HOW FAR CAN MAN GO IN
"CONTROLLING"™ NATURE®

By ignoring ecological limits he may imperil his own existence

By Roland C. Clement
Staff Biologist, National Audubon Society

For a generation which boasts that
the impossible is something we
can do tomorrow, it will not be easy
to recognize that a limit must be
placed on the tremendous power
which modern technology has given
us.

Without such a limit, how-
ever, we will ruin the face of
the earth, destroy the abun-
dance which our generation was
the first to achieve and fail in
the attempt to help the rest
of the world achieve a decent
standard of living.

An almost religious hu-
mility in man’s relation to
his environment is needed today
but none of our churches have yet
helped man to acquire it. A Con-
servation Doctrine can lead us
out of our dilemma, but we will
first have to purge it of confusion
and narrowness.

Paul B. Sears, until recently
chairman of a department of con-
servation at Yale, once said that con-
servationists are the Jeremiahs of
Science—or prophets of doom.

This was another way of saying
that whereas most people like to
focus on the silver lining when clouds
obscure the horizon, the conserva-
tionist dares insist that some of the
shadows are ominous. For this he
is often tagged Pessimist.
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But true pessimism involves what
I consider the necessary admission
that we have no present answers to
many of our most pressing problems,
and even that there may be limits
to our freedom in manipulating the
earth. Most of the thoughtful con-
servationists I know are guilty of this
kind of scientific honesty.

Like any new popular movement,
conservation has suffered at the
hands of eager proponents who
would popularize it by oversimplify-
ing its content and sloganizing it.
Because conservation is a
o —\ doctrine—i.e., a system of
' ideas derived from the life
: and earth sciences, eco-

nomics, politics and sociology—it

cannot be succinctly described in a

short paragraph, much less a one-
sentence slogan like “the wise use of
natural resources.”

Today’s technology—the utili-
tarian application of science without
consideration of broad values or
ends—is based almost wholly on the
generalizations of the physical
sciences, and is being applied with
an abandon which does not even sus-
pect that tomorrow’s biology may
have important restrictions to recom-
mend. If technology were entirely
a matter of manufacturing goods,
little harm would be done, but when
it becomes one of changing the face
of the earth, serious consequences
follow blundering.
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Biology, unfortunately, has had to
wait until physics and chemistry had
provided it with a blueprint of the
substrate of life. This necessary lag
in the growth of knowledge has been
responsible for a great deal of mis-
chief.

To me, the most exciting and
promising aspect of biology today
is what we rather loosely call ecology.
It is population biology, the study of
communities of living things, rather
than of individuals per se.

Ecologists are not merely renewing
the age-old argument over nature
versus nurture when they insist, as
David Pimental of Cornell Univer-
sity did recently, that “nature’s
secrets concerning an individual
plant or animal lie not only within
that plant or animal but also, and
with equal importance, in the en-
vironment and community of which
it is a part”” Or, as philosopher
Alfred North Whitehead expressed
it, knowledge of things cannot pre-
cede a knowledge of their interrela-
tion—a thing is everywhere: where
it is and where it acts.

Rene DuBos of the Rockefeller
Institute, who is a good medical

ecologist, has reminded us of the
universality of this principle.

“It is certain,” he wrote, “that the
disappearance of one kind of mi-
crobial population is rapidly fol-
lowed by the development of another
kind which brings in its train un-
expected and. often dangerous con-
sequences. The difficulties that may
follow antibacterial therapy are, in
fact, similar in essence to those en-
countered in any attempt to control

predators in nature.”
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