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Dedicated to the young eco-activists of the world who are striving to save the rest of nature from the onslaught of their own species. May they learn the truth and be protected from the smog of falsehoods and half-truths!
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Author’s Preface


Today, in the rich industrial countries of the Global North (which conceptually also includes Japan in East Asia and the Australian continent down under), there is hardly any politician and, for that matter, any thinking human, who does not stress the importance of protecting the ecology of the Earth, particularly the urgency of preventing further global warming. Among such politicians are also all kinds of leftists, socialists, social-democrats, and communists, who all, or at least their parties, originally really understood themselves as socialists. But, as we know, in the course of the last six decades, they all have de facto swallowed the idea that there is basically no alternative to capitalism, and that they, if they still cherish and propound their former truly socialist ideas and programs, would never have any chance of success through democratic elections. Consequently, most of them, being in fact opportunists greedy of power and pelf, changed not just their strategy and tactic, but even their basic ideas and programs, reduced them to mere social-welfaristic, social-reformistic, or pro-working people politics, while not questioning any more the basic principles and structures of the given capitalist economic order. But they mostly retained their old names – “Socialist Party”, “Social Democratic Party”, “The Left”, “Communist Party” etc.


This could not but lead to obviously contradictory programmatic positions. But the most glaring contradiction of all has been that between their claim that they wanted to protect the natural environment and limit global warming to a maximum of 1.5 °C on the one hand, and the claim of their parties and the governments that they led or participated in that their policies were oriented toward promoting economic growth. As if they did not know that there were limits to growth, that a very famous book bearing such a title has been in existence since 1972. They have obviously been thinking that one can eat the cake and have it too.


In truth, this is a contradiction between industrial society of any kind – not just of the capitalistic, but also of the “socialist” kind, whatever be its level – and any effort to stop further destruction of the natural environment. For an industrial society, even if it would decide to be a “stationary” one (J. S. Mill) or to maintain a “steady state” (Herman Daly), cannot function without using mineral resources – both metallic and non-metallic – that are limited in quantity and hence exhaustible in principle. In fact, however, first the easily accessible and rich deposits of such minerals of good quality will be exhausted and, sooner or later, also the other deposits. The economic process of an industrial society is, after all, entropic, as Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen has shown. Moreover, the capacity of nature to tolerate or neutralize pollution by itself, which we may also regard as a resource, is limited, as the phenomenon of global warming shows.


Mainly for these reasons, I propounded – in my book Eco-Socialism or Eco-Capitalism? A Critical Analysis of Humanity’s Fundamental Choices (1999) – a new conception of socialism, namely eco-socialism. True socialists, I argued, are socialists mainly for moral and ethical reasons and not because a socialized planned economy is supposed to be superior in “efficiency” and productivity to an unplanned capitalist one, which it (the former) has in reality never been. Such socialists must accept the ecological necessities. That means they must accept the goal of a socialist economy contracting in a planned manner until it reaches the low level in which it can be considered to be ecologically sustainable.


Nowadays one prefers to use the terms degrowth, and degrowing economy (translation of the French term decroissance). The terms themselves are clear, they can be used. But I have a problem with the ideologues of degrowth, mostly economists, and their adherents: It is, generally speaking, not clear whether they believe that their goal, a de-growing economy, is achievable within the presently given economic order, namely capitalism. To my knowledge, they do not say anything on the system question. (But I admit, I am not up to date on this question). Another question they do not answer clearly is whether, while the economy is degrowing, it should be permissible that the world population continues to grow.


Similar are my problems with the Environment/Ecology Movement and the Green Parties, regardless of whether they are governing or are in the opposition. Occasionally, but rarely, one does hear in public meetings of the movement sentences like “You cannot have infinite growth in a finite world.” A very wise statement. But then comes what?


For some time past, in the ecology movements as a whole, the focus is on the problem of climate change. And the solution they are advancing sounds simple, namely energy transition with the long-term goal of 100 percent energy supply through renewable energy systems. All the political parties (with very few exceptions) and their governments share the idea of this solution. However, the governments, who, unlike the movements, have to execute this solution, are also speaking of many difficulties. But hardly anybody is speaking of the basic difficulty in implementing this solution, namely that the materials (including fossil fuels) that are needed by the various industries to build the renewable energy equipment and infrastructure are also limited, exhaustible and polluting.


Such problems, questions and doubts are hardly being discussed in the media and in public fora of the environment movements and relevant parties. If at all, they are being taken up on some unknown websites and platforms in the internet.


In the past, from time to time, I felt, as it were, provoked to raise these issues in conferences whenever I got one of the rare invitations to speak. But then a friend created a blogsite especially for my writings. There I published my essays and articles, in which I elaborated the issues and intervened in the debates and discussions on them criticizing the prevailing wrong conceptions – all that from the viewpoint of an eco-socialist. The present two volumes are a collection of these texts.


