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On Terminology
 

Throughout this book, we use the term populationism to refer to ideologies that
attribute social and ecological ills to human numbers, and populationist for people who
support such ideas. We prefer those terms to the more traditional Malthusianism and
Malthusian, for two reasons.

First, because in our experience few people are familiar with the ideas of Thomas
Robert Malthus, so labels based on his name aren’t informative.

And second, because most modern populationists don’t actually agree with what
Malthus wrote two hundred years ago. Malthus denied that there are limits to economic
growth, didn’t believe that any measure could help the poor, and strongly opposed birth
control—we don’t think it is useful to use his name to identify people who think the
opposite.

We frequently use the word North as shorthand for the industrialized nations of
Europe, Canada, the United States, Japan, New Zealand, and Australia, and South for
the so-called underdeveloped countries, sometimes called the third world.

We refer to all greenhouse gases as carbon dioxide or CO2. We know that in some
cases a term such as carbon dioxide equivalent or CO2e would be more accurate, but
the distinction is not critical for this book.
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Introduction
 

If ever there was a measure of the green movement’s confusion, it is that so many environmentalists honestly believe that by
soberly intoning that there are just “too many people” they somehow cut across all the moral and political agonies of globalization, of
rising human migrations, mass extinctions, atmospheric instability and all the rest of it. In fact, “overpopulation” explains none of
these things, and as long as we cling to it we remain the confused citizens of an incomprehensible world.

—Tom Athanasiou1

 

 

 

We face an environmental crisis of unprecedented scale and scope. Global warming has
received the most attention, but human activity is also poisoning rivers, lakes, and seas,
exhausting fresh water supplies, destroying fertile soil, killing other species by the
thousands, and overwhelming the fundamental ecological processes that have
maintained a stable biosphere for millennia. If these trends continue, our world will be
irrevocably changed. If they accelerate, as they appear to be doing now, much of human
society, and perhaps humanity itself, will be in danger.

One of the world’s most respected climate scientists, James Hansen, tells us the time
for action is short:

Our global climate is nearing tipping points. Changes are beginning to appear, and
there is a potential for explosive changes with effects that would be irreversible—if
we do not rapidly slow fossil fuel emissions over the next few decades . . .

Only in the past few years did the science crystallize, revealing the urgency—our
planet really is in peril. If we do not change course soon, we will hand our children
a situation that is out of their control, as amplifying feedbacks drive the dynamics
of the global system.2

 
The harsh truth is that it’s already too late to stop climate change completely. Even if

all of the greenhouse gas emissions that cause climate change stopped today, humanity
would still live with the consequences of past emissions for centuries. The task now is
to prevent the crisis from turning into a catastrophe, to head off runaway climate change
that could make much of the world uninhabitable. Some scientists believe that we must
completely change course by midcentury; others say we have ten or fifteen years at
most.

With a few very honorable exceptions, the world’s governments have shown little
interest in solving this crisis. Politicians make fine speeches, but their inaction speaks
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much louder than their words. Forty-one years after the first Earth Day, the
environmental crisis is worse than ever. Greenhouse gas emissions are higher than ever,
and the latest agreement proposed by the world’s richest nations is even weaker than the
toothless Kyoto Accord.

It is painfully clear that diplomacy and backroom deals aren’t working. The powers
that be will not act unless they are forced to: the only force that can move them is mass
democratic action in the streets—a people’s campaign for a sustainable, ecological
society. The mass demonstrations in Copenhagen in 2009 and the global meeting of left-
greens, indigenous activists, and anti-imperialist movements in Bolivia in 2010 are
hopeful signs that such a campaign can be built and win.

To build this movement, climate activists must understand the causes of the
environmental crisis and the changes needed to prevent catastrophe. This book focuses
on a critically important debate on that subject: the “population question.”

Many sincere and dedicated environmentalists believe that a fundamental cause of
environmental destruction is population growth— that there are too many people on the
earth and that no real solution is possible unless humans somehow reduce their
numbers. The widely circulated “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity,” published for
the World Earth Summit in 1992, supported that view:

Pressures resulting from unrestrained population growth put demands on the
natural world that can overwhelm any efforts to achieve a sustainable future. If we
are to halt the destruction of our environment, we must accept limits to that
growth.3

 
In addition, a growing current in the environmental movement in rich countries

argues for immigration restrictions on populationist grounds. Noted Australian
environmentalist Tim Flannery made that argument during a debate on immigration
policy broadcast by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation:

Growing Australia’s population has a much greater impact than growing the
population of a poor country. We are the heaviest carbon users in the world, about
twenty-three tonnes per capita, so people that come to this country from anywhere
on the planet will result almost certainly in an increase in carbon emissions . . .4

 
I n Too Many People?  we argue that the “too many people” and “too many

immigrants” explanations for climate change and other forms of environmental
destruction are wrong.

Environmentalists who promote birth control and/or anti-immigration policies as
solutions to environmental problems profoundly misunderstand the nature of the crisis.
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Adoption of their proposals would divert the movement from real solutions.

We strongly favor universal access to birth control, abortion, and other maternal
health services, and we agree that it’s essential to find a balance between natural
resources and human needs. We were motivated to write this book by our deep concern
about global warming, resource depletion, deforestation, species extinctions,
overfishing, expanding deserts, declining water supplies, and all forms of pollution.
Those are all major problems, but they are not caused by “overpopulation,” and they
won’t be solved by birth control and immigration restrictions.

As US immigrant rights campaigner Patricia Huang says, “The relationship between
population growth and environmental destruction is shaped by how we use our
resources, not by the number of people who use them.”5

This is not an abstract or academic issue: by drawing attention away from the social
and economic causes of the environmental crisis, the populationist argument makes it
harder to find and fight for genuine solutions. Populationist policies focus on
symptoms, not causes. Worse, they shift the blame for climate change, and the burden
for stopping it, onto the poorest and most vulnerable people in the world.

They divert attention away from the main challenge, the urgent need to build a new
economy based on environmentally sustainable policies and equitable social
development.

As renowned US ecologist Barry Commoner once said, populationist solutions to
environmental destruction are “equivalent to attempting to save a leaking ship by
lightening the load and forcing passengers overboard.” Instead, we should ask “if there
isn’t something radically wrong with the ship.”6

Debates about populationism are usually framed as disagreements between people who
are concerned about the environment and people who are not, between the
populationist claim that overpopulation and resource depletion are humanity’s biggest
problem and the business-as-usual claim that more people will create more wealth and
unlock more resources.

We hope Too Many People?  will help the movement to break away from that sterile
framework. Our goal is to promote debate within environmental movements about the
real causes of environmental destruction, poverty, food shortages, and resource
depletion.

To that end, we contribute this ecosocialist response to the new wave of green
populationism, in particular as it is expressed today in the United States, Britain,
Canada, and Australia. We strongly disagree with the populationists and have had no
qualms about expressing our views forthrightly. But we also have tried to present their
views fairly and to distinguish between the reactionaries who promote population

10



control to protect the status quo and the green activists who sincerely view population
growth as a cause of environmental problems.

Too Many People? is divided into five sections.

• In “Blaming People” we discuss a key debate on population that took place
in the early years of the modern environmental movement, a debate that raised
issues that remain relevant, and we outline the major currents of populationist
thought in the environmental movement today.

• “The Failures of Populationism” critiques key assumptions and arguments of
modern populationism.

• “Control and Coercion” holds the human rights record of population control
programs up to scrutiny and asks whether non-coercive population programs are
possible.

• “Greens versus Immigrants?” examines the supposed ecological arguments
for reducing or stopping immigration. We argue that scapegoating immigrants for
environmental damage takes the pressure off the real environmental vandals and
makes it harder to build strong environmental movements.

• “Production, Consumption, Revolution” looks at the root cause of
environmental destruction, an economic and social system that is based on
ceaseless growth and that thrives on endless waste. If human civilization is to
survive, anti-ecological capitalism must be replaced with a pro-ecological system
that can promote sustainable human development. Populationist ideas hinder this
cause.

The appendixes provide four articles and statements that elaborate on the arguments
in this book.

• “The Malthus Myth,” by Ian Angus, examines the ideas of Thomas Robert
Malthus, the nineteenth-century clergyman and economist who is often described
as the founder of populationism.

• “Who Causes Environmental Problems?” by Donella Meadows, lead author
of the famous 1972 report The Limits to Growth, explains why the frequently cited
IPAT formula obscures solutions to ecological problems.

• “We Refuse to Shut the International Door” is a stirring call for solidarity
with migrants, written by the great US socialist leader Eugene V. Debs in 1910.

• “Climate Justice and Migration” is an important analysis of and program for
the growing climate refugee crisis.
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1: Are People the Problem?
 

We know that the world is burning. The question is how to put out the fire.
—Twilly Cannon, former captain of the Greenpeace ship Rainbow Warrior1

 

 

 

 

Other things being equal, a larger population will eat more food, wear more clothes,
occupy more shelter, and generate more excrement than a smaller one. That’s an
indisputable biological fact.

If there is not enough food, fabric, or shelter to go around and the latrines are
overflowing, you might conclude that economic, social, or political institutions are
faulty, that the system isn’t meeting people’s basic needs.

Or if you believe that the system is fundamentally sound and that any other system
would be worse, you might conclude that the problem is too many people.

Activists have debated those opposing views since the modern environmental
movement was born in the 1960s.

The new movement was born as part of the same global radicalization, and involved
many of the same people, as the nuclear disarmament and test ban campaigns and the
movement against the US war in Vietnam. There had long been wilderness
conservationist societies in North America and countryside preservation groups in
Europe, but the new movement was very different. It focused on how humanity was
affected by environmental destruction rather than on preserving pristine wilderness; it
was activist and political rather than charitable.

Above all, where the older groups largely reflected the views of the wealthy and
comfortable, the new environmental activists believed that “environmental catastrophe
could be avoided only by fundamental changes in the values and institutions of
industrial societies.”2

But what should those changes be? The answer depended on what was causing the
environmental destruction, and there was much debate on that.

The longest-lasting and most contentious debate in the environmental movement has
focused on whether population growth is a fundamental cause of environmental
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destruction and whether the movement should support measures to reduce population.

The main issues in that dispute were defined when modern environmentalism was
being born. The leading participants in the debate were among the most prominent
figures in the new movement: Paul and Anne Ehrlich, authors of The Population Bomb
(1968),3 and Barry Commoner, author of The Closing Circle (1971). Their
disagreements defined a controversy that continues today.
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The Population Bomb

 

Paul Ehrlich came to environmentalism from the conservationist movement. He was a
professor, and his wife Anne Ehrlich was a research associate, in the biology
department at Stanford University. They initially worked on classifying butterflies, but
by the late 1950s they were increasingly focused on human population issues. In 1967,
at the urging of the executive director of the venerable Sierra Club, they expanded an
article they had written for New Scientist magazine into a book. Subsidized by the Sierra
Club and published as a mass-market paperback in 1968, The Population Bomb became
one of the best-selling environmental books of all time.

The arguments in The Population Bomb drew heavily on two best-selling books
from the late 1940s—Our Plundered Planet by Fairfield Osborne and Road to Survival
by William Vogt —and on the 1967 best seller Famine—1975! in which William and
Paul Paddock predicted a “time of famines” within a few years and urged the US
government to cut off all aid to “can’t-be-saved” nations, a category that included India,
China, Egypt, and Haiti.4

The Ehrlichs’ book was a popular presentation of views that were already widely
accepted in the preservationist establishment, which tended to be white, rich, and
politically conservative. Sierra Club executive director Dave Brower expressed the
common view two years before The Population Bomb was published: “We feel you
don’t have a conservation policy unless you have a population policy.”5

Although the publisher’s blurb stressed that Paul Ehrlich was “a qualified scientist,”
The Population Bomb was not a scientific book: it was a political tract aimed at a broad
audience. A historian writes: “At a time when an American audience was never more
eager to learn about the impending environmental crisis, Ehrlich presented arguably the
loudest and most persuasive treatise on the ecological problems of human
overpopulation.”6

The Ehrlichs made three fundamental points.

First, mass starvation was inevitable in the near future. “The battle to feed all of
humanity is over. In the 1970s the world will undergo famines—hundreds of millions of
people are going to starve to death in spite of any crash programs embarked upon now.
At this late date nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the world death rate . . . .”
(Bomb, 1).

Second, “the progressive deterioration of our environment may cause more death and
misery than any conceivable food-population gap” (Bomb, 46).

And third, the food and environmental crises had a common cause: “The causal chain
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of deterioration is easily followed to its source. 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 easily to too many
people” (Bomb, 66–67).

Why have people insisted on reproducing past the point of no return? The Ehrlichs
argued that overpopulation is in our genes.

Reproduction is the key to winning the evolutionary game. Any structure,
physiological process, or pattern of behavior that leads to greater reproductive
success will tend to be perpetuated. The entire process by which man developed
involves thousands of millennia of our ancestors being more successful breeders
than their relatives . . . (Bomb, 28)

Billions of years of evolution has given us all a powerful will to live. Intervening
in the birth rate goes against our evolutionary values. During all those centuries of
our evolutionary past, the individuals who had the most children passed on their
genetic endowment in greater quantities than those who reproduced less. Their
genes dominate our heredity today. (Bomb, 34)

 
So long as death eliminated people almost as quickly as birth produced them,

population rose very slowly, but “the development of medical science was the straw that
broke the camel’s back.” Rich countries exported “instant death control”—wiping out
major diseases and causing “plunges in the death rate” in poor countries. The death rate
fell, but the birth rate was still driven by our evolved biological urges, so population
exploded (Bomb, 32–33).

Unlike other populationists of the time (William Vogt, for instance), the Ehrlichs
didn’t say that medical treatment should be withheld from poor countries, although they
did say that “death control in the absence of birth control is self-defeating, to say the
least” (Bomb, 92).

The Ehrlichs’ book described a world in crisis—too many people, too little food, and
the environment being destroyed. So their main conclusion wasn’t surprising:

A general answer to the question, “What needs to be done?” is simple. We must
rapidly bring the world population under control, reducing the growth rate to zero
or making it go negative. Conscious regulation of human numbers must be
achieved. Simultaneously we must, at least temporarily, greatly increase our food
production. This agricultural program should be carefully monitored to minimize
deleterious effects on the environment and should include an effective program of
ecosystem restoration. As these projects are carried out, an international policy
research program must be initiated to set optimum population-environment goals
for the world and to devise methods for reaching these goals. (Bomb, 131)
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But while growing more food would buy time, there would be no solution without
drastic measures.

A cancer is an uncontrolled multiplication of cells; the population explosion is an
uncontrolled multiplication of people . . . We must shift our efforts from treatment
of the symptoms to the cutting out of the cancer. The operation will demand many
apparently brutal and heartless decisions. The pain may be intense. But the disease
is so far advanced that only with radical surgery does the patient have a chance of
survival. (Bomb, 166–67)

 
Unlike many populationists, the Ehrlichs didn’t target only population growth in poor

countries. Pointing out that per capita resource use in the United States was vastly
higher than in other countries, they concluded: “Obviously our first step must be to
immediately establish and advertise drastic policies to bring our own population size
under control” (Bomb, 135).

Still, the policies they proposed for the United States were considerably less drastic
than those they advocated for others. For the United States, they suggested tax changes
to penalize large families, better sex education, access to birth control and abortion, and
a federal Department of Population and Environment. For poor countries, they
endorsed compulsory sterilization of men with more than three children and ending
food shipments to countries deemed to be “so far behind in the population-food game
that there is no hope that our food aid will see them through to self sufficiency” (Bomb,
160).

They went further in an article written shortly after The Population Bomb appeared,
urging the US government to use its political and economic might to force the world
into compliance. The United States, they wrote, should “withhold all aid from a country
with an expanding population unless that nation convinces us that it is doing everything
possible to limit its population.” Critics who object that “extreme political and economic
pressure” is repressive should “reflect on the alternatives.”7

Despite their call for drastic population controls, the Ehrlichs were very pessimistic
about the possibility of actually making things better.

Most Americans clearly don’t give a damn . . . Our population consists of two
groups; a comparatively small one dedicated to the preservation of beauty and
wildlife, and a vastly larger one dedicated to the destruction of both (or at least
apathetic towards it). (Bomb, 66)

By now you are probably fed up with this discussion. Americans will do none of
these things, you say. Well, I’m inclined to agree. (Bomb, 156)
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Many of you are doubtless saying now, “It’s too unrealistic— it can’t be done.” I
think you’re probably right—as I said earlier, the chances of success are small.
(Bomb, 174)

 
The Population Bomb catapulted Paul Ehrlich from local prominence in California to

national fame. He appeared more than twenty times on the popular Tonight Show with
Johnny Carson, and on many other programs. He spoke at conferences and wrote for
popular magazines, and he and Anne coauthored a major textbook that went through
multiple editions beginning in 1970. Shortly after The Population Bomb was published,
he and others formed Zero Population Growth (ZPG), which soon had tens of
thousands of members and chapters on hundreds of university campuses.

The Ehrlichs never said that population control was the only measure needed. In The
Population Bomb they also advocated increased food production, and in most of their
books and articles they argued for improved technology and for reduced consumption
in wealthy countries. But they always described population reduction as the top priority.
A 1979 article in the journal Bioscience, by Paul Ehrlich and frequent collaborator John
Holdren, summed up their view:

It is abundantly clear that in terms of cost, lead time, and implementation on the
scale required, technology without population control will be too little and too late .
. .

It cannot be emphasized enough that if the population control measures are not
initiated immediately and effectively, all the technology man can bring to bear will
not fend off the misery to come. Therefore, confronted as we are with limited
resources of time and money, we must consider carefully what fraction of our
effort should be applied to the cure of the disease itself instead of to the temporary
relief of the symptoms. We should ask, for example, how many vasectomies could
be performed by a program funded with the 1.8 billion dollars required to build a
single nuclear agroindus-trial complex, and what the relative impact on the
problem would be in both the short and long terms.8
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The Closing Circle

 

Barry Commoner was a biology professor, a socialist, a humanist, and one of the central
leaders of the anti–nuclear testing movement in the United States in the 1950s and early
1960s. In 1966 he founded the Center for the Biology of Natural Systems at Washington
University in St. Louis, Missouri, which aimed to “adapt our science to the urgent need
for understanding the natural biology of the environment and so help to preserve the
community of life from extinction at the hand of man.”9

Commoner strongly disagreed with The Population Bomb and said so publicly at a
Harvard University teach-in during the first-ever Earth Week in 1970:

In my opinion, population trends in the U.S. cannot be blamed for the deteriorated
condition of the environment . . . Of course, if there were no people in the country
there would be no pollution problem, but the fact of the matter is that there simply
has not been a sufficient rise in the U.S. population to account for the enormous
increase in pollution levels . . . It is a serious mistake to becloud the pollution issue
with the population, for the facts will not support it.10

 
The next day he told a meeting at Brown University, “Pollution begins not in the family
bedroom, but in the corporate boardroom.”11

And in December 1970, during a panel discussion with Paul Ehrlich at a meeting of
the American Association for the Advancement of Science: “Saying that none of our
pollution problems can be solved without getting at population first is a copout of the
worst kind.”12

Commoner was impressed and inspired by the massive turnout for demonstrations,
meetings, and rallies during Earth Week 1970, but he was also disturbed by what he saw
as a desire for simplistic explanations and quick fixes. His response was The Closing
Circle: Nature, Man, and Technology , which he described as “an effort to discover
which human acts have broken the circle of life, and why” (Circle, 13). Published in
October 1971, The Closing Circle was by far the most ambitious attempt to date to
describe and explain the environmental crisis in the United States.

The Closing Circle included a strong critique of populationism, and its major
conclusion directly contradicted the Ehrlichs’ views:

Human beings have broken out of the circle of life, driven not by biological need,
but by the social organization which they have devised to “conquer” nature: means
of gaining wealth that are governed by requirements conflicting with those which
govern nature. (Circle, 299–300)

18



 
After discussing ecology, the ecosphere, and specific examples of major ecological

destruction in the United States, Commoner narrowed in on his main concern: why,
after millennia in which human beings did little permanent harm to the environment,
did major pollution problems either appear for the first time or become very much
worse in the years following World War II? Since 1946, Commoner  

Profit versus sound energy
 

“In the last thirty years many thousands of production decisions have been made in
the United States. They have determined that automobiles shall be large and
sufficiently powerful to travel at a rate of 100 mph; that electricity shall be
produced by nuclear power plants; that we shall wear synthetic materials instead of
cotton and wool, and wash them in detergent rather than soap; that baseball shall
be played on plastic rather than grass; that the beneficent energy of sunlight shall
go largely unused.

“In every case, the decision was made according to the ‘bottom line’—the
expectation of an acceptable profit. More precisely, as we have seen from the
behavior of US oil companies, such decisions are based on the marginal difference
between existing rates of profit and hoped-for, larger ones.

“It would have been a fantastically improbable statistical accident if most or even
a small fraction of these thousands of decisions, made on the basis of a hoped-for
marginal increase in profit, happened neatly to fit into the pattern of a rational,
thermodynamically sound energy system.

“Such an energy system is a social need, and it is hopeless to expect to build it on
the basis of production decisions that yield commodities rather than the solutions
to essential tasks; that produce goods which are maximally profitable rather than
maximally useful; that accept as their final test private profit rather than social
value.

“Thus, the energy crisis and the web of interrelated problems confront us with
the need to explore the possibility of creating a production system that is
consciously intended to serve social needs and that judges the value of its products
by their use, and an economic system that is committed to these purposes. At least
in principle, such a system is socialism.”

—Barry Commoner, The Poverty of Power, 1976
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said, population had increased 42 percent, and the US standard of living had not risen
much, but pollutants had increased by 200 to 2,000 percent and more. Clearly “more
people consuming more” couldn’t explain more than a fraction of the problem.

Commoner’s key argument was that the pollution explosion was driven not by
increased population but by changed industrial and agricultural production—by radical
changes in the way things were made and grown, in the raw materials used, and in the
products themselves. Those changes were adopted by industry during and after World
War II because the new technologies were more profitable than the old ones.

The crucial link between pollution and profits appears to be modern technology,
which is both the main source of recent increases in productivity—and therefore of
profits—and of recent assaults on the environment. Driven by an inherent tendency
to maximize profits, modern private enterprise has seized upon those massive
technological innovations that promise to gratify this need, usually unaware that
these same innovations are often also instruments of environmental destruction.
(Circle, 267–68)

 
That passage illustrates the most important feature of Commoner’s analysis: rather

than treating population, technology, and affluence as independent forces, he viewed
them as driven by and interacting with wider social processes. A noteworthy example
was his discussion of the dynamic factors that underlie what demographers call the
“demographic transition”—the process by which population growth in many countries
had first accelerated and then leveled off in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

It is sometimes supposed that this self-accelerating interaction between the increase
in wealth and technological competence and population growth is bound to set off
an explosive “population bomb” unless deliberate steps are taken to control birth
rates. In fact, there is strong evidence that the process itself sets up a counterforce
that slows population growth considerably. (Circle, 118)

 
The new wealth generated by the agricultural and industrial revolutions of the

eighteenth century caused the death rate to fall and population to rise. But as living
standards increased further, the birth rate fell and population growth slowed. Child
labor was abolished so children were no longer economic assets. Improved pensions
and social services meant that parents didn’t need to depend on their children’s support
in their old age.

The natural result was a reduced birth rate, which occurred even without the
benefit of modern methods of contraception. Thus, although population growth is
an inherent feature of the progressive development of productive activities, it tends
to be limited by the same force that stimulates it—the accumulation of social wealth
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and resources. (Circle, 119)

 
But there was nothing inevitable about this process. Population growth in many third

world countries remained high because the death rate had fallen but the birth rate hadn’t
followed suit: the demographic transition had been “grossly affected by certain new
developments” (Circle, 119).

The wealth produced in the colonies was sent to Europe, which made possible the
increased living standards that led to lower birth rates but prevented the colonies from
going through the same process— Commoner called this “a kind of demographic
parasitism.”

Then, after World War II, industry used modern technology to “replace natural
products with synthetic ones,” a trend that “exacerbated ecological stresses in the
advanced countries and has hindered the efforts of developing nations to meet the needs
of their growing populations” (Circle, 246).

In short, poverty was the cause of rapid population growth in the twentieth century,
not an effect—and poverty itself was the result of centuries of colonialist plunder.

Pressuring poor countries into reducing their birth rates without the improved living
standards that enable lower death rates and infant mortality, Commoner wrote, is a
“gigantic and questionable experiment.”

If one’s moral convictions and political views regard [that] course as dictatorial
and corrosive of human values, then one can adopt the view that population
growth in the developing nations of the world ought to be brought into balance by
the same means that have already succeeded elsewhere—improvement of living
conditions, urgent efforts to reduce mortality, social security measures, and the
resultant effects on desired family size, together with personal, voluntary
contraceptive practice. It is this view with which I wish to associate myself.
(Circle, 242)

 
The measures Commoner advocated amounted to total restructuring or replacement

of the production systems and institutions that had caused the crisis—“something like
one half of the postwar productive enterprises would need to be replaced by
ecologically sounder ones”— combined with an intensive program to restore damaged
ecosystems. He had no illusions that this could be done quickly or cheaply: “Perhaps the
simplest way to summarize all this is that most of the nation’s resources for capital
investment would need to be engaged in the task of ecological reconstruction for at least
a generation” (Circle, 285).

21



Head to head

 

Within weeks of the publication of The Closing Circle, Paul Ehrlich and John Holdren
were privately circulating a long critique that described Commoner’s book as
“inexplicably inconsistent and dangerously misleading.” An edited version of their
critique and an equally long response from Commoner were published in May 1972 in
the influential Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists.13

Large parts of both articles were taken up with “somewhat tedious arguments” (as
Ehrlich and Holdren accurately wrote) about mathematics and definitions, along with
cheap shots about who had or had not published their research in peer-reviewed
journals. In several cases Ehrlich and Holdren identified supposed errors and
Commoner replied by pointing out that he had actually said the opposite of what they
accused him of saying.

Nevertheless, the exchange reveals two profound differences between the two sides.

1 . Are people always harmful? Because Commoner’s book focused on the rapid
acceleration of pollution in the United States after World War II, Ehrlich and Holdren
accused him of ignoring the fact that “serious ecological harm has accompanied man’s
activities ever since the agricultural revolution some 10,000 years ago.” They devoted a
substantial part of their article to descriptions of earlier environmental disasters.

That was a peculiar criticism: no one actually believed that Commoner was unaware
of that history. What Ehrlich and Holdren were really saying was that Commoner didn’t
agree that people are always harmful to the environment.  Paul and Anne Ehrlich
expressed that view explicitly in a textbook that was also published in 1972: “Each
human individual, in the course of obtaining the requisites of existence, has a net
negative impact on his environment.”14

If people are always harmful to the environment, then the only way to save the earth
is to reduce the number of people to a point where the damage is less than the
maximum the environment can handle. When it comes to population, bigger is always
worse.

Commoner argued that humans could change their ways, could realize that
“ecological considerations must guide economic and political ones,” and could build a
new society on that basis. Ehrlich and Holdren didn’t agree.

2. Is the crisis biological or social? In their critique, Ehrlich and Holdren said not
one word about Commoner’s clear statement that his goal was to consider “the links
between the environmental crisis and the social systems of which it is a part,” or about
his extensive discussion of the profit-driven system of production that he saw as
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ultimately responsible for environmental destruction, or about his conclusion that “an
economic system which is fundamentally based on private transactions rather than
social ones is no longer appropriate.”

As pro-capitalist liberals, Ehrlich and Holdren undoubtedly disagreed with
Commoner on all of those points, so their failure to comment is significant. By
completely ignoring the social and economic framework of Commoner’s work, they
showed that they viewed such issues as unimportant or irrelevant.

This was fundamental. For Ehrlich and Holdren, the causes of the environmental
crisis were biological and technical, and so were the solutions. For Commoner, the
environmental crisis was rooted in an economic and social system that was profoundly
anti-ecological.

Everywhere in the world there is evidence of a deep-seated failure in the effort to
use the competence, the wealth, the power at human disposal for the maximum
good of human beings. The environmental crisis is a major example of this failure.
For we are in an environmental crisis because the means by which we use the
ecosphere to produce wealth are destructive of the ecosphere itself. The present
system of production is self-destructive; the present course of human civilization is
suicidal. (Circle, 294–95)

 
For Ehrlich and Holdren, the problem was growth as such: too much production was

overwhelming the ecosphere. The solution was to reduce population so that less
production would be needed.

For Commoner, the system of production itself was the problem. So long as it
remained in place, ecological crises were inevitable.

Paul and Anne Ehrlich made two explicit predictions in 1968, on the first page of The
Population Bomb.

1 . Birth rates would not fall unless governments instituted population control,
which they defined as “conscious regulation of the numbers of human beings.”

2 . Food production could not possibly expand fast enough to feed everyone , so
massive famines were inevitable in the immediate future. “The battle to feed all of
humanity is over . . . At this late date nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the
death rate.”

They were wrong on both counts.

1 . Birth rates fell without population control. In most developed countries, birth
rates were already falling when The Population Bomb was published. The US rate
dropped to replacement level (2.1 births per woman) in 1972, continued down to 1.7 by

23



mid-decade, and stayed there through the 1980s. Birth rates in many countries were in
decline by the 1980s.

2 . Food production increased dramatically . Between 1960 and 2000, while the
world’s population doubled, food production increased by about two and a half times.
15 In the same period, the global death rate (annual deaths per thousand people), which
the Ehrlichs said was bound for a “substantial increase,” fell from 15.5 to 8.6.16

You might think that the Ehrlichs would have analyzed and corrected their mistakes,
but you’d be wrong. During the 1970s they published two more editions of The
Population Bomb, each time pushing the dates for the predicted food catastrophe
further into the future but never revising their underlying assumptions. As late as 1990,
in The Population Explosion, they wrote as though they had been fully vindicated:

In 1968, The Population Bomb warned of impending disaster if the population
explosion was not brought under control. Then the fuse was burning; now the
population bomb has detonated . . . hunger is rife and the prospects of famine and
plague ever more imminent . . .

A largely prospective disaster has turned into the real thing.17

 
 
In a footnote, the Ehrlichs claimed that their 1968 book didn’t make predictions—it

only offered possible scenarios. But only one chapter of The Population Bomb
contained scenarios—the rest of it said that population growth would definitely outrun
food production and that nothing could be done to avoid a huge increase in the death
rate.

For more than four decades they have displayed a remarkable ability to shift ground,
maintaining, denying, or minimizing their past errors and adopting new justifications for
populationism. That strategy has worked: even today it is rare to read an article or book
on population that doesn’t mention or quote them. Paul Ehrlich has received at least
twelve major medals and awards for his work, and he and Anne have published eight
more books and innumerable articles on population-related topics.

In stark contrast, Commoner’s radical social-ecological critique of capitalism was cast
aside and has been virtually forgotten. The environmental movement that he hoped
would challenge capitalism instead became more conservative. By the end of the
seventies, protests were out of favor and lobbying was in. Instead of changing the
system, the major nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) became part of it, and the
population explanation became accepted wisdom among liberal greens.
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2: Varieties of Populationism Today
 

The “population problem” has a Phoenix-like existence: it rises from the ashes at
least every generation and sometimes every decade or so The prophecies are
usually the same—namely, that human beings are populating the earth in
“unprecedented numbers” and “devouring” its resources like a locust plague.

—Murray Bookchin1

 

 

 

In 1968 and through the 1970s, populationism was defined by two books—The
Population Bomb by the Ehrlichs and The Limits to Growth, sponsored by the Club of
Rome.

Today there is no such source, no single article, book, or group that all or even most
populationists agree with. Populationism, the social ideology that attributes social ills to
the number of humans, takes many forms, and its advocates don’t necessarily agree
with each other on all questions.

This poses difficulties for critics: in our experience almost any criticism of
populationist thought prompts someone to reply that we have misrepresented real
populationism.

The following brief profiles will provide some idea of the range of views involved.
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“Let the people just starve”

 

As we saw in chapter 1, a key element of populationist ideology is the view that people
are always harmful to the environment, so the best way to reduce environmental
damage is to reduce the number of people.

Some prominent members and founders of the direct action group Earth First
expressed an extreme form of that view in the mid-1980s. They adopted a philosophy
known variously as biocentrism, ecocentrism, or deep ecology, holding that “all human
decisions should consider Earth first, humankind second”—and they interpreted that
credo in deeply reactionary terms.

In 1983, Dave Foreman, the de facto leader of Earth First, argued for denying welfare
and food stamps to anyone with more than two children and stopping all immigration to
the United States. Even these measures would probably be insufficient, he wrote: “What
is really needed is to 1) Give every woman the right to one child. 2) Offer a $20,000
payment to anyone willing to be sterilized without producing any children. 3) Make
sterilization mandatory for all women and men after they have parented one child.”2

Third world people wouldn’t be offered those options. In a 1986 interview published
in the Australian magazine Simply Living, Foreman argued that “the worst thing we
could do in Ethiopia is to give aid—the best thing would be to just let nature seek its
own balance, to let the people just starve there.”

In the same interview he expanded on his argument for keeping immigrants out of the
United States:

Letting the USA be an overflow valve for problems in Latin America is not solving
a thing. It’s just putting more pressure on the resources we have in the USA. It is
just causing more destruction of our wilderness, more poisoning of water and air,
and it isn’t helping the problems in Latin America.3

 
Even more appalling, in 1987 another Earth First leader, Christopher Manes, using the

very appropriate pseudonym “Miss Ann Thropy,” wrote in the group’s newsletter:

If radical environmentalists were to invent a disease to bring human population
back to ecological sanity, it would probably be something like AIDS . . . As radical
environmentalists, we can see AIDS not as a problem, but a necessary solution . . .
To paraphrase Voltaire: if the AIDS epidemic didn’t exist, radical environmentalists
would have to invent one.4
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By the end of the 1980s, a majority of Earth First members had rejected such views,
and Dave Foreman had left the organization he founded, complaining of “pressure and
infiltration from the class-struggle /social-justice left” and “the abandonment of
biocentrism in favor of humanism.”5

The views expressed by Foreman, Manes, and others in the 1980s are outside the
populationist mainstream, but they illustrate its antihuman possibilities, and they show
clearly that “radical environmentalists” are not necessarily progressive.

27



PJP: “A progressive, feminist approach”

 

In a very different part of the populationist spectrum is the Population Justice Project, a
US group founded in 2007. The PJP’s core views are expressed in two sentences in an
“advocacy guide” that it published jointly with Population Action International. “Many
environmental problems will be easier to address if world population peaks at 8 billion
rather than 11 billion. The good news: there is already a global consensus on how to
slow population growth, with programs that improve human wellbeing at very little
cost.”

We could call this populationism lite. They don’t propose reducing population,
merely slowing its growth. And they don’t say this will solve problems—it will just
make other problems easier to solve.

Noting that the UN estimates world population will peak after 2050 but that the size of
the peak isn’t certain yet, they say:

The impact of population growth on the environment is mediated by consumption,
technology, urbanization and other factors. Still, slower population growth could
reduce pressure on natural systems that are already over-taxed, and research shows
that a host of environmental problems—including the growth of greenhouse gases,
water scarcity, and biodiversity loss—would be easier to address if world
population peaks around 8 billion, rather than 11 billion.

 
How is this to be achieved? PJP and PAI say the best way is to ensure that people

have choices, by making contraception and reproductive health services available to all,
by providing education and employment, especially for women, and by eliminating
gender and economic inequities. They state firmly that they do not advocate
“‘population control’ measures that could become coercive.”lay

Their program is based on what is called the Cairo Consensus—the action plan
approved by 179 countries at the UN International Conference on Development and
Population in Cairo in 1994. Fifteen years after that agreement, the rich countries have
provided less than a quarter of the funding they promised. The Population Justice
Project’s main goal is to convince politicians in Washington to cough up one billion
dollars a year toward keeping the promises that the United States made in Cairo.

Family planning programs, the PAI/PJP advocacy guide says, “are relatively
inexpensive, especially when compared to many environmental mitigation efforts.”6

PJP focuses on the world’s poorest women, the 200 million women it says don’t have
access to birth control today. But if the goal is to reduce emissions by slowing
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population growth, wouldn’t it make more sense to reduce population in rich countries,
where each avoided birth would presumably have a greater effect than dozens in the
global South?

PJP founder and director Laurie Mazur poses that question herself in her book A
Pivotal Moment. Her answer:

The answer lies in the future. The developing countries are where the lion’s share
of population growth will occur, and they are also where development must occur
for half of humanity to escape from grinding poverty. The affluent countries can
reduce emissions by reducing the vast amounts of waste in our systems of
production and consumption. But the developing countries are not likely to raise
their standards of living without more intensive use of resources and higher
emissions.7

 

The Cairo Consensus
 

The history of modern populationism falls into two periods: before and after
the UN International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in
Cairo in 1994. At that meeting, an unlikely alliance between populationists and
liberal feminists, supported by the Clinton administration, won approval for a
policy that they presented as the only alternative to the anti-woman policies of
the Vatican and other conservative governments.

The Cairo Consensus was a significant defeat for “right to life” forces.
Although little of the promised funding for women’s health programs actually
materialized, the meeting gave women’s rights activists in the third world a
strong and credible program that conservative governments couldn’t easily
dismiss. In particular, Cairo’s resolutions have aided the fight against anti-
abortion laws and for sexual rights.

But the meeting also strengthened the populationists, who came out of it
with new credibility and a new way of arguing their case. In Cairo,
populationists learned to say “population stabilization” or “demographic
transition” instead of “population control,” and to always include a sentence
opposing coercive programs—but none of those purely verbal shifts changed
their underlying assumption that the world’s major problems were caused by
poor women having too many babies.

