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"Every time we send food to save lives in the present, we are
destroying lives in the future,” says a biologist whose
ideas may be shocking, but just might preserve the planet

As high winds whipping along the Pacific coast
bounced and shook the small propeiler plane, |
tried to concentrate on my reason for flying to San-
ta Barbara. | was on my way to interview Garrett
Hardin, microbiologist and human ecologist, most
widely known-—notorious even—for his 1968 essay,
“The Tragedy of the Commons,” in which he de-
scribes the follies of overpopulation.

| was five months pregnant, anc given Hardin's
views on population control and prophecies con-
cerning the fate of the environment, | dreaded his
response to my condition. To my surprise, the re-

puted harshly cpinionated and fiery aspects of his
personality had been greatly exaggerated—! sus-
pect by his many critics. Instead, | found a gentle
man suffused with a love of nature, family, and clas-
sical music. Despite his 77 years and a polio hand-
icap, Hardin swims laps daily at his Santa Barbara
home, which has become a haven surrcunded by
giant eucalyptus and dense chaparral.

Stronger than his determination to exercise vig-
orously, however, is his relentless 40-year chal-
enge—in many books, papers, and lectures—to
conventional social «deals. His latest bock, Living
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Within Limits (released by Oxford University Press this fall),
further explores the concept that unrestrained reprocuctive
growth throughout the world threatens to wreak widespread
social disorder.

Born in 1915, Hardin grew up in the Midwest whare his
father's job with the lllinois Central Railroad moved the fam-
ily from one town to ancther. Even though they never sat-
tled in one place, he found a sense of constancy at his grand-
father's farm naar Butler, Missouri. Hardin got his degrea in
zoology in 1936 at the University of Chicago, where he stud-
ied under W. A. Allee. At the time, the birthrate in the United
States was declining. Books 2nd articles prophesiec the end
of civilization, the extinction of the human race. But Allee, a
professor of ecology, was virtually alone in insisting that the
decline was temporary, a mere blip in the population curve.
The birthrate, he maintained, would soon start going up again.
“So early in my training,” explains Hardin, "1 was influencad
by an unpopular theory. Alcne with a small group of biolc-
gists, | was concerned about future population growth.”

Afller completing & Ph.D. in microbiclogy at Stanford, dur-
ing World War Il, Hardin worked for the Carnegie Institution
of Washington's Division of Plant Biclogy on the Stanford Cam-
pus, investigating how algas might be used for antibiatics
and &5 a possible human food source. In 1948, he left the
project. “The more | thought about producing algae for
food,” he remarks, “the less use | saw in the research.” De-
veloping new food sources would only encourage contnued
population growth

Hardin was also influenced by Thomas Malthus, who in
1798 wrote that food would be the limiting factor of population
size. When food rescurces were cdepleted, Malthus
claimed, chaos and massive suffering would ensue, halting
population growth. “Malthus was correct when he said
there will be limits to increasing population, but wrong
about what the limits would be," says Hardin. Since
Malthus® prediction, per-capita procuction of food has in-
creased dramatically in the world. “Overpopulation causss
other obstacles,” adds Hardin, "“We've plenty of food, but
we're wasting an awful lot of ime trying to go anywhere.”
Hardin, like Malthus, suspects that if population growth contin
ves at ite current rate, chaos will ultimately ensue,

The same year Hardin left the algae project at Stanford,
he accepted a teaching position at what is now the Univer-
sity of California at Santa Barbara to teach biology, genet-
icg, evolution, and later human ecology. Retired in 1978, Har-
din continues to stimulste debate and provoke controversy
with his far-reaching ideas about the human condition.

—Cathy Spencer

e WOMEN WHO WANT LARGE FAMILIES WILL HAVE THEM. THERE IS NO WAY TO
TIE THEIR WANTS TO NATIONAL NEEDS WITHOUT SOME SORT OF COERCION.**

Omni: In your 1972 book, Exploring New Ethics for Surviv-
al, you said you feel as if you are "living in the eye of a hur-
ricane waiting.” What did you mean?
Hardin: I'm impressed with the reluctance of society 1o can-
front certain issues, and the ingenuity people show in de-
veloping a rmetorical defense aganst controversial concerns.
We don't budge from our positions. Everyone has a com-
puter in his head that does a lot of work on its own. Many
difficult conflicts are worked out at a subconscious level.
When we run into a roadblock, the conflict is interceptled by
the in-house computer and prevented from coming to the
conscious level. Any thought brought to the surface is in a
censored form. We look only for certain answers, closing our
eyes to the possibility of others. This is the roadblock for all
discussions of population.