It is not as if I am the inventor of the idea of eco-socialism. In Germany, in the first half of the 1980s, there were some dissidents in the Social Democratic Party (SPD) who, confronted with the ecology movement, floated the idea. But it was in those days generally a mere mixture of old socialism and a little environmental protection. They also published many articles on it. But they could not effect any change in the policies of their party. They were ignored. The party leadership coopted the term, only the term, for some time, held a conference on it and buried it. Most of the said dissident social democrats (so far as I recall) sympathized with, even joined, the newly founded Green Party, which in the beginning was led by radical leftists. We know what happened to the Green Party soon after. But that is another story.


Today, humanity is confronted with an ecology crisis that is threatening to make our unique Earth uninhabitable for humans. Against this background, sadly, it is only some individuals (I am one of them) who are holding the flag of eco-socialism high, deepening the idea and clarifying all the issues. I hope, after reading these texts eco-socialists of today would understand that it is a very new conception of socialism, not a mere mixture of old socialism and a little environmental protection, but, in fact, a complex and coherent synthesis. Speaking in the language of chemistry, it is a compound made out of two or more basic elements.


In conclusion, I would like to tell the readers that publication of these collected writings of mine would not have been possible but for the dedicated work of my friends Ernst Schriefl and Thomas Schaffelhofer. I take this opportunity to thank them from the bottom of my heart.


Saral Sarkar


Cologne, 8.8.2023




Editor’s Preface


It is now about 20 years ago that I first met Saral Sarkar. At that time I was member of a group in the (Austrian) Attac environment called Öko-Attac. The criticism of economic growth and and the trial to prove that a true “greening” of society within capitalism, even within an ecologically modernized one, is not possible, were on our agenda.


We invited Saral to Vienna to give a talk on his main ideas. One expectation we had in doing that was that Saral’s strong arguments against the feasibility of eco-capitalim would strengthen our growth-critical and eco-capitalism sceptical position within Attac.


But Saral's proposed alternative, which he terms “eco-socialism”, did not find unanimous support in our group. I think I was the one within our group who sympathised most with it but some doubts regarding feasibility and acceptability of Saral's rather radical vision of an eco-socialist society remained.


In 2004, I visited Saral in Köln and it came to a loose contact over a few years, but then this contact weakened over time, as it often happens (maybe one reason for that was that my e-mail address had changed at a certain point in time about which I had not informed him).


Two years ago I published my first book called “Öko-Bilanz. Wo wir stehen, was zu tun wäre, wohin wir steuern. Ein Versuch einer nüchternen Bestandsaufnahme.” (“Eco-balance. Where we stand, what needs to be done, where we are heading to. An attempt at a sober analysis of the situation.”). I also included there a short discussion of eco-social-ism a la Saral Sarkar, in the form of a “friendly critique”. I voiced there my doubts about the feasibility and acceptability of Sarkar's eco-social-ism but I also expressed my appreciation of the fact that it is one of the few proposals of an alternative society, which addresses all three factors of the IPAT formula (population, affluence, technology) in a consequent and coherent way.


In autumn 2022, I sent a copy of my book to Saral, and it took some time to reach him as he had moved to another address, which I had not known. But eventually in January this year (2023), it reached him and Saral almost immediately contacted me per e-mail. I was very pleased that we got in touch again after such a long time.


Thereupon I visited Saral in March, when we had time to talk about many things. One concrete outcome of this meeting was a decision to publish a collection of Saral's blog articles, which he had written between 2012 and now, in book form (in two volumes).


The writings of Saral Sarkar can be recommended to anyone with a deeper interest in the relationship between ecology, economy and politics. The reader may not agree with everything (which is a quite natural thing), but anything Saral writes is well thought-through and well argued. Thus Saral's writings provide much food for thought, in the best sense. His texts can also be viewed as an “oasis” of calm, clear, profound thinking in a world full of incessant streams of superficial, noisy and contradictory messages.


What makes Saral's writings unique is the stringency of his thinking, which is manifested in the fact that he goes further than many others, for instance in his analysis of the potentials of renewable energies (see chapter 2 (Volume I) “Essays on the Renewable Energies Question”). In this connection, I also recommend the overview article of Jonathan Rutherford (“Varieties of Eco-Socialism ...”, chapter 4 (Volume I); the only text in this collection not written by Saral), which provides a very good introduction to Saral's concept of eco-socialism (and thus to the main pillars of his thinking) in comparison with another prominent figure in the field of eco-socialism, namely John Bellamy Foster.


With each day, it is becoming more and more evident that eco-capi-talism (be it called “Green New Deal” or whatever else) and the brave new world of a smooth transition to renewable energies are going to fail. There is no “miracle weapon” against the climate crisis. Against the background of these present-day realities, Saral's writings unfold a strong topicality.


The Collected Writings are organised in eight chapters (four chapters in each of the two volumes). The reader may cherry-pick single texts as each text can be read as a separate unit but it is also possible – and quite rewarding – to read from beginning to end.


For people who are already familiar with Saral's main works (Eco-Socialism or Eco-Capitalism? A Critical Analysis of Humanity’s Fundamental Choices and The Crises of Capitalism), the texts fulfill the function of deepening and updating one's understanding. They offer the opportunity to refresh one’s knowledge of his critical thoughts, this time perhaps from a different angle or in a new context. For readers who have not yet read the above mentioned books, they can get acquainted with their contents through the present two volumes of his writings, nevertheless it is also recommended to get in touch with Saral's original main works.


