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Preface

On a typical winter weekend morning, our house was freezing. It was the late 1970s, and my parents had set the thermostat to the low sixties. My older brother took the Boston Globe sports section and settled onto the hot air vent by the kitchen refrigerator. I staked out the dining room vent to read my favorite comics, wearing a wool hat.

In a way, this book has its origins in those cold childhood mornings. In the pages that follow, I tackle a huge issue: the future of humankind on the planet. At the same time, my book also attempts to answer a lingering, and more personal, question: Why exactly was our house so cold?

I was born in March 1970, a month before the first Earth Day. The environmental sentiments of the 1970s influenced my family deeply: the push to conserve everything from cans to heat, the insistence on the evil of waste. I remember hand-me-down clothes, haircuts at home, reused paper napkins, and no television. The thermostat sent a clear message. In a world of scarce resources, we needed to consume less. The little choices of daily life reflected much larger ethical decisions about the right way to live.

I held fast to that ethic in my teens, through college, and into my professional career. I wrote a regular column for the high school paper criticizing materialism and worrying about the ozone layer. I studied history and environmental studies in college. I even met my future wife on a campus recycling truck. Later, when I was in graduate school in American history in the late 1990s, I took a break from the archives to start a nonprofit, called the Environmental Leadership Program, that brought together fellow scholars interested in environmental concerns, along with peers working in advocacy organizations, businesses, and government agencies.

By this point, my thinking had evolved. I knew what I was against—locating a hazardous power plant in a poor neighborhood, for example, or slashing the Environmental Protection Agency’s enforcement budget—but it was far harder to articulate what I was for. How would a “green economy” actually work? How should we manage tradeoffs among economic growth, environmental protection, and social equity? The idea for the Environmental Leadership Program was to challenge one another with questions like these—there would be no party line. Through the rough-and-tumble of argument, I hoped, we would find compelling ways to balance competing societal goals.

When I joined the history faculty at Yale University in 2008, I wanted to keep thinking about these issues, particularly our society’s inability to agree on what to do about climate change and other key problems. Writing about the rise of the environmental movement since the 1960s, and the backlash and debates it engendered, offered me a way to examine the striking divide that has emerged between liberals and conservatives on environmental questions.

Republicans and Democrats passed landmark environmental laws together in the early 1970s, but in the ensuing decades, the parties have increasingly diverged. What were the roots of this partisan divide? Scholars often explain the change by pointing to the political parties’ shift to more ideologically coherent and regionally defined blocs that used the environment as a wedge issue. In this interpretation, Republicans abandoned the environment to Democrats. An alternate explanation emphasizes an economic backlash, with business groups—rightly or wrongly depending on political perspective—fighting expensive regulation and pushing politicians to oppose new rules. Last, many point to the creation of conservative think tanks and institutes starting in the mid-1970s, which organized a strategic media assault on environmental regulatory proposals favored by liberal advocates.

These explanations all have considerable historical evidence to support them. Yet they also do not take seriously the genuine clash between different viewpoints that occurred. Resistance to environmental legislation represented more than simply political and economic interest. Extreme claims by environmentalists, I argue, helped spark the backlash against the environmental movement in the United States and helped generate support for equally extreme positions taken by conservative opponents. Put another way, the political gulf that we see today on environmental issues has been mutually created. Only by tending to the substantive intellectual and historical elements of this divide—not just the political and economic dimensions—can we reduce the partisan conflict surrounding environmental policies and find a more pragmatic path forward.

The rancorous clash between the biologist Paul Ehrlich and the economist Julian Simon offers a window into this gaping political divide. Concretely, their bet was about the prices of five metals. But their wager stands for much, much more—our collective gamble on the future of humanity and the planet. The bet raises hard questions about the widely held assumption among environmentalists that we are headed inexorably for a world of scarcity and likely catastrophe. It also tests conservatives’ faith that free markets and technological innovation will yield continued prosperity. By better understanding both sides of this story—by really listening to the arguments they make—I hope to encourage a different conversation, in the present, about the future.

In these partisan times, one sends a book about politics into the world with trepidation. Let me be clear: I believe that we define ourselves in part through our stewardship of the planet. At the same time, there is more than one way to live on our Earth. Where I once saw resource conservation as the only possible answer to scarcity and the limits of nature, now I understand it as a far-less-certain effort to apply ethical values in a world of constantly shifting parameters and possibilities. I still keep my thermostat set low. After studying the debates between Paul Ehrlich and Julian Simon, however, moral certainties seem more elusive.

In the journey from the heating vent in my family’s house to this book, I have incurred extensive debts. The Ehrlich and Simon families have been unfailingly generous with their time and stories. I thank Paul and Anne Ehrlich, Lisa Daniel, and Sally Kellock, as well as Rita James Simon, Daniel Simon, David Simon, and Judith Simon Garrett, for meeting with me or speaking on the telephone. Naomi Kleitman, Paul and Anne Ehrlich, and Sally Kellock generously provided family photos for the book. I also am grateful for the opportunity to interview Lincoln Caplan, Aristides Demetrios, John Harte, Donald Kennedy, Charles Michener, William Nordhaus, Stephen Schneider, John Tierney, and Daniel Weinberg.

Many friends and colleagues generously commented on the manuscript, improving it immensely, including Edward Ball, Jean Thomson Black, Lincoln Caplan, Fritz Davis, Fabian Drixler, David Engerman, John Mack Faragher, Beverly Gage, Glenda Gilmore, Matthew Jacobson, Naomi Lamoreaux, Anthony Leiserowitz, David McCormick, Steven Moss, Jeffrey Park, David Plotz, Claire Potter, Tyler Priest, Jay Turner, Chris Udry, Perry de Valpine, John Wargo, Richard White, and Donald Worster. William Cronon provided valuable early advice on the book and has deeply shaped my thinking about the relation of history to environmental politics. I also have benefited greatly from conversations with Richard Brooks, Donald Chen, Jon Christensen, William Deverell, Robin Einhorn, Gregory Eow, Seth Goldman, Jacob Hacker, Daniel Kevles, Matthew Klingle, Nancy Langston, Penn Loh, Jennifer Marlon, Steven Mufson, Dara O’Rourke, Peter Perdue, Ethan Pollock, Tom Robertson, Harry Scheiber, and Jay Winter.

Jean Thomson Black, my editor at Yale, expertly steered the book to publication. Sara Hoover helped with critical final touches on the manuscript, and Laura Jones Dooley improved it with her copy-editing. David McCormick, my agent, skillfully helped me to develop the project. Gabriel Botelho, Avinash Chak, Jerrod Dobkin, Joanna Linzer, Keira Lu, and Michael Wysolmerski provided terrific research assistance along the way. I also am deeply grateful to the archivists and librarians who assisted me at the American Academy for the Advancement of Science, American Heritage Center, Bancroft Library, Jimmy Carter Library, George Washington University, Library of Congress, National Archives, Stanford University, University of Illinois, University of Maryland, and Yale University.

I am grateful to Yale University for faculty research support, including funding from the Morse Fellowship in the Humanities, A. Whitney Griswold Fund, and Frederick W. Hilles Publication Fund.

Here at Yale, I have enjoyed and benefited from the chance to work with John Wargo, Amity Doolittle, Sara Smiley Smith, Jeffrey Park, and others to develop the undergraduate major in environmental studies. For their warm collegiality and excellent insights, I also thank my Yale colleagues, including Jean-Cristophe Agnew, Ned Blackhawk, David Blight, Daniel Botsman, Garry Brewer, Becky Conekin, Dennis Curtis, Alex Felson, Paul Freedman, Joanne Freeman, Beverly Gage, Glenda Gilmore, Jay Gitlin, Robert Harms, Karen Hébert, Jonathan Holloway, Matthew Jacobson, Ben Kiernan, Jennifer Klein, Mary Lui, Daniel Magaziner, Joseph Manning, Joanne Meyerowitz, Alan Mikhail, Steven Pincus, Stephen Pitti, William Rankin, Judith Resnik, Edward Rugemer, Marci Shore, Ronald Smith, Frank Snowden, Timothy Snyder, Adam Tooze, Francesca Trivellato, Jenifer Van Vleck, Charles Walton, John Warner, and John Witt. Laura Engelstein and George Chauncey have been wonderfully supportive chairs in the Department of History. I appreciate the friendship and good humor of Dirk Bergemann, Kishwar Rizvi, Darcy Chase, Pericles Lewis, Sheila Hayre, Paige McLean, Paul El-Fishawy, Caleb Kleppner, Ted Ruger, David Simon, Michael Sloan, Leslie Stone, David Berg, and Robin Golden. Friends and colleagues from the Environmental Leadership Program continue to inspire me. Kitty Bacon generously opened her Vermont home for a few weeks each summer, and shared her secret swimming holes and donut peaches, which we enjoyed passing along to James Sturm, Rachel Gross, and Eva and Charlotte.