Our censorad view about population is reflacled in the wide-
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ly accepted “child-survival hypothesis.” In & primitive com-
munity where coup'es have 100 many chilcren and large num-
bers of them are dying. supporters of the child-survival the-
sis believe we can reduce infant mortality by sending these
peoole the bast modern medicinge, Obviously, the first effect
of reduced infant martality is an increase in the rate of popu-
lation growth. But, according to this theory, couples in Third
World countries have so many children because so many
die. A high birthrate is a safety measure to ensure same chil-
dren's survival. So if child mortality is reduced, these peo-
ple will supposedly eventually reduce their fertility.

The hypothesis is true in a sense: People do diminish
their fertility somewhat. But the result is nevertheless an in-
crease in the number of pecple that reach age 20. Fewer
are born, but more reach adulthood, providing the next gen-
aration of breeders. So the papulation does not decraase



anc the hypothesis isn't really true.

Why do we continue to practice the -

child-hypothesis theory? Because we
are tenderhearned. We'd feel ternble i
we didn't let others know there are
ways 10 prevent infant mortality. So in-
ternational Planneg Parenthooc gener-
glly provides medical assistance 10 re-
duce infant monality in Third World coun-
tries. We think if we do the right thing—
save babes—population control will hap-
pen spontaneously.
Omni: In 1967, Paul Ehrlich's Popula-
tion Bomb prompted the formation of
the organization Zero Population
Growth {ZPG). Was this an effective
move toward better understanding of
population probems?
Hardin: The policy of ZPG has a funda-
mental weakness. Like the founders of
Planned Parenthood, the members of
ZPG were determined to enable wom-
en to have the number of children they
wanted when they wented. They believe
if women are made aware of the import-
ance of reducing population, ultimately
they will want fewer of them. But wom-
en whoc want large families will have
them —there's ro way to tie their ‘ndi-
vicual warts to national needs without
some sort of coercion. | saw ZPG head-
ed for failure. But still, it was a step in
the right direction for helping to change
the climate for population control,
ZPG also had another problem. To
put it exceedingly bluntly and in preju-
dicial terms: In general. people who go
1o college are more intslligent than
those who don't. It would be better to
encourage the breeding of moere intel-
ligent people rather than the less intel-
ligent. ZPG's entire attraction has
been among the college population. So
in effect, ZPG is encouraging college-
educated pecple to have fewer children
instead of encouraging reduced fertili-
ty among the less intelligent.
Omni: Writing “The Tragedy of the Com-
mons" was very difficult, you've sad, be-
cause “| was reaching conclusions
that repelled me and tried cesperately
o avoid them.”
Hardin: The basic concept of that es-
say was first published in 1833 by the
mathematician William Foster Lioyd. He
wrote that if a community purse is
made avai'able to the public, someone
will spend a crown more quickly with-
out thinking than if the crown comes
from that person’s own purse. Uoyd al-
€0 said that public land is like a public
purse: If everyone can dip into a com-
mon pasture, then that land will be
abused. The pasture on private land
will be protected by the owner and not
overgrazed, so it can be used year af-
ter year. Rather than focusing primarily
on & common purse, | concentrated on

a commen land, common pasture, and
developed my essay from there. | tried
to show how reproductive freedom,
like & commaon pasture or community
purse, is abused. People are allowed
to have as many children as they
choose without complete responsibili-
ty for their care. Society carries the ex-
tra burden parents can't undertake.

| kept coming up against & confiict
with the idea of indivicual freedom—
that each should do whatever he or she
wants and everything will be all right.
This is widely believed in Western civi-
lization where ingividualism has been
successful in so many other areas, par-
ticularly free enterprise. Laissez-faire
economics permits an entrepreneur 10
price his goods any way he wishes. On
the free market, the person pricing his
products too high will go oroke be-
cause he doesn't sell enough; the per-
son selling 100 low will also go broke be-
cause he doesn't make a decent prof-
it. Eventually prices balance cut By and
large, this is the way the free market
works, and it's a good system.

in writing “The Tragedy of the Com-
mons” | resisted giving up the idea of
applying the principle of laissez-faire
economics to population control. Can
a free market be applied to how many

_children a couple raises? Unfortunate-

ly, because somg of the expense of hav-
ing children is by scciety, there is
not sufficient pressure on the couple to
have only the number of children they
can take care of, So unlike the equilib-
rium obtained in the free financial mar-
ket, 2 laissez-faire system of parentage
yields 100 many children, too poorly tak-
en care of | finally gave up the idea
that free-market principles could be
used to control population.