Coming to the end of this preface, one more “technical” editorial note: The structure of the references at the end of each article is not fully harmonized (as it was also not in the original blog articles), the readers may forgive us minor inconsistences in this respect.


And last but not least, we (Saral and I) want to say a big thank you to my friend Thomas Schaffelhofer who helped us in layouting the bulk of the texts.


What remains now, is to wish the reader an interesting and insightful journey through the world of Saral Sarkar’s writings. The first chapter (in Volume I) with two autobiographical texts may provide a good starting point.


Ernst Schriefl


Salzburg and Vienna, 5.8.2023




Chapter 5


On Population Growth and Unwelcome Mass Immigration




Polemics is Useless – A Proposal For an Eco-socialist Synthesis in the Overpopulation Dispute


First published (on the blog-site): 18.08.2012


This essay was originally published in 1993. Twenty years later, with 7 billion people living on the planet today and a projected world population of 9 billion in 2050, its importance has sharply increased. Some facts and figures on the ground have of course changed since 1993, especially with regard to India. But the basic facts and arguments remain the same. And the problem still remains unsolved.


The problem of population growth is not only a very important topic, it is also a delicate, even an explosive one. In many leftist, feminist and Third World solidarity circles it is almost impossible to mention it as a serious problem. For many ecologists of the North it is a taboo-topic. They are often afraid of raising this issue, afraid of being abused as eco-imperialists.


That is understandable. As long as imperialist institutions like the US government, Rockefeller Foundation, World Bank or individual experts like Garrett Hardin1 and Maurice King2 (but also the rulers of the South) are the main protagonists of birth control, the objects of their policies would naturally view every population policy with suspicion. As long as the former think that the latter produce children like rabbits or look at them as if they were weeds, the latter and their political sympathizers will shout back. As long as population policies are implemented at the cost of the health of women, women's groups will naturally reject them.


As a result of this situation, a genuine discussion between the two sides – the ecologists of the North on the one side and the leftists, feminists and Third World solidarity circles on the other – cannot (and actually does not) take place. What takes place is usually merely polemics. But polemics is of no use. A sincere discussion between the protagonists and opponents of population control is necessary, because the problem is very serious, because a solution must be found soon.


For a genuine discussion on this topic to be possible, it is necessary to break two taboos. One has already been mentioned above. Ecologists of the North must be allowed to raise the issue without being abused as eco-imperialists. And leftists and others must be allowed to raise the system question without being accused of not having learnt anything. History has not come to an end.3 Capitalism, free market economy, the present world economic order etc. must be allowed to be brought into the discussion. The discussion must be freed from polemics. All of us, who are concerned about the whole situation – about ecology, hunger, poverty, exploitation, oppression, war, peace and the fate of the future generations – must for once forget our opponents, think the problem through, and ask ourselves what we would do if we had to decide what is to be and can be done today.


Malthus: The Difference Between Problem and Policy


The thinking through must begin with Malthus. We must differentiate between problem and policy. Population policy can be so or so. The one policy can be rejected, the other accepted. But the population problem is an objective state of affairs, which cannot be conjured away. Mixing up the two in discussions creates only confusion.


The indignation against Malthus is justified. According to him, the poor are themselves to be blamed for their poverty. Without doubt, he was an apologist of the then still ruling class of landlords- This class did not want any social change, and so also Malthus considered it impossible to change society. But the question is whether, for this reason, Malthus'es presentation of the problem is also wrong.


The harshest critics of Malthus have always been the leftists4. Marx considered the essay of Malthus to be a “libel on the human race”. Engels wrote in 1865: “Economic laws are not eternal laws of nature but historic laws which arise and disappear.” He thought, “what is tenable in the so-called Malthusian theory” is valid only for societies “based on class rule and class exploitation”. That was no proper refutation. But serious efforts were also made to refute one of the two laws of Malthus. Engels and Lenin recognized that Malthus'es law regarding food production, namely that it increases only in arithmetical progression, is actually based on the law of diminishing returns. They declared that the progress of science and technology is limitless and that this factor of production nullifies the law of diminishing returns, which is otherwise valid, i.e. with regard to the factor of production labour. Basing himself on this optimism, Fidel Castro said in the early sixties:


“Nobody who is conscious of what man can achieve with the help of science and technology will want to set a limit to the number of people that can live on the earth.”5


For a few decades after the death of Marx, Engels and Lenin, Malthus indeed appeared to be refuted through the factual developments. Thanks to science and technology, food production increased by leaps and bounds. At least in the industrial societies there was no hunger.


