetorical device to call attention to
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the crisis before it was too late. Even though Vogt and Borgstrom employ met-
aphors from Biblical eschatology, they take them into a modern setting. In its
catastrophe empiricism, the apocalypse of the post-war conservationists hinges
upon contemporary science.

Borgstrom would probably not have agreed with my analysis of his
apocalypticism. In 1986, he declared that: ‘T have never declared any doomsday,
nor proclaimed any apocalyptic vision!!! Instead I have as a scientist presented
the truth I have seen, and that I see, on the grounds of comprehensive and
systematic research and studies.”*

Endangered Humanity

So what kind of catastrophe was impending? What sort of decline would be
the result of the present course? What was at stake? The catastrophe rhetoric in
the population—resource debate was often unclear in this respect. It could be
contemporary material standards, culture, civilisation, or the human species.
However, the last category — humanity at risk — was one of the most telling
characteristics of the new ideology.

How would the earth’s shrinking natural resources suffice for a growing
world population? The provision dilemmabecame a key issue for conservationists.
Manipulation of nature threatened to ruin not only resources for industry, but
also scientific, national and historical treasures. The human species was now
facing the possibility of its own extinction, ‘the complete catastrophe’ as one
Swedish protagonist put it

Stories about global catastrophes caused by modern civilisation and
science became popular in the 1930s. Apocalyptic films and fiction became
profitable genres.*® As historian Warren Wagar shows in Zerminal Visions: The
Literature of Last Things (1982), since 1914, humans themselves have become
the most common cause of world-ending disasters in apocalyptic novels. Be-
fore World War I, natural catastrophes were the chief cause. In more than 300
books studied by Wagar, roughly two-thirds of those written after the outbreak
of the First World War featured manmade disasters. This proportion is more
or less constant throughout the the twentieth century until the 1980s. The
most common way humans bring catastrophe on the world in this fiction is
through advanced weapon systems. However, after the Second World War there
is some increase in stories about an ecological doomsday resulting from waste
and pollution, or science fiction plots based on environmental catastrophes.’”

The idea of a crisis for human civilisation arising out of population
growth was widespread in the early post-war years, as in Population Roads to
Peace and War by Guy Irving Burch and Elmer Pendell, published in 1945,
and 7he World's Hunger by Frank Pearson and Floyd Harper. In an editorial in
1952, applauding the creation of the Population Council, 7he New York Times
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expressed the prevailing sense of seriousness about the issue. “There is no question
that the world must prepare itself to face crisis in another fifty years. How far
science can go in satisfying the world’s needs is largely a question of romantic
speculation.’ *® The dramatic appeal of this alarming pronouncement put it in
the headlines of many of the world’s newspapers.

The atomic bomb spread a dark cloud over the optimism of the 1950s.
Scientists who later became frontrunners of the environmental movement, such
as Rachel Carson, Barry Commoner and Paul Ehrlich, were deeply troubled by a
society which had developed such a horribly self-destructive device. Much post-
war pessimism about the human species and the fate of the planet undoubtedly
stemmed from anxiety about a nuclear holocaust. The mushroom clouds over
Hiroshima and Bikini Atoll were potent symbols of the threat to humanity. They
confirmed with unwanted starkness that humanity was capable of exterminating
itself. The apocalyptic vision of the population—resource crisis was often linked
to nuclear fear. As Borgstrom argued in 7he Earth — Our Destiny: ‘It is thus
not only the atom bomb, that forces humanity to make a resolute front against
desolation. Technology, even as it is manifested in present agriculture, can not
escape its responsibility for a new formation of the future.™

The publisher of 7he Saturday Review of Literature captured this extinction
angst in his 1948 article “What Shall We Do to Be Saved?’

Three years after the Second World War the course of political and economic
events has persuaded vast numbers of people that the doom of mankind is
sealed... To the warnings of the fatal result of an atomic and biological war there
are added the death knells rung by prophets of man’s starvation, resulting from

the increase in the population of the globe from man’s continuing destruction

Of nature’s I‘eSOLlI'CCS.4O

In Road to Survival, Vogt warned that an atomic war might exterminate at
least three-quarters of the world’s inhabitants, if humankind did not end its
war against nature and come to understand their mutual inter-dependence. *
Aldo Leopold expressed the new conservation focus:

There remainsadoubtwhether war, famine, and pestilence are the only horsemen
to be feared. A new one, unnamed in holy writ, is now much in the headlines: a
condition of unstable equilibrium between soils and waters, and their dependent
plants and animals.*?

The fate of humankind and providing for it came into focus. This catastrophe
idea was not merely peripheral among scientists. After the publication of Road
to Survival and Our Plundered Planet, the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science devoted its 1948 meeting to a discussion of the future
of humanity. Osborn spoke on the subject “What Hope for Man?” A reporter
from 7he New York Times described the atmosphere at the meeting: ‘Scientists. ..
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envisioned a dark outlook for the human race in the next century. They linked
this outlook to over-population and the dwindling of natural resources both of
which are the direct consequences of progress in science and technology.” The
debate within the IUPN in 1947-8 about the direction of its work illustrates this
shift of perspective; whether nature protection should stick solely to endangered
species and biotas or reorient towards population issues and broader natural
resource issues. Vogt's work illustrates the shifting focus. In the early 1930s he
became engaged in the protection of endangered birds. Later in that decade he
became concerned with the conservation of natural resources, and bythe mid
1940s he was concentrating on the ecological threat to humanity.* Although
mainstream conservation had always had human welfare as its incentive, it now
became anthropocentric in the literal meaning of the word. Humankind’s fate
was seen in a new light. Homo incestus emerged on the stage of history: humanity
as both threatened and threatening.

In the journal of the Swedish Conservation society, Borgstrom stressed
the need to ‘mobilise nature protection and to recreate it into caring for nature
in a way that guarantees that wild nature survives the ravages of the human
masses — in reality, the fundamental prerequisite for the continued existence
of the human race’.®

The domination of this apocalyptic notion in post-war conservation
debate can be illustrated by a quotation from an article in the Nation reporting
from UNSCCUR. The reporter complained that ‘the emotional tension over
this issue has become so great in some scientific circles that anybody who denies
that the world is in danger of coming to an early end through exhaustion of its
resources is immediately accused of being against conservation.’*

The World Household

The world must be regarded as a unity and wise use of its resources must be
planned through international cooperation. This idea, summarised here in the
metaphor the world household, became central in the debate on natural resources.

‘Other people demand their rightful share of the world cake’, Borgstrom
declared on the radio on Christmas day 1949.* The distress in the world became
an important argument for conservationists, through which they could appeal
for a sustainable maintenance of natural resources. Osborn expressed this idea
in his introductory address at UNSCCUR. As a symbolic act, the conference
held enormous importance. To Osborn, it was an astonishing feat for the UN
to have succeeded in gathering scientists from all around the world to confront
the state of global resources. It was a sign that nations now realised ‘with a new
and piercing clarity that their prosperity was intimately linked to conditions
in countries on the other side of the globe.*
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The metaphor ‘world household’ epitomises some essential aspects of
the critical debate on natural resources. The term carries global, economic and
conservation connotations. Household is a reference to domestic economy;
according to this metaphor the world should be managed like a house. The
Greek word for house, ‘oikos’, is the root of both ‘economy’ and ‘ecology’, so
the latter might also have been included. This was not stressed, however, when
the metaphor was introduced. In an article with the headline “The Dilemma of
the World Household’ in one of Sweden’s influential newspapers, Borgstrom
accounted for some of the conclusions that he argued could be derived from
UNSCCUR. The natural resources of the world ought to be regarded as a unity.
The prime task for politicians and experts was to organise the most efficient
conservation and distribution of resources, in order to provide decent living
conditions for all the people of the world. To accomplish this, two things were
necessary. Political leaders and experts had to achieve international joint plan-
ning for resource use, while the inhabitants of the western world had to accept
economic sacrifices which would lower their standard of living. In the climax
of the article, Borgstrom referred to the world household metaphor: ‘more
careful housekeeping is probably an unavoidable choice for the well-being of
the whole of humanity’.*

When Boyd-Orr received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1949, Borgstrom wrote
an article on the occasion. He quoted from a lecture given by the prize-winner,
which he had attended the previous year. “The world has now become so small
that our only hope for survival is to cooperate to abolish poverty — to raise the
people in the undeveloped countries. We must do it, if nothing else, to save
ourselves.” And Borgstrom continued in his own words: ‘It is but another ex-
pression of the increasingly conspicuous truth that the world has become one
and indivisible. No part remains unaffected by what happens in other countries
and continents.””

Swedish exponents of the argument constantly emphasised that the
world had shrunk in recent years. What had previously been observed on a
small scale in Sweden was now being described from a ‘planetary viewpoint’.”!
A new view of Sweden’s position as an integral part of the world had emerged.
This can be illustrated by a quotation from the local newspaper of Borgstrom’s
hometown at that time. “The world has become so small, we are all dependent
on one another, and we have failed with the most important issue — in spite of
all progress a great part of the world’s population is starving.”>

Reports from World War II and the liberation of the colonies certainly
contributed to the shrinkage of the world and the widening of horizons. Borg-
strom’s South American journey is one example of this process. His lectures about
the journey gathered big audiences and local newspapers gave animated reports
from these meetings.” All the more, the world household idea was connected
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to contemporary internationalisation and improved communications. By the
middle of the century, modern airplanes, ships and missiles had rendered geo-
graphical isolationism obsolete, thus forcing national interests towards a global
perspective. Most of all, the globally-expanding economy of post-war Fordism
brought about a transformation in economic production and its related modes
of social and political regulation. As a metaphor for international relations
‘global” appeared in economics in the 1920s.>

This process could be observed in other fields. Historian of science Donna
Haraway states that ‘population’ replaced ‘race’ as the key object of knowledge
for the science of biology after the Second World War. To break the bio-scientific
nexus of race, blood and culture, 96 internationally distinguished scientists
signed the 1951 UNESCO statement on race. It refuted the tie between race
and culture and advocated a populationist evolutionary biology. Typological
taxonomies became bad science. “This wasa scientifichumanism thatemphasised
flexibility, progress, cooperation, and universalism.” Plasticity and educability,
not racial differences, now characterised humanity. According to Haraway, a
new universal man was born.” In Our Plundered Planet, Osborn noted that
‘[t]he saying “We are all brothers under the skin” has a basis in scientific fact’.>®

Today globalisation attracts both praise and execration. Either it is the
sister- and brotherhood of humanity come true, or a disguised attempt, con-
scious or unconscious, to impose once again the values of the Western world
on all other cultures of the world, a manifestation of the imperialism of high
modernity. As argued in Chapter Three, the globalisation discourse defined a
Euro-American concept of a common world destiny. All nations of the world
were perceived to be moving along the same track, sharing the same goal and
intended destiny. So, while globalisation’s emphasis on planetary unity was a
reaction against absurd racism, it also involved ideas necessary to the global
expansion of Fordism.

The notion that all members of the world’s population shared the same
historic striving was prevalent among the new conservationists as well. This
common track might not be development, but the concept of a commonly
defined historical goal for all people was at the heart of the new global vision.
A discourse of globalisation was established which to a large extent still prevails.
Peter ]J. Taylor and Frederick H. Buttel’s analysis of later attempts to define
global environmental problems could be taken from the globalisation agenda
of the early post-war years:

In technocratic formulations, objective, scientific and (typically) quantitative
analyses are employed to identify the policies that society ... needs in order to
restore order or ensure its sustainability or survival — policies to which indi-
viduals, citizens, and countries would then submit.... The solutions appeal to
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common, undifferentiated interests as a corrective to corrupt, self-serving, naive

or scientifically ignorant governance.”

The idea of a world household was thus in some ways congruent with the glo-
balisation discourse. This circumstance allowed it access to public platforms.
Conservationists emphasised the common interest of the world’s population in
making restorative efforts for nature. In this regard, they rarely addressed the
fact that different groups, people and nations could have diverse interests in how
natural resources were managed. In the post-war debates, many protagonists
acted as if there was a common cause. A unitary and undifferentiated global we
was defined for humankind.’® According to political scientists Frank Fischerand
Maarten A. Hajer, global environmental discourse has ‘suggested much more
unity and shared understanding between the countries and the cultures of the
world than can be legitimately assumed’.” In a universalising globalisation,
environmental issues can function as a symbolic umbrella that stretches over
all in a common society open to common risk. We all have a common cause,
with common values and common interests.

However, this critique of the conservationists might be unfair, if it does
not take into account that it might have been necessary to go from the particular
to the general, to relate a specific situation to a general structure, in order to be
able to comprehend it. The credibility of conservation ideology also benefited
from its global aspiration. If a group is successful in universalising its aims, it
avoids appearing as a sectional interest. As philosopher Georg Lukécs points
out, a certain group (class) in praxis needs to inscribe its own condition within
a wider context if it is to change that condition. In doing so it may challenge
the ideology of those who have an interest in blocking emancipatory knowl-
edge. Many reformers, including those whose project has been to end slavery,

racism, etc., have done this.*

Another kind of globalisation emerges in the 1960, a reflexive globalisa-
tion. This involves awareness that we live in a global society where perceptions
of discrete spaces have become fictive. However, aspects of the present variety of
globalisation can be criticised, such as cultural homogeneity or the hegemony of
the capitalism of the North. All humans do not share the same understanding
of the environment, merely because we all share the globe as a common planet
of settlement.®! To understand the process of globalisation of environmental
issues, it is necessary to acknowledge this struggle between universalising and
reflexive globalisation.®

Again, I am not arguing that conservation was invented by the rich,
powerful nations to help impose their will on the world. Conservationism as
represented by people like Leopold, Vogt, Osborn, Borgstrém and others in
the same tradition, certainly was not invented as a disguised neo-imperialism.
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On the contrary it could be a very critical and subversive ideology that chal-
lenged the ruling order. Nevertheless, it was part of a globalisation discourse,
a common way of talking about an interlinked world. Discourse can combine
people with opposing goals in a common way to talk about the issues. The
western take on global environmental problems has been criticised by people
in the global South, as yet another viewpoint imposed by the North on other
peoples in the world. The conservationists’ message of an interdependent world
could tie in with economic interest. As will be evident in Chapters 8 and 9,
conservationist-style neo-Malthusianism has been picked up by other interest
groups at least partly for this purpose.

The Ecological Society

Environmental issues moved politically from mainly local questions toward
regarding society itself as the problem. If society was violating the order of
nature, it was inevitable that it was going to collapse. Therefore it was necessary
to attain by political means a change in the direction of society, so that it was
adjusted to the capacities of nature. Using the authority of science to argue that
human survival was threatened, post-war conservationists developed a political
critique of industrial society. This theme is here called the ecological society, since
it involved norms drawn from ecological studies. However, it is an analytical
concept. Conservationists expressing this theme do not necessarily have to use
the word ‘ecology’.

Criticism against the contemporary political order was mostly reform-
atory in scope. Going back to agrarian society was simply not an option for
Borgstrom. Trained as a food scientist, he could well foresee starvation among
millions more people, if Western society were to be transformed back to the
production modes of agrarian society. The critique of civilisation did not imply
that the modern project had failed. It was unfinished and needed to be correct-
ed. Society must alter its direction and be organised according to the laws of
nature. His suggested changes can be summarised in four ideas: Throughpublic
education on ecological issues, international political cooperation, a greater endeavour
in scientific research, and a fairer world order, humanity could get back on the
right track again and thus avoid an ecological catastrophe.

In various contributions to the debate, the authors demanded that the
question of humankind’s relationship to nature had to be dealt with within
an overall plan. If the problems were to be solved, they could not be divided
into separate compartments.®® After the sessions on ecology at ITCPN, Harroy
arrived at this conclusion: since the lesson derived from the meetings was that
everything was interwoven, it was necessary to end specialisation in science as
well as in politics.*
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How was this alteration of society’s course to come about? According to
the resolutions at the UNESCO conference, it required new ethics and increased
interdisciplinary education. At ITCPN one of the main preoccupations was
how to convey the insights of researchers and experts to the public. Without
the support of the public, ecological thinking would always be in the shadow
of short-term economic profits. The new society was to be realised through
education; it demanded enlightenment of the people.®> Several writers in Swe-
den shared the view of Gunnar Beskow, that by far the most pressing political
necessity for the moment was to make the rulers aware of biological laws. ‘Our
only hope is if public awareness becomes so penetrated by how matters actually
stand that even politicians and economists have to show respect.’

The effects the authors set out to achieve might differ from text to text.
The intentions depend on contextand in what circumstances the article is written.
At a conference like UNSCCUR, the object seems to be to convince politicians
and fellow scientists. ITCPN, which gathered together like-minded scientist
and conservationists, appears to be directed towards strategies for action. Over
all, though, the new conservation ideologists seem to be primarily focused on
public education as a way to influence political power. Most of the publications
are intended for a broader audience, for whom their scientific arguments are
made accessible. The most important political chore was to get the legislators
to understand biological laws.®’

Moreover there also appeared demands for radical changes in economic
politics. The threats towards nature were not an aberration of the socio-eco-
nomic order, but a direct consequence of it. In the early post-war years several
influential writers expressed this politicised conservationism.*

As mentioned in Chapter Three, Vogt strongly advocated planned
economy on natural resource issues. In his book of 1947, Road to Survival, he
pointed outin neo-Malthusian manner the grave consequences that would follow
through the devastation of the earth’s natural resources and the ever-increasing
world population. The free market economy was to blame for the impending
catastrophe.

For free enterprise must bear a large share of the responsibility for devastated
forests, vanishing wildlife, crippled ranges, a gulled continent, and roaring
flood crests. Free enterprise — divorced from biophysical understanding and
social responsibility.’

To Vogt, the only road to survival was an adjustment of the economic system
to the laws of nature. A fundamental transformation of society was necessary, ‘a
revolution in Kropotkin'ssense’, which implied a radical change in the perception
of humanity’s interaction with nature. Vogt placed his hope in international
planning of resources, primarily through the UN.”
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Even though Fairfield Osborn was less critical towards free enterprise,
he called for a new economic order. For him, industrialism’s increasing exhaus-
tion of non-renewable resources paired with population growth was the key
problem in the 1940s. “The exhaustion of these resources implies major, even
drastic changes in the world’s economy’, Osborn proclaimed at UNSCCUR.”!
Borgstrom concurred. Charity to the starving people of the world was not
enough, ‘a new societal order must take shape’.”? Thus, some of the conser-
vationist conclusions and recommendations, such as criticism of free market
economy or pleas for centralised international economic planning, distanced
them from the liberal economic core of the natural resources discourse. In the
United States at this time, these were certainly controversial claims. It made
the conservationist vulnerable to accusations of communist sympathies. In a
review of Road to Survival, ecologist Paul Sears worried that conservationists
such as Vogt and Osborn might be accused of communism.”?

Borgstrom presented a vision of the rich world acting in solidarity with
the underdeveloped countries and a new ethic where the Golden Rule was the
guiding moral norm for society. Borgstrom called this optimisticanticipation ‘the
only realistic action programme’, but in retrospect it appears rather as a utopian
programme. An ideology may well have a utopian element as its specific type
of political orientation towards the future. Explicitly or implicitly it entails a
view of a possible future social order that is radically different from the present.
The very meaning of the word ‘utopia’ is ‘nowhere’, as it was coined by Thomas
More in his book about the island that was nowhere. As Ricoeur points out,
utopia thus implies a form of reflexivity, ‘the ability to conceive of an empty
place from which to look at ourselves’.”* Even if Borgstrém’s optimistic vision
of a world in solidarity was far-fetched at the time, he pointed out a way to go,
which would inspire like-minded conservationists and future environmentalists.

Unlike some of the new conservationists, Borgstrom never gave any
attention to aesthetic arguments for protecting nature. For him it was solely
a matter of the means of support. Preservation was not Borgstrom’s primary
concern. In fact there is a striking difference between the focus of the preserva-
tionist movements on pristine nature and Borgstrdm’s concern for how nature
was best managed for the maximum common good. The important mission
was to provide for this planet’s needy human inhabitants. In that respect, his
message was not an expression of a post-materialist perception, where nature
is a place for leisure and recreation. The new ideology was not only concerned
with a shift of attitude, it called for a change in the systems of production, it
even involved new systems of distribution. In this sense at least, some of those
involved formulated a new kind of conservationism, opposed to American and
European classic wilderness preservation. It was closer to what Ramachandra
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Guha and Juan Martinez-Alier label as the environmentalism of the poor, where
the struggle over productive resources is at the heart of the conflict.” Of course,
it was still concern from ‘outside’. It was not a struggle for the conservationists’
own daily subsistence, it was not a question of their own immediate survival.

Ecology in the middle decades of the century centred on concepts like
producers and consumers, planning, managementand engineering — metaphors
derived from the political-economic field. The managerial ethos in the so-called
New Ecology, which had emerged by the middle decades of the twentieth century,
reinforced by political-economical metaphors, was applied back to society.”
The need for ecological management of the world’s natural resources not only
implied the vital importance of political planning. It also promoted the idea of
social engineering extended to the whole world of life. In Our Plundered Planet,
Osborn urged for a more centralised planning to cope with the depletion of
the nation’s assets. He proposed a massive education campaign to convince the
public of the need to restrict property rights to strike a balance in the country’s
natural resources.”’

In some articles the first four themes of the ideology outlined above are
expressed, but the authors do not draw political implications from them. Some
merely conclude that the situation is serious or that people must be educated
in these issues, but do not relate it to a political change. These articles express
conservation ideas, but not the ideology. The political norms for society have
to be manifest, or at least clearly latent, if the article is to be categorised as a
manifestation of the zew ideology.

Of course, previous conservation had been political. All texts, all
statements have an absolute political horizon through which they must be
understood. But the new conservationism had explicitly expressed political
motives. That is not to say that its adherents always conceived of themselves as
political agents. Borgstrom stressed that he was not a politician. He was merely
presenting the facts.

A New Conservationism?

Was this post-war conservation ideology really new? According to historian Arthur
Herrman, among others, there is a direct line of descent from the declentionist
philosophies in the nineteenth century, and the Malthusians and environmen-
tal pessimists of the twentieth century.”® However, on a closer examination of
conservationist neo-Malthusians, it is clear that the kinship is quite remote.
Some of them argued that the critique was not new, it had been known since
the days of Malthus. The novelty was that it was now subject to public debate.
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However, the contrary view seems to have been more common, indi-
cating that many of those involved held the opinion that a shift of ideas was
taking place in their own time. Sten Selander argued that ‘in recent years’ it
had become clear that nature protection was ‘the most important of all practical
issues” involving the survival of humanity.”

According to historian of literature, Martin Kylhammar, Selander
re-evaluated his conservation programme after reading Vogt. Faced with Vogt’s
scenario, the Swedish Conservation Society’s struggle for an aesthetic, scientific
and social nature protection would in the long run be meaningless.* Fairfield
Osborn and Samuel H. Ordway in the Conservation Foundation labelled them-
selves ‘new Conservationists’ to emphasise the broader perspective compared
with old-fashioned nature protection.®' This ties in with one of the conclusions
of this chapter: even though aspects of its themes had appeared eatlier, this does
not contradict the fact of a new post-war ideology. It is essential for the analysis
of the post-war debate to realise that these themes now constituted an ideology,
where the ideas supported and depended on one another and were connected
with norms for society. In short: scientific evidence shows that humanity itself
is endangered, since the order of nature has been violated by society’s utilisation
of nature. Thus, a political change toward an ecological society was needed to
avoid catastrophe, where the common resources of the world household were
to be planned in international cooperation. The notions of a world household
and endangered humanity are perhaps the most striking expressions of the
new ideology, but all five themes are intimately connected. This ideology is
also essentially new in the respect that it was intimately linked to post-war
discourses such as that on globalisation. The themes have been exemplified by
quotations from various articles. Are they then used consistently in a specific
debate, according to the analysis? Is the ideology concept applied here just a
tutile attempt to see a unity among agents lumped together in a mythical past
by latter day environmentalism?

In the books referred to, Borgstrom, Osborn and Vogt clearly adhere to
the ideology. A contentanalysis using indicator words from three public Swedish
debates (1948, 1949 and 1953—4) and the proceedings from the plenary meeting
at UNSCCUR 1949,%* shows that the themes were frequently expressed, even
when all allusions and merely hinted references are ignored.

The idea of a world household is the most commonly expressed theme
in the articles. The political conclusions were more controversial, and often
only vaguely expressed. At UNSCCUR, catastrophe empiricism was, perhaps
surprisingly, little expressed. A more in-depth reading reveals, however, that
sometimes the catastrophic arguments were collected from specific scientific
fields that were not covered by the rather general vocabulary used for indicator
words. And since it was a scientific conference, the scientific foundation for
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Table 4. Conveyed New Conservation Ideology Themes

Ideological themes
World | Order of | Catastrophe | Endangered | Ecological
household | nature | empiricism | humanity | society
Sweden 6 5 4 5 4
1948-9 (9)
UNSCCUR 32 21 13 22 15
1949 (88)
Sweden 10 8 7 8 6
19534 (15)
Total (122) 48 34 24 35 25

Number of articles expressing conveyed new conservation ideology themes. The texts
were scanned and searched by computer. Only the manifest message was analysed, using
indicator words for each of the themes. Numbers of Contributions in respective debate
are in parenthesis. Following indicator words, derived from the qualitative analysis, were
used for the themes respectively: Order of Nature: ‘balance’, ‘limit’, ‘order’, ‘interplay’;
Catastrophe Empiricism: ‘catastrophe’ OR ‘crisis’ OR ‘danger’ OR ‘extinct’ OR ‘threat’
OR ‘risk OR ‘danger’ AND ‘knowledge’, OR ‘prognos.” OR ‘statistics OR ‘proof”
OR ‘calcul.” OR ‘support” OR ‘fact’ OR ‘figure’ OR ‘science’s Endangered Humanity:
‘catastrophe’, ‘danger’, ‘extinction’, ‘threat’, ‘risk’, ‘danger’, ‘impend’, ‘future of” AND
‘planet’ OR ‘world’, OR ‘man’ OR ‘civilisation’; 7he World Household: “World” OR
‘Earth’ OR ‘planet’ OR ‘glob.” AND ‘household’ OR ‘common’ OR ‘care’ OR ‘provision’
OR ‘conservation’ OR ‘share’; Ecological Society: Texts coded as Order of Nature AND
‘politics’ OR ‘regulat.” OR ‘govern’ OR ‘societ.’.

the argument was taken for granted. Still, most contributions seem not to have
perceived the population—resource crisis as catastrophic, rather more asa serious
problem for the economic development of the world.

The content analysis also confirms that proponents of conservation
ideas conveyed the ideology. In 14 out of 112 contributions, the structural
argument is based on the outlined conservation ideology, where all five themes
depend on and support one another. In four other articles, at least three of the
conservation ideas were expressed.

Itis problematic to compare English and Swedish material. It is of course
not possible to conclude from this analysis that conservation ideology was
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more frequently expressed in Sweden than in the United States. Rather, it is a
question of genre: one explanation might be that in a public debate it was easier
to express your political views more freely, whereas at a conference you had to
consider the conventions of international scientific conferences. For example,
Borgstrom did not express any of the ideas at UNSCCUR, but all of them in
an article four months earlier, when Osborn’s book was published in Swedish.
In radio and newspaper debates, two opposing sides, must often conservation
and utilisation, are invited by an editor. Representatives of different positions
are summoned to vie with one another. At UNSCCUR, most participants were
appointed by their governments and a few by other organisations. The small
number of articles conveying a conservation ideology reveals its marginalised role
in the natural resources discourse, even though it was not completely expelled.

Jeffrey C. Ellis criticises Osborn and Vogt for seeing overpopulation as
the only root cause and failing to consider the massive over-consumption of
the United States. It is true that there was a strong emphasis on the problems
of overpopulation, but their analysis was more complex than attributing the
origin of the crisis to the single factor of population growth. By contrast, Vogt
emphasised the fault of free market economy and Osborn resource depletion
caused by industrialisation. Even though they highlighted the issue of overpop-
ulation, their argumentation was congruent with this new complex ideology.
The emphasis on overpopulation can be explained by the controversial status
of this issue which they were trying to establish on the agenda. The preparatory

1able 5. Conveyed New Conservation Ideology

Number of articles | Articles expressing the new
conservation ideology
n %
Sweden 1948-9 9 4 44
Sweden 19534 15 5 33
UNSCCUR 1949 88 5 6
Total 122 14 8

Number of articles expressing a new conservation ideology. Articles where all five themes
in Table 4 are manifest.
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work of UNSCCUR shows how delicate the issue was at the time. However,
later in the 1950s, the case might have been different.

The new ideology tied in closely with the preoccupations of the time,
such as the new demands of capitalist production modes and mass consumption,
globalisation discourse and new technological possibilities for mass destruction.
These were issues that were inadequately dealt with in traditional utilisation
practice as well as in old-style conservationism. They allowed the new ideology
only limited success, but success all the same. The messages of the conserva-
tionists in many respects are attached to the discourse of modernisation. There
are examples of a more thorough anti-modernism, but until the movement of
the late 1960s they were few and had little influence. In the late 1940s, critics
first expressed the themes. During the following decade they became central
in the debates on natural resources. Even though opponents disagreed with the
conservationists’ conclusions, they had to relate to these themes. They formed
essential parts of the ideological foundation of the intense environmental debates
that were yet to come. Expressed as it was by several influential conservationists
in unison, the new conservation ideology helped to form an understanding of
a global environmental crisis.

In the critique of the utilisation of the world’s natural resources a new
narrative of the terms for human civilisation was declared. An ideology was
formed that became essential to the worldview of the environmental movement
and the formation of an environmental discourse in the 1960s.% This is not
to say that there is a direct line from new conservationism to present-day en-
vironmentalism. There is no common origin of identical meaning or coherent
identity between them. But the new conservationism is certainly one forerunner
of environmentalism, one that resembles it, but still has to pass through trans-
formations, repudiations, substitutions and displacements.®

As Pierre Bourdieu points out in his elaboration of Plato’s concept of
doxa, an ideology must try to close the gap between itself and social reality, into
which critique could be inserted. It must try to coincide with people’s conditions
of living to avoid anomalies that could stir distrust. Otherwise a new ideology
will appear which provides a tighter fit. Therefore social reality is reviewed
and redefined by ideology, so that they will match. This process provides the
appearance that reality has generated the ideology, not that it is the other way
round, or that they breed together.*® Inspired by Bourdieu, Terry Eagleton states
that ‘successful ideologies are often thought to render their beliefs natural and
self-evident — to identify them with the “common sense” of a society so that
nobody could imagine how they might ever be different’.¥” An ideology would
hardly survive ifit could not forge its descriptions, values and recommendations
into a perceived unity. It must find support in that which can be regarded as
reasonable, sound and continuously confirmed. To appear as consistent with
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reality, ideology needs to be legitimated by experience, common sense or some
accepted institutions of knowledge; preferably all of these. Conservation ideology
thus connected itself with experiences in time, such as food shortage, World
Wiar rationing and dust-bowls; with common sense, ‘you cannot eat your cake
and have it’. Moreover it sought its legitimisation through science, whereupon
we shall turn to the scientific arms of conservationism and neo-Malthusianism.
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Science was given a crucial role in international politics in addressing the popu-
lation—resource crisis, as the UN resource conference 1949 and the endeavours
toward the Green Revolution made evident. For the new conservation ideology
scientificknowledge was fundamental, often with an emphasis on a new synthesis
using interdisciplinary research.

Science certainly prescribed the premises in the post-war debate on
resources, for the utilisation as well as for the conservation side. For both
sides, science was the normative foundation on which society should be built,
although they differed fundamentally on the design of the construction. In the
scientific community, the dividing line between the two sides was conspicuous.

This chapter deals with the role of science in the early post-war popu-
lation—resource crisis. Its purpose is twofold: it starts out with a discussion of
the scientific influences on the new conservationists, and details how this was
received among other researchers at the universities and in industry. Reactions
in the scientific community are illustrated through the career of Borgstrom
as a food scientist. It will try to answer why neo-Malthusians caused so much
commotion, and to discern what interests they challenged in the scientific world.

The Scientific Arm of Conservationism

The emergence of the new conservation ideology owed much to scientists,
particularly from such fields as ecology and geography. Ecology is sometimes
described as the scientific arm of the conservation movement. In some respects
this is true. Much of the rhetoric in American conservationism is derived from
ecological studies. However, many of the concepts that are perceived to be
derived from the field of ecology, such as the metaphor of a balance of nature,
actually have their origin in traditional natural history."

Starting out from plant physiology and gradually broadening his scope
until he eventually become professor both of Food Science and Human Nu-
trition and of Geography, Borgstrom’s professional career could have neatly
encompassed the two main scientific influences on conservationism: ecology
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and geography. However, Borgstrom’s career does not fit as conveniently as
that. Although a representative transformer of the new ideology, he was more
of a plant physiologist than an ecologist.

Even though ecology as a scientific practice was fairly young at this
time, it was a recognisable scientific field, since its theses were organised on the
lines of scientific models, and strove towards coherence and demonstrativity. It
was also accepted, institutionalised and transmitted as science. Apart from the
scientific field of ecology, there developed a common usage of the term ‘ecol-
ogy’ that draws upon the connotations of the word, implying that its purpose
is not to define but to associate. This approach is here called rherorical ecology,
since it is connected to the communication of concepts obtained from the field
of ecology, rather than to its scientific practice. Rhetorical ecology attached
itself to ideas derived from ecological research, such as interdependence and
equilibrium in nature.

Borgstrom appears not to have been directly influenced by contemporary
well-known ecologists. Though he referred to 920 sources in his list of references
in 7he Earth — Our Destiny, Borgstrdm only used one reference that used the
word ecology in its title, Amos H. Hawley’s book on Human Ecology.* Moreover,
he did not use this reference in terms of ecology. Not one of the earlier and
contemporary ecologists mentioned in Thomas Séderqvist’s ambitious study
of the emergence of Swedish ecology is quoted in 7he Earth — Our Destiny. Of
the other names and works mentioned in three major American and British
works on ecology ? only three are mentioned in the references to 7he Earth —
Our Destiny and none of these was used in reference to particular scientific
ecological issues. The physical chemist Alfred J. Lotka’s co-authored Length of
Life: A Study of the Life Table (1936),*and population geneticist Raymond Pearl’s
1he Natural History of Population, > were both mentioned in references to the
introductory chapter in connection with the seriousness of human population
growth. Biologist Rachel Carson’s 7he Sea Around Us was quoted in a chapter
dealing with the sea as a nutritional source.® Only once did Borgstrom use
the term ‘ecology’ or its derivatives in this book. “The information in the long
run, will aim at giving humans a sound ecological orientation, that takes into
consideration the demands of nature.”” This singular usage seems to relate to
the popular, rhetorical sense of the word, rather than referring to the scientific
field of ecology.

In the three Swedish public debates that confirmed the proponents of
conservation ideas as conveyers of ideology (see Chapter Four), only one of
the protagonists used the word ecology.® Neither in these debates nor in 7he
Earth— Our Destiny does Borgstrom use common concepts in the scientific field
of ecology, such as ‘climax’, ‘equilibriuny’, food chain’, ‘stability’.” In contrast,
Osborn and Vogt referred to these common scientific concepts.'
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Neither does he use the following concepts that are central in Systems
Ecology: ‘ecosystem’, ‘niche’, ‘energy flux, ‘consumer’, ‘producer’, ‘reducer’
and ‘decomposer’.

So, when Borgstrom, more than 30 years later, claims in retrospect to
have embraced ecology in the late 1940s, it appears not have been with respect
to the scientific field of ecology, but rather in a rhetorical way which conveyed
a common understanding of ecology. In 1969, Borgstrém called Malthus ‘the
world’s first ecologist’, which provides us with a Borgstromian definition of
ecology. Malthus was an ecologist in the sense that he saw the global causal
connection across the specialised disciplines."" Perhaps it is symptomatic that
Borgstrom in 1971 changed the subtitle of his 1969 book 700 Many from ‘A
Biological Overview of Earth’s Limitations’ to ‘An Ecological Overview of Earth’s
Limitations’.

Rather than studies in ecology, it appears to be his nutritional and de-
mographic studies that inspired his new direction. In Mat for miljarder (Food
for Billions), from 1962, he describes the crisis not as an ecological problem
but as economic—demographic and nutritional.'*

From a disciplinary point of view, economic geography became an im-
portant field for Borgstrom in the early 1950s. Yet, as he himself pointed out,
Osborn and Vogt contributed a great deal to his worldview. He shared the basic
ideas outlined by Vogt and Osborn, who on their part used major ecological
authors like Charles Elton, Aldo Leopold, Raymond Pearl, J. E. Weaver, Paul
B. Sears, and Fredric E. Clements. They were profoundly affected by studies in
ecology. Thus, the scientific field of ecology influenced Borgstrom indirectly.