I am fortunate to have a remarkably supportive and loving extended family. My parents, Margery and Jim Sabin, have shared their passion for ideas and adventure, and I’m delighted to dedicate this book to them. Their house is still freezing, but it was a wonderful place to grow up, and they deserve a gold medal for parenting. Michael and Debbie Sabin leave me in awe of their commitment to teaching and education, and my nephews and niece, Zachary, Matthew, and Elena, are a joy. My wife’s family, Rick and Eileen, Lara, Matt, Carter and Ella, Jill, Joel, Harper and Trevor, and Dana and David, are incredibly supportive and fun and make me feel very lucky indeed.

Writing books together with Emily these past few years has been a surprisingly fun joint effort. I love the life we’ve made together—you’re the surest and best bet of all. My sons, Eli and Simon, have put up with our simultaneous writing and make our house sparkle with their interest in politics and curiosity about the world. At one point while writing this book, I asked Simon, then eight years old, how we would know when the world was overpopulated. “When everything starts to run out,” he said. I argue in the pages that follow that it’s more complicated than that, but sometimes simple claims capture essential truths. For Eli and Simon’s sake, and all the other kids out there, I hope we can lay our bets carefully to create a humane and prosperous future.


Introduction

The lanky man with short black hair and sideburns almost to his chin sat down next to late-night host Johnny Carson, for The Tonight Show, in early January 1970. Paul Ehrlich, a thirty-seven-year-old biology professor at Stanford, leaned forward in his seat, determined to alert his national television audience to the threat he saw imperiling humanity and Earth—the danger of overpopulation. Ehrlich had made his name two years earlier with a blockbuster jeremiad, The Population Bomb. “The battle to feed humanity is over,” Ehrlich warned in his book, predicting that hundreds of millions of people “are going to starve to death.” His first appearance on The Tonight Show would vault him into the national consciousness as a sober prophet of impending doom.

As Carson introduced Ehrlich to millions of ordinary Americans, a new environmentalism was dawning. President Richard M. Nixon, in his State of the Union address that same month, told Congress and the nation that the “great question of the seventies” was whether Americans would “make our peace with nature.” It was three months before the first Earth Day, and Nixon was about to create the Environmental Protection Agency. Despite his grim predictions, Ehrlich proved an entertaining guest, with his sharp wit, self-confidence, and booming laugh. Carson invited Ehrlich back on his show in February and again in April. At the close of each appearance, Carson flashed on the screen the address of Zero Population Growth, the organization that Ehrlich had founded to advance his agenda of population control. Up to sixteen hundred pieces of mail per day flooded into the organization’s headquarters in Los Altos, California, near Stanford. Zero Population Growth quickly grew to eighty chapters across the country.1

At home in Urbana, Illinois, a little-known business administration professor named Julian Simon, also thirty-seven, watched Ehrlich’s performances with growing dismay and envy. Carson asked Ehrlich about the relation between population growth and the food supply. Ehrlich declared, “It’s really very simple, Johnny.” As populations grew, food would become scarcer. Ehrlich said it was “already too late to avoid famines that will kill millions.”2

Yet to Julian Simon, the relation between population and food was anything but simple. The Chicago-trained economist had recently written that processed fish, soybeans, and algae could “produce enough protein to supply present and future needs, and at low cost.” Rather than Ehrlich’s looming famines, Simon saw an ingenious technological solution that could alleviate severe protein deficiency in many countries. Distribution posed logistical challenges. But burgeoning worldwide populations would not necessarily prompt a global food shortage, Simon thought.3

Yet here he was, sitting and grumbling alone in his living room while the most beloved television host in the country regarded Paul Ehrlich, as Simon later complained, with a “look of stupefied admiration.”4

Simon and Ehrlich represented two poles in the bitter contest over the future that helped define the 1970s. Ehrlich’s dire predictions underlay the era’s new environmental consciousness, whereas Simon’s increasing skepticism helped fuel a conservative backlash against federal regulatory expansion. Ehrlich’s star continued to rise through the decade. Writing and speaking engagements poured in. He appeared on Carson’s show, one of the most coveted spots in television, at least twenty times. He also wrote a regular column for the Saturday Review and shared his fears about starvation and population growth with concerned readers in Playboy and Penthouse. Ehrlich commented broadly on nuclear power and endangered species, immigration and race relations. He readily denounced “growthmanic economists and profit-hungry businessmen” and warned of a “coming social tidal wave” due to conflicts over limited resources.5

Meanwhile, Simon for years played the role of frustrated and largely ignored bystander. “What could I do? Go talk to five people?” he later asked. “Here was a guy reaching a vast audience, leading this juggernaut of environmentalist hysteria, and I felt utterly helpless.” There was a certain irony behind the resentment: in the late 1960s, Simon too had argued urgently in favor of slowing population growth. He had written studies arguing that birth control programs were a “fantastic economic bargain” for countries seeking to raise incomes. He had used his marketing expertise to improve the efficiency of family planning programs. But by the time Ehrlich burst onto his TV screen in 1970, Simon had changed his mind. He no longer believed that population growth posed a problem. Rather than Ehrlich’s doomsday scenarios, Simon argued that more people meant more ideas, new technologies, and better solutions. Rather than sparking the world’s crises, population growth would help resolve them. People, as Simon titled his landmark 1981 tome, were The Ultimate Resource.6

The celebrity environmentalist and the little-known skeptic collided directly at the end of the 1970s, ending the decade locked in a bet that would leave their legacies forever intertwined. In 1980, Simon challenged Ehrlich in Social Science Quarterly to a contest that directly tested their competing visions of the future, one apocalyptic and fearful of human excess, the other optimistic and bullish about human progress.

Ehrlich agreed to bet Simon that the cost of chromium, copper, nickel, tin, and tungsten would increase in the next decade. It was a simple thousand-dollar wager: five industrial metals, ten years, prices up or down. At the same time, the bet stood for much more. Ehrlich thought rising metal prices would prove that population growth caused resource scarcity, bolstering his call for government-led population control and for limits on resource consumption. Ehrlich’s conviction reflected a more general sense after the 1973 Arab oil embargo that the world risked running out of vital resources and faced hard limits to growth. Simon argued that markets and new technologies would drive prices down, proving that society did not face resource constraints and that human welfare was on a path of steady improvement. The outcome of the bet would either provide ammunition for Ehrlich’s campaign against population growth and environmental calamity or promote Simon’s optimism about human resourcefulness through new technologies and market forces.

Ehrlich and Simon laid their wager at a pivot point in the struggle between liberalism and conservatism in the late twentieth-century United States. With markers laid down in the pages of academic journals, their bet resonated with the cultural clash occurring in the country as a whole. The bet also captured the starkly different paths of Democrat Jimmy Carter and his Republican challenger Ronald Reagan in the 1980 election.

Jimmy Carter, a government planner and nature enthusiast, embraced conservation and limits in keeping with the idea that resources were fixed. He argued that the United States needed to adjust its consumption and production to match its “rapidly shrinking resources.” Carter devoted precious political capital to changing American energy policy, considering it a national strategic priority.7

Ronald Reagan, by contrast, ran for office on the promise of restoring America’s greatness. Reagan insisted that resource limits weren’t real and shouldn’t constrain America’s future. In his announcement of his candidacy in November 1979, Reagan denounced “estimates by unknown, unidentifiable experts who rewrite modern history … to convince us our high standard of living … is somehow selfish extravagance which we must renounce as we join in sharing scarcity.” Reagan believed that the environmental laws of the 1970s hampered the nation’s economic growth. Once he beat Carter and took office, he quickly postponed hundreds of new regulations and ordered agency heads to review and rescind other burdensome rules, many of them environmental.8

Nixon’s “environmental decade” was finished. Reagan’s aggressive campaign against federal regulation helped end the political bipartisanship that characterized the modern environmental movement’s early successes. The Sierra Club and other advocacy organizations surged in membership as they denounced Reagan and sought to drive his conservative appointees from office. The nation split over how cautious or bullish to be about environmental problems. The divide between liberals and conservatives and, increasingly, between Democrats and Republicans turned on the questions embedded in Paul Ehrlich’s bet with Julian Simon. Did the nation and the planet face an environmental crisis? Were we running out of resources and compelled to conserve? Were there natural limits to American growth?