But science and technology have in the meantime disappointed further expectations. F. E. Trainer (I suppose a leftist) quotes scientists who ascertained in 1979 and 1980 that returns to technology were generally falling.6 In 1934, Lester Brown wrote:


“The response of crops to the use of additional fertilizer is now diminishing, particularly in agriculturally advanced countries. During the fifties, the application of another ton of fertilizer on average yielded 11.5 more tons of grain. During the sixties, fertilizer grain response ratio was 8.3 to 1. By the seventies it had fallen to 5.8.”7


So far as food production is concerned, Trainer informs us, not only is the per capita production stagnating for quite a few years, but in some branches also the absolute production.8 And the ecological and social havocs that “modern” science and technology have caused (e.g. the green revolution, chemical and radioactive poisoning) and are threatening to cause (genetic engineering) have induced many people to demand a return to the traditional methods of cultivation, which yield less harvest per hectare.


The other law of Malthus – population grows, if not controlled, in geometrical progression – is more difficult to refute. The only thing that his opponents can do in this respect is to point at the fact that in industrial societies population has stopped growing or is growing very slowly. But that is also no real refutation inasmuch as the couples of these countries are using various means to control birth. An average healthy German couple could, if it would not use any method of contraception or abortion, produce 15 children in 30 years. Obviously, the two laws of Malthus are natural laws.


The Present-day Controversy: What Should Come First?


In the seventies and eighties, the controversy has undergone a qualitative change. The problem is no longer only that of poverty and hunger. Exactly the factors that in the past helped overcome hunger – science, technology and industrialization – have presented us with the global ecological crisis. Neo-Malthusian Paul Ehrlich wrote: “In the long run, the progressive deterioration of our environment may cause more death and misery than any conceivable food-population gap”.9


A few leftists (surely not the majority) have conceded that the problem, as the neo-Malthusians describe it, does indeed exist. One of them, Steve Weissman, wrote as early as in 1971:


“[...] the neo-Malthusians quickly confound the answer given Reverend Malthus by the nineteenth century, and by most Marxists. This time around, we can't simply wait for science and technology to get us out of the hole. New miracle grains [...] But we now know the cost in environmental destruction. [...] the green revolution might not even deliver the agricultural goods.” 10


Also a few neo-Malthusians (here also not the majority) have moved beyond Malthus. Ehrlich, e.g., wrote:


“The battle to save our planet is not just a battle for population control and environmental sanity, it is also a battle against exploitation, against war, and against racism.”11


The two authors quoted here and their intellectual kin differ mainly in their political approach, in their policy priority. Ehrlich probably interpretes the term "exploitation" less radically than Weissman. But the main question is still: What should come first? Development and radical social change or stopping the population growth? It looks almost like a vicious circle. Ehrlich wrote addressing the leftists: “Whatever your cause, it's a lost cause unless we control population.”12 That means, population growth must be stopped first. But Weissman as well as all leftists who have realized that the earth cannot carry an unlimited number of humans are of the opinion that population control cannot function at all under the present-day social conditions (or it may function only if the ruling classes use massive force). That means, they demand radical social change first. Weissman wrote:


“[...] it is capitalism which creates this irrationality and hastens the destruction of the environment [...], and without destroying capitalism, neither green revolutions nor population control will put food in the mouths of those who cannot afford to pay for it.”13


As to the problem of lowering the birth rate, leftists can cite the example of Cuba in support of their argument. In 1959, the year of the revolution, the birth rate in Cuba was 28 per 1000. In 1983, it was only 14.14 And the state did not have to take any strong measures for that. But the problem is not as simple as that. In China, where too revolutionary social changes had taken place, the state did have to take strong measures for the same purpose.


Many critics express their abhorrence against giving population control the priority in inordinately exaggerated and defamatory terms like “genocide”, “depopulating”, “doing away with the poor” etc. Why a policy which only wants that couples should restrict the number of their children to two should be tantamount to genocide, depopulating etc. is beyond the comprehension of anybody with common sense. Or are we supposed to believe that the Han leaders of China, who have been pursuing a policy of one-child family for quite a few years now, are perpetrating genocide against the Han people? In fact, genocide is a crime that not only imperialist nations can commit. Even lesser nations, the populations of which are growing fast, can commit something like genocide against weaker and less numerous tribal peoples within their own territories. That can be witnessed today in many parts of the Third World.


How Acute Is the Crisis? How Much Latitude Do We Still Have?


If an egalitarian and just social order is the precondition for the acceptance of a population control policy by the majorities of the peoples of the South, then the question arises: how soon, if at all, we may expect such a social order to come into being? In the seventies, especially after the victory of the socialist revolution in South East Asia and Nicaragua, it appeared as though it would not take too long. In the meantime, however, we have become wiser. But if gradual changes are the only hope, then it could take a long time, and the population would continue to grow in many countries.