In the following, I will examine scientific influences on conservationists
concerned with population by relating to three strands important to the emerg-
ing environmental consciousness: Land Ethics, Ecological Equilibrium and The
Human Species Community.

Land Ethics

Aldo Leopold is probably the single person in the field of environmental history
who has been most closely associated with the reciprocal relationship between
ecology and conservation. Borgstrom made no references to him in 7he Earth
— Our Destiny, but Vogt and Osborn relied heavily on Leopold’s work.
Leopold became famousafter he published his Game Managementin 1933
and heiswidely regarded as the father of wildlife managementin America. In this
book Leopold promoted the theory of a comprehensive scientific management
of nature as a means to advance social and economic objectives. But gradually
Leopold became sceptical about this drive for a controlled environment."
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It is not primarily to Game Management that conservationists such as
Osborn turned. In 1933 Leopold also published a more philosophical essay
entitled “The Conservation Ethic’. Here he reasoned that the relationship be-
tween ecology and economics was not altogether harmonious. Instead of resource
exploitation as a means of livelihood, he advocated a reconciliation, a universal
symbiosis” between technological civilisation and the land. Like many conser-
vationists, Leopold was vague about ‘that new social concept toward which
conservation is groping’.'* The experience of the Dust Bowl years had led Leo-
pold to the conclusion that humankind threatened its own existence. Through
neglect of the rights of the land, an ecological catastrophe was impending. In
1947 Leopold stressed that it was necessary to teach the public an ‘ecological
consciousness’, which emphasised that humankind is a dependent member of
the biotic community."”

Leopold had just finished his classic essay “The Land Ethic’ when he
died in 1948 while fighting a brush fire. This text stands as a landmark in the
new conservationism. It brings together a biocentric ethic with a science-based
ecological criticism of modern economic exploitation of nature. Besides “The
Land Ethic’, the posthumously published Sand County Almanac(1949) contains
aseries of outdoor natural history essays, which reveal a disillusionment with the
faith in rational management of nature, of which he himselfhad previously been
arepresentative. Over-specialised scientific management was denounced: in the
essay ‘Natural History — The Forgotten Science” he defied the narrow-minded
academic researcher. Conservation had to have a broader scientific perspective.
He advocated reviving holistic out-of-doors education. The sciences taught in
laboratories and universities merely served technological progress.'® He was
yet another pro-technologist turned sceptic towards academic specialisation.
Humanity had to accept its role as a ‘plain member and citizen’ of the Earth,
instead of trying to be its masters. The Land Ethic required humans to encompass
a communitarian ethic towards all beings in nature. “We abuse land because we
regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a community
to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.””

Leopold emphasised the dichotomy between agricultural practicesand the
ecological context. Traditional conservation felt ‘no inhibition against violence,
its ideology is agronomic’, i.e. land use had an economic rationale, whereas
the new conservation approach was inspired by ‘an ecological conscience’. '®

Vogt and Osborn shared material and references with each other. These
authors also corresponded with ecologists Paul Sears, Charles Elton and G.
Evelyn Hutchinson. According to Lewis in ‘Progress and Apocalypse’, Leopold
supplied Vogt and Osborn with recent ecological thinking, whereas Vogt gave
Leopold advice on editing. He also tried to persuade his publisher, Sloane, to
publish Leopold’s Sand County Almanac. In March 1947, Osborn invited both
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Leopold and Vogt to a meeting at the New York Zoological Society to plan
the foundation of the Conservation Foundation. Vogt, Leopold, Sears, Elton,
Hutchinson and Carl Sauer all came to serve on the Conservation Foundation’s
advisory council."”

Even though Osborn and Vogt referred to Leopold in their books from
1948, Borgstrom first referred to him as late as 1962 in his book Food for Billions,
by quoting A Sand County Almanac. However, it is not as a scientist he is using
Leopold, but as ‘the great nature writer of the USA’. And it is not his Land
Ethic that he turns to. He is quoting Leopold on the dangers of not owning a
farm, that is, when people believe that breakfast comes from the grocery store
and that heat comes from the oven. Borgstrom used this Leopold quotation
apropos of the importance of educating youth in the fundamentals of food pro-
duction.”” Vogt and Osborn were also profoundly influenced by Paul B. Sears’
ecological work, especially Deserts on the March (1935), in which he delivers a
harsh critique of prevalent land-use practices. Through an extensive interna-
tional survey of desertification, Sears examined the catastrophic consequences
of ecologically misunderstanding nature. Like Leopold, Sears was affected by
the experience of the Dust Bowl in the Midwest, which threatened to turn the
Great Plains into a barren desert.”’ Borgstrom for his part was influenced by
the British soil scientists Graham V. Jacks and Robert O. Whyte, who in their
dramatic 7he Rape of the Earth: A World Survey of Soil Erosion (1939) warned
that industrial society’s exploitation of the environment threatened to bring
about a catastrophe for human civilisation.?

Ecological Equilibrium

The concept of an ideal state of nature was apparent in a holistic tradition in
natural history and early ecology, characterised by phraseslike ‘the unity of nature’,
‘the chain of being’, or ‘balance of nature’. The idea of a balanced nature that was
essentially stable dominated the greater part of nineteenth century biology and
natural history. Scientists hoped to find order in the universe, and the tradition
of balance of nature and economy of nature was predicated on such an order,
divinely ordained or naturally engendered.* The works of Malthus and Darwin
reinforced the ideas of earlier natural history and proposed that populations are
limited by natural checks, but also that different populations are intertwined
and related to other organisms as well as to the physical environment. Species
populations formed communities that maintained balance.*

The dynamic ecology of the American ecologist Frederic E. Clements
was based on plant-cover formation and its presumed progressive development
or succession to climax. It was recognised by many of his contemporaries and
successors as the premier theory of plant ecology. From Clements’s work were
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derived factors responsible for maintaining equilibrium, or for controlling pop-
ulations in the absence of equilibrium. Populations were formed and replaced
until a relatively stable c/imax was reached which was maintained through
self-regulating and stable populations. Major ecologists in Great Britain and the
USA were focused on the problem of stability and how equilibrium of popu-
lations could be maintained within a community. Randomness and extinction
were not commonly regarded as possibilities.”

Clements’s doctrine of climax as a natural ideal seems to have been well
established among new conservationists. His climax theory provided a touch-
stone for judging human manipulation of nature and a substantial scientific
argument for the normative order of nature. Worster points out its importance
for American environmentalists.

Their basic assumption was that the aim of land-use policy should be to leave
the climax as undisturbed as possible — not on account of the intrinsic value of
virgin wilderness, but more pragmatically because it had proved itself through
millennial vicissitudes of climate to be stable, tenacious, and marvellously well
adapted to its habitat.?®

As they were used to interpreting interaction among species in terms of niche
and competition, it seems reasonable that this understanding would lead to
the conclusion that, when humans expanded their environmental space, other
species would suffer. If a biotic community was changing toward a climax that
attained a state of equilibrium, to break this climax would mean to disturb the
balance. As Vogt interpreted Weaver and Clements, natural areas are in, or will
tend toward, a climax in the absence of human disturbance.””

In the United States, the Clementian emphasis on a progressive trend
towards climax and a stable state under the control of climate, succession and
organismic community dominated the major textbooks of plant ecology before
1950.% According to ecologist Robert P. McIntosh, ‘Clements’ organismic
dynamic theory of communities was widely accepted by many plant ecologists
and at least tacitly by animal ecologists until the 1950s.*

In order to speak of a disturbance of nature, there must be an under-
standing of a systemic order that constitutes the normative ‘state of the art’. The
normative nature idea was established in environmental debate. It was tacitly
presupposed in discussion of other issues, such as pollution. When dealing
with pollution in Purity and Danger, anthropologist Mary Douglas states that
it is necessary to presuppose such an order to identify matter as ‘out of place’.*’

As discussed in Chapter Five, a new moral consciousness took shape in
the early post-war years. Humankind was threatened, so the insights of ecology
must be used to restrain the powers of science-based technology. It coincided
with the shadows of the mushroom clouds of Hiroshima and Bikini. However,
it was not until 1958 that the ecological effects of atomic fallout became a



On the Outskirts of Babel 123

widespread concern among American scientists. In an analogy borrowed from
T.H. Huxley, William Vogt compared the knowledge of ecology with that of
knowing the rules of chess. If one’s happiness depended on winning a game of
chess, surely everyone would learn the rules.

Yet it is a very plain and elementary truth that the life, the fortune and the
happiness of every one of us do depend upon our knowing something of the
rules of a game infinitely more complicated than chess. The chessboard is the
world, the pieces are the phenomena of the universe and the rules of the game
are what we call the laws of Nature. The player on the other side is hidden from
us. We know that his play is always fair, just and patient. But we also know, to

our cost, that he never overlooks a mistake or ignorance.. One who plays ill is

checkmated without haste but without remorse.?!

In this deterministic description of world order, Vogt’s awesome god of ecolo-
gy appears like the Old Testament Jehovah. The concept of balance of nature
began to be questioned as quantitative studies of populations and communi-
ties increased. Frank Egerton states that the traditional understanding of the
balance-of-nature concept assumed more or less a stability of populations in a
likewise stable environment.** In Animal Ecology and Evolution (1930), Charles
Elton, an Oxford University zoologist, refuted the idea of nicely balanced animal
communities. “The “balance of nature” does not exist, and perhaps never has
existed.” In 1927 Elton had published his first major work, Animal Ecology.
His more immediate purpose with this ‘sociology and economics of animals’
was to synthesise the existing ecological knowledge into a new model of com-
munity. Elton’s interest focused on the organisation and population of, as well
as the distributions within, a natural community.>* In Road to Survival, Vogt
recommended Animal Ecology. He claimed it to be the ‘closest thing we have
to a satisfactory text on the subject’. Many of the principles it developed were
applicable to ‘the problems of human populations’.*

Elton’s critique of a balance of nature as outlined in Animal Ecology and
Evolution did not agree with Vogt’s conservation ideology and neither was this
book mentioned in the reading list.

Other animal ecologists defended the balance of nature concept. Warder
Clyde Allee and co-authors claimed in Principles of Animal Ecology (1949) that
‘the community maintains a certain balance, establishes a biotic order, and has
a certain unity paralleling the dynamic equilibrium and organisation of other
living systems’.*

The tension between natural balance and natural reproduction became
pressing in the 1960s. The balance concept was questioned by writers on pop-
ulation such as Paul Ehrlich, who described the idea of a balance in respect to
population size as ‘demonstrably false’.’” Borgstrom expressed the same notion,
inabook on Malthus in 1969. He argued that Malthus was the first to conclude
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that all life tends to reproduce above its access to nutrition. That is the way
things have been throughout history and that is the way things will remain in
the future. In that sense there was no equilibrium in nature.”® Nevertheless,
Borgstrom continued to speak of ‘nature’s delicately balanced interplay’ which
humankind, however, threatened to jolt by its wasteful living.”” Population
stability did not just happen as a law of nature. It was something that had
to be achieved. With this in mind, neo-Malthusian conservationism could
rest on population ecology. According to British biologist C. D. Darlington
a comparison of population control behaviour among humans and animals
had far-reaching consequences. “The preservation of a stable population with
an optimum density not only avoids war, famine, and pestilence: it preserves
the whole habitat.*® One reason for the wars, famines and pestilence facing
humankind was that the basic instinct for population control adjusted to the
habitat had been thrown into disarray in recent evolution.*!

Contrary to the ecologists who inspired new conservationists such as
Vogt and Osborn, the leading British plant ecologist, Arthur Tansley, rejected
many of Clements’s ideas in the 1950s. He wanted to bring the discipline of
ecology more into line with the positivistic ideal, with strictly mechanistic and
quantitative analysis. He denounced the holistic idea that a plant aggregation
is more than the sum of its parts, since it resisted a reductive analysis. He tried
to rid ecology of all the persistent traces of organismic philosophy. Instead of
the ‘obscure’ analogies to social communities and ‘romantic’ connotations of
organisms, Tansley launched the concept of ecosystern. He defined ecosystem as
the whole system including not only the organism-complex, but also the whole
complex of physical factors. He acknowledged a hierarchy of systems and saw
an ecosystem as one category in a range of systems between atom and universe.
According to Worster, the concept ‘dovetailed nicely with the agronomic and
industrial view of nature as a storehouse of exploitable material resources’. Eco-
system was a key concept in the so-called New Ecology, which further merged
ecology and economics in the discourse of natural resources.*

Many conservationists saw ecology as a counterweight to too much
economic influence on politics. In the new conservationism, science was an
importantinstrument for repudiating the capitalist exploitation of nature. While
ecological studies were used by the new conservationists to criticise the dominant
economic attitude, ecology as a scientific discipline was moving in the opposite
direction. Ecological studies became more abstractand reductive. Drawing from
the ecosystem concept, ecology turned towards the quantitative study of energy
flows in nature. The emergence of this so-called ‘New Ecology’ began in the
1930s and gained general acceptance among ecologists in the 1960s. Many of
its key concepts were derived from economics, such as ‘ecological efficiency’,
‘producers” and ‘consumers’.
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Worster argues in Natures Economy that the New Ecology in the mid-dec-
ades of the twentieth century was itself influenced by economic concepts.
Especially, it seems to have been affected by the managerial ethos of Fordism.*
With Fordism came the notion that direction and control by trained specialised
managers were crucial to the proper ordering of our common affairs. Economic
growth depended on a new politics of production, labour and distribution
control and management. Economists like John Maynard Keynes argued that
it was necessary to have scientific managerial strategies as well as state powers
in order to stabilise capitalism.

Through his studies in the sociology and economics of animals, Elton
laid the foundation for the New Ecology. According to Worster, Elton’s ideas
had a tremendous impact on Anglo-American ecologists. ‘In Elton’s account
of the natural community as a simplified economy, twentieth century ecology
found its single most important paradigm.’*

Worster argues that it is not very persuasive to explain the development
of this New Ecology simply by referring to internal explanations. ‘It is obvious
that the rise of a bio-economic ecology owed a great deal to its larger cultural
milieu.”® From the basis of my analysis, that is almost an understatement. This
study of the scientific community starts from the assumption that science is a
historically and socially situated practice. Therefore, it must be understood in
relation to the contexts in which it occurs. I argue that there is a correlation
between societal conditions and scientific knowledge. Scientific descriptions
of nature reflect interests in society at the time they are developed. Thus, the
traditional debates among historians of science on internalism and externalism
deal with an arbitrary demarcation. Both politics and science are part of the
same social processes. Consequently, the development of ecology in the 1950s
can be seen in part as a product of the logic of capitalist accumulation, which
brought about a transformation in economic production and its related modes
of social and political regulation at the beginning of the twentieth century.

The Human Species Community

In the first decades of the twentieth century the concept of ‘population problems’
entered the vocabulary of demography, and appeared in many publications. An
early demographer, Warren S. Thompson, saw population growth as a strategic
political problem. In 1929 he published Danger Spots in World Population, in
which he argued that high population densities together with limited resources
were a key factor in causing war. He continued this line of thought in 1946,
in Population and Peace in the Pacific. He warned that the large populations of
China and Japan threatened the post-war possibilities for peace in East Asia. If
peace was to be secured, the United States had to recognise and deal with the
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pressure of these increasing populations on the natural resource base.* The works
of demographerslike Thompson were importantsources for Borgstrom’s analysis
in 7he Earth — Our Destiny. He also referred to other books on demography,
such as the British demographer Alexander Carr-Saunders’ World Population:
Past Growth and Present Trends (1936); the German demographer Friedrich
Burgdorfer’s Sterben die weissen Vilker? (1934); and Bevolkerungsdynamik und
Bevilkerungsbilanz (1951).

As discussed in Chapter Two, demography appeared as a respected field
of academic study in the United States in the 1930s and 1940s. By connecting
population growth and food production with national security, experts at
universities and philanthropic organisations were successful in capturing the
attention of political leaders in the United States. In the late 1940s, demography
was integrated into American national security planning. Until the mid 1960s,
Thompson’s work was reprinted over and over.

In the mid-twentieth century, population studies of species communities
led to the idea of the species community of ‘the family of man’ in neo-Darwinian
evolutionary theory. ‘Population’ replaced ‘race’ as the key object of knowledge
for the science of biology. Typological taxonomies were now regarded as bad
science. The tie between race and culture was rejected, and in its place a pop-
ulationist evolutionary biology was on the rise.”

In 1946 the Population Commission was set up under ECOSOC. From
1946 to the 1960s, in its activities on population studies, the UN concentrated
on the calculation and statistics of population, reports that Borgstrom made
great use of. The FAO’s first director-general, the British biologist and Nobel
Peace Prize winner Lord John Boyd-Orr seems to have inspired Borgstrom’s
work as well, even though he did not mention him in his recollections of his
sources of inspiration. When Boyd-Orr received the Nobel Prize Borgstrom
wrote celebratory articles and invited him to come to Gothenburg.*®

His early books reveal that Borgstrom was inspired by the biological
trend in American demography, represented by the works of Pearl, Lotka and
Louis Dublin, among others. Lotka had developed a mathematical theory of
stable population. As mentioned, Borgstrom drew upon Lotka’s and Dublin’s
co-authored book Length of Life (1936). The relationship between animal and
human ecology was strengthened by the efforts of Pearl’s demographic studies
to develop a common biological law of population growth. In his early works
he applied a logistic curve of growth for everything from Drosophila flies to
Homo sapiens. Pearl’s effort to apply conclusions from biological experiments to
human society was controversial; for example, Soviet demographers considered
his analogies dubious.” Borgstrém was inspired by Pearl’s work and used his
The Natural History of Population (1939) in The Earth — Our Destiny. The global

view of the relationship between humankind and nature gathered inspiration
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from various fields, for example geography and geology. In the 1950s a new
interdisciplinary field appeared — human ecology—which brought together natural
and social sciences. The fundamental message was that human civilisation had
to abide by both physical and moral constraints. From the late 1940s there are
many examples of an emerging field of human ecology, especially coming from
anthropology and geography.”® Borgstrom, in his interdisciplinary approach to
the population—resource issue, connects closely to the development of human
ecology. In his future career as both food scientist and geographer, this link
would become even more apparent.

According to one of his confidants, Gunnar Dahmén, there were
‘cock-and-bull stories’ that Borgstrom had employed a porter to work at the
laboratory till late at night to speed up the completion of the dissertation.
Rudebeck also heard these rumours.’! In spite of the criticism, he received a
position as university lecturer in botany a month after receiving his degree.>*
There were intense controversies over Borgstrom’s work, with both supporters
and adversaries engaged in disputes over his scientific focus, performance and
conclusions. However, criticism from fellow scientists was not so much focused
on his message as on the manner in which his scientific work was conducted.

A Storm in a Tin Can

Later, in the rhetoric of the environmental movement of the 1960s, Borgstrom
was regarded as something of a martyr, who was expelled from the leadership of
SIK because of hostile reactions to his message. Even today this is a common
perception among many Swedish environmentalists and scientists.” Non-con-
formist critics of the techno-science system have often been opposed and even
victimised by the establishment. Perhaps many see Borgstrom’s conflicts as a
parallel to their own positions, working against the current in a hostile profes-
sional environment.

Borgstrom was recruited in 1948 to organise and administer the Swedish
Institute for Food Preservation Research (SIK). Since he had been the director
of the Institute for Plant Research and Cold Storage (IVK), he was an obvious
choice for this position. The Institute was jointly financed by the Swedish gov-
ernment and food preservation industries. The government paid for roughly
two-thirds of the finances and about 50 industries, through the Foundation for
Swedish Food Preservation Research, contributed the remaining one-third.>* The
Institute’s mandate was to conduct research into the preservation and storage
of food, as well as to gather information from outside the country, arrange
educational courses and provide information and reports.

Two years on, big and powerful preservation companies were displeased
with Borgstrom and used their influence to get him dismissed as head of the
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Institute. They wanted a more direct return on their subsidies, and accused
Borgstrom of not devoting sufficient time to tangible science projects, and of
spending too much of it on public lectures on broader topics. This criticism
stemmed from Borgstrom’s numerous speeches at organisations such as local
merchants’ associations, housewives’ clubs, men’s clubs and student unions.”
At these meetings, he often did not limit himself to the role of preserved food
in the family household, but broadened the perspective to the conservation of
food resources in the world household. A vivid account of one of his speeches
at the annual congress of ICA (one of Sweden’s largest chains of grocery stores)
givesasense of theatmosphere thatsurrounded Borgstrom. The author described
him as ‘a man with magnetism. He is sturdily built, somewhat stocky, always
well-dressed and polished and with an air of high society.””® Borgstrém had
talked about the preserved food of tomorrow in front of ‘the slightly shocked
Swedish grocery merchants’.

When Professor Georg Borgstrom climbed down from the podium at ICA’s
big November congress in Stockholm there was more than one who believed
themselves to be seeing a superhuman with the eye of a Cyclops just disembarked
from a spaceship. The public was spellbound. The press the day after was full of

plaudits. The director of the institute of preservation research, ‘the Gothenburg

alarm clock’, had once again won one of his numerous victories on the podium.57

At the end of October 1953, just after 7he Earth — Our Destiny had been pub-
lished and was debated in media, Borgstrom’s public appearances were discussed
ata board meeting. Knut Laurin, chairman of one of Sweden’s largest packaging
companies, PLM, argued that the director devoted too much time to general
questions and public work.>®

Borgstrom was appointed Professor by the government on 14 November
1953. The same day, the board of the Foundation expressed discontent with
Borgstrom’s many public appearances. His alleged ‘propaganda’, and the asso-
ciated ‘exaggerations and deficient reliability,” had obstructed the possibility of
persuading members of the Foundation to raise their subsidies.”” The board of
SIK consisted of five government representatives and five from the Founda-
tion. The chairman of the board, the Liberal Member of Parliament Carl S:son
Schmidt discussed the matter with Borgstrom. He pointed out that Borgstrom
was in the newspapers every other day, and explained to Borgstrom that some
of the interested parties thought that Borgstrém did nothing but travel, lecture
and write, which was of no use to the Institute. They agreed that Borgstrom
should make a monthly report on his public appearances. The board declared
that it was content with these measures.® However, at the end of 1954 the
issue came up again. One of the board members argued that Borgstrom’s public
work, except for presentations of the company’s own research, placed a strain
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on the Institute’s operations. The chairman, however, had no objections to the
speeches mentioned by Borgstrédm in his monthly report.®!

In accordance with his own broad interests, Borgstrom wanted to
broaden the scope of the Institute to more general food science. This endeavour
was strongly opposed by his adversaries in the Foundation and increased their
hostility.®” But it was not only his public appearances that gave him enemies
within the industry. He had also aroused criticism from some enterprises in
the Foundation for issuing certificates to competing companies to be used for
their marketing purposes.®® In November 1955, the board of SIK unanimously
decided to advise Borgstrom to find another position. Two days earlier, the
Foundation and the working committee of the board had held a joint deliber-
ation concerning Borgstrom’s position as head of SIK. Representatives from the
Foundation, led by Laurin, criticised Borgstrom and raised the question of his
employment. They also linked the issue of directorship of SIK to the terms of
a new agreement between the government and the Foundation. The financial
situation for SIK was tight and subsidies from the government as well as from
the Foundation had to be raised. Laurin, who was chairman of the Swedish
Food Preservation Research Foundation, argued that it would be difficult to
gather support among the member industries for increasing their subsidies, as
long as Borgstrom remained head of the Institute.

Even those who considered Borgstrom to be a good scientist and a
suitable leader of the Institute now backed down and endorsed the decision.
They considered it extremely difficult to achieve productive operation in the
existing circumstances. Among the researchers employed at SIK, opinions on
Borgstrom varied. Before being questioned by the committee, they discussed
their respective viewpoints on Borgstrom’s leadership. The opinions were then
fairly evenly split, roughly halfin favour of Borgstrém and half opposed to him.

The industry representatives who opposed him argued that Borgstrom
was unfitas aleader because of his role as a scientist. Laurin, argued that ‘Science
and propaganda do not belong together’.®> They also questioned his scientific
competence. Their criticism was supported by company-employed researchers.®
Borgstrom was characterised as being negligent with facts. Even though he
used a huge number of references he sometimes used them carelessly, accord-
ing to Laurin. He even had doubts whether Borgstrom should be regarded as
a scientist.”” In an unsigned article defending the board’s decision by a person
‘close to the Board of the Preservation Institute’, Borgstrom’s alleged insufficient
scientific competence was the main issue. The author claimed that Borgstrom’s
dissertation had been weak. As leader of IVK in Nynishamn, he was no success,
and as head of SIK he neglected research in order to make public appearances.
Rather than taking an active part in research, he had been speaking around the
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country, for example about starvation in Asia. According to the anonymous
writer, Borgstrom had not published any scientific work of significance since
his dissertation in 1939. Because of his ‘fantastic receptivity’, however, he had
managed to write hundreds of articles, but these were merely compilations of
other scientists’ work. These articles were above all a great credit to the Institute’s
library, according to this critic.®®

Later, when commenting on the allegations of Borgstrom’s lack of scientific
competence, his supporters pointed at his high receptivity and his capacity to
see the broad perspective. Velander, director of the Royal Swedish Academy of
Engineering Sciences, who had previously been on the board of SIK, stressed
that although Borgstrom showed a certain lack of carefulness and stringency
when dealing with numbers and statistics, this was a tendency he shared with
many others. In addition, statistics in the area of world population and nutri-
tion were indeed vague. The closer you came to the borders of knowledge, the
more inevitable it was that you should sometimes be wrong, Velander argued.®

Board member Jéran Hult, director general of the Board of Fisher-
ies, who was in favour of Borgstrom, remembered from his time at Uppsala
University that Borgstrom’s dissertation had been disputed. It was a matter
of fact that Borgstrom was a controversial name in the scientific world. But
he had an outstanding ability to fill his co-workers with enthusiasm. He was
also very competent in the areas Hult had been presented with. According to
Hult, Borgstrom’s ability to compile and synthesise made him highly qualified
to lead the institute.”” Hult had been one of the actors in the Swedish contro-
versy surrounding Osborn’s 7he Plundered Planet in 1949, where he was very
sympathetic to its message.

Gosta Lindeberg, microbiologist at SIK from 1952 to 1956, argued
that even though the criticisms of Borgstrom’s handling of figures might be
just to some extent, it was regrettable that minor errors in figures were allowed
to obscure the important conclusions of Borgstrom’s message. ‘Borgstrom was
a synthesiser and not an analyser.”!

Collecting statistical material was indeed one of Borgstrom’s specialities.
He had a vast acquaintance with global literature and was competent in seven
foreign languages: English, French, German, Spanish, Russian as well as the
Scandinavian languages, Danish and Norwegian. This enabled him to cover a
very wide range of literature. Considering the huge quantity of literature that
Borgstrom penetrated, it is not surprising that figures could be misplaced. But
that was a grave fault in a quantitative scientific setting, which celebrated the
experimentally skilled and exact researcher.

Borgstrom had indeed distanced himself from the normal science
of plant physiology. From 1949 economic geography became an ever more
important field for him. In fact, in 1950 Borgstrom applied for a position as
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Associate Professor of Geography at the University of Gothenburg. The head of
the Department of Geography had encouraged him to apply, since they needed
teachers. Borgstrom was to share his time between SIK and the Department.
The professor supported his application by referring to his works on ‘central
problems in economic geography’.”> However, Borgstrom turned down the
offer when he got a position as Associate Professor in Preservation Technology
at Chalmers Institute of Technology in 1951.

In regard to Borgstrom’s scientific competence, his supporters noted that
hewas, afterall, amember of the Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences
and The Royal Swedish Academy of Agriculture and Forestry. Furthermore he
had been given the title professor, an appointment that was accompanied by
an examination of his scientific work.” One of the professors on the evalua-
tion committee who recommended him for the designation thought that his
organisational skills and his extensive use of practical scientific publications
well qualified him for the title professor. Another supportive evaluator (one of
the participants in the radio discussion in 1948) also thought Borgstrom well
deserved that recognition, although he wished he would be more careful with
his statistics when speaking about the world’s food supplies. A third argued
that Borgstrom would hardly have been qualified for an ordinary chair, but
considering his directorship of a research institute there were enough reasons
to give him the appointment. Foreign Minister Osten Undén who commented
on the proposal on behalf of the government, shared this opinion.”

Faced with the massive animosity against him, Borgstrom finally re-
signed his position as head of SIK in August 1956, and left Sweden to become
Professor of Food Technology at Michigan State University. “The Borgstrom
Case’ aroused an intense debate in the Swedish press. In this study more than
100 articles published during the fall of 1956 have been examined; including
those from 1947 and 1948, a total of more than 160 articles were studied.”

The major newspapers in Gothenburg, both liberal, took completely
different, even mutually antagonistic standpoints. Géteborgs Handels- och Sjo-
Jartstidning, whose editor had been Borgstrom’s critic back in 1953, was very
critical towards Borgstrom’s way of running SIK and he took the side of the
industrial critics. Editorials spoke of the “The problem of Georg Borgstrom’
as well as “The hubbub at the Preservation Institute’.”® On the opposite side
was Goteborgs-Posten, which fully supported him in articles and editorials with
headlines like ‘Monopoly Ambitions and Mr. Borgstrony’, ‘Bluff’, ‘Motives for
Borgstrom’s Resignation Not Clear’.”” All in all, Goteborgs-Posten published
more than 50 articles on the Borgstrom case. His supporters at the newspaper
did not blame the animosity he faced on his inconvenient message. Instead,
the newspaper suspected monopoly ambitions to be the main reason behind
the affair: Laurin’s company produced tin cans, so he wanted to get Borgstrom
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dismissed because he opposed Laurin’s attempts to persuade the Institute to
close down its packaging research.”®

Laurin had indeed made an attempt to get the packaging laboratory
closed, but without success, something thatannoyed him a great deal. According
to the scanty board minutes, Borgstrom had defended the packaging laboratory
and concluded that closure of the packaging research facility would have to be
initiated by the government, since it was regulated in the Institute’s agreement
with the government.”

Borgstrom claimed that of the 55 enterprises in the Foundation 48 were
pro-Borgstrom, five indifferent and three opposed.®* Unfortunately for him,
these were the three largest companies by far. Borgstrom argued that these three
companies could have it their way because of their dominant position, since
many of the other companies in the Foundation were dependent on doing
business with them.®'

Interestingly, even Borgstrom at this time did not think that his message
on population and conservation of resources was the real reason for the criticism
against him as leader of SIK. According to Borgstrom, Laurin contested his
leadership because he had supported the new freezing technique in Sweden.
This new storage technique was against the commercial interest of Laurin’s tin
can packaging. This was the real reason, argued Borgstrom, but in the strategies
advanced by his adversaries, it was his work on the world’s food problems that
was being used to compromise him.**

Goteborgs-Posten labelled Borgstrom ‘one of the country’s most out-
standing scientists’.* In the spring of 1956, Swedish newspapers had discussed
the ‘brain drain’ of Swedish scientists to foreign countries. Borgstrom became
yet another Swedish scientist leaving the country in the mid 1950s. In an ap-
peal to the government in September, 24 professors from the university cities
demanded an unbiased investigation of the reasons why Borgstrom had been
recommended to leave his directorship. They also wanted an overview of the
terms of employment for qualified scientists linked to semi-governmental research
institutes. ‘Every emigration of a Swedish scientist is a serious national loss.”®4

Aleadingliberal newspaper, Dagens Nybeter, thought the affair showed an
astonishing softness on the part of the government representatives on the board
toward the industrialists. It was remarkable that a few industries could get the
government to dance to their tune. The explanation must be that the Minister
of Commerce personally wished Borgstrom to be removed. The editorial hoped
for great debate in parliament when it opened for the fall. This was heeded by
Hugo Osvald, a Liberal Member of Parliament, who raised a question for the
Minister of Commerce, Gunnar Lange. Osvald was a friend of Borgstrém’s and
asupporter since the days of the “Tempest’ debate in 1953. He regarded the SIK
controversy as extremely serious. There were two main reasons for this. First of
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all, the business revealed a serious threat to the freedom of research: a scientist
should not have to risk his employment if the results from his work did not
satisfy some interested party. Secondly, as the petition from the 24 professors
had pointed out, Sweden could not afford to export prominent scientists with
international reputations.®

After Osvald’s question in parliament, Dagens Nybeter demanded an
investigation.®® Borgstrom had previously written to the minister who had
inaugurated SIK, John ‘Kinna’ Ericsson, and asked for his support, without
success. The great turmoil that surrounded Borgstrom’s resignation induced
the Minister of Commerce to ask the board of SIK to account for the reasons
for its actions against Borgstrom. The board answered that it did not consider
it possible or appropriate to give such an explanation. However, two of the
government-appointed board members gave their own explanations. The
representative for the Fisheries Board stressed in his statement to the Minister
that his decision was not motivated by objections to Borgstrém as a scientist.
He stated that his decision to support the board’s recommendation was based
on an actual ultimatum from Laurin: either the termination must be made,
or the Foundation would withdraw their subsidies. He added that it was of
the greatest importance that public education on preservation matters should
continue. A professor on the board stated that he thought Borgstrom’s scientific
qualifications were so great that it would be to the benefit to SIK if he had stayed.
His concurrence with the decision was based solely on an understanding that
the great animosity against the Director made it impossible for the Institute to
carry out productive work.*’

The Minister of Commerce, being unsatisfied with the reply of the
board, appointed a Government Commission in October 1956, to write a report
(SOU series) on the affair. The 270-page report, Utredning om forhillanden vid
konserveringsinstitutet (Report on Some Conditions at the Preservation Institute),
was finished in early 1958. Forty-two persons had been interviewed, producing
about 1,200 pages of transcripts. The Government Commission, including the
Nobel Prize-winning professor in chemistry Hugo Theorell, found the critique
against Borgstrom justly grounded overall. Even though the circumstances were
such that Borgstrom’s resignation was not necessary, the report found no cause
to object to the industry representatives for their campaign to get him dismissed.
Borgstrom had acted improperly when he issued commercial certificates that
could be used for marketing the products of the firm receiving them. In the
report, his public appearances to speak about world food problems were not
a matter for criticism.

There was some formal criticism of the procedure when Borgstrom’s
leadership was questioned. It had been discussed in a joint meeting between
the board and the Foundation’s working committee, whereas, according to the
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statutes of SIK, it should be the business of the board alone to deal with the
question of directorship. But the manner in which the critics had tried to get
Borgstrom dismissed gave no cause for objection, since he had only been rec-
ommended to seek other employment. The Commission did not find sufficient
reason to criticise Laurin for threatening to withdraw the subsidies.

Because of the allegations, the Commission also examined Borgstrom’s
scientific competence. The main views expressed by persons involved in the
controversy have already been referred to in this chapter. The investigators had
several objections in regard to the research at SIK. The published results of the
experimental research at SIK during the first ten years had been quite modest.
Borgstrom had not been engaged in any experimental research himself. But, on
the other hand, it was not necessary for the Director to partake in the actual
laboratory work. Borgstrom was acknowledged for his great effort in initiating
the development of the Institute. The Commission concluded that building
it up had taken most of his time in the early years of his leadership. However,
Borgstrom’s supervision of research had suffered from his activities outside SIK,
especially his public work, such as authoring publications, giving speeches and
lectures and attending meetings. His participation in conferences and study
tours was also mentioned. According to Borgstrom’s own records he had made
74 trips outside the country during the eight years he had been head of SIK.
These activities had taken too much time from his directorship of the intended
activities of the Institute. According to the investigators, more concentration
on SIK’s activities would probably have given better results.®

The report mentioned that Borgstrom had a tendency to overemphasise
the value of his presentations, with less attention to impartial reliability. At the
same time the report established that some of Borgstrom’s qualities made him
well suited for public relations work: his unusual receptivity, his working capacity,
his wide reading, his vast knowledge of languages. The report concluded that it
had been verified that Borgstrom had the required scientific competence when
he was appointed Director of the Institute. However, after his doctoral thesis in
1939 he had not increased his scientific qualifications in the form of published
research. The report of the Government Commission found no support for the
allegations that the activities against Borgstrom were solely motivated by com-
petitive business interests or by the monopoly aspirations of the big company
representatives. Neither did their ambition to replace Borgstrom constitute a
danger to the freedom of research, as had been suggested by the 1956 appeal of
the 24 professors.” Borgstrom’s appointment as professor was not fully based
on his scientific qualifications, it was also motivated by his position as director
of the Institute. Since his work was regulated by the board, he could not be
completely independent. Thus, argued the Commission, the freedom of research
was not at stake in this case.”