See chapter 8 for more on the Cairo Consensus.
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Mazur says she advocates “a progressive, feminist approach,” and she describes

herself as the voice of reason in the “polarized debate” between population extremists
like Paul Ehrlich on one side and left-wing feminists like Betsy Hartmann, whom she
labels “population deniers,” on the other. She calls for “a new conversation about
population and the environment,” with a goal of “slowing population growth” but doing
so without coercion, respecting women’s need for reproductive health services and right
to make their own choices.8
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Optimum Population Trust: “Reduce the number of climate
changers”

 

UK-based Optimum Population Trust (OPT) describes itself as “the leading
environmental charity and think tank in the UK concerned with the impact of
population growth on the environment.”9

Founded in 1991, it has an impressive list of patrons, including environmentalists
James Lovelock, Paul Ehrlich, and Norman Myers, naturalists Jane Goodall and David
Attenborough, former chair of the government’s Sustainability Commission Jonathon
Porritt, the former UK representative on the UN Security Council, and others. Clearly,
OPT is a very well-connected organization.

OPT’s view of the issues is summarized on its website:

What’s the population problem? Dangerously rapid climate change and rising
food, water and fuel scarcity are already threatening human populations. And many
other species, on a finite planet. Yet by 2050 world population is expected to grow
by another 2.3 billion from today’s 6.8 billion—unless urgent action is taken.

What’s the population solution? GLOBALLY: reduce birth rates.
NATIONALLY: reduce or keep birth rates low and/or balance migration to prevent
population increase. All countries need environmentally sustainable population
policies to underpin other green policies. PERSONALLY: have fewer children and
work a few more years before retiring.10

 
OPT literature puts particular stress on environmental issues, especially climate

change: “The need to curb man-made climate change is alone a compelling reason for
population stabilization and reduction—to reduce climate impacts it helps to reduce the
number of climate changers.”11

OPT says world population growth should be limited to about 1 billion additional
people by 2050, compared to the 2.3 billion forecast by the UN. “If the world’s mothers
reduce the number of children they have, there could be 1.2 billion fewer climate
changers in 2050 than projected.”

The most effective personal climate change strategy is limiting the number of
children one has. The most effective national and global climate change strategy is
limiting the size of the population. Population limitation should therefore be seen
as the most cost-effective carbon offsetting strategy available to individuals and
nations—a strategy that applies with even more force to developed nations such as
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the UK because of their higher consumption levels.12

 
Substantial changes in birth rates in the third world would be achieved by “education

and women’s empowerment in the area of reproductive and sexual health and the
removal of all obstacles to birth control,” with special emphasis on developing and
delivering “long-acting methods such as injections, intrauterine devices and implants.”13

Within the UK, OPT wants better birth control education, but its main proposal for
reducing population growth is severe immigration restrictions. “As the main force
driving current population growth, immigration feeds through into rising greenhouse
gas emissions; more crowding, congestion, development; increased pressure on water
and energy supplies, farmland and green space.”14

An article in the Optimum Population Trust Journal, cowritten by the journal’s
editor, argues that all industrialized countries need to reduce immigration. Citing a table
that shows immigration as the main cause of rising population in the UK, Italy, the
United States, Canada, and Australia, the authors write:

The degree to which net immigration is preventing the developed nations from
achieving a much needed reduction in population is apparent from the table. In all
cases, the chief cause is net immigration . . . The need to have balanced
immigration can hardly be exaggerated, because few of the less developed nations
are showing any inclination to achieve population levels that will be sustainable
when fossil fuels become scarce, yet several developed nations have success within
their grasp . . . provided only they do not allow their efforts to be overwhelmed by
net immigration.15

 
OPT wants the UK government to impose a “zero net migration” policy, under which

the number of immigrants permitted to enter each year would be no more than the
number of people who emigrate.
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Lovelock: “Defend climate oases”

 

James Lovelock is a patron of Optimum Population Trust, so one might assume that he
agrees with its analysis and solutions—but in his books he puts forward a far more
extreme position. Lovelock says that we are past the point of no return, that a climate
and population catastrophe is inevitable in this century, so our focus should be on
preserving islands of civilization in a ruined world, using military force to fend off
climate refugees.

Lovelock, who worked with NASA in the 1960s and has made many important
contributions to earth science, is best-known for the Gaia hypothesis, which speculates
that life regulates conditions on earth to keep the physical environment suitable for life
to continue. At times Lovelock describes Gaia in ways that imply that earth is a living or
even intelligent being.

In Lovelock’s view, Gaia now faces a “plague of people,” and “we are all the
demons.” Environmentalists must abandon their concern for people—they should
“think again and see that their primary obligation is to the living Earth. Humankind
comes second.”16

With that perspective, it isn’t surprising that he can calmly suggest that “we would be
wise to aim at a stabilized population of about half to one billion,”17 a goal that would
require the elimination of between 85 and 92 percent of the people in the world today.

Lovelock favors nuclear power, geoengineering, and carbon capture as ways to delay
the inevitable catastrophe, but “our greatest efforts should go into adaptation, to
preparing those parts of the Earth least likely to be affected by adverse climate change as
the safe haven for a civilized humanity.”18

One such haven—surprise!—will be Lovelock’s home country. He calls on UK
politicians to “make decisions based on our national interest . . . We should not wait for
international agreement or instruction. In our small country we have to act now as if we
were about to be attacked by a powerful enemy. We have first to make sure our
defenses against climate change are in place before the attack begins.”19

And not just defenses against climate change—he urges more spending on armed
forces, especially the navy, to keep desperate people from sharing Britain’s wealth.

Soon we face the appalling question of whom we can let aboard the lifeboats. And
whom must we reject? There will be no ducking this question for before long there
will be a great clamor from climate refugees seeking a safe haven in those few
parts where the climate is tolerable and food is available. Make no mistake, the
lifeboat simile is apt; the same problem has faced the shipwrecked: a lifeboat will
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sink or become impossible to sail if too laden. The old rules I grew up with were
women and children first and the captain goes down with his ship. We will need a
set of rules for climate oases.20
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Jeffrey Sachs: “High fertility rates are deleterious to development”

 

As we saw above in the discussion of PJP, many populationists claim that slowing
population in poor countries will reduce future greenhouse gas emissions, even though
those countries have very low emission rates today. The argument is that the economies
in those countries will inevitably grow, causing their per capita emissions to grow—so
if there are fewer people, total emissions will be lower.

Ironically, another group of populationists, liberal specialists in global economic
development, argue the opposite, that reducing population growth will cause faster and
more extensive economic growth. If that’s true, then slowing population growth could
actually increase total emissions.

A case in point is Jeffrey D. Sachs, director of the Earth Institute at Columbia
University and, according to Time magazine, one of the “100 Most Influential People in
the World.” In his best-selling 2008 book Common Wealth : Economics for a Crowded
Planet, Sachs argues: “High fertility rates are deleterious to long-term development.”21

He cites a 2004 study that found a strong correlation between total fertility rate (TFR—
the average number of children born to each woman) and economic growth:

The TFR is shown to have a strong, statistically significant negative effect on
economic growth. Consider two countries that are identical in all respects except
that one has a fertility rate of 6 and the other a fertility rate of 2 . . . The high-
fertility country will have per capita income growth that is 1.3 percentage points
per year lower than the growth of the low-fertility country. That’s a whopping
negative effect of high fertility.22

 
Since “the rapid growth of populations in the poorest countries hinders economic

development,”

the world should embrace a set of policies to help stabilize the global population,
through voluntary choices, at a population of roughly eight billion people, rather
than the current trajectory, which is likely to take us to nine billion or more by
2050. This may seem like a modest difference, but the consequences would be
large, especially since the population control would come mainly in the world’s
poorest places.23

 
That is, of course, the same goal recommended by PJP and OPT—but they expect very
different results to follow.
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In 2008, the United Nations projected that in 2050 there could be as many as 10.46
billion people or as few as 7.96 billion. PJP and OPT assumed that per capita emissions
would be the same in either case, so the lower figure would mean less global warming.
But if Sachs is correct, a smaller population would mean more economic growth and
thus (according to populationist logic) higher per capita emissions.

Both sides may be wrong about the relationship between population growth and
economic growth, but it’s hard to see how they can both be right.
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SPA: “Reduce population or face chaos”

 

Sustainable Population Australia (SPA) was founded in 1988 by people who believed
that “the major environmental groups were failing to address the issue of population
numbers.” Although SPA says it is “primarily an environmental organization,” five of
the six objectives set out in its constitution involve lowering population.24

In 2007, in “Global Population Reduction: A 21st Century Strategy to Avoid Human
Suffering and Environmental Devastation,” 25 SPA warned: “Without a planned humane
contraction, this century will see social chaos and human suffering on an unprecedented
scale.” If population reduction schemes are not implemented, population reduction will
be imposed on us: “So the world faces a stark choice: either act now to reduce
population or do nothing and allow this population reduction to be inflicted upon us
either directly through famine or indirectly through disease or civil and regional wars
motivated by resource scarcity.”

SPA supports the introduction of renewable energy and increased foreign aid and has
argued that wasteful consumption in the industrialized countries must be reduced. But it
insists any gains from such measures will be wiped out if population isn’t reduced. Here
they support that position by referring the often-used IPAT formula (Impact equals
Population times Affluence times Technology), which we will discuss in chapter 3.

Savings made by implementing renewable technologies (lowering T) and reducing
unnecessary affluence (lowering A) would soon be offset by consumption growth
due to the rate at which the population (P) continues to expand. The most enduring
way to lower total human environmental impact (I) is therefore to lower the value
of the population size.

 
SPA advocates “policies that will initially lead to stabilization of Australia’s

population by encouraging near replacement fertility rates and low immigration rates.”26

Since Australia’s fertility rate of 1.78 is already well below replacement level, SPA
focuses on immigration, which it says is responsible for 48 percent of the country’s
annual population growth. “Ultimately,” the SPA Population Policy says, “our
immigration program should be no larger than emigration.”27 SPA has also proposed a
one-child policy for Australian families, backed by financial penalties.28

SPA isn’t the only Australian environmental group that supports the “too many
people” argument. The Australian Conservation Foundation has said Australia’s
population growth is a key threat to biodiversity. It calls for Australia’s population to be
stabilized at no more than 27 million to 30 million people by 2050 (up from about 22
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million today).29 It urges the Australian government “to reduce net migration to a level
that is consistent with a goal of environmental sustainability.”30

As these examples show, populationists hold widely varying views on how serious the
overpopulation problem is and on what should be done to solve it. Some believe that a
global population catastrophe is inevitable, while others view a modest reduction in
birth rates as a way to ease the path to social progress. They all agree, however, that
“too many people” is a primary cause of environmental destruction and that reducing
human numbers will make things better. As we’ll see, that judgment fails on many
counts.
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3: Dissecting Those “Overpopulation” Numbers
 

Numbers suggest, constrain, and refute; they do not, by themselves, specify the
content of scientific theories. Theories are built upon the interpretation of numbers,
and interpreters are often trapped by their own rhetoric. They believe in their own
objectivity, and fail to discern the prejudice that leads them to one interpretation
among many consistent with their numbers.

—Stephen Jay Gould1

 

 

 

Ever since 1798, when the Reverend Malthus claimed that population increases
exponentially (2, 4, 8, 16 . . .) while the food supply only grows arithmetically (2, 3, 4, 5
. . .), the populationist argument has depended on numbers. It’s rare to read a
populationist article, leaflet, or website that doesn’t include statements such as these:

• Optimum Population Trust (OPT): “Human numbers are still exploding. Our
numbers reached 6.8 billion in 2009, and are expected to climb to 9.2 billion in
2050—by more than a third in barely 40 years . . . Every week some 1.6 million
extra people are being added to the planet—a sizeable city—with nearly 10,000
arriving each hour . . . On a planet inhabited by 2.5 billion people in 1950—within
the lifetimes of many alive today—there are now more than double this number.”2

• Global Population Speak Out: “It took virtually all of human history for our
numbers to reach 1 billion in the 35 1800s. It took only about a century to add the
second billion in 1930. We added the third billion in just 30 years and the fourth in
only 15 years. We are now at 6.7 billion with projections of over 2 billion more to
come in the next 40 years. The size and growth of the human population is linked
closely to nearly all forms of environmental degradation we see today.”3

• William N. Ryerson, president of the Population Institute: “The world’s
population is growing by about 80 million people annually—the equivalent of
adding a new Egypt every year. The total population is approaching 7 billion, seven
times what it was in 1800. Every day approximately 156,000 people die, but
381,000 are born—a net daily growth of 225,000 human beings.”4

• All Party Parliamentary Group on Population [UK]: “In 2005, global
population increased by 76 million more births than deaths. India has one million
more births than deaths every three weeks. By 2050, Uganda is projected to grow
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from 27 million to 130 million; Niger from 14 to 50 million; Iraq from 29 to 64
million; and Afghanistan from 31 to 82 million. Asia will add 500 million people in
a single decade from 2005.”5

Such numbers are impressive, but numbers by themselves don’t prove anything, and
it is entirely possible to draw inaccurate conclusions from accurate statistics. In this
chapter we look at the frequent misuse (deliberate or not) of numbers and statistics by
advocates of the “too many people” explanation of environmental destruction.
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Correlation versus causation

 

At some point in every introductory statistics course, the instructor tells students about a
European city where increases in the stork population were supposedly matched by
increases in the number of new babies. The point being made is that correlation isn’t
causation—storks don’t bring babies, no matter what the numbers seem to imply.
Stephen Jay Gould explained the issue this way:

The vast majority of correlations in our world are, without doubt, noncausal.
Anything that has been increasing steadily during the past few years will be
strongly correlated with the distance between the earth and Halley’s comet (which
has also been increasing of late)—but even the most dedicated astrologer would
not discern causality in most of these relationships. The invalid assumption that
correlation implies cause is probably among the two or three most serious and
common errors of human reasoning.6

 
Unfortunately, the vital correlation-or-causation distinction is rarely observed in

arguments that claim to show population growth drives environmental destruction.

No one doubts that the world’s population has soared since the Industrial Revolution
began in the late 1700s. After millennia in which the number of people grew very
slowly, our numbers increased sevenfold in two hundred years, and the growth hasn’t
stopped. For almost all of human history there were fewer than one billion human
beings living on earth: by 2050 there will likely be over nine billion.

And no one doubts that since World War II, economic activity, resource use, and
pollution of all forms have also grown at unprecedented rates. “Many human activities
reached take-off points sometime in the 20th century and have accelerated sharply
towards the end of the century. The last 50 years have without doubt seen the most
rapid transformation of the human relationship with the natural world in the history of
humankind.”7

Our debate with populationists is not about the raw numbers. It is about what the
numbers mean. What are the causes of the environmental crisis, and what does that tell
us about the solutions?

Populationists isolate one number—population size or growth—and claim it is the
underlying cause for all the rest. Population increased; economic activity expanded and
environmental degradation increased; so population must have caused the expansion
and degradation.

That only shows correlation, not causation.
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Sometimes correlation does indicate causation. For example, the average global
temperature and the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere have risen together for
decades. Scientists know exactly how an increase in atmospheric CO2 causes
temperatures to rise. Since the greenhouse effect is one of the most widely accepted
conclusions of modern atmospheric science, it is reasonable—indeed completely logical
—to conclude that the increase in CO2 is causing global warming.

 

People, cars, and population
 
In his trailblazing book The Environment: From Surplus to Scarcity,
environmental sociologist Alan Schnaiberg described populationist theory as a
“two accounts” model—one set of numbers (e.g., population) is presented as the
explanation of another set of numbers (e.g., pollution). The following is based on
his real-world illustration of problems with that approach.

Between 1960 and 1970, US population increased by 23.8 million, and private
automobile ownership increased by 21.8 million. A populationist model would
conclude that more people equaled more cars.

But there is a major logical flaw in that reasoning. Population growth between
1960 and 1970 was almost entirely made up of children born in that decade, none
of whom were old enough to buy cars. If population growth is the primary cause,
it must involve people born before 1954.

So perhaps we should instead compare the number of cars to the number of
households, or families. Did the growth in new households after World War II
increase the number of cars?

What cars-per-household figures show is that “the percentage of households
with one car actually declines from 62.1 percent to 50.3 percent . . . . [but] the
percentage with two or more cars rose from 13.9 percent to 29.3 percent.” So the
increase in cars was caused not by more people or more families, but by some
families buying more than one car. More detailed studies show that families with
no car tended to be older, poorer, and urban, while those with two cars tended to
be middle aged, better off, and suburban or rural.

Each of these pieces of information changes our sense of how population
growth relates to automobile use. Each has different implications for solutions to
automobile-related environmental problems.

It is likely, Schnaiberg said, that the rising number of cars was caused not by
population growth but instead by the rising number of women who took jobs
outside the home in the 1960s. Two-job families that didn’t live in large cities with
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good public transit would often require two cars. “In this simple illustration our
evaluation has changed from an initial estimation that up to two-thirds of the
growth in autos is due to very recent population growth, to a decision that
absolutely none of it can be so attributed . . . . This example illustrates some of the
pitfalls of thinking in nonsocial ways about social systems of production and
consumption.”

To reduce the number of automobiles on the roads, “we need to understand the
social system basis of such consumption.”

 

 
But the fact that global emissions and global population have both increased doesn’t,

by itself, show that population growth causes emissions growth. The apparent
relationship could be a coincidence, or both trends could be the result of a third cause,
or the correlation could be an illusion, a result of the way the numbers are presented.
(The box above illustrates how correlation can be misleading when one is considering
an issue closely related to emissions.)

As Karl Marx wrote 150 years ago, “population” is an abstraction, not a real thing.

It seems to be correct to begin with the real and the concrete, with the real
precondition, thus to begin, in economics, with e.g. the population, which is the
foundation and the subject of the entire social act of production. However, on
closer examination this proves false. The population is an abstraction if I leave out,
for example, the classes of which it is composed.8

 
That is a profound insight, one that activists who are concerned about the complex

relationship between humanity and the world we live in must understand. “Population”
is just a number, one that can conceal far more than it reveals. Population statistics are
useful only if we understand how they are determined, what they include and leave out,
and what their strengths and limitations are for any given purpose.

To determine whether population growth is causing climate change, we need to
dissect the big numbers and examine the real connections and relationships.
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Population where?

 

To begin to explain the relationship between population and climate change, it’s useful
to look at differences between rich and poor countries. In 2009, Dr. David Satterthwaite
of the International Institute for Environment and Development did just that—and his
findings exploded the myth that population growth is a major driver of climate change.9

His study shows that between 1980 and 2005:

• Sub-Saharan Africa had 18.5 percent of the world’s population growth and
just 2.4 percent of the growth in carbon dioxide emissions.

• The United States had 3.4 percent of the world’s population growth and 12.6
percent of the growth in carbon dioxide emissions.

• China had 15.3 percent of the world’s population growth and 44.5 percent of
the growth in carbon dioxide emissions. Population growth rates in China have
fallen very rapidly while greenhouse gas emissions have increased.

• Low-income nations had 52.1 percent of the world’s population growth and
12.8 percent of the growth in carbon dioxide emissions.

• High-income nations had 7 percent of the world’s population growth and 29
percent of the growth in carbon dioxide emissions.

• Most of the nations with the highest population growth rates had low growth
rates for carbon dioxide emissions, while many of the nations with the lowest
population growth rates had high growth rates for carbon dioxide emissions.10

In short, the correlation between emissions growth and population growth, a
connection that seems obvious when we consider only global figures, turns out to be an
illusion when we look at the numbers country by country. Almost all of the population
growth is occurring in countries with low emissions; almost all of the emissions are
produced in countries with little or no population growth. This leads to three
inescapable conclusions.

1 . CO2 emissions are a problem of rich countries, not poor ones. The nineteen
countries in the G20 produced more than 22,500 million tonnes of CO2 in 2006. That’s
78 percent of the worldwide total—nearly four times as much as all other countries
combined. It is more than 770 times as much CO2 as produced by the nineteen lowest-
emitting countries. Per capita CO2 emissions in the United States are 98 times greater
than in Gambia, 132 times greater than in Madagascar, 197 times greater than in
Mozambique, and 400 times greater than in Mali or Burkina Faso.11
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Note that these figures significantly understate the case, because some major emission
sources that are concentrated in rich countries, such as military activity and international
air travel, are not included in officially reported figures.

So the idea that providing the means for family planning to those who don’t have
access will somehow slow global warming makes no sense. With few exceptions, birth
control has long been widely available in the countries that are doing the most to
destroy the earth’s climate.

2. There is no correspondence between emissions and population density . The high-
emitting G20 includes countries such as India, Japan, and South Korea, which are home
to high numbers of people per square kilometer—but it also includes countries with
very low population density, such as Australia, Canada, and Russia.

Exactly the same is true of the lowest-emission countries, which include some with
high population density (Rwanda, Burundi) and some with low population density
(Niger, Chad).

So it is clearly possible to have low population density with high emissions, or high
population density with low emissions.

It’s also worth noting that almost all of the low-emission countries have far fewer
people per square kilometer than the United Kingdom, where Optimum Population
Trust promotes third world birth control as a means of slowing global warming.

3 . Population growth rates do not correspond to CO2 emissions. In fact, there’s a
negative correlation. Broadly speaking, the countries with the highest emissions are
those whose population is growing most slowly or even declining, while the countries
with the lowest emissions have the highest population growth rates.

In fact, in most G20 countries the birth rate is at or below replacement level.
According to some estimates, by the end of this century the population of Italy
(excluding immigration) will fall by 86 percent, Spain will decline 85 percent, Germany
83 percent, and Greece 74 percent. 12

Only three G20 countries (Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and India) have fertility rates
that are clearly above replacement level, and even they are growing far more slowly
than the lowest-emitting countries.

If we were to adopt the usual populationist correlation equals causation stance, we’d
have to conclude that high emissions cause low population growth or that high
population growth causes low emissions. Of course that’s absurd: both emissions levels
and population growth are shaped by other social and economic causes.

This shows that there is something seriously wrong with the argument that more
people equals more emissions, and something even more wrong with the idea that third
world birth control will slow global warming. As environmental writer Fred Pearce says
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in Peoplequake:

The poorest three billion or so people on the planet (roughly 45 percent of the
total) are currently responsible for only 7 per cent of emissions, while the richest 7
per cent (about half a billion people) are responsible for 50 per cent of emissions.

A woman in rural Ethiopia can have ten children and her family will still do less
damage, and consume fewer resources, than the family of the average soccer mom
in Minnesota or Manchester or Munich. In the unlikely event that her ten children
live to adulthood and all have ten children of their own, the entire clan of more
than a hundred will still be emitting only about as much carbon dioxide each year
as you or me.

So to suggest, as some do, that the real threat to the planet arises from too many
children in Ethiopia, or rice-growing Bangladeshis on the Ganges delta, or
Quechua alpaca herders in the Andes, or cow-pea farmers on the edge of the
Sahara, or chai-wallas in Mumbai, is both preposterous and dangerous.13
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Problems with per capita

 

The flip side of populationist misuse of global numbers is the equally frequent misuse
of per capita numbers to “prove” the harmful environmental impact of individuals. As
ecological sociologist Alan Schnaiberg has shown, per capita figures make it remarkably
easy to make any social problem look like a population problem: just divide the total
population into the number of problem events .14 It’s easy to calculate violent crimes per
capita, rainstorms per capita, or even Celine Dion concerts per capita—but that simple
arithmetical operation doesn’t tell you whether changing the number of people will
change the number of crimes, storms, or concerts.

The per capita figure looks like a rate, an actual measurement of the number of
problem events caused by each person—but it is actually a ratio, an abstract
comparison of two numbers that may or may not be causally connected. You can’t get
meaningful results using a ratio as if it were a rate, but we constantly see populationists
trying to do just that. Pollution divided by population equals per capita pollution—
which leads to the circular claim that per capita pollution times population equals total
pollution.

Recently, for example, OPT explained why it favors a “population-based climate
strategy”:

The most effective national and global climate change strategy is limiting the size of
the population . . . A non-existent person has no environmental footprint: the
emissions “saving” is instant and total.

Given an 80-year lifespan and annual per capita emissions (2006) of 9.3 tonnes
of CO2 . . . each Briton “foregone”—each addition to the population that does not
take place—saves 744 tonnes of CO2.

 
The briefing goes on to quantify the lifetime saving from preventing one birth at
£30,000—a “nine million percent” return on a 35-pence investment in condoms.15

That might be a feeble attempt at humor, but OPT also published what claimed to be
a serious study “proving” that birth control is the most cost-effective way to reduce
carbon emissions. The study offered a forecast of the number of unwanted births that
might be eliminated between now and 2050 if modern birth control were universally
available—and then multiplied the number of nonpeople by the current per capita
emission rates in the countries they wouldn’t be born in. The result—thirty-four fewer
gigatonnes of CO2, at a cost of only $7/tonne.16
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(OPT later added an addendum to this report, saying, “The figure of $7 per tonne of
carbon abated by investment in family planning is unreliable, and should not be
quoted.” Despite the fact that “The true figure worldwide remains unknown,” OPT
reaffirmed its belief that reducing population would be the most cost-effective way of
reducing emissions.)

Canadian ecosocialist Jeff White explained the logical fallacy behind such arguments
on the Climate and Capitalism website.

It starts with mathematical sleight-of-hand. Representing a country’s total
emissions as simply the sum of all the per capita emissions helps to create the false
impression that total emissions are a direct function of population.

The fallacy lies in the fact that the total emissions must be known before you can
calculate the per capita emissions. First you take the total emissions and divide by
total population to get a per capita figure; to then multiply that figure by the total
population is merely to reverse the calculation back to the original number you
started with—total national emissions! It’s these total emissions that are the primary
data; per capita figures are derived from the total, not the other way around.

Per capita figures are statistical artifacts that tell us the ratio of a country’s total
emissions to its population. But they don’t tell us about individual contributions to
the country’s total emissions. For example, if I tell you that Canada’s annual per
capita emissions are 23 tonnes of CO2 equivalent, it doesn’t tell you how much of
that 23 tonnes I, as an average Canadian, am personally responsible for. It includes,
for example, “my” per capita shares of the emissions caused by the mining of the
tar sands in Alberta, the manufacture of cement in Quebec, and the industrialized
livestock production in Ontario—none of which I have any personal control over.

If half the population of Canada suddenly disappeared, my per capita share of
emissions, and that of every other remaining Canadian, would increase
dramatically overnight, without any change being made in my—or anyone else’s—
personal levels of carbon consumption. The population fetishists would realize
their fondest wish (a dramatic reduction in population levels) while per capita
emission levels would soar! What could demonstrate more clearly that per capita
statistics tell us nothing about “overpopulation”?17

 
The circular reasoning that White exposed appears again and again in populationist

works.

• Lester Brown of the Earth Policy Institute predicts that if the world’s
population by 2050 matches the UN’s “low” projection instead of the “medium”
projection, we will reduce our energy needs by the equivalent of 2,792 million tons
of oil. He arrives at that improbably precise figure by multiplying the difference
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between the two population projections by per capita energy use.18

• Jeffrey Sachs, director of the Earth Institute, extends that error to the entire
economy in his best-selling book Common Wealth : “The total magnitude of
economic activity is calculated by multiplying the average income per person by
the number of people.”19

• American populationist Edward Hartman tells us: “America’s energy use per
capita, i.e., per person, was relatively unchanged between 1970 and 1990, but total
energy use in America increased 24% . . . In other words, per capita energy
conservation was overwhelmed by an increasing number of people.”20 [emphasis
in original]

These authors and many others seem unaware that their conclusions are entirely
embedded in their assumptions. They use per capita numbers that are derived from total
amounts in order to calculate the same total amounts. In Schnaiberg’s words, such
calculations are “devoid of any substantive meaning.”
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The IPAT illusion

 

The most common misuse of per capita ratios in all of ecology involves IPAT, a
formula that the Ehrlichs and John Holdren introduced in the 1970s. It states that
environmental impact (I) is the product of three factors:

P: the size of the population

A: the affluence or income per person or consumption level, usually expressed as
dollars of gross national product (GNP) per person

T: the technological intensity per unit of economic activity, usually expressed as
some form of output (CO2 emissions, for example) per dollar of GNP

 
So Impact equals Population times Affluence times Technology.

Usually spelled IPAT and pronounced “eye-pat,” this formula is a key element of the
accepted wisdom of mainstream environmentalism in general and of its populationist
wing in particular. Sooner or later, in any discussion of the relationship between
population and the environment, someone will claim that the IPAT formula proves that
“too many people” is the root cause of environmental degradation, global warming, loss
of biodiversity, and a host of other problems.

IPAT says that a large number of people who live in luxury, consuming goods that
were created using high-pollution technology, will cause more environmental damage
than a small number of people who live in poverty and consume goods created with
low-pollution technology. It is often cited as proof that to reduce the human impact on
the environment, we must reduce the number of people, consume less, use cleaner
technology—or some combination of the three.

But IPAT, like many other calculations based on ratios, is circular. Australian socialist
Ben Courtice comments:

It is almost mathematically meaningless, because A and T simply describe
averages, per capita. Taken together, they add up to the average ecological
footprint of each unit of population (each person, that is). So the total impact
equals the average impact multiplied by the number of people. The mathematics of
this is as profound as saying that a number equals half of itself multiplied by two.21

 
In fact, IPAT isn’t a formula at all—it is what accountants call an identity, an

expression that is always true by definition. Ehrlich and Holdren didn’t prove that
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impact equals population times affluence times technology—they simply defined it that
way. Not surprisingly, their definition was based on their opinion that population
growth is the ultimate cause, the universal multiplier, of other problems: “If population
growth proceeds unabated, the gains of improved technology and stabilized per capita
consumption will be erased and averting disaster will be impossible.”22

IPAT is frequently cited by populationist campaigners, but it is rarely used by actual
population scientists, even those who otherwise accept populationist explanations,
because it doesn’t produce meaningful results.

Geographers William B. Meyer and B. L. Turner point out that while “population” is a
clearly defined term, “neither ‘affluence’ nor ‘technology’ is associated with a
substantial body of social science theory.” 23 In other words, no one actually knows
how to assign values to two of the four terms in IPAT, a fatal problem for anyone who
hopes to measure their effects.

Sociologists Thomas Dietz and Eugene Rosa note that while IPAT has “structured
much of the debate about the effects of population, affluence and technology on the
environment, and has been a widely adopted perspective in ecology . . . . it does not
provide an adequate framework for disentangling the various driving forces of
anthropogenic environmental change.” As a result, there have been few attempts to test
IPAT’s assumptions. “In particular, social scientists have generally ignored the model,
while biological, ecological and other physical and environmental scientists, by
generally assuming the model to be true, have not been motivated to test it rigorously.”24

Brian O’Neill, whose computer modeling study of population change is discussed
below, devotes seven tightly argued pages of his book Population and Climate Change
to an explanation of why IPAT isn’t useful. Discussions based on the Ehrlich-Holdren
formula, he says, “have provided grist for the population-environment debate, [but]
they have done little to help resolve it.” Moreover, “taken together, all the difficulties
associated with [IPAT-based] decompositions make their results of little value in
assessing the importance of population policies relative to other policies to reduce GHG
emissions.”25

One of the most powerful critiques of IPAT is Taking Population out of the
Equation: Reformulating I=PAT, by Patricia Hynes, who points out that IPAT treats the
three elements P, A, and T as equal factors: increasing or decreasing any of them
changes the environmental impact proportionately. That mathematical equality ignores
the absence of equality in the real world.

The P of most concern for fertility control—the “poorest of the poor”—are
institutionally powerless yet collectively resilient women who have larger numbers
of children for complex reasons that range from immediate survival and necessity
to lack of appropriate reproductive health services to coercion by a male partner,
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patriarchal religion, or the state. The T of concern, the highest-polluting industrial
processes that provide consumer goods for the wealthiest fifth of humanity, belong
almost entirely to men in the most powerful, interlocking institutions, including
multinational oil and gas corporations, governments, and industrial giants like car
makers and chemical and weapons manufacturers, whose goal is maximizing
economic growth and profit . . .

How much imprecision and injustice is built into IPAT when an Indian tribal
woman uprooted by state privatization of forests she used for subsistence, or a
destitute African woman impoverished by Western “development,” is considered
comparable in environmental impact to a corporate or government or military
person from the wealthiest one-fifth of the world? Within this model, the chasm in
equity between the absolute poor and the extravagantly wealthy is invisible and
irrelevant .26

 
Hynes also points out that IPAT is based on a “singular view of humans as parasites

and predators on the natural environment”—it assumes that human activity always
harms the natural world. There is no way, using IPAT, to account for people who
devote themselves to “restoring and replenishing their local environment as they use it,
and guarding it from maldevelopment projects.”27

Limits to Growth author Donella Meadows, who had long supported IPAT, heard
Hynes articulate these and other criticisms at a conference in 1995 and agreed with them.
See appendix 2 for Meadows’s article discussing that meeting.
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Malthus with a computer

 

Another approach to quantifying the impact of population growth on the environment
involves computer modeling. While some such studies are much more sophisticated
than IPAT, they don’t do any better at proving the connection.

A case in point is a study announced by the Vienna-based International Institute for
Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) in October 2010. Judging by the news release, this
study left no doubt: “The study showed that a slowing of that population growth could
contribute to significantly reducing greenhouse gas emissions.” Following the UN’s
lowest plausible population growth path could, all by itself, “provide 16 to 29 percent of
the emission reductions thought necessary to keep global temperatures from causing
serious impacts.”28

The study, conducted by a team headed by Brian O’Neill, was published in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS).29 Populationist groups in the
United States quickly seized on it; within weeks, three had published briefs citing this
study in support of their views.30

But there is less here than meets the eye. Further down the page, the release says:

Scientists have long known that changes in population will have some effect on
greenhouse gas emissions, but there has been debate on how large that effect might
be.

The researchers sought to quantify how demographic changes influence
emissions over time, and in which regions of the world.

They also went beyond changes in population size to examine the links between
aging, urbanization, and emissions.

 
In short, O’Neill’s team didn’t prove that population growth causes greenhouse gas

emissions to grow. They assumed that it does and then tried to determine how various
demographic changes might affect the process.

That’s an important distinction. No computer model can prove facts about the real
world. It can only assume facts to be valid and test their implications over time, under a
given set of assumptions.

For example, the computer models used by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change don’t prove that greenhouse gas emissions cause atmospheric temperatures to
rise. That fact has been proved by decades of scientific research and confirmed by
theoretical studies that show exactly how the warming process works. What the
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computer models show are the implications of that information under various
assumptions about economic growth, technology development, and so on. As the
eminent climate scientist James Hansen points out, “Models, at best, produce answers
consistent with the assumptions put into them.”31

There was an important discussion of that issue following the publication of The
Limits to Growth in 1972. The authors of that landmark study claimed that their
computer model of the global economy predicted that if then-current trends continued,
“the limits to growth on this planet will be reached sometime within the next one
hundred years,” and that the most likely result would be “a rather sudden and
uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial capacity.”32

The Limits to Growth was a monster best seller. Millions of people read it, and its
conclusions became part of the accepted wisdom of many environmentalists.

Far less attention was paid to Thinking about the Future, a much drier study
published ten months later, in which thirteen specialists in different disciplines from the
University of Sussex carefully dissected The Limits to Growth and found it wanting, to
say the least. They showed in detail that the computer model was seriously flawed and
that the data it used to make predictions were inadequate.

 

The Limits of Modeling
 
“Large-scale computer programs can simulate important aspects of a process, but in
the end what we are left with are more numbers. These are often useful for
projections as long as nothing important changes. And they are certainly essential
in design, where quantitative precision can be crucial. But there is no substitute for
qualitative understanding, the demonstration of a relation between the particular
and the general understanding that requires theoretical practice distinct from the
solving of equations or the estimation of their solutions.”

—Richard Lewontin and Richard Levins, Biology under the Influence
 
 

 
Most important, they argued that using a computer model to predict social trends gave

the study a spurious appearance of objectivity, while concealing political, economic,
and social biases of which even the scientists concerned might not have been aware.

In the opening essay, “Malthus with a Computer,” economist Christopher Freeman
wrote:
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The nature of their assumptions is not a purely technical problem. It is essential to
look at the political bias and the values implicitly or explicitly present in any study
of social systems. The apparent detached neutrality of a computer model is as
illusory as it is persuasive. Any model of any social system necessarily involves
assumptions about the workings of that system, and these assumptions are
necessarily coloured by the attitudes and values of the individual or groups
concerned . . .

It cannot be repeated too often that the validity of any computer calculation
depends entirely on the quality of the data and the assumptions (mental models)
which are fed into it. Computer models cannot replace theory.33

 
Freeman exempted The Limits to Growth from the common accusation of “garbage

in, garbage out” because the authors had obviously gone to a great deal of effort to get
data, adopt reasonable assumptions, and test the model. Rather, the model’s weakness
was its dependence on assumptions similar to those of early populationist writer
Thomas Malthus.

Although it would be quite wrong to talk of “garbage” in the MIT model, there is a
real point in the description: “Malthus in, Malthus out” . . . What is on the
computer print-out depends on the assumptions which are made about real-world
relationships, and these assumptions in turn are heavily influenced by those
contemporary social theories and values to which the computer modelers are
exposed.34

 
Today’s computers are much more powerful than anything imagined by the authors

of The Limits to Growth, but Freeman’s arguments retain their full force. Indeed, given
the increased complexity of the models—and thus the increased possibility of error—it
is even more important today that modelers make their assumptions as explicit as
possible.

One such assumption in the IIASA study was expressed clearly by Brian O’Neill in an
interview with the Los Angeles Times on October 10, 2010: “As the economy grows
faster, it raises the income for everybody, and people are spending more money and
consuming more and emitting more.” He said the same thing more formally in the PNAS
paper: “In the PET model, households can affect emissions either directly through their
consumption patterns or indirectly through their effects on economic growth.”

The assumption that economic expansion is driven by consumer demand—more
consumers equals more growth—is a fundamental part of the economic theories that
underlie the model. In other words, their conclusions are predetermined by their
assumptions.
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What the model actually tries to do is to use neoclassical economic theory to predict
how much economic growth will result from various levels of population growth, and
then to estimate the emissions growth that would result. Unfortunately, as Yves Smith
says about financial economics, any computer model based on mainstream economic
theory “rests on a seemingly rigorous foundation and elaborate math, much like
astrology.”35

In short, if your computer model assumes that population growth causes emissions
growth, then it will tell you that fewer people will produce fewer emissions. Malthus in,
Malthus out.
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4: Is the World Full?
 