At this point, several arguments against the need for a population control policy come in. “Development is the best contraceptive”, has been (und still is) the slogan of many leftists and average politicians of the South since the world population Conference of Bucharest in 1974. This argument is also supported by the theory of demographic transition, which states – on the basis of the demographic history of the industrialized European countries – that with growing prosperity the birth rate falls, quasi automatically, and finally equals the death rate at the end of the third and final phase of the transition. But this theory was formulated before humankind became aware of the limits to growth. All countries of the South would never be able to reach the prosperity level of e.g. West Germany in 1972, the year in which it completed the third phase of the demographic transition. Moreover, prosperity alone may not suffice. In Saudi Arabia – for the last two decades one of the richest countries of the world – the birth rate is still above 40.15


As a sort of supporting argument to the above, leftists argue that the problem of hunger in the present-day world is no problem at all, that there is enough food in the world, that it needs only to be distributed properly. That is perfectly true. However, some questions remain:


a) We are not only concerned with the situation today. We must also ask: How long can the world food production keep pace with a growing world population? The facts and figures quoted from the works of Trainer and Brown do not give any ground for optimism in this regard.


b) The negative ecological effects of intensive agriculture are well known. Is it permissible to intensify it still further in order to produce more food for a growing population?


c) How can we expect that the peoples of the food-surplus countries would work hard and invest their money in agriculture in order finally to gift away their surplus to the poor peoples of the South? There is hardly any internationalist spirit today among the majorities of the peoples of the world. Even existing nations are breaking up by reason of selfishness of the regions. We must not give up the ideal of international solidarity. But it is a long-term goal. Moreover, viewed from any angle – ecological, economic or political – at least so far as food is concerned, the best policy today is self-sufficiency.


d) The food-surplus countries would surely like to sell their surplus. But where will the poor countries of the South get the foreign exchange from to pay for the continuously rising food imports?


An alternative line of argumentation used against population control policies is based on calculations pertaining to the maximum carrying capacity of the earth. In 1982, it was asserted in a study of the FAO and UNFPA that there is enough land in the Third World (without China) to feed 33 billion people – however, only if every square metre of cultivable land and large quantities of fertilizers and other chemicals are used for the production of a just sufficient quantity of vegetarian food.16 But there is also a model for the production of sufficient food for 15 biilion people with moderate use of fertilizers and other chemicals. This model, it is asserted, permits an ecologically careful handling of nature,17 It is generally assumed that the world population will stabilize sometime between 2050 and 2100 at 11 to 14 billion. According to these models, therefore, there is not only enough time and latitude for a long-term programme of radical social change or revolution but also no reason at all for panic.


I have some objections to and problems with this line of argumentation:


a) If we in the Third World (without China) want to produce enough food for 15 billion people with just a moderate use of fertilizers and other chemicals because we do not want to damage the environment, then agriculture must become more extensive. We would need more cultivated land, but also more land for houses, roads, schools, offices, factories etc. etc. Of course, there is still a lot of land in the world that can be additionally brought under the plough. But we know that every year 6 million hectares cultivated land are being lost through soil erosion, salination etc. If this trend continues, then about the same amount of land will continue to be lost as can be made available every year for cuitivation.18


But let us suppose that with great effort and by means of a proper mix of correct policies this trend can be stopped. Even then, feeding 15 billion people by means of extensive agriculture would mean that a very large portion of the still remaining forests (including the rain forests) would be lost. Of course, the demands of the luxury industries could be radically rejected. But even satisfying the other basic needs of 15 billion people like firewood and building timber would lead to continuous destruction of ever more forests. But, apart from the fact that we humans ourselves need a certain proportion of land covered with forests, these forests are the habitats of many other species (whom also we, by the way, need). Does the human species have the right to conquer more "Lebensraum" (living space)?


b) Millions of people would in that case have to migrate into areas which are still thinly populated. But these areas belong to other groups of humans – to the Amerindians, Maoris, Aborigines and other tribes, Should they be pushed out of their land? Should we wage war against them?


c) What should the peoples of the already densely populated countries – India, Bangladesh, Egypt, e.g. – do, if the peoples and rulers of the thinly populated countries do not give them the permission to immigrate? Of what use are then the above model calculations for them?


d) Preconditions for producing enough food for 15 billion people on the land of the Third World without China (if that were at all possible, about which great doubts exist) are, according to the opponents of all population control policies, a sound agricultural policy, egalitarian economic development, a different development strategy etc. etc. These and a few things more constitute, according to them, the social conditions, only under which population growth can slow down gradually. But the precondition for these preconditions is radically changed power relations. That means, these “preconditions” are actually not preconditions but goals for which we are politically active. Such goals can be attained only at the end of a long struggle. If the population continues to grow before we have reached the above goals, then the ecological balance will be restored by nature itself – through hunger, war, disease, epidemic etc. Do we want that?


e) One simply assumes that the world population would stabilize at 11 to 14 billion. But how? Automatically? Neither prosperity nor a just and egalitarian social order can by themselves cause the number of children per couple to go down to two. They are only favourable conditions.19 For the actual task of limiting the number of children to two, the couples must consciously do something – either on their own initiative or urged by the society. And this is population control. The only question here is whether the couples are doing this voluntarily or under compulsion.


Half-Truths And One-Sided, Dogmatic Approaches


Unfortunately, on both sides, most participants in the quarrel (it has indeed been a quarrel, not a discussion!) have till now mainly operated with half-truths and one-sided explanations. In the seventies, the neo-Malthusians had only one explanation for the ecological crisis: overpopulation. Ehrlich e.g. wrote:


“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.”20


Ehrlich, who conceded the existence of exploitation, mentioned here neither the per capita consumption of the rich North nor the capitalist system as a cause of the ecological crisis. Since the late eighties, some of the participants from the North have been mentioning the per capita consumption of the North but not capitalism.