On the Outskirts of Babel 135

In his statement to the Government Commission, Borgstrom urged
that it should ‘stigmatise’ the recklessness with which the board had accepted
all kinds of spiteful and badly substantiated assertions. He also asked that the
report should establish that the accusations made by Goteborgs Handels- och
Sjofarsstidning were groundless. The newspaper had charged Borgstrom with
mismanaging SIK for many years and, in Borgstrom own words, accused
him of being ‘a malefactor beyond comparison’, when it came to economic
management.”’

The chairman of the board, Schmidt, claimed in front of the Commission
that he had been given to understand at the Department of Commerce that it
favoured a change of director. The Department denied the allegation. Instead it
stated that there was scepticism towards Borgstrém in the Agricultural Ministry.”*

Reactions to the report from the Swedish press varied. The supportive
Goteborgs-Posten stressed in its editorial comment that the report had concluded
that his resignation had not been necessary. The newspaper claimed that in the
language of Government Commission reports, this meant the resignation was
actually highly regrettable.” It also published a letter to the editor pointing out
that the chairman of the unbiased Commission, Olof Séderstrom, had been
linked to the social democratic administration for a long time. Its editorial even
insinuated that the Commission might not have been altogether unbiased after
all.”* Expressen, a liberal tabloid, wrote with irony that for some newspapers
Borgstrom had ‘been deprived of his martyr’s halo: There was no “Borgstrom
Case™. But, argued Expressen, the subject was not closed. The report of the
Government Commission had left many questions unanswered and criticism
of the big company representatives had only been hinted at. That the Commis-
sion omitted to mention the actions of the government representatives on the
board raised questions about the freedom of research. Expressen also used the
opportunity to criticise what it perceived as social democratic abuse of power.

The report of the Borgstrom investigations is interesting reading. One does
not find a single one of the suspicions that were expressed by the 24 professors
repealed. On the contrary one gets yet another worrying insight into the inter-
action of the mandarins in the kingdom Idyllia.”

After the report, Borgstrom himself criticised the organisation of semi-govern-
ment research institutes. [t was harmful to separate research from the universities
and create independent special institutes that are not given enough money for
independent research.”

Goteborgs Handels- och Sjofartstidning, on the other hand, wrote thatitwas
not unexpected that the report concluded that it was correct to urge Borgstrom
to seek new employment. It noted with satisfaction that the Commission had
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left unheeded Borgstrom’s request that it should refute the accusations made
by the newspaper. 7

However, the Member of Parliament who had raised the question in
1956, Hugo Osvald, was not satisfied. He asked again, considering Borgstrom’s
resignation, if the state of scientific freedom was satisfactory in a semi-govern-
ment research institute. Considering the evaluation of Borgstrom’s scientific
competence made by the report, he also questioned if the Government Com-
mission had fulfilled the demand of objectivity that had to be placed on a report
of a Government Commission. The Minister of Commerce remarked that the
report gave the answers to Osvald’s questions and that it was a thorough and
well-performed investigation. Osvald was still not content with the answer and
demanded that Prime Minister Tage Erlander answer the questions himself.

In regard to the examination of scientific skill, the Minister of Commerce
seems to put an ‘equals’ sign between scientific qualification and experimental
research. He bases his argument on biased and incompetent persons. Should
the Government or the Prime Minister share this view, it is a bad sign for all the

research institutes in this country that are not run by the State.”®

Osvald reiterated that he was waiting for the Prime Minister’s answer on these
questions, whereupon the Minister of Commerce replied that he would have
to wait for quite a long time. It was not good practice to discuss individual
matters in parliament and he had answered Osvald only with some hesitation.”

Nineteen professors from the universities of Stockholm, Uppsala,
Lund and Gothenburg joined in the critique of the Commission’s report and
demanded an overhaul of the employment conditions of scientists serving at
partly-government- financed research institutes. These were virtually the same
professors who in 1956 had signed the 24 professors’ petition. They argued that
the Commission had based its judgment of Borgstrom’s scientific quality less
on present expert opinions than on the statements of persons whose suitability
for this task could be questioned. This time the government left the petition of
the 19 professors without response.'®

A New Kind of Scientist

So, what was ‘the Borgstrom Case’? Did a conservationist who was ahead of his
time suffer from a miscarriage of justice because of his unpalatable message, or
was industry justified in asking him to resign, because he simply did not do his
job properly? From examination of the documents at SIK and the arguments
raised in the report of the Government Commission, it seems clear that by
threatening to cut down their subsidies these influential representatives for the
food preservation industry got the board of SIK to urge Borgstrom to resign
in November 1955.
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Since the 1960s, ithas been acommon view among environmentalist that
Borgstrom was expelled from the leadership of SIK because of hostile reactions
to his message. However, such criticism of his message on population—resource
issues was never explicitly expressed by his opponents in the SIK affair. The
great controversy about Borgstrom in 1955-6 focused on his role as a scientist
and leader of a research institute and did not expressly deal with his messages.
His opponents stressed that a good scientist should have acquired, or at least
be able to test, his conclusions himself. As one of his critics put it: ‘He would
not even touch a test tube.”'*! Anders Wiberg, a former board member, stated
that Borgstrom was not his type of researcher. He would rather see a researcher
of ‘the quiet sort, a man who put on his white coat and devotedly attained
his research goals, even if it was in a basement’.'” This description is quite a
long way from the picture of Borgstrom on the podium. The conclusion of
the Government Commission on Borgstrom’s scientific qualities also seems to
be based on this traditional view of the scientist. Borgstrom was certainly not
alone among conservationists in being exposed to such criticism. Even Vogt
and Osborn had their scientific authority questioned. 7ime Magazine claimed
that ‘real scientists take a dim view of Road to Survival. These scientists found
little accuracy in “Vogt’s errors, prejudices, mysticism and reckless appeals to
emotion’.'”

Borgstrom’s opinion of specialised scientific practice was bound to
bestow on him criticism from within the scientific community. His critics can
be divided into two groups: those who criticise him for being a propagandist,
primarily representatives from industry, and those who find him too pessimistic.
Both adopt the line that Borgstrom was not a proper scientist.

Borgstrom, on the other hand, emphasised the need to synthesise and
present scientific knowledge to the public. In his reply to the Government
Commission, he regretted that learning was not given its proper value. The
food research he advocated demanded a broad overview.!*
point that on many occasions fishermen and farmers comprehended what he
was talking about better than scientific audiences. The former had a greater
understanding of the earth’s resources than the scholars, who were mere
specialists without an overview.'” Borgstrom’s conclusion was that scientific
specialisation, ‘the confoundedness of the Tower of Babel’ must be abandoned
so that a holistic perspective, a universal view’, can be established for the future
salvation of humanity.'%

Following Luis Althusser, Foucault adopts the Freudian concept of
‘displacement’ on epistemological thresholds that ‘suspend the continuous

accumulation of knowledge, interrupt its slow development and force it to
107

Later, he made a

enter a new time’.'” It was often conservationists like Borgstrom who took

on a new, more active role than the traditional researcher. Furthermore, they
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were often early proponents of interdisciplinary studies. These conservationists
were in many ways anticipating a new type of scientist. Borgstrom was in these
respects caught in a displacement in scientific practice. A communist newspaper
acknowledged the element of scientific struggle in the SIK controversy.

Professor Borgstrom is a scientist of the new kind. He is a brilliant talented
man with broad perspectives, who can never be accused of hiding his light
under a bushel. We have not always shared his views, but have always admired
his ability to quickly draw practical conclusions from his research results, not
least by presenting his results to the public on the radio. Besides his outright
unionist advantages he has, in spite of his youth, been one of the forerunners in
Swedish science when it comes to usefully broadening the scientific debate.'*®

Science can be used as a disclosure mechanism for what is perceived as
abnormal within the discourse.’®” It is important to stress that, even though
science is used as a disclosure mechanism, in the environmental debate the
opposite is also true. Science was also used as an instrument to criticise the
discourse of natural resources, for example in catastrophe empiricism, where
research reports were used to confirm the impending catastrophe resulting from
prevailing practice in resource utilisation.''?

Sociologist Steven Shapin states in 7he Social History of Truth that
reliability is essential for attaining and maintaining social and cognitive order.
Our knowledge of the world is dependent on our knowledge of the people who
function as our sources of information and under which circumstances they
can be trusted. Shapin shows how scientific trustworthiness depended on the
word of the gentleman in seventeenth-century England. Justas the virtue of the
gentleman guaranteed the reliability of his word, so modern science depends
upon the reports of scientists. The modern scientist, like the gentleman, possesses
cognitive authority by virtue of the acknowledged reliability of his word.""!

The importance of reliability is well illustrated by the Borgstrom con-
troversy. The conflict was not merely about Borgstrém’s scientific competence
and his employment; it also had consequences for his ambition to influence the
cognitive system of his time. Indirectly, the struggle came to be about his mission
as a public educator. What credibility would his evidence for a catastrophe have,
if he acquired the reputation of being a bad scientist? Scientific trustworthiness
was of the utmost importance for Borgstrom. He later criticised Rachel Carson’s
Silent Spring as too populist. She was not adequately authentic in her use of
scientific facts. His own compilation of statistical material from around the world
was intended to show that, contrary to what his critics claimed, his conclusions
were founded on solid scientific investigations. But the source of information
and the institutional site for Borgstrdm’s work was rather the library than the
laboratory, together with journals of food technology and the mass media.
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The press did not neglect the chance to attack big business as well.
Borgstrom had stood up in defence of low prices for good quality food, for
which the housewives of Sweden where grateful, but of course this pursuit had
collided with the interests of big enterprises.

Some of his adversaries made a point of Borgstrom’s being the son of
a priest, who had preaching in his blood. Certainly he was affected by and
learned from the language and presentation of his father’s sermons. Borgstrom
appears to have been a Christian believer, at least during some parts of his life.
During his university years he wrote articles for the Lund Christian Student
Union, hoping for a church revival and defending the position that it was really
sensible to combine science and Christian faith."'* Later his faith was kept in
his private life. His biblical language was his rhetorical style, rather than some
missionary urge. Even though his father was a low-church priest, he was several
times characterised as having been brought up in a Schartauan home (a strict
Lutheran sect) or in a Free Church home. Perhaps that suited the image of a
doomsday prophet better.'"?

In idea analysis it is crucial to consider the relationship between a
source and its subject. What intentions for an act can be ascribed to an agent?
It is not possible for us to fully identify ourselves with Borgstrom or any other
agent. Thus it is not feasible to establish, beyond a doubt, the intention of an
author, since we cannot completely discern the intentions and the reactions in
alanguage event. But since all communication is dependent on inter-subjective
references, as in discourse, it is possible to give a reasonable interpretation of
the meaning of a text, by relating to the context. Communication in context
is the very nub of the conveyer concept. It is an attempt to analyse what is
communicated by the agent, how is it communicated, and what was commu-
nicated to the receiver. It is important here that the primary aim of analysing
Borgstrom’s work is not to discern his intentions, but to try to apprehend what
the text communicated in its context.

It is thus necessary to relate Borgstrom’s work to its specific contexts.
His institutional setting as well as his role varies. Utterances must be considered
for their use in a specific situation so that we can understand the underlying
conventions and discursive rules, and discern what they relate to culturally and
historically. Ironies, manipulations and allusions are important in this respect.
When Borgstrom writes in the last chapter of 7he Hungry Planet (1965) about
winning the victory crown, the meaning can perhaps be better understood if
one acknowledges Borgstrom’s allusion to the Bible’s eschatological words about
winning the victory crown on judgment day.'**

In an intellectual biography, even though it focuses on the conveying
function of an agent, it might be tempting to speculate about what at heart
evoked a certain standpoint. The causes of certain responses are entangled in
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a complex web of interactions, especially with regard to biographical material.
Borgstrom’s background, his social life, his ability to coin expressive formulations,
of course helped to form his career. His Christian upbringing, for example, is
reflected in a flair for biblical vocabulary, perhaps also in his advocacy for the
‘Christian’ Golden Rule. Personal experiences can help us explain certain events
and they will thus be employed in the analysis at some points; but, because of
the speculative temptations they offer, psychological profiles are used sparingly
in the analysis of the debate.

At the beginning of the 1950s, a controversy emerged regarding the
so-called third position. The climate of the Cold War caused strong anti-com-
munist sentiment on most of the nation’s editorial boards. Liberal newspapers
like Dagens Nyheter and Goteborgs Handels- och Sjofartstidning criticised the
Government’s policy of non-alignment. The Swedish political science professor
and liberal chief editor Herbert Tingsten headed an intensive campaign in favour
of Sweden joining the Atlantic Pact.'” He criticised the Social Democratic
Government for being soft on Stalinist terror. Tingsten was very critical towards
political ideologies. Science should be the guiding rule of society, instead of
the metaphysics and speculations of ideologies. Later he predicted the death of
ideologies. They had had their day and hence would disappear. Tingsten had a
huge influence on liberal debate.

Borgstrom was thus very keen on emphasising that he was a scientistand
notan ideologist. At the age of 74, Borgstrom was annoyed by a journalist asking
if things had gone the way he had believed. Borgstrom replied that he had never
been occupied with believing, he was only seeking and conveying knowledge.
Borgstrom emphasised that as a scientist he had only ‘presented the truth’.''

The scientific profession held (and of course still holds) a substantial
cognitive authority. This authority is of enormous value for any individual
scientist, particularly one who is inclined to have opinions on society. Thus
scientists have a vested interest in maintaining this authority, by guarding the
boundaries of and avoiding threats to their reputation. Scientific authority is
protected, even though the boundaries may change, as new practices or contents
are employed over time.

As an agent, an individual scientist is participating in a scientific form
of life. This Wittgensteinian concept emphasises the facility of professional
relationships. Through training, the scientist is formed by and participates in
a tradition, including laws, rules, norms, meaning and definitions. Through
his practice he contributes to the continuation of the tradition. A form of life
involves an agreement in the practice, not necessarily in opinions, but in the
language used.""”



On the Outskirts of Babel 141

Many science studies of today indicate the conventional character of
these boundaries as the outcome of a social and historical context, of the stra-
tegic activities of scientists themselves. Scientific boundaries are defined and
maintained by social groups who, in the words of philosopher David Bloor,
‘are concerned to protect and promote their cognitive authority, intellectual
hegemony, professional integrity, and whatever political and economic power
they may be able to command by attaining these things’.!"®

A scientific form of life acquires and supports a tradition that postulates
how the scientific work shall be conducted, what is supposed to be done and
what is not. There are a number of fundamental approaches which this form
of life generates and which are at the basis of scientific practice; it has distinct
boundaries which stipulate what can and shall be researched. Borgstrom, by
being on the outskirts of plant physiology and food technology, violated these
basic postulates with his non-specialised, non-laboratory focus. He raised other
questions to which, for him, food science could not give satisfactory answers.
The communist newspaper was probably right. In his synthesising methods
and strong ambition to communicate his assessments to politicians and the
public, Borgstrom in many ways represented a new type of scientist who was
unique in the food sciences, and elsewhere would become more common in
years to come. These scientists, who openly communicated with politicians and
attempted to influence political discourse, were targets for criticism from the
traditional scientific community.

Prior to 1948 Borgstrom did not focus on a critique of scientific spe-
cialisation. Probably inspired by Vogt’s critique of specialised technicians and
his proposals for a broader conservation education coupled with Borgstrom’s
own university experiences, this came to be a main theme in his message in the
1950s. And this time the criticism from the scientific world was stunning.'"’
A magazine compared him with Gunnar Myrdal:

The restlessness, the elegance, the broad perspectives, the lightning-fast judgments,
and the quick tongue. With both of these [Myrdal and Borgstrom], you have
always had a feeling that Sweden is far too small for these gentlemen’s activities.
They need European or actually global horizons to guide their activities to a

fruitful outcome.'?®

As the controversy at the Preservation Institute was in its cradle this magazine
writer proposed the UN or the FAO as suitable arenas for Borgstrom. These
institutions would provide a better scope for his vast knowledge than the
leadership of some ‘small Swedish institution involved in internal quarrels and
financial worries as well as jealously scrutinised’.'”' Instead Michigan State
University became Borgstrom’s international stage.
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Land Grant Controversies

While the controversy at SIK was stirring, Borgstrom was looking for employ-
ment elsewhere. In the spring of 1956, Borgstrom wrote to an acquaintance
at Michigan State University (MSU), inquiring about the possibility of a posi-
tion at the university. He got a favourable response, ‘Sweden’s loss is our great
fortune.'** At the beginning of fall 1956, when the dispute over Borgstrom’s
leadership of the Preservation Institute was rife in Sweden, Borgstrom himself
went into exile in the United States. For Borgstrom, it was not only that the
population—resource problem complex was international: the stage on which
to come to terms with it was equally international. Thus, it was only natural
that he would seek for a position abroad.

Recruiting Borgstrom probably fitted well into the plans of the President
of MSU, John A. Hannah. According to Borgstrom’s ecologist colleague, John
Cantlon, the Borgstrdom name was known to anybody who had a substantial
international reputation on significant issues relating the biological and physical
world to humankind. Hannah, who had a very international appetite, had been
active in the Point Four Program and the role of the land grant universities in
the recovery of Europe.'?

MSU is a land grant university. In the mid-nineteenth century acreages
of land were given to one university in each state, funds from which were to be
used for the teaching of agriculture and mechanics or engineering. Consequently
there was a tendency for the faculty to be more practically orientated, rather
than purely academic. The feeling of technological optimism was rampantin the
agricultural and engineering colleges of these universities. Agribusiness and the
Federal Department of Agriculture had a large influence on their research, and
schools of agriculture had many applied entomologists who were defenders of
the pesticide business. These companies were dependent on the use of university
experts who were employed to assess the effects of different fertilisers and pest
control chemicals on crop pests. Chemical companies like Dow Chemical and
Monsanto funded some MSU research.

Borgstrom accepted a full professorship in food technology in the Depart-
ment of Horticulture at the College of Agriculture. At the time of Borgstrom’s
arrival, US agriculture was deeply into pushing technology to maximise crop
production in particular areas, an approach that later came to be known as the
Green Revolution. Highly bred varieties of the key food plants — rice, wheat,
barley, oats and soybeans — were being produced. Breeding them to maximise
yield required artificial additions of fertilisers and pesticides. According to three
of Borgstrom’s colleagues at the department, there was optimism, at that time,
that food production would be no problem. “We simply increased the amount
of nitrogen fertiliser and with adequate pest control we could do everything
we wanted’.!*
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On a visit in late June 1956, Borgstrom proposed holding seminars
at the department. He suggested five different topics for his speeches, which
indicates the broad scope of his interests: ‘Influence of light and temperature
on the stability of ascorbic acid in fruit juices’, “The role of psychrophilics in
fruit and vegetable cold storage’, ‘Riddles in frozen food microbiology’, ‘Some
neglected international aspects of world food problems’ and “The role of veg-
etable products in world diet’. Symptomatically, the head of the Department
of Horticulture picked the first two. It was as a food technologist that he was
of interest, not as an illuminator of world population—resource problems.'®

Borgstrom came to the United States with a somewhat different objec-
tive. After he took up his position at the university, he continued transmitting
the message he had begun in Sweden. Borgstrom kept pointing out that there
were pitfalls in the drive towards narrow areas of technological development,
like highly bred varieties of grains (e.g. short-stemmed wheat and stick rice
varieties), as the answer to world food supplies. While they increased the yield,
they demanded more fertilisers and more pesticides. On this issue, Borgstrom
came into conflict with MSU agricultural technologists who were trying to push
this new technology out to the developing nations. Robert Bandurski, one of
Borgstrom’s plant physiologist colleagues, recalls: ‘he could become extremely
pessimistic during the course of a lecture and his pessimism seemed to feed
upon itself, and so one couldn’t help but feel that there is really no hope, there
is nothing we can do on this problem, George seemed always to present a new
problem.” MSU had missions overseas in several countries in South America,
in Southeast Asia, in Africa and in the Middle East. They aimed at replacing
traditional agriculture with elements of the Green Revolution. Borgstrom was
indicating that this might not be a good idea.'*®

His opinions aroused criticism from several quarters at MSU. In his
discipline he was not regarded as a ‘real’ food scientist. He was also criticised by
researchers in other disciplines, for example by agricultural economists. He was
accused of dealing with issues in which he was not trained and therefore did not
have the proper knowledge. Many scientists at state universities and land grant
colleges had an important role in the realisation of the Point Four Program and
in the businesses of the agricultural industries. Because of the dominant position
of applied research in colleges of agriculture in land grant universities, scientists
who opposed the present practice of the agricultural industry found themselves
in controversy. Borgstrom suffered from these circumstances, but the situation
was nothing like as fierce as the SIK conflict. It seems rather to have been an
academic quarrel at seminars and at the dining tables of the faculty lounges.'*’

AtMSU, Borgstrém managed to develop another entry into the university.
Besides his position in the Department of Food Science, he was awarded a joint
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appointment with the Department of Geography in 1962. Here Borgstrom
was allowed to be a different food scientist, with a global point of view, who
was not just interested in the details of preparation and preservation of food.
He was also able to focus on global population issues and their importance for
the future of the world’s food supply.

Together with history professor Thomas Greer, he started a senior-level
credit course called ‘Great Issues’. These lectures dealt with a multifaceted ap-
proach to world problems. He would focus upon water resources, land resources,
population resources, public health, the military, or the economy. He emphasised
that these issues constituted the framework in which major problems had to be
approached rather than by the narrow methods of non-transgressional science.
In 1966 and 1967 he offered public lectures on the population explosion, the
world’s food supply, food and the Cold War, the dilemma of Western technol-
ogy, as well as on population and the struggle for resources as a cause of the
tensions in the world.'*®

Over the years, Borgstrom seems to have been increasingly reluctant to
carry his message into scientific journals. After he became Professor of Geography
at Michigan State University he only published four articles and one review
in geographical journals, though he had opportunities to do more. Instead he
tried to reach a broader audience by writing popular books.

Borgstrom’s interest shifted even more from a small academic audience
to making his conclusions understandable to a wider readership. In the spirit of
accessible science, he found it more interesting to address broader audiences than
to be published in the Annals of the Association of American Geographers.'*
Quite the reverse of this trend, as we shall see in chapter eight, he became at
the same time increasingly more hopeful about the ability of scientists to govern
the world, in contrast to ‘irresponsible’ politicians.

Science and Politics in Symbiosis

The world order that emerged after the Second World War involved broad
segments of the US scientific community. New demands were made that cut
deeply into the contemporary view of science. At the same time, recorded
expenditure in research and development in the United States rose from 0.2
per cent of the gross domestic product in 1921 to three per cent by the mid
1960s."*" Science as a legitimating foundation for political acts strengthened in
Western countries. The agenda of the natural resources debate was established in
collaboration between natural scientistsand politicians. The new conservationist
scientists who entered this process early both benefited and suffered from it. In
the early post-war years it was mainly to their advantage, since they, as experts,
were given a platform in the media and in conference auditoria. This process
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had evolved in the 1930s when a ‘science and society’ movement originated in
the United States, arguing that scientists should take greater responsibility for
the social uses of science."” The communication process between politicians
and scientists was clearly illustrated in the political ambition to bring about
the 1949 UN conference on the world’s resources. By being involved in a high
priority problem on the political agenda — to avert natural resource shortages
as potential nodes of conflict — scientists were involved as keepers of the post-
war world order.

Ecological studiesalso benefited from the increasing superpower tensions.
Ecology came to be tied in with defence-related research. Rachel Carson, for
instance, worked in a government agency, the Bureau of Fisheries, until her
bestseller 7he Sea Around Us (1951) enabled her to become a freelance science
writer. The Bureau, which was at first within the Department of Commerce
but later absorbed into the Fish and Wildlife Service of the Department of
the Interior, was mobilised to learn more about the marine environment in
case of a nuclear war, and to help devise means to exploit the oceans for food,
navigation and defence.

The possibility of nuclear fall-out as a result of a nuclear war between
the Soviet Union and the United States was indeed very real. In fact school
children in both countries were trained how to survive a nuclear blast. Because
of this, there was an interest in the behaviour of land ecosystems exposed to
nuclear fall-out. Ecological and chemical research, particularly for building the
necessary elaborate analytical techniques through computersand remote sensing,
were supported by the US Atomic Energy Commission and the Department
of Defense. The research of the famous ecologists Eugene and Thomas Odum
was almost entirely supported by the Department of Energy. The former also
received funding from AEC.'# At the same time, the Department of Agriculture
and the State Department’s US Agency for International Development (USAID)
were funding research focusing on technologies for the Green Revolution. The
National Science Foundation had programmes generating broad areas of new
research data. Since Borgstrom was looking at synthesising accessible data , his
funding possibilities were limited in this respect.

Nevertheless, the USAs Cold War strategy had a profound effect on
the scientific fields that relate to the new conservation ideology. As shown in
Chapter Three, the land grant universities were used in Truman’s Point Four
Program. The Ford Foundation’s strategy of linking scientific research on high
crop yields and the issues of overpopulation was motivated by American ge-
opolitics. Moreover, new academic fields appeared in the late 1940s, such as
Area Studies, which synthesised multidisciplinary knowledge about a region
into culture-adapted advice and assessments. The need to understand a region’s
culture in order to deal successfully with foreign countries was acknowledged
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by the Social Science Research Council. During the Second World War the
need for regional specialists had been highlighted. This demand was reinforced
by the challenges of the post-war world. In the advocacy for Area Studies, the
inevitability of American worldwide involvement was stressed. The success of
US foreign policy required more broadly prepared experts on various cultures.'*

Borgstrom was not a new data generator, he was a synthesiser of data,
pulling together data from international literature and putting global data sets
together. The neo-Malthusian upsurge coincides with an enormous expansion
in data gathering. Information was beginning to emerge which gave him an
opportunity to form a global perspective on all aspects of food supply.

Neo-Malthusians used the data coming out of a wide range of different
disciplines and programmes, for instance, from the International Geophysical
Year (IGY) 1957-9. It was a scientific programme of international scope, with
oceanographers, glaciologists, geologists and limnologists. They were all look-
ing at geophysical phenomena. Researchers within IGY studied the physics of
the ocean, the physics of the atmosphere and the linkage between the physics
and chemistry of the ocean and the physics and chemistry of the atmosphere.
Remote sensing techniques were also developed at this time, and computers
enabled analysis with big number sets. Computerised number-crunching also
provided international demographers with the necessary tools to estimate the
impact of population change.'**

In the immediate post World War II period, there wasan emerging ocean-
ographic scientific effort looking at global circulation, ocean basin circulations,
circulations of minerals, salinity values in the sea. A lot of it was motivated both
in the East and in the West by defence interests, because submarine warfare
required a great deal of knowledge about the physics and the chemistry and
even the biology of the oceans. These developments made possible a global look
at ocean basins, ocean currents and circulations, with data from international
studies getting better and better.

IGY was followed by the International Biological Program (IBP). It was
the first major international science programme in ecology. The whole project
took the form of a rolling programme, which occupied some five years of pre-
liminary discussion and planning commencing in 1959, followed by a decade
of research and publishing, 1964—74. 58 countries were directly involved in
the programme and 40 others indirectly. The overall theme chosen was “The
Biological Basis of Human Welfare’. The original impetus for the IBP was the
desire to obtain some of the same benefits that had accrued to the earth sciences
from the IGY, such as creating international networks of collaborators, collect-
ing data on large-scale systems, and, not the least, obtaining the attention of
decision-makers. As a Swedish biologist, Borgstrom motivated the programme.
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[t was the big chance for biologists to make themselves heard and to bring sense
to research policy. IBP’s first general assembly in Paris 1964 resolved that the
programme should contribute to ‘the optimum exploitation, on a global basis, of
the biological resources on which mankind is vitally dependent for its food and
for many other products’. This should be done within three themes: conservation,
human adaptability, and use and management.'® The rationale behind IBP was
obvious at the time of the second peak of post-war neo-Malthusian concern.

John H. Perkins argues that there were at least two tendencies towards
neo-Malthusian thinking on global population—food questions. One was polit-
ical, of which Thompson was a representative, linking population densities to
national and international economics. One was ecological, linking population
densities to resource degradation.'*® However, as I hope this book indicates,
they are complexly intertwined. Worster points at this mutual relationship in
his analysis of New Ecology’s economic view of the natural world.

If society and its economics shaped the New Ecologists, that influence was a
two-way street; we must also ask what cultural impact their account of nature
had. Modern man depends heavily on the scientist to explain what kind of
world we live in, and now the ecologist’s answer was: an economic one. All
creatures on the earth are related to one another essentially as producers and
consumers; interdependence in such a world must mean sharing a common
energy income. And as part of nature, man must be considered primarily as an

economic animal — he is at one with all life in a push for greater productivity.'”’

As Steven Shapin argues in 7he Scientific Revolution, there lies at the heart of
modern science the paradox established in the seventeenth century.

[TThe more a body of science is understood to be objective and disinterested,
the more valuable it is as a tool in moral and political action. Conversely, the
capacity of a body of knowledge to make valuable contributions to moral and

political problems flows from an understanding that it was not produced and

evaluated to further particular human interest.!8

Borgstrom recognised this fundamental regulation. Even though he called fora
change in society, to Borgstrom these political recommendations were conclusions
based on thorough scientific research. He stressed that he was not a politician
or even an environmentalist. He was merely a scientist pointing out the facts.'”’

Political acts in particular must be supported by discourses that legiti-
mise them as normal, sound and rational. Science plays a critical role in such
discourse, in legitimating not only the present order but also changes in power
relations. Shapin argues that the very distinction between social and political
issues on the one hand and scientific truth on the other is a product of the sci-
entific revolution. The essence of modern natural science lies in the recognition
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that scientists must provide objective accounts of physical reality. They depict
what 75 in the natural world, not what ought to be. The objects of science are
separated from moral discourse. The practitioners of science are expected to
free themselves from personal interest and passions when they are producing
knowledge. “The most powerful storehouse of value in our modern culture is
the body of knowledge we consider to have least to do with the discourse of
moral value.”'

Scientific change evolves with its societal context. Competing interest
groups use science as a social resource. Scientific descriptions of nature are thus
likely to be reflections of societal interests."*! But science does not merely reflect
interests in society. Science and society live, so to speak, in symbiosis. An ideal
social state is protected by reference to absolute laws. These may be divine laws
or, more common in our secularised world, the laws of nature. These laws of
nature are used to sanction a moral codex.'* If the authority on how to live our
lives is to be derived from laws of nature, a great boost is given to the sciences
that can most convincingly discern these laws. The science of ecology was not
slow in taking advantage of this prestige. But therein lies a problem for this
position: science was not supposed to propagate political norms, but ecology’s
prestigious academic position depended on its ability to provide the norms that
could be derived from natural systems. The establishment of norms was a part
of its function. Knowledge making and knowledge holding are indeed social
processes. All concepts are marked ‘made in culture’. Our understanding of
an objective physical universe is culturally formed. That is virtually a truism,
although one it is still necessary to establish. Unfortunately in these days of
illusive social constructivism, it is also necessary to emphasise thatitis the concept
that is culturally formed. Even though all concepts are human made, it does
not mean that what they are #rying to portray does not exist outside culture. Of
course nature is what we have defined as nature. However, this construction
most often does not appear out of nowhere; knowledge cannot be regarded as
unconnected to people’s experiences of the natural world.

Some environmental historians stress human interaction with nature as
principally depending on cultural constructions.'® Even if some acknowledge
that ‘[t]his is not to say that the non-human world is somehow unreal’,'** these
analyses run the risk of failing to recognise that human existence is an utterly
physical state. Of course, nature is socially constructed in the sense that we
understand it primarily through our language, which is socially constructed.
That is more or less taken for granted in the humanities and social sciences of
today. But this ‘social construction’ is notarbitrary: the actual survival of humans
has been dependent on their interaction with their environment throughout
history. There is ultimately a material base for human cultural production, to
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argue otherwise might, somewhat drastically, be designated as full-belly naiveté.
Nature is not merely a social construction but a product of a culture emanating
from material conditions. Certainly, technologies and physical nature cannotbe
accounted for outside our descriptions, yet they offer resistance to our ideas and
perceptions, they cannot be captured any which way. Fishing cannot, for instance,
be described in terms of a cornucopia if the fishing nets are repeatedly empty.

When writing about nature it is crucial that we distinguish between two
meanings of the word nature, meaning the physical matter that makes up our
material base on this planet, and Nature, meaning the conceptualisation of our
understanding of nature.'® Starting from human history, these two concepts
interact. In its broadest sense, environmental history investigates how society’s
coevolution with the natural environment has affected the historical process.
The emphasis on the reciprocal interaction between culture and nature is an
important building block of environmental history. As environmental historian
Donald Worster points out: ‘Its principal goal became one of deepening our
understanding of how humans have been affected by their natural environment
through time and, conversely, how they have affected that environment and
with what results.”!

Economist Richard B. Norgaard uses the concept of coevolutionary
changes to account for the feedback between social and ecological systems.
Coevolutionary theories of development ‘stress that everything is symmetrically
related to everything else. Nothing is exogenous’, as opposed to ‘conventional
environmental histories’ that tend to depend on a deterministic relationship
between a limited number of exogenous causes from outside a system being
analysed and a limited number of endogenous effects within the system.'"

As nature is physically altered it is concurrently epistemologically con-
structed and transformed. Concepts are employed to describe our interactions
with nature. They form how we perceive nature, what function it has and how
its practices should be arranged. Thus, changes in the way we interact with
nature are reflected in metaphors, symbols and new concepts. Views on nature
are political at heart. Raymond Williams points out in his classic essay ‘Ideas
of Nature’: “What is often being argued... in the idea of nature is the idea of
man; and this not only generally, or in ultimate ways, but the idea of man in
society, indeed the ideas of kinds of societies.” '*®

Roland Barthes urges us to ‘establish Nature itself as historical’. Social
codes — and thus also social oppressions — are entrenched through mythmaking
about nature.'” However, it is important to stress that to establish nature as
historical does not mean that all norms understood from nature are merely the
product of human volition. It is the product of a culture which is formed by
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understandings of certain physical and biological conditions. Or in other, almost
forgotten, words: the base of the superstructure. It is our evolving understanding
of the concept of nature that rests on history.

Barthes questions the possibility of drawing normative conclusions from
a physical universe. Of course, against this position a new conservationist might
have argued that if we observe that people die or suffer, and have reasons to
believe this is caused by a certain human behaviour, if the situation would not
occur without this behaviour — it seems fair enough to claim that the behaviour
violates a natural state, meaning the situation that would be if humans had not
made this particular impact.

Here it might be appropriate to stress that criticism of specific scientific
practices is not the same as criticism of science per se. Some of the persuasive
stories of science must be examined, but my mission here is not to turn up a
postmodern noseat the possibilities scientific knowledge provides of contributing
to a better understanding of the world and of its ability to make it a better place
for its inhabitants. Science is used in power struggles and is associated with the
prevailing discourse, but that does not imply that #// scientific practices have
to be condemned as false and oppressive.

Conservationists such as Borgstrom placed high hopes upon a new
interdisciplinary and synthesising direction in scientific research, a hope that
would only increase as scepticism grew in the 1960s toward contemporary
political solutions to the population—resource crisis. Borgstrom applauded that,
as he expressed it, ‘science enters politics’. Science and technology carried a
key responsibility for humanity’s predicament. This was reflected in the ‘newly
awakened’ interest in research among politicians of the world."® ‘A common
battle against starvation, disease, and misery, and above all against ignorance,
requires a radical change in the goals of world science.””!



Green Revolutions

In the early 1960s, in a second peak of post-war Malthusian concern, there
was a return from the optimism of the 1950s to anxiety about the world food
situation. The population—resource debates of the 1960s were marked by aspects
of two green revolutions: first, a shift in consciousness embodied in emerging
environmentalism, in the West as well as in the Third World, and second, the
high-yielding food technology called the Green Revolution.

What might appear as opposing ideas can be part of the same social
process. These green revolutions were two different approaches to the popula-
tion—resource crisis, but they both stemmed from the resource—security theory
of the early post-war years. Though they represent two differing attitudes to
technological solutions, the differences between them were not necessarily
fundamental. The same problem underlay both revolutions: A population—re-
source crisis was looming.

The 1960s Crisis

The food crisis of 1950s did not turn outas badly ashad sometimes been expected.
There were modest gains in total as well as in per capita food supplies in devel-
oping nations. More and more, policymakers expected the developing nations
to escape from the Malthusian dilemma through the demographic transition,
where high birth and death rates are replaced by low ones. In this transition,
death rates fall first, followed after a while by a reduction in the birth rate.