Overpopulation is . . . a historically determined relation, in no way determined by
abstract numbers or by the absolute limit of the productivity of the necessaries of
life, but by limits posited rather by specific conditions of production . . . How small
do the numbers which meant overpopulation for the Athenians appear to us!

—Karl Marx1

 

 

 

Populationists often accuse their critics of being “cornucopians”—of believing that the
earth’s resources will never run out and that infinite growth is possible or desirable.
Some people have indeed argued just that: the best known was Julian Simon, a business
professor and best-selling author who denied that there were any limits to growth,
because capitalism would always ensure that “just about any environmental and
economic trend pertaining to basic human material welfare . . . will show improvement
in the long run.”2

Simon claimed that “the standard of living has risen along with the size of the world’s
population since the beginning of recorded time. There is no convincing economic
reason why these trends toward a better life should not continue indefinitely.” He also
said that “with present technology and without moving toward the much higher yields
found under experimental conditions, the world can more than feed any foreseeable
population increase.”3

In 1984 Simon predicted:

If present trends continue, the world in 2000 will be less crowded (though more
populated), less polluted, more stable ecologically, and less vulnerable to
resource-supply disruption than the world we live in now. Stresses involving
population, resources, and environment will be less in the future than now . . . The
world’s people will be richer in most ways than they are today . . . The outlook for
food and other necessities of life will be better . . . life for most people on earth
will be less precarious economically than it is now.4 [emphasis and ellipses in
original]

 
Astonishingly, he republished that statement in 1996, without a word changed and

with no suggestion that it didn’t seem likely to come true in the next four years. Simon’s
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ideological faith in the magic of what he called free markets blinded him to the realities
of the world around him.

Simon’s cornucopianism led him directly into climate change denial. He seems to
have believed that since the market couldn’t stop climate change, it must not be a real
problem. In 1996, he confidently predicted that “global warming is likely to be simply
another transient concern, barely worthy of consideration ten years from now.”5 So
much for his crystal ball.

One of Simon’s co-thinkers, Jacqueline Kasun, carried the all growth is good
argument to extremes. She rejected the view that population growth always leads to
poverty or environmental damage, simply inverting the populationist claim that big is
bad:

Population growth permits the easier acquisition as well as the more efficient use
of the economic infrastructure—the modern transportation and communications
systems, and the education, electrification, irrigation, and waste disposal systems.
Population growth encourages agricultural investment—clearing and draining land,
building barns and fences, improving the water supply. Population growth
increases the size of the market, encouraging producers to specialize and use cost-
saving methods of large-scale production. Population growth encourages
governments, as well as parents, philanthropists, and taxpayers, to devote more
resources to education. If wisely directed, these efforts can result in higher levels
of competence in the labor force. Larger populations not only inspire more ideas
but more exchanges, or improvements, of ideas among people, in a ratio that is
necessarily more than proportional to the number of additional people.6

 
Despite their differences, cornucopians agree with the populationists in one important

respect: both say population growth is the primary driver of economic growth. The
difference is that the Ehrlichs think that’s a bad thing, while Kasun and Simon think it’s
great.

When populationists accuse all critics of cornucopianism, they are in effect saying
that only two positions are possible: either unlimited population growth is possible and
desirable, or the human population is nearing (or has passed) an absolute limit that can’t
be exceeded without causing a catastrophe. They deny, or don’t even consider, the
possibility that humanity’s relationship with the earth can’t be reduced to numbers and
arithmetic.

When the first wave of modern populationists claimed that certain countries were
overpopulated, they were immediately challenged by critics who pointed out that other
countries with less space supported more people. Paul Ehrlich’s opening chapter in The
Population Bomb, describing his shock and fear at first seeing a crowded street in New
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Delhi, led many to point out that there were far more people per square mile in New
York City.

Such criticisms caused many populationists to adopt a somewhat more sophisticated
concept: carrying capacity, which prominent populationist William Catton defines in
his best-selling book Overshoot.

An environment’s carrying capacity for a given kind of creature (living a given
way of life) is the maximum persistently feasible load—just short of the load that
would damage that environment’s ability to support life of that kind. Carrying
capacity can be expressed quantitatively as the number of us, living in a given
manner, which a given environment can support indefinitely.7

 
Depending on which populationist articles you read, the earth’s population is now

approaching, has reached, or is well past the planet’s carrying capacity, making a mass
“die-off” possible, likely, or certain in the near future.

The term carrying capacity is borrowed from biology, where it is defined as the
maximum number of members of a species that can survive indefinitely in a given
environment, given the space and resources available. It is used to estimate how many
members of a given species—elephants or salmon or bees—can live, eat, and reproduce
in a defined area without depleting the environment and forcing a reduction in their
numbers. The basic concept was originally developed in 1838 by Belgian mathematician
Pierre Verhulst and independently reinvented by US statisticians Raymond Pearl and
Lowell Reed in 1920. It holds that the growth of any given population can be described
as an S-shaped or logistic curve, growing slowly at first, then speeding up, and then
leveling off when it reaches carrying capacity, as in the figure below.

This seems reasonable in the abstract, but as anthropologist David Price points out,
“outside of the laboratory, it has been nearly impossible to find examples of logistic
growth.”
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Commonly, natural populations fluctuate. Some vary with no apparent regularity,
while others, such as lemmings, wax and wane cyclically. Some, such as locusts,
are prone to occasional outbreaks in which population skyrockets and then
plummets. Populations of many species grow wildly in response to unusually
benign conditions, and then collapse. Some populations can even seem stable over
considerable periods, but seldom if ever does a natural population rise sharply and
then stabilize in the form of [a] sigmoid curve.8

 
Insects behave in very predictable ways and can’t choose to live differently; if their

population growth can’t be accurately described using carrying capacity theory, then it’s
very unlikely to be a useful guide to human populations that live, produce, and
reproduce in a multitude of different ways. After a careful review of attempts by
ecologists to use carrying capacity as a guide to human environmental impacts,
environmentalist Irmi Seidl and economist Clem Tisdell conclude:

An academic disservice has been done by those who claim that carrying capacities
in applied and human ecology are scientific and objectively determined. Only in
controlled conditions does such a claim seem tenable . . . This view is untenable as
far as social carrying capacities are concerned and in relation to most applied
ecology issues because value judgments inevitably become an integral part of the
concept. Carrying capacities alter according to variations in value judgments and
objectives. In human society, institutional arrangements are likely to alter the
carrying capacities and desired levels of populations, and carrying capacities in the
shorter term may differ greatly from those in the longer term. Carrying capacities
are far from being universal constants.9

 
The work of demographer Joel Cohen is particularly devastating for the concept of

human carrying capacity. In a 1995 article in Science , he wrote:

Human carrying capacity depends both on natural constraints, which are not fully
understood, and on individual and collective choices concerning the average level
and distribution of material well-being, technology, political institutions, economic
arrangements, family structure, migration and other demographic arrangements,
physical, chemical, and biological environments, variability and risk, the time
horizon, and values, tastes, and fashions. How many people Earth can support
depends in part on how many will wear cotton and how many polyester; on how
many will eat meat and how many bean sprouts; on how many will want parks and
how many will want parking lots. These choices will change in time and so will the
number of people Earth can support.10
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And in his book How Many People Can the Earth Support?:

The Earth’s capacity to support people is determined partly by processes that the
human and natural sciences have yet to understand, and partly by choices that we
and our descendants have yet to make. A numerical estimate of how many people
the Earth can support may be a useful index of present human activities and of
present understanding of how to live on the Earth; it cannot predict the constraints
or possibilities that lie in the future . . .

At any given time, a current but changing human carrying capacity is defined by
the current states of technology; of the physical, chemical, and biological
environment; of social, political, and economic institutions; of levels and styles of
living; and of values, preferences, and moral judgments.11

 
Cohen’s book includes twenty-six different published definitions of human carrying

capacity. He points out that they “vary very widely and occasionally contradict one
another.” Human carrying capacity, he concludes, “is a collection of concepts with no
single generally accepted meaning.”12

To explain why there cannot be a single answer to the question “How many people
can the earth support?” Cohen lists eleven questions, each of which, he says, could be
the topic of a book.

1. How many at what average level of material well-being?

2. How many with what distribution of material well-being?

3. How many with what technology?

4. How many with what domestic and international political institutions?

5. How many with what domestic and international economic arrangements?

6. How many with what domestic and international demographic
arrangements?

7. How many in what physical, chemical, and biological environments?

8. How many with what variability or stability?

9. How many with what risk or robustness?

10. How many for how long?

11. How many with what values, tastes, and fashions?13

In a 2010 article on demographic trends, Cohen summarized what he learned from
studying attempts to quantify the earth’s carrying capacity:

Estimates made in the past half a century ranged from less than one billion to more
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than 1,000 billion. I learned that these estimates are political numbers, intended to
persuade people either that too many humans are already on Earth or that there is
no problem with continuing rapid population growth. By contrast, scientific
numbers are intended to describe reality. Because no estimates of human carrying
capacity have explicitly addressed the questions raised above, taking into account
the diversity of views about their answers in different societies and cultures at
different times, no scientific estimates of sustainable human population size can be
said to exist.14

 
Populationist writers frequently make a logical leap in their arguments. They start

with a true but abstract point: infinite growth is impossible on a finite planet. But they
jump from there to the conclusion that the environmental crisis proves that we have
exceeded the maximum number of people the earth can support, which simply doesn’t
follow. For example, the amount of CO2 in the atmosphere has reached a point where
dangerous climate change is likely—but that shows human activity has to change, not
that there are too many people.

One day, when we have broad agreement on the answers to all of Joel Cohen’s
questions, and when we have eliminated the gross waste, destruction, and inequities of
capitalism, we may be able to measure the earth’s carrying capacity scientifically. If so,
humanity may then decide to consciously limit its numbers. Since the birth rate is
already below replacement levels in much of the world, that probably won’t be a
difficult task. But today, science provides no support for a populationist program.
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5: The Bomb That Didn’t Explode
 

An unlikely bedfellow has slipped under the covers with the sleeping giant of
overpopulation: The new ally stirs under the namesake of “population implosion.”

—Elizabeth L. Krause1

 

 

 

For decades, populationists have predicted a population-driven Armageddon caused by
exponential growth, which the McGraw-Hill Online Learning Center Glossary defines
as “growth at a constant rate of increase per unit of time.” The basis of this warning is
the mathematical truth that small percentage increases, continued over time, produce
large totals.

These comments are typical:

• Paul and Anne Ehrlich: “Human populations grow in a pattern that is
essentially exponential, so we must be alert to the treacherous properties of that
sort of growth . . . What begins in slow motion may eventually overwhelm us in a
flash.”2

• Population Action International: “It is not physically possible for
population growth to continue for long at today’s levels . . . There is also the sheer
power of continuing exponential growth to consider. One demographer calculated
in 1974 that at then-current growth rates, in seven centuries only one square foot of
land would be available for each human being.”3

• Paul Ekins: “The unsurprising fact that exponential population growth,
combined with increasing per capita consumption of resources combined with
increasing destruction and exploitation of the natural environment, is
unsustainable, is already resulting in calamity and will result in catastrophe sooner
rather than later if current trends are not reversed.”4

One of the most influential modern statements of that warning (more than two
million views on YouTube alone) is Albert Bartlett’s video lecture bombastically titled
The MOST IMPORTANT Video You’ll Ever See.

Bartlett, a retired physics professor, begins by declaring, “The greatest shortcoming of
the human race is our inability to understand the exponential function.” The first part of
his lecture is devoted to showing how things quickly become very big when they grow
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exponentially. He includes the famous story of the inventor of chess, who supposedly
asked to be rewarded with one grain of wheat on the first square of a chessboard, two
grains on the second square, four on the third, and so on through all sixty-four squares,
doubling each time. The total would be over a hundred times greater than the entire
world’s current annual production.

But Bartlett’s real concern is population growth. In 1999, he says, the world’s
population was six billion, and it was growing 1.3 percent per year, at which rate it
would double by 2052. But that’s not the end of it: “If this modest 1.3% per year could
continue, the world population would reach a density of one person per square meter
on the dry land surface of the earth in 780 years, and the mass of people would equal
the mass of the earth in 2400 years.”lay

Since that isn’t possible, he reasons that population growth will stop, whether people
plan for it or not. “Zero population growth will happen . . . Today’s high birth rates will
drop, today’s low death rates will rise, till they have exactly the same numerical value.”

We have to decide what measures are needed to stop population growth, he says,
because if we don’t, nature will decide for us. He cites the AIDS epidemic in Africa as
an example of “nature taking care of the problem.”

Bartlett is continuing a long populationist tradition; as long ago as 1798, the Reverend
Thomas Robert Malthus said that population grows exponentially (he said
geometrically, but he meant the same thing), and his disciples have echoed him in
various ways ever since.

There is nothing wrong with Bartlett’s arithmetic. He explains the nature and results
of exponential growth very accurately. There’s just one problem: the world’s
population is not growing exponentially.

Joel Cohen, a leading expert on population trends and growth, says bluntly: “Because
of its great simplicity, the exponential model is not very useful for long-term
predictions, beyond a decade or two. Surprisingly, in spite of the abundant data to the
contrary, many people believe that the human population grows exponentially. It
probably never has and probably never will.”5

The scary populationist forecasts of a sardine-can world assumed that the growth
rates of the 1950s and 1960s would continue largely unchanged. Ehrlich, Holdren, and
their co-thinkers were certain that only compulsory population control could have any
effect, and even that would be too late to avoid mass famine in India and other
countries.

Commenting on the 1972 debate discussed in chapter 1, prominent populationist
Garrett Hardin ridiculed Barry Commoner’s claim that birth rates could slow without
compulsion, calling predictions of declining birth rates “fictional” and a “pleasant
superstition,” while Ehrlich and Holdren said Commoner’s argument was fatally flawed
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because “the developed countries still have high growth rates . . . The reduction in birth
rates associated with the demographic transition was not adequate to compensate for the
even more dramatic fall in death rates.”6

In that very year, the US birth rate dropped to replacement level. Within a few years,
birth rates in most Northern countries did the same. In those countries the decline,
which populationists said couldn’t happen, actually happened sooner and faster than
Commoner or anyone else expected. Far from growing “at a constant rate of increase
per unit of time,” the human population’s rate of increase has been slowing down for
almost fifty years. In some countries population growth has stopped, and in most others
it is likely to stop in the first half of this century.

 

world Population Growth Rate, 1950-2050
 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, International Data Base June 2011 Update
http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/worldgrgraph.php

 

There is true irony here; global population growth had started to slow down five
years before Paul Ehrlich published The Population Bomb. The world’s annual growth
rate peaked in 1963, and it has declined since.

The best predictor of long-term trends on population size is the total fertility rate
(TFR), the number of live children each woman will have, on average, in her lifetime.
The global replacement level averages about 2.3. It is about 2.1 in rich countries where
the child mortality rate is low. In poor countries, it is higher. In the long run, population
will increase if the rate is higher than the replacement level and will decline if it is
lower. In at least 116 countries, representing about half of the world’s population, the
TFR is now below the replacement level.

It is important to understand that TFR is only part of the story: a country’s total
population usually continues to grow for decades after the TFR falls below the
replacement level. China is a case in point; its fertility level has been below its
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replacement level since the mid-1990s, but because so many women in China are still in
or just reaching their childbearing years, the number of births each year still exceeds the
number of deaths. As the population ages, it will start to decline in absolute numbers,
but that point is still at least a decade away. This factor, called demographic momentum,
means that reductions in birth rates will not have a short-term effect on total population.

Some countries have already reached the turning point. This table compares recent
US Census Bureau projections for the populations of six countries in 2010 and 2040, in
millions.7

 
2010 2040

Germany 82.3 76.8
Italy 58.1 53.2

Japan 126.8 103.9
Poland 38.5 34.5
Russia 139.4 116.6

South Korea 49.6 48.3

 

 

In 1980, twenty-three European countries had fertility rates above replacement level.
Today none of them do, and in seven countries fertility is half what it was then.8 Some
demographers believe that by 2060 Europe’s population could fall by one-quarter, and
Japan’s population by half.

The European decline has been so rapid that sensationalist press stories now warn of
social crises caused by depopulation. Publishers have rushed out books with titles like
The Birth Dearth: What Happens When People in Free Countries Don’t Have Enough
Babies? and The Empty Cradle: How Falling Birthrates Threaten World Prosperity
and What to Do about It. These books, most of them by right-wing ideologues, offer
predictions of imminent depopulation, collapsing tax revenue, and bankrupt pension
plans, forecasts that are no more reliable than the warnings of imminent global famines
made in The Population Bomb and Famine—1975! four decades ago. They highlight
some current statistics, project them forward as irreversible trends, mix in conservative
(often racist) political prejudices, including certainty that no real social change is
desirable or possible, and presto!—an instant best seller about impending catastrophe.

Contrary to what populationists have been predicting for years, the rate of growth is
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slowing dramatically. And contrary to what the “birth dearth” crowd now claims, the
world’s population is still growing, and it isn’t likely to fall even to 1990 levels for a
very long time.

 

Projected Population Growth, 2009–2050
Source: United Nations Population Division World Population Prospects: The 2008
Revision (http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/unpp/panel_population.htm)

The United Nations projects that the total world population will be over nine billion
in 2050. That’s three times as many people as in 1950, so depopulation is obviously not
on the agenda.

What really concerns the right-wing birth dearthers is not declining population as
such but continuing growth in the South, where birth rates have fallen more slowly.
When right-wing demagogue Patrick Buchanan warns of The Death of the West , he’s
actually bemoaning the fact that privileged white Americans like him, always a global
minority, will be ever more outnumbered as the twenty-first century proceeds. It’s no
accident that many American and European birth dearth writers advocate blocking
immigration—especially nonwhite immigration—to stave off the decline and fall of the
existing imperial order.

If the UN’s 2010 projections are correct, the world’s population will stabilize by about
2100, but such long-range population predictions are notoriously inaccurate. Even
short-term forecasts are subject to frequent revision as new data come in and as the
failures of previous forecasts become evident; for more than a decade, each of the UN’s
biennial forecasts of population growth has been significantly different from the
previous one.

In the past some demographers, generalizing on their understanding of European
history, claimed that all countries eventually experience a “demographic transition” from
high birth and death rates to low birth and death rates, driven by economic development
and changing living standards. Further research has shown that even Europe didn’t
follow the supposed pattern, and it’s even less applicable to countries whose
development was interrupted and severely distorted by colonialism and continuing
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Northern plunder.

The drivers of today’s falling birth rates are complex and their interactions are not
well understood. Economics, politics, religion, education, and family structure all play a
part, and the relative impact of each differs from country to country. Most
demographers believe that if current trends continue, global population will stabilize in
this century, but any more precise forecast than that contains a high level of uncertainty.
As Joel Cohen reminds us, “Most professional demographers no longer believe they can
predict precisely the future growth rate, size, composition, and spatial distribution of
populations.”9

It is abundantly clear, however, that simply making contraceptives available in the
South, the principal action advocated by many populationist groups, won’t solve the
problems of poverty, oppression, and environmental destruction. As the noted Sri
Lankan feminist and scholar Asoka Bandarage has written, such technical solutions to
complex social problems go in the wrong direction:

Neither the population issue nor the broader politico-economic crisis that it
represents can be resolved by increased funding for family planning programs and
quick-fix contraceptives. Poverty alleviation and the economic empowerment of
women must be the cornerstones of population policy. To eradicate poverty and to
reduce economic inequality, however, we must move away from the capitalist,
competitive, “growth first” model of development and toward a new model that
places survival of humans and the environment before the needs of corporate
profit and technological advancement. We need sustainable and democratic models
of development that honor social, ethical, and ecological principles, including the
essential oneness and equality of all human beings.10
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6: Too Many Mouths to Feed?
 

Starvation is the characteristic of some people not having enough food to eat. It is
not the characteristic of there being not enough food to eat. While the latter can be
a cause of the former, it is but one of many possible causes. Whether and how
starvation relates to food supply is a matter for factual investigation.

—Amartya Sen1

 

 

 

Lester Brown is nothing if not consistent. Year after year since the 1970s he has warned
that population growth will soon outstrip food production. Every time food prices go
up or food production falls, the founder of the Worldwatch and Earth Policy institutes
announces that this time there is no turning back. Humanity must start “improving food
security by strategically reducing grain demand”—by which he means “quickly shifting
to smaller families.”2

At the end of 2010, when the UN’s food price index reached an all-time high, Brown
immediately announced that the price surge “is not a temporary phenomenon,” because
there are too many people competing for the available food.

We are still adding 80 million people each year. Tonight, there will be 219,000
additional mouths to feed at the dinner table, and many of them will be greeted
with empty plates. Another 219,000 will join us tomorrow night. At some point,
this relentless growth begins to tax both the skills of farmers and the limits of the
earth’s land and water resources. 3

 
Of course, Brown isn’t the only person issuing such dire warnings. Claims that

population growth will outrun food production have been made for two centuries, and
they appear in most populationist writing today. Headline writers like such statements,
because they offer a simple, easy-to-understand explanation for the bewildering and
frightening spectre of food shortages and global hunger.

There is an important element of truth in arguments that link population size and food
supply, because there is a direct relationship between the number of people on the
planet and the amount of food that is required to sustain them. Each individual needs
between two and three thousand calories, including all the necessary nutrients, every
day. More people require more food.
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The populationists’ error is not that they see the number of people as important, but
that they assume (often without realizing it) that there is no alternative to society’s
present ways of producing and delivering food.

Thus in 1967, the Paddock brothers, one of whom was an agricultural expert, failed
to foresee (or even imagine possible) that a radical increase in agricultural productivity
would take place in the decade following publication of their book Famine—1975! For
them, the current situation and current trends were immutable: population growth was a
“locomotive roaring straight at us” that would inevitably collide with “the unmovable
landslide across the tracks . . . the stagnant production of food in the undeveloped
nations.”

The present downward trends cannot be reversed, nor can they be dusted under the
carpet. Those who say there are too many variables in the future to forecast food
deficits ignore the present trends . . .

The amount of food per person will continue to decline in the future as it has
been doing the past few years. No panacea is at hand to increase the productivity of
the land, just as no miracle will arrest the population explosion.4

 
Seldom has a prediction been refuted so quickly and completely. Today even Lester

Brown says the years when the Paddocks wrote Famine—1975! were part of “the
golden age of world agriculture.”5 And since that time, as the Food First Institute
pointed out in 1998, “increases in food production during the past 35 years have
outstripped the world’s unprecedented population growth by about 16 percent.”6

When there are food shortages, populationists declare the trend irreversible, but when
food production grows faster than population, as it has for the past half century, they
warn that the surplus can’t last long. In the 1990s the Ehrlichs, for example, finally
accepted that their Population Bomb predictions were wrong—but only in regard to
timing. In a 1993 article for an academic journal, they wrote:

Overall, it may prove difficult even to maintain today’s level of production over
the long run, let alone provide a sustainable global harvest two, three, or more
times larger . . .

It is impossible to avoid the conclusion that the prudent course for humanity,
facing the population-food-environment trap, must above all be to reduce human
fertility and halt population growth as soon as humanely possible . . . Success in
this area remains a sine qua non for a sustainable future.7

 
That argument might be valid if the present food production and distribution system

were so efficient that the only way to feed a growing population would be to grow
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bigger crops. But that simply isn’t true: most of the food produced today never gets to
people at all.
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Where’s the food?

 

The Food First Institute, citing UN statistics, points out that the world food supply is
characterized by abundance, not scarcity.

The world today produces enough grain alone to provide every human being on
the planet with 3,500 calories a day. That’s enough to make most people fat! And
this estimate does not even count many other commonly eaten foods—vegetables,
beans, nuts, root crops, fruits, grass-fed meats, and fish. In fact, if all foods are
considered together, enough is available to provide at least 4.3 pounds of food per
person a day. That includes two and a half pounds of grain, beans and nuts, about
a pound of fruits and vegetables, and nearly another pound of meat, milk and
eggs.8

 
As we know, that’s not what happens. The global cereal crop in 2010 was the third

highest ever, but 950 million people were desperately hungry, and over a billion more
couldn’t get enough nutrients to support good health. Even more shocking, 60 percent
of the world’s hungry people are small farmers and 20 percent are landless agricultural
workers.9 The global food industry isn’t just not feeding the world, it isn’t feeding the
people who produce food.

This raises a critical question: where’s the food?  If the world produces 3,500 calories
per person per day, what happens to it? Population is one factor to consider, but it is
only one, and it is far from the most important. A serious analysis of food shortages and
hunger has to include at least the following points.

1. Food follows the money. The world food system is controlled by a handful of giant
agribusiness corporations that maximize their profits by moving food to the places
where they can reap the greatest return. As Nicholas Hildyard writes, in the capitalist
market, “food goes to those who have the money to buy it . . . people earning $25 a year
—if they are lucky—must compete for the same food with people who earn $25 an
hour, or even $25 a minute.”10

As a result, the daily availability of food is about 4,000 calories per person in the
North but only 2,500 calories in sub-Saharan

Africa.11 Those are averages: food is distributed even more inequitably within
regions. Even in the United States, the very richest country, thirty-six million people live
in hunger, and 17 percent of children are “at high risk of cognitive and developmental
damage as a result of inadequate nutrition due to hunger,” because they can’t afford
food.12
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2. Grain is converted into beef. Forty percent of all grain harvested is used to feed
animals rather than people.13 Most goes to factory farms where cattle are fed corn
(maize) instead of the grass they would normally eat. This is nutritionally very
inefficient: “a single half-pound beef burger eaten daily by a consumer in Brazil or the
United States uses up enough grain to meet the entire total daily energy and protein
needs of three people in India with a combined grain and milk diet.”14 But there’s more
profit in burgers than in grain, so burgers take priority.

We are not arguing for or against vegetarian or vegan diets. As sustainable farming
expert Simon Fairlie points out, “If we stopped feeding grain to animals we would still
retain over half of our meat supply and also benefit from about three times as much
nutrition in the form of grain as there was in the meat foregone.”15

3. Corn is made into fuel. After being stable or falling since the 1970s, world food
prices more than doubled between 2002 and 2008. Why? A World Bank research paper
concluded, “The most important factor was the large increase in biofuels production in
the U.S. and the EU.”16 In 2007, US vehicles burned enough corn to cover the entire
import needs of the eighty-two poorest countries.17 In 2009, more corn was processed
by ethanol makers in the United States than the combined grain production of Canada
and Australia.18

As Mark Lynas writes, “What biofuels do is undeniable: they take food out of the
mouths of starving people and divert [it] to be burned as fuel in the car engines of the
world’s rich consumers. This is, in the words of the United Nations special rapporteur
on the right to food, Jean Ziegler, nothing less than a ‘crime against humanity.”’19

4. Huge quantities of food are destroyed, spoiled, or thrown away . Reliable statistics
are difficult to find, but the UN Food and Agriculture Organization says that in
developing countries postharvest losses range from 15 to 50 percent of production.
Worldwatch, citing agronomist Vaclav Smil, calculates that “if all low-income countries
are losing grain at a rate of 15 percent, their annual post-harvest losses amount to 150
million tons of cereals. That is six times as much as FAO says would be needed to meet
the needs of all the hungry people in the developing world.”20

 

Socially generated scarcity
 
“Discussions of population and food supply which leave out power relations
between different groups of people will always mask the true nature of food
scarcity—who gets to eat and who doesn’t—and lead to ‘solutions’ that are
simplistic, frequently oppressive and which, ultimately, reinforce the very
structures creating ecological damage and hunger . . .
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“Globe, Inc. is ‘overpopulated.’ And as long as access to food and other
resources is determined by inequitable power relationships, it will remain so.
Because no matter how much food is produced, how few babies are born or how
dramatically human numbers fall, it is the nature of the modern market economy
remorselessly to generate ‘scarcity.’ Blaming such socially-generated scarcity and
ecological degradation on ‘overpopulation’ or ‘underproduction’ has long
provided the more powerful with an explanation for human misery that does not
indict themselves and that legitimizes various ideologies of exclusion.

“Without changes in the social and economic relationships that currently
determine the production, distribution and consumption of food in the world, there
will always be those who are judged ‘surplus to requirements’ and who are thus
excluded from the wherewithal to live. The human population could be halved,
quartered, decimated even, yet hunger would still remain. So long as one person
has the power to deny food to another, even two people may be judged ‘too
many.’”

—Nicholas Hildyard, “Too Many for What?”
 
 

 
A 2010 study found that 40 percent of all food produced in Canada is wasted—just

over half by consumers, and the rest in harvesting, transportation, packaging and
processing, food service and restaurants, and retail. Similar figures have been reported
for other rich countries.21

In Waste: Uncovering the Global Food Scandal, Tristram Stuart writes:

Recalculating the potential savings using the most up-to-date FAO data for each
and every country, it would appear that if all countries kept their food supplies at
the recommended 130 per cent of requirements, and poor nations reduced their
post-harvest losses, then 33 per cent of global food supplies could be saved. This
level of “unnecessary surplus” would be enough to relieve the hunger of the
world’s malnourished twenty-three times over, or provide the entire nutritional
requirements of an extra 3 billion people.22

 
In short, we are already producing enough food to provide a healthy diet for

everyone on earth. By ending production of factory-farmed meat and biofuels, and
reducing waste to reasonable levels, we could free up enough food for all the
population growth that is expected in this century. If population growth is less than
expected, we can return substantial areas of agricultural land to nature.
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Blaming food shortages on overpopulation downplays the fact that the existing global
food system is grossly inequitable, wasteful, and inefficient. Plenty of food is grown,
but it isn’t available to hungry people.
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Will food destroy the earth?

 

So we can feed everyone, but that leads to another question: should we try? Many
populationists argue that we must drastically reduce population anyway, because
growing so much food will have disastrous environmental results.

There is much to be said for that argument. Today’s high-intensity agriculture
produces 13.5 percent of all greenhouse gas emissions, drains aquifers, leaches essential
nutrients from the soil, promotes erosion, and poisons rivers with toxic runoffs.
Modern farms are so dependent on oil and oil derivatives (particularly nonorganic
fertilizers) that one author justly titled his book on the subject Eating Fossil Fuels.23

Populationists David Pimentel and Mario Giampietro, in an article published by
Negative Population Growth, insist that environmentally sound agricultural methods,
while needed, can’t produce enough food; a sustainable agriculture in the United States
could feed only 200 million.24 When that article was published in 1993, getting to 200
million would have required a 22 percent reduction in US population; today it would
require a 35 percent cut. If they are correct, one out of every three Americans must
somehow disappear so that the rest can be fed sustainably.

Elsewhere, Pimentel has argued that sustainable agriculture could support a global
population of only three billion,25 less than half the number alive today, and less than a
third of the number expected in 2050.

Pimentel’s insistence that sustainable agriculture can’t grow enough food is also
defended, in mirror-image form, by anti-ecology campaigners on the far right. Climate
change denier Dennis Avery, head of the Center for Global Food Issues at the right-
wing Hudson Institute, defends pesticides, artificial fertilizers, genetically modified
foods, factory farms, and other technological marvels as the only way to feed the world.
In a 2010 debate on organic farming, Avery claimed:

We’re farming 37 percent of the land area now, and we’ll need twice as much food
when human populations peak in about 2050. To prevent mass starvation and
wildlands destruction we’ll need to double yields again—with nitrogen fertilizer,
pesticides, and biotechnology. 26

 
If Pimentel and Avery are correct, the world faces an impossible choice between

industrial farming that destroys the environment but feeds everyone and ecologically
sound farming that protects the environment but feeds fewer than half of the world’s
people.

Fortunately, there is strong evidence that they are wrong. Those aren’t the only
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choices.

The experience of Cuba is particularly telling. Suddenly cut off from supplies of fuel,
fertilizer, pesticides, and seeds when the Soviet Union collapsed in 1990, Cuba adopted
organic, low-impact agriculture on a broad scale. US agroecologist Peter Rosset says
that what happened in Cuba defied conventional wisdom about third world agriculture.
After a difficult period in which food production fell drastically, Cuban farming more
than recovered, using methods that weren’t supposed to work.

Contemporary Cuba turned conventional wisdom completely on its head. We are
told that small countries cannot feed themselves; that they need imports to cover
the deficiency of their local agriculture. Yet Cuba has taken enormous strides
toward self-reliance since it lost its key trade relations. We hear that a country can’t
feed its people without synthetic farm chemicals, yet Cuba is virtually doing so. We
are told that we need the efficiency of large-scale corporate or state farms in order
to produce enough food, yet we find small farmers and gardeners in the vanguard
of Cuba’s recovery from a food crisis. In fact, in the absence of subsidized
machines and imported chemicals, small farms are more efficient than very large
production units. We hear time and again that international food aid is the answer
to food shortages—yet Cuba has found an alternative in local production.27

 
Cuba’s successes are impressive, especially for a small and poor country, but

precisely because it is small and poor, it may be questioned whether its experience is
directly relevant elsewhere. In fact, a growing body of research by scientists and
practicing farmers indicates that ecological farming methods not only can produce as
much food as we get today, without the environmental damage caused by industrial
agriculture, but can also continue to provide healthy diets for all as the population
grows.

A multidisciplinary team at the University of Michigan looked at 293 projects that
compared the yields produced by conventional farming and various forms of organic
farming, for various types of food and various parts of the world. They assumed no
change in the proportions lost or allocated to animal feed. Extrapolating the results of
those studies globally, they found that “the estimated organic food supply exceeds the
current food supply in all food categories, with most estimates over 50% greater than
the amount of food currently produced.”28

Another major study involved scientists in the UK, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Mexico, and
China, studying 286 projects in fifty-seven poor countries where farmers had
introduced various sustainable methods, such as more efficient use of water, improved
use of organic matter in soil, and reduced use of chemical pesticides and herbicides.
Result: the crop yield of more than twelve million farms increased by an average of 64
percent.29
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Perhaps the most important study to date is the Agrimonde project, organized by
France’s National Institute for Agricultural Research (INRA) and Center for
International Cooperation in Agricultural Research for Development (CIRAD), which
issued its final report in January 2011.30

The Agrimonde team set out specifically to determine (a) whether the world can
produce sufficient food for the nine billion people expected to be on the earth in 2050
and (b) whether they can be fed if the world’s agricultural systems are converted to
ecologically sustainable methods and technologies by 2050.

The researchers compared two scenarios:

• Agrimonde GO, the business-as-usual scenario, is based on the “Global
Orchestration” scenario developed by the UN Millennium Ecosystem Assessment.
Under it, economic development and agriculture would continue to develop as they
have in past decades, and environmental problems would be dealt with reactively,
rather than by planning to avoid them.

• Agrimonde 1 involves “increasing yields by using the ecological and
biological functionalities of ecosystems to the greatest possible extent” and moving
toward more equitable global food distribution. The research was particularly
focused on the “doubly green revolution” concepts developed by ecologists
Gordon Conway in the UK and Michel Griffon in France, where the object is to
increase agricultural productivity in ways that benefit the poor directly, are
applicable under highly diverse conditions, and are environmentally sustainable.31

The study used a massive computer model (they say it incorporates more than thirty
billion statistics) of the world’s agriculture and food systems, divided into seven regions
and 149 geographical units. It allowed the researchers to take into account climate
change, increasing scarcity of fossil fuels, the impact of land-use changes, social and
cultural issues, technological change, and much more. (Of course, like all computer
models this one is only as good as its data and assumptions, but the authors have been
very open about what has gone into it and have created tools to allow others to test
alternatives.)

The report concludes that both scenarios could produce enough food in 2050, but that
under the Agrimonde GO scenario, agriculture would cause significant environmental
degradation. Agrimonde 1 would allow production to expand sustainably, if three
conditions are met:

1. The prevailing food model in industrialized countries must change and not
be extended elsewhere. Major changes include cutting loss and wastage at all levels
and reducing beef consumption and calorie intake to healthier levels. A daily
average of approximately 3,000 calories per person would be available in each of
the seven major regions: this would be a 500 calorie increase for most of the world,
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and a 1,000 calorie decrease in the North. The authors stress the health benefits of
such changes.

2. Agriculture must adopt more ecologically friendly production processes and
make much more efficient use of fossil fuels. Agricultural practices and education
must take advantage both of the latest scientific advances and of traditional
agricultural knowledge.

3. The model assumes that each region will produce food for its own needs
first and export only when it has surpluses or import to cover shortages. This will
require global trading rules that allow easy movement of food while enabling
appropriate protections that promote development and protect the environment.

The Agrimonde study is far from definitive: many technical issues are dealt with
superficially, and, as the authors admit, “social, economic, spatial, and political options .
. . are not incidental and have probably not been sufficiently explored.”32 They also
insist that simply having enough food available in each region isn’t enough.

Food security is above all a problem of access to food by the poorest populations.
It is not only a question of production. The situation of the poorest, especially in
rural areas, must be seen as a priority for both research and action, especially since
they are going to be the first to be affected by the deterioration of the environment
and climate change.33

 
These are important issues. The fact that we can feed the world doesn’t mean that

everyone will actually be fed. The giant corporations whose profits depend on ever-
increasing sales of fertilizer, pesticides, and patented seeds will resist conversion to
ecological agriculture, and if we don’t slow global warming, changing conditions will
harm many crops. Nevertheless, Agrimonde and the other studies offer reason for
optimism: they show that demography isn’t destiny, that it is possible for humanity to
feed itself without destroying the world in the process.
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7: The Populationist War against the Poor
 

Whenever a theory of overpopulation seizes hold in a society dominated by an
elite, then the non-elite invariably experience some form of political, economic,
and social repression.

—David Harvey1

 

 

 

 

 

Most supporters of population control today say it is meant as a kindness—a benevolent
measure that can empower women, help avert climate change, and lift people out of
poverty, hunger, and underdevelopment. But population control has a dark past that
must be taken into account by anyone seeking solutions to the ecological crisis.

This past is important because it shows that when governments have enforced
measures to control people’s reproduction, the poorest people have lost their freedoms,
and poor women of color have suffered most. This has been the case regardless of
whether the policies impose restrictions on the fertility of poor women or stop the poor
from migrating to the rich world. Population control schemes inevitably treat the victims
of social and economic injustice as obstacles to a sustainable society.