Omni: Haven't a number of pecple crit-
icized the validity of the concept em-
braced in “The Tragedy"?

Hardin: Sure. One argument claims
that a community of lobster fishermen
who fish off the coast of Maine functions
as a successful commons. 'Therefore
Hardin is wrong!" my crtics say. What
these skeptics miss i€ that this com-
mons of lobster fishermen has only a
few members. They take as much lob-
ster as they want, but the commons is
not depletec. A commons only works
successfully when a restricted number
of people dip into its resources. Num-
bers become very important.

The example | frequently cite is a suc-
cessful communistic group of religious
farmers, the Hutterites, in the northwest-
em U.S. and Canada. They are disci-
ples of the Marxist principle, “To each
according to his needs,” where a gen-
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eral pot is provided for the entire pop-
ulace. The Hutterite society has found
from practical experience, hcwever,
that the Marxist concept doesn't work
if the community grows beyond 150 peo-
ple. People start going astray, siop do-
ing their share of the work.

To resolve this problem, when a new
community of Hutterites forms, its mem-
bers immediately lay plans for splitting
into two separate groups. They buy an-
other farm as soon as they can; when
the community grows over 150, they di-
vide into two villages with the same num-
ber cf old, young, and workers. The Hut-
terites can't make a commons work
over 150. So toc my critics | say, “A com-
mons doesn't work f it's magde up of 100
many people, even if they are good.”
With today’s growing populations, the
possitility for a successful commons de-
comes less and less likely.

Omni: Yet you've also frequently ar-
gued that there is nc such teast as a
global pogulation problem.

Hardin: True. Roads all over the world
have pctholes. Now suppose that peo-
ple suddenly become concerred with
“the world pothole problem™ and as a
result set up the Woric Pothole Commis-
sion to fix the widespread potholes.
Woula you get the pothole in front of
your house ‘ixed faster by a local coun-
ty agency or a worlc agency? We'd nev-
er get these potholes filled if we depenc-
ed on & world authority to do it. Potholes
are not a global preblem and should not
be considered globally. PFopulation isn't
a global problem either. It is prcauced
in each bedroom; a very local activity
preduces it, and so the control of it
needs to be local.

Many of my critics believe pecple of
Third Werld countries can't handle
these issues and neec outsice help. Cer-
tainly they can be given information
about birth control from cther countries,
out to give them food or money is a mis-
take. This is the commons again: If
they don't have to pay for it themselves,
they won't use it wisely.

Sending food to Ethiopia, for in-
stance, does more harm than geod.
Each year the production obtained
from Ethiopian land declines. The
lands are useg beyond their carrying ca-
pacity because there are far more peo-
ple than renewable resources. Overpro-
duction ccours. Eventually the soil los-
es its nutritional value and forests are
stripped bare, causing soil erosion and
severe floods. 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 feod o save lives in the present,
we are destroying lives in the future.

Most conventional ethics, such as "l |
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am my brother's keeper,” werk only
where small numbers of people are in-
volved. Those who initially formulated
these ethics | suspect never conceived
of a time when pecple in the US.
could see others starving to death on
TV in “real time" on the opposite sice
of the world. We must realize our abili-
ty to know what's gcing on in other
parts of the world far exceeds our abil-
ity to go anything about it. Convention-
al ethics sound good but don't work
when the scale is enlarged. It works in
the village, not in the whcle world.

Our best chance of solving these
problems is to let each country preduce
as many babies as the government de-
cides is apprepriate. This means each
country must take care of the babies it
produces. No rich country should be an
escape hatch for a poor country.

But then no naton is really poor. If it
has a small enough population, it can

elLike a blueprint,

a fetus doesn't have the
same value as the
house itself. There's no
point in worrying
about a fetus when over-
not unaer-
population’s a problem.®

be rich. Bangladesh, for instance, is a
nch country. It's the same size as lo-
wa. But 115 million people live in Bang-
lacesh, while lowa supports 3 million.
If Bangladesh had 3 million citizens, is
people would be living in the lap of lux-
ury. Only one crop can te grown an-
nually in lowa, wnereas in Bangladesh,
two or three can grow each year.
There's no reason for starvation to oc-
cur in Bangladesh. It's a much richer
country than lowa, but not with 115 mii-
lion people.
Omni: What form of population control
co you favor? -
Hardin: Well, the one that sounds the nic-
est was raisec by Charles Darwin's
grandson, Charles Galton Darwin. He
said increass people's expectations so
they don't think they're living the good
life uniess they have a motorcar. Use
the automobile as the symbol for per-
sonal luxury. Reduce fertility by point-
'ng out advantages of not having such
large families,

The quickest, easiest, ang most ef-
fective form of population control in the

U.S., that | support wholeheartedly, is
t0 end immigration. Our population
growth would be spontaneously con-
trolled. The U.S. accepts more immi-
grants each year than the other 179 na-
tions of the wor'd combined.