In the 1950s, criticism of the FAO’s early reports also became more
outspoken. Colin Clark, among others, argued that the FAO had exaggerated
the situation.! Optimism flourished over the possibilities of technological
development securing the world’s future food supply. After World War II,
food production underwent enormous development, through plant breeding,
insecticides, pesticides, and storage improvements such as freezing technology.
Food aid shipments from industrialised countries made up for food shortages
in poorer countries. At the same time, it served to reduce food surpluses in
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exporting countries. The domestic agricultural sector also benefited from this
aid. It created a situation in which grain became more expensive in exporting
countries, but cheaper in receiving countries. As a negative consequence for the
aid-receiving countries, the price cut put pressure on domestic food producers.
Grain exports from the Western world to so-called developing countries rose
from an average of four million tons in 1948 to around 25 million tons in 1964.

The brash optimism of the 1950s, with increased gains in global food
production, was soon to be challenged by disturbing signs. Rapidly declining
death rates, particularly through less expensive health measures, resulted in an
unprecedented population growth in the Southern Hemisphere. Many experts
doubted that the decline in birth rates would come fast enough to avoid the
situation where population growth would exceed the supply of natural resources.
The problem became apparent in the 1960s, when the world was stricken by
catastrophic famines in Asia and Africa. Children from various famine-affected
areas in the media limelight became pedagogical arguments for parents to per-
suade their children to eat up the food being served. ‘Finish your plate — think
of the children in India!” became a kitchen table mantra.

The neo-Malthusians of the 1960s had an easy time findingammunition
for their cause. The 1960s became the peak of a turnaround in global food
trading patterns. Up until World War II, many Third World regions were net
exporters of food. By the 1960s, they had become net importers of altogether
13 million tons annually. By 1970, their imports of food had reached 20 million
tons per year.” The United States Department of Agriculture was pessimistic in
its prognosis at the beginning of the 1960s. 7he World Food Budget, 1963 and
1966, published in 1961 added to the sense that the population—resource crisis
was getting out of hand. The report concluded that in the so-called developing
countries 1.9 billion people were inadequately nourished: ‘In most of them,
population is expanding rapidly, malnutrition is widespread and persistent, and
there is no likelihood that the food problem soon will be solved.”® In 1963,
the FAO published its third World Food Survey. It concluded that 60 per cent
of the people in underdeveloped areas suffered from malnutrition.” The FAO’s
first World Food Congtess, which met in Washington, D. C. 1963, was a sign
of increased FAO activity to cope with the population—resource crisis. The
conference proposed a programme for future action against food shortage. The
FAO also called for similar congresses to be held periodically, which should
review a survey of the world food situation in relation to population and overall
development.

China became a major importer of wheat in 1961 after the agricultural
failures of the Great Leap Forward. In 1958, the Chinese Communist Party
launched this infamous campaign. It was aimed at catalysing economic and
technical development in China ata vastly faster pace than hitherto. The people,
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according to this policy, should be more ideologically educated and domestic
resources should be utilised more efficiently in a simultaneous development
of industry and agriculture. The creation of people’s communes and increased
collectivisation, however, contributed to adecline in food production. Combined
with increased food exports, with the aim of attaining capital for industrial
investments, these developments led to a devastating famine. The famine that
followed the Great Leap Forward is one of the worst in human history. The
number of victims has been estimated at between 10 and 20 million people.®

South Asia was of special concern since it was one of the most populous
and undernourished regions. Bad monsoon seasons for two consecutive years
in 1965 and 1966 caused crop failure in this critical region. To abate a cata-
strophic famine in India massive grain shipments were launched, predominantly
from the United States. In 1964 US Public Law 480 promoted food aid as a
means to improve attitudes toward the United States and its policies. That year
non-industrialised countries in the Southern Hemisphere and some countries
with centrally-planned economies imported nearly 15 million tons of grain.
Also, the Soviet Union became a net importer in 1963 and 1965, after being a
net exporter of five million tons of grain annually in the first years of the 1960s.

In a way, the situation was useful for countries like the United States,
Canada and Australia, which had increased grain production to fill the needs
of war-devastated Europe and Japan. By the early 1960s, the agricultural sector
had recovered enough to make them quite self-sufficient in food. In this situ-
ation, the great grain exporting countries were faced with dwindling markets
and subsequent declining prices for their surplus crops. An overproducing farm
sector became a difficult problem for the politicians to handle. Shipments of
the surplus to needy nations made it possible to postpone lower market prices
hitting the farmers. The great grain-producing countries could get rid of a
large portion of their crop surpluses and thus postpone major government
intervention in farming.

At the beginning of the decade, “That Population Explosion’ was on
the cover of 7ime magazine: ‘Long a hot topic among pundits ... the startling
20th century surge in humanity’s rate of reproduction may be as fateful to
history as the H-bomb and the Sputnik, but it gets less public attention.”” The
cover story gave numerous accounts from all over the world of an overcrowded
planet, where people were living on an increasingly poorer diet. It even quoted
Pakistan’s President Ayub Khan saying: ‘If our population continues to increase
as rapidly as it is doing. .. we will soon have nothing to eat and will all become
cannibals.” The magazine called attention to the prospect that by year 2000
there would be four Asians for every European, and twice as many Americans
living South of the Rio Grande as North of it. If all that was facing the growing
masses was endless poverty, ‘their fury may well shake the earth’. The magazine



154 Chapter 7

pointed at the promise of technological and scientific innovations to remedy
the problem. It had done so in the past, and would most likely do it again. That
ought to be food for thought for the world’s pessimists. Nevertheless, the cover
article concluded that the problem of population would demand not only he
skill of science, but the wisdom of government and the good will of all ‘men’.
‘Population, as much asanythingelse, will determine the direction history takes.’

Cover of Time Magazine, 11 January 1960
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The 7ime journalists had noticed a lack of public attention to this dra-
matic population growth. That was soon to change. A voluminous outpouring
of literature appeared on the population—resource dilemma in the 1960s. Vogt
published People: Challenge to Survival(1961). The same year, demographer Alfred
Sauvy’s presentation of population problems from Malthus to Mao Zedong was
translated into English as Fertility and Survival. Osborn edited Our Crowded
Planet in 1962; it was a collection of essays on population growth by several
well known biologists, Marston Bates, Charles Galton Darwin, Julian Huxley,
Walter Lowdermilk, Paul Sears, and Solly Zuckerman; a second edition was
sponsored by the Conservation Foundation. The same year, the FAO declared
a campaign against world hunger. Stewart Udall, US Secretary of the Interior
in the Kennedy administration, worried in 7he Quiet Crisis (1963) that ‘the
best qualities in man” would ‘atrophy in a standing-room-only environment’.®
News releases from the Population Reference Bureau on current population
topics from around the world increased from 231 in 1952 to 1,216 in 1960,
3,334 in 1961 and 5,725 in 1962.°

Environmental historian Adam Rome points out that concern for pop-
ulation growth became an argument for the critique of suburban sprawl and
the loss of open-space areas in America: “The open-space literature was full of
references to the psychological costs of population growth.”® In 7he Squeeze
(1960), a book about cities and space with a foreword by Fairfield Osborn,
geographer Edward Higbee predicted that within the next hundred years the
United States ‘will breed a population that will surpass that in China today’.
If metropolitan development was not changed decisively, ‘it will not be long
before there is standing room only in the cluttered heart of Metropolis’.'" Harry
Harrison illustrated the same theme in the science-fiction novel Make Room,
Make Room (1966). The setting for the futuristic crime novel was New York
in 1999. Some 35 million people were squeezed into a city of mass starvation,
gigantic environmental destruction, energy shortage, poverty, and misery.
England had become one gigantic city. In Harrison’s novel, Danish people
still ate on regular basis, but had a concrete wall across the border to Germany
with guards shooting as soon as starving people tried to sneak in. The oil was
gone, the soil stripped and eroded, the trees cut down, animals extinct. Seven
billion people were fighting over whatever was left. And no one had heeded
all the warning voices.'?

In Essays of a Humanist (1964), Julian Huxley gives an eloquent descrip-
tion of the population concern of his time:

The neo-Malthusians, supported by the progressive opinion in the Western
World and by leading figures in most Asian countries, produce volumes of
alarming statistics about the world population explosion and the urgent need
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for birth-control, while the anti-Malthusians, supported by the two ideological
blocs of Catholicism and Communism, produce equal volumes of hopeful
statistics, or perhaps one should say of wishful estimates, purporting to show
how the problem can be solved by science, by the exploitation of the Amazon
or the Arctic, by better distribution, or even by shipping our surplus population
to other planets."?

Huxley joined the ranks of the former. He sharply criticised the widening gap
between ‘the haves and the have-nots’ in spite of scientific and technological
efforts. He presented overpopulation as the root cause for malnutrition and
resource depletion: ‘Not content with destroying or squandering our resources
of material things, we are beginning to destroy the resources of true enjoyment
— spiritual, aesthetic, intellectual, emotional.”™ He set his hopes on what he
called the Ecological Revolution and the Humanist Revolution. Butif humanity
did not quickly put a halt to population growth and attain a balance between
its numbers and its material resources, ‘we shall be dooming our grandchildren
and all their descendants, through thousands upon thousand of monotonous
generations, to an extremely unpleasantand unsatisfactory existence, overworked
and undernourished, overcrowded and unfulfilled.”

In a famous interview in Le Monde, philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre de-
clared after a world tour that the confrontation with famine had changed him
profoundly. After having seen children die of hunger, he concluded that human
alienation on Earth, exploitation of humans, and malnutrition had to put all
metaphysical evil into the background: ‘Hunger is the only thing, period.” He
was surprised that world hunger, the atom threat, and the destitute of humanity
did not colour all literature.'

In this second peak of Malthusian concern, Borgstrém attained interna-
tional recognition. 7he Hungry Planet: The Modern World at the Edge of Famine
(1965), became part of Borgstrom’s international breakthrough. It was selected
by the American Library Association as one of the fifty most important books
published in 1965. It was translated into Danish, Finnish, German, Norwegian,
Polish, and Spanish. In both Sweden and the United States it was published in

three editions, as well as in two in Germany."”

Nutritional Equalisation

Borgstrom begins the 7he Hungry Planet with a short poem from the Nobel
Prize-winning author Harry Martinson’s cycle of poems, Aniara: A Review of
Man in Time and Space (1956). The quotation sets the tone of the book, at the
same time as it can be seen as his final biting statement to his opponents at the
Swedish Food Preservation Institute:
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For this reason I preserve what is fitting

bearing comfort’s colours and resembling life.
And every time anguish patters through our ship
and dread and unease agonise our nerves,

I pass around the mima’s dream preserves.'®

In 7he Hungry Planet, Borgstrom introduced a population equivalents concept.
It was based upon the idea of measuring the food consumption of livestock in
terms of human intake. Such computations revealed that the United States, on
top of a then current feeding burden of 195 million people, also had to provide
nourishment for livestock animals which, measured in terms of their protein
consumption, corresponded to 1300 million humans. The figures for Sweden
were 39.2 million person equivalents, on top of its 7.5 million human beings.
The purpose of this method of counting food consumption was to polemicise
againsteconomists, agricultural scientists, and geographers who claimed that the
world had a food potential to sustain twelve, fifteen or twenty billion people.
Counting in population equivalents, the total feeding burden of the world at
that present time exceeded eighteen billion human beings."

The agricultural regimes of the Netherlands and Denmark were often
hailed as examples for the rest of the world of what efficient, rationalised farming
could accomplish. What was forgotten, Borgstrom responded, was the fact that
they depended on their fisheries as well as on considerable imports of feedstuff.
According to Borgstrom, they were oversimplifying calculations which left out
the livestock. Denmark imported several ‘Denmarks’ in fish and grain from
other parts of the world, and then marketed the livestock fed on them as high
value products. The system was not all that productive, because of these massive
imports.”® This example illustrates what Borgstrom as a non-laboratory and
non-field researching scientist strove to accomplish: an analysis of the totality of
global exchange.”’ He underscored the risk of looking narrowly at productivity
figures and measures that would enhance productivity without looking at the
broader nutritional elements. Borgstrom pointed out that it was possible to
massively increase carbohydrate output but, in the process, there could not be
a comparable protein source. Borgstrom distinguished between primary and
secondary calories. When we eat meat, the primary calories are multiplied by
between five and eight times, because essentially it took five to eight pounds
of plant to make one pound of animal. Thus, the calorie gap between the ‘have
and the have-not’ nations increased. If people in the poorer countries changed
their diet from a primarily vegetarian one to a diet that included animal protein,
they were going to place an enormous demand upon the world resources.** This
is still a critical issue today: for example, Borgstrom’s point was essentially the
same conclusion as that of the World Watch Institute report Who Will Feed
China? (1995).
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Here Borgstrom elaborated one of his most important contributions to
the environmental debate: hisstudy of the externalities of rationalised agriculture.
Externalities, as the concept is employed by Juan Martinez-Alier, account for
the shifting of uncertain social costs (or benefits) to other social groups — other
classes, foreigners, or future generations.?* The people of the luxury nations, to
which Americans and Swedes obviously belonged, disposed of as many calories
per day as did the 1300 million people at the opposite end of the scale. And
the United States alone disposed of as much primary (plant) protein as India,
China, Indonesia, and Ceylon taken together.” “There is an upper class of some
450 million, out of the world’s 3.5 billion, which occupies a privileged posi-
tion as far as nutrition goes.’* Peru’s fisheries were one of Borgstrom’s striking
examples, which he returned to throughout the years. Peru had the largest
anchovy industry in the world. Yet the largest part of the catch of fish protein
was exported to the United States and Europe as, for example, livestock and
poultry feed, even though South America was one of the most critical areas
in terms of protein malnutrition.”” Fisheries had become one of Borgstrom’s
specialities. He edited a four-volume work Fish as Food, an overview of the
knowledge on fish as a food supply. In it Borgstrom raised the question of the
precariousness of global fisheries. Fisheries at that time were nota major problem
on the agenda, since fish appeared to be an inexhaustible resource: “Tapping
of the wealth of the oceans has become an urgent need for the survival of the
human race’, Borgstrom emphasised in the first sentence of the first volume.?

In several books on fisheries, Borgstrom pointed at the enormous
post-war growth of world fisheries. The world’s total catch had doubled in 17
years, amounting to around 50 billion metric tons annually. The techniques
and equipment for catching fish had developed in a revolutionary manner.
New, rich areas for primarily ocean fishing had emerged. Especially, Borgstrom
pointed to the dominating roles of the Soviet Union, Japan, Peru, and China.
Together these countries fished almost half of the world’s total catch. Despite
the immense growth in fisheries, it was still a neglected source of food supply
in many countries. In spite of the great promises of future development of
fisheries, it could hardly be the solution to the world’s food crisis. FAO experts
had estimated a possible doubling of world fisheries. According to Borgstrém,
that would hardly suffice to raise China to the present nutritional standard of
Japan. Borgstrom’s conclusion was once again the need for a planned econo-
mising of the world food supply.”’

The patterns of the global flow of energy had been acknowledged prior
to Borgstrom, but it was not until the 1970s that ecological economics was
established asan important field of research.” Borgstrom elaborated agricultural
energetics, not only to include, butalso to focus on protein flows. It was a fallacy,
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he argued, to account only for calorie requirements in population calculations.
Proteins, together with a number of vitamins, special fats and carbohydrates
were vital in the basic diet of human beings.”" According to Griggin 1993, many
scientists in the 1960s saw protein shortage as the main source of malnutrition,
and this led to the FAO’s making higher estimates of the need for protein.*

‘We are entitled to speak of success in our fight against hunger in the
world only if we can supply people’s minimal protein needs.’*Fisheries were an
indispensable source of protein for the poorer countries of the world. Borgstrom
coined the term fish acreage to account for how many acres a country would
need to produce the amount of protein from milk equal to that provided by
fish. The figures for fish acreage showed, for example, that Japan would need
one and a half times the area of its tilled land. Thus, fisheries were a neglected
but vital source to supply the world’s indispensable protein.** Borgstrom also
forecast that the ocean was not going to be an inexhaustible supplier of protein
forever, that overfishing would indeed endanger the fish resource — a depletion
problem that did indeed become urgent in the 1980s. Fish acreage constituted
one of the basic elements of Borgstrom’s key concept of ghost acreage. It is ‘the
computed, non-visible acreage which a country would require as a supplement
to its present visible agricultural acreage in the form of tilled land in order to
be able to feed itself’.

With the ghost acreage concept Borgstrom anticipated the concept of
ecological footprints. Today this term is used to account for the environmental
consequences that away of living produces and that sets its footprint somewhere
else. The geographers Mathis Wackernagel and William E. Rees use the concept
of ecological footprints to emphasise the point that urban populations are sup-
ported by land and resources from all over the world. They define the ecological
footprint of an individual, city, or nation as the amount of land necessary to
support its lifestyle. In a similar line of reasoning, geographer Anthony Allan
uses the concept of virtual water to account for the amount of water necessary
to produce crops. To import food is essentially the same as importing water in
condensed form.*

The ecological consequences are often not apparent to the consumer.
The other important element in the ghost acreage concept is trade acreage, ba-
sically imported fodder and fertilisers.>® Here Borgstrom introduced a problem
complex that has been acknowledged latterly in international environmental
justice analysis: trade in nutrient components. As mentioned above, Borgstrom
pointed out the Netherlands and Denmark as parasitic on the rest of the world.
Even though they had a very eflicient agriculture locally, they still depended
on imports from the rest of the world for a variety of resources, including air
and water and terrestrial products, and on the sea. So he recognised that the
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Netherlands and Denmark were supported by phantom land, i.e. ghost acres,
elsewhere.”” Since then environmentalists and researchers have repeatedly pointed
at the huge dependency of European farms on land elsewhere.

Making a worldwide distribution plan was not an easy task. As Martin-
ez-Alier points out, all needs other than the basic biological ones are cultural
constructions, so it is difficult to take them as points of reference. Felt needs are
as much dependent on the consumption of other people as on one’s own needs.
When poor people know that they cannot consume certain products, they may
perceive that they are not in need of them, a line of thought political theorist
Jon Elster has characterised as sour grapes.®® So Borgstrom argued primarily for a
redistribution to meet the minimum nutritional needs based on contemporary
nutritional research. To meet this need, Borgstrom called for ‘a revolutionary
programme’ of ‘nutritional equalisation’:

Nutritional equalisation will probably be the next step in the development of
mankind. This will have far more revolutionary effects than the various strivings
for equality symbolised by the French and Russian Revolutions. Historians
have too frequently overlooked the economic factors which both capitalists and
Marxists profess and to which they give priority as driving forces. World events
are to no little degree subordinate to nutritional conditions. Human endeavour
and progress depend to a considerable extent upon adequate food.*

Since lack of food resources had given rise to major human migrations and severe
hostilities, ‘the proteins have always had a key position in world economy’.%

One implication of the ghost acreage concept could be autarky, i.c.
a policy of national self-sufficiency. Borgstréom was not directly arguing that
no food or other resources should be imported. But in a world of resource
shortage, if a country was not self-sufficient, it had to draw on somebody else’s
basic resources. And the poorer countries would have to sacrifice much-needed
foodstuffs and other resources in an overpopulated world.

Borgstrom became a United States citizen in 1962. He was certainly
no opportunist in his new home country. He criticised the ‘privileged West
and disdained the American tendency to blame all mischief on communist
subversion. In a radio programme commenting on a peace demonstration in
Washington in 1962, he claimed that even if communism had not existed the
world would still be faced with great problems. Disarmament was essential,
but something more was needed. The real reasons for tensions in the world was
the hunger gap between the ‘have and the have-not’ nations. So he urged the
political leaders of the superpowers to cooperate. At this time, in early 1962, he
saw some hope in John F. Kennedy’s and Nikita Khrushchev’s declarations of
peace and cooperation.* Borgstrdm’s bridge-building approach in food issues
continued to be the basis of his views on international politics:
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The great issue of our age is not the Iron Curtain or the Bamboo Screen, but
the Hunger Rampart — the enormous and constantly widening gap separating
the 450 million well-nourished inhabitants of the globe from these one and a
half billion who are underfed or malnourished.*?

In thelate 1960s, theorists of interdependence discussed how foreign policy-mak-
ing was influenced by the combination of modernisation, resource constraints,
mass democracy and international interdependence.®” Environmentalists saw
interdependence as a goal. It was a necessary condition for world affairs. Finally
world leaders would realise this, and it would force a joint effort against resource
depletion and pollution.*

However, Borgstrom dreaded the communist system which he saw
coming, not by invasion but because of the population—resources crisis: “We
are horrified at the Chinese communes, yet we are drifting toward similar living
conditions. — Mass collectivisation is on its way also, not unexpectedly, in the
overpopulated parts of Western Europe and the United States.” Perhaps this
arousing of the communist ghost was a part of Borgstrom’s skilful rhetoric to
awaken people. Communism was certainly no alternative for him, being a
liberal at heart.

At a time when centrally-planned economies and market-driven econ-
omies were at the absolute opposite ends of the spectrum, Borgstrom called
for worldwide general planning and stated that free market economy should
not be applied to resources: ‘Production regulations, subsidies, tariffs, taxes
and subvention purchases have long ago replaced free competition in this area
— fortunately, it may be fair to add.* Nevertheless, he is not always clear on
how the planning should be done. A collective reading of his proposals indi-
cate that regulations controlled by a international political system, such as the
UN, was the way to accomplish nutritional equity. How should this be done?
Through aid? Central distribution of resources? Economic redistribution? He
is not entirely specific on practical implementation.

In his booklet published by the Swedish United Nations Association,
The Crisis of Abundance, Borgstrom states that if we are not able to create a
more just world order, the resource—population crisis will lead to a ‘fatal global
class struggle’ between the nations of the world.*” In 700 Many he warns that
overpopulation might lead to a third world war.*®

Moon Rockets or Food?

The more precarious the situation, the more divorced from reality the solu-
tions, in the eyes of many environmentalist neo-Malthusians. Borgstrém gave a
number of examples of solutions suggested by scientists, which he characterised
as ‘one-eyed specialists’. They included melting down the enormous ice cap of
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the Antarctic region by atomic energy; bedrock ground into fines in order to
supply nutrients to fields and at the same time create new farmland; the ocean
bed warmed up by heat cables; sending masses of people to other planets. Borg-
strom called these solutions ‘scientific superstition’, adding that this superstition
was much more dangerous than its religious equivalent. Also, more ordinary
ideas that he regarded as more realistic, such as production increases through
irrigation, desalinating ocean water, farming in the tropics and fertilisers, were
irresponsible if they did not consider the limits of human existence. They gave
false hopes to which most people surrendered and ‘sought their comfort in the
superstitious belief that science and technology somehow would find some
expedient to avoid the complete catastrophe, even if it was by means which
were in direct conflict with the laws of nature’.*

The British physicist John Fremlin elaborated the possiblities of using
technology to solve the problem of future population increase. In 1964, he as-
sumed that if food and fresh water could be found to supply the world indefinitely,
in 890 years some 60,000 trillion people would live on Planet Earth. By then it
would be all one city. The poles, which would long since have melted down, would
have been built over, as well as the evaporated oceans. This city of Earth would
then have to consist of skyscrapers 2000 storeys high. Every human would have a
space of seven square metres. 60,000 trillion people would be the ultimate limit
to population growth. The Earth city would be too hot from the heat that human
bodies produced. Even if humans could construct particularly efficient cooling
machines, the heat had to be disposed of somewhere. Fremlin suggested that the
heat waves could be beamed into space from a skilfully designed roof. But with 890
years of continued population growth, this roof would have to take care of a heat of
5,000 degrees C. —as hot as the surface of the Sun.”® Fremlin’s scenario was one of
the most extreme. Yet it was published in a respected scientific journal. This kind
of mind-boggling future scenario thrived upon the prevalent population concerns.
What would happen if population growth never ceased?

Later Fremlin stated that he himself saw his forecast as improbable. Well
before this would happen, we would take off to colonise new planets. Even though
he was sarcastic about the neo-Malthusian technology critics, he declared in 1972
that he was concerned with population growth in the long run as a possible threat to
a decent society, but there was no need to ‘cry wolf”. In fact, he expected that within
80 years world population would have reached its peak as a conscious choice on an
international scale. If not, there were plenty of technological solutions at hand.”!

All through his career, Borgstrom saw a serious threat in a too-optimistic
and unproblematised faith in the development of science and technology as
the panacea for the population—resource crisis. Blind faith in technology and
science was the superstition of our time and had taken the place of religious
dogmatism.”* Optimistic visions of technical solutions as the resort for humanity
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were nothing but utopias.” It was this heedlessness about the population—resource
crisis that worried him.

Borgstrom did not write off future technical advances, but it would
require enormous efforts from a humanity working in concord. The situation
was grave, but not hopeless. Borgstrom believed that it was possible for hu-
manity to correct the mistakes it had made.”* Technical solutions could ease
the hunger crisis, but they would be far from sufficient. The only proposal
that Borgstrom found anything like realistic in 1964 was a 20-billion-dollar
project for building fertiliser factories. Technical solutions could be achieved,
but they demanded single-minded steering and careful planning.” He later gave
some credit to the Green Revolution, although with a great deal of caution.
On energy supply, Borgstrom was equally pessimistic. He argued that it was
important to conserve energy resources since they were rapidly going to run out.
He saw no solution in the development of nuclear power. He was remarkably
early, at least from a Swedish standpoint, to warn of the risk of atomic energy.
In 1962, he claimed: “The use of atomic energy forces mankind to face new,
even more serious threats. To dispose of the radioactive waste from the atomic
reactors involves difficulties of staggering dimensions. So far, all these issues
have been swept under the rug.””® Instead of trusting to the development of
new techniques, energy consumption had to give priority to basic needs, such
as food production and water treatment.”’

As a pro-technologist turned sceptic, even disheartened, he was very
critical of putting huge amounts of money into large-scale technological en-
deavours. Consequently, Borgstrom denounced the US space programme. To
his question, ‘Food or moon rockets?” his answer was obvious. Borgstrom also
availed himself of the opportunity to give his old colleagues in plant physiology
an eschatological flick on the nose:

But the day of reckoning will dawn, and it is probably not so far away, when
science and technology will be held responsible before mankind. Men of all
nations will then become aware that the spectacular promises given by dam
constructors, plantbreeders, soil scientists, and chemists have notbeen fulfilled.>®

Instead of dreaming of new heavensand new earths, instead of constructing moon
rockets, humanity should maintain the fragile spaceship they were living on.

Early on, Borgstrom employed this spaceship metaphor, which was to
become popular later in the 1960s. But Borgstrom was not the only one in
1965 to use the analogy. Adlai Stevenson, US ambassador to the UN, used
the spaceship metaphor in his famous speech to ECOSOC in 1965 on joint
international action on development aid. In the closing of what became his last
speech, Stevenson reflected the new conservationism:

We travel together, passengers on a little space ship, dependent upon its vul-
nerable reserve of air and soil; all committed for our safety to its security and
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peace; preserved from annihilation only by the care, work and, I will say, love
we give our fragile craft. — We cannot maintain it half fortunate, half miserable,
half confident, half despairing, half slave — to the ancient enemies of mankind
— half free in the liberation of resources undreamed of until this day. No craft,
no crew can travel safely with such vast contradictions. On their resolution
depends the survival of us all.”

In 1966, itwas simultaneously employed by Kenneth Boulding in 7he Economics
of the Coming Spaceship Earthand Barbara Ward in Spaceship Earth to reason that
the earth must be managed as nearly as possible as a closed system. This image
was soon to be reinforced by photos of the earth from space and from the moon.

A decade later, Borgstrom’s concluding words in 7he Hungry Planet
echoed Stevenson’s by-then-well-known speech, but combining the modern
space technology metaphor with a biblical allusion to winning the victory
crown on judgement day:*

The victory in the fight for world supremacy may not go to the one who has
accomplished the most spectacular celestial fireworks but rather to the party that
does something efficient to alleviate the distress among the peoples on earth.
In reality, these unfortunates in their suffering care little if their saviour labels
himself capitalist, communist, or liberal. The victory crown will go to the one who
takes the lead in what today is the most essential task: to mobilise the resources
of the globe — for the noble task of striking a balance and making us recognise
the very obvious limitations of our own spaceship and to act accordingly.®’

As we shall see, in Borgstrém’s own later opinion, his call was not heeded. His
trust in political democracy gradually diminished. Borgstrém continued his
warnings with greatly increased authority. The international recognition of 7he
Hungry Planet had bestowed upon him a crown of glory as an international
population—resource expert.

Nuclear Annihilation or Population Suffocation?

In Too Many: A Study of Earth’s Biological Limitations*?, Borgstrém followed
up on his arguments in 7he Hungry Planet and updated and elaborated them
further. Borgstrom excelled in his speciality of gathering data into neat concise
tables that well illustrated the summary of results from published studies. He
presented statistics for tons of cod fished, tons of corn harvested, people in
particular areas, and amount of food imported, all of which were components
in the dynamics of the world’s food supply. As the title reveals, Borgstrom’s
main focus in this book was on the physical limits to population growth. Once
again he emphasised the theme of endangered humanity — that an inevitable
catastrophe was at hand if humankind continued its present practices: ‘As a
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human race we are heading for Supreme Disaster, and the great challenge to
our generation is to avert this calamity.” ®

A major Swedish newspaper announced a series of articles on the book
under the provocative headline, “Terrifying fact: Your grandchild must starve.’
The newspaper introduced the book as ‘a thriller that will make Ray Bradbury’s
space visions seem pale’. Fifteen years on, the Earth was exhausted, the water
had run out, and we must eat cockroaches.® In 1965, a Conservative member
of parliament argued for a halt in the decrease of agricultural subsidies on ac-
count of Borgstrdm’s prognosis for the future food situation.® The Endangered
Humanity theme was prevalent. Symptomatically, Borgstrom in this book has
population growth illustrated by a nuclear mushroom cloud. In the Swedish
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Figure. 2. World population growth as illustrated by Borgstrom

From 700 Many: An Ecological Overview of Earths Limitations, (New York, Collier
Books, 1971), p. x.
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version of the book published in 1964, one of the subheadings was ‘the population
bomb’, a prelude to Ehrlich’s famous book with the same name. This symbolic
reference was probably inspired by a chapter in Vogt’s Peaple! (1961) called “The
Mushroom Cloud’, where Vogt outlined his overpopulation apocalyptics.”’

In the case of Borgstrom’s population diagram, the system of signifi-
cation — the nuclear holocaust — became a part of the content of the popula-
tion—resource crisis. Through ‘Duck and Cover’ protection drills at schools, TV
programmes on how to protect one’s family, banks offering loans to people to
build shelters, survival equipment being advertised, and so on, the nuclear fear
came to be uppermost in the minds of most US citizens. By 1962, a majority
of Americans believed that if a bomb was dropped on their city, they would be
killed or injured by fallout.®

Roland Barthes shows in Elements of Semiology that each system of sig-
nifications consists of two planes and the relationship between them: a plane
of expression (E) (e.g. ‘the mushroom cloud’) and a plane of content (C) (‘the
human capability of self extinction’). The meaning being conveyed emerges in
the relation (R) between the two planes (‘the mushroom cloud manifests the
human capability of self extinction’). This system ERC can become an element
of another system:*’

system of significations 1 E R C
%f_J

system of significations 2 ERC

In using these semiotic references, Borgstrém made the feared scenario more
vivid and reinforced its seriousness. The two apocalyptic scenarios could also
be linked in connection with the resource—security theory. The struggle for scarce
resources or overcrowded areas could lead to wars. And in a world locked up in
Cold War power spheres, a nuclear holocaust was impending: ‘Only by tackling
these questions 7zow can a third world war be averted. It is getting very late.””°

There were direct links between growing environmentalism and the an-
ti-nuclear movement. It was in the late 1950s, almost a decade after the Bikini
atom tests, that it first became clear that radioactive fallout was a significant
problem. By 1958, the ecological effects of atomic fallout became a concern
to American scientists. One of the members of the Committee for Nuclear
Information, plant physiologist Barry Commoner eventually became a well-
known leader of the growing environmental movement.”!

With a picture taken from the famous clock on the cover of the Bulletin
of Atomic Scientists, Borgstrom concludes that ‘it is five minutes to twelve’.”?
The trajectory of development is unsustainable; he describes it as ‘our frantic
rush downwards’ but rarely states what the catastrophe involves. For example, in
Overflédets kris (The Crisis of Abundance ) from 1966 he gives a vague quotation
from the Italian author Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s novel 7he Leopard
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(1959): ‘Even ifwe do not wantto change anything, everything will be changed.””
Nevertheless, in some sequences he elaborates on what the catastrophe threatens
to bring about. In 7he Hungry Planet Borgstrom warns that ‘we seem to face
the alternative of nuclear annihilation or universal suffocation because of the
resources—population crisis’.”* Most of all, the catastrophe entails starvation.
In 700 Many Borgstrom exhorts that it is cynical to locate the catastrophe in
the future. The catastrophe is already here for the two-thirds of humanity who
are undernourished.”

Similarly, in 1969 Ehtlich predicted that ‘the greatest cataclysm’ in the
history of humankind would descend upon ‘our moribund globe” within a
generation:

It took several million years for the population to reach a total of two billion
people in 1930, while a second two billion will have been added by 1975! By
that time some experts feel that food shortages will have escalated the present
level of world hunger and starvation in famines of unbelievable proportions.
Other experts, more optimistic, think the ultimate food—population collision

will not occur until the decade of the 1980’s. Of course more massive famine

may be avoided if other events cause a prior rise in the human death rate. ”®

Not only would famine spread worldwide. As population grew both worldwide
plague and thermonuclear war were more likely. Together they made up the
trio of what Ehrlich called ‘potential death rate solutions’ to the problem of
high birth rates: ‘Make no mistake about it, the imbalance will be redressed.””

Population as Resource

Concern over a population—resource crisis caused many researchers to analyse
the constraints on food in the 1960s. It attracted the attention not only of
natural scientists at the agricultural universities, but also of economists and
social scientists. One of the better known of these was Clifford Geertz, who
in Agricultural Involution (1963) developed ecosystemic arguments for how
development occurred in Indonesian agriculture. He argued that it was driven
by population and productivity growth meeting a resource constraint, but in
different ways in different parts of the country. In inner Indonesia the constraint
was overcome by an intensified paddy rice production, whereas on the outer
islands the area cultivated was expanded. Both these processes were shaped by
specific environmental conditions, which likewise formed the respective social
structures.

A Danish economist became even more famous when she translated
certain arguments of Geertz and others into a general theory of development.
Ester Boserup made quite a stir when she stressed the role of population growth
asadriving mechanism to innovations in food production. She took the opposite
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view from the neo-Malthusians. With increasing population, farming went from
an extensive agriculture to a more intensive form. Her book 7he Conditions of
Agricultural Growth (1965) gotatremendous response. Boserup was on the other
end of the scale to the neo-Malthusians, as she did not attribute starvation to
overexploitation, but rather to a lack of labour.” Contrary to conservation-style
neo-Malthusians, neoclassical economists argued that technological development
would offset resource constraints. The rapid rates of population growth in
the Third World had to be met by economic and technological development.
That way these countries would go through the same demographic transition
of declining population growth that the Western world had experienced in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, where birth and death rates had been
sinking since the 1930s.”

Even though it had a different starting point, some of the Marxist
responses to the population—resource crisis led to conclusions similar to the
neoclassical. Acommon Marxistassumption was that the rich feared an increasing
number of poor who would compete with them for resources. As is evident in
resource—security theory, Washington also anticipated that population growth
would increase the risk of revolution. For many Third World socialists it was
apparent that the rich countries wanted to slow development in the poorer re-
gions by imposing environmental demands that served to keep them as suppliers
of raw materials and cheap labour. Even though there were many exceptions,
such as Frantz Fanon’s 7he Wretched of the Earth (1967),* the leading Marxist
conclusion at the time was that economic and technological development
needed to be accelerated, so that a social transformation could be achieved.®

In a preface to the Polish edition of 7he Hungry Planet, Professor B.
Struzek stated that the book was a valuable and insightful contribution by an
expert on an important topic. He applauded Borgstrom for his critique of the
enormous gap between the food standard of the rich world, foremost the United
States, and the poor world. However, the Polish professor concluded that Borg-
strom, who spoke of a nutritional revolution, neglected the power of French
and Russian revolutionary tradition as an expeditious way to create nutritional
equity. Borgstrom’s historical philosophical approach came in for its share of
criticism as representing bourgeois neo-Malthusianism. Perhaps dutifully, the
Polish author quoted Lenin’s “The Working Class and Neo-Malthusianismy’, which
attacked the wish of the bourgeoisie not to have many children, thus failing to
view the population issue in the light of the proper social theory. Nevertheless,
the preface concluded with a strong recommendation of Borgstrom’s book,
although cautioning that it should be read with a critical mind.**
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The Revival of Malthus

In the 1960s, child mortality in the poorer countries decreased rapidly, primarily
due to access to improvements in sanitation and new medicines. Subsequently,
the population bomb was ticking in the debate in the West. The American en-
gineer and architect R. Buckminster Fuller complained in 1965 about all ‘the
hullabaloo aboutaworld population explosion’.* According to Dale Harpstead,
Borgstrom’s agronomist colleague at MSU, this was also the sentiment at the
Crop and Soil Sciences Department when he arrived in 1969.