The history of the modern population control movement shows what happens when
powerful, influential groups decide that other groups of people are “excess.” Historian
Matthew Connelly calls the history of twentieth-century population control “a story of
how some people have tried to control others without having to answer to anyone. They
could be ruthless and manipulative in ways that were, and are, shocking.” The
population controllers “diagnosed political problems as pathologies that had a biological
basis. At its most extreme, this logic has led to sterilization of the ‘unfit’ or ethnic
cleansing. But even family planning could be a form of population control when
proponents aimed to plan other people’s families.”2

Population control is a socially conservative response to social and ecological
problems, one that treats some of the world’s poorest and most powerless people as the
biggest problem. As Asoka Bandarage has pointed out, population programs reinforce
the political status quo because they are carried out as an alternative to the far-reaching
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social and economic changes that are needed to overcome poverty and environmental
decay. “The goal of the population control establishment is not socioeconomic
development, but the achievement of [low population growth] without social
transformation in poor countries.”3

For the same reason, Ugandan academic Mahmood Mamdani, in his classic 1974
study The Myth of Population Control, wrote that the populationist approach of
promoting population reduction without social change is “a weapon of the political
conservative.”4

The population control establishment has been challenged by “pro-life”
fundamentalist religious groups that oppose contraception and abortion as a matter of
principle. This has allowed population controllers to present their agenda as
progressive, enlightened, and even pro-feminist.5 Further complicating matters,
religious conservatives often clothe their opposition to family planning in anticolonial
rhetoric. But despite their differences, population controllers and religious extremists
share a common outlook on women’s reproductive rights. Both, as Bandarage notes,
“attempt to wrest reproductive decisions and power from women and hand them to
external authorities, whether they be patriarchal religious entities or state and medical
hierarchies.”6

Denial of women’s right to control their fertility amounts to population control,
whatever form it takes. State-run programs to artificially boost birth rates are also
contemptible. Our focus in this chapter, however, is the policies, influence, and actions
of those who organized to slow population growth in the name of social progress— the
“history of how some people systematically devalued both the sanctity of life and the
autonomy of the individual.”7
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Population control as official policy

 

Radical socialists and feminists led the birth control movement in the early twentieth
century in the United States and Europe, as part of their broader agenda to win social
and economic rights for women. By the 1920s, however, the leadership had been taken
by the medical profession and eugenicists, supporters of selective human breeding to
improve racial purity and individual intelligence.

After World War II, the population control movement began to win real influence in
the halls of power, and by the time Ehrlich wrote The Population Bomb, anxiety in
ruling circles about global population growth had merged with Cold War
anticommunism.

What feminist writer Michelle Goldberg has dubbed “the great Cold War population
panic”8 took hold in elite circles in the North. The rise of colonial liberation movements
after World War II increased support for population control among the wealthy rulers
of the North, many of whom believed that cutting third world population would reduce
poverty and thus weaken revolutionary movements. For example, in 1949 the then US
secretary of state Dean Acheson attributed the success of the communists in China to
overpopulation:

The population of China during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries doubled,
thereby creating an unbearable pressure upon the land. The first problem which
every Chinese Government has had to face is that of feeding this population. So far
none has succeeded. The Kuomintang attempted to solve it by putting many land-
reform laws on the statute books. Some of these laws have failed, others have been
ignored. In no small measure, the predicament in which the National Government
finds itself today is due to its failure to provide China with enough to eat. A large
part of the Chinese Communists’ propaganda consists of promises that they will
solve the land problem.9
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The original Population Bomb
 

Paul Ehrlich’s 1968 best seller borrowed its title from this pamphlet, published
by Hugh Moore, the multimillionaire inventor of the Dixie Cup. Moore
financed the printing and distribution of more than 1.5 million copies of the
sixteen-page tract between 1954 and 1968. In the late 1960s, Moore founded
the Population Crisis Committee and promoted the slogan “people pollute.”
But this pamphlet didn’t mention environmental issues at all. Its focus was
expressed clearly in its opening headline “War, Communism, and World
Population.”

In 1954, Moore explained his real concern in a letter to an even richer
populationist, John D. Rockefeller III: “We are not primarily interested in the
sociological or humanitarian aspects of birth control. We are interested in the
use which Communists make of hungry people in their drive to conquer the
Earth.”

The pamphlet Moore published stressed that issue:

Hundreds of millions of people are hungry. In their desperation they are
increasingly susceptible to Communist propaganda and may be enticed
into violent action . . . .

The experience of the technical assistance programs during the past
years has shown that few—if any—of the underdeveloped countries are
able to produce enough to raise their level of living—confronted as they
are with their present rate of population growth.

Improvement of living standards in underdeveloped areas is
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impossible without a slow-down in population growth. Birth rates must
somehow be brought into balance with death rates . . .

The economy of the Free World, moreover, is dependent for many of
its vital raw materials [on] these restless, impoverished peoples.

Peril is imminent. The peoples of these areas are dissatisfied and are
wondering who will help them most to improve their lot.

As long as two thirds of them go to sleep hungry every night the odds
favor Communism . . .

Today the population bomb threatens to create an explosion as
dangerous as the explosion of the H bomb, and with as much influence
on prospects for progress or disaster, war or peace.

 
The pamphlet illustrated its point with a graphic that said 170 million people

were “dominated by communism” in 1937, 1 billion in 1957, and predicted 2.5
billion in 1977 as a result of the addition of “impoverished, overpopulated
areas, now threatened.”

 

 
The leaders of the capitalist world needed an explanation for why they had “lost

China,” and they couldn’t admit, even to themselves, that the government and social
system they had long supported in China were corrupt and unreformable. Population
was an easier explanation, and population control seemed to promise an easier way to
avoid “losing” other countries than actually ending exploitation, supporting democratic
rights, or solving the agricultural crisis through genuine land reform.

By the 1960s, groups such as the Population Council and the International Planned
Parenthood Federation (IPPF) were attracting substantial private and government
funding for programs that promoted contraception as a solution to the problems of poor
countries. Two of the biggest private sponsors were the Ford and Rockefeller
Foundations; John D. Rockefeller III served as the Population Council’s first president.

In an essay published in Ramparts magazine in 1970, Steve Weissman wrote that in
the absence of a serious commitment to “greater economic security, political
participation, elimination of gross class division [and the] liberation of women,”
population control simply masked a new “welfare imperialism of the West.” He
concluded: “In the hands of the self-seeking, humanitarianism is the most terrifying ism
of all.”10

Ruling elites in several third world countries also embraced the population control
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agenda. For them, contraception and mass sterilization appeared to offer a shortcut to
modernization and development. Like populationists in the North, they embraced
population control as an alternative to actually dealing with poverty and misery.
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The patient is expendable

 

Flush with funds and political clout, populationists searched for suitable methods of
mass population control. In the early 1960s, Western-sponsored population control
programs in rural India and Pakistan distributed contraceptive pills, but the programs
failed because the poor saw no reason to cooperate. As Mahmood Mamdani showed,
bigger families made economic sense in very poor agricultural communities that had no
social security benefits or reliable medical care: having fewer children “would have
meant to willfully court economic disaster.”11 Most Western populationists failed to
understand this essential link between poverty and high birth rates.

After these early failures, the populationists turned to more intrusive methods, in
particular intrauterine devices (IUDs) and injected contraceptives such as Depo-Provera,
which women could not easily remove or choose not to use.

IUDs were widely criticized in medical circles, because they often caused infection,
pain, and bleeding. But J. Robert Willson, chair of obstetrics and gynecology at Temple
University, told the 1962 Population Council conference that IUDs should be used
despite the dangers.

We have to stop functioning like doctors . . . In fact, it may well be that the
incidence of infection is going to be pretty high in the patients who need the device
most . . . Again, if we look at this from an overall, long-range view (these are the
things I have never said out loud before and I don’t know how it is going to
sound), perhaps the individual patient is expendable in the general scheme of
things, particularly if the infection she acquires is sterilizing but not lethal.12

 
Willson’s fellow obstetrician, Alan Guttmacher, an influential figure in the Population

Council and IPPF, defended IUDs in a similar way:

No contraceptive could be cheaper, and also, once the damn thing is in the patient
cannot change her mind. In fact, we can hope she will forget it’s there and perhaps
in several months wonder why she has not conceived.13

 
Frederick Robbins, an early researcher of the contraceptive pill, also argued that

potentially harmful population control methods served a greater good. “The dangers of
overpopulation are so great that we may have to use certain techniques of contraception
that may entail considerable risk to individual women.”14

Malcolm Potts, medical director of the IPPF, blithely dismissed safety concerns about
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the contraceptive drug Depo-Provera. “We are not going to know whether Depo-
Provera is safe, until a large number of women use it for a very long time . . . You
cannot prove a drug is safe until you use it.”15 While Depo-Provera was being given to
millions of women in the third world, it was banned in the United States due to health
concerns.

Members of the population control establishment thought individual patients were
expendable because they firmly believed their programs would save millions of lives.
Many sought justification in what Goldberg calls “cold demographic utilitarianism.”
Potts said the population control movement was divided into two broad groups. It had
“one group, which is sincerely regulated by human beings’ sufferings, and talks about
rights and individuals’ stories.” He claimed the other group was more effective because
it “had a sense of scale, that says a million people suffering is worse than a thousand
people suffering.”16

Frank admissions of deliberate human rights abuse hardly made for a sound public
relations strategy, so in promotional material written for Northern consumption,
population control groups portrayed their “family planning” programs as a
compassionate way to overcome poverty and promote women’s rights. Still, as
Connelly notes: “The most effective propaganda for population control in the period did
not threaten or cajole, or invoke poor victims. It played on the anxieties about crime,
contagion and mass migration, but without actually naming them. It made people feel,
viscerally, that it was already too late, and that they were living in a nightmare.”17

By the mid-1960s, population control had become official US government policy.
President Lyndon Johnson openly tied aid to India to population control programs: “I’m
not going to piss away foreign aid in nations where they refuse to deal with their own
population problems.”18 Johnson’s successor, Richard Nixon, declined to make foreign
aid conditional on the adoption of democratic freedoms but said “population control is a
must . . . population control must go hand in hand with aid.”19

A new phase of population control had opened. Sterilization of the “expendables,”
rather than contraceptives, IUDs, or other methods, became the most used method, with
horrendous results.
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War against the poor

 

Western populationist groups had been active in India for decades, and by the early
1970s they had won over much of the country’s wealthy political elite. The government
adopted a goal of reducing the birth rate by 40 percent by 1972 and allocated a
remarkable 59 percent of the health budget to family planning programs. In the mid-
1970s, the Indira Gandhi government declared the country to be on a “war footing” to
stop population growth. She was unapologetic about the undemocratic measures this
would involve: “Some personal rights have to be kept in abeyance for the human rights
of the nation, the right to live, the right to progress.”20

Minister of planning Asoka Mehta warned that the Indian government considered
individuals expendable during its population drive: “It is war that we have to wage, and,
as in all wars, we cannot be choosy, some will get hurt, something will go wrong. What
is needed is the will to wage war so as to win it.”21

Connelly describes what happened:

Sterilization became a condition not just for land allotments, but for irrigation
water, electricity, ration cards, rickshaw licenses, medical care, pay raises, and
promotions. Everyone from senior government officials to train conductors to
policemen, was given a sterilization quota. This created a nationwide market, in
which people bought and sold, sometimes more than once, the capacity to
reproduce. Of course, for the very poorest, with no money and nothing else to sell,
sterilization in such conditions was not really a choice.22

 
The central government made funding to state governments partly conditional on

meeting population control targets.23 In the impoverished state of Uttar Pradesh, people
from the lowest caste composed 29 percent of the population but were 41 percent of
those va-sectomized. 24 When incentives and disincentives didn’t achieve the ever-rising
sterilization targets, more repressive measures were adopted. In 1976, the state of
Maharashtra proposed jailing parents with more than three children who refused
sterilization. The central government said it would not block the plan. A village in the
state of Haryana “was surrounded by police, hundreds were taken into custody, and
every eligible male was sterilized.”25

India’s state teachers were also conscripted into the hysterical population
campaign—they “like everyone else could be demoted, fired, or threatened with arrest.
Teachers, in turn, sometimes expelled students whose parents did not submit to
sterilization.”26

88



At the campaign’s height in 1975 and 1976, more than eight million Indians were
sterilized. A later government inquiry found that at least 1,774 people died due to
botched sterilizations in the emergency period. As late as 1988 the Indian press reported,
“In a sterilization camp in Rajasthan an ordinary bicycle pump was used to pump air
into women’s bodies,” leading to the deaths of forty-four women.27

Despite the human rights abuses, Western-led institutions held up the Indian
emergency period population control campaign as a model. World Bank president
Robert McNamara praised “the political will and determination shown by [India’s]
leadership at the highest level in intensifying the family planning drive with a rare
courage of conviction.”28 The UN Fund for Population Affairs awarded Indira Gandhi
its World Population Prize in September 1983.
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Incentives and repression

 

Gandhi shared that award with Qian Xinzhong, who, as China’s minister for family
planning, presided over an equally cruel and coercive population control program.

After decades of promoting an artificially high birth rate, the ruling Chinese
bureaucracy reversed itself, embarking on a coercive population control program in
1979. For many years, couples had to apply to the state for permission to have a child.
One permit from the 1980s said: “Based on the nationally issued population plan targets
combined with the need for late marriage, late birth, and fewer births, it is agreed that
you may give birth to a child during [198_]; the quota is valid for this year and cannot
be transferred.”29

Each Chinese province worked out its own system of incentives and disincentives to
meet its population control quota. Connelly gives an example from Hubei province:

If parents had only one child, they were to be given subsidies for health care,
priority in housing and extra retirement pay. The child was also favored with
preferred access to schools, university and employment. But if the parents had
another child, they were required to repay these benefits. As for those who had two
or more children, both mother and father were docked [up to] 10% of their pay for
a period of 14 years.30

 
As in India, population control in China relied heavily on repressive force. In the

“most coercive phase in the whole history of China’s one-child policy [in the 1980s] all
women with one child were to be inserted with a stainless-steel tamper-resistant IUD, all
parents with two or more children were to be sterilized, and all unauthorized
pregnancies aborted.”31

Population control programs in Chinese-occupied Tibet were equally barbaric. A
Western doctor who in 1987 worked in a Lhasa hospital said “women who refuse[d] to
‘volunteer’ for abortion or sterilization [were] later ‘coerced’ into doing so and [were]
subjected to ‘inhumane surgery’ without anesthetics or painkillers.” Bandarage cites an
account by journalist John Aveden, who “confirmed that it is typical for a woman who
arrives at a hospital for childbirth without a pass granting permission to have a child to
awake after labor to find that her child is dead and that she has been sterilized.”32

Bangladesh, one of the world’s most densely populated nations, also became a special
focus for the population control establishment. In the 1970s and 1980s, state-sponsored
sterilization programs offered payment for “acceptors.” Overwhelmingly, it was the
poorest Bangladeshis who “accepted,” compelled by economic insecurity. Each year, the
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number of sterilizations rose sharply during the months between harvests, when rural
unemployment was high.

As in India, a policy of paying for referrals created a sterilization market in
Bangladesh. The referral payments “resulted in fostering a large array of unofficial, self-
employed agents specializing in recruiting sterilization acceptors among poor,
uninformed people.” Some women “were not even told that sterilization is an
irreversible procedure.” In at least one “poor tribal community the [Bangladeshi] army
carried out forced sterilizations of women with more than three children after making
them sign ‘informed consent’ papers.”33

In the Western Hemisphere, the Peruvian government of Alberto Fujimori adopted its
own population control policy in the mid-1990s. When sterilization was first made legal
in Peru, many hailed it as a breakthrough for women’s access to birth control in a
country with a Roman Catholic majority. But in the late 1990s it was revealed that the
government had resorted to widespread coercion in a bid to lower Peru’s birth rate
quickly. Some 330,000 women and 30,000 men, most from the Quechuan and Aymaran
indigenous minorities, were sterilized against their will.

In addition to trampling on women’s rights, population control programs have
reinforced existing gender inequality. It’s no exaggeration to say that in some countries
an entire generation of women has gone missing, largely as a result of increases in
female infanticide and sex-selective abortion. By 1991, there were about 100 million
fewer women in China, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, West Asia, and Egypt than
would otherwise be expected.34 A survey of 1.1 million Indian households, published in
the medical journal The Lancet in 2006, concluded that at least half a million sex-
selective abortions take place in India every year.35 The natural birth ratio is 105 male
births for every 100 female, but in the Indian state of Punjab no district exceeds 82 girl
births for every 100 males. Some Punjabi districts report ratios as low as 63 girls for
every 100 boys. Eighty-five Chinese girls were born for every 100 boys in 2006. For
second children, just 65 girls were born.36
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An imperialist chapter

 

We are not suggesting that everyone who thinks population growth is an ecological
issue would support compulsory sterilization or human rights abuses. Most modern-day
populationists reject the coercive programs of the twentieth century, but that doesn’t
mean that they have drawn the necessary lessons from those experiences.

Population control, even when carried out in the name of empowering women, had
the opposite effect. The population controllers assumed that women bore children
because they did not understand their own interests, so they denied those women the
right to choose. They promised to alleviate poverty, but their programs had no
discernible impact on underdevelopment and actually increased inequality. Population
control was supposed to save millions from disaster, but it caused disaster for millions.

The great tragedy of population control . . . was to think that one could know other
people’s interests better than they know it themselves . . . The essence of
population control, whether it targeted migrants, the “unfit,” or families that
seemed either too big or too small, was to make rules for other people without
having to answer to them. It appealed to the rich and powerful because, with the
spread of emancipatory movements and the integration of markets, it began to
appear easier and more profitable to control populations than to control territory.
That’s why opponents were correct in viewing it as another chapter in the
unfinished history of imperialism.37

 
The Ehrlich-Commoner debate reflected a great political divide over how to respond

to the ecological crisis. Ehrlich wanted greater control by governments and institutions
over individuals, especially individual reproduction. Commoner wanted greater
collective control over governments and institutions and a radical restructuring of the
entire production system.

Ehrlich and others who supported population control at the height of the Cold War
population panic ignored or denied the human rights implications of their ideas. They
never questioned what it meant, in a society divided along class and ethnic lines, for one
group to decide that another was “surplus to requirements.” For the planet-destroying
rulers of the world, the excess people are never themselves. The excess people are
always somebody else.

Marxist geographer David Harvey warned environmentalists in the 1970s that
ignoring the political consequences of populationism would ensure ever more
repression:
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If we accept a theory of overpopulation and resource scarcity but insist upon
keeping the capitalist mode of production intact, then the inevitable results are
policies directed toward class or ethnic repression at home and policies of
imperialism and neo-imperialism abroad. Unfortunately this relation can be
structured in the other direction. If, for whatever reason, an elite group requires an
argument to support policies of repression, then the overpopulation argument is
most beautifully tailored to fit this purpose.38

 
Can the lessons be learned, the mistakes corrected, and enlightened, noncoercive

population reduction policies implemented? Most populationists today think so, but as
we’ll see, coercion takes many forms.
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8: Control without Coercion?
 

Although “coerced sterilization” in its grossly offensive conventional form may
have seen its day, a much more insidious pattern of social engineering has come to
replace it.

—Mondana Nikoukari1

 

 

 

Many contemporary populationists argue that population growth can be slowed or
stopped in ways that respect the human rights of women and the poor. The horrors of
the Cold War population control panic of the twentieth century need not be repeated.
Laurie Mazur says: “We can fight for population policies that are firmly grounded in
human rights and social justice.”2

These activists argue that the debates about population and environment are
unnecessarily polarized, that we don’t have to choose between population control and
social justice—to build an ecological society, we must do both.
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Contradictory strategies

 

But that’s easier to say than do. The idea that population control can be merged with a
social justice agenda assumes that populationist policies don’t contradict the goal of
fundamental social change. In reality, far from making sustainable social change easier,
populationist policies add divisive tensions and problems to environmental campaigns.
In practice, it is just about impossible to “do both.”

There are just two broad policy options open to populationists: they can urge
individuals to have fewer children, or they can support government-backed coercion.
As Andrew Feenberg writes:

The dilemma of population politics is the absence of any significant realm of action
other than appeals to individual conscience and coercion by the state. There is not
much else to be done at the political level except attacking public opponents of
birth control and lobbying for repressive legislation. One cannot very well
demonstrate against babies or even against parents. Unless the state intervenes (as it
has in China), the issue is private, each couple choosing how many children it
wants as a function of its own values. This explains why Ehrlich’s political
program wavered between moralistic voluntarism and more or less harsh state
action.3

 
As we saw in chapter 7, coercive state action to cut population cannot be reconciled

with human rights. It directly contradicts efforts by social activists to increase people’s
control over governments and institutions, by giving the state more power over
individuals’ lives and sexuality.

But if calling upon the state to cut population is ruled out, the option of appealing to
individuals has its own problems. Past campaigns to convince individuals to have fewer
children have had little success. Women’s decisions to have children are influenced by a
wide range of cultural, social, economic and personal factors, none of which are
addressed by calls for smaller families on environmental grounds.

The population establishment isn’t a neutral force: it has a specific political agenda,
and when it provides funds, it wants to see results. If voluntary programs don’t produce
the desired demographic outcome, there’s likely to be pressure to introduce sterner
measures. As Amara Pérez writes in the evocatively titled book The Revolution Will Not
Be Funded:

The reality is foundations are ultimately interested in the packaging and production
of success stories, measurable outcomes, and the use of infrastructure and
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capacity-building systems. As non-profit organizations that rely on foundation
money, we must embrace and engage in the organizing market. This resembles a
business model in that the consumers are foundations to which organizations offer
to sell their political work for a grant .... Over time, funding trends actually come to
influence our work, priorities, and direction as we struggle to remain competitive
and funded in the movement market.4

 
This is not an abstract issue. Family planning programs that raise government and

foundation money by promising to reduce the birth rate will face demands for
measurable results—and those that want to keep their grants will find themselves
pressured to shift from offering reproductive choices to pressuring women to make the
“right” choices.

Experience with family planning in third world countries shows that programs
motivated by a desire to cut population tend to use coercive measures, regardless of the
desires of their supporters in the North.
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Gradations of coercion

 

An approach that’s often counterposed to coercion involves offering incentives and
rewards for “accepting” birth control. In practice, many poor women lack the power to
make choices about many aspects of their lives, and incentives to use contraception can
make it difficult for them to say no. When a woman’s family is hungry, the offer of
money if she agrees to be sterilized or accepts some form of long-lasting contraceptive
is really no choice at all.

Supporters of incentives to lower population point out that incentives and
disincentives are routine in everyday life—from traffic regulations to tax systems. These
measures help society function. So what could be wrong with giving poor women
incentives if it means they get access to family planning services they lacked before?
Betsy Hartmann replies:

Such an argument avoids the central question of why people need to be persuaded
or forced to have fewer children in the first place. Isn’t it because of the very
absence of the most powerful incentive of them all: the economic and social
security of having fair access to the fruits of development? This is not something
that can be handed out in local currency when a person is sterilized; instead it
involves major social restructuring. When incentive schemes are substituted for
social change, the result invariably discriminates against poor people, especially
women, if it does not outright coerce them.5

 
Coercion doesn’t just mean forced sterilization: it can take many forms. In some

Indian states, people with more than two children are not eligible for government jobs.
In Indonesia, entire communities have been denied benefits if an insufficient number of
couples used birth control. In Singapore, large families lost child tax credits and priority
access to subsidized housing.

A 2006 study by James Oldham found that staff in projects motivated by
demographic goals frequently pressured women to accept sterilization or unsafe long-
lasting contraceptives. Supposedly non-coercive programs included elements such as
denying women access to other services for failing to attend family planning lectures.
Oldham concluded:

When NGOs arrive with predetermined agendas, the danger is that these will be
imposed on local communities. As long as a Malthusian [population] narrative is
part of the program vision, such a narrative is likely to be communicated to, and
potentially imposed upon, target communities . . .
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Organizations promoting the funding and provision of reproductive
health/family planning services in the global south should refrain from using
environmental and population arguments to promote their goals. The distortions of
Malthusian arguments cannot be justified simply because they are effective in
winning partners or funding; they need to be replaced with rights-based arguments
in favor of making reproductive health/family planning available to all women.6

 
The overtly coercive population programs in India and China have been widely

publicized. Much less attention has been paid to the decades-long sterilization program
in the US colony of Puerto Rico, a program that was officially voluntary but in practice
allowed little choice to women who needed jobs on an island with very high
unemployment, which US authorities attributed to overpopulation.

In the 1940s light manufacturing industries began to move in from the U.S.
mainland, attracted by cheap labor and low taxes. Young women were a key and
“docile” part of that labor force, but subject to “loss” (from the employer’s point of
view) due to pregnancy. The result was a massive sterilization campaign carried out
by the local government and the IPPF [International Planned Parenthood
Federation], with U.S. government funding. Women were cajoled and coerced into
accepting sterilization, often not even being told that the process wasn’t reversible.
The result was that by 1968 one-third of the women of childbearing age had been
sterilized. The combination of mass sterilization and heavy out-migration due to a
declining economy caused the population of Puerto Rico to actually drop—with no
resultant improvement in living standards, or the environment.7

 
Feminist lawyer Mondana Nikoukari points out that in the United States, “there is

little doubt that women of color, as a group, face disproportionate and coerced
sterilization.”

Statistics show that in 1982, fifteen percent of white women were sterilized
compared to twenty-four percent of black women, thirty-five percent of Puerto
Rican women and forty-two percent of Native American women. By region, the
numbers are even more astounding. On Native American reservations nearly 50
sterilizations occurred in one month in the 1970’s with the rate of sterilization
doubling by the close of the decade. Sterilization rates as high as sixty-five percent
have been reported among Latino women in the Northeast, while in the South
black women have undergone the highest rate of hysterectomy and tubal ligation in
the nation.8

 
In her view, in many cases informed consent has been replaced by “gradations of
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coercion” imposed by medical practitioners, courts, welfare agencies, and others. If
that’s true in the United States, how can we imagine that in countries where legal
protections are much weaker, population-environment programs will truly respect
women’s rights?
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The “Cairo Consensus”

 

As these examples show, it can be hard, based on descriptions alone, to distinguish
programs that truly empower women from those that only pay lip service to women’s
rights, since even hard-line population controllers now routinely include some feminist-
sounding language in their statements.

Almost every group that promotes birth control for third world women claims
adherence to the policies adopted by the 1994 UN population conference in Cairo.
Mazur says the Cairo Consensus was a big step forward because it united feminists and
populationists. “[In Cairo] feminists and populationists joined forces because their
interests were aligned . If the best way to slow population growth is by ensuring
reproductive rights and empowering women, then this is a win-win for both groups”9

(emphasis in original).

The Cairo Consensus also has many feminist critics. Hartmann describes it as “a
strange brew of feminism, neoliberalism, and population reduction.”10 In a position
paper written immediately after the meeting, Indian feminists Vandana Shiva and Mira
Shiva wrote that at Cairo “women’s rights” were reduced to just “reproductive rights.”
Those who support the consensus “end up ignoring the fact that women are human
beings, not just reproductive beings and have political, economic and environmental
rights, not just reproductive rights.” Many women’s groups at Cairo “unwittingly
became promoters of the agenda of demographic fundamentalists who believe that all
problems—from ecological crisis to ethnic crisis, from poverty to social instability—can
be blamed on population growth, and as a corollary, population control is a solution to
all problems facing humanity.”11

In the context of the human rights abuses endorsed by the twentieth-century
population establishment and the misogynist policies supported by anti-choice religious
groups, Cairo’s emphasis on women was a big step in the right direction. Wider
provision of sexual and reproductive health services is a goal that deserves universal
support, and the Cairo Consensus has provided a framework for women in many
countries to fight restrictions on birth control and abortion.

But the picture isn’t all positive. By treating women’s rights instrumentally, as a
means to achieve demographic ends, the Cairo Consensus gave new credibility to an
agenda that has long been used to block social change. Populationist groups in the
North have adopted Cairo’s vocabulary and have seized on Cairo’s call for governments
to “formulate and implement population policies and programs” as justification for their
long-standing goal of reducing birth rates in the third world.

Rosalind Petchesky points out that populationist influence can also be seen in the
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contradiction in the Cairo document “between the rhetoric of reproductive and sexual
health/rights and an approach to resources still focused on prioritizing family planning
within publicly supported services and relying on the market for everything else.” The
Cairo Action Plan proposed a budget in which the funds allocated to birth control
exceeded the funds for all other health services combined.12 In poor countries,
implementing the Cairo program has often meant shifting health care budgets heavily
toward birth control, while substantially reducing spending on basic health care.

Hartmann writes that population publications often present women as “an
undifferentiated mass which needs to be empowered, with little recognition of the many
differences between them—poor or rich, rural or urban, black or white.” But
acknowledging these differences is crucial because they “impact on their survival and
reproductive strategies.“13 Lumping the world’s women together in this way also
downplays significant social and political differences between women.

 

Using the Users?
 
Some feminists argue for using populationist prejudices as a way to win gains for
women. Michelle Goldberg, for example, writes that the population question can be
used “to force the world to pay attention to reproductive justice.” In her view,
“men in power will rarely work to advance women’s rights for their own sake, but
they will do so in the service of some other grand objective, be it demographic or
economic,” so women’s rights activists should take advantage of that.15

Similarly, Laurie Mazur argues that progressives must preempt right-wing
populationists: “If there is no left/progressive voice on this issue, environmentalists
and others who are legitimately concerned about population growth will be driven
into the arms of the neo-Malthusians.” 16

But the real danger is that liberal environmentalists and feminists will strengthen
the right by lending credibility to reactionary arguments. Adopting the argument
that population growth causes global warming endorses the strongest argument the
right has against the social and economic changes that are really needed to stop
climate change and environmental destruction.

If environmentalists and others believe that population growth is causing climate
change, then our responsibility is to show them why that’s wrong, not to adapt to
their errors.

 

 
Although one can find common agendas among the world’s women (for example,
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most women would probably support an end to domestic violence and forced
prostitution), there are also major political differences between them, which
includes perspectives on population. How many women of color, for example,
support the position of many rich, white women environmentalists that high
fertility is the main cause of the environmental crisis? There is no consensus here,
even by the wildest stretch of the imagination.14

 
Combining population control policies and social justice campaigns just doesn’t

work. Population policies not only don’t pave the way for progressive social and
economic transformation, they raise barriers to it. The Cairo focus on sexual and
reproductive rights is welcome, but the price was that the wider issues facing the people
of the South were placed on the back burner indefinitely.
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Too little, too late

 

A fundamental objection to the Cairo Consensus is that it “mainly regards women’s
empowerment as a means to reduce population growth rather than as a worthy end in
and of itself.”17

But even if that were an acceptable approach, attempts to fight environmental
destruction by providing birth control services in the South fail on practical grounds.
The plans proposed by populationist groups in the North cannot achieve their stated
goals. Just providing contraception is unlikely to have a significant effect on population
or emissions—and even if it did everything the populationists claim, the effect would be
far less than is required to slow climate change or to turn back the environmental crisis
more generally.

Many populationist groups say population growth and greenhouse gas emissions can
be slowed substantially just by filling the “unmet need” for birth control and abortion,
so coercion isn’t necessary. For example, Optimum Population Trust promises that
“successful population policies, which answered the unmet need for family planning,
could mean nearly three billion fewer people in 2050, a difference equivalent to 44 per
cent of current world population (6.8 billion).”18

But there are at least three reasons to doubt such claims. These are virtually certain:

1. “Unmet need” programs won’t produce the promised reductions in
population.

2. The population reductions they do achieve won’t have an equivalent impact
on greenhouse gas emissions.

3. Any impact on greenhouse gas emissions will be too little and too late to
slow global warming.

First, the claim that simply making modern contraception available to women who
aren’t now using it will have a significant effect on birth rates in third world countries
ignores essential social and economic factors. As demographer George Martine writes:
“This perspective overlooks well-documented arguments that rapid reductions in
fertility depend at least as much on speeding up economic development and social
transformations, as well as on empowering women and meeting individuals’ needs in
sexual and reproductive health.”19

Family planning programs alone, without some minimal social transformation that
motivates people to perceive that limiting fertility would yield some increment in
well-being, and that empowers women to take control over their lives, are unlikely
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to reduce fertility rapidly. This is especially true in countries that still have a
predominantly rural population. Throughout history, rural families have had more
children in order to work the land. Practically all the least-developed countries still
have a large majority of their population residing in rural areas, where family
planning programs are more difficult to implement and have understandably had a
lesser impact—unless some form of coercion was applied.20

 
In Hartmann’s words: “The best population policy is to concentrate on improving

human welfare in all its many facets . . . Take care of the population and population
growth will go down. In fact, the greatest irony is that in most cases population growth
comes down faster the less you focus on it as a policy priority, and the more you focus
on women’s rights and basic human needs.”21

Second, since the women whose unmet need for birth control is being targeted are the
poorest women in the poorest countries, their greenhouse gas emissions are minimal.

The actual magnitude of the impact that future fertility declines will have on the
mitigation of climate change is far from being proportional to the number of
people who are “not born” under a scenario of rapid fertility decline. Enormous
differences in social organization and in consumption patterns between regions and
social groups translate into highly differentiated impacts of additional numbers.22

 
As demographer Wolfgang Lutz points out:

Within each country the rich have fewer children and emit significantly more than
the poor. India, for example, has a per capita carbon emission of only 0.21 tons.
Although this is one of the lowest in the world there is every reason to assume that
the richest 10 percent in India emit at least 10 times more than the bulk of the
population and that the expected future population growth of India comes almost
entirely from the poor segments of the population. If this is true, the actual impact
of population growth on carbon emissions will be much less than national averages
would imply.23

 
Equally, the actual impact of population reduction on carbon emission will be much
less than national averages would imply.

And the third reason for doubting the value of population programs is timing. As
George Martine notes, “Even rapid fertility declines would not quickly produce the
stabilization or reduction of population sizes . . . [because] a country’s population
continues to grow in absolute numbers for some decades after it has reached below-
replacement fertility.”24 This is the issue of demographic momentum discussed in
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chapter 5: population keeps growing because the number of births, though below the
long-term replacement rate, is still greater than the number of deaths.

This is a critical issue, because we don’t have decades to solve the climate crisis.

Analysis by a team led by US climate scientist James Hansen shows that the current
level of CO2 in the atmosphere, now 390 parts per million, “is already in the danger
zone” for catastrophic climate change. They argue convincingly that we must phase out
coal by 2030, and by 2050 we need to have negative emissions—that is, we must
remove more CO2 from the atmosphere than is added every year. That can’t be achieved
without a very rapid reduction in emissions, beginning now.25 Hansen argues that any
increase in the average global temperature greater than one degree will have potentially
tragic consequences. “The last time Earth was 2 degrees warmer so much ice melted that
sea level was about twenty-five meters (eighty feet) higher than it is today.”26

Demographer Martine writes:

The limitations of the “demographic solution” must be made clear. Sheer numbers
do not tell the whole story. The world is already on the threshold of a major
climactic threat, with or without population growth. Family planning simply does
not have retroactive capabilities. Even if humankind failed to produce a single baby
during the next generation, its quality of life on Planet Earth would still be
endangered by climate change.27

 
However sincere its advocates may be, the “reduce the birth rate” solution to climate

change blames third world women for a problem they didn’t cause and opens the door
to more subtle forms of coercion. Under even the most optimistic (read: unrealistic)
assumptions, its impact on emissions will be too little, too late: a fraction of what’s
needed, decades after dramatic changes must be in place.

In the past, populationists were justly accused of exaggerating the imminence of
famine and chaos, so it’s ironic that now their proposals ignore the urgency of the
environmental crisis. Demographic change is slow, but the climate emergency demands
rapid, transformative action. Setting population targets for 2050 is like setting emission
cut targets for 2050: it allows the politicians and polluters to do nothing. The real
question is what to do now, not a generation from now.
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9: Lifeboat Ethics
 

It may surprise the many who imagine environmentalism to be always on the
liberal side of the political spectrum, but within the context set by nativism and
immigrant bashing, environmentalism has become a wellspring of xenophobic
resentment.

—Tom Athanasiou1

 

 

 

In January 1972, the British magazine Ecologist devoted an entire issue to “A Blueprint
for Survival,” a manifesto that became one of the most influential statements of
environmentalism in Britain. Reissued as a book, it sold more than 750,000 copies and
is often credited as the document that led to the creation of the Ecology Party, later
renamed the Green Party.

The Blueprint’s central thesis was that “if current trends are allowed to persist, the
breakdown of society and the irreversible disruption of the life-support systems on this
planet, possibly by the end of the century, certainly within the lifetimes of our children,
are inevitable.” A substantial part of the document was devoted to an argument that
Britain’s population was “well in excess of the carrying capacity of the land” and so
should not be just stabilized but reduced.

Our task is to end population growth by lowering the rate of recruitment so that it
equals the rate of loss . . . Governments must acknowledge the problem and
declare their commitment to ending population growth; this commitment should
include an end to immigration .2 (emphasis added)

 
The idea that immigrants were a threat to the pristine wilderness was common among

US conservationists before World War II, but the “Blueprint” was one of the first
documents of the new environmental movement to advocate a “gated community”
approach. Instead of defending the global environment and decent living conditions for
humanity, the authors of the “Blueprint” urged defense of Britain’s environment for the
British, by keeping others out.

A parallel movement to restrict immigration on populationist and environmental
grounds emerged at about the same time in the United States.
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Guarding the American lifeboat

 

It is often assumed that all environmentalists hold progressive political and social views,
but Garrett Hardin disproves that belief. He called himself an “eco-conservative,” but
reactionary would be a better term. Before he adopted the label “human ecologist,” he
was a eugenicist who wrote:

Studies indicate that as long as our present social organization continues, there will
be a slow but continuous downward trend in the average intelligence—there seems
to be little danger of society’s being deprived of something valuable by the
sterilization of all feeble-minded individuals—more spectacular results could be
obtained by preventing the breeding of numerous members of the sub-normal
classes higher than the feeble-minded.3

 
Hardin’s most famous article, “The Tragedy of the Commons,”4 is usually cited for its

claim that commonly owned resources will always be overused, but Hardin actually
wrote it to promote compulsory measures to reduce population. The “pollution
problem,” he wrote, “is a consequence of population,” a result of too many people
“using the commons as a cesspool.”

