











Page Twelve

by Lee Feigon

" In the interest of beginning 2 dialogue
that I hope other members of the faculty
will continue, I am using this column to
take issue with some of the implications of
Professor Todrank'’s article in the February
4 Rapprochement Column “Civilization
Versus Environment.” ,

Professor Todrank’s point of departure
" in his article is the idea that modern civili-
zation and nature are in conflict with one
another. As he putit: “Thereis a kind of
trajectory in each [nature and civilization]
and that is what is frightening. Nature
will have the Iast word and from where 1
stand, there is every reason to believe that
nature may be in the process of reaction.
Someone has said the ‘Nature knows neither
rewards nor punishments; natare knows
only consequences’. With man's current
attitudes, the consequences very well seem
to be retaliation on nature’s part.”

But how can nature, of which man is
presumably a member, be on a different
“trajectory”’ from civilization? This can be
so only if we define nature’s actions as
having a certain direction that man must
follow-and is not now so doing. Although
this belief would be partly a matter of
faith, it is also a political and social judg-
ment and should be explained as such. Our
ideas of nature and of civilization are very
much related to our ideas of society. Nei-
ther nature nor civilization are value-free
terms.

Let me turn to the society | know best
‘by way of illustration. The Chinese-prior
to the ending of the Confucian system in

1911 believed their civilization to be one

which was in accord with nature, which is
precisely what Prof. Todrank recommends
for the present society. But, for the Con-
fucian, nature and civlization were insepar-
able, While Prof. Todrank asserts that man
has been disruptive of nature ever since the

invention of fire, the Confucian would see
civilization as helping to preserve the essen-
tial harmony of nature, '

This is not to suggest that we all become 4

the Confucian idea of nature to show that

our view of nature and of man’s relation
to it largely reflects our political and social
concerns. Confucian culture was the civi-

lization 'of a landlord gentry class which-
had little if any productive role within its
socicty. The Confucians therefore attempted
to discourage any technological or economic
changes within the society that might threat-
en their own position in relation to the
pcasantry, suggesting that such changes were
“unnatural.” It was their own lifestyle
that they considered “natural.”- Calling
this lifestyle “natural” implied that this was
the way the world had to be and therefore
justified the position of the Chinese elite, -
. But this “natural” world that Jooked ask
askance at technology and other of the

improvements of modern times that Prof.
Todrank also wishes to do without was

extremely artificial by our standards. The
wilds for the Confucian were exemplified
by his garden, which was to have an impor-
tant influence on British and European land:
scaping. The Chinese garden was made to
“look spontancous. The Confucian gentle-
man wandered along twmcd paths past
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beautiful little streams and over gentle Tol-
ling hills often topped with a beautiful
pagoda or pavilion. But the streams, the
hills, the pagodas were all man-made. Even
the exotic bushes and trees that one passed
on a stroll were more likely than not dug

‘up from other areas and carefully trans-

planted to suit the gentleman’s pleasure
(the sexist references are used to depi cta
sexist socxcty)

The “natural” thing to do in such a set-
ting would be to meander along, quietly
scribbling poems that expressed one’s sen-
timents and thoughts on the heauty of the
afternoon. Having been written, these poems
were often flung in abandon over one's shoul-
der as if the mere expression of sentiment
were enough to satisfy the creative uiges
of the author and there were no need to
preserve them for prosperity. But in fact
the servant boy, who faithfully followed
his master’s stroll, would quickly scoop up
the pieces of paper and preserve them for
the master’s anthology. Indeed for all the

[

But how can nature, of which man
is presumably a member, be on a
different “trajectory’’ from civili-
zation?

spontaneity of the sentiment, the poem 1t-
self was undoubedly written in a very
highly structured form that could be mas-
tered only after years of study. . It was con-
sidered “natural* only because it was 2
form that had been passed down for many
generations and studied so hard that it had

become internalized. Emperors carried

this to the extreme. Their spontaneous
poems, which poured out by the thousands,
came from retinues of professional poem
writers who strolled behind the emperor
dashing out thoughts for him.,

But as artificial as this sounds to modern
ears; it was not unnatural to the Confucian
whose own works were considered merely
a reaffirmation of a tradition to which all
contributed and in which ideas of imitation
and plagiarism were unknown. The Con-
fucian idea of nature seems strange to mod-
ern Western ears because we now define
our society differently today than did the
Reverend Thomas Malthus or some, of the
early writers on environment, such as George

Perkins Marsh, to whom Prof. Todrank re-
fers. Since Malthus’ time, the human pop-

. ulation has grown far larger than Malthus

could ever have dreamed in his wildest
imagination and yet by and large we have
succeeded in feeding this new population be-
cause of advances in agriculture and tech-
nology. The only imaginable energy re-
sources that we had a century ago would
have long ago been used up if man had not
discovered how to utilize oil and gas and
develop other new sources of energy. This
does not mean that continued unchecked
population growth and energy consumption

is desirable, but it does mean that it.is not
necessary to chuck our society into the

hands of the “sensitive few" whom Prof.
Todrank feels are the only ones aware of
the environmental problems confronting

us just because we fear these problems.