These questions about population growth, resources, and the fate of humanity tapped age-old intellectual traditions. Ehrlich’s widely publicized fears about population growth revived the arguments of the Reverend Thomas Malthus, a political economist who famously declared in a 1798 treatise that the “power of population” exceeded “the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man.” Populations doubled rapidly, Malthus argued, while subsistence could increase only incrementally. This inherent tension between populations growing exponentially and limited subsistence doomed humanity to harsh suffering. “Necessity, that all pervading law of nature,” Malthus wrote darkly, kept all plants and animals to “prescribed bounds.” Limited subsistence would constrain human population growth through the “grinding law of necessity, misery, and the fear of misery.” Malthus’s ideas about population growth, natural limits, and the struggle for existence would significantly influence Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace in their development of the theory of evolution by natural selection in the mid-nineteenth century, and be embraced by biologists like Paul Ehrlich a century later.9

Early critics of Malthus, however, such as the English philosopher William Godwin, anticipated Julian Simon’s critique of Ehrlich, mocking Malthus’s conviction that humanity was doomed to misery. Malthus’s theory of relentless population growth, Godwin wrote in 1820, was just a “house of cards” that was “evidently founded upon nothing.” Godwin argued that population would grow much more slowly than Malthus predicted. He also believed that humanity had barely pressed against the vast resources of the planet. Earth, Godwin wrote, could support nine billion people with little improvement in technology. Other nineteenth-century critics of Malthus, such as Friedrich Engels, thought that agricultural productivity could be “increased ad infinitum by the application of capital, labour and science.” The “productive power at mankind’s disposal,” Engels declared, “is immeasurable.” The Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century and rapid advances in agriculture, of course, did prove Malthus wrong in the short term. The world population grew from around one billion people in 1800 to approximately three billion in 1960. But Paul Ehrlich and his contemporaries insisted that Malthus’s day of reckoning had simply been deferred. Ehrlich and other new prophets of overpopulation came to be called “neo-Malthusians” for their embrace of Malthus’s warnings about an inevitable gap between accelerating population growth and limited food supply.10

Julian Simon rejected Ehrlich’s Malthusian thinking, and in doing so, Simon’s views also raised venerable, even biblical, questions. What is the purpose of humans on earth? How should we measure the success of human societies? Simon was influenced by the utilitarian philosophy of Jeremy Bentham, the British philosopher. Bentham proposed that the “measure of right and wrong” in society should be “the greatest happiness of the greatest number.” Following this logic, Julian Simon welcomed continued population growth because it meant that more people could live productive and meaningful lives. Bentham also had argued that “two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure,” governed mankind, and he defined the good as that which maximizes pleasure and minimizes pain. Simon did not speak in the elementary terms of “pain and pleasure.” But he also placed human welfare at the center of his moral universe. Simon measured societal progress in terms of human life expectancy, prevalence of disease, available food and work, and per capita income. Paul Ehrlich rejected these simple calculations of societal success. Humanity, Ehrlich thought, could not serve as the measure of all things. Humans needed to accept their proper role in a larger balance of nature on earth. Ehrlich also dismissed Simon’s optimistic projections and warned that humanity’s ultimate suffering would be even greater if it continued on its same path.11

Paul Ehrlich and Julian Simon’s conflict thus continued long unresolved debates. The structure of their bet, however, matched their times. With its promise of a winner and a loser determined by the cold, hard math of natural resource prices, the bet epitomized the increasingly polarized rhetoric of American politics. Rather than sober and nuanced assessment of policy alternatives, politicians and commentators simplified complex issues and ratcheted up their opposing claims. Important insights from biology and from economics frequently were placed in opposition, without sufficient effort to reconcile their tensions and integrate them into a coherent whole. Overly grandiose claims about the constraints of nature or the power of the market fed this clash. Underlying differences in social values and attitudes toward societal risk also often were left unacknowledged. Though ritually satisfying and motivating for partisans, the rhetorical conflict helped produce legislative paralysis and deepening political rancor. Increasingly prominent political debates over climate change, for example, starting in the 1990s slipped into rhetorical ruts established in earlier debates over population growth and resource scarcity, such as the fight between Ehrlich and Simon. In this polarizing legacy, climate change became either a myth or the possible end of human civilization. Is there another way to think about the future? Instead of reading Paul Ehrlich’s clash with Julian Simon as a simple white hat–black hat morality tale, their story can move us beyond stereotyped portrayals of environmentalists and conservatives. Both men, in fact, had well-considered, significant, yet competing viewpoints underlying their strong rhetoric. Ultimately the history of their bet contains cautionary lessons for both sides, and perhaps a path to a less heated, but more productive and even hopeful, conversation about the future.


CHAPTER ONE Biologist to the Rescue

It was the winter of 1968, and David Brower wanted to recruit Paul Ehrlich. The longtime executive director of the Sierra Club had heard Ehrlich on the radio predicting disaster: food shortages and famines, a deteriorating natural environment, and increased conflict on a crowded planet. Now Brower wanted the thirty-five-year-old Stanford biologist to write up his ideas as a book for a Sierra Club series of paperbacks published by Ballantine Books. Ehrlich agreed. In a fit of feverish productivity, Ehrlich collaborated closely with his wife, Anne, to write the manuscript over the next few months. He wrote the draft “as ‘wild’ as I could” in just a few weeks and then let friends help tone it down. The Population Bomb, published with Paul Ehrlich as its sole author, came out in mid-1968, in an effort, Ehrlich said, to “make the population crisis an issue in this year’s elections.” “I will be on the ‘campaign trail’ for at least the rest of this academic year,” Ehrlich wrote his friend Charles Birch. Ehrlich was determined to change the way Americans thought about population issues.1

Ehrlich delivered The Population Bomb to an audience receptive to grim predictions about the future. That same year saw Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated, riots in Washington, DC, Chicago, and Kansas City, and student rebellions in Paris and Mexico City. Meanwhile, the death toll mounted in Vietnam. To these woes, Ehrlich added his warning of “vast famines” and his call for “radical surgery” to excise the “cancer” of runaway human population growth. Ehrlich folded the crises of the late 1960s into a much larger story. Humanity had enjoyed four centuries of economic growth, Ehrlich said, but “the boom is clearly over.” He urged his readers to bring every argument about social problems back to sheer numbers of people. Too many cars caused smog, but it was overpopulation that created the overabundance of vehicles. More children meant more schools and more school bond debt to pay off. In order to maintain social welfare, the birthrate needed to be brought into balance with the death rate, Ehrlich warned, or “mankind will breed itself into oblivion.”2

As The Population Bomb became a best-seller, going through twenty-two reprintings in the first three years, Ehrlich emerged as a prominent national spokesman on environmental issues, inundated with speaking requests. Within the framework of overpopulation, Ehrlich also addressed broader threats from excessive consumption, pesticide use, disease, and the ecological limits that he thought constrained future food production. Many environmentalists came to view the sharp-tongued, passionate Ehrlich as the “best champion we got.” Ehrlich’s quick humor stayed relentlessly on message. At seven o’clock one Thanksgiving morning, Ehrlich answered questions on a San Francisco television show. When a woman called to tell Ehrlich that “vegetarianism was the answer … I replied ‘only if eating salads makes men impotent.’” “What do you call people who use the rhythm method?” Ehrlich would joke. “Parents.” Ehrlich was a skilled raconteur and a master of verbal combat, the opposite of a stereotypical brainy researcher who struggled to explain his work. To make sure The Population Bomb would reach the widest possible audience, Ehrlich paid his twelve-year-old daughter ten dollars to read the draft manuscript and flag any difficult passages.3

Ehrlich soon had a crammed schedule of public appearances that transformed him from a scientist to a celebrity. His speaking fee increased to a thousand dollars per lecture (adjusted for inflation, around six thousand dollars in 2013). Television and radio shows called for interviews and publishers solicited manuscripts. “I seem to be spending more time on radio and TV than in bed these days,” Ehrlich told a friend in August 1968. On one day in Washington, DC, that month, Ehrlich did seven radio and television shows between 7:00 a.m. and midnight, plus lunch with a newspaper reporter. “The book is giving me a lot of opportunity to shoot my mouth off over the public media, and I am determined to take full advantage of it,” Ehrlich explained. Within a year of the book’s publication, Ehrlich’s frenetic pace had driven him to a state of exhaustion and poor health. His doctor ordered him to curtail his activities, but he scarcely heeded. In 1970 alone, Ehrlich gave a hundred public lectures and appeared on two hundred radio and television shows. Each time, he returned home from a trip to dozens of letters from people suggesting ideas and asking him questions or seeking advice. Paul Ehrlich had arrived where he wanted to be, on center stage, with a large and interested public audience. For the rest of his career, Ehrlich would spend only part of his time in active biological research, choosing to devote much of his prodigious energy to writing and speaking about humankind’s precarious relationship with the natural world.4
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Paul Ehrlich with his sister, Sally, 1940. Courtesy of Sally Kellock.