The most important aspect of necessity that we must now recognize, is the
necessity of abandoning the commons in breeding. No technical solution can
rescue us from the misery of overpopulation. Freedom to breed will bring ruin to
all . . .

The only way we can preserve and nurture other and more precious freedoms is
by relinquishing the freedom to breed, and that very soon.5

 
Hardin denied that voluntary birth control programs could end population growth. He

criticized the slogan “Every child a wanted child” because “women want more children
than the nation needs to achieve zero population growth . . . if only wanted children are
born the population will grow out of control.”6

In “Lifeboat Ethics: The Case against Helping the Poor,” published in 1974, Hardin
compared the United States to a lifeboat with little space to spare. Admitting more
people would cause everyone to drown. “World food banks move food to the people,
hastening the exhaustion of the environment of the poor countries. Unrestricted
immigration, on the other hand, moves people to the food, thus speeding up the
destruction of the environment of the rich countries.”7
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Giving foreigners access to American food would just help them win the breeding
race:

Every day we [Americans] are a smaller minority. We are increasing at only 1
percent per year; the rest of the world increases twice as fast. By the year 2000, one
person in 24 will be an American; in 100 years, only one in 46 . . .

If the world is one great commons, in which all food is shared equally, then we
are lost. Those who breed faster will replace the rest . . . In the absence of breeding
controls, a policy of “one mouth, one meal” ultimately produces one totally
miserable world. In a less than perfect world, the allocation of rights based on
territory must be defended if a ruinous breeding race is to be avoided. It is unlikely
that civilization and dignity can survive everywhere; but better in a few places than
in none. Fortunate minorities must act as the trustees of a civilization that is
threatened by uninformed good intentions.8

 
 

The logic of lifeboat ethics
 
“Sending food to Ethiopia, for instance, does more harm than good . . . The more
we encourage population growth by sending more and more food, the more
damage is done to the production system. Every time we send food to save lives in
the present, we are destroying lives in the future . . .

“Our best chance of solving these problems is to let each country produce as
many babies as the government decides is appropriate. This means each country
must take care of the babies it produces. No rich country should be an escape hatch
for a poor country . . .

“The quickest, easiest, and most effective form of population control in the U.S.,
that I support wholeheartedly, is to end immigration.”

—Garrett Hardin, from an interview published in OMNI magazine, June 1992
 
 

 
Barry Commoner condemned Hardin’s argument in The Closing Circle: “Here, only

faintly masked, is barbarism. It denies the equal right of all the human inhabitants of the
earth to a humane life . . . Neither within Hardin’s tiny enclaves of ‘civilization,’ nor in
the larger world around them, would anything that we seek to preserve—the dignity and
the humaneness of man, the grace of civilization—survive.”9
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In the United States in the 1970s, Hardin’s anti-immigration argument had very
concrete implications. As historian Robert Gottlieb points out, the growth of anti-
immigration sentiment in the environmental movement paralleled and was influenced
by the US government campaign against undocumented workers from Mexico.

By 1973, the new head of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS),
former Marine commandant Leonard Chapman, would initiate in conjunction with
other border control advocates a militaristic-sounding campaign against “illegal
aliens” from Mexico, claiming the country was being overrun by poor Mexicans in
search of jobs and economic benefits. This campaign not only increased INS
budgets but helped lay the groundwork for the emergence of a new and powerful
anti-immigrant coalition that prominently included mainstream environmental
population control advocates.

By the late 1970s, population control was becoming synonymous with efforts to
control the flow of Mexican migrants.10

 
In that political context, Hardin’s lifeboat ethics were popular with the right wing of

the environmental movement, but his “let them all starve” rhetoric repelled progressive
greens. It was left to Paul and Anne Ehrlich to promote a more acceptable
environmental argument against immigration.
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“The world can’t afford more Americans”

 

The Ehrlichs didn’t mention immigration in The Population Bomb, but by the late 1970s
it had become central to their thinking about US population. In 1979, they and historian
Loy Bilderback published a book on US-Mexico border issues, The Golden Door,
which argued that the problem with Mexican immigrants was not that they were
different from Americans but that they wanted to be the same:

If native Americans continue unrepentantly in their traditional “prosperity,” that is,
a resource-gobbling, environment-destroying life-style, then America will continue
to attract immigrants, legal and illegal, who will strive to do the same. If the past is
any guide, most immigrants will sooner or later achieve a standard of living that is
not significantly different from that of the native-born. After all, this is what
attracts most immigrants in the first place. Thus, adding people to the United States
population by migration would increase the total American impact on global
resources and environment, as well as contributing to domestic problems, just as
adding people by natural increase would.11

 
They repeated that argument in The Population Explosion in 1990.

Migration from poor to rich nations represents a very different kind of threat,
however. To the degree that immigrants adopt the lifestyles of their adopted
countries they will begin consuming more resources per person and to do
disproportionate environmental damage . . .

The flow of immigrants into the United States should be damped, simply
because the world can’t afford more Americans.12

 
In 2004 they added the claim that immigrants are actually more damaging to the

environment than “native Americans” because they reproduce faster and because by
immigrating they reduce incentives for improvements in their homelands.

Migrants understandably move towards jobs and financial rewards, and overall
they appear to find them. That means that, on average, they better their condition,
become more affluent, consume more, and thus add more to the overall
environmental impact of human beings than if they had stayed home. International
migrants may also import high-fertility habits from poor nations into rich nations,
raising birthrates among the more affluent—and environmentally more destructive
—people of the world. And they often bring great economic benefits to rich
economies, contributing to the ability of affluent local people to consume more . . .
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To the degree that migration as a “safety valve” keeps poor nations from
squarely facing their own demographic problems while swelling the numbers of
higher-income consumers, migration will have a negative influence on the chances
of reaching global sustainability.13

 
Danish environmentalist Inge Røpke calls such reasoning ethically problematic,

“implying that the already established citizens of the affluent countries have more right
to maintain high consumption levels than newcomers have to approach a high standard
. . . Restrictive immigration policies appear as an egoistic defense of privileges rather
than a contribution to sustainability.”14

Eric Neumayer, a professor of environment and development at the London School
of Economics, is much harsher: “I would define eco-fascism as a position that holds
that some people have the right to consume a lot of resources and pollute much based
on nationality, citizenship or race, but all the rest, which is the vast majority of people,
do not have this right. And to ensure this, they need to be kept where they are.”15

As the Sierra Club’s Carl Pope wrote, this anti-immigration argument amounts to
telling the world: “We know that our way of life is fatal to the biosphere, but we don’t
plan to change it, and we can’t afford to have you join us. Please don’t imitate us back
in your own countries either.”16

That position has become standard populationist fare in the United States, Canada,
Britain, Australia, and elsewhere.
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The greening of hate

 

• Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR) : “The United States
will not be able to achieve any meaningful reductions in CO2 emissions without
serious economic and social consequences for American citizens unless
immigration is sharply curtailed.”17

• Center for Immigration Studies (CIS): “Continued American population
growth is incompatible with sustainability, nationally or globally. Therefore
environmentalists committed to sustainability should support reducing current high
levels of U.S. immigration.”18

• NumbersUSA: “There are 305 million people in the U.S. today. We’re on
track, with current immigration numbers, to add another 135 million in just 40
years. That means more stress on the environment. More roads. More cars. More
oil.”19

The three organizations quoted above are Garrett Hardin’s direct political heirs in the
United States today. Although they appear to be separate, they are, according to the
Southern Poverty Law Center, “fruits of the same poisonous tree.”

FAIR, CIS, and NumbersUSA are all part of a network of restric-tionist
organizations conceived and created by John Tanton, the “puppeteer” of the
nativist movement and a man with deep racist roots . . . He has met with leading
white supremacists, promoted anti-Semitic ideas, and associated closely with the
leaders of a eugenicist foundation once described by a leading newspaper as a
“neo-Nazi organization.” He has made a series of racist statements about Latinos
and worried that they were outbreeding whites. At one point, he wrote candidly
that to maintain American culture, “a European-American majority” is required.20

 
Tanton chaired the Sierra Club’s Population Committee in the early 1970s and was

president of Zero Population Growth (ZPG) from 1975 to 1977. After ZPG refused to
endorse his proposal for an anti-immigration campaign, he founded FAIR in 1978; the
founding directors included Garrett Hardin and Paul Ehrlich. Since then he has initiated
and funded many other anti-immigration groups, each designed to appeal to a specific
audience, each presented as independent of the others.

It’s tempting to dismiss Tanton and his associates as marginal cranks, but their
influence is significant and growing. FAIR, which focuses on lobbying federal and state
governments, claims to have been invited to testify before congressional committees
more often than any other organization, and in association with NumbersUSA it has
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successfully used mass lobbying to derail legislative proposals to give legal status to
undocumented workers.

FAIR’s legal affiliate, the Immigration Reform Law Institute (IRLI), assisted in
drafting SB1070, the anti-immigrant law approved in Arizona in 2010. FAIR president
Dan Stein describes SB1070 as “a law that both represents the interests of legal
Arizonians and serves as model legislation for other states.”21 Elected politicians in
forty-one states are members of FAIR’s legislative arm, State Legislators for Legal
Immigration (SLLI); in May 2010 it was reported that SLLI-affiliated politicians had
proposed Arizona-style laws in at least seven other states.22

CIS provides intellectual ammunition for the anti-immigration movement. Although it
claims to conduct “independent, non-partisan” research, it has, as Mark Potok
comments, “never found any aspect of immigration that it liked.”23

A frequently cited CIS research paper attempts to assign hard numbers to the
argument that by coming to the United States immigrants increase global greenhouse gas
emissions. The authors claim:

If the current stock of immigrants in the United States had stayed in their countries
of origin rather than migrating to the United States, their estimated annual CO2

emissions would have been only 155 metric tons, assuming these immigrants had
the average level of CO2 emissions for a person living in their home countries. This
is 482 million tons less than the estimated 637 tons they will produce in the United
States. This 482 million ton increase represents the impact of immigration on global
emissions. It is equal to approximately 5 percent of the increase in annual world-
wide CO2 emissions since 1980.24

 
They reach those conclusions despite their admission that “one obstacle to estimating

annual immigrant and native-born per capita CO2 emission rates is that there are no data
that disaggregate rates of these two population cohorts.”25 In place of real numbers, they
use their own estimates, which they base on per capita income figures that are
themselves estimates.

NumbersUSA, the populist voice of the Tanton network, blames immigration for
unemployment, low wages, urban sprawl, congestion, overcrowded schools, lost open
spaces, and more. Its president, Roy Beck, says such problems are caused by “bad
recent public policies that raised the volume of national immigration above social,
economic, educational, cultural, and environmental thresholds.”26

The group’s website promotes the idea that US citizens of foreign ancestry aren’t real
Americans. For example, a graph headed “Question: If Congress doesn’t change
immigration policies, what will happen by the end of the century?” claims to show that
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immigrants will outbreed Americans—but the “immigrants” section includes several
generations of people born in the United States, all of whom are citizens under the US
constitution.
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Greening the anti-immigrant right in Canada

 

The Canadian Centre for Immigration Policy Reform (CCIPR), launched in September
2010, calls itself a “not-for-profit national organization of citizens who believe that
major changes must be made to our immigration policies if they are to serve the best
interests of Canadians.”27

It is headed by former Canadian ambassador to Sri Lanka, Martin Collacott, now a
senior fellow with the right-wing Fraser Institute, and former Conservative Party
candidate Margret Kopala. Its advisory council includes Derek Burney, a longtime
Conservative Party strategist who was chief of staff to Prime Minister Brian Mulroney
from 1987 to 1989 and who headed Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s transition team in
2006.

Like anti-immigrant groups in other countries, CCIPR uses environmental arguments
to give its views credibility.

On its Overview page: “Our high immigration levels make it more difficult to achieve
Canada’s environmental objectives and inhibit efforts to reduce the extraordinary size of
our ecological footprint.”

And on its Immigration Myths page, CCIPR repeats the “by immigrating they increase
environmental damage” argument—but it refers to “ecological footprint” rather than
emissions.

Immigration currently accounts for most population growth in Canada, and
population growth is by far the major pressure on the environment. In addition,
immigration to Canada from developing countries (which is where most of our
immigrants now come from) has significant negative effects on the environment in
the world as a whole because, according to some estimates, such immigrants have
an ecological footprint four times that which they had in their countries of origin. It
is worth noting in this regard that, while Canada is often criticized for the
environmental consequences of its oil sands development, the impact on the
environment of our immigration intake is significantly greater. Immigration in fact
has major environmental consequences.

 
The site gives no source for any of these claims, and its Links page includes only

seven “organizations with useful analyses of immigration and refugee issues”—three of
which are the Tanton groups FAIR, CIS, and NumbersUSA.
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The immigration wedge

 

At the Conservative Political Action Conference in Washington in February 2010, a
young right-winger challenged Mark Krikorian, executive director of the Center for
Immigration Studies, asking why CIS publishes papers that support the global warming
hoax. An observer reports: “Krikorian nonchalantly answered . . . that CIS publishes
articles that are in favor of global warming to force a wedge between different people
on the Left.”28

Right-wing groups in the United States have repeatedly used immigration as a wedge
to split the environmental movement.

They have used the wedge directly, by creating pseudo-green groups whose real goal
is to draw sincere environmentalists into the morass of nativist politics. Groups such as
Apply the Brakes, Population-Environment Balance, and Carrying Capacity Network
(CCN) have a light green veneer over a hard core of anti-immigrant ideology that verges
on outright racism.

For example, the chair of CCN is Garrett Hardin’s longtime associate Virginia
Abernethy, who calls herself an ethnic separatist. She is also on the editorial advisory
board of the Occidental Quarterly, a magazine whose statement of principles says, “The
European identity of the United States and its people should be maintained. Immigration
into the United States should be restricted to selected people of European ancestry.”29

She is also on the editorial advisory board of the official magazine of the Council of
Conservative Citizens, formerly known as the White Citizens’ Council.

Historian David Reimers explains that environmentalism can provide political cover
for racists: “The population-environmental issue offers the possibility of avoiding the
racist issue. By making the environment and overpopulation the issues and not who is
coming, anti-immigrant voices can say they are not racists and at the same time can tie
their crusade to a relatively popular issue.”30

The far right has also used the immigration issue as a wedge to split or capture
genuine environmental groups. The best-publicized case was the attempt, coordinated
by a coalition of anti-immigrant groups, to take over the oldest and largest
environmental organization in the United States, the Sierra Club. After losing a 1998
membership vote on their proposal to commit the Sierra Club to an immigration
restriction program, a secretive group called Sierrans for United States Population
Stabilization (SUSPS) launched a multi-year campaign to win a majority on the club’s
board. The campaign culminated in the 2004 board elections, when anti-immigrant
groups across the United States urged their supporters to join the Sierra Club to vote for
three SUSPS-endorsed candidates.
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The SUSPS candidates were defeated, but not without a time-consuming and divisive
battle that diverted attention and effort from Sierra Club’s ongoing environmental
programs. If they had won, anti-immigration forces would have had effective control of
an environmental organization with 750,000 members and over $100 million in assets.

These wedge campaigns show why it’s important for environmental activists to
understand the nature and background of groups such as FAIR, CIS, and
NumbersUSA. These pseudo-green organizations, and the anti-immigrant program they
promote, undermine and weaken our efforts to build mass democratic movements to
confront and defeat the real causes of environmental destruction.

The US Center for New Community, which has helped organize against attempts by
far-right groups to infiltrate environmental movements and groups, has explained the
dangers posed to the real environmental movement by anti-immigration groups:

This environmentalism represents a new and dangerous form of eco-politics. It is
an eco-politics that acknowledges energy constraints, resource depletion, and
climate change as scientific phenomena, but its response—to keep out immigrants
—denies the possibility of effective solutions. Border fences, racial profiling, and
mandatory identity cards will not cap carbon or prevent oil spills. Nor will they
bring about the necessary transition to renewable energy and a green economy.
Instead, this version of environmentalism desperately wants to promote an
American dream of unlimited consumption—for whites only.31

 
Unfortunately, the Sierra Club weakened its own position by continuing to support

populationist policies and by declaring a position of neutrality on immigration. Instead
of actively defending the rights of immigrants, Sierra voted “to take no position on U.S.
immigration levels and policies.” Whatever the political realities that led to that position,
its real effect is to leave a wedge between greens and immigrants.
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10: Allies, Not Enemies
 

Like the ecosphere itself, the peoples of the world are linked through their separate
but interconnected needs to a common fate. The world will survive the
environmental crisis as a whole, or not at all.

—Barry Commoner1

 

 

History will judge greens by whether they stand with the world’s poor.

—Tom Athanasiou2

 

 

 

For the right-wing forces who created and lead the anti-immigrant groups we discussed
in the last chapter, concern for the environment is just a ploy—they’ll say anything to
justify keeping immigrants out. They are engaged in what’s been justly called “the
greening of hate—blaming environmental degradation on poor populations of color.”3

But in recent years activists and writers who are sincerely concerned about global
warming and other forms of ecological destruction have also adopted the argument that
cutting immigration will protect the environment. A report published by the Australia
Institute, for example, concludes, “A high immigration policy would result in Australia’s
energy-related emissions being 16% higher than they would be with zero net
immigration.”4

In the United States and Canada, some prominent environmentalists have endorsed
restricting immigration.

Leading ecological economist Herman Daly describes himself as “anti-immigration,’
or more precisely ‘pro-immigration limits,’ without in the least being anti-immigrant.”5

Agronomist David Pimentel and nutritionist Marcia Pimentel argue that US population
should be “stabilized,” which they say could be achieved if legal immigration levels
were cut to pre-1945 levels and all illegal immigration stopped.6 Canadian ecologist
William Rees, cocreator of the ecological footprint concept, argues not only that
immigration harms the destination country’s environment but that the money
immigrants send home to their families will increase consumption and so “contribute to
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net resource depletion and pollution, both local and global,” and “short-circuit negative
feedback from the local environment that might otherwise lead to domestic policies that
would moderate population growth and ecological decay.”7

“Immigration harms the environment” is just another way of saying “population
growth harms the environment”—except that it targets a particularly vulnerable and
powerless group of people. “We need fewer immigrants” puts the blame on “them,” on
“the others.” No matter how sincere and liberal the defenders of that view may be, what
they are really doing is defending “our” privileges against encroachments by outsiders.

As Larry Lohmann of The Corner House writes, the anti-immigration argument
“relies on the premise that changing Northern lifestyles is a lower priority, or less
achievable, than preventing others from sharing them.”8
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Environmental justice

 

In 1987, the landmark study Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States  “found race to
be the most potent variable in predicting where commercial hazardous waste facilities
were located in the U.S., more powerful than household income, the value of homes
and the estimated amount of hazardous waste generated by industry.”9 That report
played a central role in the emergence of the environmental justice movement in the
United States in the 1990s.

 

“A simplistic and dangerous argument”
 
“Many climate groups who call for a sustainable population rely on the fact that
when migrants come to Australia they often adopt Australia’s carbon-intensive
lifestyles, which increases domestic emissions. We suggest that this is a simplistic
and dangerous argument. To begin with, by merely restricting the movement of
people into Australia we do nothing to stop unsustainable levels of consumption by
Australians that cause environmental damage.

“But more importantly, we must recognize that our way of living in Australia,
which is a rich so-called ‘first world’ nation, has created the conditions where
people want to escape poverty, labor exploitation, and environmental problems in
poorer ‘third world’ nations by migrating. Yet it is this very process of ‘first world’
development that has caused the climate crisis. We cannot then turn our backs on
the very people that we have exploited to build our carbon intensive lifestyles; we
must recognize our carbon debt and act in global solidarity to stop the global
problem of climate change.

“As a huge emitter both historically and presently, Australia has an enormous
ecological debt to pay. By reducing migration we’re penalizing migrants for a
problem that Australians have caused. To challenge over-consumption and social
inequity, we must target the social structures that are at the root of the problem, not
the individuals who are victimized by them.

“Furthermore, often arguments for population control overlook the fact that
Australia is a colonized nation. The urge to protect ‘our’ food and water reserves
fails to recognize that we are colonizers. We must remember that we are part of a
culture that has [disrespected] and continues to disrespect Indigenous peoples and
their lands and waters. We cannot demand population control—or any action in the
name of climate change—that does not provide space for traditional owners to
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make decisions about their lives, lands, and waters.

“Because of climate change there is even more imperative to confront over-
consumption and share the world’s resources. What we need to talk about is how
to share these resources equitably and sustainably.”

—Friends of the Earth Sydney,
“A Statement on Population and Climate Change”

 
 

 
As the principal author of the 1987 report later wrote, the new movement was based

on the idea that defense of the environment and the fight for social justice cannot be
separated, because environmental destruction weighs most heavily on people of color.

Communities are not all created equal. In the United States, for example, some
communities are routinely poisoned while the government looks the other way.
Environmental regulations have not uniformly benefited all segments of society.
People of color (African Americans, Latinos, Asians, Pacific Islanders, and Native
Americans) are disproportionately harmed by industrial toxins on their jobs and in
their neighborhoods. These groups must contend with dirty air and drinking water
—the byproducts of municipal landfills, incinerators, polluting industries, and
hazardous waste treatment, storage, and disposal facilities.10

 
Historically, in the United States and other wealthy countries, the mainstream

environmental movement has ignored or excluded people of color: indigenous people,
African Americans, and immigrants have been radically underrepresented in the
membership and absent from leadership positions and decision-making bodies. The
widespread adoption of populationist and anti-immigration policies by green groups in
the 1970s drove a long-lasting wedge between fighters for civil and human rights on
one side and environmental activists on the other. In the United States, the assumption
that “environmental issues were simply not significant issues for communities of color”
was “embedded in mainstream environmental activities and policy making.”11

The rise of the environmental justice movement in the United States in the 1990s
challenged that assumption in practice by mobilizing African American, Native
American, and immigrant communities into important and often successful campaigns
against environmental destruction, particularly on a local basis. In doing so, it also
posed a challenge to the mainstream environmental movement.
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Scapegoating divides us
 
“We would like to see a real partnership among immigrant community groups,
neighborhoods, and activists with the environmental movement, identifying and
struggling for resolutions to the serious problems immigrant-based communities
continue to face. But to develop this partnership, we need to grapple with the need
to have mutual education, develop political trust, cultural sensitivity, and racial and
nationality integration.

“For immigrant-based communities, and for the immigrant and refugee rights
movement, there will be a real problem in creating these linkages if the
scapegoating of immigrants for over-taxing our resources and for environmental
degradation becomes a key component of an environmental protection strategy.

“Instead, I would like to see us work, if not together, at least in cooperation to
develop and to promote a more comprehensive understanding of the relationship
of immigration, population and the environment, that dispels the myths and lies,
and gets beyond the historic scapegoating of immigrants for economic and
environmental inequities and injustices . . .

“A simple starting point is to agree that in seeking environmental justice, the ‘we’
and ‘us’ includes people of color, includes the foreign born, includes immigrants
and refugees without immigration documents. You’d better believe that today’s
immigrants may have a different view of population than a group predominantly
composed of people of European heritage.”

—Cathi Tactaquin, director of the [US] National Network
for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, 199314

 
 

 
By challenging the whiteness of the environmental movement, environmental
justice advocates have successfully raised the question of constituency and the
limits of the existing environmental agenda . . . The rise of the environmental
justice groups and their challenge concerning environmental racism suggests that
reconstituting environmentalism in order that it become more than just a white
movement remains a central organizing task.12

 
In 1991, the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit met in

Washington, DC, “to build a national and international movement of all peoples of color
to fight the destruction and taking of our lands and communities.” It proposed a
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framework for an inclusive environmental justice movement.

The Principles of Working Together require affirmation of the value in diversity
and the rejection of any form of racism, discrimination, and oppression. To
support each other completely, we must learn about our different cultural and
political histories so that we can completely support each other in our movement
inclusive of ages, classes, immigrants, indigenous peoples, undocumented workers,
farm workers, genders, sexual orientations, and education differences.13

 
What we see in this and other statements from environmental justice activists is a

profoundly important insight that never appears in the writings of the anti-immigration
greens—that the victims of environmental destruction can and should play central roles
as leaders of the fight for change, and that those victims include the very immigrants
that populationists would turn back at the border.

The anti-immigration greens appear to be either unaware of or indifferent to the
extent to which the policies they favor divide and weaken the environmental movement.
How can we possibly win support from the most exploited working people if we accuse
them of responsibility for polluting the environment and urge the government to bar
them and their families at the border? That’s a recipe for defeat.
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Protecting plunder

 

As we’ve seen, populationists commonly argue that immigration to rich countries
increases global warming, because the standard of living and thus the level of
greenhouse gas emissions is so much higher in the countries of the North. Setting aside
the fact that most immigrants end up in low-paying jobs that don’t allow them to be
super-emitters, it’s noteworthy that the supporters of that theory rarely ask why the
countries of the North use so much more of the world’s resources.

 

Socialists and immigration
 
In 1910, the great US socialist Eugene Debs responded to a proposal by right-wing
members of the Socialist Party of America to adopt a policy against Asian
immigration.

Nothing, Debs wrote, “could move me to turn my back upon the oppressed,
brutalized and despairing victims of the old world, who are lured to these shores
by some faint glimmer of hope that here their crushing burdens may be lightened,
and some star of promise rise in their darkened skies.”

He continued: “Away with the ‘tactics’ which require the exclusion of the
oppressed and suffering slaves who seek these shores with the hope of bettering
their wretched condition and are driven back under the cruel lash of expediency.”

Debs’ stirring defense of international solidarity is directly relevant to the
environmental movement today, so we have included it, in full, as appendix 3.

 

 
In 1750, average living standards in the North and the South were about the same;

now they aren’t even close. That change didn’t just happen—as the famous liberal
economist Robert Heilbroner explained, the primary cause was “the drainage of wealth
from the underdeveloped Periphery to the developed Center . . . The widening gulf
between rich and poor nations is undoubtedly not just a measure of the superior
performance of the capitalist world but also an indication of its exploitative powers.”15

Similarly, historian Robert Biel writes:

It is not just that there is one group of countries in the world which happens to be
developed and another which happens to be poor. The two are organically linked;
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that is to say, one part is poor because the other is rich. The relationship is partly
historical—for colonialism and the slave trade helped to build up capitalism and
this provided the conditions for later forms of dependency—but the link between
development and underdevelopment is also a process that continues today.16

 
Instead of the “trickle down” economics we’re often told about, the South has for

centuries been the victim of “flood up” economics—a flow of wealth from the poorest
countries to the richest that has not been offset by investment and aid. In the last
decades of the twentieth century, the imposition of neoliberal “free trade” policies
turned the flood into a torrent.

Since the beginning of the crisis in the 1970s, the world has experienced a series of
major changes that have progressively eroded living conditions for a majority of
the inhabitants of the planet. Mass unemployment has settled in, the unequal
distribution of wealth has intensified, and workers’ wages have fallen sharply. In
addition, there are the disastrous consequences of closing the borders of
industrialized countries to migrants, increasing recourse to violence in case of
conflict, destroying the environment (the greenhouse effect, pollution, massive
deforestation, etc.), and deregulating food production.17

 
The wealth of the Northern countries is based, in large measure, on centuries of

systematic plunder of the South, a process that continues to this day. Part of that process
has been the transfer of polluting industries to the South, where they aren’t subject to
environmental protection regulations. A 2010 study by scientists at the Carnegie
Institution found that the United States outsources about 11 percent of its total
consumption-based emissions, primarily to the developing world, especially China.
Over a third of the carbon dioxide emissions linked to goods and services consumed in
many European countries were actually emitted elsewhere.18

In short, the North is richer because it plunders the South, and its immediate
environment is often less polluted because it exports dirty industry to the South. In this
context, the idea of protecting “our” environment by keeping “them” out is deeply
hypocritical.
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Our fight is global

 

Northern activists and commentators often view the people of the global South as
passive victims of climate change and environmental disasters, not as leaders and agents
of sustainable change. They ignore the powerful environmental movements in the South
that in many cases are more active and larger than those in the North.

In Nigeria, oil drilling has caused immense damage to the Niger Delta, home to about
thirty million people. Each year, more oil is spilled in the delta than was spilled in the
Gulf of Mexico oil disaster of 2010. The Guardian has described Nigeria as “the world
capital of oil pollution.”19 In 1993, environmentalist Ken Saro-Wiwa helped organize
protest marches of 300,000 Ogoni people—about half of the entire Ogoni population—
to demand change, an action that led to the trial and execution of Saro-Wiwa and eight
other activists on trumped-up charges. Despite this history of repression, Nigerian
groups such as Environmental Rights Action have continued the campaign and spread it
internationally.

In Ecuador, thirty thousand indigenous people are suing oil giant Chevron for $113
billion to clean up the shocking damage done to the Amazon rainforest, devastation
that’s been called a “Rainforest Chernobyl.” Over three decades, Chevron dumped
billions of liters of contaminated water into the area’s rivers and left behind about a
thousand open pits of toxic waste. The rainforest ecosystem has been irreparably
damaged and the groundwater polluted. Cancer, birth defects, and miscarriages have
reached epidemic proportions in nearby indigenous communities. The affected
communities have launched an international campaign to bring the multibillion-dollar
company to justice.20 They won an important court victory in February 2011, but
Chevron says it will appeal the ruling.

In China, rapid industrialization has resulted in equally rapid environmental decay.
Deserts are encroaching on agricultural land, ancient forests are being clear-cut, soil
fertility is in decline, water shortages are reaching a crisis point, and cities are choking
on smog and pollution.21 Walden Bello of Focus on the Global South reports that more
than fifty thousand “environment-related riots, protests, and disputes” took place in
China in 2005 alone.22

 

Support environmental refugees
 
The Climate Justice and Migration Working Group, an international coalition of
human rights and immigrant rights groups, estimates that between 25 and 50
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million people have already been displaced by environmental change, and that
could rise to 150 million by 2050. It calls for recognition of the right of human
mobility across borders as an essential response to the climate change threat. Their
statement, which includes a seven-point program in defense of the rights of
environmental refugees and migrants, is published in full in appendix 4.

 

 
India, too, has witnessed a growing number of struggles on environmental issues in

recent years, ranging from local land disputes between peasants and agribusiness to the
huge mobilizations of India’s anti-dam movement. International Rivers reported in
December 2010 that protests against big dams in northeast India have been a regular
feature in the headlines. What started as a student movement against big dams in
Arunachal Pradesh has now snowballed into a major political issue in Assam.23

One of the largest and most effective environmental justice groups in the world is La
Vía Campesina, an alliance of peasant and small farmer groups that stretches across
more than fifty countries and five continents. It was among the first to promote the
concept of food sovereignty, the notion that healthy, sustainable food is a basic human
right and that farmers must have democratic control over their land and their products.
Hundreds of groups responded to La Vía Campesina’s call for demonstrations during
the 2010 UN climate conference in Cancún, Mexico, where the peasant-farmer group
issued

a call to assume collective responsibility for Mother Earth, proposing for ourselves
to change production and consumption patterns that have provoked the crisis on
this planet; to defend the commons and stop their privatization; to redouble efforts,
to work intensively to inform, educate, organize and articulate to build a social
force that can stop the tendency to convert the grave problems of the climate crisis
into business opportunities and that can promote the thousands of people’s
solutions; to revise and construct new spaces for international alliances; to prepare
ourselves for the global referendum for the rights of Mother Earth and the real
alternatives to the Climate Crisis . . . 24

 
These are just a few examples of a struggle that extends far beyond the boundaries of

any country. Far from being just part of the problem, the people of the South are
leading the global fight against ecological destruction. They are our allies, not our
enemies, and if we are serious about working with them, then no part of our work
should involve efforts to turn immigrants from their countries away at our borders.

Support for immigration controls strengthens the most regressive forces in our
societies and weakens our ability to deal with the real causes of environmental
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problems. It gives conservative governments and politicians an easy way out, allowing
them to pose as friends of the environment by restricting immigration, while continuing
with business as usual. It hands a weapon to reactionaries, allowing them to portray
environmentalists as hostile to the legitimate aspirations of the poorest and most
oppressed people in the world.

Immigrants are not pollution. Anti-immigration policies divide the environmental
movement along race, class, and gender lines, at a time when the broadest possible unity
is essential.
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11: Too Many Consumers?
 

The world with its billions does not have too many people, but it does have too
many in their thousands who think that they are worth a million others.

—Daniel Dorling1

 

 

 

Closely related to the claim that “too many people” are destroying the world is the
assertion that the problem is “too much consumption.” That concept is embedded in the
IPAT equation—the Ehrlichs themselves tell us that “‘consumption’ is in some ways a
more accurate term than ‘affluence,’ but PAT is a much handier acronym than PCT.”2

The concept is often expressed in terms of ecological overshoot or in the number of
“earths” required to support our excessive lifestyles. A report from Britain’s New
Economics Foundation puts it this way:

In 1961 . . . the UK’s consumption patterns were roughly aligned with one planet
living—that is, one planet’s worth of resources would be needed to support the
whole global population at the UK’s level of consumption. By 2009, this grew to
3.1 planet living. In other words, we would need an additional 2.1 Earth-like
planets if every human were to replicate the same levels of consumption in the
UK.3

 
That is an important statement about the nature of the global economy. The countries

of the North use a grossly disproportionate share of the world’s resources, including
both physical materials (water, minerals, food) and ecological services such as the
atmosphere’s ability to absorb greenhouse gases. Simple justice—not to mention human
survival—demands that the earth’s resources be shared fairly. The North must use less,
so that the South can escape poverty.

In the words of Bolivia’s president, Evo Morales, “the United States and Europe
consume, on average, 8.4 times more than the world average. It is necessary for them to
reduce their level of consumption and recognize that all of us are guests on this same
land; of the same Pachamama [Mother Earth].”4

But problems arise when populationists attempt to trace the obvious disparity
between North and South to the behavior of individual consumers in the North.
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• Alan Durning, Sierra Club: “The consumer society’s exploitation of
resources threatens to exhaust, poison, or unalterably disfigure forests, soils, water,
and air. We, its members, are responsible for a disproportionate share of all the
global environmental challenges facing humanity.”5

• A PBS television special: “Even though Americans comprise only five
percent of the world’s population, in 1996 we used nearly a third of its resources
and produced almost half of its hazardous waste. The average North American
consumes five times as much as an average Mexican, 10 times as much as an
average Chinese and 30 times as much as the average person in India.”6

The conclusion usually drawn from such statements is that the world can be saved
only if the “average American” can be persuaded to cut back drastically, to eat less,
drive less, spend less. “Unlimited production and consumption are at the root of our
current environmental decay: people will have to lead more ecological lives and will
have to consume less in order to achieve a green environmentally safe and sound
society.”7

In recent years, growing numbers of people in the North have indeed been trying to
reduce their personal ecological impacts. Every day more people are driving less,
rejecting bottled water, turning down their thermostats, and switching from
incandescent to fluorescent light bulbs. Any effort to tread more lightly on the earth
deserves approval and encouragement, and the fact that so many people are trying to do
so is evidence that we can win a majority in the fight for an ecologically sustainable
future.

But important as those actions are, it is essential to recognize that individual
consumption is not a major cause of environmental destruction and that changes in
individual behavior can make at most a marginal difference.

The argument that the world is threatened by “overconsuming Americans” (or
Canadians, or Australians, or . . .) rests on two fundamental errors about the nature of
the problem: it confuses two different kinds of consumption, and it ignores substantial
inequalities within the rich countries. We’ll discuss each in turn.

130



Confusing two kinds of consumption

 

In a 2008 New York Times article, best-selling author Jared Diamond wrote:

The average rates at which people consume resources like oil and metals, and
produce wastes like plastics and greenhouse gases, are about 32 times higher in
North America, Western Europe, Japan and Australia than they are in the
developing world . . . Americans might object: there is no way we would sacrifice
our living standards for the benefit of people in the rest of the world. Nevertheless,
whether we get there willingly or not, we shall soon have lower consumption rates,
because our present rates are unsustainable.8

 
Diamond, like other populationists who make the “too many consumers” argument, is

confusing two very different processes: the “consumption” of raw material and
environmental resources in the production and distribution of goods and the
“consumption” of goods and services by individuals and households. As Victor Wallis
points out: “It is remarkable . . . how little effort is routinely made to disaggregate the
‘consumption’ category. Common parlance, reinforced by the typical framing of cross-
national statistics, links consumption to the satisfaction of individual needs or wants,
whereas in fact, as an ecological category, it refers to all throughput of materials and
energy, for whatever purpose.”9

The great majority of “consumption” (throughput) does not involve individual
product users at all. For example, the average rate at which people produce waste,
mentioned above by Diamond, is calculated by dividing the total population into the
total waste. But since 99 percent of all solid waste in the United States today comes from
industrial processes, eliminating all household waste would have little effect on per
capita waste.10 Diamond’s “average rate” is meaningless.

The case of greenhouse gas emissions is similar. The following summary of emission
sources is for Canada in 2007,11 but the breakdown is similar in other super-emitting
industrialized countries.

 
Passenger transportation 19%

Commercial transportation 17%
Industrial 34%

Residential 15%
Commercial/institutional 13%
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Agriculture 3%

 

 

Only two of those categories can be reasonably attributed to consumers—passenger
transportation and residential, a total of 34 percent of Canada’s emissions. Although that
is not a small proportion, it shows that individual consumers aren’t the biggest problem.

But 34 percent substantially overstates the actual emissions that end-customers have
any control over, because about 90 percent of “residential” emissions are not produced
in residences at all—they are produced by electrical and natural gas providers and
statistically attributed to residences in proportion to use, even though residential
customers have no control over how electricity is made.