That was the time when we all were pessimistic about the world food. — Dr.
Borgstrom, maybe he was even more pessimistic than the rest of us were pes-
simistic. Certainly it was the time we had many fears about what was going to
happen in the next few years relative to the availability of food supply and the
availability of protein as a critical component of diets.®*

By 1960, the world’s population had doubled once since the turn of the century,
amounting to three billion. That the world would be able to sustain an additional
doubling in thirty years seemed unrealistic.®® If people were already starving
now, what would a doubling of the world population in only thirty years entail?

According to World Population Prospects: The 2000 Revision and World
Urbanization Prospects: The 2001 Revision from the Population Division of the
Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat,

1able 6. Future Human Population Growth Estimates, in Millions

2000 2025
Borgstrom 1953 3,668 -
Borgstrom 1964 6,000 | 15,000
Borgstrom 1968 6,000 -
Borgstrom 1969 7,000
United Nations 1998, medium projection 6,055 7,937
United Nations 1998, constant fertility extension 6,113 | 8,647

Sources: Borgstrdm, Jorden—virt ode (1953), Grénser for vir tillvaro (1964), Virldens

mat (1968), F/ykt ﬁd’n verkligbeten (1969); United Nations, World Population Pros-
pects (2001).
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the world’s human inhabitants amounted to 6,056,715 when we entered the
new millennium.® The world population exceeded Borgstrom’s unsustainable
scenario by roughly 50 million. Still we can conclude that Borgstrom’s millen-
nium estimate for total world population came quite close, whereas his longer-
term estimates are very high compared to recent UN estimates (see Chapter 9).

During the late 1960s, concern about rising populations and environ-
mental deterioration increased to a new peak of Malthusian concern.®” In World
Futures, Sam Cole (1978) provides an overview of futurology studies from the
mid-1960sand the 1970s, with 7he Limits to Growth (1972) as the most famous.
He argues that many of these forecasts were variations of the Malthusian view
that population threatens to outpace food supply. Certainly, the neo-Malthusian
prospect had an immense influence over the population—resource debate in the
1960s. In his foreword to the American biologist Paul Ehrlich’s 7he Population
Bomb (1968), the Sierra Club’s David Brower claimed that only in the mid-1960s
did it become possible to ‘question growth’ and the social uses of science. In
this respect the 1960s became the heyday of the population—resource debate.®
After Borgstrom’s 7he Hungry Planet and Philip Appleman’s The Silent Explosion
(1965), there came an outpouring of overpopulation warnings towards the
end of the 1960s: William and Paul Paddock’s Famine — 1975 (1967), Arthur
Hopcraft’s Born to Hunger (1968), Paul Ehrlich’s 7he Population Bomb (1968),
and Garret Hardin’s “Tragedy of the Commons’ (1968).

The late 1960s and early 1970s saw an upsurge in food experts, de-
mographers and environmentalists, predicting that the coming three decades
would see massive starvation and famine in what were called the Most Seriously
Affected areas, i.e. parts of Africa, Asia, and Central and South America. Popu-
lation growth in combination with an inadequate agriculture would not keep
pace with nutritional needs. Besides the suffering of famines and starvation,
growing populations would create conflicts by consuming too much food and,
by making it scarce, add to the inflationary cost of food.*’

Even UN Secretary-General U Thant expressed his deep concern for the
global predicament in 1969. Although he did not wish to seem ‘overdramatic’,
he could conclude on the information he received as Secretary-General that
the situation was acute:

‘[TThe Members of the United Nations have perhaps ten years left in which to
subordinate theirancientquarrelsand launch aglobal partnership to curb thearms
race, to improve the human environment, to defuse the population explosion,
and to supply the required momentum to development efforts. If such a global
partnership is not forged within the next decade, then I very much fear that
the problems I have mentioned will have reached such staggering proportions

that they will be beyond our capacity to control.”
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In Stanley Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke’s science fiction film 2001: A Space
Odyssey (1968), the narrator gives the present circumstances after the turn of
the century: ‘By the year 2001, overpopulation has replaced the problem of
starvation but this was ominously offset by the absolute and utter perfection
of the weapon.”" The English physicist and novelist C. P. Snow (1905-1980)
regretted in 1969 that he had avoided speaking explicitly on population issues
in his earlier book 7he Two Cultures (1959). In his later novels he emphasised
the seriousness of the situation: ‘Perhaps in ten years, millions of people in
the poor countries are going to starve to death before our very eyes. We shall
see them doing so upon our television sets...””* The famine in Biafra became a
precursor of things to come. Famine hit this province during its liberation war
against Nigeria. Soils and crops were destroyed and food supplies devastated as
the central government tried to force the rebels to surrender. Pictures of starving
children in Biafra became yet another symbol of the horrible consequences of
the destructions of resources. The emaciated children of Biafra replaced the
children of India as emblems of a starving world.

The American physicist M. King Hubbert pointed at the physical
limits of the present growth rate: “To see that limits do exist, one need only to
consider that if the present world population were to be doubled but 15 more
times, there would be one man for each square metre on all of the land areas of
the earth, including Antarctica, Greenland and the Sahara Desert. And at the
present rate of growth this would require but 525 more years.””

American biologist Paul Ehrlich was one of the leading voices on the
‘population explosion’. Like Borgstrom, he was influenced early in his career by
reading Osborn and Vogt. Around 1970, world population had reached over
three billion and was increasing at a global rate of more than two per cent a
year on average. In neo-Malthusian terms, he pointed out that if the economy
expanded at a geometric rate it would eventually run up against the limits of
the earth: ‘A cancer is an uncontrolled multiplication of cells; the population
explosion is an uncontrolled multiplication of people.”* The ‘gunpowder of
the population explosion’ was the ominous fact that people under 15 years of
age made up roughly 40 per cent of the population in what Ehrlich called the
‘undeveloped’ areas. When they came into productive age we would see the
greatest baby boom of all time.”

Rather than claiming direct descent from Malthus, the conservation-
ist-style neo-Malthusians constructed a Malthus that served their purposes.
A revised Malthus gave them an intellectual grounding in the past. In the
post-war population—resource debate, the Malthus scenario was enlarged by
yet another dimension of population growth. Another misery was to be added
to the unplanned checks predicted by Malthus: war and famines (as opposed
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to planned constraints on population such as Malthus™ preference for sexual
continence). Environmental degradation through industrialisation would put
unpleasant checks on population growth. Food was not the only issue at stake
in the population—resource dilemma for environmentalists concerned with the
Malthusian dilemma. More people could only be accommodated through a
more intensive use of land and larger consumption of the earth’s resources. It
would mean less room for other species. Unspoiled nature was likely to dimin-
ish through the growth of cities, breaking of new land in forest and marginal
land, and extended extraction of other natural resources.”® The Earth could not
take an additional billion people living at Western standards. In the words of
geographer David Pepper, ‘People pollute [was] the theme of population control
movements in the early 1970s inspired by Hardin and Ehrlich.””

Ehrlich quickly became one of the figureheads of neo-Malthusian con-
cern. Ehrlich’s 7he Population Bomb became an immediate bestseller; it even
surpassed Silent Spring, making it the most widely purchased environmentalist
book in the 1960s.”

Ehrlich admitted that programmes to ‘stretch the Earth’s carrying capacity
by increased food production could save many lives. Yet, these programmes will
only provide a stay of execution unless they are accompanied by determined and
successful effort at population control.” In fact, he started out the prologue to
The Population Bomb by declaring that the battle to feed humanity was already
lost. During the 1970s, the world would suffer famines where hundreds of
millions would starve to death, regardless of any new crash programmes.'” A
quote by Ehrlich from an interview in Look magazine before Earth Day 1970
became notorious: “When you reach a point where you realise further efforts will
be futile, you may as well look after yourself and your friends and enjoy what
little time you have left.” With present population growth, Ehrlich concluded
‘that point for me is 1972°.1!

As mentioned in Chapter 4, Borgstrom was eager to dissociate himself
from Malthus in the early 1950s. At that point in time, Borgstrom denied
that he was a follower of Malthus; he wanted to separate himself from Mal-
thus’ social views. In the 1960s the tide had turned. Malthus was once again
of immediate importance in the debate. Borgstrom’s need to distance himself
from Malthus was gone in 7he Limitations to Our Existence. Instead he began
praising ‘the clear-sighted Malthus’. Borgstrom commended his theories and
called him a mathematician and economist and not at all a ‘mediocre misled
priest’. Of course, Malthus was also a priest. However, since Borgstrom had
personal experience of being excluded by the preacher label, he obviously wanted
to emphasise the other aspects of Malthus’ work and stressed that he actually

held a chair in economics at Cambridge.'"
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He objected to those who tried to expel their opponents by negative
labelling. A denial of the obvious limits to the propagation of humanity was
one serious underlying cause of the catastrophic circumstances humanity now
faced. Moreover, that was not enough:

We have not even wanted to discuss these, but instead have been occupied with
the not very intelligent (and in truth not supportive to the world’s progress)
sport of pasting labels on supposed opponents. All kinds of clichés whirl around:
neo-Malthusians, pessimists, doomsday prophets, reactionaries, and much more,
and this only because attempts are made to bring the food supply discussion
back to reality and to put an end to the absolutely fatal competition that is also

going on, in talking oneself away from reality.'"

Hunger was not only a social problem to Borgstrom, it was in essence a biological
one. Humanity cannot escape Malthus’s biological law. In 1969 Borgstrom,
together with his wife, edited a selection of Malthus’s writings together with a
discussion around the texts. In the preface Borgstrom argued that he was the
first to conclude that all life tends to reproduce above its access to nutrition.
That is the way it has been throughout history and that is the way it will remain
in the future: ‘His law of population growth is a biological law.”"** Borgstrdm
had come out of the closet and could now take the stage as a neo-Malthusian.

There are, of course, several similarities between Borgstrom’s message
and Malthus’s. Both started from the thesis that population increased geomet-
rically (1, 2, 4, 8) whereas the means of supply, at the most, could increase
arithmetically (1,2,3,4). Both concluded that this could lead to a catastrophe if
nothing was done. Both argued for family planning as a prerequisite to solving
the population crisis. And finally, both took the position that people had a
moral responsibility to solve the crisis. Everybody must be prepared to make
personal sacrifices. For Malthus this implied sexual continence. Borgstrom did
not specify the means of birth control, but it is apparent that he urged material
sacrifices. In spite of the basic similarities and common underlying arguments,
there was a rift between the conservative social and political message of Malthus
and Borgstrom’s environmentalist style of neo-Malthusianism. In his call for a
nutritional redistribution and fairer world order, Borgstrom’s perspective was
quite different from Malthus’s rather dim view of the poor.

In the same year Ehrlich rose to fame, Hardin argued in “The Tragedy
of the Commons’ that it was too late to stop population growth on a voluntary
basis. Zero growth of birth rate had to be accomplished through compulsory
legislation.'” Many other environmentalists objected strongly to this view,
especially Barry Commoner who attacked the ‘new barbarism of lifeboat ethics’.

A bitter public quarrel raged between Commoner and Ehrlich on the
population-versus-pollution debate. Ehrlich put the emphasis primarily on
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biological constraints, whereas Commoner saw social and economic origins
in the environmental crisis. The two environmentalists attacked each other’s
scholarship, personal character, and especially all conclusions about the root
cause of the environmental crisis. In 7he Closing Circle (1971) Commoner argued
that population expansion was not the primary problem. It was rather modern
technology, in the hands of far too powerful multinational corporations, which
was depleting nature. Behind it all lay the economic order of capitalism and
colonijalism. Rather than an Ehrlichian population explosion, a ‘civilisation
explosion’ had hit the Earth.' In contrast, Ehrlich traced the heightening
pollution and environmental degradation to population growth: “Too many
cars, too many factories, too much detergent, too much pesticide, multiplying
contrails, inadequate sewage treatment plants, too little water, too much carbon
dioxide — all can be traced to 200 many people.”""”

Paul and Anne Ehrlich defined overpopulation as when an area ‘can only
be supported by the rapid consumption of nonrenewable resources. [t must also
be considered overpopulated if the activities of the population are leading to a
steady deterioration of the environment.'*® Which led them to the conclusion
that ‘the planet Earth as a whole, is overpopulated '

In contrast, Barry Commoner saw the optimum population of an area
as a matter of choice, political or existential:

To determine the optimum size of the human population we need to decide first
what feature of human life we wish to optimise. In the abstract, the choice might
be made from among a wide range of conditions of value to human beings and
involve the most complex moral, social and political questions. However, in the
reality of present circumstances this choice is very considerably simplified, for
the current condition of the human population is such that one value dominates
all others — the survival of human society."°

Commonerargued thatdeveloped nations with a very limited population growth
consumed more resources per capita than densely populated countries with a
rapid increase in population. To put the effort merely into limiting population
was to Commoner ‘equivalent to attempting to save a leaking ship by lightening
the load and forcing passengers overboard. One is constrained to ask if there
isn’t something radically wrong with the ship.!!!

In a very critical review of 7he Closing Circle, Ehrlich and John P. Hol-
dren in exchange accused Commoner of being too simplistic when attributing
the environmental crisis to technology. They returned to Commoner’s analogy

of a leaking ship:

If a leaking ship were tied up to a dock and the passengers were still swarming
up the gangplank, a competent captain would keep any more from boarding
while he manned the pumps and attempted to repair the leak.'
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In the dispute with Commoner, Ehrlich together with John Holdren elaborated
his population—resource theory. They introduced a formula for environmental
impact (pollution). It was the product of a combination of population, afflu-
ence, and technology; the number of people, the quantity of goods people
consume, and the technologies people employ to produce the goods. The
compact formula was defined as I = PeA*T (Impact = Population x Affluence x
Technology). Essentially, this equation stipulated that an increase in population
and/or in consuming or polluting technologies would result in an increase in
environmental impact.'

Following their critique, folk singer Peter Segeer took a mediating position
between the environmentalist rivals. In a letter to the Editor of Environment
he discarded the connection between population and pollution: Commoner
had convinced him ‘that technology and our private profit politics and society
must be radically changed and quickly. But 'm still working hard for Zero

Population Growth, because... it’s a big world problem.'"

Limits to Growth?

The 1960s were the heyday for predictions of the future. Two reasons for the
expansion of futurology can be pointed out. The organising and investment
planning for welfare states demanded that politicians predict how society would
appear in a few decades. The global planning of the post-war world order ex-
panded to a long-range future. Moreover, futurology was needed to meet the
growing urgency of the calls to reverse industrialism. All this criticism could
not be dismissed by the political powers as merely maladjusted, conservative
grumbling. It was apparent that industrialism could not manage to solve all its
social problems. Its future needed to be guided, and futurology was a response
to this need and a complement to the resource inventories. In 1958, sociologist
Raymond Aron argued that ‘we are too much obsessed by the twentieth cen-
tury to spend time in speculating about the twenty-first. Long-range historical
planning has gone out of fashion.” Perhaps this was typical for the 1950s, when
the development and the spreading of the blessings of industrialism appeared
to be relatively problem-free.'” But in the 1960s this view was no longer prev-
alent. Futurology became a fashionable science. The debates on the world’s
resources in the late 1960s and the early 1970s were marked by a period of
economic growth that was heading for recession and inflation."® Many reports
of a warning sort were published around 1970, e.g. 7he Blueprint for Survival
and the Menton Declaration in 1971. The latter warning of environmental
deterioration, destruction of non-renewable resources and population growth
was issued by six prominent biologists and later signed by over 2,000 scientists

and public figures from 23 countries.'"”
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In 1972 the Club of Rome sponsored the report 7he Limits to Growth. It
gotan enormous response. In the foreword the President of Potomac Associates
provides the official explanations behind the project: to examine what the Club
of Rome called ‘the world problematique’. It combined ‘the complex of problems
troubling men of all nations: poverty in the midst of plenty, degradation of the
environment, loss of faith in institutions, uncontrolled urban spread, insecurity
of employment, alienation of youth, rejection of traditional values; and inflation
and other monetary and economic disruptions’.!'® Scientists at Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) used computer simulations to forecast global
natural resources. The report starts out with the previously quoted statement
of UN Secretary-General U Thant from 1969.

The conclusion of the MIT scientists was that a catastrophe was impend-
ing, if population growth, resource depletion and environmental degradation
did not hale.'" Limits to Growth is perhaps the most famous of the neo-Mal-
thusian prospects of 1970s. The report employed the theory of exponential
population growth and arithmetical increase of food supply. Human existence
is determined by physical limits: if a catastrophe occurred it would be due to
humans transgressing that boundary:'*°

If the present growth trends in world population, industrialisation, pollution,
food production, and resource depletion continue unchanged, the limits to
growth on this planet will be reached sometime within the next one hundred
years. The most probable result will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable
decline in both population and industrial capacity.'”!

The Club of Rome report was criticised for methodological shortcomings, but
had without a doubt a great impact on the debate. The Club of Rome was an
informal group of scientists, economists, civil servants, educators, humanists,
and, most notably, industrialists from large multinational companies. The report
was backed by companies like Volkswagen, Fiat and Olivetti, among others.
Golub and Townsend have argued that these industrialists, through this appeal
for the global good, hoped to create political acceptance for sacrificing national
interest to create a stable international economic environment, all in their own
economic interests.'*

Around 1970, the flowering of books on environmental dystopias pro-
voked the Swedish atomic physicist Tor-Ragnar Gerholm to a counterblast in
his book Futurum exaktum: the technical challenge (1972) with an optimistic
account of the technological solutions for natural resource and environmental
problems. Futurology had got out of hand, Gerholm maintained. His attack
on the environmentalist prophets gives a vivid illustration of the sentiment in
the population—resource debate in the early 1970s:
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There are no bounds to the misery. We are told of an unavoidable population
explosion with world wide starvation and a constantly growing gap between
poor and rich people as practically natural necessary consequences. Social crisis,
war and revolution is talked about, and how superpowers armed to the teeth
stagger towards the precipice of total extinction.

... The blessings of industrialism are, we are now told, nothing but hollow lies.
Welfare, society’s glimpse of prosperity, is arrogantly preached as a crazy episode
in humanity’s history. Soon we will have emptied the Earth’s store of natural
resources and we are thus forced back down to the gray tristesse of agrarian
society and threadbare destitution. Unless already before that we have been
choked and poisoned in our desecrated and sick environment.'*

The Green Revolution: a Pyrrhic victory?

The Green Revolution stood as the hallmark of a technologically optimistic
approach to the population—resource crisis. India was to be the great example.
In 1964, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru died and was replaced by successors
more favourable to Green Revolution technologies. Two events helped spur
this shift. First, in the years 1965-6 and 1966—7 severe droughts significantly
reduced the harvest. India was forced to import ten million tons of grain. US
President Lyndon B. Johnson launched aid programmes to India in 1965-7 to
ease the acute food crisis, at the same time pressing its leaders for the domestic
and foreign policies desired by the United States.

Second, Borlaug’s Rockefeller Foundation team in Mexico had devel-
oped new wheat seeds that could double or triple the yield. From 1966-7 to
1972-3 the area planted with the high yield varieties increased from a little over
500,000 hectares to over ten million hectares. Correspondingly, India’s grain
import dropped from 4.7 per cent in 1960-61 to 0.8 per cent in 1972-3.'%

For countrieslike India, Mexico, or the Philippines, the Green Revolution
notonlyheld the prospect of reducing malnutrition. Agricultural products could
once again become an export trade. More farm workers could be available for
work in factories. For India, it would also mean that the country would not be
constrained by the political pressure of American food aid. In 1970, between
10 and 15 per cent of wheat and rice fields of the Third World were planted
with the new varieties of the Green Revolution. In 1983, plantings of the new
varieties accounted for over half of the total crop area. By 1991, the propor-
tion had grown to three quarters. Although the Green Revolution originated
in American anxiety about the spread of communist influence, scientifically

improved crops also spread in socialist countries like China and Cuba.'®
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Nevertheless, the limited success of the Green Revolution became evident
in the late 1960s. The inordinate enthusiasm of people eagerly looking for a
positive slant on the population—resource issue also faded somewhat. Norman
Borlaug’s speech when accepting the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970 is illustrative
of such downgraded expectations. Defending the Green Revolution, he saw
it as a change in the right direction, but he acknowledged the social and eco-
nomic problems it raised. According to Borlaug none were more keenly aware
of its limitations than those who started it. The Green Revolution had not
brought solutions, it had merely bought some time in which solutions could
be developed.'*

Artificial fertilisers contributed to widening the gap between rich and
poor farmers, among countries and within them. It gave those who could easily
afford the cost of the fertilisers a competing edge over those who could not
afford to use them. Until the 1970s, agriculture in the global North continued
to increase its production, and poorer farms with little or no possibility of us-
ing artificial fertiliser could not compete on the world market. Within poorer
countries it was mainly the large farms that could take on the additional costs.
Plants that responded well to fertiliser, such as maize, replaced those that did
not. Chemical fertilisers are energy-consuming to produce, as John R. McNeill
puts it, “...our food is now made from oil as well as from sunlight’.

In Borgstrom’s view, the rice and wheat of the Green Revolution did indeed
ease some of the growing pressure on the world food production. However, it
did notattend sufficiently to the most urgent nutritional problem — protein. The
foremost reason for the severe crisis in foreign aid to the developing countries
was the basic misjudgement of its nature: “The notion that a global technical
salvation army would save the world dominated the technical aid programmes
of the post-war years.”'*” The ability to cope urgently with the protein supply
could be decisive for the fate of the world. Borgstrom proposed that protein
should replace the role of the gold standard in the world economy. Following
Malthusian logic, the Green Revolution itself also was a factor that accelerated
population growth. Sooner or later this high-yielding technology would hit the
ceiling of increased yield and new productive land, he predicted. The increasing
number of people in the world was accelerating the process of environmental
degradation, which had already severely disturbed the balance of nature.'*®

In March 1972, the British newspaper Observer Review brought together
Borlaug and Borgstrom for a ‘great doom debate’. Borlaug was to represent
the optimists and Borgstrom the pessimists in a debate over the world’s food
crisis. The reporter’s question ‘Is the world heading for a massive famine?” was
dismissed by Borgstrom: ‘How many hundreds of millions are going to suffer
extreme food shortages before we recognise that the issue is here today?’'*
Typically for Borgstrom, he focused primarily on synchronic externalities. The



Green Revolutions 179

diachronic externalities, shifting costs to future generations, were not the most
urgent issue. As masses were starving now, the crisis was here, and could not be
postponed until the future. As it turned out, perhaps somewhat surprisingly,
Borlaug and Borgstrom agreed on most issues during the interview. They both
concurred with the Malthusian view that merely giving away food to the poorer
countries of the world would do no good in the long run. Population would
just increase. Borgstrom claimed that it would be catastrophic to increase food
production without trying ‘very strictly to control population’.'’

There was no argument between them that the Green Revolution had
accomplished tremendous results. But Borgstrom emphasised that exceptions
had been greatly exaggerated. It was simply a Band-Aid, not a final cure. The
huge inputs of water and fertilisers required limited the applications of the
Green Revolution. The new varieties had taken land used for other crops that
were of better all-round food value for people. Moreover, the energy cost was
stupendous. More energy had to be used for fertilisers, irrigation, transport etc.
than actually came out as increased food. Both men predicted that fertilisers
would be a major bargaining counter in the international politics of the 1970s;
Borgstrom argued it might well be the most important issue. It was vital that
cities recycled their sewage and put it back on the land. Water shortage was the
most urgent issue. Borgstrom proclaimed that ‘because of the water shortage,
mankind is zow only one or two years from starvation’."”' Because of this, he
predicted in the interview that the 1970s would see the collapse of production
and distribution: “We will do our best, but we will not be able to stop the unrest
and riots and, I am to sorry say, the killings.” Borlaug agreed with Borgstrom.
Unless they could come to grips with the population—resource crisis, democ-
racy would disappear: “Then total civilisation would follow.”"* As it turned out
in this interview, the differences between the two different approaches to the
population—resource crisis were not immense in 1972. Both adhered to the
prospect of a coming population—resource catastrophe. Their disagreement on
scientific and technological solutions dealt with the possibilities for relieving
the crisis, but neither of them held likely in 1972 that the crisis could actually
be solved by current technology.

"Round Midnight

By the late 1960s, Borgstrom was widely respected in Sweden as an international
authority on population—resource issues. In 1967, a major Swedish tabloid
nominated him the mostimportant Swede in the world.'* Borgstrom, however,
was far from uncontested. One of his fiercest critics held him to be ‘a record
holder’ as ‘the most pessimistic of pessimists’. Gunnar Alexandersson, Professor
in International Economic Geography at the Stockholm School of Economics,
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accused Borgstrom of exaggerating and consciously or unconsciously distorting
facts. Their dispute made the front pages in several Swedish newspapers in 1968.
Alexandersson was, according to his own account, concerned that Borgstrom’s
‘exaggerations’ gave rise to newspaper placards like ‘All must be sterilised’. This
might be dangerous, Alexandersson argued, since people might think that it was
meaningless to give a few Swedish kronor to development aid. Alexandersson
further accused Borgstrom of only presenting the highest of the UN population
estimates in his statistics.

In contrast to Borgstrom’s predictions of up to seven billion, he pointed
to the predictions of Donald J. Bogue, demographer at the University of Chi-
cago. He had forecast a world population of 4.5 billion by the year 2000."**
Coils, contraceptive tablets, plastic condoms, and other modern preventive
techniques had created the means for successful birth control all over the world.
This process had been made possible by ‘generous’ research grants from private
American foundations. All of Borgstrom’s figures and numbers for the last fifteen
years could fill many volumes of the textbook How You Can Prove Anything
with Statistics. Alexandersson complained that Borgstrom’s doomsday visions
had been accepted as true. Young people, in particular, most often mentioned
Borgstrom among their prophets. This emotional and militant youth believed
that they helped their starving Asian brethren by fighting the police and carrying
badly written placards on every occasion. Instead of playing their part in the
fantastic results of the American foundations, youth listened to the views of
‘false prophets’ like Marx, Herbert Marcuse, and Borgstrom. Clearly frustrated
with the radical year of 1968, the Stockholm School of Economics professor
claimed, remarkably, that you ‘help the poor Asians by diligently driving your
Ford car filled with Esso gasoline, rather than through demonstration tom-
foolery’.’”> Borgstrom replied that Professor Alexandersson was childish. The
allegations against him were on all counts incorrect and false. Alexandersson
was misinformed, and he had misconstrued Borgstrém’s facts on the crisis of
the underdeveloped countries. Anyone expressing himself as Alexandersson did
could not be in full possession of his senses.'*

Borgstrom predicted that world population would double in the next
thirty years to seven billion. No ‘agricultural miracles’ in the world could cope
with such development. Within ten years both politicians and the publicaround
the world will find it ‘as natural to have sterilisation after the third child as
one now regards getting a vaccination’."”” Borgstrom repeated his apocalyptic
warning: ‘It is very late — five minutes to twelve.” Borgstrom transferred God’s
warning to the Babylonian king Belshazzar to a Western world faced with
world starvation: “The Handwriting — mene, mene tekel upharsin — is clearly
visible on the wall in our festive hall.'* In the second edition of 700 Many he
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interpreted it as: ‘Our days are numbered’. The prophet Daniel’s translation
was not referred to. Besides revealing to the terrified king that his empire
would be crushed, Daniel conveyed that “Thou art weighed in the balance,
and art found wanting’:"*? hardly intended literally by Borgstrom. Borgstrom
focused on the unequal distribution of resources: “The present economic order
in the world leads to rich countries getting richer and the poor poorer.”*’ The
Conservative newspaper, Svenska Dagbladet, concluded that this was one of the
fundamental theses in Marxism. The newspaper had over the years been positive
to Borgstrom’s message, and the reviewer explained these leftist tendencies by
Borgstrom’s well-known bent towards exaggeration.'!

In Focal Points: A Global Food Strategy (1971) Borgstrom claimed that
the 1970s would be humanity’s fateful decade. If nothing radical was done,
humans would definitely lose the possibility of controlling development. The
problem was not that the world was underdeveloped, but rather that it was
overdeveloped. In the long run, population control was the ultimate basis for
human survival. In a short-range perspective, ‘a restructuring of world trade and
a massive assault on waste and spoilage’ were the most urgent and constructive
measures: ‘These issues will reach overwhelming proportions in the seventies,
this being the last decade when we still have a chance, although slim, of saving
mankind and civilisation.”'*? To Borgstrom, humanity had been on the brink
of a full-scale catastrophe for two decades. The time for humanity was no
longer five minutes to twelve. In consequence, he concluded the book with his
continued warnings: “The time is five minutes past twelve.”'3

Ofaworld population of approximately 3.7 billion, some 2.5 billion were
suffering from serious undernourishment. Out of 75 million new inhabitants
each year, 55 million were added to the starving part of the world population.
The gap was widening, and the poor countries were drowning, not only in their
overpopulation but also in ever more burdensome debts. Moreover, a new type
of ‘imperialism’ was emerging in the form of the multinational corporations,
which enhanced the West's monopoly on world resources. Borgstrom raised
a warning finger: it was an ostrich policy to believe that the poor countries
would be content with this situation. But even if all present food supply were
to be distributed equally to all humans, none would be sufficiently nourished.
Thus a more just distribution had to be combined with a less wasteful lifestyle.

In Focal Points Borgstrom concluded that it was five minutes past twelve,
and the crisis was at large. In spite of the fact that the call of the midnight hour
had notbeen heeded in time, humankind’s ‘greatest moment may still lie ahead’,
if the crisis was faced with ‘the courage of frantic determination’ and attended
to through a global crash programme. In many ways this was basically the
same programme Borgstrom had been proposing since the 1950s, except that
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now the accent was on population control.'** With this shifting emphasis, the
antidotes for coming to terms with the population—resource crisis presented in
The Earth — Our Destiny are elaborated in his books from the 1960s and 1970s
— especially the need for a moral appraisal, for worldwide cooperative planning
and distribution of resources, and for population control.

He denounced calculations that claimed that sufficiently large areas
of land could be developed for cultivation to meet the pressure of population
increase. Borgstrom called these opinions ‘lofty promises and oversimplified
assertions’ as well as ‘pie in the sky and semantic exercises’.'*® A grave responsi-
bility had fallen on scientists. They had ‘in a steady stream provided a number
of recommendations for the salvation of the world from the hunger threats’.'*

For Borgstrom, the naive optimists of the future instilled pessimism:
‘Personally, I am seized with a deep despondency, when I daily read about
all these fair promises of the future and all the panacea recommendations,
completely detached from reality.'¥” He himself was neither an optimist nor
a pessimist, he emphasised — he was a realist.'*® Once again, Borgstrom defied
having labels stuck on him. His catastrophe empiricism should speak for itself.
Over and over again, he resisted being categorised as a propagandist. He was
merely presenting facts.

In the second edition of 700 Many in 1971, a new chapter on ‘Man and
Nature on Collision Course’ concluded the book. In this chapter, Borgstrom
pointed at several of the environmental issues of the time: e.g. devastation of
forested land, nuclear waste, contamination and waste of water, and, most of
all, oil discharges.'”

Astheenvironmental movement gained momentum, the neo-Malthusian
prospect was increasingly broadened. Yet, to neo-Malthusian environmentalists
all the efforts against environmental degradation were not sufficient if popula-
tion control was excluded. It was essential to solving the population—resource
problem in the long run.

The conservationist neo-Malthusian solutions can be summed up in
five essential projects:

A new ecologically based education, which makes the citizens of the world aware of
how the Earth’s resources are being depleted: “Without a large-scale educational
drive, our frantic rush downwards with a constantly accelerated speed cannot be
slowed up, or, better still, switched into a smooth climb for prosperity, progress,
and human betterment.’"*°

A new economic world order, which takes into account nutrition and public health.
Withdrawal of resources has to be accounted for, not just seen as productivity.
The guiding star must be better utilisation of resources. A foundation for the
new economic order should be along-term agreement to redistribute and supply
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their protein need to all humans. Borgstrdm proposed a ‘biological budget’: ‘It
is high time that economists made an effort to return to the concrete level of
real values in order to formulate a valid world budget — and not only in terms
of nitrogen. They can no longer remain in the lofty world of abstract symbols
such as dollars, roubles, and francs.””>!

A new technology, that is, designed in consideration of the interplay of nature.
Humanity must be freed from specialisation and grand-scale projects that are
misguided and will add to the problems in the long run. This new technology
should prioritise primary human needs: food, clothing, housing, and education.

A global development programme for strategic planning of the world’s common
resources. Political leaders, conscious of their responsibilities need to ‘retake the
reins and get the world to cooperate’.">* Borgstrom saw the UN as the mutual
organ for cooperation, but then it had to be universalised and must abandon its
preoccupation with Western interests. 7he World Household continued to be one
of Borgstrom’s key metaphors. However, Borgstrom in time fully incorporated
the vocabulary of globalisation: in Focal Points, his key metaphor became the

global household."

Population control was essential if all the other programmes above were to be
achieved. Humanity was running close to the maximum number of inhabitants
that the Earth could ecologically sustain. To ensure that humanity did not exceed
the carrying capacity the number of humans had to be maintained, for some
even decreased, by voluntary or, if necessary, compulsory population control.

Crises of Grain and Oil

From the end of World War II until the 1970s, international agricultural trade
changed drastically. The industrialised market economies went from being net
importers of agricultural products to being net exporters, mostly because of an
enormous expansion of US crop exports. The European import level remained
quite stable. Simultaneously, taken together the non-industrialised countries in
the South became net importers of foodstufls.

The fear of an impending worldwide famine in the 1960s induced
expansion of wheat production in the major exporting countries. As surpluses
grew, ultimately grain production began to decrease in the late 1960s.">> Opti-
mism began to rise among policymakers. Prices were declining due to the large
surplus of grain. As a response, the Nixon administration even decided to hold
land out of production in the early 1970s. Food and fertilisers were cheaper,
surpluses mounted, and the production capacity of the major grain producers
was unprecedented and needed to be restrained. As a result of the Green Rev-
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olution, production levels rose in countries such as India. Food scientists and
even demographers began to express high hopes. For example Donald J. Bogue
found it doubtful whether a total net food shortage for the entire earth would
ever develop: ‘Given the present capacity of the earth for food production, and
the potential for additional food production if modern technology were more
fully employed, the human race clearly has within its grasp the capacity to chase
hunger from the earth — within a decade or two.”"*

Then came a new period of food crisis from 1972 to 1974. Grain reserves
decreased to a post-war low in 1973. Prices of grain increased fourfold. And
above all, almost half a million people were reported starving in Bangladesh,
Southeast Asia, and the Sahel region of Africa.

After a 20-year period of surpluses and low grain prices, world food
production fell in 1972. It was off 35 million tons in relation to the previous
annual increase of 25 million tons. The drastic drop was caused by major crop
failures in the Soviet Union, South Asia, and North America. The Soviet Union
had experienced dramatic crop failures in the past, for example in 1963 and
1965. In contrast to previous shortfalls when livestock grain consumption had
been reduced, the Soviet Union tried to make up for the deficit by importing
enormous quantities of grain. It was able to acquire grain from United States
at the low 1972 market prices. Prices soon rose dramatically. Grain reserves
were further reduced by large demands from western Europe, Japan, China,
and many countries in the global South. Altogether grain exports rose by 36
million tons from the two previous years. Grain stocks fell rapidly. Wheat prices

Table 7. Changes in Net Import and Exports of Grain, in Millions of Metric Tons'*

1934-38 | 1948-52 1960 1966 1973

North America +5 +23 +39 +59 +88
Latin America +9 +1 0 +5 -4

Western Europe -24 -22 -25 -27 -21
USSR and +5 - 0 -4 -27
Eastern Europe

Africa +1 0 -2 -7 -4

Asia +1 -6 -17 -34 -39
Australia and +3 +3 +6 +8 +/

New Zealand




Green Revolutions 185

rose from US$60 in 1972 to US$200 per ton in 1974. Simultaneously, rice
prices increased from US$130 to more than US$500 per ton. However, the
devaluation of the dollar stimulated further import of grain from the United
States, in spite of the price hike. In the major grain producing countries, the
United States and Canada, the high prices encouraged a further increase in grain
acreage, and grain prices began to decline in spring 1974. Then the worst growing
season in 25 years struck the ‘breadbasket of the world” — the United States."’