Paul Ehrlich grew up in suburban New Jersey at the dawn of the nuclear and chemical age and during a great wave of suburban expansion. His father, William, was a shirt salesman, and his mother, Ruth, who had graduated from the University of Pennsylvania, was a homemaker. The family moved from Philadelphia to Maplewood, New Jersey, in 1941, when Paul was nine years old and his younger sister, Sally, was four and a half. The Ehrlichs were part of a migration of Jewish families from nearby cities to the suburban town with its quiet streets and excellent school system. The family even purchased a house right across from the high school. William Ehrlich traveled frequently for work, often lugging around large sample cases. He also developed Hodgkin lymphoma in his thirties, a few years after they moved to New Jersey. Between his tiring work and the debilitating illness, which finally killed him in 1955, William left most of the childrearing to Ruth. He did not care much for Paul’s early interest in insects and butterflies, but Ruth encouraged Paul to explore the outdoors. Ruth Ehrlich was tough but warm, and like her son, she “didn’t suffer fools lightly.” After William’s death, she would return to Philadelphia to become an English and Latin teacher.5

As a teenager, Ehrlich roamed the fields around Maple-wood, often with a butterfly net in hand, exploring the pockets of nature. He had first learned to catch and preserve butterfly specimens as a young teenager at summer camp in Vermont. He thought that they were simply “beautiful,” and he loved collecting things. Specimen drawers filled with butterflies soon piled up in his bedroom. Aquariums containing tropical fish cluttered the second floor. At one point, Ehrlich started sleeping in the attic to make more space in his bedroom for his collections. One day, the heat or power went off in the house, and his mother rushed to school to get him so that he could come home to rescue his fish. At the age of fifteen, Ehrlich took the train into New York City and presented himself for employment to Charles Michener, the curator of the American Museum of Natural History’s butterfly collection. Michener had little money to pay a high school student worker. So he instead rewarded the young Ehrlich with colorful tropical butterflies that were unlabeled and therefore not valuable to the museum collection.6

Even in high school, Ehrlich showed a precocious ability in science, including a willingness to challenge the ideas of others and a love for fieldwork. He always “very much believed in himself and his ideas.” At just fifteen, in 1947, Ehrlich became a charter member of the newly established Lepidopterist Society for the study of butterflies. He was one of just a handful of members from his home state of New Jersey. The following year, Ehrlich published his first scientific field notes in the society’s mimeographed Lepidopterists’ News. Ehrlich’s three-paragraph report detailed his observations of butterflies at home in Maplewood, as well as in Bethesda, Maryland, where he had spent the summer. Ehrlich had examined the eye color of more than four hundred specimens of the orange sulfur butterfly. His passion for science set him apart from his peers. “He was pretty much a loner,” his mother later recalled. “After all, he had a butterfly net and he was chasing butterflies, and people ridiculed him.” Ehrlich learned at a young age to follow his own muse. He developed a strong belief in his ability to understand how the world worked. He saw patterns and beauty in nature that his peers simply ignored.7

Suburban New Jersey proved fertile ground for breeding a young environmentalist. Maplewood and its surrounding towns were a war zone in the chemical battle against insects. Large trucks would roll down the streets spraying the pesticide DDT to kill off mosquitoes. Ehrlich found it increasingly difficult to find “food plants to feed caterpillars that weren’t soused in DDT.” The chemical later became an academic interest for Ehrlich. His first graduate school assistantship in 1952 focused on the development of resistance to DDT in fruit flies. Housing developers also were ripping up New Jersey’s farms and rolling hills and its small country roads for suburban tract housing. Ehrlich disliked how the New Jersey landscape was changing around him. He recalled later that his environmental interest grew “when I saw the subdivisions being put over the places where I used to go collect butterflies.” Ehrlich was thus part of a generation of environmentalists who would grow up in the booming suburbs. The fields, woods, and backyards attracted their families, but the construction boom and the effort to control mosquitoes and other pests also threatened suburban nature and politicized many young suburbanites like Ehrlich.8

Ehrlich’s passion for insects and biology continued at the University of Pennsylvania, where he entered college in the fall of 1949. During one of his years, Ehrlich lived in an off-campus apartment in Philadelphia with two World War II veterans. He liked to have a good time with his friends, and although he enjoyed his studies, he later described his college years as majoring in “liquor and women.” With a loud voice and booming laugh, Ehrlich held forth with strong opinions on most any topic. The future of humanity provided a favored theme. Around this time, Ehrlich read Fairfield Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet and William Vogt’s Road to Survival, two popular 1948 warnings about overpopulation and resource scarcity. Osborn, president of the New York Zoological Society, and Vogt, a leading ornithologist, emphasized the dependence of humanity on nature. They used the recent world war to emphasize dangers posed by resource depletion and overpopulation. “Man’s conflict with nature,” Osborn wrote, was a “silent war” that threatened an “ultimate disaster greater even than would follow the misuse of atomic power.” Describing depleted forests and shortages of arable land and the danger of population growth, Osborn warned that “another century like the last and civilization will be facing its final crisis.” Osborn called for a new humility: “The time for defiance is at an end.” Humanity, the “new geologic force,” must “recognize the necessity of cooperating with nature.” William Vogt shared Osborn’s view that overpopulation and resource depletion endangered humanity’s survival. “Man’s destructive methods of exploitation mushroom like the atomic cloud over Hiroshima,” Vogt wrote. He insisted that man was just another “biological creature subject to biological laws.” For the young Ehrlich, Osborn’s and Vogt’s books provided ample fodder for late-night discussions with friends. He embraced their ideas that people were like other living creatures, subject to the same laws of nature and resource constraints, and that humanity risked a dire reckoning.9
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Paul Ehrlich with his dog, Buddy, 1951. Courtesy of Sally Kellock.

Ehrlich’s interest in science continued to deepen, and he decided to pursue it as a professional career. During the summers of 1951 and 1952, after his sophomore and junior years in college, Ehrlich worked as a field officer in the Northern Insect Survey, posted in the Canadian Arctic and Subarctic. Following graduation from college, Ehrlich enrolled immediately in the graduate program in biology at the University of Kansas. He resumed work on his earliest passion, butterflies, under the supervision of his high school mentor, Charles Michener, who had moved to Kansas from New York. In an interview, Michener remembered Ehrlich fondly as a “noisy and brash” young man who also was “bright and very capable.” If you wanted to find Michener, people would say, go listen for Paul Ehrlich’s booming voice down the hall. In this community of scientific researchers, Ehrlich stood out as charismatic and gregarious, with broad-ranging interests that extended far beyond his narrow butterfly research program.10

While in graduate school, Ehrlich met Anne Howland, an undergraduate French major at the university just a year younger than Paul. Anne had read some of the same books as Paul, and she shared his worldview about population pressures on the land. She had grown up in Des Moines, Iowa, in an artistic and literary family, with a cosmopolitan outlook. One of her grandmothers had marched as a suffragist, and both her mother and her aunt had been determined to have careers. Anne’s mother wrote for the society page of the Des Moines Register, while her aunt worked for a prominent Chicago advertising agency. Anne’s own education and career, however, was initially derailed by her relationship with Paul. The two started dating early in her junior year, and they married just a few months later, in December 1954. Their only daughter, Lisa, came unexpectedly the following November. Short on money and with a new baby in the house, Anne dropped out of college to fulfill traditional roles of wife and mother. They did not feel that they could afford a second child, and by the time that they could, it no longer seemed like the right thing to do.11
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Paul and Anne Ehrlich, ca. 1956. Courtesy of Paul and Anne Ehrlich.