A very different picture emerges when emissions are calculated, as the Stern Review
on The Economics of Climate Change did in 2007, “according to the sector from which
they are directly emitted . . . as opposed to end user/activity.”12

 

Energy emissions
 

 
Energy emissions

Power 24.8%
Industry 13.7%

Transport 13.5%
Buildings 7.7%

Other 5.0%

 

 

 

Non-energy emissions
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Non-energy emissions

Land use 18.3%
Agriculture 13.7%

Waste 3.4%

 

 

In short, the great majority of greenhouse gas emissions originate in industrial and
commercial operations. Attributing those emissions to consumers is, to say the least,
misleading.
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Ignoring inequality in the North

 

No one can deny that most people in the global North enjoy material living standards far
higher than those of most people living in the South. It’s often pointed out, for example,
that a poverty-level income in the North would support a middle-class standard of
living in much of the South. Overcoming such gross inequality is a key task facing any
movement that aims to build a better world.

But that does not mean everyone in the North lives a lifestyle that endangers the
earth’s future. Talk of the “American standard of living” (or Canadian, or Australian . .
.) obscures substantial inequalities within the countries of the North. For example,
Australian author Clive Hamilton writes:

Most people are prosperous beyond the dreams of their parents and grandparents.
The houses of typical families are bigger than ever and are filled with big-screen
TVs and DVDs and racks of unused clothes. They are centrally heated and air-
conditioned; many have swimming pools or pool tables; most have unused rooms;
expensive cars are parked outside. It is nothing for an average parent to spend
several hundred dollars on a present for a child or to buy them a personal mobile
phone . . . Despite the availability of free education, large numbers of households
with no more than average incomes choose to outlay tens of thousands of dollars
to send their children to private schools and then to universities.13

 
Hamilton is right to draw attention to the social and ecological costs of mass

consumerism. Western capitalist economies depend on continual expansion of mass
consumption. Multibillion-dollar industries feed off and constantly reinforce the drive
to sell more: automobiles, cosmetics, film and television, mass media, professional
sport, fast food, leisure and travel, pharmaceuticals, alcohol and tobacco, personal
computers, mobile phones, household appliances, supermarkets, and more. Central to
the story is the rise of the evil twins of capitalist marketing: advertising and planned
obsolescence. We discuss this in chapter 12.

But Hamilton’s conclusion, that this has resulted in a new economic order he calls
“consumer capitalism,” ignores other important trends. Advertising and mass
consumption have grown spectacularly, but they have been outpaced by the military and
by the fossil fuel, mining, and petrochemical industries. The influence of those
organizations, not consumers, has been the decisive factor in preventing effective action
to cut greenhouse gas emissions.

Hamilton, like many other critics of consumerism, describes consumption patterns
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that only a minority of privileged families can afford. Compare his description of the
lifestyles of those he calls “most people,” “typical families,” and “average parents” with
Barbara Ehrenreich’s account of the actual lives of her coworkers at the Hearthside
restaurant in Florida:

Gail is sharing a room in a well-known downtown flophouse for $250 a week . . .

Claude, the Haitian cook, is desperate to get out of the two room apartment he
shares with his girlfriend and two other, unrelated people . . .

Annette, a twenty-year-old server who is six months pregnant and abandoned by
her boyfriend, lives with her mother, a postal clerk . . .

Marianne, who is a breakfast server, and her boyfriend are paying $170 a week
for a one-person trailer . . .

Billy, who at $10 an hour is the wealthiest of us, lives in the trailer he owns
paying only the $400-a-month lot fee . . .

Tina, another server, and her husband are paying $60 a night for a room in the
Days Inn. This is because they have no car and the Days Inn is in walking distance
of the Hearthside . . .

Joan, who had fooled me with her numerous and tasteful outfits (hostesses wear
their own clothes), lives in a van parked behind a shopping center at night and
showers in Tina’s motel room.14

 
Those real people aren’t “prosperous beyond the dreams of their parents and
grandparents.” They are struggling to survive, in a society in which the cards are
stacked against all but a fortunate few.

Much literature on “consumerism” demonstrates little actual contact with the world; it
typically retails the distorted images of everyday life that are promoted on television and
in advertising but that have little to do with most people’s reality. Ehrenreich’s
coworkers have no chance of living the life of high material consumption that Hamilton
and others describe.

In 2009, 43.6 million Americans lived on incomes below the official poverty line. If
anyone is consuming the world into ecological catastrophe, it isn’t them.

The problem of inequality doesn’t stop at the official poverty line. Indeed, it’s hard to
reconcile claims of profligate spending with the reality of what has happened to the
incomes of most Americans (and their counterparts in other countries) in the past forty
years. Economist Michael Perelman calculates that the average income of the bottom 90
percent of the population, in constant dollars, fell 4.5 percent between 1970 and 2002.

This estimate does not mean that everybody in the bottom 90 percent fell behind
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but that the losses among the vast majority of these people were sufficient to
counterbalance the gains of the more fortunate members of the bottom 90 percent.
So probably 80 percent of the population was worse off in 2002 than in 1970.15

 
During that period, while most people’s incomes were stagnant or declining, the price

of housing, the single largest item in any working family’s budget, went through the
roof. According to the US Census, the median price paid for a new home in the United
States, adjusted for inflation, rose from $27,600 in 1970 to $169,000 in 2000—and that’s
before the housing price bubble! 16

Since individual incomes didn’t keep pace, house buying has increasingly become
possible only for two-income families.

The typical middle-class household in the United States is no longer a one-earner
family, with one parent in the workforce and one at home full-time. Instead, the
majority of families with small children now have both parents rising at dawn to
commute to jobs so they can both pull in paychecks . . .

Today the median income for a fully employed male is $41,670 per year (all
numbers are inflation-adjusted to 2004 dollars) —nearly $800 less than his
counterpart of a generation ago. The only real increase in wages for a family has
come from the second paycheck earned by a working mother.17

 
Usually, keeping two jobs requires two cars. And that usually means the new home

has to be in the suburbs, where lots are big enough for two-car garages. Suburban
houses tend to be a little larger; in Canada, the average household’s living space
increased 10 percent, from about 116 to 126 square meters (1,250 to 1,356 square feet)
between 1990 and 2007.18 So most house buyers aren’t moving into the monster homes
of superconsumer mythology, but they are getting a little more room—and so their
heating and air conditioning bills are higher.

Family incomes are up, but as a result of rising house costs, unavoidable family
expenditures are up even more, as this table shows. These figures are adjusted for
inflation:

 
Early 1970s, one-income family Early 2000s, two-income family

Total income $42,450 $73,770
Fixed costs $22,890 $55,660

Discretionary income $19,560 $18,110
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After fixed costs (mortgage, child care, insurance, car, taxes) were deducted, the
average two-income family in the United States in the early 2000s actually had $1,500
less discretionary income than a single-income family in the early 1970s.19

Of course, these figures are averages, with all the limitations of other averages we
have discussed. Working families with higher incomes or fewer children will generally
have more discretionary income than this table suggests, while those with lower
incomes or more children will have less. But on the whole, the statistics show that most
working families live on the edge, with not much income for extras. Many can only
maintain their standard of living by going into debt, as the authoritative State of
Working America, 2008–2009 reports:

Debt is a more important feature of the household economy than at any time in
modern history. Over the last decade especially, many American households have
become dangerously overlever-aged . . . Wages and income have largely stagnated,
and without being able to count on these means for maintaining living standards,
many families have taken advantage of often extremely low interest rates to finance
consumption through debt. More families than ever before now live with the
insecurity of knowing that a financial emergency such as a serious illness, loss of
employment, or even an increase in interest rates could mean being unable to
maintain debt repayments.20

 
There’s no question that most working people in the North have more material wealth

than those in the South, but as these figures show, the idea that all or most working
people in the North are affluent is an illusion:

Meager livelihoods are a typical condition, an average circumstance in the United
States, not an extreme condition. You don’t need to earn especially low wages in
the United States to face spare cupboards. The average hourly wage will serve you
just fine . . .

Millions of American households work and live on the edge. There is no
cushion. Even a small decline in wages, at the margin, can hurt severely and force
considerable sacrifices.21

 
Populationist arguments typically ignore the huge income disparities within the

countries whose overconsumption they decry. In the largest and richest such country,
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the United States, the wealthiest 20 percent of the population receives and spends more
than 60 percent of all income. In 2006, people in the richest 20 percent had a minimum
income of $97,000 and an average income of $258,000 a year—13 times the average
received by the poorest 40 percent.22

The environmental implications of such inequality are profound. A recent Canadian
study found that “the ecological footprint of the richest 10 percent of Canadian
households is several times the size of the footprint of lower- and lower-middle-income
Canadians.”23 As the report’s publisher commented: “When it comes to environmental
impact, it really is a case of the rich and the rest of us.”24
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The real superconsumers

 

Perhaps the most frequently misused word in all populationist discussions of the
developed countries is we. James Lovelock, for example, writes:

When we drive our cars and listen to the radio bringing news of acid rain, we need
to remind ourselves that we, personally, are the polluters. We, not some white-
coated devil figure, buy the cars, drive them, and foul the air. We are therefore
accountable, personally, for the destruction of the trees by photochemical smog
and acid rain. We are responsible for the silent spring that Rachel Carson
predicted.25 26

 
To paraphrase Bob Dylan, it ain’t we, babe.
Since 1970 the incomes of most working people in the North have stagnated or

declined. Far from engaging in an orgy of consumerist overspending, they have
struggled, even gone into debt, to maintain a 1970s standard of living.

The wealthy had no such problem. The incomes and wealth of the rich minority
soared during the same years, pushing inequality to extremes not seen since the 1920s.
This table, based on US Congressional Budget Office figures, shows the contrast
between how the rich and the rest of us fared in the last three decades of the twentieth
century.

The trend toward greater inequality—the rich getting much richer while everyone else
loses ground—accelerated in the 2000s.

According to US tax data, in 2007 the average pretax income of people in the bottom 90
percent of households was about $900 less than in 1979, while the average person in the
top 1 percent took in over $700,000 more than in 1979.27

The disproportionate share of income taken by the very rich in the United States, UK,
Australia, and Canada has led analysts at one of the world’s largest banks, Citigroup, to
define those countries as plutonomies—economies “where economic growth is
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powered by and largely consumed by the wealthy few”28 (emphasis added).

Journalist Robert Frank summarized the implications of the plutonomy theory in his
book about the extremely wealthy, Richistan:

[Citigroup chief equity strategist Ajay] Kapur figured that the top 20 percent of
income earners account for as much as 70 percent of consumption in the United
States. Like it or not, he said, spending by the rich was propping up the economy,
even as the middle and lower classes were struggling . . .

So rather than trying to figure out why the average American consumer was still
spending despite rising oil prices, Kapur focused on the wealthy. He found that
since the wealthy had so much disposable income, they were largely unconcerned
and unaffected by the rise in oil prices. The continued spending by the rich was, in
fact, propping up the rest of the consumer economy. As one yacht owner said
when I asked him if he worried about rising fuel costs: “So it costs me $60,000 to
fill up instead of $40,000. That’s nothing for a boat that costs $5 million a year to
maintain.”29

 
Merrill Lynch and Capgemini, companies that serve the very rich, publish an annual

World Wealth Report  that focuses on those they call High Net Worth Individuals
(HNWI)—people with more than $1 million in investable assets, not counting their
primary residence, collectibles, consumables, or consumer durables. The 2010 edition
reported that about 0.15 percent of the world’s population—ten million people in all—
qualify for HNWI status, and that their combined wealth totals $39 trillion.30

Within the HNWI group, the World Wealth Report, 2010  identifies ninety-five
thousand Ultra High Net Worth Individuals who have more than $30 million in
investable assets. Although they constitute less than 1 percent of the HNWI group, the
Ultras hold more than 35 percent of HNWI wealth.

And even they aren’t the richest group. In the entire world, according to Forbes
magazine, there are just 1,011 billionaires—individuals with over $1,000 million in
assets. Their combined wealth is $3.5 trillion, an average of $3.5 billion each.31

If populationists really want to look for superconsumers, they should study the
people who have far more money than any human being needs and who, according to
Citigroup’s analysts, spend far more of their income than they save or invest. Stories of
profligate spending by the super-rich are legion.

• David and Frederick Barclay, owners of hotels and newspapers in England,
bought an island in the English Channel and hired Prince Charles’s favorite
architect, Quinlan Terry, to build them a £60 million (US$94 million) castle with
thick granite walls, battlements, an 80-meter-long dining hall, two swimming pools,
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and a helicopter pad.

• British retailer Philip Green flew three hundred guests to the south of France
and put them up in a $1,600-a-night hotel so they could attend his son’s bar
mitzvah. He also flew in stonemasons and other craftsmen to build a 300-seat
synagogue on the hotel’s grounds. The event featured an evening concert by Italian
tenor Andrea Bocelli and another by pop star Beyoncé and Destiny’s Child.

• Microsoft founder Bill Gates lives in a custom-built, 66,000-square-foot,
super-high-tech house called Xanadu, overlooking Lake Washington in Medina,
Washington. Its assessed value in 2009 was $147.5 million. Every door handle was
custom made, at a cost of $2,000 each.

• In 2003, another Microsoft billionaire, Paul Allen, purchased the world’s
longest pleasure boat, the 414-foot yacht Octopus. It has been bypassed by the 531-
foot Dubai, built for United Arab Emirates sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al
Maktoum. And that boat in turn is now second to the 533-foot Eclipse, built for
Russian billionaire Roman Abramovich, a yacht that reportedly includes a missile
defense system and an escape submarine.

• Petrochemicals billionaire Mukesh Ambani, ranked by Forbes as the fifth-
richest man in the world, lives with his wife and three children in the world’s most
expensive private home: a $2 billion, 22-story mansion that features nine elevators,
a movie theater, a swimming pool, a yoga studio, an artificial snowfall room in
which the family can escape the heat, and 600 servants. All this in downtown
Mumbai, a city where six million people live in slums.

And we could go on. As Daniel Dorling points out, the lifestyles of the super-rich can
be justified only if we somehow believe that each of them is worth hundreds or
thousands of ordinary working people.

Individually these people take up the space that used to house hundreds; they
consume fossil fuels and other resources far less sustainably than thousands of
others collectively consume, and they demand the time and labor and subservience
of tens of thousands of others in mining for their needs, manufacturing for them
and servicing them in a way that deprives millions more of the potential benefits of
that labor. Just think of all the human work required to create the materials and
technology needed to furnish a grand mansion, to kit out a large yacht, or construct
a private plane, and then you can begin to comprehend how just one of the world’s
many hundreds of billionaires, someone who can spend a couple of million dollars
a day on leisure time outgoings, harms millions of other human beings who in total
get by on less than that for all they need.32

 
The “global sect of greedy gluttons,” as journalist Hervé Kempf calls the super-rich,33
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occupies global ecological space and generates pollution vastly out of proportion to its
numbers. Any attempt to attribute the environmental crisis to “American consumption”
(or British, or Australian, or Canadian, or . . .) misses the target if it doesn’t recognize:

• The richest 1 percent of Americans take in and spend more than the bottom
40 percent.

• The richest 5 percent of Americans own more than everyone else in the
United States combined.34

• The bottom 80 percent of Americans account for less than 40 percent of
consumer spending.35

• In Australia, eleven very rich individuals own more than the country’s
800,000 poorest households combined.36

• The 147 individuals who topped the 2002 Forbes “World’s Richest People”
list had total wealth equal to the total annual income of three billion people, half of
the world’s population.37

In the face of these facts, overpopulation pales as a social issue. To quote Guardian
columnist George Monbiot: “It’s time we had the guts to name the problem. It’s not sex;
it’s money. It’s not the poor; it’s the rich.”38
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12: The Myth of Consumer Sovereignty
 

[The market] rarely has anything to do with choice or freedom, since those are all
determined for us in advance, whether we are talking about new model cars, toys,
or television programs: we choose among those, no doubt, but we can scarcely be
said to have a say in actually choosing any of them.

—Fredric Jameson1

 

 

 

Whenever an environmental disaster occurs, someone blames it on consumers.

After the supertanker Exxon Valdez  spilled eleven million gallons of crude oil in
1989, Greenpeace produced ads that featured a picture of the captain and the headline
“It wasn’t his driving that caused the Alaskan oil spill. It was yours.” The ad continued:
“It would be easy to blame the Valdez oil spill on one man. Or one company. Or even
one industry. Too easy. Because the truth is, the spill was caused by a nation drunk on
oil.”2

Similarly, during the BP oil disaster in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010, the British
Guardian published an article headlined “We’re all to blame for the oil spill.”

Moreover, and perhaps most important, we should not only consider responsibility
for oil production but also for oil consumption. Business and finance are not
isolated from our own choices. Companies such as BP can only do what they do
because we want what they sell. We’re all too happy with cheap oil . . .

As consumers, we continue to depend on oil in various ways and therefore
maintain the oil-hungry system that makes oil companies drill in deep water and
undertake other risky activities.3

 
We could cite many more examples, all promoting the same simple lesson: If only

“we” would kick our addiction to oil, then “they” would stop destroying the
environment. If “we” would just use less oil, then “they” wouldn’t have to drill in
environmentally sensitive areas like the Gulf of Mexico.

Such views rest on the implicit assumption that corporations—indeed the capitalist
economy as a whole—are driven by consumers’ desires and choices, as displayed in the
market. Economist Mark Perry of the right-wing American Enterprise Institute explains:
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Consumers are the kings and queens of the market economy, and ultimately they
reign supreme over corporations and their employees . . . In a market economy, it
is consumers, not businesses, who ultimately make all of the decisions. When they
vote in the marketplace with their dollars, consumers decide which products,
businesses, and industries survive—and which ones fail.”4

 
This view, usually called consumer sovereignty, is widely held not just by

conservative economists but by commentators of many political stripes. Indeed, it is the
core concept of mainstream economic theory.

The concept of consumer sovereignty is of central importance to neo-classical
economic theory: it is the cornerstone around which the whole edifice of consumer
and production theory is constructed. It embodies the main principle of neo-
classical economics, namely, that the satisfaction of consumers’ wants directs the
purpose of all economic activity. Production is the means, consumption is the end .
. .

To be sovereign means to have sole power and the view associated with
consumer sovereignty sees the consumer as having sole power in the economy to
decide what is produced, how much is produced and how the produced goods are
allocated. Only those things are produced that consumers want, and the quantity
produced is determined by how much consumers want them.5

 
Although it is seldom made explicit, the concept of consumer sovereignty is a

cornerstone of all populationist accounts of the environmental crisis. As consumers, we
get what we want through the responsive market. We are destroying the environment
because we want too much of the wrong things. If forests are cut down, it’s because
consumers want more wood products, or more of the products that will grow where
forests used to be. If oil companies destroy ecosystems, it’s because more consumers
want more gasoline.

That’s why corporations are rarely mentioned in populationist writing: the producers
of ever-increasing quantities of goods are simply acting to fulfill consumer demand,
which is growing because the number of consumers is increasing.

If that’s true, then the entire super-polluting system results from consumer decisions,
and we have only three options: reduce the number of consumers, or persuade
consumers to consume less, or both.
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The manipulated market

 

The concept of consumer sovereignty rests on the absurd idea that manufacturers and
others simply wait for us to declare our desires and then hasten to do as we demand. In
mainstream economic theory, the essential business functions of marketing and
advertising exist only to inform us about possible choices we might make to satisfy our
independently determined wants.

Ecosocialist Michael Löwy writes:

Contrary to the claim of free-market ideology, supply is not a response to demand.
Capitalist firms usually create the demand for their products by various marketing
techniques, advertising tricks, and planned obsolescence. Advertising plays an
essential role in the production of consumerist demand by inventing false “needs”
and by stimulating the formation of compulsive consumption habits.6

 
As the liberal economist John Kenneth Galbraith wrote more than fifty years ago in

his classic book The Affluent Society, the theory of consumer sovereignty ignores the
“central function” of advertising and marketing, which is “to bring into being wants that
did not previously exist.” Far from just responding to consumer desires, marketing
“creates the wants it seeks to satisfy.”

This, Galbraith wrote, “would be regarded as elementary by the most retarded student
in the nation’s most primitive school of business administration.” Only economists
refuse to understand it: “they have closed their eyes (and ears) to the most intrusive of
all economic phenomena, namely, modern want creation.”7

Later, in The New Industrial State, Galbraith elaborated on the vital importance of
marketing—which he called the management of demand—to modern capitalism.

The control or management of demand is, in fact, a vast and rapidly growing
industry in itself. It embraces a huge network of communications, a great array of
merchandising and selling organizations, nearly the entire advertising industry,
numerous ancillary research, training, and other related services and much more.
In everyday parlance, this great machine and the demanding and varied talents that
it employs are said to be engaged in selling goods. In less ambiguous language, it
means that it is engaged in the management of those who buy goods.8

 
To suggest that this effort has no effect on buyers would mean, Galbraith wrote, that
industry was knowingly wasting billions of dollars, increasing prices, and lowering
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profits, for no purpose at all. He called that idea nonsense.

Galbraith argued that even when advertising doesn’t persuade some individuals to
buy specific products, it performs a more general function on behalf of the system as a
whole:

Along with bringing demand under substantial control, it provides, in the
aggregate, a relentless propaganda on behalf of goods in general. From early
morning until late at night, people are informed of the services rendered by goods
—of their profound indispensability . . .

The consequence is that while goods become ever more abundant, they do not
seem to be any less important. On the contrary, it requires an act of will to imagine
that anything else is so important. Morally we agree that the supply of goods is not
a measure of human achievement; in fact, we take for granted that it will be so
regarded.9

 
In The Consumer Trap, Michael Dawson argues that advertising has to be understood

as part of a much larger marketing process that aims “to make commoners’ off-the-job
habits better serve corporate bottom lines.”

Big businesses in the United States now spend well over a trillion dollars a year on
marketing. This is double Americans’ combined annual spending on all public and
private education, from kindergartens through graduate schools. It also works out
to around four thousand dollars a year for each man, woman, and child in the
country.

 
Dawson calls this process a form of “class struggle from above.”

On our side of such struggles, within broad limits—for example, we must eat,
drink, and sleep—we have the power to choose what we do with our free time,
and we fight to make that time as fulfilling as possible. Meanwhile, big businesses
have the power to implant objects, images, messages, and material infrastructures
in our off-the-job behavior settings, and, thereby, to influence the choices we make
in our personal lives.10

 
This is not to suggest that we are just helpless victims of all-powerful marketing

monsters. It is always possible for some individuals to refuse to be influenced by the
marketing process or even opt out entirely from the system it serves. As Galbraith
argues, such actions have little effect on the system as such, because demand
management aims to influence not individual buyers but masses of people, the entire
potential market.
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Any individual of will and determination can contract out from its influence. This
being so, no case for individual compulsion in the purchase of any product can be
established. To all who object there is a natural answer: You are at liberty to leave!
Yet there is slight danger that enough people will ever assert their individuality to
impair the management of mass behavior.11

 
Buyers frequently resist being manipulated, and specific advertising campaigns do

fail. But by spending a trillion dollars a year on marketing, corporations don’t just
promote individual products: they set the terms under which the market operates, define
the range of permissible choices, and promote the constant expansion of needs and
purchases that their profits depend on. They wouldn’t spend the money if it wasn’t
working.
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Hiding the facts

 

The concept of consumer sovereignty also rests on the assumption that consumers
know everything relevant about the products they might buy and so can make informed
and rational buying decisions.

Of course, that’s nonsense. Every part of the capitalist market is characterized by
“information asymmetry”—the sellers have far more information than the buyers.
Indeed, although economists rarely admit this, sellers routinely conceal important
information from buyers.

In the United States during World War II, for example, price controls created a strong
incentive for corporations to reduce the quality of food products in order to keep their
profits up. When consumer groups campaigned for a simple A-B-C quality labeling
system to allow comparisons of canned foods, the National Canners Association
accused them of waging a “war” against brand names “in which our system of private
enterprise is at stake.” Congress obediently passed a law forbidding any such mandatory
labeling system.12

More recently, North American agribusiness has successfully blocked demands for
compulsory labeling of genetically modified foods. No matter what your opinion on
GM foods is, it’s obvious that shoppers can’t vote with their wallets if they don’t have
the information.

But even labeling can’t guarantee that people know what they are buying. Consider
supposedly green products, the goods that consumers who wish to make ecologically
responsible choices might buy. A study of the North American market, conducted in
2010 by the environmental consulting company Terrachoice, found 4,744 home and
family products that claimed to be “green.” More than 95 percent of those products
made misleading or totally false claims about their environmental friendliness. Over 30
percent of the packages featured fake “certified green” labels. The producers of these
products were guilty of “greenwashing,” which Terrachoice defines as “the act of
misleading consumers about the environmental practices of a company or the
environmental benefits of a product or service.” The greenwashed products included
100 percent of the toys studied and over 99 percent of the baby products.13

These are not exceptional cases. The balance of information and persuasion in the
consumer goods marketplace is overwhelmingly weighted in favor of sellers and against
buyers, for corporations and against consumers.
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The throwaway economy

 

Marketing isn’t just advertising and labeling; it comprises the entire ensemble of
measures that corporations take to increase their sales, both absolutely and relative to
their competitors. Two particularly destructive forms of marketing are planned
obsolescence and throwaway products—the creation of products that are deliberately
designed to have short lives and thus to force “overconsumption.”

Capitalist corporations have always tried to introduce products that would drive
competitors’ products off the market, but planned obsolescence involves
manufacturers’ deliberately making their own products obsolete. The technique was
brought to perfection in the mid-twentieth century by the automobile industry, which
introduced superficially changed models every year. A 1962 study by three prominent
economists concluded that since 1949 the US automobile industry had spent at least $5
billion a year on model changes alone, adding 25 percent to the average price of a car.14

The automobile industry’s success was copied by almost every other corporation.
Noted product designer Brooks Stevens explained why in a 1958 interview: “Our whole
economy is based on planned obsolescence and everybody who can read without
moving his lips should know it by now. We make good products, we induce people to
buy them, and then next year we deliberately introduce something that will make those
products old fashioned, out of date, obsolete. We do that for the soundest reason: to
make money.”15

What Stevens didn’t say is that consumers don’t automatically gravitate to the “new
and improved” models. Planned obsolescence works only if coupled with intensive
advertising, so it’s no accident that in the United States five of the ten top spenders on
advertising are car companies and that the automotive industry as a whole spends more
than twice as much on ads as any other industry.16

The most extreme form of planned obsolescence is the throwaway product; it’s been
estimated that 80 percent of all products sold in the United States are designed to be
used once and then thrown away.17 The most egregious example is packaging, which
has been called “garbage waiting to happen.” In the United States, about 31 percent of
all municipal solid waste is containers and packaging. A third of that by weight is paper
or cardboard (made from trees) and 12 percent is plastic (made from petroleum). The
production of packaging materials uses 3 percent of all US energy consumption.18

In recent decades electronics industries have become masters of planned
obsolescence, designing and selling products that can’t be upgraded or repaired and that
are replaced by new models within months of introduction. The US Environmental
Protection Agency estimates that in 2006–2007, 20.6 million television sets, 157.3
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million computers, and 126.3 million cell phones were thrown out.19 As the Computer
TakeBack Campaign argues, this waste allows the electronics industry to offload its
costs onto society at large.

Discarded electronic equipment is one of the fastest growing waste streams in the
industrialized world, due to the growing sales and rapid obsolescence of these
products. Electronic equipment is also one of the largest known sources of heavy
metals and organic pollutants in the waste stream. Without effective phase-outs of
hazardous chemicals and the development of effective collection, reuse, and
recycling systems, highly toxic chemicals found in electronics will continue to
contaminate soil and groundwater as well as pollute the air, posing a threat to
wildlife and people.

The Computer TakeBack Campaign supports the guiding principle called
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) for post-consumer electronics waste. The
objective of EPR is to make brand name manufacturers and distributors financially
responsible for their products when they become obsolete . . .

This creates a powerful incentive for manufacturers of electronics to reduce such
costs by designing products that are clean, safe, durable, reusable, repairable,
upgradable, and easy to disassemble and recycle.20

 
The corporations that make disposable products are responsible and should bear the

cost: that concept is obviously just and could easily be applied to other products than
electronics, but populationists don’t see it. All that garbage, they argue, just proves there
are too many people. A college-level biology textbook puts it this way: “Humans are not
only using up limited resources. We are also damaging air, water, and other renewable
resources by polluting them with industrial waste, garbage, and sewage. The more of us
there are, the more pollution we generate.”21

The underlying assumption is that industry is just responding efficiently to consumer
demands: garbage is inevitable, so the only variable is how many people buy and
discard it. The authors ignore the simple fact that between 1960 and 2000, US garbage
grew more than three times as fast as the population.22 Obviously something other than
the birth rate is driving the throwaway economy.
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The case of the car

 

In the North, the automobile is usually a family’s second most expensive and least
environmentally friendly possession. In 2008, 17 percent of US greenhouse gas
emissions came from passenger cars and light trucks,23 which means that private cars
are among the largest contributors to global warming. And that doesn’t include the
environmental damage caused by massively subsidized roads, highways, bridges, and
parking lots. As a former counsel to the US Senate wrote in a 1974 report: “In terms of
high energy consumption, accident rates, contribution to pollution, and displacement of
urban amenities . . . motor vehicle travel is possibly the most inefficient method of
transportation devised by modern man.”24

It’s not hard to conclude that we should all give up our cars, and books with titles
like Divorce Your Car  encourage us to do just that. But for most people, living without
a car just isn’t an option—not because they are addicted to automobiles but because
there are no practical alternatives.

Journalists never tire of pointing to the love of the automobile in the United States.
But such “love” is more often than not a kind of desperation in the face of
extremely narrow options. The ways in which cars, roads, public transport systems
(often notable by their absence), urban centers, suburbs, and malls have been
constructed mean that people often have virtually no choice but to drive if they are
to work and live.25

 
The hurricane that devastated New Orleans in 2005 provided a particularly appalling

demonstration of how indispensable cars are in America today.

Among the many unpleasant realities exposed by Hurricane Katrina and its
aftermath . . . [was] our nearly total dependence on automobiles. Nowhere was this
clearer than in the exodus from New Orleans itself. The difference between those
who escaped with their lives and loved ones, and those who did not, often came
down to access to a car and enough money for gas. Now, in the recovery stage,
many of those who were left behind have been evacuated to trailer-park camps,
where they are likely to be worse off than they were before, in part because they
cannot get to where the jobs are.26

 
North America’s automobile-intensive society is the product of a deliberate, decades-

long campaign by the oil and automobile industries, aided by compliant politicians, to
close down or restrict public transit systems, kill passenger trains, pour billions of
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public dollars into building roads and highways, enforce zoning restrictions, and
promote home construction programs that encouraged urban sprawl—and at the same
time market the car as the quintessential symbol of success, freedom, and modernity.

The very design of modern cities has imposed car dependency on most people.

While we can choose to buy hybrids or cut down on trips to the grocery store, the
hard truth is that, in a suburbanized country, there is only so much Americans can
do to reduce their car usage. To make a living, they have to work. And to get to
work, the vast majority of Americans have to drive . . .

Two-thirds of residents in metropolitan areas live in the suburbs, and two-thirds
of new jobs are located there as well. It’s no surprise that 88 percent of workers
drive their cars to their jobs.27

 
Focusing on “consumer choice” as the cause of car dependency trivializes the issue

and makes it harder to find real solutions. The few cities that have reduced automobile
use have done so not by lecturing consumers but by investing in improved and
affordable public transit and by abandoning the automobile-centric policies that
dominate most city planning. Without such changes and more, the automobile will
continue its environmentally destructive role.

 

More than advertising
 
“An immense amount of effort, including the formation of a vast advertising
industry, has been put into influencing and manipulating the wants, needs and
desires of human populations to ensure a potential market. But something more
than just advertising is involved here. What is required is formation of conditions
of daily life that necessitate the absorption of a certain bundle of commodities and
services in order to sustain it. Consider, for example, the development of the
wants, needs and desires associated with the rise of a suburban lifestyle in the
United States after the Second World War. Not only are we talking about the need
for cars, gasoline, highways, suburban tract houses and shopping malls, but also
lawn mowers, refrigerators, air-conditioners, drapes, furniture (interior and
exterior), interior entertainment equipment (the TV) and a whole mass of
maintenance systems to keep this daily life going. Daily living in the suburbs
required the consumption of at least all of that. The development of suburbia
turned these commodities from wants and desires into absolute needs. The
perpetual bringing-forth of new needs is a crucial precondition for the continuity
of endlessly expanding capital accumulation.”
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—David Harvey, The Enigma of Capital
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The limits of choice

 

We are not saying that individual use of goods and services is not implicated in
environmental problems. Of course it is—but those activities must be understood in
their economic, social, and political context. Simply blaming “consumers” or
“consumption” leads to wrong conclusions, and wrong prescriptions for action.

The case of the car illustrates the central problem with the idea that consumer
sovereignty drives the economy. Individuals and families can decide which car to buy
out of the hundreds of models on sale, but the choice of equally convenient public
transit is rarely if ever available. Buyers face a “proffered world of micro-choices,
where Ford versus Chevy is a live issue, but cars versus trains is most certainly not.”28

If persuasion and education were all it took to change behavior, the environmental
crisis would be easily solved; we have never met anyone who wants to pollute the earth
or generate ever more greenhouse gases. But the hard fact is this: most people have no
real choice. As Kim Humphery writes in his critique of anticonsumerism politics:

More than a few contemporary commentators equate the need to deal with the
realities of overconsumption by being overly censorious; diagnosing, chastising or
simply lampooning the apparently woeful materialism of the conditioned masses . .
.

There is a dire need to re-emphasize within current debates the degree to which,
as consumers and workers living in capitalist economies, we are systemically
impelled to live, earn, spend, and overspend in certain ways. In terms of economic
and social action, our options as subjects of capitalism are limited—and these
options differ significantly across the categories of class, gender, race, age,
sexuality, and physical and mental ability. We are to varying degrees compelled to
work at certain jobs and for given hours, to live in certain types of housing and use
particular types of transport, to consume or overconsume various kinds of
products and services, to shop in various places, and to map out our life-course in
structured ways.29

 
“Ironically,” Murray Bookchin wrote, “most ordinary people and their families cannot

afford to live simply.”30 For hundreds of millions of people, doing without a car would
mean doing without a job, without access to shopping and food, without the ability to
take children to recreation and friends.

The areas in which most individuals can easily switch to ecologically responsible
products or behavior have limited impact on their lives and on society. As Tim Jackson
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writes, the biggest problems require social solutions.

It’s clear that changing the social logic of consumption cannot simply be relegated
to the realm of individual choice. In spite of a growing desire for change, it’s
almost impossible for people to simply choose sustainable lifestyles, however
much they’d like to. Even highly-motivated individuals experience conflict as they
attempt to escape consumerism. And the chances of extending this behavior across
society are negligible without changes in the social structure.31

 
“In the end,” writes environmental policy professor Thomas Princen, “the idea of

consumer sovereignty doesn’t add up. It is a myth convenient for those who would
locate responsibility for social and environmental problems on the backs of consumers,
absolving those who truly have market power and who write the rules of the game and
who benefit the most.”32
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13: The Military-Corporate Polluter Complex
 

Our Blue Planet . . . is being held hostage to the tyranny of the bottom line. It is
falling increasingly under the domination of those who rule from on high, those
who are deciding much of the world’s fate from the sanctuary of their executive
suites and board rooms.

—Joshua Karliner1

 

 

 

In 2000, the world’s two hundred largest corporations employed less than 1 percent of
the world’s population, but their sales equaled 27.5 percent of the world’s GDP. 2 In
2008, there were 166 entities in the world with annual sales or GDP of $50 billion or
more: only 60 of them were countries; 106 were corporations.3

And yet most books that attribute the environmental crisis to over-population have
little or nothing to say about the role of corporations. Even the word corporation
appears only three times in passing (once in a footnote) in the Ehrlichs’ The Population
Explosion; only twice, both times as part of an organization’s name, in Brian O’Neill’s
Population and Climate Change; and not at all in James Lovelock’s The Ages of Gaia.

Focusing on the abstraction of “population” draws attention away from the social
and institutional causes of the global crisis. The impact of the super-rich on the
environment results not primarily from their individual greedy gluttony but from their
ownership and control of organizations and institutions whose ecocidal activities far
exceed those of any individual or group of individuals.

As an example, consider . . .
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The case of Ira Rennert

 

At some point near the top of the income ladder, quantitative increases in income lead
to qualitative changes in social power, exercised not through consumption but through
ownership and control of profit-making institutions, as the case of Ira Rennert
illustrates.

If you wanted to start a campaign focusing on individual overconsumption as an
environmental crime, then Mr. Rennert, who is number 144 on the 2010 Forbes list of
the world’s richest people, would be an appropriate poster boy. Forbes pegs his net
worth at $5.3 billion.

Just over ten years ago Rennert built (more accurately, paid other people to build for
him) a new vacation home in the Hamptons, on Long Island, New York. There are
many absurdly large homes in the area, but Rennert’s place, dubbed Fair Field, is
believed to be the largest contemporary residence in America.

In addition to three swimming pools, a $150,000 hot tub, and a 164-seat movie
theater, it features

25 bedrooms and as many full bathrooms, 11 sitting rooms, three dining rooms,
and two libraries; a servants’ wing with 4 more bedrooms; a power plant big
enough to run a large municipal high school or shopping mall; a 10,000-square-
foot “playhouse” with two bowling alleys and tennis, squash, and basketball courts;
and a multi-story, 17,000-square-foot garage capable of accommodating perhaps
100 cars.4

 
The total area of the buildings at Fair Field is over 100,000 square feet, 40 percent larger
than Bill Gates’s more famous home in Washington State and almost twice as big as the
White House.

Rennert travels in a private Gulfstream 5 jet, perhaps to save time commuting to his
other homes. He owns one of the most expensive private homes in Jerusalem, a palatial
property he bought for a rumored $4 million in 1996 and then had completely
renovated, including installing what are said to be the most advanced electrical, climate-
control, and water-filtration systems in Israel. That’s in addition to his luxurious duplex
apartment on Park Avenue in New York City, which is near the twin $30 million
apartments he bought for his daughters as gifts.5

Obviously, no one is going to accuse Ira Rennert of living a green lifestyle, but where
ecocide is concerned, Rennert the consumer is a piker compared to Rennert the
capitalist.
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Rennert’s wealth comes from his 95 percent ownership of Renco Group, a private
holding company whose principal subsidiaries are the only primary magnesium
producer in the United States—US Magnesium LLC (MagCorp)—and the largest
primary lead producer in the Western world, Doe Run Resources Corporation.