What kind of an approach we should
take should be a choice that we all have to

decide, and it is far too important to be
left to the “sensitive few” who might pre-
clude our options as the Confucians pre-
cluded technical change and developmient
in their own society in order to preserve
their own prerogatives. Certainly it is more
than just the “sensitive few” who are aware
of the environmental problems confronting

Professor Todrank asserts, environmentalism
has today become a fad. And as with most
fads, it is quite easy fot those people who
are willing to claim that they are one of
the “‘sensitive few"” who understand the
‘problem to take advantage of people’s fears
and mislead them. We have already seen

- “sensitive few” in the case of oil shortages.
Discussions about the decrease in the

quality of life would seem to be equually

suspicious. Everyone is entitled to his or her

‘Jown view of which particular age or era

might have been the most interesting or ex-
citing time to live. But Professor Todrank
goes further than just asserting that life in
the past was better than life in the present.
Rather, he seems to advocate a Social-Dar-
winist weeding out of the unfit in our popu-
lation who are able to survive in today’s
world only because of the relative comfort
of modern civilization. “While the quantity
of the population,” he suggests, “‘is clearly .
increasing, the quality of the population
seems to be decreasing.” Moreover, he con-
tinues: “Fitness to survive depends upon
the ability to adapt to the environment
without multi-faceted artificial rechnologi-
cal supports. Combine the idea of an ‘in-
alienable right to life’ with modern medical
technology and the problem of quality de-
cline may also become exponential.” This
idea is not only ‘emotionladen,” as Profes-
sor Todrank admits, but it is also ethically

biological evidence for it. If anything, the
population has become more fit as it has
become larger rather than the reverse-—-at
least if one looks at such things as intellec-

and death rates, Technological support for
life does not logically lead to decreased hu-

man fitness.

. . .a lifestyle which by Professor
Todrank’s definition would be one
most in touch with “nature” is not
necessarily the most joyful or pro-
ductive one.

Furthermore, a lifestyle which by Pro-
fessor Todrank's definition would be one
most in touch with “nature” is not neces-
sarily the most joyful or productive one.
There axe many sources of energy in the
world other than oil, ranging from rubber
bands to nuclear reactors. Similarly, only
roughly 3% of the carth’s surface is pres-
ently farmed and most of that quite inef-
ficiently by the most advanced standards
%yct discovered. In India-Pakistan, for in-.
tance, which potentmlly is one of the most
fertile agricultu ral areas in the world, if the
jncrease in agricultural yields that occurred

during the late 1960's “had been continued
or a century, the world would have been
estroyed because its entire surface would
have been covered by rice to o depth of
ree feet.” Clearly the problem is not one

our society taday. In fact, contrary to what

who has benefited from the warnings of the .

dubious. Moreover,. there is no economic or

tual productivity, athletic. records, and birth -

Thursday, March 23 1978

“of returning to an older, sunpler_..llfestylc but

of developing new ones. Just as India has
-recently again become self-sufficient in agri-
culture, so may other nations, if their lives
are not screwed up by politicians spea.kmg
for the “sensitive few.”

One of the things that history teaches us |
‘is the danger of ideologies that speak about

the need for elite controls while at the same
time talking about the necessity of return-
ing to a simpler kind of life. These kinds of
ideas are all too apt to be used by propagan-
dists and other people whose intentions are,

- precisely the opposite. of what Professor

Todrank has in mind. Barrington Moore has
used the word “catonism to describe ideal-

ogies that are antirationalist, antiurban, anti-

materialist, and. . .that exclude any con-
ception of progress.” This is what he says
about them:

Probably it is a good working rule to-be
suspicious about political and intellectual
leaders who talk mainly about moral vir-  ~
tues; many poor devils are liable to be bad-

ly burt. It is not quite correct to assert that

the mozality lacks content; Catonism seeks
a specific kind of regeneration, though it is
easier to specify what Catonism is against

than what it is for. An aura of moral ear- .
nestness suffuses Catonist arguments. This

moralizy is not instrumental; that is, polic—
ies are not advocated in order to. make bu-
manity bappier (bappiness and progress are
conternpuouslv dismissed as decadent bour-
geois llusions) and certainly not in order

to make people richer. They are important
because they are supposed to contribute to
a way of life that bas somebow proved its

validizy in the past. That Catonist views of .

the past are romantic distortions goes with-
out saying. .

One of the things that history teaches

us is the danger of ideologies that

speak about the need for elite controls |

while at the same time talking about
the niecessity of returning to a simpler
kind of life.

Indeed, Moore goes further than that and
suggests that these philosophies often “jus-
tify a repressive social order that buttresses
the posmon of those in power."” .

This is precxsely why 1 fear the conse-
‘querices of his “sensitive few” more than
the ecological dangers these “sensitive few"
would presumably correct if they would
not in fact merely make things worse. More-
over, 1 do not feel that these problems:can
be solved by marching backwards. Both
Professor Todrank and I apparently like the
idea of burning wood rather than oil. But
whereas he burns his in a fireplace in his
studly, 1 burn mine in a brand. new wood
stove that needs only be stoked every six
to cight hours and is far more efficient than
an open fireplace. I see this as a'sign of pro-
gress, not of simplicity. Moreover, 1 see the
ability to design features like this as a sign
of man's basic talents, while Professor Tod-
rank sees it as a hostile act that is sending -
smoke up in the air to annoy the raccoon
in the tree opposite his study. He sees the
racoon far more “cquipped for winter sur~
vival” than he is, and I see it tha othct way

“around.

The Confucians, too, I mtght add in clos-
ing, despised technology and progress and
desired a harmony with nature, Yet.while -
Confucian civilization had much about it
that was quite glorious, it also helped ra-
tiomalize a political and social system that
to modern eyes was extremely authoritarian
and oppressive, Morcover, what they created
wns a strictly ordered world in which na-
tuiye never left theif estates or the windows
of their studies. e