Despite her strong intellectual interests, Anne never finished her degree. Anne would work closely with Paul, first tapping her artistic skills to illustrate his doctoral thesis and then contributing hundreds of drawings to their 1961 book, How to Know the Butterflies. Drawing was work that Anne could do in spurts with a young child wandering around the house. Later, when Paul started writing essays about population, Anne became a close writing collaborator and, finally, a public figure in her own right. Paul was the “mouth” and Anne was the “brains,” he liked to joke about their unusually close and symbiotic working partnership. He was the extrovert who loved being around people and making them laugh, while Anne, particularly early in their marriage, tended to recede into the background.12

After a postdoctoral fellowship in Chicago, Paul and Anne Ehrlich moved with Lisa to Palo Alto in 1959, where Paul began a more than fifty-year career teaching in the biology department at Stanford University. His research in population biology would result in hundreds of scientific publications, including an influential 1965 paper, coauthored with Stanford colleague Peter Raven, that helped launch the study of co-evolution: the idea that animals and plants coevolve in a series of adaptive defenses and responses. The strength of Ehrlich’s analysis, and the new ecological science that he would come to represent, lay in the ways that he drew attention to the interconnectedness of humans and the natural environment. Biologists like Ehrlich and Raven showed how ecosystems functioned, and they documented rapidly changing environments, threats to endangered species, and the migration of toxic chemicals like DDT through the global food chain.13

As Ehrlich developed a successful research program at Stanford, he fit into a generation of biologists after World War II who saw their work in a broader political context. The furor over Rachel Carson’s 1962 book, Silent Spring, about the dangers of chemical pesticides, helped coalesce public concerns into a new political environmentalism. Ehrlich embraced environmentalism as a secular religion. He found purpose in fulfilling humanity’s moral obligation to preserve nature and restore balance between society and ecosystems. Ehrlich later described his political development as a “natural progression.” “I didn’t stand up one day and say ‘My God, I’m going to get everybody to stop [fuck]ing.’ It’s sort of one thing led to another.” Like many Americans in the 1960s, Ehrlich increasingly questioned whether governments and businesses could be trusted to respond effectively to the ecological crisis, when they did not disclose critical information about the risks of new chemicals and nuclear radiation. He argued passionately that Americans needed to value a simpler life, forgoing risky technologies and wasteful consumption.14

The Indian food crisis of the mid-1960s galvanized Ehrlich and pushed him from field research to the public stage. During the 1965–1966 academic year, Paul and Anne moved to Australia, where Paul had a National Science Foundation fellowship to study for the year. At the close of the sabbatical, Ehrlich and his family spent a few weeks in India, touring the country, as part of a longer trip that included visits to Thailand and Cambodia. At the time, news reports warned that “mass starvation” due to drought and low grain production threatened the lives of millions of Indians. From Kashmir, where Paul had hoped to obtain butterfly specimens but found the area “overgrazed,” the Ehrlichs traveled to Delhi. The tremendous poverty and crowds in Delhi overwhelmed his senses and deeply shaped his thinking. “I have understood the population explosion intellectually for a long time,” Ehrlich wrote about the trip to India in the opening pages of The Population Bomb. “I came to understand it emotionally one stinking hot night in Delhi a couple of years ago.”

My wife and daughter and I were returning to our hotel in an ancient taxi. The seats were hopping with fleas. The only functional gear was third. As we crawled through the city, we entered a crowded slum area. The temperature was well over 100, and the air was a haze of dust and smoke. The streets seemed alive with people. People eating, people watching, people sleeping. People visiting, arguing, and screaming. People thrusting their hands through the taxi window, begging. People defecating and urinating. People clinging to buses. People herding animals. People, people, people, people. As we moved slowly through the mob, hand horn squawking, the dust, noise, heat, and cooking fires gave the scene a hellish aspect.

Frightened about whether they would make it back to their hotel, Ehrlich admitted that he was simply “unaccustomed to the sights and sounds of India.” But the sensory overload of the Delhi streets also gave him the overwhelmingly chaotic “feel of overpopulation.” Ehrlich’s revulsion at India’s street life was common for Western visitors. Yet his instinct to blame sheer numbers of people, rather than their state of culture or governance, represented a shift in emphasis underway in Western thinking.15

Ehrlich thought that the pressure of growing populations on resources would overwhelm any advances in technology. Agricultural innovation would meet natural limits that humans could not overcome. Ehrlich criticized “narrow-minded colleagues who are proposing idiotic panaceas to solve the food problem.” With funding from private foundations and the government, agronomists like Norman Borlaug were seeking ways to use fertilizer, pesticides, and new crop strains to dramatically expand agricultural output, an effort called the Green Revolution. Borlaug, who received the 1970 Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts, successfully developed a new high-yield, disease-resistant wheat strain that boosted grain production in India, alleviating the food crisis. Ehrlich thought that boosting food output at best simply bought a short amount of time for societies to take action on population growth. At worst, the Green Revolution risked aggravating the situation by ensuring that “we have an even bigger population when the crash comes.” Writing to agricultural economist Lester Brown in January 1970, Ehrlich argued that “biological factors,” such as growing resistance to pesticides, would bring the Green Revolution “to a halt in the not-too-distant future.” Yet he noted with distress that the Green Revolution’s success had persuaded many that “the population problem is over” and “any number of people” could be fed in the future.16

Ehrlich’s fear of overpopulation and famine reflected broader elite concerns in the mid-1960s. With the world population growing from 2.5 billion people in 1950 to 3.35 billion in 1965, many commentators questioned whether the planet could sustain the growing number of people. The New Republic announced in 1965 that “world population has passed food supply. The famine has started.” The magazine predicted that even “dramatic counter-measures” could not reverse the situation. A “world calamity” would strike within the decade. World hunger, the magazine editors wrote, would be the “single most important fact in the final third of the 20th Century.” US Ambassador to India Chester Bowles concurred, telling a Senate subcommittee in June 1965 that the approaching world famine threatened “the most colossal catastrophe in history.” Starting in January 1968, around the time that Ehrlich was writing The Population Bomb, a group calling itself the “Campaign to Check the Population Explosion” started running full-page advertisements in the Washington Post and the New York Times. The imagery was apocalyptic. One advertisement showed a large stopwatch and announced that someone “dies from starvation” every 8.6 seconds. “World population has already outgrown world food supply,” the advertisement declared. Another advertisement showed the picture of a baby under the headline “Threat to Peace,” warning that “skyrocketing population growth may doom the world we live in.” A third pictured Earth as a bomb about to explode—with population control the only way to defuse the threat.17

The violent metaphors underscored how global population growth intersected with the Cold War struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union. As the United States and the Soviet Union battled for strategic advantage, they increasingly used economic development aid to win the allegiance of “Third World” nations. Population growth endangered these international development efforts. Hungry people, American policy-makers believed, were more susceptible to communist influence. Overpopulation and resource scarcity, a foreign aid report stated emphatically in 1959, created “opportunities for communist political and economic domination.” Americans looking abroad to prove the vitality of the capitalist model worried that their efforts would founder amid poverty and famine. “No peace and no power is strong enough to stand for long against the restless discontent of millions of human beings who are without any hope,” Lyndon B. Johnson warned in a 1966 speech.18

Fears of a Malthusian calamity that would intensify global conflicts prompted radical prescriptions. In their 1967 book, Famine 1975! the brothers William and Paul Paddock argued that the United States should apply the concept of military triage to its international food aid. Countries should be separated according to whether they “can’t be saved” (Haiti, Egypt, India), were “walking wounded” (Libya, The Gambia), or “should receive food” (Pakistan, Tunisia). The Paddocks’ ideas of triage and limits to food aid resonated in Washington, DC. President Johnson had refused to send American wheat to India in 1966 until that country adopted a vigorous family planning program. According to presidential adviser Joseph Califano, Johnson told him, “I’m not going to piss away foreign aid in nations where they refuse to deal with their own population problems.” How much Johnson and other American policy-makers believed that India faced a Malthusian crisis—and how much they needed to use the idea of a famine to sell Congress on continuing the Food for Peace export program—is a matter of historical argument. The massive scale of the eventual American relief effort is indisputable: over a two-year period, roughly one-quarter of annual US wheat production was sent to India.19

The Indian government denied the “famine” label and insisted that any short-term domestic food production shortages resulted from a national strategic focus on boosting industrial production. But Ehrlich, the Paddock brothers, and many others in the United States believed that population growth in India had outstripped the capacity of the nation to produce food. Ehrlich endorsed the Paddocks’ call to tie food aid to population control, describing it as “coercion in a good cause.” “I have been citing the Paddocks’ work in all my recent talks on the population crisis,” Ehrlich told a colleague in late 1967. Ehrlich described himself as “astounded” by Americans who were “horrified” by the idea of triage as applied to international food aid. The United States should announce that it would no longer ship food to countries such as India where “dispassionate analysis indicates that the unbalance between food and population is hopeless,” Ehrlich declared in the British magazine New Scientist. “Any aid to an underdeveloped country which does not include population control aid is totally wasted,” he wrote in a letter to his Australian colleague Charles Birch. These ideas did horrify many readers and listeners, such as the physicist Alvin Weinberg, director of the Oak Ridge National Laboratory. Weinberg denounced the “elitism” of wealthy and well-fed Americans declaring that the “Malthusian vise” was the only strategy to force people to have fewer babies. “When people starve, do we have any alternative but to try to give them food?” The idea that “misery imposed today … is necessary for the long-term good of man,” Weinberg wrote, “is scientific arrogance at its most outrageous.”20