In 1996 the Environmental Protection Agency named MagCorp the number one
polluting industrial facility in the United States. As recently as April 2010, the EPA said
that investigations on the company’s Utah site found

high levels of environmental contamination . . . [including] arsenic, chromium,
mercury, copper, and zinc; acidic waste water; chlorinated organics;
polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs); dioxins/furans, hexachlorobenzene (HCB); and
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). These wastes are being released into the
environment and are largely uncontrolled.

 
Wastewater ditches around MagCorp’s plant are reported to be contaminated with
dioxin at levels as high as 170 parts per billion: EPA rules require immediate cleanup
action at one part per billion.6

Doe Run has frequently been cited by the EPA for exceeding legal emission limits, as
well as polluting roads and soils around its facilities in Missouri. In February 2002,
health officials found that 56 percent of children living near the Doe Run smelter had
high blood-lead levels. An October 2009 EPA report says that soil on one-third of
properties situated within a mile of the company’s lead smelter contains lead at levels
exceeding the legal threshold for mandatory removal and replacement. An EPA
administrator said that Doe Run’s emission reduction efforts “clearly fall short of what
was necessary.”7

Like many polluters in the North, Renco has in recent years shifted its focus to
countries where there are fewer regulations, weak enforcement, and many poor people
who desperately need jobs. In 1997 it bought a lead, silver, gold, copper, and zinc
operation in the Andean city of La Oroya from the Peruvian government for $126
million; as part of the deal, Doe Run Peru was required to lend $126 million to Renco,
interest free, which means that Rennert bought the operation with its own money.

That cash could have been used to live up to another part of the deal: Rennert
promised to modernize the smelter and clean up the environment, but an environmental
study six years later found that concentrations of lead, sulfur dioxide, and arsenic in the
air had increased since the takeover. Renco says it can’t afford the promised upgrades.

In March 2005, 99 percent of children tested in La Oroya had blood-lead levels that
vastly exceeded EPA and World Health Organization limits.

In 2007, the UK Guardian sent prizewinning journalist Hugh O’Shaughnessy to La
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Oroya.

The quality of air sampled in the neighborhood by three Peruvian voluntary
agencies showed 85 times more arsenic, 41 times more cadmium and 13 times
more lead than is safe. In parts of the town the water supply contains 50 per cent
more lead than levels recommended by the World Health Organization. The
untreated waters of the Mantaro river are contaminated with copper, iron,
manganese, lead and zinc and are not suitable for irrigation or consumption by
animals, according to the standards supposed to be legally enforced in Peru. The
water coming out of the nearby Huascacocha lake contains more than four times
the legal limit of manganese.8

 
In August 2009, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights agreed to hear a

case that accuses Peru’s pro-business government of “violating the rights to life,
personal integrity, and to information and access to justice, due to toxic pollution from
Doe Run Peru’s multi-metal smelter in La Oroya, Peru.”9

The Blacksmith Institute and Green Cross Switzerland have identified La Oroya as
one of the ten worst polluted places on earth, a list that also includes Chernobyl.10

The case of Ira Rennert offers important lessons for anyone who wants to understand
the causes of environmental destruction.

One is the cruel absurdity of using “per capita” averages to determine the impact that
individuals have on the environment. None of the poisons in Oroya, none of the lead
dust in Missouri or the dioxins in Utah were caused by Peruvian or American working
people, or by consumers anywhere. Ira Rennert and a handful of high-paid executives
made all of the polluting decisions, and only they should be held responsible.

But a more important point is the distinction between consumption and power.

As an individual consumer, Rennert represents hyperconsump-tion at its worst. His
way of living is a gross insult to the earth. But as the owner of the Renco Group Inc., he
has shortened the lives of tens of thousands of people and laid waste to entire
ecosystems.

As a consumer, Rennert lives an excessively wasteful life. As a capitalist, he has
power over the way that other people live—and the way that they die.

That fundamental difference can’t be reduced to too many people consuming too
much.
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A question of power

 

Environmental sociologist Alan Schnaiberg and his colleagues point out that consumers
may decide what to buy from among the products that capitalists put on offer, but they
can’t choose what is produced or how those products are made—and those are the
decisions that have the greatest environmental impact.

While individual consumers may be the ultimate purchasers of some of the
products of the new technologies, decisions about the allocation of technologies is
the realm of production managers and owners . . . [I]t is within the production
process where the initial interaction of social systems with ecosystems occurs and
where the key decisions about the nature of social system-ecosystem relationships
are made . . .

The decision of which alternative forms of production will be offered
consumers is not in their hands. It remains in the hands of a small minority of
powerful individuals . . . who are empowered by their access to production capital.
It is in those decisions where social systems (the producers’ access to capital and
labor, and their assessment of potential liability, profitability, and marketability)
and ecosystems (the producers’ access to natural resource inputs and ecosystem
waste sinks) first interact.11

 
Michael Dawson makes a similar point: “Ordinary product users remain shut out of

major economic decisions. Corporations plan, design, and sell goods and services
according to their own profit requirements, without providing any means of subjecting
basic productive priorities to popular debate and vote.”12

As David Coleman commented on the Greenpeace ads that blamed consumers for the
Exxon Valdez  disaster: “This perspective completely overlooks the fact that it was
Exxon that chose to use single-hulled ships, that failed to manage the drinking habits of
its ship captain, that has worked and lobbied persistently to maintain America’s need for
a large supply of petroleum, and that pressed to open up the Alaskan oil fields in the
first place against the protests of environmentalists.”13

Similarly, we can reply to those who blamed BP’s Gulf of Mexico disaster on our
supposed addiction to oil: even if we accept the farfetched idea that oil companies drill
new wells only to please consumers, no one can reasonably suggest that consumers
somehow forced BP to cut every possible corner, suborn regulators, or violate safety
guidelines. Those decisions were made in BP’s executive offices, and consumers had no
say.
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BP is not an exceptional case. Brian Wolf, an expert on environmental crime, tells us:

The most widespread perpetrators of environmental crimes are corporations. As
most pollution and toxics are emitted at the point of production for private gain,
most environmental crimes are committed on behalf of corporations. A recent
study found that nearly two-thirds of a sampling of manufacturing corporations
had committed some kind of serious environmental offense over a six-year
period.14

 
Wolf cites a number of well-known cases of corporate environmental crimes,

including Hooker Chemical dumping toxic chemicals into Love Canal for thirty years,
the Union Carbide chemical explosion that killed thousands in Bhopal, India, in 1984,
the Exxon Valdez  oil spill, and the conviction of Carnival Cruise Lines for repeatedly
dumping waste at sea in the 1990s. “Nothing about any of these incidents suggests that
they were accidental events; instead, each of these crimes was the result of premeditated
cost-cutting measures that circumvented both environmental laws and common
sense.”15
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Business as usual

 

It’s important to expose the arrogance and indifference to human life that lead to
criminal acts such as the Bhopal and Love Canal disasters, but it’s even more important
to understand that corporate environmental destruction doesn’t typically involve
outright lawbreaking. In most cases, polluting is business as usual.

The British consulting firm Trucost advises investors who are concerned about their
“exposure” to environmental damage—that is, to the possibility that the corporate stocks
they own might lose value if the corporations are required to pay for environmental
damage. A recent Trucost report prepared for the United Nations found that the three
thousand largest publicly listed companies cause $2.15 trillion worth of environmental
damage every year, and the total is rising.16

Outrageously large as that figure is—only six countries have a GDP greater than $2.15
trillion—the study substantially understates the damage these companies cause.
Trucost’s calculations exclude costs that would result from “potential high impact events
such as fishery or ecosystem collapse,” nor do they include “external costs caused by
product use and disposal, as well as companies’ use of other natural resources and
release of further pollutants through their operations and suppliers.”17

In the case of BP, for example, the damages would include direct harm, emissions,
and the like, caused by normal operations, but not the deaths and destruction caused by
global warming, not the damage caused by worldwide use of its products, and not the
multibillions of dollars in cleanup and legal costs resulting from oil spills. Nor would it
include Shell’s massive destruction of ecosystems in the Niger River Delta, or the
immeasurable damage that Chevron has caused to Ecuador’s rainforests.

So the environmental damages caused by just three thousand corporations engaging
in business as usual are certainly much higher than $2.15 trillion a year—probably many
times that amount.

Looking just at global warming, another Trucost report examined “Carbon Risks and
Opportunities in the S&P 500”—the potential financial impact of a mandatory carbon
cap-and-trade program on the five hundred largest companies whose shares are traded
on the two largest US stock exchanges. Such a program would require corporations to
purchase permits for each ton of greenhouse gas emissions their operations produce.
The study found that the permits would cost those companies, on average, between 5.5
percent and 20 percent of their pretax profits18—the lower figure if permits sell for
$28.24/ton, as provided in a bill then before the US Congress, the higher figure if they
sell for $105/ton, the “social cost of carbon” calculated by the Environmental Protection
Agency.19
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Emissions, however, aren’t evenly distributed through the five hundred biggest
companies: just five companies (Exxon Mobil, Chevron, American Electric Power,
Southern Company, and ConocoPhillips) account for 22 percent of them. Even using
Trucost’s lowest estimate for the price of permits, seventy-one big emitters, mainly
electrical utilities and oil and gas producers, would see their earnings fall by 10 percent
or more if they had to pay to emit greenhouse gases.

As well, the Trucost report notes, permit prices might have to be as high as $200 to
$500 a ton—two to five times as high as the highest permit price Trucost analyzed—to
produce the investments in low-carbon technology that cap-and-trade is supposed to
cause. In fact, many observers, including us, don’t think cap-and-trade will work at any
price, but let’s leave that aside: the point is that actually paying for emissions could wipe
out the profits of many of the largest US companies.

We draw attention to these Trucost studies not because they accurately measure the
environmental damage routinely caused by large corporations—they likely don’t even
come close—but because they highlight the emptiness of any environmental analysis
that focuses on counting people rather than investigating the impact of the corporate
destroyers. Fossil fuels aren’t a side issue in the corporate world; they are the very basis
of its power.

High levels of carbon-based energy are central to virtually every productive and
reproductive process within the system—not just to manufacturing industry, but to
food production and distribution, the heating and functioning of office blocks,
getting labor power to and from workplaces, providing it with what it needs to
replenish itself and reproduce. To break with the oil-coal economy means a
massive transformation of these structures, a profound reshaping of the forces of
production and the immediate relations of production that flow out of them.20

 
That’s why the United States, the richest country on earth, has systematically

sabotaged every attempt to reach a binding agreement to cut greenhouse gas emissions,
while simultaneously spending hundreds of billions of dollars a year to ensure its
continuing access to the world’s oil.
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The world’s worst polluter

 

In 2009, the US military used 5.7 trillion gallons of oil, just under 16 million gallons a
day. Its operations produced an estimated 73 million tons of greenhouse gases.21

Nevertheless, the military gets even less attention from populationists than corporations.
It’s as though the biggest polluter on earth just doesn’t exist.

Every war in history has left devastated environments in its wake, and no military
organization is a force for sustainability or ecological good. The toxic horrors left
behind by the armed forces of the Soviet Union have been well documented. But those
disasters, appalling as they are, pale beside the ecocidal record of the US Department of
Defense.

As Barry Sanders found when researching his book on the environmental costs of
militarism,22 it is impossible to get comprehensive data on US military pollution: the
Pentagon treats even the most elementary statistics as top secret, and US negotiators
prevented inclusion of overseas military emissions in the greenhouse gas inventory
reports that all industrialized nations are supposed to publish. Any estimates are at least
partly speculative, and as Sanders found, they usually understate the case. Nevertheless,
there are a few broadly reliable studies.

For example, a report published in 2008 focused on the greenhouse gas emissions
produced by the US war in Iraq between 2003 and 2007.23 Among other things, the
researchers found:

• The war had been responsible for at least 141 million metric tons of CO2

emissions. That’s equivalent to 25 million cars.

• Between March 2003 and October 2007 the US military in Iraq purchased
more than 4 billion gallons of fuel. Burning these fuels has directly produced
nearly 39 million metric tons of CO2.

• If the war were ranked as a country in terms of annual emissions, it would
rank ahead of 139 countries.

• US spending on the Iraq war could cover all of the global investments in
renewable power generation that are needed between now and 2030 in order to halt
current warming trends.

The US military is the largest user of petroleum in the world and thus is one of the
largest emitters of greenhouse gases. It produces more hazardous waste than the five
largest US chemical companies combined. It has rained down tons of radioactive waste
in the form of “depleted uranium” on Iraq and Afghanistan.
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The military’s environmental impacts are also felt within the United States, where the
commanders of military bases have ignored environmental regulations for decades. In
2004, the newspaper USA Today  reported that “about one in 10 Americans—nearly 29
million—live within 10 miles of a military site that is listed as a national priority for
hazardous-waste cleanup under the federal Superfund program.” Over 10 percent of all
Superfund sites are on military bases.24

It’s been estimated that storing and disposing of the hazardous wastes left behind in
the United States by nuclear weapons programs alone will cost between $300 and $400
billion—and that’s assuming no cost overruns, which typically average 60 percent on
military cleanup projects.25

“The hidden hand of the market,” writes the pro-globalization writer Thomas Friedman,
“will never work without a hidden fist.”

McDonald’s cannot flourish without McDonnell Douglas, the builder of the F-15.
And the hidden fist that keeps the world safe for Silicon Valley’s technologies is
called the United States Army, Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps.26

 
What US president Eisenhower famously dubbed the “military-industrial complex”

isn’t an alliance—it is a single system. Military destruction and corporate
production/destruction are two sides of one coin, of an economic, social, and political
system that for more than half a century has been dependent on military spending to
maintain profits and growth, and on massive military force to maintain its global
dominance.

Those who claim slowing population growth will stop or slow environmental
destruction are ignoring these real and immediate threats to life on our planet.
Corporations and armies aren’t polluting the world and destroying ecosystems because
there are “too many people,” and they won’t stop if the birth rate is reduced.

If Afghan women have fewer babies, the US military won’t stop firing shells made of
depleted uranium into their villages. Nor will military bases in Afghanistan stop
dumping toxic wastes into open burn pits.

If Iraq’s birth rate falls to zero, the US military will not use one gallon of oil less.

If the United States and Australia block all immigration, energy companies will
continue burning coal to produce electricity.

If the world’s population growth stops tomorrow, Ira Rennert’s companies will still
poison indigenous children in Peru, Shell will continue killing people in the Niger Delta,
and Alberta’s tar sands will still be the worst ecological crime on earth.

If we want an ecologically sound society, we must confront the real environmental
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criminals. We can’t stop them unless we understand and address the real causes of the
environmental crisis.
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14: A System of G rowth and Waste
 

Liberal environmentalism suffers from a consistent refusal to see that a capitalistic
society based on competition and growth for its own sake must ultimately devour
the natural world, just like an untreated cancer must ultimately devour its host…An
economy that is structured around the maxim, “Grow or Die,” must necessarily pit
itself against the natural world and leave ecological ruin in its wake as it works its
way through the biosphere.

—Murray Bookchin1

 

 

 

A 2010 report from the UK-based New Economics Foundation offers this succinct
summary of the environmental crisis:

Globally we are consuming nature’s services—using resources and creating carbon
emissions—44 percent faster than nature can regenerate and reabsorb what we
consume and the waste we produce. In other words, it takes the Earth almost 18
months to produce the ecological services that humanity uses in one year…

Growth forever, as conventionally defined, within fixed, though flexible, limits
isn’t possible. Sooner or later we will hit the biosphere’s buffers. This happens for
one of two reasons. Either a natural resource becomes over-exploited to the point
of exhaustion, or more waste is dumped into an ecosystem than can be safely
absorbed, leading to dysfunction or collapse. Science now seems to be telling us
that both are happening, and sooner, rather than later.2

 
Despite near-unanimity among scientists that urgent action is needed to reduce and

reverse the activities that are destabilizing the global environment, the corporations that
cause most environmental damage are blithely continuing with business as usual.

The obvious question is why? But as Curtis White writes, environmentalists tend to
steer away from that question.

There is a fundamental question that environmentalists are not very good at asking,
let alone answering: “Why is this, the destruction of the natural world, happening?”
We ordinarily think of environmentalists as people who care about something
called nature or (if they’re feeling a little technocratic, and they usually are) the
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“environment.” They are concerned, as well they should be, that the lifestyle and
economic practices of the industrialized West are not sustainable, and that nature
itself may experience a “system collapse.” But as scientifically sophisticated as
environmentalism’s thinking about natural systems can be (especially its ability to
measure change and make predictions about the future based on those
measurements), its conclusions about human involvement in environmental
degradation tend to be very reductive and causal. Environmentalism’s analyses
tend to be about “sources.” Industrial sources. Nonpoint sources. Urban sources.
Smokestack sources. Tailpipe sources. Even natural sources (like the soon-to-be-
released methane from thawing Arctic tundra). But environmentalism is not very
good at asking, “Okay, but why do we have all of these polluting sources?”3

 
The top managers and shareholders who control corporations have to live on the

same planet as the rest of humanity. If you ask any of them individually, they would
undoubtedly say that they want their children and grandchildren to live in a stable and
sustainable world. So why do their actions contradict their words? Why do they seem
determined, in practice, to leave their children and grandchildren a world of poisoned
air and water, a world of floods and droughts and escalating climate disasters? Why do
they create ever more polluting sources?

Why do the politicians whose campaigns are financed by corporate donations support
economic policies that lead to destructive growth and waste? Why have they repeatedly
sabotaged international efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions? Why do they
always support “solutions” that do not work, that cannot possibly work?

Many in the environmental movement attribute the antiecolog-ical actions of the rich
and powerful to mistaken ideas. Clive Hamilton, for example, says that politicians are
“in the thrall of the growth fetish . . . The parties may differ on social policy, but there is
unchallengeable consensus that the overriding objective of government must be growth
of the economy.”4

Other writers blame economic theory: mainstream economists have failed to include
environmental costs in their formulas, so those costs are ignored. Adopting new
environmental economic theories would fix things. Robert Nadeau writes:

We must use scientifically valid measures of the damage done to the global
environment by our economic activities as a basis for assessing the costs of this
damage in economic terms and develop means and methods for including these
costs in the economic system.

If this could be accomplished within the framework of neo-classical economics,
we could quickly begin to posit viable economic solutions to environmental
problems.5
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Many writers blame such commonly used measures of prosperity as gross domestic

product or gross national product, because they treat all economic activity as positive,
which leads to ludicrous results.

Economic accounting counts many costs of economic growth as economic gains,
even though they clearly reduce rather than increase our well-being . . . For
example, the costs of cleaning up the Exxon Valdez oil spill on the Alaska coast
and the costs of repairing damage from the terrorist bombing of the World Trade
Center in New York both counted as net contributions to economic output.
According to this distorted logic, disasters that are tragic for the people and the
environment are beneficial to society.6

 
Some environmentalists argue that the environmental crisis could have been avoided

if governments had only replaced GDP and GNP with an alternative economic measure
that incorporates the costs of environmental damage, such as the Happy Planet Index or
the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare.

Such proposals are well-meaning, but they confuse cause and effect. Mainstream
economic theory and measures such as GDP don’t determine policy—they reflect the
reality of the capitalist system. GDP and GNP are measures of economic activity in
capitalist society, from the viewpoint of capitalists. In essence, GDP is the sum of
corporate balance sheets, and from that perspective, the $2.15 trillion in annual
environmental damage that Trucost attributes to the three thousand largest corporations
simply doesn’t count.
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The growth imperative

 

What Hamilton calls a “fetish” is actually an economic imperative for a system in which
capital is king. Capital has no conscience and no children. Capital has only one
imperative: it must grow.

The extraction of profit from labour and nature isn’t some accidental part of what
capitalism is. It’s what makes the thing go. Similarly, growth and GDP aren’t just
bells and whistles that can be removed from some stripped-down, enviro-friendly
version of the beast. Growth is why people invest. Without profit or growth, there
would be no capitalists.7

 
In the box on pages 181–82, Richard Smith explains why “the growth imperative is

virtually a law of nature built into any conceivable capitalism. Corporations have no
choice but to seek to grow. It is not ‘subjective.’ It is not just an ‘obsession’ or a ‘spell.’
And it cannot be exorcised.”8

Economist Samuel Bowles offers a concise explanation of capitalism’s growth
imperative:

If a firm is not making a profit, it cannot grow: zero profit means zero growth. And
if a firm does not grow, others that do grow will soon outpace it. In a capitalist
economy, survival requires growth, and growth requires profits. This is
capitalism’s law of the survival of the fittest . . .

Capitalism is differentiated from other economic systems by its drive to
accumulate, its predisposition toward change, and its built-in tendency to expand.9

 

Capitalism’s imperative: grow or die
 

“1. Producers are dependent upon the market: Capitalism is a mode of
production in which specialized producers (corporations, companies,
manufacturers, individual producers) produce some commodity for market
but do not produce their own means of subsistence. Workers own no means
of production, or insufficient means to enter into production on their own,
and so have no choice but to sell their labor to the capitalists. Capitalists as a
class possess a monopoly ownership of most of society’s means of production
but do not directly produce their own means of subsistence. So capitalists
have to sell their commodities on the market to obtain money to obtain their
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own means of subsistence and to purchase new means of production and hire
more labor, to re-enter production and carry on from year to year. So in a
capitalist economy, everyone is dependent upon the market, compelled to sell
in order to buy, to buy in order to sell to re-enter production and carry on.

“2. Competition is the motor of economic development: When
producers come to market they’re not free to sell their particular commodity at
whatever price they wish because they find other producers selling the same
commodity. They therefore have to ‘meet or beat’ the competition to sell their
product and stay in business. Competition thus forces producers to reinvest
much of their profit back into productivity-enhancing technologies and
processes (instead of spending it on conspicuous consumption or warfare
without developing the forces of production as ruling classes did for example
under feudalism): Producers must constantly strive to increase the efficiency
of their units of production by cutting the cost of inputs, seeking cheaper
sources of raw materials and labor, by bringing in more advanced labor-
saving machinery and technology to boost productivity, or by increasing
their scale of production to take advantage of economies of scale, and in
other ways, to develop the forces of production.

“3. ‘Grow or die’ is a law of survival in the marketplace: In the capitalist
mode of production, most producers . . . have no choice but to live by the
capitalist maxim “grow or die.’ First, as Adam Smith noted, the ever
increasing division of labor raises productivity and output, compelling
producers to find more markets for this growing output. Secondly,
competition compels producers to seek to expand their market share, to
defend their position against competitors. Bigger is safer because, ceteris
paribus, bigger producers can take advantage of economies of scale and can
use their greater resources to invest in technological development, so can
more effectively dominate markets. Marginal competitors tend to be crushed
or bought out by larger firms (Chrysler, Volvo, etc.). Thirdly, the modern
corporate form of ownership adds irresistible and unrelenting pressures to
grow from owners (shareholders). Corporate CEOs do not have the freedom
to choose not to grow or to subordinate profit-making to ecological concerns
because they don’t own their firms even if they own substantial shares.
Corporations are owned by masses of shareholders. And the shareholders are
not looking for ‘stasis’; they are looking to maximize portfolio gains, so they
drive their CEOs forward.” (italics in the original)

—Richard Smith, “Beyond Growth or Beyond Capitalism”
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The result of this “built-in tendency to expand,” write Marxist environmentalists John

Bellamy Foster, Brett Clark, and Richard York, is a system that is increasingly at war
with the world around it.

Capitalism has remained essentially (if not more so) what it was from the
beginning: an enormous engine for the ceaseless accumulation of capital, propelled
by the competitive drive of individuals and groups seeking their own self-interest
in the form of private gain. Such a system recognizes no absolute limits to its own
advance. The race to accumulate, the real meaning of economic growth under the
system, is endless . . .

Ecologically, the system draws ever more destructively on the limited resources
and absorptive capacity of nature, as the economy continually grows in scale in
relation to the planetary system. The result is emerging and expanding ecological
rifts that are turning into planetary chasms.

The essential nature of the problem resides in the fact that there is no way out of
this dilemma within the laws of motion of a capitalist system, in which capital
accumulation is the primary goal of society.10

 
The only reason capitalists spend money to buy stock, launch a corporation, build a

factory, or drill an oil well is to get more money back than they invested. That doesn’t
always happen, of course—some investments fail to produce profits, and as we have
seen since 2008, periodically the entire system goes into freefall, wiping out jobs and
livelihoods and destroying capital. But that doesn’t contradict the fact that the drive for
profit, the drive to make capital grow, is a fundamental feature of capitalism. Without it,
the system would rapidly collapse.

Under capitalism, the only measure of success is how much profit is made every day,
every week, every year. It doesn’t matter if the profit comes from selling products that
are directly harmful to both humans and nature, or that many commodities cannot be
produced without spreading disease, destroying the forests that produce the oxygen we
breathe, demolishing ecosystems, and treating our water, air, and soil as sewers for the
disposal of industrial waste. All of that contributes to profits, and thus to the growth of
capital—and that’s what counts.

As the Belem Ecosocialist Declaration says, “The insatiable need to increase profits
cannot be reformed away. Capitalism can no more survive limits on growth than a
person can live without breathing.”11
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A system based on waste

 

In Capital, Marx wrote that from a capitalist’s perspective, raw materials such as metals,
minerals, coal, and stone are “furnished by Nature gratis.” The wealth of nature doesn’t
have to be paid for or replaced when it is used—it is there for the taking. That’s true not
only of raw materials but also of what are sometimes called “environmental services”—
the water and air that have been absorbing capitalism’s waste products for centuries.
They have been treated as free sewers and free garbage dumps, “furnished by Nature
gratis.”

 

Capitalism versus nature
 
“Capitalism, like any other mode of production, relies upon the beneficence of
nature. The depletion and degradation of the land and of so-called natural
resources makes no more sense in the long run than the destruction of the
collective powers of labor since both lie at the root of the production of all wealth.
But individual capitalists, working in their own short-term interests and impelled
by the coercive laws of competition, are perpetually tempted to take the position of
après moi le déluge with respect to both the laborer and the soil. Even without this,
the track of perpetual accumulation puts enormous pressures on the supply of
natural resources, while the inevitable increase in the quantity of waste products is
bound to test the capacity of ecological systems to absorb them without turning
toxic.”

—David Harvey, The Enigma of Capital
 
 

 
If capitalists had to pay the real cost of replacing or restoring that natural wealth, their

profits would fall, and in many cases would be completely wiped out.

The pressure of competition from other capitalists and the demands from investors
for higher profits constantly force corporations to seek new ways to “externalize” ever
more costs onto others. A major part of this involves dumping the waste products of
production into the environment.

In 2000, the World Resources Institute (WRI) published a major study of “the
materials that flow from the human economy back into the environment at every stage
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of economic activity, from commodity extraction or harvest, through processing and
manufacturing, product use, and final disposal,”12 in five industrialized countries.
Rather than study cash flows as most economic studies do, the WRI examined material
flows—what happens to actual materials in the course of production and distribution of
goods.

It found that “one half to three quarters of annual resource inputs to industrial
economies are returned to the environment as wastes within a year.”

Material outputs to the environment from economic activity in the five study
countries range from 11 metric tons per person per year in Japan to 25 metric tons
per person per year in the United States.

When “hidden flows” are included—flows which do not enter the economy,
such as soil erosion, mining overburden, and earth moved during construction—
total annual material outputs to the environment range from 21 metric tons per
person in Japan to 86 metric tons per person in the United States.13

 
Those figures understate the actual volume of waste, because the study did not

include the use and disposal of water, which the authors say is so great that it would
“completely dominate all other material flows.”14

The WRI study confirms the judgment of pioneering environmental economist
William Kapp, who wrote that “capitalism must be regarded as an economy of unpaid
costs,” because “a substantial portion of the actual costs of production remain
unaccounted for in entrepreneurial outlays; instead they are shifted to, and ultimately
borne by, third persons or by the community as a whole.”15

Capitalism’s claims of efficiency and productivity are based on what Kapp called “the
omitted truth of social costs.” Such claims are “nothing more than an institutionalized
cover under which it is possible for private enterprise to shift part of the costs to the
shoulders of others and to practice a form of large-scale spoliation which transcends
everything the early socialists had in mind when they spoke of the exploitation of man
by man.”16

In short, pollution and waste are not accidents and are not market failures. They are
the way the system works.

Capitalism combines an irresistible drive to grow with an irresistible drive to create
waste and pollution. If nothing stops it, capitalism will try to extend both processes
infinitely. But the earth is not infinite. The atmosphere and oceans and forests are very
large, but ultimately they are finite, limited resources—and capitalism is now pressing
against those limits.
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The Logic of Cancer
 

“System-change, not climate-change! More and more, this demand has
emerged in response to the overwhelming signs of environmental destruction
around us. It reflects a growing understanding of the incompatibility of
capitalism and life. However, many do not understand this. Many people
concerned about what is happening to the planet think that what is necessary
are regulations which can check the destructiveness of current patterns.
Measures which try to limit carbon emissions by offering big carrots and small
sticks, which propose taxes to encourage rational economic actors to choose
less harmful options, which offer subsidies for forms of power generation
deemed less harmful to the environment—all these efforts to patch up the
problems which have emerged remain the first choice of those who look upon
themselves as realists in the real world.

“The idea that we can regulate abuses within capitalism is not unique to
environmental issues. We see the same pattern when it comes to the current
financial crisis of capitalism. New regulations, new limits, new forms of
oversight are seen as a solution to abuse and excess. They are proposed as
ways to encourage good behavior on the part of the actors who have created
the situation. Bad capitalists rather than capitalism itself are identified as the
evil. And the problem of the newly homeless, the unemployed? Everywhere
the same approach: protect those who are being evicted, protect the victims of
the system, repair the excesses and all will go (more or less) well.

“The common element is the failure to understand the system, the failure to
grasp the very nature of capital and capitalism. It is the failure to recognize
that the logic of capital is the logic of cancer—the tendency to expand without
limits.”

—Michael Lebowitz, “Change the System, Not Its Barriers”

 

 

 
In the face of capital’s growth imperative, the idea that reducing birth rates will

protect the environment seems even more absurd.

Radical ecologist Murray Bookchin once posed a simple question: if the population of
the United States were halved today, would US corporations reduce their output and
their ecological destruction by the same amount?17 The answer, of course, is no. The
problem isn’t people, it’s profit, and no population control program will change that.
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15: Populationism or Ecological Revolution?
 

If we want to save the planet earth to save life and humanity, we are obliged to end
the capitalist system. The grave effects of climate change, of the energy, food and
financial crises, are not a product of human beings in general, but rather of the
capitalist system as it is, inhuman, with its idea of unlimited industrial
development.

—Evo Morales, president of Bolivia

 

 

 

The environmental crisis demands rapid and decisive action, but we can’t act effectively
unless we clearly understand what is causing the crisis. If we misdiagnose the illness, at
best we will waste precious time on ineffective cures; at worst, we will do even more
damage.

The “too many babies” argument is an important case in point. It misdiagnoses the
problem, directing the attention and efforts of sincere activists to programs that will not
have any substantial effect. At the same time, it weakens efforts to build an effective
global movement against ecological destruction by dividing our forces, by penalizing
the principal victims of the crisis for problems they did not cause.

Above all, it diverts attention from the real sources of the crisis: an irrational
economic and social system that has gross waste and destruction built into its DNA. The
capitalist system, not population size, is the root cause of today’s ecological crisis.

For more than two centuries, the idea that the world’s ills are caused by poor people
having too many babies has been remarkably successful at preventing change by
blaming the victims of the existing social order for poverty and injustice. Adding
environmental destruction to the crimes of the overbreeding poor continues that
process, diverting attention from the real environmental vandals.

Populationism has also long been a weapon of those who seek to provoke division
among the oppressed and hatred of those who are “different.” Some of the loudest
supporters of populationist policies today are anti-immigrant and racist groups for
whom “too many people” is code for “too many foreigners” or “too many nonwhite
people.”

But many activists who honestly want to build a better world and are appalled by the
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racists of the far right are also attracted to populationist arguments. In our experience,
three related factors help to explain why the “too many people” explanation is attractive
to some environmentalists.

1. Populationism identifies an important issue. Some writers, on both the left and the
right sides of the political spectrum, have tried to refute populationism by denying that
population growth poses any social, economic, or ecological problems. Such arguments
ignore the fact that human beings require sustenance to live and that unlike other
animals, we don’t just find our means of life, we use the earth’s resources to make them.

If nothing else changes, more food must be produced to feed more people, and that
will use resources. That’s a fundamental fact of material existence, one that no society
can possibly escape.

The claim made by right-wingers such as Julian Simon and Jacqueline Kasun, that a
growing population poses no problems because the “free market” will magically
provide whatever is needed, is refuted by the reality of twenty-first-century capitalism,
which produces enough food to feed everyone, but starves the billions who can’t afford
to buy it.

It is also obvious that the global hypergrowth of cities is not ecologically sustainable.
Over 160 years ago, Marx and Engels called for “the abolition of the antagonism
between town and country,” and the need for that is even more obvious today, when
more than a billion people have been forced off the land into the mega-slums of the
South. There are now twenty-three cities with more than ten million inhabitants, and
there will likely be thirty-six by 2015.

Society must confront and resolve the gross imbalance that exists between resources
and human needs, including the absurd distribution of population that crowds millions
into cities while converting productive farmland into biofuel plantations.

Populationists are right that this is an important issue, but they are wrong to blame the
imbalance on human numbers, and they are wrong about the measures needed to solve
it. Populationists assume that the social and economic context won’t change; we insist
that it must.

For example, the populationist argument assumes that the only way to feed more
people is to grow more food. Since modern agriculture is ecologically destructive,
feeding more people will cause more destruction, so the only ecologically sound
approach is to stop and reverse population growth.

But as we showed in chapter 6, ecologically sound agriculture can produce more than
enough food to feed the expected population growth. And even before that
transformation is carried out, existing food production is more than enough to feed
many more people, as studies by Vaclav Smil and others have demonstrated.
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Food losses equivalent to 10–15 percent of total supply may be unavoidable, but
there is no excuse for the enormous losses in affluent countries. If the rich world’s
food losses could be held to 20 percent of the overall supply, the annual savings
(assuming that animal foods provide about 25 percent of all food energy) would be
equivalent to . . . nearly half of all cereals on the world market.1

 
In other words, just by reducing the food wasted in rich countries to reasonable levels,
we could feed billions more people, or we could help reduce greenhouse gas emissions
by reforesting excess farmland. (The saving could be much greater than Smil’s figures
suggest, because he has not included redirecting the corn now used for biofuels and
industrial cattle raising to human consumption.)

Food production isn’t unique: gross excess and wastefulness are endemic to global
capitalism. In that context, the impact of population growth as such is small.

2. Populationism reduces complex social issues to simple numbers. In 1798, Thomas
Malthus argued that the imbalance between people and food is a permanent fact of life
because population increases geometrically while subsistence increases only
arithmetically. He had no evidence for that claim, and history has decisively proved him
wrong, but he showed that appeals to the immutable laws of mathematics can be very
effective. All populationist arguments since then have been rooted in the idea that our
numbers determine our fate, that demography is destiny. Hunger, poverty, and
environmental destruction are presented as natural laws: surely no reasonable person
can argue when science says population growth is leading us to inevitable disaster.

Among the many explanations of poverty—genetic, cultural, environmental, etc.—
which depend for their credibility on a superficial and opportunistic reading of
history, none ever has managed to achieve the effect of the Malthusian argument
because, in presenting over-population as the root cause of most human ills, it
could always threaten us with such apocalyptic scenarios that reasoned debate
about alternative explanations has been consistently overwhelmed.2

 
Numeric explanations seem to be scientific and objective, and they seem to be easy to

understand, but as we’ve seen, that’s often an illusion; statistics can mislead, and in
populationist writing they often do.

But even the best population numbers can’t by themselves explain the environmental
crisis, because quantitative measures can’t take the decisive qualitative issues into
account. Knowing the number of people in a city or country tells us nothing about the
relationships of gender, race, class, oppression, and power that define our connections
with each other and our world.

Lourdes Arizpe, a founding member of the Mexican Academy of Human Rights and
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former assistant director general of UNESCO, poses the issue very clearly:

The concept of population as numbers of human bodies is of very limited use in
understanding the future of societies in a global context. It is what these bodies do,
what they extract and give back to the environment, what use they make of land,
trees, and water, and what impact their commerce and industry have on their social
and ecological systems that are crucial.3

 
3. Populationism promises easy solutions that don’t require social change. “Part of

the reason that worldwide attention is increasingly focused on the population issue,”
writes demographer George Martine, “stems from its painless simplicity. Attacking
environmental issues from a demographic standpoint seems immensely easier than
trying to deal with the causes of global environmental damage that are rooted in our
very model of civilization.”4

Noted populationist Frederick Myerson has offered exactly that justification for
fighting climate change by reducing birth rates rather than trying to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions.

Just stabilizing total emissions at current levels, while keeping pace with population
growth, would require reducing global per-capita emissions by 1.2 percent each
year. We haven’t managed to decrease per-capita emissions by 1 percent in the last
38 years combined . . .

I think it will be easier to reduce unintended pregnancies and births, which we
know how to do successfully through improved reproductive health services and
education, than to reduce per-capita emissions, where our track record is poor.5

 
Myerson is more forthright than most of his co-thinkers, but there is no question that

he is expressing a common populationist belief—or, more accurately, a common lack of
belief in the possibility of a better world. The assumption that there is no possible
alternative to the present social order is so deeply embedded in the populationist
worldview that he and others who share his perspective rarely mention even the
possibility of deep-going social change. If reducing emissions is impossible, then
getting rid of the system that causes them is completely inconceivable.

There is an old joke about a drunk who lost his car keys on First Avenue but was
searching for them on Main Street “because the light is better here.” The populationist
view that we should target birth rates because that is easier than changing society makes
the same mistake. Only major social and economic change can save the earth—so
focusing on “easier” birth rates is as pointless as searching where the light is good
instead of where the keys are.
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Getting to the root

 

Because it separates population growth from its historical, social, and economic context,
the population explanation boils down to big is bad and bigger is worse, and its
solutions are just as simplistic.

