16- A Marxian Analysis of the
Population-Resource Problem

DAVID HARVEY*

It would be convenient indeed if such a contentious issue as the relationship
belween population and resources could be discussed in some ethically neutral
“manner. In recent years scientific investigations into this relationship have multi-
p}ied greatly in number and sophistication. But the plethora of scientific investiga-
tion has not reduced contentiousness; rather, it has increased it. We can venture
three possible explanations for this state of affairs: (1) science is not ethically
neutral; (2) there are serious defects in the scientific methods used to consider the
population-resources problem; or (3) some people are irrational and fail to
understand and accepl scientifically established results. All of these explanations
may turn out to be true, but we can afford to proffer none of them without
substantial qualification. The last explanation wouid require, for example, a
careful analysis of the concept of rationality before it could be sustained.' The
s;e_cnnd explanation would require a careful investigation of the capacities and
limitations of a whole battery of scientific methods, techniques, and tools,
together with careful evaluation of available data, before it could be judged
__corrcct or incorrect. [Here], however, 1 shall focus on the first explanation and
"' seek 1o show that the lack of ethical neutrality in science affects each and every
attempt at “rational” scientific discussion of the population-resources relation-
ship. | shall further endeavor 1o show how the adoption of certain kinds of
~ scientific methods inevitably leads to certain kinds of substantive conclusions
- which, in turn, can have profound political implications.

THE ETHICAL NEUTRALITY ASSUMPTION

Scientists frequently appear 1o claim that scientific conclusions are immune from
ideological assault. Scientific methad, it is often argued, guarantees the ob-
jectivity and ethical neutrality of *‘factual’” statements as well as the conclusions
.d!-awn therefrom. This view is common in the so-called natural sciemces;
it is .also widespread in disciplines such as economics and sociology. The
peculiarity of this view is that the claim 1o be ethically neutral and ideology
f[;e is itself an ideological claim. The principles of scientific method (what-
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ever they may be) arc normative and not factual statements. The principles
cannot, therefore, be justified and validated by appeal to science's own methods.
The principles have 1o be validated by appeal to something external to science
itself. Presumably this “something'" lies in the raalms of metaphysics, religion,
morality, ethics, convention, or human practice. Whatever its source, it lies in
realms that even seientists agree are freely penelrated by ideclogical con-
siderations. | am not arguing that facts and cenelusions reached by means of a
particular scientific method are false. irrelevant, immoral, unjustifiable, purely
subjective, or non-replicable. But 1 am arguing that the use of a particular
scientific method is af necessity founded in ideology, and that any claim to be
ideclogy free is of necessity an ideclogical ctaim. The results of any enquiry based
on a particular version of scientific method cannot consequently claim 1o be
immune from ideotogical assult, nor can they automatically be regarded 2s
inherently different from or superior to resulls arrived at by other methods.

The idealogical foundation of the ethical neutrality assumption can be demon-
strated by a careful examination of the paradigmatic basis of enguiry throughout
the history of science (both natural and social),? as well as by examining the
history of the ethical neutrality assumption itself.¢ The ideological foundation can
also be revealed by a consideration of those theorias of meaning in which it 1s
accepted that there cannot be an ethically neutral language because meaning in
language cannot be divorced froem the human practices through which specific
meanings are learned and communicated.® 1t is net, however, [my] purpose 10
document the problems and defects of the ethical neulrality assumption, eritical
though these are. 1 shall, rather, start from the position that scientific enquiry
cannet proceed in an ethically neutral manner. and seek to show how the inability
to sustain a position of ethicul neutrality inevitably implics some sort of an
ideological pesition in any atlempt 10 examine something as complex as &
population-resources systen.

Lack of ethical neutrality daes not (o itsell prove very much
course, 1o get us beyond the Father trivial view that there is one version ol some
problem that is scientific and a variety of versions which are purely ideological.
For example, the Malthusian terms “overpopulation” and “‘pressure of popula-
tion on the means of subsistence’ are inherently no more O less scientific than
Marx's terms “‘industrial reserve army’” and “relative surplus populauon,’” even
though there is a predilection amang unsophisticated analysts to regard the farmer
phrases as adequately scientific and the latter as purely ideological, Unfortu-
nately, it is not very informative to aver 2lso that all versions of a problem are
ideological, and it is downright misleading 10 suggest that our views on the
population-Tesources problem depend merely upon whether we are oplimists or
pessimists, soclalists or conservatives, determinists or possibilists, and the like.
To contend the latter is not 10 give sufficient credit to that spirit of scientific
endeavor that seeks 10 establish “‘truth’ without invoking subjective personal
preferences; 10 say that there is no such thing as ethical neutrality is nol 1o sy that

we are reduced to mere personal opinon.
We are, however, forced to concede that scientific’” enquiry takes place 1n &

social setting, eXpresses social ideas, and conveys social meanings. 1f we care to
probe more deeply into these social meanings, we may observe that particular

kinds of scientific method express cerain kinds of ethical or ideclogical positions,

1 does serve, of
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_ In something as controversial as the populaticn-resources debate an understand-

" ing of this issue is crucial; yet it is all too frequently ignored. If, as subsequently
" hope to show, the domnant methad of logical empircism inevitably produces

" Maltkusian or neo-Malthusian results, then we can more easily understand how it
is that'scientists raised in the tradition of lagical empiricism have, when they have
turned-to the population-resources question, inevitably altributed a certain verac-
ity"to the Malthusian and neo-Malthusian view. When they have found such a
view distasteful such scientists have rerely challenged it on ‘'scientific’’ grounds,
they have, rather, resorted to some version of subjective optimism as a basis for
refutation. This kind of refutation has not been helpful of course, for it has
perpetvated the illusion that science and ideology (understood as personal prefer-
ence) are independent of each other when the real problem lies in the ideology of
scientific method itself.

It is easiest to grapple with the connections between method, ideology, and
‘substantive conclusions by examining the works of Malthus, Ricardo, and Marx,
for'it is relatively easy to grasp the connections in these works and thereby to
‘distern some important and often obscured questions-that lie at the heart of any
analysts of the population-resources relation.

T

N MALTHUS

It’is sometimes forgotien that Malthus wrote his first Essay an the Principle of
- Population in 1798 as a political tract against the utopian socialist-anarchism of
Godwin and Condorcet and as an antidote to the hopes for social progress aroused
by the French Revolution. In his introduction, however, Malthus lays down
¢ertain principles of method which cught, he argues, to govern discourse con-
‘.ﬁfrmng such an ambitious subject as the perfectibility of man:

L A writer may tell me that he thinks a man will ultimately become an ostrich. 1
- aacannot .properly contradict him. Butl before he can expect to bring any
.+ reasonable person over to his opinion, he ought to show that the necks of
i -mankind have been gradually elongating, that the lips have grown harder and
'-;.\'m'ore"promincnt, that the legs and feet are daily altering their shape, and that
_the hair is beginning to change into stubs of feathers, And till the probability of
so wonderful a conversion can be shown, it is surely lost time and lost

. ".eloguence to expatiate on the happiness of man in such a state: to describe his
... powers, both of running and flying, to painthimina condition where all narrow
.luxuries would be condemned, where he would be employed only in collecting
y. the necessaries of life, and where, consequently, each man's share of labour

"¢, would be light, and his portion of leisure ample.®

Fo oo

."’-"'The method which Maithus advocates is empiricism. It is through the applica-
“{ian of this empiricist method that the competing theories of the utopian socialists,
_ ‘_the' proponents of liberal advancement and the rights of man, and the advocates of
~“the existing order of things"' can be tested against the realities of the world. Yet,
. 'thé firstedition of the Essay is strongly colored by a priori deduction as well as by
& " polemics and empiricism. Malthus sets up 1wo postulates—that food is necessary
fo'thie‘existence of man and that the passion between the sexes is necessary and
.constant. - He places these two postulates in the context of certain conditions;
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deduces certain COnsequences (including the famous law through which popula-
tion inevitably places pressure on the means of subsistence); and then used the
empiricist method to verify his deductions. Thus Malthus arrives at a congeption
of method which we may call “'logical empiricism " This method broadly assumes
that there are two kinds of truths which we may call “logical truths'' {they are
correct deductions from certain initial statements) and *‘empirical truths'® (they
are correct and verifiable factual statements which reflect observation and ex-
periment), Logical truths may be related to empirical truths by uniting the 1wo
kinds of statements into a hypothetico-deductive system. if empirical observation
indicates that certain of the derived statements are ~factually true,”’ then this is
taken to mean that the system of statements a5 2 whaole is true, and we then have 2
“theory' of, for example, the population-resources relationship. Malthus con-
structs a crude version of such a theory.