Ehrlich’s extreme reaction to food shortages abroad, including his willingness to cut countries off from further aid, emerged directly from his scientific research. Like many biologists, he viewed humans mostly as just another animal species. His fears about human overpopulation reflected his conclusions about the dynamics of butterflies. Butterflies existed in tenuous balance with available resources and external threats from predators and disease. No gentle “balance of nature” stabilized butterfly populations. Rather, booming and crashing population cycles characterized all animal species. Populations that grew beyond a certain threshold were brought down by resource shortages, disease, and other population-dependent factors. “The shape of the population-growth curve is one familiar to the biologist,” Ehrlich wrote in a 1969 essay on human overpopulation entitled “Eco-Catastrophe.” “It is the outbreak part of an outbreak-crash sequence. A population grows rapidly in the presence of abundant resources, finally runs out of food or some other necessity, and crashes to a low level or extinction.” The imbalance between the birthrate and the death rate inevitably “will be redressed” in the “greatest cataclysm in the history of man.” Ehrlich warned that overpopulation would lead to famine, plague, or thermonuclear war, which would raise the human death rate and reduce excessive human numbers. “We’ve had most of the outbreak—what remains is mainly the crash,” he wrote in Audubon in 1970.21

Many other biologists shared Ehrlich’s tendency to extrapolate from biological systems and nonhuman populations to the fate of human societies. Charles Remington, for example, a Yale population biologist and friend of Ehrlich who also studied butterflies, similarly connected insect populations and humans. Remington was so passionate about bugs that he once ate raw cicadas on television to show how tasty they were. In his research, Remington examined how insect populations related to plants. He found that individual insects thrived better with low population density. The lessons for human society were clear, he thought. As populations grew, tragedy would strike. At a more basic level, human lives simply would become less complete and fulfilling. “I’m scared,” Remington said in a 1971 interview. “A lot of terrible things will happen to us before the population evens off. There will be famine, mass starvation, unbelievable pollution, elimination of land for recreation, education only for those who can pay for it, deterioration of services.” Ecologist Eugene Odum wrote that “continued improvement of the quality of human life will be more and more threatened by cancerous growth.” Humans were like parasites on the environment; humanity risked extinction by “destroying its host.” To their credit, biologists like Ehrlich, Remington, and Odum took aim at the growing sense of human control and power over nature that led to extravagant technological schemes, such as a late 1950s Project Chariot proposal to use nuclear explosions to create a deep-water port in Alaska. Yet, as Julian Simon would later argue, the biologists also showed little understanding for how people differ from butterflies and how economic systems could work to manage scarcity, drive investment and innovation, and avert shortages.22

The success of the US space program and pictures of the planet from space also influenced Ehrlich and his colleagues. Stunning images of Earth rising over the Moon and floating in space spurred a new way of thinking about human existence. People were alone in the universe, entirely dependent on the limited, shared, and fragile resources of the planet. “The first move must be to convince everybody to think of the earth as a space ship that can carry only so much cargo,” Ehrlich said in a 1967 speech. The bleak lunar landscape also made an impression. The Moon, Mars, and Venus could not support independent human life, observed University of California, Santa Barbara, biologist Garrett Hardin. “A finite world can support only a finite population,” Hardin concluded. Humans needed to learn to live within Earth’s natural limits. Ehrlich, Hardin, and others called for a rapid transition to a “spaceman” economy for “Spaceship Earth.” To illustrate the spaceship or life-raft concept in 1969, eighty-nine men and women in California fasted for a week and lived together in a small, two-room shelter to experience the “effects of overpopulation.”23

As biologists like Ehrlich and Hardin captured the public imagination with the lessons of ecology, environmental problems attracted the interest of many young scientists, including two young physicists, John Holdren and John Harte. Holdren and Harte would become two of Ehrlich’s closest colleagues and best friends. They later joined Ehrlich as partners in his bet with Julian Simon. Both Holdren and Harte started their academic careers in physics but soon left to pursue broader problems in environmental science. Elevated by the Cold War development of nuclear weapons and power, as well as the race into space, physicists had dominated American science funding and attention after World War II. In the late 1960s, however, disillusionment with the Vietnam War and military funding for physics research turned aspiring physicists like Holdren and Harte to more holistic approaches to societal problems. Guided by the fundamental laws of thermodynamics, in which energy cannot be created or destroyed, Holdren and Harte shared Ehrlich’s faith that natural limits would constrain human society. Water, food, and energy—these fundamental building blocks of society could not be generated out of thin air. Holdren and Harte favored back-of-the-envelope calculations that could quickly show that the numbers did not add up.24

John Holdren met Paul Ehrlich while studying for his doctoral degree in plasma physics at Stanford. Holdren had grown up in San Mateo, California, not far from Stanford. While in high school, Holdren read the 1954 book The Challenge of Man’s Future, by geochemist Harrison Brown. Holdren embraced Brown’s interdisciplinary approach to population, resources, and technology. Elements of eugenic thinking evident in Brown’s concern for “genetic soundness” and the “deterioration of the species” did not seem to get the attention of the young Holdren. Instead, Brown’s book helped him to envision a career applying science to policy. After studying aeronautics and physics at MIT, Holdren enrolled in the doctoral program in physics at Stanford University. Inspired by Ehrlich’s lectures and writings, John sought him out on the advice of his wife, Cheri, who studied biology in Ehrlich’s laboratory.25

Despite the twelve-year age difference between Ehrlich and Holdren, and Holdren’s status as a graduate student, the two men became close friends and collaborators. In 1969, Ehrlich and Holdren wrote an essay on population for the life sciences journal BioScience that said technology was not a “panacea” for population growth. Their article, developed with partial support from the Ford Foundation, criticized “Sunday-supplement conceptions of technology” that suggested “science has the situation well in hand.” Farming the sea and tropics, cheap nuclear power, and irrigating desert lands could not solve the population problem. “No effort to expand the carrying capacity of the Earth can keep pace with unbridled population growth.” For a biologist like Ehrlich, writing in tandem with a plasma physicist like Holdren helped bolster his credentials, particularly regarding energy and technology. Ehrlich and Holdren argued for population control over technological change to avert looming disaster. “We should ask, for example, how many vasectomies could be performed by a program funded with the 1.8 billion dollars required to build a single nuclear agro-industrial complex.” After Holdren completed his doctorate in 1970 and took a position at the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, Ehrlich and Holdren began writing joint columns on population and environment topics for the Saturday Review. The essays ranged widely, including issues such as the impact of defoliants in Vietnam on food production, which Holdren and Ehrlich considered “ecocide” and “crimes against humanity.”26

As Holdren launched his academic career in the early 1970s, he and Ehrlich continued to collaborate. “John has been working very closely with me on environmental problems,” Ehrlich wrote in a 1970 letter. “Any thinking I have in the area is partly his.” Ehrlich sometimes sent Holdren in his place to conferences to represent their common views. Ehrlich and Holdren edited two books on environmental issues and, along with Anne, coauthored a 1973 textbook, Human Ecology. Ehrlich and Holdren were fighting for what they called a “rational strategy for man.” Managing population growth lay at the heart of that strategy. The two viewed population as a powerful multiplier of human impact. Together they developed an equation to represent the factors shaping humanity’s environmental impact: Human Impact = Population times Affluence times Technology (I = P*A*T). Holdren and Ehrlich used the equation to argue against complacency about population growth’s direct and negative multiplier effect on the environment.27

Holdren eventually joined the faculty at the University of California, Berkeley, where he cofounded the Energy and Resources Group, an interdisciplinary graduate program that he helped lead for more than twenty years. He continued to draw on his physics background to remain active on issues of nuclear arms control. Holdren played a key leadership role in the Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs. In 1995, he gave the acceptance speech when that organization won the Nobel Peace Prize for its work on arms reduction and peace. Holdren, who also taught at Harvard University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, would go on to become director of the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy under President Barack Obama.28

John Harte, the third participant in Ehrlich’s bet with Julian Simon, followed a path similar to Holdren, leaving academic physics to study environmental science. Growing up in the New York suburbs as the child of two high school teachers, Harte shared Ehrlich’s childhood fascination with suburban wildlife like frogs, snakes, and birds. He kept lists of the birds that he had seen, and his bedroom, like Ehrlich’s, resembled a natural history museum. Harte’s suburban nature study also developed into political environmentalism. As a teenager, Harte was angry that the suburban woods were being developed for new housing. In adolescent rebellion, he occasionally would go out at night to pull up surveyor stakes to disrupt the projects.29

Harte pursued a traditional academic path before being drawn into the civil rights and antiwar protests of the 1960s. Talented at math and attracted to science, Harte graduated from Harvard in 1961 and went straight to the University of Wisconsin to study physics. Following completion of his doctorate in 1965, Harte spent two years at the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory in California. It was the height of student radicalism in the Bay Area. The previous year, during the Free Speech Movement, thousands of students had blocked the arrest of a civil rights organizer by police. Surrounding and standing on top of the police car in which the organizer was held, protesters had denounced the university’s restrictive policies on campus organizing. In the months around Harte’s arrival in Berkeley, antiwar protesters had burned draft cards, hung Lyndon Johnson in effigy, and sought to block trains carrying soldiers to the Oakland army base. Harte became an activist. He tutored African American students through the Congress of Racial Equality, and he became increasingly radicalized in his opposition to the Vietnam War. After moving to Yale in 1968 as an assistant professor of physics, Harte joined with other young faculty to oppose the war and protest the militarization of scientific research. On March 4, 1969, Harte, along with fellow physicist Robert Socolow, helped to shut down science classes at Yale for a day of reflection about the war and scientific connections with the military.30