And most protagonists of the other side continue to blame the whole problem on over-consumption in the North, the capitalist system, and imperialism. For instance, Ursula Pattberg, a German sympathizer of the Third World, wrote in 1992:21


“I am against a population policy because it is not the need of the moment. What is needed is rather a different policy on resources. It is a matter of a cultural revolution: a matter of distribution of land, air, water, food and other things. If we can achieve a just distribution of these resources, then the debate on population policy is superfluous.”


On the ecological crisis, she wrote:


“[…]. the causes of environmental destruction in Thailand [...] are quite clearly the interests of capital. It is a matter of profit maximization and destruction of nature for the sake of short-term profits.”


Then she reported:


“In Thailand, there is a People's Forum in which several NGOs have joined up. In their programme, the word 'birth planning' does not occur at all; overpopulation is for them no subject for discussion.”


She quoted from the programme of People's Forum:


“The economically powerful countries will strengthen their efforts to control the resources. They will use all ways and means including the international organizations like the World Bank in order to maintain their good starting position and to represent their interests. The countries of the Third World have been instrumentalized in this process – ignoring the fact that they have a right to their own development.”


Ursula Pattberg sums up: “What these groups demand is the right to use their own resources.”


An Alternative, Synthesizing Political Approach


Instead of rejecting every population control policy and insisting on revolution first or development first, we should come forward with an alternative proposal for a population policy. A good and very necessary thing has fallen in the hands of bad people. We must take it up as our cause and integrate it into our efforts to create an egalitarian, just and ecological society. We must denounce the misuse of facts, but we must not deny the facts themselves. We cannot e.g. deny that the growth of India's population from 360 million in 1951 to 845 million in 1991 is a serious problem for India (if not also for the world), that it has produced a very adverse impact on her environment in addition to lowering the per capita availability of land, food, water and other resources.


It is true, not the whole ecological crisis and not the whole hunger in the world have been caused by the growth of population. But a big role of this factor in the various crises of today and the future cannot be denied. It is not wrong what the UNFPA writes in this regard:


“Population is always part of the equation. For any given type of technology, for any given level of consumption or waste, for any given level of poverty or inequality, the more people there are, the greater is the impact on the environment.”22


We must only stress the other parts of the equation too: the wrong technology, the over-consumption of a minority (especially in the North), the wastage and, last but not least, the bad socio-political system and the bad world economic order (imperialism). Against politics with half-truths we must only practise politics with the whole truth. We must e.g. stress that the number of cars and car-kilometres is not growing the most where the population is growing, but where the latter has become stabilized.


In this connection it is necessary to differentiate between the global problems and the local, regional and national problems. In the case of global problems – general resource depletion, ozone depletion, global warming, and pollution of the oceans, to mention only the best known ones – clearly, the industrial societies are the main culprits. Their per capita consumption of resources and emission of pollutants have grown enormously in the last four decades. But India, e.g., is also partly responsible for the global problems. Even if we assume that India's per capita rates of resource consumption and pollution have not grown, there is no denying the fact that the growth in the number of people consuming and polluting at constant rates makes a great difference in absolute figures.


In case of local, regional or national problems such as water famine, pollution of a river, toxic emissions of a chemical factory or soil erosion through deforestation, one cannot say that for such problems in Third World countries only or even mainly the industrial nations are responsible. Of course, since today all the national economies are interwoven and since multinational corporations are present everywhere, industrial nations also contribute directly or indirectly to such problems . But the main authors of such problems are the peoples of such countries and/or their ruling classes.


Of course, the unjust world economic order and especially the debt crisis are creating a tremendous pressure. But at least so far as the ecological misery is concerned, it would have been there also without the effects of these two factors, also without imperialism and exploitation – simply through the process of economic development, from which, as we know, not only the rich have profited but also the organized working class.


The alternative approach to the population problem I am proposing here can be called an eco-socialist one. Parallel to our criticism of imperialism and capitalism, and parallel to our demand that the economies of the North must shrink, we must also demand and support an active policy for stopping population growth – everywhere in the world where it is still taking place. For, if only the economies of the North shrink, that would not automatically lead to, e.g., the stopping of soil erosion in the South, Of course, many things have to be done to solve the various problems of the South. But stopping the population growth is one of the most important of such things. The peoples of the South should do that in their own interest and before they can make a revolution.