Another feature of empiricism is worthy of note. Empiricism assumes that
objects can be understood independently of observing subjects, Truth is therefore
assumed to lie in a world external to the observer whose job is to record und
faithfully reflect the attributes of objects. This logical empiricism is & pragmatc
version of that scientific method which goes under 1he name of “logical
positivism,"” and is founded in a particular and very strict view of language and
meaning.

By the use of the logical empiricist method Malthus arrives at certain conclu-
sions supportive of those advanced by the advacates of “the existing order of
things,” rejects the utoptanism of Godwin and Condorcet, and rebuffs the hopes
for political change. The diminution in polemics and the greater reliance on
empiricism in the subsequent editions of the Essay may in part be regarded as a
consequence of Malthus' basic discovery that scientific method of a certain sort
could accomplish, with much greater credibility and power than straight polemics,
a definite social purpose. The resort to empiricism was facilitated in turn by the
growing body of information concerning the growth and condition of the world’s
population—a prime source, for example, was the work of the peographer
Alexander von Humboldt.?

Having shown that the “power of population is indefinitely greater than the
power of the earth to produce subsistence,’ and that it is a “natural law’' that
population will inevitably press against the means of subsistence, Malthus then
goes on to discuss the positive and preventive checks through which population is
kept in balance with the means of subsistence, The subsequent evolution in
Malthus' ideas on the subject are too well-known to warrant repetition here, What
is often forgotten, however, is the class character with which he invests it.
Glacken, for example, who treats Malthus in the penultimate chapter of his
monumental study, Traces on the Rhodian Shore.? ignores this aspect 10 Malthus
entirely.

Malthus recognizes that ''misery has to fall somewhere’" and maintains that the
positive checks will necessarily be the tot of the lower classes.® Malthus thereby
explains the misery of the lower classes as the result of a natural law which
functions “‘absolutely independent of all human regulation.”” The distress among
the lowest classes has, therefore, (0 be interpreled as “‘an evil 5o deeply seated
that no human ingenuity can reach it.""? On this basis Malthus arrives, '‘reluc-
tantly,” at a set of policy recommendations with respect to the poor laws. By
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praviding welfare to the lowest classes in society, aggregate human misery is only
increased; freeing the lowest classes in society from positive checks only results in
an expansion of their numbers, a gradual reduction in the standards of living of all
members of society, and a decline in the incentive to work on which the
mobilization of labor through the wage system depends. He also argues that
increasing subsistence levels to +a part of society that cannot in general be
considered as the most valuable part diminishes the shares that would otherwise
belong to more industrious and worthy members, and thus forces mare 1o become
dependent.”"*?
From this Malthus draws a moral:

Hard as it may appear in individual instances, dependent poverty ought to be
he!d disgraceful. Such a stimulus seems to be absolutely necessary to promote
the happiness of the great mass of mankind, and every general attempt to
weaken this stimulus, however benevolent its apparent intention will always
defeat its own purpose. . . .

1 feel no doubt whatever that the parish laws of England have contributed to
raise the price of provisions and to lower the real price of Jabour. They have
therefore contributed to impaverish that class of people whose only possession
is’ their labour, It is also difficult to suppose that they have not powerfully

_.contributed to generate that carelessness and want of frugality observable
S ;l ':a'itfzqrig’ the poor; so contrary to the disposition to be remarked among petty
o irgdesmen and small farmers. The labouring poor, to use a vulgar expression,

I

',"-f‘;"sebm'always.' to live from hand to mouth. Their present wants employ their
. whale attention, and they seldom think of the future. Even when they have an
épportunity of saving, they seldom exercise it, but all that is beyond their
present necessities goes, generally speaking, to the ale-house. The poar laws of

' England may therefore be said to diminish both the power and the will to save
" among the common people, and thus to weaken one of the strongest incentives

" to sobriety and industry, and consequently to happiness.'!

Thus, Malthus arrives at what we have now come 1o know as the “'counter-
intuitive solution”'—namely, that the best thing to do about misery and poverty is
to do nothing for anything that is done will only exacerbate the problem. The only
valid- policy with respect 10 the lowest classes in society is one of **benign
neglect,” This policy is further supported by a certain characterization of "'typi-
cal' behaviors exhibited among the lower classes. Arguments such as these are
still with us. They .appear in the policy statements by Jay Forrester, Edward
Banfield; Patrick Moynihan and others. In fact, welfare policy in the United States
at'the present time is dominated by such thinking.

.'Malthus’ approach to the lower classes has, if it is to be judged correctly, to be
set against his view of the roles of the other classes in society—principally. those of
the industrial and landed interests. These roles are discussed more analytically in
.The Principles of Political Economy. Here he recognizes that there is a problem to
‘be solved in accounting for the accumulation of capital in society. The capitalist
- saves, invests. in productive activity, sells the product at a profit, ploughs the
.profit back in as new investment, and commences the cycle of accumulation once
. more: There is a serious dilemma here, for the capitalist has to sell the product fo
$omeone if a profit is to be achieved, and the capitalist is saving rather than
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consuming. If the capitalist saves 100 much and the rate of capital accumulation
increases too rapidly, then long before subsislence problems are encountered, the
capitulists will find expansion checked by the iack of effective demand for the
increased output. Consequently, “both capital and population may be at the same
time. and for a period of great length, redundant, compared to the effective
demand for produce.”""?

Malthus placed great emphasis upon the effective demand problem and sought
to convince his contemporary Ricardo that in practice: “the actus) check 10
production and population arises more from want of atimulant than want of power
to produce.’''® Ricardo was not persuaded, and the idea of effective demand in
relationship to capital accumulation and wage Tales remained dormant untii
Keynes resurrected it in his General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money.

Malthus® solution to the problem of effective demand is to rely upon the proper
exercise of the power to consume on the part of those unproductive classes—the
landlords. state functionaries, etc.—who were outside of the productlion pracess,
Malthus took pains to disscciate himself from any direct apologetics for conspicu-
ous consumption on the part of the landed gentry. He was merely saying that if the
capitalist, who was not giving in to what Adam Smith calls "'mankind’s insatiable
appelite for trinkets and baubles,’’ was 1o succeed in the lask of capital accumula-
tion, then someone, somewhere, had to generate an effective demand:

It is unguestionably true that wealth produces wants; but it is a still more
important truth that wants produce wealth. Each cause acts and reacts upon
the other, but the order, both af precedence and impariance, is with the wanlts
which stimulate industry. . .. The greatest of all difficulties in converting
uncivilized and thinly peopled countries inte civilized and populous ones, is 1o
inspire them with the wants best calculated 10 excite their exertions in the
production of wealth, One of the greates! benefits which foreign commerce
confers, and the reasons why il has always appeared un almost necessary
ingredient in the progress of wealth, is its tendency o inspire new wants, (@
form new tastes, and to furnish fresh motives for industry. Even civilized and
improved countries cannol afford ta lose any of these matives.