Economist Kenneth Bouding suggest-
ed that at birth, every female in the coun-
try be endowed with a certain number
of green stamps giving her the right to
have a certain number of children
when she reaches child-bearing age. De-
pending on the population, the value of
these stamps may vary from year to
year. Let's say one year each woman
is entitled tc ore anc eight-tenths
green stamps. If a woman wants to
have one child she can sell the eight-
tenths 1o somebody else. If she wants
two chilcren, she has to enter the mar-
ket and buy two-tenths more stamps.
This could work in any country.

Omni: What is your opinion of China's
population policy, which prohibits cou-
ples from having more than cne child?
Hardin: | give the Chinese credit for cf-
fically recognizing that they have a prob-
lem and for having the nerve 0 propose
the single-child program. China is the
only country in the world that recogniz-
es it has 100 many people. They have
failed, however, by not making this oi-
rective universal throughout the coun-
try. The one-child policy is only en-
forced in congested urban areas. Peo-
ple in rural regions continue 1c have tco
many children. So the Chinese haven't
so'ved their problems at all.

Omni: Will populaton control cause oth-
er problems in Chinese society? Might
a single child truly become what they
call “a little emperor™?

Hardin: The Chinese admit their chil-
dren are being spoiled, but this is nat-
ural behavior. | don’t see any particu-
lar difficulty developng because less ba-
bies are born there. On the contrary, a
smaller population should contribute to
a better quality of life in China.

Ag for too many old people, the ex-
istence of a dominant elderly populace
is not a serious danger anywhere, If an
excess of young people exist, the old-
er members of society are encouragec
to retire early, When a deficiency of
young develops, the elderly will be
urged to work longer. This process au-
tomatically adjusts itsef. How much ang
for how long & person works before re-
tinng degends on the community
Omni: Infanticide as a form of popula-
tion control is hard to accept, yet you
support it in its historical context.
Hardin: Yes. Locking at history with an
open mind you'll see that infanticide has
been usec as an effective population
control. In writings about the South
Seas, Robert Louis Stevenson express-



es astonishment that island peoples
practiced infanticice and yst were un-
usually loving towards chilaren. Steven-
son came from Calvinistic Scotland
where, by Ged, children were treated
severely. The Scots woulc never think
of killing a child, but they'd never pam-
oer it either. In the Scuth Seas, the re-
verse occurred. In all societies practic-
ing infanticide, the child is killed within
minutes after birth, before bonding can
occur. The mother never nurses the
child. The South Pacific peoples must
have easily seen the prcblems associ-
atec with overpopulation. When you
live on an island, you know you live in
a limited worlc.

Through mest of history there's
been nc need for concern about pop-
ulation control. Nature wou'd come
along with epidemic diseases and
take care of the matter for us. Disease
has been the primary population con-
troller n the past. Because widespread
disease and famine no longer exist, we
have to find another means to stop pop-
ulation increases.

Omni: What scenarics will unfold if
world population growth continues at its
current rale?

Hardin: Scme crganizations have
done the proper demographic aralyses
and have the best answers for the fu-

ture. Usually | quote one of these pro-
jections. Now having said that, I'l go a
step further and say that | don't have
confidence in these projections. The
pressures from expanging populations
will become so great that trends will
change. | suspect disasters such as
wigespread famine will prevent us
from reaching the projected numbers.
| reluctantly make this statement be-
cause people say, “Oh you crue’ man,
you want to kil people.” | don't want to
kill anyone; but clearly, crippling con-
ditions already exist in parts of the
world due to escalating populatons. Peo-
ple in central Africa suffer greatly from
the effects of overpopulation; the land
has been stripsed of vegetation, caus-
ing erosion and flooding, leaving little
hope for new crops. These countries
may yet face a worse disaster, perhaps,
in the spread of AIDS.
Omni: In the early Sixties you stopped
writing and lecturing about pogulation
and decided to speax out in favor of
abortion. Why?
Hardin: First, | didn't want to fight two
battles at once. | dign't want pecple to
cppose population control if they were
not in favor cf abortion. It's guite possi-
ble to be against abortion and still be
in favor of pogulation control. Until the
mid Fifties, | strongly opposed abortion.