Harte’s leadership of the antiwar teach-in at Yale unexpectedly led to his transition out of physics into environmental studies. Following the event, a visiting speaker invited Harte and Socolow to participate in a National Academy of Sciences summer study project on environmental problems. They chose to study a proposed new airport in south Florida. They concluded that draining the marshes to put an airport at the edge of Everglades National Park would endanger the freshwater supplies for half a million people. Their report helped derail plans for the jetport. The experience inspired Harte to return to the Bay Area to work at the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory’s new energy and environment division, where he studied how toxic chemicals like acid rain effect ecosystems. Within a few years, Harte had started teaching an environmental problem-solving course in the Energy and Resources Group at Berkeley with John Holdren. Harte remained at Berkeley for the rest of his academic career.31

Harte had admired Paul Ehrlich and The Population Bomb from afar, but he first met Paul Ehrlich around 1974 or 1975 at a dinner with John Holdren. His first impression was that Ehrlich was “funny as hell.” The two scientists became close friends. The Ehrlichs and John Holdren invited Harte to join them in the summer at the Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory. Starting in 1961, Anne and Paul Ehrlich had spent each summer at the high-altitude biological research station, founded in 1928 in the old mining town of Gothic, Colorado. The Ehrlichs made the research laboratory a home away from home. It was a stunning research environment where they could escape on Paul’s limited academic salary. Paul and Anne had first lived in an old shack left over from the mining days, cooking on a Coleman camping stove. Later they built a one-room cabin. Nestled in an aspen grove nine thousand feet above sea level, the Ehrlichs’ cabin offered a stunning view of nearby Gothic Mountain, a rocky peak in Colorado’s Gunnison National Forest. Paul loved that he could find butterflies to watch right outside the door and field research sites in the nearby mountain meadows. Anne learned to fly fish in the Colorado rivers. Their daughter, Lisa, and sometimes her friends, accompanied Paul and Anne to Gothic, where Lisa worked as a field assistant, following female butterflies, for instance, for twenty minutes at a time to see if they might lay an egg that could be collected. Over the years, Ehrlich would take daily morning walks through the mountain meadows with Harte and Holdren. Together the scientists would also climb thirteen-thousand-foot Colorado peaks and spend evenings drinking wine and telling stories. It was an extraordinary, if perhaps counterintuitive, setting from which to contemplate the collapse of society and the ruination of Earth.32
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Paul and Anne Ehrlich’s cabin at Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory, with Gothic Mountain in the distance, July 2011. Photograph by the author.

As Ehrlich and his friends discussed dire threats to the natural environment, they agreed that inviolable biological and physical limits meant that governments had to act aggressively to address the human population problem. Otherwise harsh laws of nature would bring society and the planet’s ecosystems crashing down. To avoid this worst-case scenario, experts should determine the “stable optimum population size for the United States,” Ehrlich wrote in The Population Bomb, and government should adopt policies to achieve that optimum number. His own view of a sustainable human population was radically small, expressed variously as approximately 17 percent (around 600 million) or, more commonly, 40 percent (1.5 billion) of the 1970 population of 3.7 billion people worldwide.33

Ehrlich was not alone in making this leap from biology to political advocacy. In an influential 1968 essay entitled “The Tragedy of the Commons,” biologist Garrett Hardin warned that environmental problems could not be left to the “invisible hand” of Adam Smith. Hardin told a fable about a common grazing field in which all the farmers would keep adding their own cattle to the field for their individual benefit, regardless of impact on the degrading lands. Following the same logic, Hardin said, factories poured pollution into the air and water, reaping a private benefit while spreading the public harm. Every family also had an incentive to reproduce even if overpopulation reduced the general prosperity. Hardin argued that property rights needed to be redefined, from the right to pollute to the right to have as many children as one desired. The “freedom to breed is intolerable,” Hardin said. “Coercion is a dirty word to most liberals,” Hardin conceded. But to save itself, society needed to embrace “mutual coercion mutually agreed upon.” Hardin’s characterization of the “tragedy of the commons” became a pivotal trope in the environmental movement, used by Ehrlich and others to explain the destruction of unregulated common property resources, from fisheries to clean air.34

Ehrlich wanted to do more than simply talk about the need for action—he wanted to make things happen. Shortly after publishing The Population Bomb, Ehrlich joined with colleagues to launch an organization called Zero Population Growth to advocate for population control in the United States. The new organization reflected Ehrlich’s belief that if the nation wished to promote population limits overseas, it had to get its own house in order. Plus, Americans consumed so much that each American born had a disproportionate impact on resource consumption. Ehrlich, the Yale biologist Charles Remington, and Richard Bowers, a Connecticut lawyer and conservationist, dreamed up Zero Population Growth after a game of squash in New Haven. Prominent biologists such as Garrett Hardin, Harvard’s Edward O. Wilson, and George Woodwell from the Brookhaven National Laboratory joined the organization’s board of directors. By April 1970, following Ehrlich’s appearances on the Tonight Show, the organization had grown to nearly one hundred chapters across the United States. The concept of “ecology” had become a “politically potent word,” Ehrlich wrote to members of the Ecological Society of America in a letter describing Zero Population Growth. The new organization would “make clear to Americans the intimate connection between runaway population growth, our ‘cowboy’ economy, and the deterioration of our environment.” Scientists had a responsibility to correct all the “uninformed” talk.35

Wading into American politics inevitably meant that Zero Population Growth would have to tackle controversial issues such as birth control, abortion, and women’s rights. Ehrlich’s push for measures to reduce population growth thus drew on the 1960s sexual revolution and efforts to separate the pleasure of sex from reproduction. As a biologist, Ehrlich did not view sexual intercourse as anything sacred. He attacked “sexual repression” and celebrated sex as “mankind’s major and most enduring recreation.” Ehrlich waged an aggressive campaign against Pope Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical “Humanae Vitae,” which affirmed the Catholic Church’s traditional proscription of most forms of birth control. Zero Population Growth continued this fight in the early 1970s, advocating forcefully for abortion rights and access to contraception. In California, Zero Population Growth sought to help pass a proabortion ballot initiative. Ehrlich, who served as the organization’s first president, urged the legalization of abortion and removal of restrictions on contraception in the interest of population control. Ehrlich mocked the association of a fetus with a human being as “confusing a set of blueprints with a building.” After New York passed a liberal abortion law in 1970, Charles Wurster, a founder of the nonprofit Environmental Defense Fund, wrote exultantly to Ehrlich, “I wouldn’t have dreamed this could have happened so fast! This bill is now LAW in the State of New York.” Wurster considered population growth the “grand-daddy problem of them all” and, like many environmentalists, saw ready access to abortion as an important tool for preventing unwanted births. Ehrlich also urged men to take responsibility for birth control, including through vasectomies. Ehrlich publicized his own vasectomy and even included the fact that he had been sterilized in his byline for a 1970 article in Audubon magazine. He also served on the board of directors of the Association for Voluntary Sterilization, which advocated the surgical procedure. Other population control advocates followed Ehrlich. Fred Abraham, a member of the UCLA psychiatry department and president of Zero Population Growth in Los Angeles, described his vasectomy surgery in the Los Angeles Times in 1970. Time magazine noted the public campaign but dismissed it as a fringe movement, saying, “It is obvious that few Americans will imitate Paul R. Ehrlich and some of his young disciples.”36
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Paul and Anne Ehrlich meeting with an editor to discuss their 1970 book, Population, Resources, Environment. Courtesy of Paul Fusco, photographer, LOOK Magazine Collection, Library of Congress. Prints and Photographs Division.