Effective demand located in the unproductive classes of society and stimulated
by need creation and foreign trade, was an important and vital force in stimulating
both the accumulation of capital and the expansion of employment. Labor might
be unemployed, consequenily, simply because of the failure of the upper classes
to consume. This theory of effective demand does not sit easily with the theory of
population. For one thing, it appears contradiclory to asserl via the theory of
population that the power o consums be withheld from the lowest classes in
society while asserting, through the theory of affective demand, that the upper
classes should consume as much as possible. Malthus attempts 1o resolve this
contradiction by arguing that the upper clusses do not increase Lheir numbers
according to the principle of populaticn—they consume conspicuously and regu-
late their numbers by the prudent habits generated outofa fear of a decline in their
station in life. The lowest classes imprudeatly breed. The law of population is
consequently disaggregated inte one law for the poor and another law for the rich.
But Malthus also has to explain why an effective demand cannot be generated by
an increasing power {o consume on the part of the faboring classes. Such &
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possibility Malthus quickly dismisses as illogical for: *‘no one will ever employ
capital merely for the sake of the demand occasioned by those who work for
him,”''* . .

" He adds that the only case in which this could occur would be if the laborers
“produce an excess of valuc above what they consume.”” He dismisses this
possibility entirely. But even Ricardo, in annotating this passage, asks quite
simply *‘why not?” and writes out a simple case to prove his point.'® And, of
course, it is this idea, which Malthus rejects out of hand, that forms the foundation
of Marx's theory of surplus value, out of which the Marxist theory of relative
surplus population stems.

- Internal to Malthus' own work thereis a central contradiction. On the one hand,
the “natural law" of population asserls a doctrine of inevitable misery for the
mass-of mankind, while the theory of effective demand points to social controls to
the employment of both capital end labor. Zinke suggests that Malthus did not
needito reconcile these conflicting positions, for the principle of population applies
in the‘long'run, while the theory of effective demand is an explanation for short
,n_;':;"c)'clica‘.l swings.!" Malthus does not appear to have thought this way about it.
Saihe:Suttumary View of the Principle of Population, published in 1830, Malthus
¥ ¢ attempts’ torreconcile these divergent views. Here he admits that “‘the laws of
- private property, which are the grand stimulants to production, do themselves so

limit it as always to make the actual produce of the earth fall very considerably
short of the power of production.”'?
" He then goes on to point out that under a system of private property '‘the only
efféctual demand for produce must come from the owners of property,”” and that
- the control of effective demand so intervenes with respect to the principle of
bépqll?alio'n ‘that it prevents the visitation of misery on all sectors of mankind and
“‘seciires to a portion of society the leisure necessary for the progress of the arts
. and*sciences''—a phenomena that viconfers on society a most signal benefit.”
B Al tas e T e . N . .
laims -_f'o‘,r ioF;gJ ft_z_form, and particutarly any challengfss to the principle of private
Equgt):;-_ are misplaced, To do away with a society based on competitive
‘ inidividudlis régulated through the institutions of private property is to permit the
 principle of population to operate unchecked—an eventuality that will plunge all
of mankind into a state of misery. The laws of private property, insofar as they
have restricted the opportunity for the laboring classes, have artificially checked
the:operation of the principle of population and thereby reduced the aggregate
miisery. of mankind. Malthus thus reconciles the principle of population with the
theory,of effective demand:

) :}: f‘rtﬁakqs ljtﬂe difference in the actual rate of increase of population, or the
-..’-gjr_;ggc_sr{afy existence of checks to it, whether the state of demand and supply

* Whith ogeasions an insufficiency of wages to the whole of the labouring classes
2 'bé}}g"r&dﬁc’ d-prematurely by a bad structure of society, and an unfavourable

@[ gs‘blfgdgilofwea]tﬁ,or necessarily by the comparative exhaustion of the soil.
Wi sboirer fétlsthe difficulty in the same degree and it must have nearly the

¢
oy

lm. T T MY e . 1p
‘li. same'resilts, from Whatever cause 1t arises.
i

deriseaniaog

LMal}hus was, in principle, a defender of private property arrangements, and it is
this ideology that underlies his formulation of the principle of population as well as
‘t_I_;pit_hbor? of efféctive demand. Private property arrangements inevitably mean an
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uneven distribution of income, wealth, and the means of production in society.
Multhus accepts some such distributional arrangement and accepts its class
character. Specific distributional arrangements may be judged good or bad, but
there was no way in which a rational society could be ordered which did not
incorporate necessary class distinctions. Malthus bolstered his arguments with
analysis and materials blended together, particularly with respect 1o the theory of
population, by appeal 10 a method of logical empiricism. In his writings an
political economy, however, Malthus frequently made use of a method more
characteristic of Ricardo. In part the contradictory character of much of Malthus’
writings on population and effective demand stems from the disjunction of method
used to examine the two phenomena. At this point, therefore, we must turn to that
method of investigation most clearly exhibited in the cleanly spelled-out analytics
of Ricardo.

RICARDC

Ricardo accepted Malthus' principle of population without any reservations and,
it must be added, quite uncritically. But the population principle plays a quile
different rale and is also treated according to a quite different methadology in
Ricarda's work. Ricardo’s method was to absiract a few basic elements and
relationships out of a complex reality and to analyze and manipulate these
ideatized elements and relationships in order to discern the structure of the system
under consideration. In this manner Ricardo built an abstract model of cconomic
ullocation through the market mechanism—a working modcel of capitalist
society—that had little need for an empirical base. The function of such a medel
was to provide a tool for analysts which would both explain and predict change.
Ricardo was not an empiricist in the sense that Malthus was in the Essay on
Population, and he used facts sparingly, largely by way of illustration rather than
with the intent to verify theory. The success and legitimacy of such a method
depends, of course, entirely upon the reasonableness of the abstractions made. [t
is important to look, therefore, at the nature of the abstractions and idealizations
built into Ricardo’s model in arder to understand both his substantive conclusions
and his treatment of the population-resources problem.

At the heart of Ricardo’s system we find 2 basic assumption concerning the
nature of economic rationality: *‘economic man'' is the model of rationality to
which all human beings ought to aspire. Ricardo was, consequently, a normative
rather than an empirical (positive} thinker. More deeply buried in Ricardo's work,
however, is a doctrine of social harmony achieved through economically rational
behavior in the market place. This doctrine of social harmony is frequently found
in the political economy of the period, and its appearance in Ricardo's waork is not
unconnected with the use of an analylic, model-building methodology. A set of
elements and relationships linked into a logical structure is bound to be internally
consistent and to be internally harmonious. The made! alse generates equilibrium-
type solutions to problems when it is subjected to manipulation and analysis. 1115
with respect to the social harmeny concepl that Ricardo's work contrasts most
markedly with that of Malthus and Marx. The lalter's wuork is expressive of the
theme of ctass conflict throughout, whereas in Malthus® work the sense of class
confiict is confused with social harmony (particularty in The Principivs of Political
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Economy)} as Malthus seeks to combine results arrived at by means of logical
empiricism with those arrived at by means of an abstract model of the economy.
Class conflict can scarcely be found in the harmonious analytics of Ricardo’s
market system, although the analylical results are used for class purposes,
namely, the defeat of the landed interest and the subservience of wage labor to the
interests of the industrial entrepreneur.

Under these conditions it is surprising to find that Ricardo so easily accepted
Malthus' principle of population. In part, the simplicity of Malthus' deductive
argument must have appealed to him, but there is a much more significant reason
for Ricardo’s wholehearted endorsement of the principle. Only by means of it
could Ricardo keep his system harmonious and in equilibrium. The analytic
problem for Ricarde was to explain the equilibrium wage rate. Wages, he argued,
were basically determined by two factors: scarcity and the costs of subsistence. In
Ricardo's system labor was regarded abstractly as a commodity like any other,
and a growing demand for it ought to elicit a supply so that wages would, in the
long-run, tend to the level of 2 “natural wage”' set by the costs of subsistence. The
mechanism that Ricardo appropriated from Malthus to achieve the balance
between the supply and demand for labor was, of course, the principle of
population, through which the laboring population would automatically increase
their numbers:

When, however, by the encouragement which high wages give to the
increase of population, the number of labourers isincreased, wages again fall to
o their natural price, and indeed from a re-action sometimes fall below it.*?