The main reason for the failure or inadequacy of the various hitherto implemented population control programmes are known. To be sure, there are social, cultural and emotional reasons that made the acceptance of such programmes difficult. But these difficulties were not insurmountable. Insurmountable has been actually only the private economic rationality, the fact that for the poor, children – in most cases only sons – are assets and the only old-age security. It is insurmountable, because it is connected with the instinct of self-preservation. Mahmood Mamdani's study of the Indian village Manupur undertaken in the wake of the total failure of an intensive family planning programme bears testimony to the strength of this private economic rationality. Mamdani wrote:


“No programme would have succeeded, because birth control contradicted the vital interests of the majority of the villagers. To practise contraception would have meant to wilfully court economic disaster.”23


For many farmers of Manupur, the private economic rationality went beyond old-age security. Some saw in their children cheap farm labourers who "worked like donkeys" for just board and lodging. Hired labourers would have demanded more. Some saw in their sons who could get Jobs elsewhere a source of prosperity, for the sons respectfully remitted their surplus to the father. In both cases, the children were exploited by the parents. This process could/can go on as long as it was/is possible for the children to produce a surplus which the father could/can appropriate. And this was possible in India in the period 1954 – 1972 covered by Mamdani. That was the period of rapid economic growth; it brought prosperity to many. Sons of poor farmers could find Jobs in towns.


As we know, the period of steady development has come to an end in most Third World countries. The ecological basis of the economy of the future generations has been or is being ruined. Children are not assets any more, at least not for all poor people. The street children of Bombay or Rio can hardly remit any surplus to the parents. Nevertheless, even if they do not produce any surplus for the parents, if they only survive, there is still hope, in many cases unfounded, that they would look after their old parents and at least give them two simple meals a day. That may seem in this brutal, merciless world rational enough for poor people to want to produce five or six children, so that at least two of them could be sons.


This inherent contradiction between private economic rationality and common weal including that of the children and future generations is the strongest argument for socialism. The alternative policy proposal of eco-socialists should be based on this fact. The state should guarantee (only) to the poor a minimum old-age security under the condition that they limit the number of their offspring to two. There is reason to hope that the strongest of all instincts, the instinct of self-preservation, would motivate poor people to accept this offer. If another condition could be added to it, namely that the woman claiming this guarantee must not have married before the age of say twenty one, then these three things together would mean quite a substantial contribution to women's liberation.


Whether the rulers of the South would accept this proposal is at present only a matter for speculation, for no strong political force has submitted it yet. In any case, the probability that they, in their desperation, would accept this proposal is greater than the probability that they would not resist with arms and soldiers the efforts to make a revolution, the prospects of success of which are in any case very bad today. In national-economic terms, a guaranteed old-age security for the poor is much cheaper than everything else that must be undertaken to feed, clothe, house, and educate a growing population.


The health reasons for which many women's groups oppose all hitherto practised population control policies can be easily removed by calling upon men to use condoms or get themselves sterilized. In patriarchy, men are responsible for everything, so they should also bear the burden of reducing the birth rate. The state can convincingly argue that vasectomy is harmless and much easier and cheaper than any other method. It is very important to differentiate between the absolute necessity of population control and the pro and contra of particular means, methods, and programmes thereof.


One particular position of many feminists and leftists that does not convince must be mentioned here. "Children or no children will be decided by us alone", was the justified slogan of the German women's movement in the 1970s against the anti-abortion law. However, self-determination, autonomy, freedom or reproductive choice – whatever one may call it21 – cannot be extended to the question of number of children. As soon as a child is born, the parents make demands on society. Along with the parents, society is also responsible for providing most of the things that a child needs and would need when it becomes a young person. Even if the parents are prepared to work hard for the sake of their child, society may not be able to provide for it milk, food, water, schooling, health care etc. without depriving other children of these things. One often hears the argument: women have always sought to limit births. That is true. But they have not always sought to limit them to two. Even today, most Indian women would like to have two sons and that may lead to five births.


I have heard from a female sociologist from Zimbabwe that in her country a woman attains a good status in society only after she has produced six children. In respect of all other rights and freedoms of an individual, we agree that they end at a point where they harm others, The same should apply to the right to reproductive choice. In a society living on the brink of collapse, an individual cannot have the freedom e.g. to consume as much water or emit as much CO2 as he or she may decide. Similarly, one should not have the freedom to decide the number of one's children. One may have the freedom to beget less than two children or none at all, but one should not have the freedom to beget more than two. "Freedom is the recognition of necessity", said Hegel. The science of ecology and other sciences having to do with the question of the carrying capacity of the earth have already dictated the necessity that couples limit the number of their children to two, preferably, on average, less than two.


Today, in their political work, eco-socialists can very well combine the two short-term necessities: the necessity to stop population growth and the necessity of social security. They can reasonably consider this as a part of their long-term struggle for radical social change. If it becomes reality, a guaranteed old-age security for the poor would be the beginning of a welfare state. And from there a transition to some kind of a socialist society is at least conceivable, particularly in the poor countries of the world suffering in the regime of capitalist market economy under the heavy pressure of worsening economic and ecological crises. This approach would at least in no way hinder any kind of struggle for socialism.