Several factors impinged on the 1972—4 food crisis. A tremendous
population increase in developing regions was accompanied by dramatic shifts
in weather patterns, such as extreme drought and monsoon rains, that hit ag-
riculture in particularly vulnerable regions. At the same time the grain stocks
of the exporting countries declined, and fish were being depleted in parts of
the sea, especially the Peruvian anchovy catch. In the richer countries, demand
increased because consumption per capita was rising significantly. On top of
these factors came economic changes, particularly the devaluation of the US
dollar and rising oil prices. A devalued US dollar made it possible to purchase
more of the USA’s surpluses. Because of this, the Soviet Union was able to
purchase vast amounts of wheat in a relatively short period of time, which also
accelerated the crisis.

In the midst of the grain crisis came another resource crisis. In 1973, the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) increased the price of
oil by limiting production. Oil was not only the basis for the mechanised agri-
culture vital for the Green Revolution; it was needed in the energy-consuming
chemical fertiliser industry, so production became considerably more costly.
To make things worse, the fertiliser industry had decreased its surplus since the
mid-1960s. Prices increased from between US$50 and US$75 pertonin 1972 to
between US$300 and US$400 in 1974."58 The relationship and the importance
of the specific factors in the 1972—4 food crisis remain disputed. Nevertheless,
the list points at a many-faceted and complex background to the crisis."”

From 1945 until the early 1970s, US food surpluses had been a signif-
icant factor for world food security. The massive food aid to India during its
droughtcrisis of 1965—6 is one example. Many policymakers in the United States
urged that the country should take advantage of the fact that the superpower
had become the ‘bread basket of the world, and use food as an instrument
to influence its foreign policy interests’. The House of Representatives held a
hearing on the “‘Use of U.S. Food Resources for Diplomatic Purposes’. In the
mid-1970s, President Gerald Ford publicly suggested that the United States
could play the food card to counterbalance the oil card of the OPEC nations.
Secretary of Agriculture Earl Butz was quoted in Business Week 1975 saying, ‘In
the long run, agripower has to be more important than petropower.”'*

The food crisis of 1972—4 changed international food relief policy. An
institutional gap was exposed, with drought, floods and famine and a turbulent
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international cereal market. Several new agencies tried to rise to the occasion;
International Emergency Food Reserve (a joint effort by the World Food Pro-
gramme and FAO) was established to provide collective emergency food aid. The
FAO’s Global Information and Early Warning System should provide warnings
of areas at risk. The Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
(CGIAR), established in 1971, supervised research funding for food crops and
livestock. The organisation saw a rapid increase in funding in the 1970s from
US$50 million to $250 million in 1980.'! The World Food Council was set up
in 1977. Within FAO, the Committee on World Food Security was to provide
reviews of the world food situation.

During the 19724 food crisis, as many as half a million people may
have died in the African Sahel region. Many of the poor countries could not
compete on the weakened food market, and the situation got worse due to low
food reserves in the industrialised countries. The 19724 crisis made evident
that the resource dilemma was to a large extent a question of purchasing power.
The inequality of the distribution of food became apparent. Whereas richer
countries such as the Soviet Union and Japan imported food throughout the
crisis, poor countries like Bangladesh could not afford to import the food that
was needed. The Soviet Union even imported grain to be able to maintain their
livestock. The developed nations could even find it profitable to discourage grain
production, whereas some poorer nations could neither produce nor purchase
the food they needed.'¢*

The crisis further promoted plans for a World Food Conference, which
washeld in Romein 1974. At the conference, delegates from the South demanded
that rich industrialised countries should guarantee a level of food reserve, which
could be used to meet crisis situations in the poorer countries but would also
serve to stabilise market price fluctuations.'®® The conference gave widespread
recognition to the new policy concept of food security. Initially the concept
of food security highlighted the need to ensure suflicient production of food
supplies and stabilise the international flow.

Crisis of Interdependence

With the dramatic resource developments in the early 1970s, interdependence
theorists pointed at the world’s finite natural resources as crucial factors in in-
ternational relations.'® One author called it ‘the crisis of interdependence’.'®
The global South could demonstrate that they could use the scarce resources
as instruments to promote a new international economic order, and the North
could do likewise to stop it.'%

In December 1967, the Swedish delegation to the UN introduced the

idea of an international environmental conference to the plenary session of
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the General Assembly. Sweden sought recognition that the environment was
not the sole important transnational issue; these efforts were also linked to the
country’s bridge-building role in the Cold War world. The cross-sectoral char-
acter of environmental issues could help to tear down barriers in the sectoral
and rigid UN system. It was hoped that the environment, as an issue of global
concern, could also serve to strengthen a United Nations strained by tensions
between East and West and struggling with the aftermath of decolonisation.'®’

Yet international security policies were not the whole story. Environ-
mental awareness was at the time fairly high in Sweden. During the mid-1960s
the protest against the further exploitation of unexploited rivers turned con-
servation into a nationwide popular movement. Additionally, following the
tremendous impact of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (first published in Swedish
in 1963), Swedish scientists successfully managed to direct public attention to
the serious domestic environmental consequences of mercury poisoning and
acidification. Influential scholars had effectively argued that a growing world
population and accelerating environmental degradation in the near future would
present crucial political difficulties to all world governments.'®® The warnings
evidently did not leave policymakers indifferent. Collectively, these domestic
and international problems found a resonance in the Swedish domestic political
sphere that prompted a Swedish desire to bring environmental issues onto the
international agenda.'®

The 1960s had hosted a number of international conferences that
elaborated the themes from the Lake Success conferences, but with a slightly
changing emphasis from resources to environment. The United Nations Con-
ference on the Application of Science and Technology for the Benefit of the
Less-Developed Areas, in Geneva, February 1963 was something of a sequel to
the UNSCCUR conference in 1949. At the end of 1965, Lyndon B. Johnson
followed the line of Roosevelt and Truman and called for a White House Con-
ference on International Cooperation. It focused on the connection between
international development programmes and a looming environmental crisis.
The Council of Europe sponsored the European Conservation Year in 1970,
and the Economic Commission for Europe held a symposium the following
year on Problems Relating to Environment.'”

From June 5 to 17, 1972, the Royal Opera House in Stockholm hosted
the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment. The conference was
organised around five sets of issues (besides the organisational matters): human
settlements, natural resources, pollution, educational, social and cultural aspects
of environmental issues, and environment and development. Even though one
reviewer of Focal Points urged that the book should form the basis for hosting
the 1972 Stockholm conference, environmental neo-Malthusians had no direct
influence on the agenda of the conference.'”! Since one object was to unite the
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UN around a common cause, controversial subjects, like population control or
disputed economic development programmes, were not major agenda items.

Comparing the agenda of the Stockholm Conference 1972 with Lake
Success, it is clear that there had been changes both in attitudes and in institu-
tional relationships in regard to the earth’s resources. The moststriking differences
were the active and independent approaches from Third World delegates, and
that the whole focus had turned more toward political and social factors. The
devotion to technical and economic solutions was not as dominant, compared
to UNSCCUR.'”2

At the Stockholm Conference, Third World representatives expressed
the suspicion that Western environmentalism could contain veiled neo-impe-
rialism. Their countries’ economic growth was to be constrained so they would
continue to be subordinate suppliers of raw materials and consumers of Western
industrial commodities. India’s Prime Minister Indira Gandhi saw poverty as
the greatest polluter, and for this she held the wealthy countries responsible:

Many of the affluent countries of today have reached their present affluence
by their domination over other races and countries, the exploitation of their
own masses and own natural resources. They got a head start through sheer
ruthlessness, undisturbed by feelings of compassion or by abstract theories of
freedom, equality, or justice.'”?

This critique was fomented by socialist ideologists, who saw in capitalism the
root cause of imperialism and environmental degradation. To avert this criticism,
development had been made one of the main topics at the conference. In the
Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme’s address to the conference, representing
the host country, he underscored the importance of the Declaration to focus
on development needs along the environmental challenges. Borgstrom was not
involved in the conference, but following Borgstrom Palme declared that it was
an inescapable fact that each individual in the industrialised countries draws, on
the average, 30 times more heavily on the limited resources of the earth than his
fellow man in the developing countries. He concluded that these facts raised the
question of more equal distributions between countries and within countries.'”*

To overcome the rift between the particular environmental focus of the
North and the concerns of the poorer countries, indeed to avoid a complete
boycott of non-alignment within the Group of 77, the agenda needed to be
readdressed. The preparatory work and the Stockholm Conference itself became
something of a matchmaker for an attempted union of environment and devel-
opment. It spawned the notion that environmental protection and economic
development were intrinsically linked. Not only were they supposed to be pos-
sible to achieve simultaneously, but also continued economic development was
seen as the ‘only answer’ to most environmental problems.'” This spadework
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on the hypothesis of sustainable development was quite contrary to the ‘limits
to growth’ solutions of neo-Malthusian environmentalists.

The Lifeboat or the Termitary

In Brave New World Revisited (1958), Aldous Huxley described human soci-
eties as becoming more and more like the hive or the ant heap. The process
of civilisation had transformed primitive packs into a crude and mechanical
analogue of the social insects’ organic communities. ‘At the present time the
pressures of over-population and technological change are accelerating this
process. The termitary has come to seem a realisable and even, in some eyes,
a desirable ideal.”'’¢

The title of the book refers to his re-examination of Brave New World
(1932), where he portrayed the sophisticated social control and dehumanising
effects that could follow scientific and technological advances. A quarter of
century later, population growth had made him a great deal more pessimistic
than when he wrote his famous dystopian novel. Huxley argued that many of
the fictional descriptions had come uncomfortably close to reality. The means
of government control and propaganda had increased, and scientists could even
control the genetic code of life itself. An overcrowded world would likely drive
the poorer countries to totalitarian regimes (at that time probably communism).
Then, Huxley foresaw, the industrialised world would find itself cut off from
the resources their industries and wealth depended on. The highly advanced
technology that permitted the rich countries to have a much larger population
than their local resources could sustain would break down, and the nations of
the world would find themselves in a precarious situation. In this prospect, the
increasing powers of central governments ‘may come to be used in the spirit of
totalitarian dictatorship’, because a permanent crisis would justify a permanent
control of all things and all people by the agencies of the central government:
‘And permanent crisis is what we have to expect in a world in which overpop-
ulation is producing a state of things in which dictatorship and Communist
auspices become almost inevitable.”'”’

In the spirit of Malthus, Huxley concluded that ‘in any race between
human numbers and natural resources, time is against us’.'”® So, Huxley ends his
revisit of Brave New World urging us, while there is still freedom in the world,
to resist the forces of overpopulation and over-organisation and the totalitarian
society that would follow from them. Huxley died five years later. Had he lived
to follow the direction of some neo-Malthusian proposals of the late 1960s, he
would have seen de-humanising theories of population concern growing even
closer to his predictions.

In Famine 1975! Americas Decision: Who Will Survive?(1967) William and



190 Chapter 7

Paul Paddock advocated a triage approach from military medicine, according to
which those little hurt should take care of themselves, the hopeless cases should
be allowed to die, and efforts should be directed toward those where aid would
make a difference between life and death. They distinguished a ‘can’t be saved’
group, which should not receive any aid. This group included, among others,
India and the Philippines.'”

the environmental neo-Malthusians, argued that zero population growth must

Garret Hardin, one of the most controversial of

be accomplished through compulsory legislation: ‘Freedom to breed will bring
ruin to all'’® With “The Tragedy of the Commons’ (1968) he coined a new
analytical concept in social sciences. If the world is one big commons where
the food is shared equally, we are all doomed, according to Hardin.

Evidently there was a Malthusian fear of an uncontrolled growth of
masses of poor. The President of Algeria, Houri Bumédienne, was quoted in
Washington Post 1977, raising the spectre of population growth as means of
bringing pressure for economic reforms: ‘No quantity of atomic bombs could
stem the tide of billions... who will some day leave the poor southern part of
the world to erupt into the relatively accessible spaces of the rich Northern
Hemisphere looking for survival.”'®'

‘Lifeboat ethics’ was a grim response to such scenarios. It implied that it
was better that millions of people perished, than thatallhumansshould be headed
toward total catastrophe. Hardin used the lifeboat analogy in a notorious article
in 1974. Death rates had declined drastically in the 1940s and 1950s, whereas
birth rates only declined marginally. Thus, some populations grew much faster
than their food supplies. Giving food aid would only promote an unsustainable
situation: ‘More food means more babies.”'®* In 7he Limits of Altruism (1977),
Hardin advocated a more ‘tough-minded’ approach to countries, such as India,
that had exceeded their carrying capacity. The edited volume Lifeboat Ethics:
1he Moral Dilemmas of World Hunger, elaborated the theories in relation to the
world food crises following the oil and grain crises of 1972—4.'%

Ehrlich, who formed the Zero Population Growth organisation, advo-
cated constraints on reproduction internationally as well as domestically in the
USA. At home, population control would be accomplished ‘by compulsion if
voluntary methods fail’. Coercion? He was asked when discussing sterilisation
of men in India with more than two children: ‘Perhaps, but coercion in a good
cause.”'* Internationally, he urged US politicians to use the nation’s superpower
status as a pressure to achieve population control: “We must use our political
power to push other countries into programmes which combine agricultural
development and population control.”** Even though he was far from Hardin’s
harsh solutions, Borgstrom predicted that within ten years both politicians and
the public around the world would find it ‘as natural to have sterilisation after
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the third child as one now regards getting a vaccination’.'

By 1972, Borgstrom was a well-established authority on population—
resource issues, although still controversial in this position. As mentioned, the
1960s signalled his breakthrough as a public figure, as overpopulation became
a key issue in the environmental debate. According to an interview in 1967,
Borgstrom himself regarded 1965 as a turning point, with the exceptional
reception of 7he Hungry Planet.'¥’

In the early 1970s, Borgstrom received official reparation in Sweden.
The government granted money for a personal chair as visiting professor at the
Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies of the Human Condition at the University
of Gothenburg. Representatives from the Centre tried to get the Minister of
Education’s personal support for a chair for Borgstrom. According to Emin
Tengstrom, head of the department, one of their main arguments was that it
was a shame for Sweden that one of the earliest environmentalists had been

thrown out of the country.'® Surely, it was an effective argument at the time of
the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment in 1972. In 1980, he
achieved his ultimate recognition in the Swedish scientific community, when
he was elected to the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences.

So, what influence did a conservationist neo-Malthusian like Borgstrom

Borgstrom Receiving the ] A. Wahlberg Gold Medal from HM King Carl XVI Gustaf

in 1974, ‘in recognition of his extensive research on the food situation in the world..
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have in the media, the environmental movement, politics, and science? Borg-
strom had been something of a media celebrity ever since the intense debates
in the 1950s and the great SIK turmoil. When a Gothenburg newspaper in a
front-page feature wrote about Borgstrém’s critique of space-travel, it recalled
for its readers that Borgstrom had been constantly appearing on newspaper
placards for the preceding six years.'®’

Borgstrom had been harshly criticised ever since the 1950s for his
pessimistic descriptions. The newspaper which, in all reviews and editorial
comments on Borgstrom’s first radio appearance, and through all his books,
had been favourable to his message, concluded that he had a tendency to
exaggerate. At the same time, the author allowed, it was difficult to dispute
that overall developments had proved his gloomy predictions right.'”® Among
Swedish environmentalists, he was celebrated as a pioneer, the man who ‘created
the modern environmental debate in Sweden’."”' He was indeed important for
the environmental movement. It had no solid knowledge base. As a political
movement, it needed science-based sources to prove its point. Borgstrom’s
population—resource message became important in this regard. He became a
touchstone on which to found one’s argument. One of the early leading Swedish
environmentalists in the 1960s, Rolf Edberg, called him “The Swedish Cassandra
Voice’."”? Borgstrom also came to influence many concerned Swedish scientists.'*?
Borgstrom had a reputation in many newspapers as the international expert who
had been forced from Sweden by a rigid establishment. In Gateborgs-Posten he
was regarded as one of the scientists who became inconvenient to the Swedish
establishment.' An article in Svenska Dagbladet widened the scope of Christ’s
words and claimed that no-one is a prophet in his own country. Borgstrém saw
a parallel between himself and messengers in the time of the ancient Chinese
dynasties: “The Chinese emperors in old times had a reputation for executing
messengers who arrived with bad tidings. Figuratively this is still done, that is
what I and many other tellers of the truth have experienced.”’”

With this message Borgstrom achieved an unquestionable significance
as a public educator. In his role as a rehabilitated and internationally recognised
authority, he became of great symbolic significance for an environmental move-
mentstruggling to gain ahearing. In the institutionalisation of social movements,
cognitive positions become associated with specific persons. Sociologists Ron
Eyerman and Andrew Jamison point out that ‘established intellectuals’ play an
important role in the initial phase of a social movement."”® Borgstrom attained
aposition linked to the knowledge production of the environmental movement.
His position could be described as a symbolic representative. He was an ideo-
logical representative of a movement to which he did not belong himself: he
was the bold forerunner. Borgstrom was also a source of inspiration for radical
students. A sociological study of a demonstration in 1968 showed that many of
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the demonstrators mentioned Borgstrom as one of the sources of inspiration,
although some politically more radical authors were more widely read."”

Hartvig Setra claimed that ‘all politics has changed after Borgstrom®. In
his book Den okopolitiske socialisme (Eco-political Socialism) from 1973, Swtra
explained what he meant by this statement. He did not argue that Borgstrom
was a great political thinker. His epoch-making achievement was that he had
distinctly shown that the resources of the earth were limited and that he had
asserted that this understanding must guide all political decision-making.'”®
In 1979, the Norwegian journal Gyldendals aktuelle magasin wrote that few
people had marked Norwegian public debate in the 1960s and early 1970s to
such an extent as Georg Borgstrom: ‘One spoke for a long time of before and
after Borgstrom.”'”’

The American ecologist George Woodwell argues that Borgstrom had
an important role in the transformation of environmentalism:

Borgstrom and others came through with detailed analysis of these particular
segments of that series of problems. I thought it was a pretty powerful time,
because there werent too many people that were involved in thinking about
it and you could make a mark. If you had a good story, people noticed. And

Borgstrom had a good story.”

However, the main aim of this study has not been to measure the degree of
influence of an individual. It is as a conveyer of ideas that he can give us a better
understanding of the population—resource crisis.

What imprint did he make as a conveyer of a new conservation ideology
in the science community? According to Science Citation Index, the only one
of his books that was widely referred to by other scientists was his work on
fisheries, Fish and Food. His books on the general population—resource problem
received far less recognition among fellow scientists. Among those who quoted
his population—resource publications in scientific journals were environmental-
ists concerned with population—resource issues, such as Ehrlich and Lappé.?”!

In social science journals, however, his books on general population—re-
source issues seem to have been more widely used. According to Social Citation
Index from 1966 to 1972, roughly two-thirds of the 56 entries quoted Hungry
Planet, Too Many or some other population—resource publication, whereas the
remaining third mostly referred to his works on fisheries.”® Thus, it seems as
if his general discussion of world food issues was not particularly recognised in
scientific journals. It was the public media debate that was his major arena for
those questions. Perhaps that was one reason for his growing lack of interest in
writing for scientific journals. In many ways Borgstrom was an early represent-
ative of a new type of scientist, promoting interdisciplinary studies and taking
on a more active role communicating through the mass media with politicians
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and the public. Though contested at first, he met a growing recognition as a
scientist. In 1967, he was elected to the American Society for the Advancement
of Science and to the World Academy of Art and Science. The latter had its
roots in the Pugwash movement and was devoted to global issues.

Borgstrom appears to have become more and more sceptical during
the 1970s towards what politics could accomplish. In Focal Points (1971) he
stated that it was ‘depressing, to say the least, to think how world politics for
a quarter-century discussed hunger and poverty but nonetheless only made
sporadic efforts to cope with these realities in an effective manner’. Instead he
put increasingly higher hopes on the scientist. Scientists needed to take over
from irresponsible politicians. The universities must take on their responsibility
for society. A great concentration on interdisciplinary operations was necessary,
if life on earth was to be saved. By 1979, he had reached the conclusion that
humanity’s fate could not be left to ‘politicians, charlatans and story-tellers’.??
Borgstrom, who himself was a regional member of parliament for the Liberal
Party in the 1940s, gradually lost all faith in the political system and politicians’
willingness or ability to respond to the world population—resource crisis.

By the 1970s, Borgstrom’s view on scientists had taken a quite surprising
turn. After having spent so much of his professional life criticising his fellow
scientists for being too narrowly specialised and indifferent to the issues of
survival, he saw them as the hope for the future. Borgstrom had been accepted
by the scientific establishment; and realising that he lacked support from the
politicians, he came to place his hopes on the rule of experts as if on platonic
philosopher kings.

In contrast, Barry Commoner argued in 7he Closing Circle that ‘the
balancing of social judgment against cost should be made by every citizen and
not left to the experts’.?”* Neo-Malthusian conservationists have been accused
of seeing population growth as the only root cause of the predicament. It is a
fair critique of some writings, especially in the voluminous flora of Malthusian
concern in the 1960s. But for many, the population—resource crisis was not
confined solely to a matter of too many people. Borgstrom’s call for nutri-
tional equity is one strong case against the generalisation that neo-Malthusian
conservationists had one-track minds. Lester Brown also argued that fairer
distribution was essential in combating hunger: ‘It is hard to see how there can
be any meaningful modernisation of food production in Latin America and
Africa south of the Sahara unless land is registered, deeded, and distributed
more equitably.” Brown wanted to move beyond the Malthusian dilemma. It
was not only a food—population problem, but also an employment-population
dilemma. ‘Feeding the increased numbers of people will not be easy, but it is
likely to prove much more manageable than providing jobs.”*”
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The Limits to Growth authors pointed ata correlation between population
growth and inequity. As a fixed resource had to be distributed among more
people, the equality of distribution would suffer. Population and capital growth
had to be limited to avoid the lifeboat ethics of a struggle over resources in an
overcrowded, over-consuming world: ‘Equal sharing becomes social suicide
if the average amount available per person is not enough to maintain life.”*
Thus, population growth had to be curbed in the name of equity. To halt the
exponential growth of resource depletion, economist Herman E. Daly argued
that it was necessary to switch to a steady-state economy. Inequality of resource
distribution was a key issue: ‘... the important issue of the stationary state will
be distribution, not production. ... The stationary state would make fewer
demands on our environmental resources, but much greater demands on our
moral resources.”™ Paul Ehrlich, too, shifted his ground from the simplistic
attribution of environmental crisis primarily to population, as expounded in
The Population Bomb, to the more complex relationship expressed in the formula
I = PeAeT that he devised along with Holdren.

In 1971, Frances Moore Lappé created quite a stir with her widely read
book, Diet for a Small Planet, in which she pointed at the high economic, social,
and ecological costs of a meat-centred diet. Contrary to prevailing convictions
that meat-rich diets were critical to our health, Lappé argued that a vegetarian
diet surely could provide sufficient protein. So, it was fully possible to decrease
the resources and land used for livestock, which would allow the world’s agri-
cultural resources to suffice for a healthy diet for everyone on the planet. The
policies of the big international financial institutions had not only failed to
reverse world hunger, but through their policies, they had institutionalised it.
Notonlydid shelink consumption, environmental destruction and international
policy with the food crisis, the book also included recipes for vegetarian cooking
as a practical help to start living the message. The book sold more than three
million copies and was translated into French, German, Japanese, Spanish, and
Swedish.?®® In 1975, Lappé founded the Institute for Food and Development
Policy, better known by its later name, Food First. Lappé linked the lack of real
democracy in the world with deepening poverty and increased environmental
degradation. With increased democratic participation by the world’s poor in
global policy making, food security could be achieved.*”

It does not take much effort to find separate statements that fit into the
simplistic view of one-track neo-Malthusianism. Nevertheless, on the whole,
most environmentalists portray a more complex relationship of the elements
in the population—resource crisis. Then again, probably the majority of people
had not read most of the relevant books and articles, but instead constructed
their opinions on the debate from one-liners in the media.
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I argued earlier that views of nature are political at heart. They reflect
views of humans in society. Borgstrom appears to have become pessimistic
about the earth’s carrying capacity because he became pessimistic about human
ability to cope with the laws of vulnerable nature. In the opinion of some these
neo-Malthusian environmentalists, Nature is so vulnerable to misjudgements
that it must be left to experts to govern it. Democracy simply does not stimulate
action that is responsible enough. Such anti-democratic conclusions, together
with harsh recommendations for population control expressed by some of the
neo-Malthusians, eventually gave the whole genre a bad reputation. Together
with a continued growth in food production, this contributed to the decline
of neo-Malthusianism.

Decline of Declensionism

While apocalyptic warnings were being trumpeted around the world in the early
1970s, the population growth rate had already started to decline, a trend that
became increasingly obvious during the 1990s. In 1976, the FAO concluded that
since 1952 the rate of food production increases in the developing regions had
been, on average, 0.4 per cent annually. Only seven countries, predominantly
in Africa, still faced serious food shortages. In contrast, the FAO pointed to
the evidence that 75 developing countries had improved their conditions in
the post-war period.*"”

The adversaries of the population bomb were encouraged. An editorial
in the conservative Wall Street Journal could hardly refrain from gloating over
the decreasing concern for population growth:

It seems to be harder and harder to keep a crisis going, even when a lot people
have a vested interest in stirring up public fears. The latest crisis to face the risk of
public boredom is the population crisis, which once had even higher billing than
the energy crisis, the ozone crisis, the law of the seas crisis, or what have you.*"!

A year later, Herman Kahn and co-authors claimed that “The overpopulation
worries and alarmist exhortations of the 1960s and 1970s may well be regarded
as an amusing episode in human history.”*'?

When the breakthrough for environmental policy and the environmental
movement came in the latter half of 1980s, neo-Malthusianism had gone out
of fashion. For sure, the neo-Malthusian arguments could still be heard, but
they certainly were not at the top of the agenda. Malthusian concerns simply
did not fit in environmental discourse.

In a polemic article, indirectly advocating zero-population growth for
the United States, Roy Beck and Leon Kolankiewicz describe how the US en-
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vironmental movement abandoned the population issue. Whereas it had been
the linchpin at the time of Earth Day 1970, by the late 1990s it was off the
agenda for the prominent figures of the environmental movement.?"

There are probably several reasons for the decline in environmentalists’
interest. In the light of the environmental movement’s focus in the 1980s and
1990s, two reasons stand out in particular. First, since fertility rates dropped
below zero in the 1970s at the latest in most Western countries, population
stabilisation became solely an issue of immigration restrictions. Harvey argued
in 1974 that the projection of a neo-Malthusian view in politics at the time
appeared to invite repression at home and neo-colonial policies abroad.*'* The
social and racial connotations were far from the ideology of the greater part of
the environmental movement. In addition, abortion and contraceptive policies
were controversial political issues that environmental organisations thought
better to avoid if they wanted to attain the broadest possible support. Second,
analogous to Ehrlich’s and Holdren’s formula, consumption and technology,
especially in the affluent countries, stood out as more important in the impact
equation than the population size of poorer countries.

More than two decades after the first conference, many of those who
attended the second World Food Summitin 1996 concluded that the proportion
of undernourished people had fallen from 38 per cent in 1969/71 to 20 per
cent in 1990/92 according to the FAO. World food production had outpaced
population growth; the combination of new technology, more intensive agri-
culture, with massive irrigation, pesticides, herbicides, and fertilisers as well as
a closer integration of markets sustained the growth in production, in many
ways belying the more pessimistic forecasts of 20 years previously.?”

After 1974, famine became almost confined to conflict situations, where
considerable political and logistical difficulties hampered access. According to
the FAQO, the proportion of people living in countries with an inadequate supply
of food has in the last 30 years dropped from 56 per cent to 10 per cent. Even
though these statistics are not hard data, they clearly reveal a trend. However,
excluded from this positive development are some parts of South Asia and
particularly African countries of the sub-Sahara. Per capita food production did
not increase in the most highly indebted, low-income countries. Drought-re-
lated food crises particularly affected people living on pastoral land in marginal
environments in Africa, such as parts of Sudan and Kenya.

At a global level, things seemed to be going quite well. Since the 1960s,
the world had experienced an unprecedented increase in global food production.
As of 2001, we had almost a third more food per person on average, compared
with 1961. At the same time, prices have gone down by 40 per cent. The Green
Revolution’s fast growing and high yielding crops made up an important part
of this harvest increase. Food increased and population growth slowed.
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In 1998, the United Nations announced the ‘Day of Six Billion’, sched-
uled for 16 June 1999. ¢ However, the pace of population growth was slower
than expected, so this special occasion had to be postponed for four months.
All through the 1990s, the United Nations Population Division had to revise
its projected growth rate downward.

Year 2001, however, was an exception. The population division had to
raise its 2000 middle scenario for the global population in year 2050, from a
projected 8.9 billion to 9.3 billion. The somewhat higher fertility estimated
for a number of populous countries (e.g. Bangladesh, India, and Nigeria)
accounted for almost a third of the increase. The largest share of the higher
prognosis stemmed from higher future fertility levels projected for the 16 devel-
oping countries whose fertility had not yet shown signs of a sustained decline.
Nevertheless, the total fertility of the world was expected to decline from 2.82
children per woman in 2000 to 2.15 children per woman in 2050. In the same
period, life expectancy is expected to increase from 65 years to 76 years. As a
consequence, the population growth rate would drop from 1.35 per cent per
year in 2000 to 0.47 per cent per year in 2050.*"7 We shall return to the recent
figures in the final chapter.

In spite of these trends, it appeared at the turn of the millennium that
the technology optimists had declared their triumph too early. Malthus was
not properly buried even by this time. And the gravediggers made up a quite
unexpected company: the former allies of the technology optimist of the 1970s
— the high-tech food industry.
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Global food production increased enormously in the last four decades of the
twentieth century. In spite of a doubling of the world population, the amount
of kilocalories that we consume on average rose from 2,000 to 2,800 per day
between 1962 and 1999. At the same time, the growth rate of the global pop-
ulation decreased, and continues to do so.! Nevertheless, from the late 1990s
neo-Malthusian warnings that world population growth threatens to outstrip
the food supply in the long run echoed the population debates of the late
1960s and early 1970s. This time they were highlighted in the ofhicial reports
of international institutions, and not least, in the public relations output of the
big plant breeding corporations. Why then are many recent official prognoses
variations or developments of neo-Malthusian concern?

The Ghost of Malthus Continues to Haunt

Grave warnings of a population—resource crisis have often recurred, in spite
of an enormous increase in yield and declining population growth rates. Now
they even appear in the official publications of international institutions like the
UN, FAO, CGIAR, and the World Bank. With diminishing resources and an
additional three billion people by 2050, all in poorer countries, we are warned
that resources simply will not sufhice. In spite of a tremendous development
of new biological techniques in recent decades, at the turn of the millennium,
FAO estimated that 842 million people were subject to undernourishment.”
On the Day of Six Billion 1999, the UN estimated that hunger and
its related consequences extinguished 24,000 lives every day — one human
being every 3.6 seconds. Even within developed countries, food insecurity
was once again acknowledged. The FAO report 7he State of Food Insecurity in
the World in the same year estimated that more than 30 million people were
chronically undernourished in the industrialised world. They were particularly
to be found in the former eastern bloc countries. However, even the United
States government attached a Food Security Supplement to its annual Current
Population Survey. The Supplement asked questions such as: ‘In the last 12
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months did you or other adults in your household ever not eat for a whole day
because there wasn’t enough money for food?” In 1999, the results of the survey
indicated that 4.2 million households in the United States experienced some
hunger for at least part of the year. Households suffering from severe hunger,
that is, where children were involved or adults were more seriously affected,
amounted to around 800,000.°

UN estimates for food insecurity, when people live with hunger or fear
of starvation, indicate that in the period 1997-9, 815 million people were un-
dernourished in the world. Some 777 million of these were in the developing
countries, 27 million in transition countries and 11 million in the industrialised
countries. In 1992, the World Food Summit decided to cut the number of
undernourished by half by the year 2015. In fact, there was a slowdown in the
reduction of undernourished in the world. For the developing countries, 2001
figures showed a decrease of 39 million since 1992 and an average annual de-
crease of about six million people. To accomplish the World Food Summit goal
would require an average annual decrease of 22 million, far above that level.*

Only a third of the developing countries recorded a decrease in their
numbers of undernourished between 1990 and 1999. In these countries the
number fell by 116 million people. In the other developing countries the
people who are undernourished increased by 77 million. Because several large
countries, including China, Indonesia, Thailand, and Nigeria, managed to
reduce the number undernourished, their reduction outweighed the increase
in the less populated, but numerically larger group of countries. Thus, the net
reduction was 39 million. Yet in most of the developing countries the number
of undernourished increased considerably.®

The proportion of undernourished fell in the majority of developing
countries. However, in many of these countries the fall coincided with a rise in
absolute numbers. 7he State of Food Insecurity of the World 2001 concludes: “The
decrease in the proportion of undernourished in these countries has not been
sufficient to offset the effect of population growth. Continuing rapid rises in
the number of mouths to feed imply further difficulties in meeting the World
Food Summit target.’®

In addition, we were likely to have an additional three billion people
feeding upon the Earth.” The World Bank’s annual report for 1999 stated that
global food production must double in the next 35 years to meet future demands
caused by population growth and an expected as well as much needed rise in
nutritional standards. At the same time, between five and six million hectares
of agricultural land was being destroyed each year as a result of soil degrada-
tion, through soil erosion, nutrition leakage and desalination. Other experts
calculated even higher numbers. Comprehensive surveys of the world’s natural
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resources and ecosystems in World Resources Report, biannually jointly published
by the World Resources Institute, United Nations Development Programme,
United Nations Environment Programme and the World Bank, pointed to a
stagnation in the increase of food production, primarily due to post-harvest
losses, soil degradation and irrigation problems. At the same time, unsustainable
environmental trends were augmented: collapsing fisheries, decreased forest,
global warming and vanishing species.®

It was not only environmentalists who warned of an impending food
crisis. Expertsand policymakers associated with the Green Revolution concurred.
In the report Food in the 21st Century, published by CGIAR, Mahendra Shah
and Maurice Strong raised the alarm: ‘As the new millennium begins, the world
faces another food crisis that is just as dangerous — but much more complex —
than the one it confronted thirty years ago.””’

However, whereas environmentalists took the serious situation as an
argument for caution about technological development, the industry and
many experts of CGIAR or FAO used it as an argument for new biological
technologies, which many influential environmental groups regarded with
scepticism. They put their hope in the hands of the researchers, who through
biotechnology and other means were to accomplish a new and more ecologically
sound Green Revolution."

Feeding the Multitude

‘Africa needs GM crops to survive’ was the alarming headline on BBC World
News in May 2000."" Similar examples are manifold. One of Sweden’s experts
on genetically modified (GM) crops, Professor Kristina Glimmelius, also
seized on the catastrophe rhetoric. She warned that if we refrain from using
gene technology in agriculture ‘half or large parts of the world’ run the risk of
‘starving to death’.'” It sounds like the Doomsday debate all over again, except
the conclusion is rather different.

Neo-Malthusian warnings have attained discursive prominence in times
when new large-scale technological solutions have been promoted globally.
This was true of the resource debates of the late 1940, leading up to the United
Nations Conference on the Conservation and Utilisation of Natural Resources
1949 and Truman’s Point Four Program as well as the plant breeding endeavours
of the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations. The apocalyptic debates of the 1960s
and early 1970s coincided with the breakthrough of the Green Revolution. Of
course, as the previous accounts in this book have made evident, the promotion
of technological solutions is not the only reason for the discursive position of
Malthusian concerns. Economic factors, national security policies, severe cli-
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mate, population density, media coverage, communications and, not least, real
experienced starvation are all some of the interacting factors behind the peaks
of Malthusian concern. Technology development is yet another explanation for
Malthusian concern attaining a discursive position, especially as food insecurity
in poor countries has become the premier rhetorical argument of the big plant
breeding corporations. One of their obvious goals is to make the rich world’s
public opinion more positive towards GM crops.

As this chapter was written, US authorities claimed that a row over ge-
netically modified food was threatening to derail efforts to help twelve million
peopleacross southern Africawho were facing a critical food shortage. The United
Nations relief aid for this region turned out to contain genetically modified
organisms from the largest donor, the United States. Zimbabwe and Zambia in
particular aroused frustration among US aid officials by turning away thousands
of tons of maize in the summer of 2002, even though the countries could face
famine in the month of September. Zambian officials expressed concern that
the food could contaminate local agriculture.' Critics argued that this was just
an attempt of the United States to force a less sceptical policy towards the GM
crops in the interest of its own agricultural industry. GM-sceptical Friends of
the Earth accused the US government and the biotech lobby of using the critical
situation in southern Africa to score GM propaganda points."