{_In.the short run and under favorable circumstances, the rate of accumulation of
capital could exceed that of the power of population to reproduce, and during such
periods wages would be well above their ‘‘natural®* price.?! But such periods are
bound to be short-lived. Also, when a population presses against the means of
subsistence, **the only remedies are either a reduction of people or a more rapid
accumulation of capital.”” Consequently, the laws determining wages and “‘the
happiness of far the greatest part of every community’”’ were dependent upon a
balanced relationship between the supply of labor, via the principle of population,
_ b‘and the accumulation of capital. Population, Ricardo argued, “regulates itself by
) f"lh'e"_fundS':which -are to employ it, and therefore always increases or diminishes
" Wwith:the increase or diminution of capital.** Even Malthus, however, objected to
" “this-use of his-population principle, observing that it took at least sixteen years to
. “producé-a laborer, and that the population principle was far more than just an
" équilibriating mechanism.®? :
-lsRicardo accepted that:

:_' The p'ernicidus tendency of the poor laws is no longer a mystery since it has
. been fully developed by the able hand of Mr. Malthus and every friend of the
*_poor must adamantly wish for their abolition.?*

Like Malthl.;s he argues that:

. The principle of gravitation is not more certain than the tendency of such
laws to change wealth and power into misery and weakness; to call away the

. excriions of labour from every object, except that of providing mere subsis-
" tence; to confound all intellectual distinction; to busy the mind in supplying the
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body's wants; until at last all classes should be infected with the plague of
universal poverty.*?

Further, he warns that.

if we should attuin the stationary state, from which | trust we are yet far
distant. then the pernicious nature of these laws become more manifest and
alarming.®

Ricardo's evocation here of an ultimale stationary state 15 of interest. The
analytic model-building methodelogy that he employed naturally suggests, as we
have seen, harmony and equilibrium, and it is understandable that Ricardo should
infer from his model that there must inevitably be some kind of equilibrium or
stationary state. (J. S. Mill came to the same sort of conclusion using a similar
methodological framework.)*” Ricardo is here arguing also that under such an
equilibrium cendition, in which the demand and supply of labor are equated and
the prospects for further capital accumulation eliminated, there would appear 10
be a choice between conditions of universal poverty (everybody receiving a mere
subsistence wage) or canditions in which ratianal thought and civilization itself
could survive, at least among an elite. Ricardo is also suggesting that social welfare
provision will become particularly pernicious in non-grawth situations. Again this
argument is still with us and we will return to it later.

Ricardo found Malthus' arguments with respect to effective demand ‘‘quile
astonishing” however, and commented that: A body of unproductive labourers
are just as necessary and useful with a view 1o future production as a fire which
should consume in the manufacturer’s warehouse, the goods which those unpre-
ductive labourers would otherwise consume.""*

Ricardo would have no truck with Malthus’ defense of the landed interest and it
is clear from his remarks and policies with respect to the coin laws, rent, and the
like, that Ricardo's sympathies lie entirely with the industrial entrepreneur who
alone, in Ricardo’s system, epitomized economic rationality. Ricardo was in fuct
offended by the role the landed interest played, and since he discounted the
problem of effective demand entirely, Ricardo came to regard the Janded interest
as a mere barrier to progress and to the achievement of social harmony.

Ricardo’s model building analytics permitted him to argue positively for change.
He was not deterred by empirical evidence, and he had no sense of debt to history.
His normative analytics allowed him to see the possibility for changing and
improving reality, rather-than just understanding and accepting it. Like August
Lésch (another great normative thinker) Ricardo could take the view that “if my
model does not conform to reality then it is reality that s wrong.''#* Ricardo
would project upon the world a working model of capitaiist society constructed in
the image of an idealized social harmony achieved through the benificence of
rational economic man. Ricardo seught to change reality 1o fit this image, and in
the process he played an important and vital role in furthering the progress of
industrialization in nineteenth century England.

MARX

Marx argues that both Ricardo and Malthus were projecling ideclegical assump-
tions without admitting or even perhaps being aware of them:
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[Malthus’s theory) suits his purpose remarkably well—an apologia for the
existing state of affairs in England, for landlordism, ‘State and Church' . . .
persons and menial servants, assailed by the Ricardians as so many useless and
superannuated drawbacks of hourgeois production and as nuisances. For all
that, Ricardo championed bourgeois production insofar as it signified the most
unrestricted development of the social productive forces. . . . He insisted upon
the historical justification and necessity of this stage of development. His very
lack of a historical sense of the past meant that he regarded everything from the
historical standpoint of his time. Malthus also wanted to see the freest possible
development of capitalist production . . . but at the same time he wants it to
adapt itself to the “‘consumption needs’’ of the aristocracy and its branches in
State and Church, to serve as the material basis for the antiquated claims of the
representatives of interests inherited from feudalism and the absolute
monarchy. Malthus wants bourgeoius production as long as it is not revolu-
tionary, constitutes no historical factor of development, but merely creates a
broader and more comfortable basis for the “old" society.®?

The contrasts between Malthus, Ricardo, and Marx are usually portrayed in
terms of their substantive views on such issues as the population-resources
problem, The more fundamental contrast, however, is surely one of method.
Marx's method is usually called “‘dialectical materialism,” but this phrase con-
veys little and conceals a lot. Fully to understand it requires some understanding
of German critical philosophy and in particular that branch of it which most fully
developed a non-Aristotelian view of the world—the most eminent representa-
tives in this tradition being Leibniz, Spinoza, and Hegel. The nature of this
non-Aristotelian view requires exposition.

Marx's use of language is, as Oliman has pointed out, relational rather than
absolute.®! By this he means that a "‘thing™ cannot be understood or even talked
about independently of the relations it has with other things. For example,
“resources’’ can be defined oaly in relationship to the mode of production which
seeks to make use of them and which simultaneously “‘produces’’ them through
both the physical and mental activity of the users. There is, therefore, no such
thing as a resource in abstracl or a resource which exists as a ‘‘thing in itself.”
This relational view of the werld is fundamentally different from the usual and
familiar Aristotelian view (characteristic of logical empiricism or Ricardian type
model building) in which things are thought to have an essence of some sort and
are, therefore, regarded as definable without reference to the relationships they
have to other things.

On this basis Marx evolves certain fundamental assumptions regarding the way
in which the world is structured and organized. Oliman suggests that: “*The twin
pillars of Marx’s ontology are his conception of reality as a totality of internally
related parts, and his conception of these parts as expandable relations such that
each one in its fullness can represent the totality.”** There are different ways in
which we can think of such a totality. We may think of it as an apgregate of
elements—a mere sum of parts—which enter into combination without being
fashioned by any pre-existing relationships with the totality. The totality can
alternatively be viewed as something “emergent”’; it has an existence independent
of its parts while it also dominates and fashions the parts contained within it. But
Marx's non-Aristotelian and relational view permits him a third view of Lhe
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totality in which 1t is neither the parts not the whole, but the relationships within
the totality which are regarded as fundamental. Through these relationships the
totality shapes the parts 10 preserve the whole. Capitalism, for example, shapes
activities and elements within itse!f ¢ preserve itself as an on-going system. But
conversely, the elements are also continually shaping the totality into new
configurations as conflicts and contradictions within the syslem ure of necessity
resolved. .

Marx rarely used the word totality to refer to everything there 1s. He usually
focused on the “‘secial’” totality of human society, and within this totality he
distinguished various structures. Srructures @re not “things™™ or “actions,”” and
we cannol establish their existence through observation, The meuaning of an
observable act. such as cutting a log, is established by discovering its relation 1o
the wider structure of which it is a part. It interpretation will depend upon
whether we view it in relation to capitalism or sociaiism. or whether we place it in
relation to some quite different structure, such as the ecological system. To define
elements relationally means to interpret them in a way external to direct observa-
tion:; hence the departure from empircism accomplished by relational modes of
thought.