Two hundred years ago, radical essayist William Hazlitt identified the fundamental
flaw in Malthus’s theory: that population growth made poverty inevitable. Malthus, he
wrote, viewed the specific social problems and structures of his time as laws of nature.

Mr. Malthus wishes to confound the necessary limits of the produce of the earth
with the arbitrary and artificial distribution of that produce according to the
institutions of society, or the caprice of individuals, the laws of God and nature
with the laws of man.6

 
Modern populationists are more likely to justify the “too many people” argument by

reference to the laws of thermodynamics than to the laws of God, but Hazlitt’s criticism
still applies. The global economic system within which human beings live, work,
consume, and reproduce is grossly inefficient, inequitable, and wasteful. It cannot create
without destroying, cannot survive without mindlessly devouring ever more human and
natural resources. Blaming shortages of food and overuse of resources on human
numbers confuses sociology with biology: in Hazlitt’s words, it treats the “institutions of
society” as “laws of God.”

Populationist responses to environmental problems search for solutions within a
system that, as John Bellamy Foster writes, is inherently hostile to all such solutions.

Logically, in order to be physically sustainable, an ecohistorical formation has to
meet three conditions: (1) the rate of utilization of renewable resources has to be
kept down to the rate of their regeneration; (2) the rate of utilization of
nonrenewable resources cannot exceed the rate at which alternative sustainable
resources are developed; and (3) pollution and habitat destruction cannot exceed
the “assimilative capacity of the environment.” Yet to achieve these ends, according
to current ecological knowledge, we must not simply slow down present economic
growth trends but reverse them. Nothing in the history of capitalism suggests that
this will happen.7

 
Recognition that the system is itself the problem leads to a different approach, the

pursuit of an ecological revolution that will refashion the economy and society, restore
and maintain the integrity of ecosystems, and improve human welfare.
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Reducing population will not solve ecological problems, but replacing the system can
make it possible to reduce population pressure where it does exist. As Frederick Engels
argued in 1881:

There is, of course, the abstract possibility that the number of people will become
so great that limits will have to be set to their increase. But if at some stage
communist society finds itself obliged to regulate the production of human beings,
just as it has already come to regulate the production of things, it will be precisely
this society, and this society alone, which can carry this out without difficulty. It
does not seem to me that it would be at all difficult in such a society to achieve by
planning a result which has already been produced spontaneously, without
planning, in France and Lower Austria. At any rate, it is for the people in the
communist society themselves to decide whether, when, and how this is to be
done, and what means they wish to employ for the purpose. I do not feel called
upon to make proposals or give them advice about it. These people, in any case,
will surely not be any less intelligent than we are.8

 
More recently, ecosocialist Joel Kovel made a similar point: “Human beings have

ample power to regulate population so long as they have power over their social
existence. To me, giving people that power is the main point, for which purpose we
need a world where there are no lower classes, and where people are in control of their
lives.”9
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A movement to save the planet

 

There are known solutions to the ecological crisis. Many books and reports have
explained in great detail how to eliminate greenhouse gas emissions, how to feed the
world using ecological agriculture, how to restore broken ecosystems to life, and how
humans can live in harmony with the rest of nature. In book after book, report after
report, the authors blame the failure to make the needed changes on “the lack of
political will.”

Political will is lacking, it’s true—because the politicians themselves are part of an
economic and social system that cannot abandon its pursuit of short-term growth and
short-term profits, even if that leads to the destruction of civilization. The ecological
tyranny of the bottom line keeps real solutions from even being considered, let alone
carried out.

The biggest obstacle to the transition to an ecological society is not lack of technology
or too little money, much less too many people.

 

Socialism, ecology, and ecosocialism
 
“You advocate a social ecology which you call ecosocialism. What is an
ecosocialist? And how does he or she differ from a ‘plain and simple’ ecologist or
socialist?

“Daniel Tanuro: An ecosocialist differs from an ecologist in that he analyzes the
‘ecological crisis’ not as a crisis of the relationship between humanity in general
and nature but as a crisis of the relationship between an historically determined
mode of production and its environment, and therefore in the last analysis as a
manifestation of the crisis of the mode of production itself.

“In other words, for an ecosocialist, the ecological crisis is in fact a manifestation
of the crisis of capitalism (not to overlook the specific crisis of the so-called
‘socialist’ societies, which aped capitalist productivism).

“A result is that, in his fight for the environment, an ecosocialist will always
propose demands that make the connection with the social question, with the
struggle of the exploited and oppressed for a redistribution of wealth, for
employment, etc.

“However, an ecosocialist differs from the ‘pure and simple’ socialist, as you
say, in that, for him, the only anticapitalism that is valid today is one that takes into
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account the natural limits and the operational constraints of the ecosystems. This
has many implications: a break with productivism and consumerism, of course,
within the perspective of a society in which, the basic needs having been satisfied,
free time and social relations constitute the real wealth.”

—From an interview with Belgian ecosocialist Daniel Tanuro,
in L’écologithèque.com, September 22, 2010,

translated by Richard Fidler for climateandcapitalism.com
 
 

 
The barriers are political and economic—governments and big industry are blocking
serious action. Indifference to the environment is not a choice that capitalists make, not
a policy error, not the result of mistaken economic theories; endless pursuit of
immediate gain, regardless of long-term consequences, is the way the system works.

As individual capitalists are engaged in production and exchange for the sake of
the immediate profit, only the nearest, most immediate results must first be taken
into account. As long as the individual manufacturer or merchant sells a
manufactured or purchased commodity with the usual coveted profit, he is satisfied
and does not concern himself with what afterwards becomes of the commodity and
its purchasers. The same thing applies to the natural effects of the same actions . . .
In relation to nature, as to society, the present mode of production is
predominantly concerned only about the immediate, the most tangible result.10

 
The only long-term alternative to such irrationality is what Marx and Engels described

as a society in which “the free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all,” and in which workers and farmers “govern the human metabolism
with nature in a rational way.”11

The politics of ecological revolution are distinguished from the politics of
populationism above all by a commitment to confront the powerful corporate interests
that stand in the way of change and to democratically refashion human society to
function in harmony with the natural world. And that requires a fundamental break with
the politics and parties of corporate power and ecological destruction.

In every country, we need governments that break with the existing order, that are
answerable only to working people, farmers, the poor, indigenous communities, and
immigrants—in a word, to the victims of ecocidal capitalism, not its beneficiaries and
representatives.

Such governments would move immediately to transform the most destructive
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features of capitalism:

• rapidly phasing out fossil fuels and biofuels, replacing them with clean
energy sources such as wind, geothermal, wave, and, above all, solar power

• actively supporting farmers to convert to ecological agriculture; defending
local food production and distribution; working actively to restore soil fertility
while eliminating factory farms and polluting agribusinesses

• introducing free and efficient public transport networks, and implementing
urban planning policies that radically reduce the need for private trucks and cars

• restructuring existing extraction, production, and distribution systems to
eliminate waste, planned obsolescence, pollution, and manipulative advertising,
placing industries under public control when necessary, and providing full
retraining to all affected workers and communities

• retrofitting existing homes and buildings for energy efficiency, and
establishing strict guidelines for green architecture in all new structures

• ceasing all military operations at home and elsewhere; transforming the
armed forces into voluntary teams charged with restoring ecosystems and assisting
the victims of floods, rising oceans, and other environmental disasters

• ensuring universal availability of high-quality health services, including birth
control and abortion

• launching extensive reforestation and biodiversity programs

An ecological revolution—we would also call it an ecosocialist revolution—is the
only way to permanently resolve the environmental crisis. But we can’t just wait until
such governments can be established: the crisis is pressing down on us, and action is
needed now. The most important immediate task facing all serious environmentalists is
the building of strong, broad, and inclusive movements for ecological defense, to slow
capitalism’s ecocidal drive as much as possible and to reverse it where we can, to win
every possible victory over the forces of destruction.

As the 2009 Copenhagen Klimaforum argued, building a movement to fight for
immediate changes is an essential part of the long-term fight for a comprehensive
ecological revolution.

There is an urgent need to build a global movement of movements dedicated to the
long-term task of promoting a sustainable transition of our societies. Contrary to
the prevailing power structures, this movement must grow from the bottom and
up. What is needed is a broad alliance of environmental movements, social
movements, trade unions, farmers, and other aligned parties that can work together
in everyday political struggle on the local as well as national and international
level.12
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In April 2010, some thirty-five thousand activists, many of them indigenous leaders,

gathered in Cochabamba, Bolivia, for the World People’s Conference on Climate
Change and the Rights of Mother Earth. The “People’s Agreement” they adopted places
responsibility for the climate crisis on the capitalist system and on the rich countries that
“have a carbon footprint five times larger than the planet can bear.” Its key demands
include the following:

• cut greenhouse gas emissions by at least 50% by 2017

• protect the rights of indigenous peoples and of people who are forced to
migrate due to climate change

• create an International Climate Justice Tribunal to penalize nations and
corporations that flout international law

• oppose all procapitalist, promarket “solutions” such as carbon trading and
markets for the forest homes of indigenous people

• repay the massive ecological debt that rich countries owe poor nations

The Cochabamba People’s Agreement established a powerful basis for organizing the
global movement that is so desperately needed, a movement that resists ecological
destruction in every possible way today, while mobilizing the forces that will make
permanent solutions possible tomorrow. The full text is online at
http://pwccc.wordpress.com/support.

Most liberal-minded populationists genuinely want to find solutions to the planetary
crisis, but despite their good intentions, the policies they support would turn the
environmental justice movement in the North in the wrong direction, both by focusing
our attention on the wrong targets, and by preventing us from uniting with the radical
movements in the South that are leading the global struggle. Populationist arguments
aren’t just wrong, they are harmful, because they identify our most important allies as a
major part of the problem.

The animating spirit of the ecological revolution is human solidarity. Its overriding
goal is sustainable human development. It aims, in Vandana Shiva’s words, to “power
down energy and resource consumption [and] power up creative, productive human
energy and collective democratic energy to make the necessary transition.”13

It recognizes, in the words of the Cochabamba People’s Agreement, that “in order for
there to be balance with nature, there must first be balance among human beings.”14

Sustainable environmental development is possible only if we open the road to
sustainable human development as well.

185

http://pwccc.wordpress.com/support


Raising living standards globally, eradicating hunger and poverty, improving health
care, providing access to education, and achieving full equality for women: all are
necessary if we are to win a safe climate and global environmental justice. The scale of
the crisis itself limits our options.

With the increasing scale of the world economy, the human-generated rifts in the
earth’s metabolism inevitably become more severe and more multifarious . . .
There is nothing in the nature of the current system, moreover, that will allow it to
pull back before it is too late. To do that, other forces from the bottom of society
are required. 15

 
The path of ecological revolution will not be easy, and there is no guarantee that it

will be successful. But it has the great advantage that, unlike populationism, it addresses
the real causes of ecological destruction. We live in a time of extreme consequences, so
it’s crucial to fight for changes that can actually make a difference.

The ecological revolution aims to transform the way humans interact with nature.
Populationism aims to reduce the number of humans who interact with nature in the
same, unsustainable way. The choice should be easy to make.
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Appendix 1: The Malthus Myth
 

The view that social problems are caused by excess population is back in vogue. The
front cover of the May–June 2010 Mother Jones magazine asks us, in large bold type:
“Who is to blame for the population crisis?” It offers three possible answers: the
Vatican, Washington, or You.

The article warns us that the earth is in “ecological overshoot”—we’re using
resources faster than the earth can replenish them—and that the problem isn’t social or
economic, it is biological. “The only known solution to ecological overshoot is to
decelerate our population growth faster than it’s decelerating now and eventually
reverse it—at the same time we slow and eventually reverse the rate at which we
consume the planet’s resources.”1

If we believe the author, slowing population growth and cutting consumption are like
the miracle elixirs peddled at old-time medicine shows—they will cure everything that
ails us. She writes: “Success in these twin endeavors will crack our most pressing global
issues: climate change, food scarcity, water supplies, immigration, health care,
biodiversity loss, even war.”2

(Adapted from the text of a class given by Ian Angus at an educational conference
sponsored by the International Socialist Organization in Chicago, June 19,
2010.)

 
Such arguments have long been the standard fare of reactionaries, who use

“overpopulation” as justification for cutting off aid to poor countries, eliminating
welfare, and blocking immigration from the third world to wealthy countries.

But we should not assume that everyone who holds such views is a reactionary.
Overpopulation is also a staple of liberal thinking about the environment. For example,
the Sierra Club, the largest environmental organization in the United States, is
sponsoring a program called “Population Justice” that promotes birth control in the
third world as a way to fight climate change.

And beyond the organized groups, populationist views are very common among
well-meaning, honest people who really want to stop climate change and save the
planet. So socialists need to have answers to their questions and concerns.

Let’s take a look at the man who is usually credited with founding populationist
theory two hundred years ago, to see where these ideas came from and what social
purpose they served. As you’ll see, his views are often misrepresented.

The Reverend Thomas Robert Malthus was not the first person to attribute poverty to
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population growth, but he was definitely the most effective. His two Essays on the
Principle of Population, published in 1798 and 1803, were among the most influential
political statements of the 1800s.

But despite his long-continuing influence, Malthus’s views are today quite
consistently misrepresented. If he is mentioned in an article or book, nine times out of
ten the author will say that Malthus predicted that one day the human population would
outgrow the world’s ability to sustain us. His timing was off, but he warned that if
population growth isn’t stopped, there will eventually be too many people and everyone
will starve. These comments on Malthus are typical:

• Lester Brown, Worldwatch Institute : “Malthus foresaw massive food
shortages and famine as an inevitable consequence of population growth. Critics of
Malthus point out that his pessimistic scenario never unfolded. His supporters
believe he was simply ahead of his time.”3

• Andrew Ferguson, Optimum Population Trust : “There was an inescapable
truth in the logic of what Malthus said, namely that unchecked population growth
would outstrip increase in food supply. How world population would change
without severe restrictions on growth was clear to Malthus, and became empirically
demonstrated around 1950.”4

• Jill Curnow, Sustainable Population Australia:  “Malthus has always been
right. All species, including humans, tend to out-breed their means of subsistence .
. . In the long term the planet can support only few humans at a high standard of
living.”5

That’s the common view of Malthus—and it is wrong. Malthus did not predict what’s
been called the population explosion, and he didn’t believe that it was desirable or even
possible to slow population growth.

In fact, he explicitly said the idea that population growth would run up against an
absolute limit on our ability to produce more was a “total misconception.” In the second
edition of his Essay, he wrote:

Poverty, and not absolute famine, is the specific effect of the principle of
population . . . even if we were arrived at the absolute limit to all further increase
of produce, a point which we shall certainly never reach.6 (emphasis added)

 
Elsewhere he wrote:

The power of the earth to produce subsistence is certainly not unlimited, but it is
strictly speaking indefinite; that is, its limits are not defined, and the time will
probably never arrive when we shall be able to say, that no farther labour or
ingenuity of man could make further additions to it.7
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In short, Malthus believed it would always be possible to increase production, and he

didn’t believe population growth would lead to “absolute famine”—that is, to what
some modern populationists call a die-off, a radical reduction in the human population.

Malthus’s theory, which he called the “Principle of Population,” can be summarized
in three sentences.

1. Population will always increase to use up all of the food that is produced,
until most people are living in poverty, on the edge of starvation.

2. At that point the increase in population will stop, either because the poor
will delay marriage and so have fewer babies or because infant mortality and other
forms of premature death will increase, or both.

3. If food production increases above the necessary minimum, the poor will
have more babies and their children will live longer, so the population will increase
again until a new limit of subsistence is reached.

So Malthus did not say that someday the world will be overpopulated. He said
population is always at the limit or rising to a new limit. As Frederick Engels pointed
out, taken logically his theory implied that the world was already overpopulated when
there was only one human being on earth.

Contrary to the attempts of modern writers to claim him as some kind of pioneer
ecologist, Malthus had no interest in protecting the environment from human
overpopulation or protecting people from starvation. His goal was very different: to
prove that most people will always be poor and that no social or political change could
ever alter that. Nearly two hundred years before Margaret Thatcher declared that there is
no alternative to capitalism, Malthus won the British ruling class to that very idea.

In 1798, the year in which Malthus’s first Essay on the Principle of Population was
published, the self-confidence of the English ruling class was at a low ebb. Just fifteen
years earlier, Britain’s rulers had been profoundly shaken by the loss of the thirteen
colonies in the American Revolution, a defeat that left them with a much-reduced
empire and a public debt so large that many, including the economist Adam Smith,
believed England was on the verge of bankruptcy.

In 1793, England and other countries had launched a war against France, aiming to
overthrow the revolutionary government and restore the monarchy, but the war went
badly. By 1798, Britain’s allies had abandoned the fight, and the French army had
captured Egypt, a move the English feared was a prelude to an assault on British-
controlled India. The war, which was supposed to produce quick victory for England
and its allies, lasted more than two decades.
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Even more shocking to the British government in the 1790s, many people at home
opposed the war—and many were inspired by the French Revolution to demand similar
changes in Britain. The reform movement began with middle-class petitions for
moderate reforms but quickly led to unprecedented mass working-class political activity
and demands for comprehensive democratic change as a step toward radical social
reforms. Millions of people in England and elsewhere believed that political change
would transform their lives, ending poverty and inequality forever.

Malthus’s goal was to refute that dangerous idea. The full title of his book shows his
purpose clearly: 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.

As that title shows, Malthus’s essay was not fundamentally a scientific study of
population: it was a political polemic against social improvement, and in particular
against William Godwin and Nicolas de Condorcet, both authors of popular books that
said society could improve, that everyone could live in comfort, that an egalitarian
society was possible.

In later editions of his book, Malthus replaced the criticisms of Condorcet and
Godwin with attacks on the radical democrat Tom Paine and on the utopian socialist
Robert Owen.

As we’ve seen, Malthus didn’t predict an “overpopulation crisis.” What’s more, he
didn’t think there was any way to prevent the constant pressure of population on
subsistence. He had two reasons.

First, he argued that the “passion between the sexes” is so strong that people are
unable to resist it, so they will always have as many babies as possible.

Second, he believed that birth control, including all forms of nonreproductive sex,
was so sinful that it was worse than having too many children. Malthus was so horrified
by nonreproductive sex that he couldn’t bring himself to discuss it directly, referring
only to “improper arts” and to “vicious customs with respect to women.”

In the second edition of his Essay, published in 1803, Malthus said that people could
avoid having large families by “moral restraint,” by which he meant not marrying until
they had sufficient wealth to support children and remaining celibate until that time. He
believed, however, that most of the poor didn’t have the self-control required. As he
had written in the First Essay, that was why they were poor:

The laboring poor . . . seem always to live from hand to mouth. Their present
wants employ their whole attention, and they seldom think of the future. Even
when they have an opportunity of saving, they seldom exercise it, but all that is
beyond their present necessities goes, generally speaking, to the ale house.8
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In short, the “moral restraint” argument allowed Malthus and the English ruling class to
blame poverty on the moral failures of the poor.

Malthus’s success as a polemicist came not from facts or logic—there was little of
either to be found in his Essay—but in the political conclusions he drew from his
“principle of population.”

If Malthus was right, then all attempts to build a better society are doomed. Prior to
Malthus, Edmund Burke had issued a sweeping denunciation of all proposals to
improve society, but Burke’s attack was crudely reactionary: the old ways were better,
all change is bad.

Burke said equality was a bad idea. Malthus said it would be wonderful, but it is
impossible; the population principle won’t allow it. “From the inevitable laws of our
nature,” he wrote, “some human beings must suffer from want.”9

What Malthus did—and this was really his most important contribution to capitalist
ideology—was to replace a moral argument against social change with a natural law
argument, that human problems are caused by biology, by the laws of nature. He wrote:

In every society that has advanced beyond the savage state, a class of proprietors
and a class of laborers must necessarily exist.10

 
And later:

No improved form of government, no plans of emigration, no benevolent
institutions, and no degree or direction of national industry, can prevent the
continued action of a great check to population in some form or other; it follows
that we must submit to it as an inevitable law of nature.11

 
Malthus didn’t just say that society couldn’t get better, he argued that trying to ease

the suffering of the poor actually made things worse. The Poor Laws, which since 1500
had required communities to provide food and other help to the destitute, just enabled
the poor to have more babies and so increased poverty. The parts of his essay arguing
for abolition of the Poor Laws have a very modern feel: they are virtually identical to
the arguments we hear today against welfare.

This illustrates the central danger of all populationist theories. They are not and have
never been politically neutral. No policy based on such views has ever involved
reducing the number of rich people. Again and again, for over two centuries, the “too
many people” argument has meant “too many poor people”—and most often it has
meant “too many poor nonwhite people.”
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As the noted Marxist geographer David Harvey writes: “Whenever a theory of
overpopulation seizes hold in a society dominated by an elite, then the non-elite
invariably experience some form of political, economic, and social repression.”12

Malthus, as we have seen, was opposed to the use of “improper arts,” by which he
meant birth control. In addition to his moral objection, he argued that if the poor could
avoid having babies by artificial means, they would not have the stimulus of poverty to
make them work hard, and that of course would harm the rich.

Modern populationist thought, by contrast, argues that the world would be a better
place if smart rich people could convince the ignorant poor to stop overbreeding by
using birth control.

That shift was initiated in the 1820s by Francis Place, who really deserves to be
considered the father of modern populationism. Place had been a radical working-class
organizer, but at some point he concluded that organizing unions would always fail so
long as the number of workers exceeded the number of jobs available. Anyone who
truly wants to raise living standards, he concluded, should educate the poor in the
importance of restricting their numbers by using birth control.

This view, often called neo-Malthusianism, was widely considered outrageous and
immoral when Place proposed it, but it gained adherents, and today it is universally
accepted by populationists.

However, both classical Malthusianism and neo-Malthusianism went into decline by
the early twentieth century, for two closely related reasons.

First, working people in many countries were able, through organization and struggle,
to win real long-term gains in their standard of living. They provided a practical
refutation of Malthus’s assertion that the “principle of population” made subsistence-
level poverty inevitable.

Second, the birth rate in some European countries started to fall. In France, for
example, the birth rate in 1913 was half of what it was in 1800. The causes of the
change are complex and not well understood, but it is clear that women were finding
ways to control their own fecundity, as part of their broader struggle against economic
and social oppression. In so doing, they proved conclusively that biology is not destiny.

The decline in birth rates that began in Europe in the 1800s was interrupted by the
postwar “baby boom,” but what is now called the “demographic transition” resumed in
the 1970s, and it has spread to most of the world. The rate of population increase
peaked in the late 1960s. Today the world’s total population continues to grow, but at a
substantially reduced rate. Most demographers believe the total world population will
peak in this century.

For our purposes, there are two key points to note.
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The first point is that the demographic transition directly contradicts Malthus. He said
the birth rate would go up if the poor had enough to eat—in fact it has fallen fastest and
farthest in rich countries.

The second point is that the demographic transition undermines a common
assumption made by populationists—that high birth rates are the result of ignorant poor
people not knowing about birth control. Birth rates started falling dramatically in
Europe before modern birth control devices were available, even in countries where any
form of birth control was illegal.

Obviously, as socialists and humanists, we are in favor of making all forms of birth
control and maternal health services available to women everywhere. But we also need
to beware of the racism, conscious and unconscious, that is embedded in the
assumption that poor women in the third world have large families because they don’t
know any better.

Peasants in Africa today are not more ignorant of their bodies than the peasants of
France and Italy before World War II. They continue to have large families because
children are essential to personal and social survival. Subsistence farming requires
many workers, and the absence of anything resembling a social safety net means that
aging parents need the economic and social support of their children. Birth rates in
those countries will undoubtedly stabilize when working people win secure and
adequate living standards.

In short, high birth rates aren’t the cause of third world poverty—they are an effect of
poverty, and building birth control clinics, however important that is for other reasons,
won’t eliminate the underlying causes.

For anyone who really wants to understand the causes of environmental destruction,
Marxism offers vastly more insight than populationism.

Today, Marxism is fighting an uphill battle. But in this battle for the minds of green
activists, we have one great weapon on our side: an explanation that actually explains.
As John Bellamy Foster wrote:

Where threats to the integrity of the biosphere as we know it are concerned, it is
well to remember that it is not the areas of the world that have the highest rate of
population growth but the areas of the world that have the highest accumulation of
capital, and where economic and ecological waste has become a way of life, that
constitute the greatest danger.13

 
Helping greens to understand that is a crucial part of building the movement for

socialism in the twenty-first century.
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Appendix 2: Donella Meadows Reconsiders IPAT
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Who Causes Environmental Problems?

 
To a small but influential bunch of global thinkers the abbreviation IPAT (pronounced
“eye-pat”) says volumes. It summarizes all the causes of our environmental problems.

IPAT comes from a formula originally put forth by ecologist Paul Ehrlich and
physicist John Holdren:

Impact equals Population times Affluence times Technology
 

Which is to say, the damage we do to the earth can be figured as the number of
people there are, multiplied by the amount of stuff each person uses, multiplied by the
amount of pollution or waste involved in making and using each piece of stuff.

A car emits more pollution than a bicycle, and so the 10 percent of the world’s people
rich enough to have cars cause more environmental impact in their transport than do the
much more numerous bicycling poor. But a car with a catalytic converter is less
polluting than a car without one, and a solar car even less. So technology can counter
some of the impact of affluence.

For many years, Dr. Donella Meadows, a lead author of The Limits to Growth
(1972), Beyond the Limits (1992), and The Limits to Growth: The 30 Year Update
(2004), accepted IPAT as a framework for understanding environmental
problems. As this 1995 article shows, she reconsidered that position after
attending a conference on global environmental policy. We are grateful to The
Sustainability Institute (http://www.sustainer.org) for permission to republish it.

 
The IPAT formula has great appeal in international debates, because it spreads

environmental responsibility around. The poor account for 90 percent of global
population increase—so they’d better get to work on P. Rich consumers need to control
their hedonistic A. The former Soviets with their polluting factories, cars, and buildings
obviously should concentrate on T.

I didn’t realize how politically correct this formula had become, until a few months
ago when I watched a panel of five women challenge it and enrage an auditorium full of
environmentalists, including me.

IPAT is a bloodless, misleading, cop-out explanation for the world’s ills, they said. It
points the finger of blame at all the wrong places. It leads one to hold poor women
responsible for population growth without asking who is putting what pressures on
those women to cause them to have so many babies. It lays a guilt trip on Western
consumers, while ignoring the forces that whip up their desire for ever more
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consumption. It implies that the people of the East, who were oppressed by totalitarian
leaders for generations, now somehow have to clean up those leaders’ messes.

As I listened to this argument, I got mad. IPAT was the lens through which I saw the
environmental situation. It’s neat and simple. I didn’t want to see any other way.

IPAT is just what you would expect from physical scientists, said one of the critics,
Patricia Hynes of the Institute on Women and Technology in North Amherst,
Massachusetts. It counts what is countable. It makes rational sense. But it ignores the
manipulation, the oppression, the profits. It ignores a factor that scientists have a hard
time quantifying and therefore don’t like to talk about: economic and political POWER.
IPAT may be physically indisputable. But it is politically naive.

I was shifting uneasily in my seat.

There are no AGENTS in the IPAT equation, said Patricia Hynes, no identifiable
ACTORS, no genders, colors, motivations. Population growth and consumption and
technology don’t just happen. Particular people make them happen, people who shape
and respond to rewards and punishments, people who may be acting out of desperation
or love or greed or ambition or fear.

Unfortunately, I said to myself, I agree with this.

Suppose we wrote the environmental impact equation a different way, said the
annoying panel at the front of the auditorium. Suppose, for example, we put in a term
for the military sector, which, though its Population is not high, commands a lot of
Affluence and Technology. Military reactors generate 97 percent of the high-level
nuclear waste of the US. Global military operations are estimated to cause 20 percent of
all environmental degradation. The Worldwatch Institute says that “the world’s armed
forces are quite likely the single largest polluter on earth.”

Suppose we added another term for the two hundred largest corporations, which
employ only 0.5 percent of all workers but generate 25 percent of the gross world
product—and something like 25 percent of the pollution. Perhaps, if we had the
statistics, we would find that small businesses, where most of the jobs are, produce far
less than their share of environmental impact.

Suppose we separate government consumption from household consumption, and
distinguish between household consumption for subsistence and for luxury, for show,
for making us feel better about ourselves. If we had reliable numbers, which we don’t,
we might be able to calculate how much of the damage we do to the earth comes from
necessity and how much from vanity.

An equation was beginning to form in my head:

Impact equals Military plus Large Business plus Small Business 
plus Government plus Luxury Consumption 
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plus Subsistence Consumption
 

 
Each of those terms has its own P and A and T. Very messy. Probably some double

counting and some terms left out. But no more right or wrong, really, than IPAT.

Use a different lens and you see different things, you ask different questions, you find
different answers. What you see through any lens is in fact there, though it is never all
that is there. It’s important to remember, whatever lens you use, that it lets you see some
things but it prevents you from seeing others.

Copyright © The Sustainability Institute. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix 3:
 

Eugene V. Debs on Immigration
 

My Dear Brewer:

Have just read the majority report of the Committee on Immigration. It is utterly
unsocialistic, reactionary, and in truth outrageous, and I hope you will oppose with all
your power. The plea that certain races are to be excluded because of tactical
expediency would be entirely consistent in a bourgeois convention of self-seekers, but
should have no place in a proletariat gathering under the auspices of an international
movement that is calling on the oppressed and exploited workers of all the world to
unite for their emancipation . . .

Away with the “tactics” which require the exclusion of the oppressed and suffering
slaves who seek these shores with the hope of bettering their wretched condition and
are driven back under the cruel lash of expediency by those who call themselves
Socialists in the name of a movement whose proud boast it is that it stands
uncompromisingly for the oppressed and downtrodden of all the earth. These poor
slaves have just as good a right to enter here as even the authors of this report who now
seek to exclude them. The only difference is that the latter had the advantage of a little
education and had not been so cruelly ground and oppressed, but in point of principle
there is no difference, the motive of all being precisely the same, and if the convention
which meets in the name of Socialism should discriminate at all it should be in favor of
the miserable races who have borne the heaviest burdens and are most nearly crushed to
the earth.

Eugene V. Debs (1855–1926) was a founding member of the Industrial Workers of
the World and five-time candidate of the Socialist Party of America for president
of the United States. In this letter, dated July 1910, he defended traditional
socialist policy against an attempt by the party’s right wing to adopt a policy
against Asian immigration. His correspondent was George Brewer, a leader of the
SPA in Kansas who wrote for the socialist newspaper Appeal to Reason.

 
Upon this vital proposition I would take my stand against the world and no specious

argument of subtle and sophistical defenders of the civic federation unionism, who do
not hesitate to sacrifice principle for numbers and jeopardize ultimate success for
immediate gain, could move me to turn my back upon the oppressed, brutalized, and
despairing victims of the old world, who are lured to these shores by some faint
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glimmer of hope that here their crushing burdens may be lightened, and some star of
promise rise in their darkened skies.

The alleged advantages that would come to the Socialist movement because of such
heartless exclusion would all be swept away a thousand times by the sacrifice of a
cardinal principle of the international socialist movement, for well might the good faith
of such a movement be questioned by intelligent workers if it placed itself upon record
as barring its doors against the very races most in need of relief, and extinguishing their
hope, and leaving them in dark despair at the very time their ears were first attuned to
the international call and their hearts were beginning to throb responsive to the
solidarity of the oppressed of all lands and all climes beneath the skies.

In this attitude there is nothing of maudlin sentimentality, but simply a rigid
adherence to the fundamental principles of the International proletarian movement. If
Socialism, international, revolutionary Socialism, does not stand staunchly,
unflinchingly, and uncompromisingly for the working class and for the exploited and
oppressed masses of all lands, then it stands for none and its claim is a false pretense
and its profession a delusion and a snare.

Let those desert us who will because we refuse to shut the international door in the
faces of their own brethren; we will be none the weaker but all the stronger for their
going, for they evidently have no clear conception of the international solidarity, are
wholly lacking in the revolutionary spirit, and have no proper place in the Socialist
movement while they entertain such aristocratic notions of their own assumed
superiority.

Let us stand squarely on our revolutionary, working-class principles and make our
fight openly and uncompromisingly against all our enemies, adopting no cowardly
tactics and holding out no false hopes, and our movement will then inspire the faith,
arouse the spirit, and develop the fiber that will prevail against the world.

 

Yours without compromise,

Eugene V. Debs
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Appendix 4: Climate Justice and Migration
 

As members of the Climate Justice and Migration Working Group of the Mobilization
for Climate Justice, we represent national and international faith-based, human rights,
and immigrant rights organizations concerned with climate change and its effect on
migration around the world.

We acknowledge the implications of the ways in which governmental policies and
corporate practices impact communities around the world, especially those most
vulnerable. We also acknowledge and are concerned about national responses to the
increasing phenomena of global migration that prioritize national security concerns and
immigration restrictions, including for those who are forced to migrate.

It is estimated that between 25 and 50 million people have already been displaced due
to environmental factors, and that number could rise to 150 million by 2050. These
“environmental refugees” suffer from the repercussions of our environmental practices
and policies.

This position statement, issued on December 12, 2009, by the Climate Justice and
Migration Working Group of the Mobilization for Climate Justice, is published
here with their permission. For more information on the Working Group, email
Michelle Knight of the Columban Center for Advocacy and Outreach at
mmknight@columban.org.

 
For example, desertification has severely threatened traditional agricultural practices

of indigenous communities. People will migrate when land can no longer sustain the
nutritional needs of their communities. The United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification (UNCCD) representative Massimo Candelori has reported that the
combined effect of climate variation and unsustainable agricultural practices causes
erosion and soil depletion, which leads to meager harvests.

Chacaltaya, a “dead glacier” in Bolivia that as recently as a decade ago was the highest
ski slope in the world, has now melted into rocky soil that cannot support the traditional
farming practices of its inhabitants. A staple food made by crushing and freeze-drying
potatoes has become difficult to make without the low temperatures necessary for this
process. Instead of being able to sustain themselves with their crops and sell the
surplus, these Bolivian farmers face hunger as their harvests diminish: a casualty of
climate change. This and similar phenomena affect the traditional lifestyles of a range of
citizens, and have led to the movement of peoples throughout Latin America.

In sub-Saharan Africa, climate change may cut the amount of available food by 500
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calories per person by 2050, a 21 percent decline that will cause malnutrition for 19
million children. This strain on health care facilities and economy will come from the
failing rice, wheat, and maize yields, which may decline by up to 14 percent, 22 percent
and 5 percent, respectively, as a result of climate change. Africa will be especially
vulnerable to these environmental strains because it lacks the resources and
infrastructure to adapt traditional agricultural practices to new weather patterns and soil
conditions.

Most of African agriculture is rain-fed rather than irrigated, so it is vulnerable to both
floods and droughts caused by climate change. Instead, individuals who can no longer
feed themselves and their families will seek new land to cultivate. This process is
already well under way in Sudan, where the expanding desert has pushed communities
to neighboring territories. There, they are perceived as a burden on the already-strained
local economies and are susceptible to the violent conflict intensified by competition for
increasingly scarce resources.

Sri Lankans report unpredictable weather patterns induced by climate change; these
have caused droughts in the southeast while the western regions suffer from heavy
rainfall and monsoons.

Extreme weather conditions, such as the flash floods that hit the Vavuniya and
Mannar districts of Sri Lanka in August 2009, threaten the economic and personal well-
being of those who must consider relocating. Camps hold 260,000 Sri Lankans who are
already displaced by ethnic war and who must relocate for a second time. The flooding
and close quarters also severely increase the risk of infectious disease. Indeed, these
extreme weather conditions threaten the economic and personal well-being of all Sri
Lankans.

As the sea level rises, it threatens to engulf entire island nations. In the Carteret
Islands the sea is now contaminating scarce fresh water resources, and the residents are
more reliant on imports and foreign aid for food. The food they receive has a high
sugar content, which has led to serious health concerns, such as diabetes. Climate
change has already had an effect on the health and economies of residents in many
regions. Bangladesh and coastal cities are especially vulnerable to increases in sea level.

These repercussions, disproportionately caused by wealthy nations, take their highest
toll on the poorest nations. For example, An-warul Karim Chowdhury, the UN High
Representative for Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and
Small Island Developing States, estimated in 2007 that about one-third of Least
Developed Countries are threatened by rising sea levels and have large proportions of
their populations living in low-elevation coastal areas. Often these countries do not have
the capacity to cope with the destabilizing factors of climate change.

Understanding that climate change jeopardizes the traditional homes, lifestyles, health,
and means of survival for many around the world, we call for:
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• The international protection of the human rights of people displaced due to
environmental factors, including recognition of refugee status and guarantee of all
corresponding rights and accommodations achieved through support and
expansion of international rights agreements on refugees, the internally displaced
and migrants, as well as the formulation of multilateral migration agreements.

• Recognition of the right of human mobility.

• Increased policy and public awareness of environmental refugee and
migration issues, including investment in further research drawing the link between
environmentally degrading practices, climate change, and migration.

• Provision of a legal framework and financial assistance to allow migrants
displaced from their home countries entrance to other countries.

• International recognition of the ways in which climate change has impinged
on the rights of nations, as outlined by United Nations conventions.

• Provision for nations whose security is threatened by the disappearance of
habitable land. As these “disappearing states” lose territory, we affirm the right of
every nation to sovereignty.

• A reduction of domestic carbon emissions, mindful of the ways in which our
energy use endangers the environment internationally. We ask that the US and
other developed nations model environmental responsibility by adhering to the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s suggestions, which indicate that the
global community must reduce emissions by between 25 and 40 percent by 2020
and by a minimum of 80 percent by 2050, below a 1990 baseline, in order to
remain sustainable.

The issue of migration and displacement due to climate change continues to grow in
its importance. We have already witnessed its effects and we will continue to see its
consequences in the years to come. Action must be taken now to reduce the negative
results and produce positive outcomes for current and potential environmental refugees.
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