The food industry joins the long line of Malthusian concern. When
biotechnology efforts took off at Monsanto and other corporations in the early
1980s, there was hardly any consideration for the poor and starving people of
the world. The research was directed towards crops for western markets, crops
that could generate a large return on investment. Twenty years later, even though
the lion’s share of the research was still going to the profitable crops, the research
had slightly changed; but the rhetoric had changed much more. As science
reporter Daniel Charles put it: ‘A visitor from another planet eavesdropping
on defenders of genetic engineering during the summer of 2000 might have
come to the conclusion that it was a technology developed mainly to feed the
world’s poor and malnourished.’”

Indeed, some of Monsanto’s public relations material even gave the
impression that world food shortage had been the prime motivation all along:
‘Since the early 1980s, Monsanto Company has researched the possibilities of
plant biotechnology for improving the world’s food supply.”'* However, none of
the booklets or reports of Monsanto from the 1980s available at the company’s
headquarters at St Louis support this more recent self-image.

When Robert Shapiro took over as CEO of Monsanto in 1995, he au-
thorised a conference for Monsanto employees on global environmental trends.
There the ecological catastrophe scenario was presented to the audience, with
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a world population consuming ever more energy, soil, water, and biological
diversity. Company leaders also convened with Amory Lovins, the well-known
American environmentalist and green capitalism proponent. Clearly this was
an inspiration. At the company meeting where Shapiro laid out the ‘world
improving arguments for Monsanto’s GM business, employees garlanded their
company nametags around the neck of the CEQ, as a token of their support."”

Many commercial producers claim that GM crops can solve world food
problems. At present, great expectations are tied to future achievements in gene
technology that will make it possible to modify plants, so they can, for example,
produce more biomass per unit of water, a technique that would pre-empt the
rapidly deepening water crisis. It is hoped more food, with better composition
of nutrients, can be grown on less land so that more could be used for other
purposes such as wildlife habitat, or on more marginal land, such as arid lands.
Soil erosion could be halted and topsoil renewed if ploughing could be replaced
by perennial crops or crops that do not depend on eradicating competing crops
before they are planted.'”® However, the first GM crops on a large commercial
scale were only planted in 1996; so GM crops are still a relatively new technol-
ogy, with most of the promises yet to be proven.

In a classic Malthusian manner, Monsanto’s public relations material
proclaimed: ‘A fast-growing world population ... will inevitably outstrip our
capacity to produce enough food to meet our needs.” '” The description of the
problem is indeed familiar. The overall valuation is, at least rhetorically, in much
the same environmental style as the neo-Malthusians. Yet the recommendations
for action are new. “World population is soaring, yet the amount of arable land
available for food production is diminishing. New agricultural technology has
never been more urgently needed.”

From the mid-1990s, environmental and food security arguments be-
came Monsanto’s prime public relations arguments. Full-page ads in leading
international newspapers played the humanitarian and moral cards:

Worrying aboutstarving future generations won't feed them. Biotechnology will.*!

The International Food Information Council likewise stressed world hunger in
their ‘Communication Tenets for Consumer Acceptance of Food Biotechnology’,
prepared in 1997 for ‘opinion leaders’ charged with communication of food
biotechnology to the public.?

As mentioned, it was not only from the plant-breeding corporations
that voiced high hopes about GM crops as the cure for food insecurity. The
International Food Policy Research Institute in Washington, as well as several
experts and politicians in the global South, argued that the poor people of this
world cannot disregard the potential of gene technology. The health and eco-
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logical risks of GM crops are subordinate to the risks of not getting any food
at all, according to some proponents.

Particularly in Asia, people rely heavily on a few stable grains, primarily
rice. The diet contains little beta-carotene, the substance that supplies the body
with vitamin A. The deficiency causes millions of pregnant women to suffer
haemorrhages that can result in miscarriages; hundreds of thousands of children
go blind, and millions are impaired in their mental and physical development.
‘Golden Rice’ was bred to help overcome vitamin A deficiency, by adding genes
that produce beta-carotene in the rice. When the first modest results of successful
manipulation of the rice were presented in the leading scientific journal Science
in early 2000, the proponents of biotechnology celebrated Golden Rice, which
became the piéce de résistance for the potential of genetic engineering, or more
appropriately the shewbread, since it was yet to be introduced to the market.

Food Safety vs. Food Security

Once again we are facing a conflict about techno-scientific solutions to world
hunger. Genetic engineering has aroused fear and hostility in many countries.
Many environmental organisations strongly criticise genetic modification of
organisms. Will the striving for food security — access at all times for all humans
to sufficient food to live a long and healthy life — threaten our food safety — that
the food we consume will be safe for our health?

There is considerable public distrust and criticism towards both modern
agriculture and science. It is argued that the techniques merely support the
development of large-scale, industrialised and non-sustainable society, that
the environmental risks are not sufficiently known, thereby implying ethical
problems in the use of GM techniques on crops. Consumer organisations,
environmental organisations, and a wide range of political parties in Europe
have criticised the development and implementation of genetic engineering in
agriculture. It has become evident that the formal political and administrative
process of creating legal regulation of genetic engineering must, in order to gain
the necessary legitimacy, establish a new framework for communication and
interaction with groups such as consumers and environmentalists.

In this context, food security has become one of the key rhetorical ar-
guments for GM crops used by the multinational plant-breeding corporations.
Thus the public concern of global food distribution has gained new relevance
in the light of the increased utilisation of genetic engineering. The inevitable
role and just cause of the big biotechnological corporations like Monsanto and
Novartis in developing the greater good for humankind is a crucial part of the
discourse of GM crops.
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The biotechnology question is multi-dimensioned. It involves issues
such as nutritional composition; whether genetically engineered crops are
ecologically harmful; whether biotechnology is beneficial to certain kinds of
agricultural practices. Another related set of issues is what kind of economic
and social system is promoted by the currently dominant uses of biotechnol-
ogy. If genetic modification turns out to be ecologically harmful, it will surely
affect food safety in the long run. However, biotechnology currently appears
mainly to be a matter of whether the agricultural systems that are promoted
by biotechnology are beneficial or not to food security.

Critics of the present use of genetic engineering point to the pitfalls of
attempting to persuade the big corporations to take responsibility for the needs
of the poor for public relations reasons. The risk is that the messages become
merely cosmetic and only support a discourse about GM crops — potentially a
counterproductive effect on food security.

In the 1980s, the FAO widened the concept of food security to include
a third point: People exposed to risk of starvation should have access to available
supplies. The world food problem is, by this definition, not synonymous with
world hunger, immediate famine or malnutrition. Long-term food security is
in this view inextricably intertwined with solutions to issues such as debt, un-
employment, energy use, environmental degradation, and political security —as
well as population. The World Food Summit thus provided a broad definition
of the concept: ‘food security, at the individual, household, national, regional
and global levels is achieved when all people, at all times, have physical and
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life’. The Summit not-
ed that poverty is a major cause of food insecurity’ but recognised also that
‘conflict, terrorism, corruption and environmental degradation also contribute
significantly to food insecurity’.*

Some proponents of GM crops claim that they will be beneficial for the
agriculture-dependent economies of poor countries.”” Quite to the contrary,
many critics argue that the livelihood of the 90 per cent of the Third World
population that still draws its support from agriculture, is threatened through
Technical Intellectual Property Rights, patents on genetically modified organisms
(GMOs), future plans for Genetic Use Restriction Technology (so called termi-
nator crops) and economic structures that favour the large-scale monoculture of
present GM crop varieties. Here, another kind of environmentalist reasoning
is brought to the fore, one that emphasises social and ecological vulnerability,
rather than natural resource constrains. Will the gains in food production be
worth the PR victory of a few big multinational corporations? Will it serve to
enhance an ultimate corporate vertical integration, where a few actors control
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the whole chain from gene to loaf, which might be counterproductive to food
security??

Today, it is only the big corporations like Monsanto, Pioneer, and No-
vartis that have the capacity to develop this resource-demanding technology.
One of India’s best-known environmentalists, Vandana Shiva, has warned about
the monoculture that the practices of these companies bring about, in her
opinion.” An imminent risk is that the demand for profit will counteract the
fight against undernourishment, foremost by patenting of living organisms or
standardisation that threatens diversity in agriculture. Is it realistic to persuade
these multinational corporations to take social and ecological considerations
into account, other than for limited PR purposes, when there is no money in
developing GM crops for financially weak groups?

Shiva argues that the assumption of substantial equivalence is the single
most important problem in a socially and ecologically responsible evolution
of biotechnology. These corporations say their genetically modified organisms
are exactly like nature made them. RoundUp Ready Soya is just like ordinary
Soya, while Bt Cotton and Bt Canola are no different from ordinary cotton and
canola. When it comes to responsibility for any interactions that this organism
has, either in the ecosystem or for our health, they say that the organism is com-
pletely natural, she argues; labelling and segregation is unnecessary. But when
it comes to property rights, they claim novelty for the same thing. It is their
invention, their property, and anyone using it should pay. This is ‘ontological
schizophrenia’, in Shiva’s words. The same corporations are literally controlling
the regulating and science system, which in Shiva’s argument really turns a
contrived engineered definition of equivalence into a problem.?

Shivaargues that we have a contest between democratic control over food
and agriculture and science and technology, on the one hand, and ‘dictatorial
control’ on the other. The livelihood of the 90 per cent of the Third World
who still depend upon agriculture is threatened through intellectual property
rights or abolition of the traditional right of saving seeds. With today’s GM
crop developments, Shiva sees this as a deliberate destruction of alternatives.”

Ethiopian scientist Tewolde Gebre Egziabher, winner of the Right Liveli-
hood Award in 2000, warned of the uncertainty that will remain for a long time
regarding the ecological consequences of GM crops. “We are tampering with
the foundations of life. We must wait long enough — or face the consequences.
If we ever find that GM technology would bring us major benefits in years to
come, then let’s look at it. But you have to wait as long as it takes to sort out
the problems — a few generations perhaps.”*

In the toxic battle over GM crops, proponents of the technology place
the moral responsibility on those who oppose or are reluctant, especially Friends
of the Earth and Greenpeace. Ingo Potrykus condemned this ‘radical’ GMO
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opposition: ‘My view is that those who delay the responsible exploitation of
golden rice have to take responsibility for the unnecessary deaths and blind-
ness of millions of poor people.” *' In Designer Food (2002), a book praised by
Borlaug, Gregory E. Pence called destruction of fields planted with GM crops
‘ecoterrorism’: ‘Such “direct action” should be seen for what it is: ecofascism,
which, if it sweeps up millions more behind it, could become really dangerous.’?*

The Need for Modified Expectations

Gene technology was obviously one important factor behind the new peaking
of Malthusian concern. Philosopher Isabel Stengers, among others, provided
another complementary explanation. As policy making increasingly becomes a
domain for experts and transnational capital, elected politicians are more and
more confined to an administrative scope of action. In this process, nature
and food increasingly become the domain of the politicians. Here democratic
institutions and regulations are still expected to play a role.”

[s the food crisisa population issue? Is the food supply insufficient because
we are too many on this planet or because resources are too few? Not at present.
The tragic fact is that the food could suffice today. Conflicts and, even more
importantly, insufficient purchasing power are the primary causes of today’s
food crisis. The gap between the rich world and the poor grew constantly wider
since the population debates of the 1960s. World trade increased fifteen-fold
between 1960 and 2000, and global per capita incomes doubled. In spite of
this, the gap between the richest fifth and the poorest fifth became three times
as wide in these 40 years. In 2000, the richest fifth accounted for nearly 86 per
cent of total private consumption. This took place in a world where half of the
population lived on less than two US dollars a day. Such inequalities not only
cause flerce global tensions, but as a hundred ministers of environment con-
cluded in the Malmo Ministerial Declaration of 2000, ‘the burden of poverty
on a large proportion of the Earth’s inhabitants, counterpoised against excessive
and wasteful consumption and inefficient resource use’ perpetuates ‘the vicious
circle of environmental degradation and increasing poverty’.*

In the Millennium Declaration adopted by the UN General Assembly
in 2000, member states resolved to halve the number of persons who live on
less than one dollar a day, suffer from hunger, and do not have access to safe
drinking water. It would have required approximately an additional US$50
billion a year just to implement the goals of the Millennium Declaration.®

As so often when the solutions at hand seem difficult or impossible, it
is easy to put our hopes in miracles. Genetic modification often appears as the
wonder cure that will render economic and social reforms superfluous.
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Are the efforts over GM crops addressing the right issue? The FAO
was not clear which way to proceed. The report 7he State of Food Insecurity
of the World (2001) suggested: ‘Given population growth, reversing the trend
requires either faster growth in per capita food availability or more equitable
access to food — or a combination of both’. 3® Yet economist Amartya Sen has
argued that production, to a large extent, is driven by demand. What farmers
will produce food that they cannot be paid for? Inversely, if demand for beef,
flowers, or golf courses increases, land and water resources will tend to be used
for these purposes. It does not matter what supervariations gene technological
development can accomplish; food is above all produced in relation to purchas-
ing power. And it is difficult to see how purchasing power in poorer countries
can be accomplished without systematic development efforts and debt relief,
alleviation of poverty, and changes in unsustainable and unfair patterns of
production and consumption.”’

The food could suffice. The reduction of poverty in developing countries
is a far more effective, and perhaps also more cost-effective means to reduce the
numbers of undernourished people. Still, considering the current stagnation
of yield increase, would it even be possible within an equitable world order to
sufficiently and sustainably feed the additional three billion expected by 2050,
without genetic engineering?

The ordained role and just cause of the big biotechnology companies in
furthering the greater good for humankind is a crucial part of the GM discourse.
Their role is seen as inevitable, even necessary, and it is absurd to question it.
Development Economist Michael Lipton has suggested the strategy of harnessing
the need of the GM corporations for a better public image, and so persuading
them to collaborate in targeting genetic modification plant science on the needs
of the poor in the developing world.*®

Itis possible that the dominating corporations can be persuaded by public
opinion to use at least a part of their capacity to develop gene technology for
poor consumers. However, there is a risk that these goodwill efforts will enhance
a system that in itself is a great risk with respect to food safety. If it works, public
opinion in the rich world will be more positive towards the benefits of genetic
modification; most likely, it will also bring about a more favourable attitude
towards the dominance and power of the big plant-breeding corporations. As
mentioned, critics question if it is worth it. Will the small gains justify a PR
victory for Technical Intellectual Property Rightsand GMO patents? The public
relations effort might do some good, but it would also support a GM discourse
that in the long run is potentially counterproductive to food security — at least
if that obscures the need for social reform.

Publicly funded and interdisciplinary research into the social and ecolog-
ical risks and benefits of GM crops — on a scale that can match the corporations’
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initiatives — would require an enormous political effort and a vast amount of
taxpayers’ money. Yet projects such as the Human Genome Project show that
great public spending measures can be possible. Two decades ago, US President
Bill Clinton declared that we had learned the language in which God created
the world, while Britain’s Prime Minister Tony Blair smiled out from a video
screen behind him. In this project, business interest eventually cooperated with
corporation interests, but on more equal terms. To borrow President Clinton’s
vocabulary: Intellectual Property Rights is not the language in which God
created the world or even genetic diversity. If the predicament of food security
is as serious as the international organisations point out, GM crops are quite
as deserving of public funding as the Human Genome Project.

However, some analysts, such as the influential British Panos Institute
warned that a preoccupation with GM crops risked diverting research effort
and financial resources away from attending to agricultural needs that were of
more pressing interest to the poor and food insecure: a common argument
made against the endeavours to feed the world with GM crops is that there are
cheaper, lower-tech solutions already available to some of the problems of poorer
farmers, which have not yet been tried properly’.”” With the future challenges
to global food security, the expectations of gene technology have to be seriously
assessed, as a complement to poverty reduction, along with various measures
to eliminate food insecurity. Alternatives need to be preserved as minimum
conditions for freedom in society, in Shiva’s words, ‘as a real test for whether
or not what you are getting is an improvement or just a rip-off’.*’

Green Evolutions

The area of crop plantations with GM traits has increased more than a hun-
dred-fold globally, from 1.66 million hectares (ha) in 1996 when these crops
were first sown on a large scale, to 185.6 million ha in 2020. That year, GM
traits accounted for almost half (47.4 per cent) of global plantings of soybeans,
maize/corn, cotton and canola, which are the four main commercialised GM
crops. Nevertheless, the conclusion from the first edition of this book still
holds. Even if genetically modified crops may be needed in the future to feed
a growing world population, conventional techniques could currently provide
the capacity to deliver sufficiently high yields to meet the requirements of a
nutritious diet for the world population, despite there being an additional two
billion people to feed.”!

Today, food insecurity still primarily results from inefficiency, conflicts,
accessibility and purchasing power impaired by income disparities. Roughly two-
thirds of the world’s agricultural land is used for livestock grazing on meadows
and pastures, while the remaining third is used for crops.” Meat, aquaculture,
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eggs and dairy supply 37 per cent of the global population’s intake of protein and
18 per cent of calories.” Further, the FAO (2019) estimates that 14 per cent of
the world’s food is lost between harvest and sale at stores and other markets.*
On top of that, UNEP calculates that another 17 per cent of the world’s food
is wasted in household, food services, and retail. Combined, the loss and waste
of food could have fed 1.26 billion people according to the FAO.®

Moreover, while the trend in increased production of the most critical
crops is inadequate for keeping up with the anticipated future demand for
a healthy and nutritious diet for all, the UN anticipates the global human
population to reach ten billion over the next two decades.* On top of that
come the challenges of a warming world.”” The World Resource Institute has
estimated the world will face a 56 per cent gap between the crop calories need
in 2050 compared to the food produced in 2010, unless productivity rises.
This translates into an agricultural land gap compared to 2010 of 593 million
hectares, or almost twice the size of India. At the same time, Greenhouse Gas
emissions will continue to mount even under the most optimistic assumptions
of current efforts to decarbonise societies.*® Hence, the persistent Malthusian
dilemma remains a key argument for GM crops, maintaining that ‘world leaders
and scientists need to be worried about feeding humanity into the future and
to act on the use of all available technologies’.”’ Since the first edition of this
book, gene editing, such as CRISPR/cas 9, has materialised as an alternative,
transgenic-free, modification. This could allow for genes to be changed more
easily than using recombinant DNA procedures. As such, it is now put forward
as a more accessible technology that can help to feed the world.”

The prospects that genetic editing should be able to avoid the political
economy dependency risks of transgenic modification for smallholder farmers
inlow- and middle-income countries can be summarised in six main arguments:
The technology 1) is relatively cheap and thus affordable to vastly more actors
than solely the multinational crop companies; 2) requires less scientific exper-
tise; 3) is user-friendly as it does not require extensive expertise or practice; 4)
involves lower regulatory requirements, enabling small businesses to enter and
compete in markets; 5) involves fewer intellectual property rights, at least in
non-profit research; and 6) allows smallholder farmers to save seeds for crops
in the following year.”' For these reasons, gene-editing technologies are seen, by
their proponents, as being able to boost plant and animal breeding, specifically
in low- and middle-income countries, and thus counter food insecurity.

However, there remains some uncertainty about how these novel tech-
nologies will be regulated through internationally agreed frameworks, such as
the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety to the Convention on Biological Diversity.
While the FAO considers gene editing to be one of the strategically impor-
tant technologies for food security, the organisation points out the regulatory
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challenges.”” Examining the democratisation of CRISPR for agricultural use
and ultimately feeding the world, Maywa Montenegro de Wit concludes that,
while genetic editing has the potential to ‘fundamentally reshape the political
economy of seed ... the flow of value from land to lab in plant biotechnology
remains extractive — an accumulation of knowledge and materials from local
communities and landscapes as genome editors seek further resources to “im-
prove”.>* To ensure the democratisation of CRISPR, a social contract of the
public interest of smallholder farmers in low- and middle-income countries
will need to be maintained with open source and commons-based intellectual
property rights’ non-proprietary models for sharing and using seeds.”* How to
balance the need to stimulate research and development in food systems, with
the imperative not to lock small-holder farmers into dependency of the big
corporations remains a critical question. Here universities — who hold most of
the patents for CRISPR — can play a key role through social licensing.”

Expectations for genetic editing fuel mounting calls for a new Green
Revolution.’® Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and former Microsoft
CEO Bill Gates are among the many who argue that the food crises necessitate
a ‘Second Green Revolution’.”” Faced with a growing world population, the
effects of climate change in diminishing the area of new arable land to cultivate,
and land competition between food and energy, new agricultural technologies
should once again come to the rescue. Like Malthusianism, the idea of a green
revolution is powerful.

But what if there never was a first green revolution? Examining the evi-
dence, Roger Pielke Jr. and I find it more appropriate to talk about a ‘mythology
of the green revolution’.”® This is ‘a story” about how an impending widespread
famine was averted thanks to ‘technological innovations™ that boosted crop
yields, making it possible to feed the rapidly growing population in developing
continents. “The fact that the world did not experience a global famine in the
1970s is cited as evidence in support of the narrative.” In particular, the averted
famine in India is taken as proof. However, after the 1967 regional drought,
evidence rather points to an increase in cultivated land area and favourable
weather phenomena as critical factors behind the surge in food production at
a time when the new technologies were introduced.®

Malnutrition was, and remains, one of humanity’s most persistent chal-
lenges. However, there was not an unprecedented global famine in the 1960s.
The world had experienced even direr famines before. One of the reasons why
apocalyptic hunger visions caught on among those in political and economic
power was that the environmentalist warnings aligned well with the technological
‘quick fix’ narrative. Yet, rather than providinga rapid silver-bullet intervention,
the Green Revolution was the accelerated outcome of incremental agricultural
productivity gains over decades, resulting from continuous innovation and
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intensification, and new land being brought into production. So, rather than
a Green Revolution, the world has experienced a ‘Green Evolution’ during the
twentieth century.®’ Evenson and Gollin distinguish between the ‘early Green
Revolution’ and the ‘late Green Revolution’ to acknowledge that the crop yield
data indicated that there was not an unequalled one-time production surge in
the late 1960s, but rather a recurring increase in productivity growth.®

When reviewing the conditions for accelerated increase of grain crops in
smallholder production around the world — often labelled green revolutions —
Dorward et al. identify a combination of policies and measures that need to be
in place: ‘appropriate and high-yielding agricultural technologies; local markets
offering stable output prices that provide reasonable returns to investment in
“improved” technologies; seasonal finance for the purchase of inputs; reasonably
secure and equitable access to land, with attractive returns for operators (whether
tenants or owners); and infrastructure to support input, output and financial
markets’.* In our examination of the myth-building of the Green Revolution,
Pielke and I argue that such ‘conditions are influenced by geopolitics, market
development, local social, economic and environmental conditions, but also
national government investments in research and development, infrastructure
and extension services as well as government support, such as price support,
guaranteed produce procurement and credit subsidies’.**

The lack of sufficient and adequate healthy and nutritious food for every
human being is caused by inefliciency, waste, conflicts, and, in recent years,
the effects of a warming world. However, two decades after the first edition of
this book, lack of purchasing power remains the most critical driver of food
insecurity.®



Crisis? What Crisis?

Proponents of Malthusian-style environmentalism have repeatedly emphasised
that ‘time proved us right’. Technology has eradicated neither environmental
degradation nor human malnutrition. On the other side of the debate, oppo-
nents concluded that ‘as we can see, they were wrong’ and civilisation had not
come to an end, and over time each human being has more food per capita on
a global average. In the last decade, the number of pointing fingers seems to
have increased, especially since it became apparent that the growth rate of the
world’s population is declining. In the second part of this final chapter I will
discuss how the population—resource crises were framed and whether the post-
war neo-Malthusians were right or wrong. But first, I will draw together some of
the themes of conservationist neo-Malthusianism concern in the post-war years.

The Malthusian Legacy

Malthusianism left more than a very deep imprint on post-war environmen-
talism. The concerns were not limited merely to a few ‘green’ pessimists; they
also made their mark on international relations and international cooperation.
Post-war conservationists were part of a broad international concern about
potential population—resource crises.

The framing of the population—resource crisis in Europe and North
Americawas largely shaped by the new world order thatemerged after World War
I1. Four developments can be highlighted. First of all consider the demographic
changes: owing to spectacular developments in medicine and hygiene, death
rates fell rapidly — most notably in the Southern Hemisphere. This trend led to
remarkable increases in world population growth rates. Second, the new world
order involved a regeneration of domains of interest for the new superpowers.
The post-war era also marked a turning point in American foreign policy. The
United States abandoned its traditional non-intervention policy and fully
entered the international arena as a superpower. Third, a transformation of the
political economy created a decisive boom in economic growth built on mass
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production and mass consumption. The capitalistaccumulation mode expanded
to a global mass market. In this new situation, shortage of natural resources
featured high on the agenda of international politics, the scientific community,
and the media. Fourth, physical degradation became apparent. Memories of
the dust bowl in the American Midwest in the 1930s were revived by new
warnings of soil erosion, oil shortages, and alarm bells regarding pollution and
contamination by DDT, mercury, sulphur and other pollutants.

What kinds of solutions to this impending crisis can humankind find?
The analysis of the process of communication between scientific communities
and the political system indicates that the population—resource crisis was
presented as a scientific, rather than a political or economic problem. How-
ever, the examination of the planning of the United Nations Conference on
the Utilisation and Conservation of Resources in 1949 and its connection to
Truman’s Point Four Program reveals that it was indeed very much a geopo-
litical issue. A major impetus behind the globalisation of the natural resource
discourse was the desire to solve contradictions in the post-war world order.
By manifesting the global extent of resource problems, the political and social
advantages in natural resources that were held by different people and classes
the world over could be neutralised. The increasingly intimate communication
between scientists and politicians the world over clearly left its imprint on the
natural resources debate.

Ciritical environmentalists could benefit from the post-war situation in
three ways. First, the priority of the issues on the political agenda legitimised
their framing of the problem. Their ideas largely went along with the modern
globalisation agenda. Second, the esteemed position of science in prescribing
premises for policies gave authority to the critics, who were predominantly trained
scientists. Science was the normative foundation for policy. Third, the often
dramatic condemnation by the critics of prevailing optimism about resource
utilisation and progress made it interesting to feature them in the media. The
traditional style of protection of nature was challenged by a new conservation
ideology. In the post-war years, a new global view of humankind’s relationship
with nature emerged, forming an ideological foundation for Western post-war
environmental criticism.

The description of the reality, goal valuations and recommendations for
action of the new conservation ideology can be outlined in five analytical themes:

The order of nature: An ecologically ideal state of nature was threatened by the
prevalent resource utilisation. Nature had an intrinsic order, in equilibrium or
not, that might collapse if manipulated. The root cause of the world’s dilemma
was thathumanity has neglected thislongstanding message from natural history:
humans had not realised that they were a link in nature’s great chain. The unity
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of the world implied both human and ecological interdependencies. Natural
resources issues had to be addressed based on the ecological discernment that
everything on earth was interrelated and interdependent.

Catastrophe empiricism: Scientific facts could predict the calamities; research
reports replaced doomsday prophecies. Many conservationists increased the
credibility of their forewarnings by supporting them with statistical material.
For a long time environmentalists, like Borgstrom, warned that it would soon
be too late for humankind — it was ‘five minutes to twelve’. This apocalyptic
notion served a rhetorical purpose. It served to make people aware of a problem
or a threat. This did not mean that the threat was not regarded as real, but the
main purpose of rhetorical apocalyptics was to be a driving force. Even when
the clock advanced to ‘five minutes past twelve’, there was still a ‘slim’ chance
of saving humankind and civilisation.

Endangered humanity: In the light of the population—resource crisis, the survival
of humankind became the overshadowing question for many conservationists.
Not only nuclear armaments, but also material welfare became a threat to civ-
ilisation. The provision and ultimately the fate of humankind came into focus.
Scarcities of resources were no longer mere local, surveyable problems, but an
acute and complex threat to the survival of humankind. Conservation became
anthropocentric in the very essence of the word. To protect nature was not only
a question of endangered animals or biotas; of its own accord humanity itself
had become an endangered species — Homo incestus.

The world household: The world must be regarded as an entity and the utilisation
ofitsresources planned through international cooperation. Global interdepend-
ence was not only an ecological and economic fact, but also a desired political
goal. The metaphor of a ‘world household’” embodied some essential parts of
the critical debate on natural resources, since it included global, economic, and
conservation connotations. No part of the world remained unaffected by what
happened in other countries and continents. As Borgstrom encapsulated the
world household metaphor: a sounder economising is probably an unavoidable
road for the well-being of the whole of humanity’.

The ecological society: A political critique was formulated demanding that the
economy should be adjusted to the order of nature and the understanding that
the world needed to be governed as a household. Criticism against the present
political order was mostly reformatory in its scope, but demands for radical
changes in political economy also appeared, where the threats towards nature
were seen not as an aberration of the socio-economic order, but as a direct
consequence of it.!
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The critique of the utilisation of the world’s natural resources manifested a new
narrative of the terms for human civilisation. It formed the basis for a new
conservation ideology underpinning the environmental movement and the
formation of an environmental discourse in the 1960s. Many scientists came
to embrace the ideas of the new conservation focus and took an active part in
the process of reconsidering knowledge. Neo-Malthusian environmentalists like
Vogt, Osborn, and Borgstrom vigorously conveyed their ideas to decision-mak-
ers, scientific communities, and the public. They came to set the stage for the
neo-Malthusian heyday of the 1960s.

The debate on natural resources is part of a continued modernisation
of the world economy. In many ways, the message of the new conservationists
served a modernisation discourse well, for instance in their promotion of a
rational international planning of resources. A contemporary view, which has
survived to the present day, is that the message of the post-war conservationists
was reactive, a protest, trying to halt development. Yet in promoting the mod-
ernisation of production, many conservationists were rather formative, a part
of the avant-garde of a modernisation invoked by progressive politicians and
industrialists. Even though the very foundation of capitalist consumer society
was attacked by many leading conservationists, some of the new conservation
impulses served as a major influence on the modernisation of the economy.
New consumption demands were brought to the fore that eventually generated
new modes of production. Modern technology that made production more
resource-efficientand less harmful in its residues was promoted. The population—
resource debate went to the heart of the question whether social and economic
development and environmental protection could be achieved simultaneously.
Confronted by growing pollution and a constantly more depleted world, many
people became sceptics. The limits to growth indeed constituted the cornerstone
of neo-Malthusian environmentalism.

In the early post-war years, one can identify a diffraction in the natu-
ral resource discourse. Certainly, the concepts of wutilisation and conservation
were not theoretically incompatible. In the discourse, however, they came to
symbolise two radically different approaches, where utilisation was gradually
getting the upper hand. With the escalation in the Cold War, the utilisation of
natural resources became an increasingly important factor for the aspirations of
the superpowers. In a world marked by competition for world hegemony, the
advocatorsofa globally planned economy became voices crying in the wilderness.
The Truman administration retreated from the commonwealth conservation of
the New Deal era. Moreover, in a scientific society which surfed on a spirit of the
age dominated by optimistic faith in the technical-scientific system’s ability to
solve humanity’s crises, those who were distrustful and pessimistic towards the
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specialisation of normal science were dismissed as out-of-date luddites. In this
atmosphere, pro-technologists turned sceptics were dismissed as backsliders.'

In Sweden, the neo-Malthusian framing of the problems was, at first,
widely regarded as accurate. However, the solutions—and even more so the rejec-
tion of mainstream solutions by progress, aroused resentment. Science prescribed
the premises in the post-war debates on resources for those who emphasised
utilisation, as well as for those who advocated conservation. For both sides, science
was the normative foundation on which society should be built, although the
construction designs differed fundamentally. In the scientific community, the
dividingline between the two sides was conspicuous. The conflict was epitomised
in the intense controversies over Borgstrom’s work, where both supporters and
detractors engaged in disputes over his focus and his conclusions. However,
in the mid-1950s the critique from fellow scientists was not so much focused
on his message as on the manner in which his scientific work was conducted.
Being on the outskirts of his discipline, advocating interdisciplinary research
and, on top of that, being associated with a propagandist mission, Borgstrom
was not regarded as a real scientist by his opponents.

However, two can play the same game. Borgstrom made great efforts to
prove that he was presenting only bare facts from thorough scientific investiga-
tions. At the same time, he criticised over-specialised science for lacking a broad
overview. The global issues of providing resources for humanity demanded an
interdisciplinary approach and a holistic perspective. Borgstrom’s pessimism
was criticised, as well as his data-gathering, but not his most radical critique
against the present economic order. His call for ‘a revolutionary programme’
for a redistribution toward nutritional equity was a non-issue for his critics.
In the late 1960s the criticism of industrialism made a significant imprint on
the public debate. The ambivalence of industrial development was revealed, an
apprehension long overdue, which had been obscured by the economic success
of the post-war West. The 1950s are often characterised as the climax era of
confidence in the automatic progress of industrial growth. From a 1970s or
even 1980s point of view, this might have been true. However, since the 1990s,
confidence in industrial progress in its new, less ugly and less visibly polluting
guise has been undergoing a revival. Today, it is heralded as an intrinsic part of
a green economy in mainstream climate action and at international sustainable
development summits.

The neo-Malthusian warnings were, of course, part of thel1960s wave
of critique, both affected by it and reinforcing it. The widespread recognition
of catastrophic population scenarios in the 1960s mirrored a wider scepticism
about inevitable progress. It is important to keep in mind that for most popu-
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lation-concerned conservationists the civilisation critique was not made of the
same stuff as radical environmentalism, such as Deep Ecology, which was more
defiant of modernism. The critique focuses on some of the manifestations of the
project of modernity. It took a rather Habermasian approach. The modernity
project had not failed: it needed to be corrected. To Borgstrom, the superstition
of his time bore the hallmarks of modernity: science and technology. So the
process of enlightenment had to be carried on. Science and technology had to
be given their right proportions, and most of all, they had to be guided by a
generalist and interdisciplinary global view.

However, the global outlook did not stop at appeals for international
regulations, foreign aid, and a liberal anti-racism. The realisation of nutritional
equity demanded radical changes in modern economic exchange. It was, in
my mind, one of the most important contributions of the neo-Malthusian
conservationists to the formation of an environmental consciousness in the
1960s. They called into question the international socio-economic basis of
Western consumption and pointed at the rich world’s ecological dependence
on resources and people in other parts of the world.

The total planetary catastrophe never came; the global famine never
hit. So was there never any crisis? Were conservationist neo-Malthusians just
as misguided in their Malthusianism, as Malthus had been in 17982 So far, the
Malthusian prediction, that population growth will outstrip resources in the
long run, has been historically false, at least on a global scale.

Neo-Malthusians, as well as their technology-optimistic counterparts,
were engaged in constructing a crisis from the 1950s to the 1970s. Both sides
selected facts from the material reality and put them together to form either a
state of crisis or a state of reassurance.

By putting so much emphasis on population growth, neo-Malthusian
framing of the crisis was flawed — in retrospect, perhaps even harmful. It di-
verted attention from more serious problems of production and consumption.
However, many neo-Malthusian conservationists pointed not only to population
growth, but also to distribution inequalities. As the environmental debates
gained momentum, production and consumption increasingly added to the
neo-Malthusian critique. Since humankind seemed to be too populous already,
it was deeply immoral to further destroy the supply situation and to take more
than one’s share from the global household.

Were the Neo-Malthusians Right or Wrong?

This book has tried to understand post-war neo-Malthusian concern and its
upsurge in a time of profound changes in demography, capitalism, resource
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availability, technology, security policy, public health, mental and material glo-
balisation, environmental change, green awareness, and the like. The purpose
has not been to conduct a critique of the neo-Malthusians or their adversaries,
or to pass a verdict on them.

Still, the question of whether they were right or wrong lingers through-
out the years. As both neo-Malthusian and cornucopian predictions often used
the turn of the millennium as reference year, it became something of a day, of
reckoning, sparking lively debates as to whether the neo-Malthusians were right
or wrong. Perhaps it was not so much a debate, as a gloating over the false pre-
dictions of ‘the prophets of doom’. At the new millennium, Georg Borgstrom’s
old adversary from the 1960s, physics professor Tor-Ragnar Gerholm, a Swedish
Julian Simon equivalent, argued that time had proved him right. Humanity’s
plight of survival was perhaps, after all, nothing but a sort of obscenity literature
for intellectuals.” Nowadays, he claimed, one cannot understand how people
could ever take the doomsday prophecies of Borgstrom and his like seriously.

The allegations call for an examination: Were the neo-Malthusians
right or wrong? To answer the question, we have to examine several strands of
environmentalist Malthusian concern by returning to four specific areas: the
prognoses of population growth, catastrophe scenarios, nutritional equity, and
the earth’s carrying capacity.