Within the social totality Marx distinguishes varous structures.®® The
““economic basis' of society comprises two structures—the forces of production
(the actual activities of making and doing) and the social relations of production
{the forms of social organization set up to facilitate making and deing}. Marx thus
distinguished between a technical division of labor and a social division of tubor.
In addition, there are various superstructural features: the structures of law, of
politics, of knewledge and s¢ience, of ideglogy . und the like. Each structure 5
regarded as a primary element within the sicial totality and each is capable of o
certain degree of autonamaous development. But hecause the structures are all
interrelated, a perpetual dynamism is generated out of the conflicts and interac-
tions among them. For example, Marx sces a majoT contradiction between the
increasing sccialization of the forees of production {through the intricacies of the
division of labor} and the private-property hasis of cansumption and ownership in
capitalist society. Within this system of interacting structures, however, Marx
accorded a certain primacy of place to the economic basis. [n arguing thus, Marx
usually appealed to the fact that man has to eat in order to live and that
production—the transformation of nature—therefore has 1o take precedence over
the other structures in a conflict situation. There is a deeper reason for the
significance which Marx attached to the econoemic basis: it 1s here that the
relationship between the natural and social aspects of life become most explicit.

Marx’s conception of the man-nature relation is complex.® At one level the
human being is seen as a part of nature—an ensemble of metabolic relations
involving constant sensuous interaction with a physical environment. Al another
ievel, human beings are seen as social—each as an ensemble of social relations—
and capable of creating forms of social organization which can become self-
regulaling and self-transforming.?® Society thereby creates its own history by
transforming itself, but in the process the relationship with nature is also trans-
formed. Under capitalism, for example:

Nature becomes for the first time simply an object for mankind. purely a
matter of utility; it ceases to be recognized as u power inits own rights und the
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sheoretical knowledge of its independent laws appears only as a strategem
designed to subdue it to human requirements, whether as the object of
consumption or as the means of production. Pursuing this tendency, capital has
pushed beyond national boundaries and prejudices, beyond the deification of
nature and inherited self-sufficient satisfaction of existing needs confined
within wetl-defined bounds and [beyond! the reproduction of traditional ways
of life. Capital is destructive of all this and permanently revolutionary, tearing
down the obstacles that impede the development of productive forces, the
expansion of need, the diversity of production and the exploitation and
exchange of natural and intellectual forces.?®

Marx saw the capitalist law of accumulation always pushing society to the limits
of its potential social relations and to the limits of its natural resource base—
continuously destroying the potential for *'the exploitation and exchange of
natural and intellectual forces.”’ Resource limitations could be rolled back by
technological change, but the tide of capilalist accumulation quickly spreads up to
these new limits.

Marx also argued that capitalism had successfully breught society to the point
where mankind could be free of nature in certain important material respects.
Human beings are now in a pasition 1o create nature rather than mindlessly to
alter it. Through the creation of nature—a creation thal has to progeed through a
knowledge and understanding of nature’s own Jaws—human beings could be freed
lo discover their own essentially human nature within the system of nature. There
is. for Marx, an enormous difference between this unalienated creation of nature
and the mindless exploitation under capitalism which, in the haste to accumulate,
is always concemed as Engels has it, “‘only aboul the first tangible success; and
then surprise is expressed that the more remote effects of actions directed to this
end turn out to be of a quite different, mainly of an opposite, character.”37

In the final analysis, the conflict and contradiction between the system of nature
and the social system could be resolved only by the creation of an appropriate and
entirely new form of human practice. Through such a practice, human beings will
*'not only feel, but also know their unity with nature™* and thereby render obsolete
“the senseless and anti-natural idea of a contradiction between mind and matter,
man and nature, soul and body.”"®

Marx's methodology allows that knowledge and the processes of gaining
understanding are internal to society. Subject and object are not regarded as
independent entities but as relationships one to the other. This conceplion is very
different indeed from that of traditional empiricism in which the subject is
presumid to be "'instructed by what is outside of him,’* or from that of a priorism
and innatism (clearly implied in Ricardo’s method) in which the subject **pos-
sesses from the start endogenous structures which it imposes on objects.’’** Marx
in fact fashions a methodology similar to the contructivism advanced by Piaget:
““Whereas other animals cannot alter themselves except by changing their species,
man can transform himself by transforming the world and can structure himself by
constructing struclures; and these structures are his own, for they are not entirely
predestined either from within or without."'*® The subject is thus seen as both
structuring and being structured by the object. As Marx puts it, *‘by thus acting on
thf;‘ exte‘mal world and changing it, [man] at the same time changes his own
nature,”*4?
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The thinking subject can creale ideas in the imagination. But ideas have at some
stage to leave the realms of abstract knowledge and to enter into human practice if
they are to be validated., Once incorporated mto human practice, concepts and
idcas can become (via technology) a material force in production and ¢an aller the
social relations of production (through the creation of new medes of social
organization). Although many ideas remain barren, some do not—-'" at the end of
every labour process we gel a result that already existed 1n the imaginition ol the
lubourer at its commencement.”’

ldeas are therefore regarded as social relations through which society can be
structured and reconstructed. But concepls and categories are also produced
under specific historical conditions which are in part internal to knowledge (the
categories of thought handed down to us) and in part a reflection of the world in
which knowledge is produced. The calegaries of thought available 1o us are as it
were, our intellectual capital which it is open to Us 1o imprave (or destrey). If,
however, ideas are social relations, then it follows that we cam gain as much
insight into society through a critical analysis of the relations ideas ¢xpress, as we
can through a study of society as object. The analysis of ideas in Marx's work is as
much directed to understanding the society that produced them as it 15 10
understanding what it is they tell us about the reality they purporl to describe.
Marx is, thus, adopting 1 methodological framework that is perpetually revelving
around the question: what is it that produces ideas and what is it that these ideas
serve to produce?

Marx's substantive conclusions on the “‘population problem’’ are in parl
generated out of a vigorous criticism of writers such as Malthus and Ricardo.
Marx set out to transform the categories handed down to him, for he saw that to
do so was necessary if the realities of life were to be transformed. Marx traced the
structure of Malthus’ and Ricardo’s thought back lo their respective theories of
value. Out of a criticism of these and other theories of value, Marx arzived at the
theory of surplus value. Surplus value, he argued, originated out of surplus labor,
which is that part of the laborer's working time that is rendered gratis to the
capitalist. In order to obtain employment, a laborer may huve to work ten hours.
The laborer may produce enough Lo cover his own subsistence needs in six hours.
if the capitalist pays a subsistence wage, then the laborer warks the equivalent of
four hours free for the capitalist. This surplus labor can be converted through
market exchange into its money equivalent—surplus value. And surplus value,
under capitalism, is the source of rent, interest, and profit, On the basis of this
theory of surplus value, Marx produces a distinctive theary of population.

If surplus value is to be ploughed back o produce more surpius value, then
more money has to be laid out on wuges and the purchase of raw materials and
means of production. If the wage rale and productivity remain constant, then
accumulation requires a concomitant numerical expansion in the labor force—
““accumulation of capital is, therefere, increase of the proletariat.”** 1f the labar
supply remains constant, then the increasing demuand for labor generated by
accumulation will bring about a rise In the wage rale. But a rise in the wage rale
means a diminution of surplus value, falling profits, and, as o conseguence, d
slower rate of accumulation. But:

this diminution can never reach the point at which it would threaten the system
itself. . . . Either the price of labour keeps on rising, because its rise does not
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interfere with the progress of accurnulation. . . . Or accumulation slackens in
consequence of the rise in the price of lzbour, because the stimulus of gain is
blunted. The mechanism of the process of capitalist production remaoves the
very obstacles that it temporarily creates.*?

Under these conditions, the “'law of capitalist production’ that is at the bottom
of the “‘pretended natural law of population™ reduces itself to a relationship
between the rate of capitalist accumulation and the rate of expansion in the
wage-tabor force. This relationship is mediated by technical change, and the
increasing social productivity of lzbor can also be used as “'a powerful lever of
accumulation.'’*t The use of this lever permits an expansion of surplus value
through a growing substitution of capital for labor in the production process. Marx
then proceeds to show how these processes combine to create a “law of popula-
tion peculiar to the capitalist mode of production™, adding that “*in fact every special
historic mede of production has its own special laws of population, historically
valid within its limits along."™? Here we can see a major departure from the
thought of both Malthus and Ricardo who attributed to the law of popuiation a
“quniversal” and ‘‘natural’ validity.