Some radical leftists may still be thinking that growing poverty of a growing number of people may lead to a revolution. But that is more likely to lead to poor people killing each other and the exploited and oppressed trying to exploit and oppress the other exploited and oppressed. In fact, such things are already happening in the world. Instead of only dreaming of such revolutions, it would be more concrete socialist politics, if the leftists organize a massive campaign in favour of the measures proposed here. It can be considered to be a campaign for ecology and socialism. If some leftists think that today, just four years after the fall of the Berlin wall, the idea of socialism is a chimera, they should still campaign for such measures. After all, if implemented, they would at least mean a certain transfer of resources from the rich to the poor. With such a limited purpose, they have always supported the demands of the organized working class for higher wages. In the countries of the North, leftists and others who solidarize with the peoples of the South may demand that their states materially help the South in this matter.
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I


An article entitled Germany: Too Few People? by Daley and Kulish (2013) evoked in my mind several thoughts and old memories:


One of the most serious problems of the life of humankind on the earth, the population problem, is also the easiest to understand. The first time I became aware of the problem of exponential population growth I was just about nine years old. It occurred to me that my parents were just two persons. Then they produced six children, and in twelve years our family became 8 persons strong. I thought it could not go on like this. After all, my father’s income was limited. I expressed my worry to my brother, who was only a year and a half older than I. He said I was talking nonsense. We were standing on the banks of a pond when I started the conversation. “Look at the pond”, my brother said, “When it rains, hundreds of thousands of raindrops fall in it. What happens? Nothing.” He was right, I thought, although I was not quite satisfied.


I could not pursue the topic then. But I never forgot this conversation. Later, as a grown-up person going to college, I came to learn about the population theory of Malthus. Our lecturer in political economy criticized it: A human being, we were told, is not born only with a stomach, he is also born with two hands. He can produce the things he needs.


In retrospect, I think my ten and a half years old brother had actually understood the problem better than our college lecturer. It is true, in a pond in Bengal nothing ever happens that is special. In the summer months the water level sinks due to evaporation. But in the following rainy season a lot of water falls into it from the sky. The pond is again full. There is always water in it. My brother had intuitively understood the principle of steady state, of a dynamic, i.e. cyclical, steady state.


In contrast, the picture of a human born with two hands made me remember a frightening but happy-end fairy tale I had read in my childhood: A demon had descended upon a village and he said he would destroy everything. The villagers despaired. Then a little girl went to the demon and beseeched him to spare whatever was still standing. The demon said, he would accede to her request, but only under one condition, namely, the girl must continuously give him enough work to do. Otherwise he must resume destroying things, because he cannot stop working. The deal was done. The demon stopped destroying and the girl gave him one meaningful work after another: build a good house for every family in the village, build a good school building, build a good road, build good furniture for everybody etc. etc. etc. The demon did everything. But soon the girl ran out of good ideas. The danger loomed that the demon would again begin destroying. Then the girl hit upon an idea. She gave the demon one of her curly hairs and asked him to straighten it. The demon said that was too little work for him. But the girl insisted. The demon began his work. He pulled it and pressed it between his fingers again and again, but to no avail. The hair won’t get straightened. The demon was thus kept working for ever. The village was saved.


The problem of today’s German economy is very much like that of this fairy tale village. My childhood worry about the growth of our family was a miniature replica of today’s worry about the growing world population. And with his picture of the pond, where nothing really changes except the water level, my brother anticipated the steady state ideal of ecologists. Only, 68 years ago, my brother did not know, nor did I, that there were things like torrential rain followed by devastating floods, and years-long drought due to meager rainfall.


Too Few People


Over the decades, Germany’s accumulated industrial capital has assumed a demonic size. The demon wants to work continuously, do something – constructive or destructive, does not matter. It does not matter whether a house is built or demolished, the companies doing the work make profit. The most unbearable thing is machines lying idle. But this demon still needs laborers – despite all progress in labor productivity. And here a serious, frightening problem has come up: German women are producing too few children. After all, today’s children are tomorrow’s laborers.


It is a demographic crisis of a sort that is difficult for most people to understand. Haven’t we been hearing for several decades now that the world is overpopulated? Haven’t the governments in many countries been trying to reduce the rate of births? Hasn’t the first report to the Club of Rome (Meadows et al 1972) warned us of the unwelcome consequences of welcoming the birth of many children?


If it were just a problem of finding laborers, that would be very easy to solve. Laborers can be imported from many countries where there is an excess of young people crying for jobs. In fact, in the 1960s, Germany and most other industrialized countries of Europe solved their problem of labor shortage in this way. But they soon realized to their dismay that the easy solution they had found had a sour note. They wanted to import laborers, but human beings came. Human beings can supply labor, but they can also be a nuisance. The imported laborers soon settled down where their newly found good jobs were; later, their wives and children followed; they married and produced children. The governments and the native people of the host countries (most of them, at any rate) did not like this development. They would have liked an arrangement in which the imported laborers would work for nine months and then go home for three months and come again for nine months and so on. In the beginning, that was the arrangement in Switzerland. But the bosses of the economy did not like this arrangement. And of course, their wish prevailed. Soon there were too many of these immigrants.


When, in the mid 1970s, a recession set in in the industrialized countries of Europe, the governments of the host countries tried to get rid of as many of the immigrant laborers as possible. In West Germany, where the great majority of the immigrant laborers were Turks, Chancellor Kohl offered them a premium for leaving Germany of their own accord. But to no avail.
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