Prognoses of Population Growth

How many people would inhabit the earth by the year 2000, according to
Borgstrom’s estimates? In 1953, he calculated that we would number almost
3.7 billion at the turn of the new millennium.* During the 1960s, there were
improvements in population statistics, and in that period his prognosis ranged
between six and seven billion — the lower estimate being right on target in the
light of present UN numbers.

From a longer-term perspective, however, he was more pessimistic than
today’s forecasters. In 1964, he estimated that if trends were maintained, there
would be up to 15 billion of us by the year 2025. The growth rate, however,
has been decreasing ever since the 1960s, a trend that has been increasingly
apparent in recent decades. Since the first edition of this book in 2003, the
world’s population has continued to grow, rising by almost a quarter. The ‘Day
of Eight Billion’ was marked on 15 November 2022. Yet, the pace is slowing. At
the peak in the second half of the 1960s, the world population was increasing
by 2.1 per cent per year. In 2020, the growth rate had fallen below one per
cent and it is expected to continue to fall. In the medium variant the global
population is projected to grow to around 8.5 billion in 2030, 9.7 billion in
2050 and 10.4 billion in 2100 in the UN middle scenario.’
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The UN population projections hinge on uncertain factors. They build on
estimates of the range of plausible future trends in fertility, mortality and in-
ternational migration in different places around the world as well as ‘optimistic’
assumptions about the progress of socio-economic development, health and
gender equality.” A critical question is how a warming world, increased tensions
orslowed economicoutput, will affect these assumptions. As the economiceffects
of climate change and loss of biodiversity are expected to hit the poor the hardest,
it may well contribute to a slowdown of the expected demographic transition.
Again, the global gaze can obscure the prevailing disparities between regions.
While all but one of the continents are expected to see declining populations,
more than half of the population increase up to 2050 will occur in sub-Saharan
Africa, with over one billion new inhabitants expected.
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We must not forget that the technology optimists were also wrong in
their population forecasting. In the late 1960s demographer Donald J. Bogue
predicted a world population of 4.5 billion at the new millennium, with a
growth rate at zero per cent (or easily within the capacity of its expanding
economy to support). Using Bogue, Gerholm, the notorious critic of prophets
of doom, found it hard to imagine in 1972 that the world population by year
2000 would exceed 5.5. billion, the UN’s lower estimate.”® Over and over
again in the 1960s, the American engineer and architect, R. Buckminster
Fuller, who devoted much of his writing to arguing that technology could save
the world, predicted an end to humanity’s problems before the turn of the
century: ‘Humanity’s mastery of vast, inanimate, inexhaustible energy sources
and the accelerated doing more with less of sea, air, and space technology has
proven Malthus to be wrong. Comprehensive physical and economic success
for humanity may now be accomplished in one-fourth of a century.® Few
would agree that such successes have been accomplished for all human kind
Considering the long-term consequences of many environmental problems
like climate change, deforestation, soil degradation, and loss of biodiversity, it
is not within our reach for the foreseeable future.’

With the growing world population and rising incomes in low- and
middle-income countries, the World Resource Reportanticipates thatfood demand
will surge by 50 per cent from 2010 levels to 2050. Moreover, animal-based
diets may increase by almost 70 per cent.'’ This will happen as climate change
has an increasingly negative effect on food security, nutrition and micro-nutri-
ent sufficiencies in all scenarios considered by the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC). While global crop productivity may increase as lower
temperature regions become warmer, agricultural production in areas already
struggling the most with food insecurity will suffer the worst effects. Nutritional
quality is expected to decline, as pests and diseases, and the frequency, intensity
and severity of extreme weather events, increase. Cereal prices in 2050 could
increase by between one and 29 per cent. An additional one to 183 million
people are at risk of hunger.

The variations in estimates are enormous, as the number of people who
will be affected will depend on how the world succeeds with the other factors
behind food security discussed in this chapter. Nonetheless, all the evidence
points to climate change being yet another difficult stressor to food security.
Areas in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, Central and South America and Small
Island states are particularly vulnerable. And the expected need for carbon sinks
to reach the Paris temperature goals will restrict opportunities for clearing new
land areas for agricultural production."

Biodiversity is critical for safeguarding food production in the future.
For example, more than 75 per cent of agricultural crops around the world are
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dependent on pollinators. Faced with the staggering loss of species around the
world, the International Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services (IPBES) warn of an unprecedented extinction rate, threating a million
species. So, yet another severe threat to food security is looming. International
market demand, changes in demography, urbanisation and climate change
accelerate drivers of biodiversity loss, such as harmful land-use practices, pol-
lution, the spread of invasive species and overharvesting.'*

Most of the world’s inhabitants are still waiting for the arrival of the ‘eco-
nomicsuccess envisioned by the cornucopian antagonists of neo-Malthusianism.
The fact is that finding predictions gone wrong among both neo-Malthusians
and their adversaries is like shooting sitting ducks. As Arthur C. Clarke’s maxim
states: “The future is not what it used to be’.

Most neo-Malthusian prognoses from the 1960s onwards for how many
people there would be by the year 2000 were fairly accurate. They usually followed
UN statistics. It is the longer-term prognoses that differ drastically from today’s
estimates, primarily because they did not foresee the demographic transition
at the end of the twentieth century. The suggestion that there could possibly
be as many as 15 billion of us by 2025 was absurd to them anyhow. By then
we would have hit the limits for what the earth could sustain biologically. Yes,
feeding even six or seven billion was impossible without utter misery for us all,
according to the neo-Malthuisians.

So they got it wrong in two respects: food production increases and
population prognoses for time spans longer than three decades. It was possible
to produce food for a population of six billion. Yet, as for our ability to properly
feed all human beings at the birth of the new millennium, they were right in
their forecasts — even though the reason is not that we are too many, but that that
we are still beset with too much inequality, ineffectiveness and violent conflicts.

Faced with exponential growth charts of world populations in the 1960s
and 1970s, it is not hard to see how one could be frightened. One would have
had to be a true believer in agricultural and technological ingenuity not to be.
The major error was not to foresee that population growth could level off. In
that shortcoming, they were in a very strong company indeed; and the technol-
ogy-optimist adversaries, for their part, missed the inequity of resource distri-
bution and environmental degradation that followed industrialised agriculture.

Catastrophe Scenarios

What then, would follow the third Horseman of the Apocalypse, the messen-
ger of Famine on the black charger? Borgstrom warned the Swedes in 1965
that their grandchildren would starve. (Since I was born around that time, he
was talking about my own children.) However, not many Swedish children
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go hungry today. For those who do, it certainly is not because of general food
shortage, but for social and economic reasons. Others warned of a worldwide
famine in the 1970s. Ehrlich referred to the optimistic prognosis that dated ‘the
greatest cataclysm’ in the history of humankind at some point in the 1980s.
The ‘natural’ balance between birth rate and death rate would be restored by
famine, plague, and/or nuclear war.

Several conservationists predicted a coming class struggle for resources,
which also might lead to the Third World War. The dark mushroom clouds of
the Cold War had left their mark on the so-called ‘prophets of doom’. In the
scenario where total catastrophe could be avoided, the end of civilised society
was still drawing near as humans were being added by the billions. To several
involved in the debate, including UN Secretary-General U Thant, the 1970s
were the Decade of Fate, the last chance, if ever so small, to save humanity
and civilisation.

The world reached six billion, and just over two decades later eightbillion,
without a complete catastrophe, Third World War or permanent worldwide
famine. The dystopias did not meet the deadline. So was the population—re-
source crisis solved?

In the new millennium, warnings of a threatened civilisation continue
to resonate. After travelling the ‘frontlines of the green revolution’, journalist
Joel K. Bourne resorted to the Malthusian silver bullet in his award-winning

book 7he End of Plenty: The Race to Feed a Crowded World: ‘Of course, the most
beneficial thing humanity could do is to show more restraint in the bedroom’."?

Scientific papers address the neo-Malthusian concerns in relation to,
e.g., sub-Saharan Africa,' climate change,”” environmental boundaries,'
fisheries,"” trade constraints,'® and consumption and affluent life styles."” The
entire Agenda 2030 is at risk, according to South African geographer Bopaki
Phogole and ecologist Kowiyou Yessoufou: “The ongoing exponential growth
of human population poses a risk to sustainable development goals (SDGs).
Unless we understand the drivers of this growth and inform policy development
accordingly, SDGs would remain a dream.”®

Limiting population growth is not, however, on the table in the in-
ternational climate negotiations. It would simply be too controversial for the
world’s states to agree on. It is, indeed, one of the most divisive topics. The
International Negotiations Survey gauges policy preferences among partici-
pants at the Conference of Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The respondents are from most
countries of the world. The sample is roughly split between negotiators as well
as other government representatives and non-state observers at the meetings.
When asked to rank the best ways to tackle climate change, 30 per cent firmly
disagreed that population control was an effective response. However, even
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though population measures were not even on the negotiation agenda, 19 per
cent clearly agreed. Population growth apparently remains a concern for many
participants in global environmental politics. Compared to other solutions
discussed at the negotiations, it was clearly the most controversial, followed by
market mechanisms. (Fig. 4).

Effectiveness of Measures for Tackling Climate Change

Limit Population Growth
Lifestyle Changes

New Economic Models
Government Regulation

Market Mechanisms

Technological Innovations

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

1: Disagree Strongly 2 L 1] m 7: Agree Strongly

Figure 4. UNFCCC COPI18-21 and 24-25 respondents’ perceptions of the most
effective measures to tackle change, ranging from disagree (1) to agree (7) (n=
3953).

In the wake of the food price crises of 2007-2008 and 2010-2012,
the founder of World Watch Institute Lester Brown, who has been active in
the population debates since the 1970s, raised the prospects of food shortages
bringing down civilisations. As water shortages, soil degradation and global
warming amplify food scarcity and drive up prices, poorer states would be
plunged into chaos. As a consequence, these fragile states would threaten world
order by exporting terrorism, illegal drugs, diseases and refugees to the richer
countries. The warnings echo the Malthusian story, that the poorer masses
will threaten stability of the rich. Yet again, the image of a looming threat to
Western civilisation from the densely populated poorer parts of Africa and Asia
is deployed to scare the affluent into action. The World Economic Forum’s
World Risk Report warn of ‘geopolitically motivated food-supply disruptions’
as greenhouse gases warm a world already tense with conflicts and looming trade
wars. The 2019 report gives a dire outlook: ‘Domestically, rationing might be
needed. Hoarding and theft could undermine the social order.”
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While scarcity alone is unlikely to lead to large-scale violent conflicts, as
biological resources make up only a smaller part of a state’s war-making capacity,
geopolitical conflicts over scarce resources are integral to the struggle for power
in human civilisations.** Food has been a geopolitical weapon or away of waging
war throughout history, from salting the soils in the Punic Wars between Rome
and Carthage® to the Russian Federation seizing and destroying agricultural
machinery, fertiliser, seeds and fuel stocks in Ukraine.?* In peacetime too, food
has been used as a geopolitical tool, as in Truman’s Point Four programme, and
the US State Department’s Green Revolution strategies and the wheat crises of
the early 1970s. These are examples of food securitisation: from the territorial
notion of food as a zero-sum competition between states to ideas of universal
human security based on positive-sum international cooperation. Throughout
the neo-Malthusian debates and political strategies covered in this book, we see
examples of the tensions and co-existence of two articulations of food security:
one geopolitical and one individual-centred. As peace researcher Jiayi Zhou has
shown, the struggle between these two enunciations of food security lingers
throughout the post-war period until today.”

While the civilisational warnings still linger today, some environmental
neo-Malthusians in the 1970s started to turn to the collective imperative to
respond to the individual needs, emphasising the ongoing individual catastrophes
for the many millions of hungry people. We should not need a total planetary
catastrophe or the collapse of Western civilisation to take action: it ought to be
a moral obligation to respond to the suffering of our fellow humans. Over the
course of many years Borgstrom warned, time and time again, that the clock
stood at ‘five minutes to twelve’. And time went by. Consequently, he ends
Focal Points (1971) by concluding that the time was now at ‘five minutes past
twelve’. The bell had already tolled. It was cynical, argued Borgstrom, to fix the
catastrophe in the future. It was already here for the two-thirds of humanity
that was malnourished. And this leads us to one of the more important contri-
butions of some of the population—resource concerned environmentalists — the
call for nutritional equity.

Nutritional Equity

In their concernaboutresource shortages in the poorer regions, environmentalists
focused on externalities: the shifting of costs in modern world agriculture. To
the neo-classical externalities were added the shifting of social and ecological
costs to other classes, to foreigners and to future generations. The analysis
of social and ecological externalities has since been developed as one of the
cornerstones of environmental justice. Thus, in this area, they made a lasting
contribution to green ideology. However, in the analysis of externalities, the
environmentalists moved away from the neo-Malthusian dilemma, to point
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towards problems inherent in the economic order. It was not population growth
that was at fault, but the present mode of capitalism as well as communism. In
other words, the main importance of conservation-style neo-Malthusianism was
not Malthusianism, but its analysis of unsustainable depletion and inequalities
in resource distribution.

The Peruvian fishery was at the time one of the most striking examples of
unjust nutritional distribution. Despite a critical shortage of protein according to
the FAO, the lion’s share of the gigantic catches of fish protein became feedstuff
for animals in the USA and Europe. To elucidate the resources consumption
the rich world demanded, Borgstréom coined the concept of ghost acreage. This
was the non-visible amount of land abroad that was needed for a country to
feed itself besides its own visible acreage, the actual farmland in the country.
Many population—resource debaters criticised the putative high productivity of
agriculture in countries such as the Netherlands and Denmark. They were to a
large extent ‘parasites’ on the rest of the world, especially on the South. Their
high productivity was dependent on import of resources from other parts of
the world, such as energy, feedstuft and fertilisers.

The concept of ghost acreage anticipated today’s frequently used concept
of ecological footprint. Today’s ecological economists have criticised neo-classical
economics for not taking into account ecological costs and energy and material
flows. In this respect, at least some neo-Malthusian environmentalists ques-
tioned the socio-economic basis for the rich world’s consumption, by pointing
to the dependency on resources and labour in the poorer parts of the world.
The idea of the ecological footprint has been criticised as a call for autarky, as
well as for being too simplistic. Yet, it is not necessarily a call for policies of
self-sufficiency or objective measurement of environmental impacts, but rather
could function as a pedagogical, heuristic concept to point at inequalities of
resource distribution. In the early post-war world, food self-sufficiency was an
important national security issue. Later, the ability to grow one’s own food was
no longer as important; the crucial factor was rather the ability to purchase food
in a world market. Radical environmentalists emphatically argued that more
of the same was no longer good enough. Technological innovation could only
ease the situation somewhat. Borgstrom, for one, called for ‘a revolutionary
programme’ of nutritional equity. But to fully solve the crisis, radical changes
in society were necessary. For a long time, the profound redistributional calls
made by some environmentalist neo-Malthusians deviated from the mainstream
sustainable development discourse in international environmental governance.

The traditional sustainable development hypothesis rests on three main
suppositions. First, species and ecosystems can be resources for development.
Second, when striving to raise standards of living, industrialisation will take a
heavy toll on the environment. Once countries reach a certain standard, they
can afford to take environmental considerations into account. Third, growth
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generates technological innovations, which can be more resource-efficient and
less polluting. In the early post-war decades, such ideas were hotly debated in
environmental governance.? For population—resource conservationists it was as
distortion of the facts; the hypothesis of sustainable development that economic
growth and environmental protection could be combined in the long run was
still to be proven on a global scale. Even though increased consumer pressure
and political concerns have pushed industry in some parts of the world into
less polluting and less wasteful production by the turn of the millennium, the
magnitude of consumption continued to take a heavy toll on the environment.
According to the World Resources Report 2000—2001, waste volume, soil deg-
radation, carbon dioxide emissions, and deforestation were increasing®” — and
this is to name but a few pressing environmental problems. At the same time,
economic and social development for the poor was struggling. Global per
capita incomes had doubled since 1960. In spite of this, the gap between the
richest fifth and the poorest fifth had become three times wider in 40 years.
The richest fifth accounted for nearly 86 per cent of total private consumption,
while at the new millennium half of the world’s population lived on less than
two US dollars a day.?®

Since then, poverty has been on the decline, though the gap between the
richest and the poorest continues to grow. In 2015, the World Bank estimated
that 736 million people were living in extreme poverty, which was a drop of
more than 60 per cent compared to the 1,895 million people in in 1990. So,
while the world population increased by almost 30 per cent, the number of
people living in extreme poverty fell from 36 per cent to 10 per cent. Since
then, progress has slackened, from an average of 1.1 per cent to 0.6 per cent
annually. This is mainly due to extreme poverty that is increasingly concen-
trated in sub-Saharan regions where per capita income is growing slowly.” The
World Inequality Report 2022 estimates that the richest 10 per cent of the global
population earn 52 per cent of total income and own 76 per cent of all wealth,
while the poorest half of the global population accounts for 8.5 per cent of the
income and only two per cent of the wealth.?® The partial success in reducing
extreme poverty is very uneven.

The average wealth of the poorest half has grown by 3.7 per cent per
annum since 1995, the middle 40 per cent has grown at a rate of 3.8 per cent,
while richest tenth has grown at 3 per cent. However, the very richest in the
world continued to increase their wealth at an even higher pace, of four per
cent for the top thousandth. Over the past 30 years, women’s share of income
has only slightly increased.”’ Geographically, the number of poor people in East
Asia, the Pacific and in South Asia has decreased, while the amount of people
living in extreme poverty in sub-Saharan Africa has seen the opposite trend,
with extreme poverty increasingly being concentrated in fragile states and areas
plagued by conflicts.?
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While more than 600 million people were able to leave poverty between
2006 and 2016, mainly because of the economic transition in China and India,
the hungry of this world were reduced by only 120 million over the same decade.
The number of undernourished people now exceeds the proportion living in
extreme poverty, which is a reminder that eradicating hunger is not only about
purchasing power, but also about conflicts, droughts, flooding, failing transport
logistics and geopolitical strategies.

After hunger declining for decades, progress halted after 2014. In
2021, between 702 and 828 million people faced hunger, corresponding to
between 8.9 and 10.5 per cent of the world population. This is an increase of
roughly 180 million since the launch in 2015 of the 2030 Agenda on Sustain-
able Development, with its goal of halving the number of hungry by 2030.
While more than 80 per cent of this increase happened since the COVID-19
pandemic struck the world, the number of hungry had been on the rise even
before 2019. The COVID-19 pandemic left one in three people moderately
or severely food insecure in 2021. Only two out of seven nutritional targets in
the 2030 Agenda are showing improvement: exclusive breastfeeding and the
prevention of stunting among children under five years of age.

However, since the UN Conference on Sustainable Development in
2012 (Rio +20), calls for societal transformations involving deep technological,
economic, political, social, cultural and environmental changes have mounted
from international organisations and in national decision-makingarenasaround
the world. The need for profound societal transformations in response to climate
change and unsustainable trajectories is underscored in the 2030 Agenda and
the assessments of the [IPCC and IPBES, among many others. Such declarations
would have encouraged the hearts of many environmental neo-Malthusians,
although they would have commented on the lack of population control in
the equation. There is no consensus in the scientific literature yet of what such
transformations entail and how they can be achieved. The calls span from reform
of the agricultural and energy sectors to restructuring the world economy.* The
Sharm El-Sheikh Climate Implementation Summit Declaration concluded
from the COP27 food security roundtable that the ‘transformation of the food
systems is a cornerstone in combating climate change including regenerative
agricultural practices, reduced trade restrictions and changes in consumption
and diet patterns, as well as looking into alternatives for proteins’.*

Interdependence among the countries and regions of the world was seen
as crucial to solving the global resource crisis among most population—resource
environmentalists, which emphasised metaphors such as the ‘world household’,
‘spaceship Earth’ and the ‘global village’. In this respect, their message is highly
relevant, as well as a morally compelling reason for an equitable distribution of
the world’s resources. Throughout the post-war period it has been commonly
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argued that a universalist resource planning is in the direct self-interest of the
rich nations. Ever since the beginning of the Cold War, scarcity of foreign nat-
ural resources and a lack of development have been linked to domestic security
and foreign policy making. Since the end of the Cold War, there has been a
growing movement to redefine national security to include environmental,
natural resource related, and population issues. Following the terrorist attacks
on 11 September 2011, British Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown
and economist Jeffrey Sachs, among others, have called for a ‘new Marshall
Plan’ to fight hopelessness and despair in the poorest countries of the world.
In the run-up to the UN World Summit on Sustainable Development in Jo-
hannesburg in 2002, a new ‘global deal’ or ‘global partnership’ was envisioned.
So-called developing countries would initiate institutional reforms and increase
spending on the needs of the poor, while the rich countries would open up
domestic market access, increase aid, stimulate foreign investments and grant
debt relief. The call of several neo-Malthusians and other environmentalists for
a global development programme® continues to echo in updated and more
comprehensive plans for nutritional equity. Calls for global plans for pro-equity
nutritional distribution go to the heart of achieving Sustainable Development
Goal 2: halving hunger in the world.*®

Homer-Dixon differentiates between supply driven, demand driven and
structural scarcities, which he explains using the pie metaphor. Demand-induced
scarcity is when the pie is shrinking in quantity or quality, so that there is not
enough for everybody around the table. Supply is scarce when demand increases
as more people gather around the table (or when they each need a larger piece of
the pie to be fulfilled). Structural scarcity arises when some grab a larger share
of the pie, leaving smaller, insufficient, slices of the pie to share. Food supply
scarcities are thus when the land fails to deliver sufficient quantity or quality
of food. Demand-induced scarcities are the result of increased consumption,
either because of increased per capita demand or more people. Structural
aspects account for the uneven distribution of and access to food resources.
Homer-Dixon notes that ‘neo-Malthusians and economic optimists accent
supply-induced and demand-induced scarcities, while generally overlooking
the political economy of resource distribution’.?” As this study demonstrates,
this was not true for many environmental neo-Malthusians.

International trade has to some extent relieved regions where resources
are constrained, whether through lack of supply or unattainable demand. Trade
has become an essential cornerstone in the international food system and is
indispensable for countries with agricultural constraints, such as countries in
North Africa and the Middle East. Between 1986 and 2009, trading of food
calories on the international market more than doubled. In 2014, almost one
quarter of food was traded internationally.”® With changes in diets for a growing
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world population and climate change impacting harvests over the world, the
role of trade in food security is only expected to increase.”” With the growing
importance of trade, structural scarcity and the political economy distribution
will be even more critical for nutritional equity across and within countries.

The challenge of supplying a growing world population made it necessary
to safeguard everybody’s needs. The Club of Rome’s report saw a correlation
between population growth and inequity: ‘As the number of people over whom
a fixed resource must be distributed increases, the equality of distribution
decreases.” Thus, population growth had to be curbed in the name of equality.
‘Lifeboat’” Malthusians had quite the opposite take on equity. The crisis was
constructed as if it were already too late to save all humanity — a select few had
better take care of their own survival.

The neo-Malthusians relied heavily on scientific findings and figures
from official organisations, which in many cases proved them wrong as science
moved on. For example, according to Grigg, many nutrition scientists as well as
the FAO overestimated the need for protein and thus exaggerated the protein
shortage in the world, whereas today the FAO’s official policy is that a diet that
supplies enough calories usually has sufficient protein content.” So, when
Borgstrom was wrong it was not so much bad science that made him wrong,
as his pessimistic view on what nature could endure and what human ingenuity
could accomplish when it comes to technological solutions. His pessimism on
human ingenuity concerning nutritional and economic equity, on the other
hand, has thus far proven him right. While the transformation of the global food
systems over the last 50 years — from rural toward industrialised — has provided
more affordable diets for many, it has subsequently resulted in many negative
outcomes for nutritional quality of diets, environment, inclusion and equity.*!

The Earths Carrying Capacity

The Malthiusian predictions about the earth’s carrying capacity have so far
been wrong. No agricultural miracles were going to produce enough food for
a population of six or seven billion, they warned. Today there could be enough
food globally. No worldwide famine has yet descended upon humanity.

In 1953, Borgstrom expected the human population to be almost 3.7
billion people at the dawn of the new millennium. In 1969, he pointed out
that — with present population growth — there would be around six billion
people in 1999.% It seemed unrealistic to Borgstrdm that it would be possible
to sustain such a population. According to the UN’s Population Division
there were 6,056,715 human inhabitants in the world at the dawn of the new
millennium. The ‘Day of Six Billion" was observed by the UN on 12 October
1999. Since then, another two billion have been added.

Some may argue that this proves Borgstrom wrong. The post-war
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population—resource crisis was solved. The world reached six billion without a
complete catastrophe or permanent worldwide famine. Global food production
had risen remarkably over the past 30 years, according to World Resources Report
1998—99. Not only had three billion more people been supported, butalso food
supply, counted in calories per capita, rose from 2000 a day in 1962 to 2500
in 1995.% Since 1961, the global average of food available for each person has
increased more than 30 per cent, in part due to an 800 per cent increase in the
use of nitrogen fertilisers and doubling of water resources used for irrigation.*
With rising incomes in the world, the consumption of meat and other animal
products has surged, increasing the pressure on croplands and rangelands. Food
trade increasingly became an essential part of the international food system.
Countries’ dependency on trade for the food-sufficiency increased substantially
since the 1990s.%

Ifhe had lived to confront these figures, Borgstrom would probably have
questioned — faced with the famines and destitution of the 1990s — whether
the world truly could be said to support even its present population. Some 800
million people, 200 million of them children, suffered from chronic malnutri-
tion.”” And while environmentalists have been proclaiming his message of the
need for a fairer world order, the gap between the rich and the poor countries
had constantly been growing wider, despite an economic boom in several
developing countries. The dilemma pointed out by the equity-emphasising
neo-Malthusians is still urgently waiting for its solution.

In 1960, at the height of the ‘population explosion’ debate, world pop-
ulation amounted to three billion, and the global growth rate was 2 per cent
(2.4 in less developed countries). The annual additions were about 58 million.
Over the following 30 years, the momentum of population growth had slowed.
At the turn of the millennium, the world population had just passed 6 billion,
growing at an annual rate of 1.23 per cent (1.48 in less developed countries),
but still the absolute numbers, 77 million people per year, were higher than 30
years before. Even though the global growth rate had dropped below one per
cent in 2022, that year the world still added 78 million people.*

The drastic drop in growth rates and demographic turnaround, means
that the dependency rate will increase. That is, fewer people of productive age
will support an ageing population. As fewer people will work to extract resourc-
es as they become increasingly scarce, some researchers see a new Malthusian
dilemma appearing. The ageing population cannot be sufficiently sustained, as
they are too many in relation to the ability to provide goods and services in a
resource-constrained world, with proportionally an ever-shrinking work force
to extract the resources.”

Whatever the size of the future world population, 90 per cent of people
will be in today’s developing countries. Even though the world has experienced
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a tremendous increase in food production since the 1960s, the yields of the
major crops have reached a ‘yield stagnation’ and are rising more slowly now.
The distribution of food continues to be the greatest problem. Moreover,
post-harvest losses, soil degradation from erosion and poor irrigation jeopard-
ise food production in many regions.’® As the human population continues
to grow, the impossible question of how many people the earth can support
remains unsolved.”!

The Nature of the Crises

Is the title of this book right at all? Were there actually any population—food
crises? Were the crises really induced by population growth? Would it not be
more correct to designate them as simply food crises? As this book has tried to
show, and as many environmentalists have argued from time to time, the per-
ceived resource dilemmas of the world were not merely a matter of population
growth. The cause of concern had several factors, such as capitalist as well as
socialist economic modes of production, waste, reckless industrialisation, greed,
and the like. The title of this book was chosen because it focuses on perceptions
of crises which were not necessarily solely caused by population growth, but
were interlinked with it.

Malthusianism left a deep imprint on post-war environmentalism. That
is not to say that many environmentalists did not object to the Malthusian
message. The population-versus-pollution debate visualised a split in the views
of the root causes of environmental degradation.

Over the years, Malthusian scarcity has developed within environmental-
isminto a fivefold complex: population increase, consumption increase, environ-
mental effects, geopolitical strategies and unequal distribution of resources. The
population—resource crisis became not only a matter of food security. Besides the
constraints on feeding a growing world population, environmentalists pointed
towards increased pollution, resource depletion, species extinction, shrinking
wilderness, violent conflicts and a more inhuman society. Yet the last-named
threat can rebound on those environmentalists who advocated severe population
control or totalitarian societies, and certainly on the few outspoken voices that
pleaded for lifeboat ethics.

At the 1996 World Food Summit in Rome, many delegates dismissed
rigid Malthusians who considered the answer to world food problems to be
exclusively a combination of rigorous population control and massive efforts to
produce more food in areas of high potential, disregarding poverty reduction
as a strategy for food security.’* This description of a two-track Malthusianism
might apply to some neo-Malthusians, but certainly not to all. Many environ-
mentalists combined a call for population control and environmental protection
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with closing the social and economic gaps between the have nations and the
have-not nations.

For environmentalists the population-resource dilemma was not only
a matter of food security. In relation to environmental issues it was also per-
ceived as a threat to other natural resources and not least to wildlife. Two new
factors became increasingly important with environmental neo-Malthusianism:
over-consumption and pollution. For these environmentalists it was a fallacy
only to count heads and not to focus on the demand on resources per individual.

Still the Malthusian quandary seems to linger on. We are still presented
with more or less simplistic solutions to the population—resource challenge.
Since the mid-1990s, GM crops, as the backbone of the calls for a new Green
Revolution, have often been promoted as such a single solution to food shortage.
Yet today we are faced with what Amartya Sen calls a ‘boom famine’; there is
starvation even though there is no real food shortage.”® As long as purchasing
power is not sufficiently dealt with, the tech-fix neo-Malthusians are addressing
the wrong crisis. Biological resources will not, on their own, suffice to meet
expected population increase and demand.

According to present food security discourse, traditional technology
improvements will not suffice. The Green Revolution’s grand old man, Norman
Borlaug, laughed at the suggestions that organic food could feed the world.*
Something else has to be done, in this view. Biological process has to be altered.
The GM rhetoric is congruent with the Malthusian view that conventional
technology will not suffice to keep up with population growth in the long run.
Malthus wanted to tamper with human biological reproduction, GM proponents
with biological reproduction of plants. One form of biological reproduction has
to be halted, oranother enhanced. Natures inability to provide enough nutrients
to keep up with human breeding is to blame. When proponents of transgenic
crop modification label environmentalists as ‘gloom-and-doom neo-Malthu-
sians’,” it is often a mirror reflection of their own rhetoric. The Malthusian
dilemma is basically the same as it was 200 years ago, except for a crucial ethical
implication: For Malthus the poor were to be blamed for the dilemma; for the
vast majority of today’s neo-Malthusians, be they environmentalists or GM
crop supporters, the poor and hungry are to be aided.

In a way, the neo-Malthusianism of the 1960s and 1970s seemed better
empirically grounded than that of today. Then, a global food shortage was a
manifest dilemma. In 1963, the FAO estimated that 60 per cent of the popu-
lation in the so-called underdeveloped world were suffering from malnutrition.
[t was certainly not far-fetched or unrealistic to conclude that the food available
simply did not suffice. Even the founding father of the Green Revolution,
Borlaug, expected that contemporary technology would not solve the crisis
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at the beginning of the 1970s. To him it just bought some time. Today, food
shortages are rather local or regional dilemmas. It is an accepted fact that at
present there is enough food for the present population, even for the over 800
million living in food insecurity. It is the future supply that is at stake. The
expected moment when food shortage actually becomes primarily a production
problem in absolute terms is all in the years to come.

Presented with a new panacea for food security, it is wise to heed Com-
moner’s warning about all kinds of simplistic solutions to population—resource
dilemmas:

Confronted by a situation as complex as the environment and its vast array of
living inhabitants, we are likely ... to attempt to reduce it in our minds to a set
of separate, simple events in hope that the sum will somehow picture the whole.
The existence of the environmental crisis warns us that this is an illusory hope.™

Thirty years later, organisations like the FAO and CGIAR emphasised this
broader focus on the population—resource dilemma, for example in Dialogue
on Water, Food and Environment. In a joint project of ten major international
organisations, dealing with water resources, environmental conservation and
health, wants to broaden the focus beyond a narrow one-issue approach to
look at food and environmental security combined. The problem was not our
capacity to produce enough food for the expected needs to come — the crux of
the problem is to do it without spoiling the environment.”’

The turn of the millennium saw a finger-pointing debate between en-
vironmental neo-Malthusians and cornucopian technological optimists on the
nature of the food-population crisis. Today, the conundrum remains how we
can sustain 10 billion people with healthy diets while safeguarding the environ-
ment and the climate. This is a challenge far more complex than maximising
agricultural productivity or reducing the rate of new-born children on Earth.
It is now apparent that there is no silver bullet to achieve global food security
and nutritional equity. There is a general realisation that responses to fight food
insecurity need to be mindful of the local context while addressing the food
system — from farm to fork — where production, financing, processing, trade,
transport, markets, and consumption are interacting components in complex
international web.”® The dividing line today is not between different silver bullet
solutions, but rather goes between those who assume that the need to ‘optimize
across a far more complex landscape of production, environmental, and social
justice outcomes™™ can be achieved through a reformation of the food system and
those who argue that it requires deeper transformations. The dominantapproach
centres around reforming the system by enhancing an agricultural productivity
that s resilient to climate change, continue the international integration of food
markets, incentivising private investments, capitalising on corporate initiatives.
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In essence, it builds on the successes of industrial agriculture over the past 50
years, while being mindful of its local conditions and negative environmental
and socio-economic effects.®

Critics point to the recurring failure to make substantial progress on
eradicating hunger, despite technological innovations and a halting, but rela-
tive, progress on reducing poverty globally. To truly provide the conditions for
eradicating hunger would require deep transformation that involves profound
changes, such as a rethinking of the socio-technical innovation efforts, restruc-
turing of the political economy as well as how we value and consume food. The
societal transformations imperative at the heart of the 2030 Agenda’s headline
‘transforming our world” has given voice to calls for more radical changes in
the political economy, such as FAO’s High Level Panel of Experts on Food
Security and Nutrition of the Committee on World Food Security: ‘Policies
that promote a radical transformation of food systems need to be empowering,
equitable, regenerative, productive, prosperous and must boldly reshape the
underlying principles from production to consumption.” Such calls to address
unequal exchange within and across countries through economic redistribution
are aligned with environmental neo-Malthusians calls for nutritional equity.

Societal transformations require practical, political, and personal change.®!
New innovative practices and technologies, such as regenerative farming, new

crop varieties, digital farming®® and Artificial Intelligence,

can potentially
address the intertwined crises of food insecurity, climate change and biodiversity
loss. Political decisions can ensure market access, economic redistribution and
poverty elevation. Socio-cultural aspects influence our dietary preferences, how
we value food nature, and how we perceive our fellow humans around the world.

So we may conclude that many of the population-concerned environ-
mentalists have been wrong in many details and assumptions. Neo-Malthusi-
anism in its simplest form, with population growth as the single root cause of
the resource shortage, had not made a convincing case by the beginning of the
twenty-first century, a time when it would be too late to avoid the worldwide
catastrophe according to most post-war neo-Malthusian predictions. Com-
pulsory population control never became inevitable. However, the notorious
technology-optimists have notgotitall righteither. The complex problematique
of environmental population—resource concern, with increasing consumption,
environmental degradation, unequal resource distribution, short term profits,
waste, pollution in combination with population growth — has not yet found
an ecologically sustainable solution.

Malthusian concern has so far been misplaced. Even the most rapid
population growth in human history has not outstripped food supply, although
it has come at a price that conservationists warned about: social costs, environ-
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mental degradation, and loss of biodiversity. But the total global catastrophe
has not yet descended upon us. The lifeboat-ethic neo-Malthusians seem to
have sunk mercifully into oblivion.

The purpose of population-concerned conservationists does not seem
to have been, primarily, to make exact predictions about the future. Rather,
through rhetorical catastrophe empiricism, they have striven to achieve a change
in the contemporary population policy and ultimately the international food
systems and international economic order. To some extent these conservationist
succeed, as equitable access to notorious food is enshrined in the 2030 Agenda
and the calls for reforming food systems increasingly resonates in international
organisations. Yet, in spite of an increased recognition in words, little happens
in practice. Currently, food inequality is on the rise. The call of equity-em-
phasising neo-Malthusians for a fairer distribution of resources and nutrition
remains unfulfilled after half a century. It is surely ironic that, even when
showing optimism, they seem to have been mistaken. Many neo-Malthusian
environmentalists put their hopes in a new morality of nutritional equity within
the world household. In that respect they have regrettably been wrong — so far.
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