Marx largely confines attention to the law of population operative under
capitalism. He points out that the laboring population produces both the surplus
and the capital equipment, and thereby produces the means *by which it itself is
made relatively superfluous.’**® He then goes on to say:

If a surplus labouring population is a necessary product of accumulation or of
the development of wealth on a capitalist basis, this surplus population
becomes, conversely, the lever of capitalist accumulation, nay a condition of
existence of the capitalist mode of production, It forms a disposable industriul
reserve army, that belongs to capilal guite as absolutely as if the latter had bred
it at its own cost. [ndependently of the limits of the actual increase of
population, it creates for the changing needs of the self-expansion of capital, a
mass of human material always ready for exploitation.*

This relative surplus population has, however, another vital function—it prevents
wages rising and thereby cutting into profits:

The industnial reserve army, during the periods of stagnation and average
prosperity, weighs down the active labour army; during the periods of aver-
production and paroxysm, it holds its pretensions in check. Relative surplus
population is therefore the pivot arcund which the law of supply and demand of
labour works. It confines the field of action of this law within the limits
absolutely convenient to the activity of exploitation and to the domination of
capital.*®

The production of 2 relative surplus population and an industrial reserve army
are seen in Marx's work as historically specific, as internal to the capitalist mode
of production. On the basis of his analysis we can predict the occurrence of poverty
no matter what the rate of population change. Marx explicitly recognizes, how-
ever, that a high rate of capital accumulation is likely to act as a general stimulus
to population growth; it is likely that laborers will try to accumulate the only
marketable commodity they possess, labor power itself.!® Marx was ot arguing
that population growth per se was a mechanical product of the law of capitalist
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sccumulation, nor was he saying that population growth per se did not affeet the
situation. Bul he was arguing very specifically. contra the pusition of both Malthus
and Ricardo, that the poverty of the laboring classes was the nevitable product of
the capitalist law of accumulation. Poverty Wil not, therefore, o be explained
away by appeal to some natural law. !t had 10 be recognized for what it really
was—an endemic condition internai ta the capitalist mode of production.

Marx does not talk about a population problem but a poverty and human
exploitation preblem. He replaces Malthus® concept of overpopulation by the
concept of a relative surplus population, He replaces the inevitability of the
“pressure of population on the means of subsistence’ (accepted by both Malthus
and Ricardo) by an historically specific and necessary pressure of laber supply on
the means of employment produced internally within the capitulist mode of
production. Murx's distingtive method permitted this reformulation of the
population-resources problem, and pul him in @ posttien [rom which he could
envisage d transformation of society thal would eliminate poverty and misery
rather than accept its inevitability.

METHODOLOGY AND THE POPULATION-RESOURCES RELATION

The contrasts between Malthus, Ricardo, and Marx are instructive for a variety of
reasons. Each makes use of a distinctive method to approach the subject material.
Marx utilizes a non-Arisiotelian {dialectical} framework which sets him apart from
Ricardo and Malthus who, in turn, are differentiasted from each other by the use of
abstract analytics and logical empiricism, respectively. Each method generales 2
distinctive kind of canclusion. Each author also eXpresses an ideological position,
and, al nimes, it seems as if each utilizes that method which natarally yields the
desired result. The important conclusion, hawever. is thit the method adopted
and the nature af the result are integrally related.

It is surprising, therefore, 10 find 50 little debate ar discussion over the question
of method for dealing with such a complex issue as the population-resources
relation. Here the ethical newtrality assumption appears 10 be a major barrier 10
the advance of scientific enquiry. for ifit is supposed that all scientific methods are
ethically neutral, then debates over methodelegy scarcely matter. The materials
on the population-resources relation published in recent yoars suggest that the
Aristotelian legacy is dominant: we still usually ““think Aristotle” often without
knowing it. Yet the Aristotelian cast of mind seems A-suited for dealing with the
population-resources relation, and so there has been & methoduological struggle
internal to the Aristotelian tradition to overcome the limitations inherent in it.
There has been, as (L were, i convergenee toward Marx without uverthrowing the
Arislotian trappings. Marx accepls thal the appropriite method to deual with the
population-resources relation has to be holistic, system-wide in i1s COMPAss,
capable of handling dynamics {feedbacks in particulan), and most important of all,
internally dynamic in that it has o be capabte of producing new concepts and
categories to deal with the system under investigation and, through the
operationalization of these new concepts and categories. change the system from
within. It is this last feature that gives to Marx’s wark its dialectical quality. Most
contemporary investigations of the populaticn-resources relation recognize all of
Marx's requirements save the last, and rely upon sysiems theory for their
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methodological foundation. Systems-theoretic formulations are sophisticated
encugh (in principle) to do everything that Marx sought to do except to transform
concepts and categories dialectically, and thereby to transform the nature of the
system from within. Some examples will bear out this point.

Kneese ef al. adopt what they call a “‘materials balance'’ approach to the
population-resources relation which is, in effect, a two-stage input-outpul
model.3? The first stage describes the flows within the economy; the second stage
describes the fiows within the ecological system; and the lwo systems are linked
by the physical principle that matler can neither be crealed nor destroyed. The
model is descriptive in the sense that the coefficients have 1o be estimated from
empirical data, but experimentation on the model is possible by examining the
sensitivity of results to changes in the coefficients.

In the study of Meadows et al. methods derived from systems dynamics are
used; a system of difference equalions is simulated to indicate future outcomes of
population growth, industrial expansion, resource use (both renewable and non-
renewable), and environmental deterioration.® The system in this case incorpo-
rates feedbacks (both positive and negative) and is, n contrast to that of Kneese e/
al., oriented to development through time. The Meadows model has come in fora
great deal of criticism and a team from the University of Sussex has examined the
model in detail.’* They reformulated it in certain important respects; showed
some of the problems inherent in the data used to estimate the equations; and
concluded that some unnecessarily pessimistic assumptions were injecled into the
Meadows model,

The essential point to note, however, is that all of these formulations lead to
neo-Malthusian conclusions: strongly voiced in the Meadows model; somewhat
muted in the case of Kneese et al. (who speak of the new Malthusianism}; and long
run in the case of the Sussex team's investigation (rather like Ricardo they seem to
suggest that the stationary state is inevitable but a long way off).

The neo-Malthusian results of these studies can be traced back to the Aristote-
lian form in which the question is posed and the answers constructed. And it is, of
course, the ability to depart from the Aristotzlian view that gets Marx away from
both the short run and long run inevitabilities of nec-Malthusian conclusions.
Marx envisages the production of new categories and concepts, of new knowledge
and understanding, through which the relationships between the natural and social
system will be mediated. This relaticnal and dialectical view of things comes
closest to impinging upon traditional concerns with respect to the problem of
technological change. It has, of course, long been recognized that Malthus was
wrong in his specific forecasts because he ignored technological change. Ricardo
saw the possibilities of such change, but in the long run he saw society inevitably
succumbing to the law of dimishing returns. The difference between the Meadows
model and the Sussex team’s refashioning of it is largely due to the pessimism of
the former and the optimism of the latter. In all of these cases, technological
change is seen as something external to scciety—an unknown that cannot be
accounted for, But, for Marx technological change was both internal to and
inevitable within society; it is the product of human creativity, and stems from the
inevitable transformation of the concepts and categories handed down to us. Only
if we let ourselves be imprisoned within the system of knowledge handed down to
us will we fail to innovate. Further, it is unnecessarily restrictive to think that
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numan-inventiveness and creativity apply only in the sphere af technology_—
human beings can and do create social structures as well as machines. This
process Marx regards as essential and inevilable precisely because man could and
would respond to the necessities of survival, The only danger lies in the tf‘:n_dcncy
to place restrictions on aurselves and, thereby, 1o confine our own creatvity. In
other words, if we become the prisoners of an ideology, prisoners of the concepls
and categorics handed down to us, we are in danger of making the new-Malthusian
conclusions true, of muking envirenmental determinism i condition of our exis-
tence.