I wish Dr. Boiton would try to improve his bedside manner.”
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Then in 1958, | read Abortion in the
United States, an account of a confer-
ence of doctors and Planned Parent-
hood professionals.

I'd always thought abertion was an
extremely dangerous operation. Read-
ing this book, | discovered abortions,
when performed by competent medical
professionals, were only one-fourth as
dangerous as normal childoirth, (Today
a normal chiidbirth is ten times more dan-
gerous.) Other evidence presented at
this conference suggestec that having
an abortion was a psychologically
sound procedure, less harmful mental-
ly for a woman than being compeiled
to have a child she didn't want, By
1962, I'd moved around to the other
side anc became a strong supporter of
legalized aborticn. By spring 1963, |
was ready to go public with my ideas.
Certainly the time was right for me to
speak out on legalzed abortion.
Omni: The Supreme Court decision le-
galizing abortion in 1973 stated, “The
unborn have never been recognized in
the law as persons in the whole
sense.” Why is this significant?
Hardin: The argument for and against
abortion today encompasses this very
issue. Is a fetus a person? Are all lives
equally valuable? Biologists don't be-
lieve all life has the same worth. In many
instances, qualification is impertant. Ev-
idence is clear in nature. About 50 per-
cent of all conceptions in mammals per-
ish before birth. By having fewer off-
spring, mammals are able to take bet-
ter care of their young. The conceptions
that perish are virtually without value, if
they persisted, the continued existence
cf the species might be jeopardized.

This happens with humans as well.
About half of all pregnancies are lost
the first few days after conception. If pec-
ple say that an embryo '8 a human be-
ing from the moment the sperm enters
the egg. then all laws applying to hu-
mans must apply to this tiny embryo,
This fertilized egg has to be burieg
with all the expenses applied to a per-
son who dies. Suppose a woman
thinks she's pregnant because she's
missed her pericd. A week later she
gets 't and says, “| guess | was |ust
late." Maybe she wasn't late; maybs
she was pregnant and had a sponta-
neous abortion. In such cases—f the
conception might be “life"—whenever
a woman Is |ate with her period, the men-
strual products will have to be collec:-
ed and given a proper burial. If people
want to change the law and declare
that a human s present from the time
the sperm enters the egg, they must
face these conseguences.

A fetus is of so little value, there's no
point in worrying about it in & society



where over- not underpopulation is a
problem. We don't need tc chase after.
every last one of these embryos. Like
the blueprint of a house, a fetus
doesn't have the same value as the
house tself; it is not a human being.
Just like 10,00C acorns; the loss of
these seeds woculd be not be consid-
ered the loss of 10,000 oak trees, or de-
forestation. If a woman wants an abor-
tion, either because of poverty, poor
health, or because she doesn't think
she will be 2 good mother—whatever
reason—it's not 'n society’'s interest to
urge her to have the child. We have
enough poorly taken care of children al-
ready; we don't need any mere. If a wom-
an says she doesn't want a baby. that
should be final.

Omni: What might happen if Roe v.
Wade is reversed?

Hardin: It's difficult to predict history,
but | can see no good resuiting from forc-
ing women to have babies they don't
want. Many who oppose legal abortion
condemn women who have them as self-
ish and immoral. | urge people tc for-
get about the problems these woman
may face and instead consider how re-
versing the right 1o have an abortion
might affect them. The cost of raising
these chilaren will sooner or later
reach the general public, As taxpayers,
do they really want to support an un-
wanted child? Studies conductea in Eu-
rope show unwanted children have
more psychological, educational, and
health-related problems than children
born to women who want them. It is par-
gdoxical that people who call them-
selves conservatives oppose abortion.
Conservatives usually strive to avoid tax-
es and high expenses. And yet, by op-
posing abertion, they ultimately ensure
higher taxes. They should be the last
to condemn abortion.

Omni: After the 1973 Supreme Court de-
cision, why did you stop lecturing on
this topic?

Hardin: We had essentially won the bat-
tle, or so we thought at the time. | de-
cided | could go back to talkng about
populaticn and its effects. When | first
started lecturing on abortion, so few peo-
ple were talking about it, | figured | was
needed even though | was a man. But
| was relaying seconchand information.
By the early Seventies, women were
speaking out on their own. If anything
neeced to be said about abortion, wom-
en could say it better.

Omni: Might you start speaking out reg-
ularly again?

Hardin: It's possible. Whether | start de-
fending Roe v. Wade depends on
what happens—on whether | get so
riled up enough, so irritated that | can't
stand being silent. DO
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