It is from this standpoint that Marx's method generates quite different perspec-
tives and conclusions from those generated by simple logical empincism, Ricar-
dian type normative analytics, oT conlemporary Sysiems theary. Let me stress
that T am not arguing that the latter methods are illegitimate or €rroneous. Each s
in fact perfectly apprapriate for certain domains of enguiry. Logical empiric%sm
has the capacity to inform us as ta what is, given an existing set of categories.
Insofar as we make use of this method, we are bound to construct what [ have
clsewhere called a status guo theory.*® The Aristoelian manner in which norma-
tive, analytical model building proceeds yields “pught-to” prescriptive slate-
ments, but the categories and concepls are idealized, ubstracted, and srationary
tools imposed upon a changing world, Systems theory is 4 more sophisticm_ed
form of modelling relying upen various degrees of abstraction and a vuarying
empirical content. Dialectical materialism, in the manner that Murx used it, i3
“constructivist’ in that it sees change as an internally generated necessily that
affects categories of thought and material reality alike. The relationships between
these various methods are complex. The methads are not, obvicusly, mutually
exclusive of each other; but different methads appear appropriate for different
domains of enguiry. And it is ditficult 1o see how anylhing other than & relational,
canstructivist, and mternally dynamic method can be appropriate for locking into
the future of the population-resources relation, particularly when it is 50 evident
that knowledge and understanding are such important mediating forces in the
construction of that future. Results arrived at by other means may be of interest,
only if they are set within the broader interpretive power provided by Marx’s
method. All of this would be a mere academnic problem (although one of crucial
significance) were it not for the facl thal ideas are social relations, and the
Malthusian and neo-Malthusian results artived al {inevitably} by means of other
methods are projected into the world where they are likely to generate immediate
political conseguences. And it is to these consequences that we now turn.

THE POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS OF POPULATION-RESOURCES THEORY

At the Stockholm Conference on the Envirenment in 1572, the Chinese delegation
asserted that there was no such thing as a scarcity of resources and that it was
meaningless to discuss environmental problems in such terms. Western commen-
tators were mystified and some concluded thut the Chinese must poSSess vasl
reserves of minerals ‘and fossil fuels the discovery of which they had nol yel
communicated to the world. The Chinese view is, however, guile consistent with
Marx's method and should be considered from such a perspective. To elucidate it
we need to bring into our vocabulary three categories of thought:
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(1) Subsistence. Malthus appears to regard subsistence as something absolute,
whereas Marx regards it as relative. For Marx, needs are not purely biological;
they are also socially and culturally determined.®* Also, as both Malthus and Marx
agree, needs can be created, which implies that the meaning of subsistence ¢annot
be established independent of particular historical and cultural circumstances if,
as Marx insisted, definitions of social wants and needs were produced under a
given mode of production rather than immutably held down by the Malthusian
laws of population. Subsistence is, then, defined internally to 2 mode of produc-
tion and changes over time.

(2} Resources. Resources are materials available **in nature’’ that are capable
of being transformed into things of utility te man. It has long been recognized that
resources can be defined only with respect to a particular technical, cuitural, and
historical stage of development, and that they are, in effect, lechnical and cultural
appraisals of nature.3%

{(3) Scarcity. 1t is often erroneously accepled that scarcity is something inherent
in nature, when its definition is inextricably social and cultural in origin. Scarcity
presupposes certain social ends, and it is these that define scarcity just as much as
the lack of natural means to accomplish these ends.*® Furthermore, many of the
scarcities we experience do not arise out of nature but are created by human
activity and managed by social organization (the scarcity of building plots in
central London is an example of the former; the scarcity of places at university is
an example of the latter). Scarcity is in fact necessary to the survival of the
capitalist mode of production, and il has to be carefully managed, otherwise the
self-regulating aspect to the price mechanism will break down.®?

Armed with these definitions, let us consider a simple sentence: ' Overpopula-
tion arises because of the scarcity of resources available for meeting the subsis-
tence needs of the mass of the population.” If we substitule our definitions into
this sentence we get: “*There are oo many people in the world because the
particular ends we have in view (together with the form of social organization we
have) and the materials available {n nature, that we have the will and the way to
use, are not sufficient to provide us with those things to which we are accus-
tomed.”’ Out of such a sentence all kinds of possibilities can be extracted:

(1) we can change the ends we have in mind and alter the social crganization of
scarcity;

(2) we can change our technical and cultural appraisals of nature,

(3) we can change our views conceming the things to which we are accus-
tomed;

(4) we.can seek to alter our numbers.

A real concern with environmental issues demands that all of these options be
examined in relation 1o each other. To say that there are too many people in the
world amounts to saying that we have not the imagination, will, or ability to do
anything about propositions (1), (2), and (3). In fact (1} is very difficult to do
anything about because it involves the replacement of the market exchange
system as a working mode of econemic integration; proposition (2) has always
been the great hope of resolving our difficulties; and we have never thought too
coherently about (3) particularly as it relates to the maintenance of an effective
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demand in capitalist economies (nobody appears to have culculated what the
effects of much reduced personal consumption will have on capital accumulation
and employment).

! will risk the generalization that nothing of consequence can be done sboul (h
and (3) without dismantling and replacing the capitalist market exchange
economy. If we are reluctant to contemplate such an alternative and if {2} is not
performing its function too well, then we have 1o go to (4). Much of the debate in
the western world focusses on (4), but in a society in which all four options can be
integrated with each other, it must appear facile to discuss environmental prob-
lems in terms of naturally arising scarcities or overpopulation—this, presumably,
is the point that the Chinese delegation to the Stockholm Conference was making.

The trouble with focusing exclusively on the control of population numbers s
that it has certain political implications, [deas about environment, population, and
resources are nol neutral. They are political in origin and have political effects.
Historically it is depressing to look al the use made of the kind of sentence we
have just analyzed. Once connotations of absolute limits come to surround the
concep'ts of resource, scarcity, and subsistence, then an absolute limit 15 set for
popuiation. And what are the political implicaticns (given these connotations} of
saying there is ‘overpopulation’ or a “'scarcity of resources’”? The meaning can
all too quickly be established. Somebody, somewhere, 18 redundant, and there s
not enough to go around. Am [ redundant? Of course not. Are you redundant? OF
course not. So who is redundant? Of course, it must be thenm. And if there is not
enough to go arcund, then il is enly right and proper that they, who contribute so
little to society, ought to bear the brunt of the burden. And it we hold that there
are certain of s who, by virtue of our skills, abilities, and attainments, are capable
of “'conferring o signal benefit upon mankind™ through our coatributions to the
common good and who. besides, are the purveyors of peace. frecdom, culture,
and civilization, then it would appear to be our bound duty to protect and preserve
ourselves for the sake of all mankind.

Let me make an assertion. Whenever a theary of uverpopulation seizes hold ina
society dominated by an elite, then the non-elite invariably experience some form
of political, economic, and social repression. Such an assertion can be justified by
an appeal to the historical evidence. Britain shortly after the Napoleonic Wars,
when Malthus was so influential, provides one example. The conservation move-
ment in the United States al the turn of this century was based on a gospel of
efficiency that embraced natural resource management and labor relations alike.
The combination of the Arvan ethic and the need for increused lebensraum
produced particularly evil results in Hitler's Germany. The policy prescriptions
that frequently attach to essays on the preblems of population and environment
convey a similar warning. Jacks and Whyte, writing in the twilight years of the
British Empire, could see only one way out of the scarcity of land resources in
Africa:

A feudal type of society in which the native cultivators would to some extent
be tied to the lands of their European averlords seems most generally suited 1o
meet the needs of the soil in the present state of African development, . .. I
would enable the people who have been the prime cause of erosion [the
Europeans] and who have the means and ability to contral it to assume
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responsibility for the soil. At present, humanitarian considerations for the
natives prevent Europeans from winning the attainable position of dominance
aver the soil *¢

Such direct apologetics for colonialism sound somewhat odd today.

Vogt, whose book The Road to Survival appeared in 1948, saw in Russian
overpopulation a serious military and political threat. He argued that the Marshall
Plan of aid to Europe was the result of an unenviable choice between allowing the
spread of communism and providing international welfare, which would merely
encourage population increase. He also points to the expendability of much of the
world’s population:

There is little hope that the world will escape the horror of extensive famines
in China within the next few years. But fram the world point of view, these may
be not only desirable but indispensable. A Chinese population that continued to
increase at a geometric rate could only be a global calamity. The mission of
General Marshall to this unhappy land was called a failure. Had it succeeded, it
might well have been a disaster.®®

It is ironic indeed that this prediction was published in the very year that Mao
Tse-tung came to power and sought, in true dialectical fashion, to transform
China’s problem into a solution through the mobitization of labor power to create
resources where there had been none before. The resultant transformation of the
Chinese earth {as Buchanan calls it)** has eliminated famine, raised living stan-
dards, and effectively eliminated hunger and material misery.

1t is easier to catch the political implications of overpopulation arguments in
past eras than it is in our own. The lesson which these examples sugpest is simply
this: if we accept a theory of overpopulation and resource scarcity but insist upon
keeping the capitalist mode of production intact, then the inevitable results are
policies directed toward class or ethnic repression at home and policies of
imperialism and neo-imperialism abroad. Unfortunately this relation can be
structured in the other direction. If, for whatever reason, an elite group requires
zn argument to support policies of repression, then the overpopulation argument
is most beautifully tailored to fit this purpose. Malthus and Ricardo provide us
with one example of such apologetics. If a poverty class is necessary to the
[processes of capitalist accumulation or a subsistence wage essential to econemic
equilibrium, then what better way lo explain it away then to appeal to a universal
* and supposedly “natural’’ law of populaticn?

Malthus indicates another kind of apologetic use for the population principle. If
an existing social order, an elite group of some sort, is under threat and s fighting
to preserve its dominant position in society, then the overpopulation and shortage
of resources arguments can be used as powerful ideological levers to persuade
people inta acceptance of the status quo and of authoritarian measures to maintain
it. The English landed interest used Malthus' arguments thus in the early
nineieenth century. And this kind of argument is, of course, even more effective if
the elite group is in a position to create a scarcity to demonstrate the point.

The overpopulation argument is easily used as part of an elaborate apologetic
through which class, ethnic or {neo-) colonial repression may be justified, 1t is
difficult to distinguish between arguments that have some real foundation and
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arguments fashioned for apologetic reasons, In general the two kinds of arguments
get inextricably mixed up. Conseguently, those who think there 15 & real problem
of some sort may, unwittingly contribute strength ta the apologists and individuals
may contribute in good faith to a result which as individuals, they might find
abhorrent.

and what of the contemporary ecology and environmental movemant? | believe
it reflects all of the currents | have identified, but under the stress of contemporary
events it is difficult to sort the arguments out clearly. There are deep structural
problems to the capitalist growth process (epitomized by persistent “stugflation™
and international menetary uncertainties). Adjustments seem NECESSAry. The
welfare population in America is being rransformed from a tool for the manipula-
tion of effective demand (which was its economic role in the 19605) into a tool far
attacking wage rates {through the work-fare provision}—and Malthus® arguments
are ull being used to do it. Wage rales have been under attack, and policies for
depressing real earnings are emerging in both America and in Europe Lo compen-
sate for falting rates of profit and a slowdowa in the rate of capital accumulation.
There can be no question that the existing social order perceived itself to be under
some kind of threat in the late 1960s {particularly in France and the U.S. A and
now in Britain). Was it accidental that the environmentalist argument emerged s0
strongly in 1968 at the crest of campus disturhances? And what was the effect of
replacing Marcuse by Ehrlich as campus hero? Conditions appear o be exactly
right for the emergence of overpopulation arguments as parl of a popular ideology
to justify what had and what has to be done 1o stabilize a capitalist economig
system that is under severe stress,

But at the same time there is mounting evidence (which has in fact been building
up since the early 1950s) of certain ecological problems that now exist en a
world-wide as opposed to on a purely local scale (the DDT exampie being the most
spectacular), Such problems are real enowgh. The difficulty, of course, 15 10
identify the underlying reason for the emergence of these difficulties. There has
been some recognition that consumption patlerns induced under capitalism may
have something to do with it, and that the nature of private enterprise, with its
predilection for shifting costs onto society in order to improve the competitive
position of the firm, alsc plays a role.® And there is no guestion that runaway
rates of population growth (brought about 1o a large degree by the penetration of
market and wage-labor relationships into traditional rural societies) have also
played a role. But in their haste to lay the origin of these problems al the door of
“pverpopulation’’ (with all of its Malthusian connotations). many analysts have
unwittingly invited the politics of repression that invariably seem 1o be attached to
the Malthusian argument at a time when econemic conditions are such as to make
that argument extremely attractive 1o a ruiing elite.

Ideas are social relations; they have their ultimate arigin in the social concerns
of mankind and have their uitimate impact upon the social life of mankind.
Argumenls cancerning environmental degradalion, population growth, resource
scarcities, and the like can arise for quite disparate reasons and have quite diverse
impacts. It is therefore crucial ta establish the political and soclal origing and
impacts of such arguments. The political consequences of imecting a strongly
pessimistic view into a world structured hierarchically alang class and ethnic lines



224 Population

and in which there is a ideclogical commitment to the preservation of the capitalist
order are quite terrifying to contempiate. As Levi-Strauss warns in Trisies

Tropigues:

Once men begin to feel cramped n their geographical, social, and mental
habitat, they are in danger of being tempted by the simple selution of denying
one section of the species the right to be considered human.??

CONCLUSIONS

Twentieth century science in the western world is dominated by the tradition of
Aristotelian materialism. Within that tradition, logical empiricism. backed by the
philosophical strength of logical positivism, has provided a general paradigmutic
basis for scientific enquiry. More recentiy the “"model builders™ and the “systems
theorists™ have come to play a larger role. All of these methods are destined to
generate Malthusian or neo-Malthusian results when applied to the analysis of
global problems in the population-resources relation. Individual scientists may
express optimism or pessimism about the future, while the results of scientific
investigation may indicate the inevitable stationary state to be far away or close at
hand. But, given the nature of the methodology, all the indicators point in the
same direction.

The political consequences that flow from these results can be serious. The
projection of a new-Malthusian view into the politics of the time appears to invite
repression at home and neo-calenial policies abroad. The neo-Malthusian view
often functions to legitimate such policies and. thereby., to preserve the position of
a ruling elite. Given the ethical neutrality assumption and the dominant coneep-
tion of scientific method, all & ruling elite has to do 1o generute neo-Multhusian
viewpoinls i3 10 ask the scientific community to consider the problems inherent in
the population-resources relation, The scientific results are basically predeter-
mined, although individual scientists may demur for personal “'subjective™ rea-
sons.

It is, of course, [my] central argument that the only kind of method capable of
dealing with the complexities of the population-resources relation in an integrated
and truly dynamic way is that founded in a properly constituted version of
dialectical materialism.

This ¢onclusion will doubtless be unpalatable to many because it sonndy
ideological to a society of scholars nurtured in the belief that ideology is a dirty
word. Such a beliefis, as | have pointed out. ideological. Further, failure to make
use of such a method in the face of a situation thit all regard as probiemutic. and
some regard as bordering on the catastrophic, is ta courl ignorance on a maller as
serious as the survival of the human species. And if ignorance is the result of the
ideological beltef that science is and aought to be ideology free, then it is a hidden
ideology that is the most serious barrier to enquiry. And if, out of ignorance, we
participate in the politics of repression and the politics of fear, then we are doing
so largely as a consequence of the ideological claim to be ideology free. But then,
perhaps, it was precisely thal participation that the claim to be ideology free was
designed to elicit all along.
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