Ehrlich and Zero Population Growth also took positions on the role of women in the workplace and the number of children that families should have. Women’s rights were not a major focus for Anne and Paul, and in their own marriage, they filled fairly traditional roles. Paul expected Anne to stay at home to care for Lisa, make dinner, pack his clothes for trips, and otherwise care for the household. Anne’s drawing, writing, and, later, her public speaking, made her much more than a homemaker, but her professional life developed as an offshoot of, and was largely subordinated to, Paul’s work. Anne considered herself a feminist, but it was not her main interest. Where women’s rights were connected to population issues, however, the Ehrlichs supported them aggressively. Encouraging women to work, they thought, would lower family size, so they called for free or low-cost childcare as way to get women out of the house and into the workplace. Anne Ehrlich wrote to a colleague in 1969, “An amazing number of women have another baby because they have nothing else to do.” Roger Revelle, director of the Harvard Center for the Study of Population, agreed that women needed more career opportunities as alternatives to being mothers. “There is one movement on which I am a radical—the Women’s Liberation movement,” Revelle declared. At the same time, the primary focus of Zero Population Growth and the Ehrlichs on population sometimes meant that they took positions that risked making life more difficult for women. Their call for federal policies that would discourage larger families, including “luxury taxes” on diapers, baby bottles, and baby foods, could seem harsh. The Ehrlichs also called for tax reform to discourage reproduction, including a change from tax deductions to tax increases for children, and proposed lotteries and awards for childless couples. Wes Jackson, a plant biologist and founder of the Land Institute in Kansas, agreed that couples should pay “the least tax if they have no children” and “through the nose” if they have three children. Jackson also called for taxes on baby bottles, blankets, cribs, and other parenting supplies.37

While explicitly demanding higher taxes on larger families, the biologists skirted the edge of calling for direct government prevention of “extra” births. Ehrlich, Hardin, and others refused to rule out coercion as a potentially necessary and justifiable option, but they recognized that it was not politically feasible. Ehrlich rejected the idea that parents had an “inalienable right” to reproduce and said that perhaps an across-the-world limit of two children per family would be the most equitable approach. Ehrlich floated hypothetical ideas about mandatory sterilizations or temporary infertility imposed through pills or public drinking water. Yet he generally shied away from calls for direct government controls. Pointing to the furious and suspicious response to fluoride supplements in public water supplies, Ehrlich declared that “society would probably dissolve before sterilants were added to the water supply by the government.” Even though Garrett Hardin had written that “the freedom to breed is intolerable” and believed that voluntary birth control was doomed to failure, Hardin warned against coercive methods for strategic reasons in 1970. Hardin thought effective coercive techniques still needed to be invented. In the meantime, Hardin said, “we ought not say anything foolish about coercion.” Instead, the population control movement should focus on discouraging births and expanding access to abortion and birth control. At one point, Ehrlich sought funding for a small-family campaign by Zero Population Growth modeled on well-known antismoking advertisements.38

Critics could not quite be sure where Ehrlich, Hardin, and others stood on the idea of coercion. In The Population Bomb, Ehrlich called for the creation of a “powerful governmental agency” to coordinate “whatever steps are necessary to establish a reasonable population size in the United States.” This “Department of Population and Environment” would, among other activities, fund research to develop new birth control techniques, possibly including “mass sterilizing agents.” “Not all compulsory methods are necessarily horrifying,” Ehrlich declared in a 1969 speech, in which he also said, “It is clear that governments, including eventually a world body, must undertake the task of regulating the population size just as they now attempt to regulate economies.” These ideas provoked resistance and leaders of Zero Population Growth struggled to disassociate the organization from calls for “compulsory birth control.” Executive Director Shirley Radl assured Ehrlich in April 1970 that the organization was “acutely aware of what is damaging to our issue and what is beneficial.” She knew that “to discuss hard-line compulsory birth control is totally taboo.” Radl insisted that “parenthood should be a privilege and not a right.” But she acknowledged that advocating coercion would be “detrimental.” The new generation of youth did “not take kindly to force. I know that the climate in California is just not right for any talk of compulsion.” Ehrlich and Zero Population Growth instead promoted popular education, voluntary birth control, and more moderate policy reforms. Yet Ehrlich was a scientist and a debater, drawn to subtle distinctions of logic and abstract points of principle. He stubbornly defended the idea that dire circumstances could justify drastic coercive action. If the world took no action, he warned, “it will wake up one day to find out that compulsory birth control offers the only hope of survival.” Ehrlich and other population control advocates thus left themselves open to criticism from both the political left, concerned with the impact of coercive population measures on the poor and minorities, and the right, fearful of oppressive government meddling in family affairs.39

Paul Ehrlich always saw population issues as part of a larger environmental crisis, and in The Population Bomb he devoted considerable attention to the problems of toxic pesticides and industrial pollution. After the book’s runaway success, Ehrlich sought to use his fame and his credentials as a scientific expert for broader political influence. Ehrlich emphasized issues more than party affiliation. His public endorsements largely favored Democrats, but he also worked closely with liberal Republicans who shared his environmental concerns, such as Peter McCloskey. McCloskey represented the Ehrlichs’ congressional district in California, and Paul and Anne strategically registered as Republicans so that they could vote in Republican primaries in support of him. In 1968, Ehrlich and eleven other ecologists backed Vice President Hubert Humphrey’s campaign for president. In a public letter to three thousand scientists, the ecologists blamed “the crisis of food, water, air, space, of human numbers, dignity and of survival itself” for causing “political instability, disaffection of youth, and the decline of human values.” Ehrlich and his coauthors acknowledged that some ecologists might wish to avoid politics. But they rejected that attitude as irresponsible. “Can the nation afford this position, or must every ecologist search his conscience, examine the record and his political beliefs, and work to elect the candidates who offer the best hope of guiding us in this monumental crisis?” Ecologists, Ehrlich and his coauthors insisted, could contribute by writing letters to the editor, assisting candidates, and educating policy-makers. They needed to force discussion of the “most fundamental issues.” If their efforts were effective, then “after the election ecologists will be in a stronger position to advise the new administration.”40

After Republican Richard Nixon decisively defeated Humphrey in the 1968 election, Ehrlich initially wrote to the president-elect to offer to work with his administration. “Biologists throughout the world are uniformly concerned” about the lack of governmental attention to the “population-food-environment crisis,” Ehrlich said. He wanted to help Nixon get the “dramatic action which is necessary if we are to survive.” Ehrlich’s open attitude toward the new administration did not last long. When Nixon appointed Alaska governor Walter Hickel to be secretary of the interior, Ehrlich urged scrutiny of Hickel’s prodevelopment record in Alaska. In a press release issued by the Stanford University News Service, Ehrlich denounced Hickel, saying that he “neither understands nor appreciates the basic principles of conservation or the need to preserve man’s environment from destruction by his own carelessness.” Hickel’s appointment, Ehrlich wrote privately to a friend, was “enough to make any conservationist’s toes curl.”41

Ehrlich also sought to influence state politics and to advance specific policy proposals through the California legislature. In 1969, Ehrlich sent a long list of legislative ideas about population and environmental concerns to California assemblyman John Vasconcellos, a Democrat who represented San Jose. Among Ehrlich’s population ideas: discouragement of immigration to California; birth control for all, including the poor; more liberal abortion laws; and changes to tax laws that discriminated against single people and childless and small families. He also called for greater economic opportunities for women and low-cost daycare for children, both of which would help bring women into the workforce and lead them to have fewer children. On the environmental front, Ehrlich urged that California ban DDT and make it harder to buy pesticides and weedkillers. He called for further measures against smog, including the encouragement of public transport. “It is too bad the measure banning internal combustion automobiles … failed to pass,” Ehrlich wrote of a bill actually proposed by a California state senator from Oakland. (The bill passed the state senate in 1969 but was defeated in the assembly.) Ehrlich suggested instead that California ban “any automobile with, say, more than 100 or 125 horsepower, with perhaps strictly supervised exceptions for people with a demonstrable need for more.” Ehrlich also urged government planning to slow development in California and discourage suburban sprawl. Frank Olrich, Vasconcello’s assistant, responded that some of Ehrlich’s proposals, such as the attack on the internal combustion engine, were “far out—in terms of California politics, and the level of awareness here in Sacramento. However, a few of them look good in all respects.” Ehrlich replied that he “knew some of them were too far out for immediate enaction [sic], but … I felt they were worth including. They may not seem so far out two or three years from now.” Ehrlich hoped to set a course for the country’s redirection.42

Ehrlich was right that the nation’s environmental politics were changing rapidly. A dramatic oil spill off the coast of Santa Barbara, which occurred just weeks after Nixon’s inauguration in 1969, gave new urgency to environmental problems. Televised images of oil-soaked birds dying on the California beaches galvanized opposition to industrial pollution. Anti-oil activists in Santa Barbara quickly organized a protest group called Get Oil Out, or GOO, to oppose oil drilling along the California coast. Local organizers issued the Santa Barbara Declaration of Environmental Rights, calling for “a revolution in conduct toward an environment which is rising in revolt against us.” In addition to the threat of oil pollution, the declaration deplored litter, air pollution, species extinction, and lost open space, and called for a new ethics to “govern man’s contact with all life forms.” Six months after the Santa Barbara spill, the nascent environmental movement gained further impetus when Cleveland’s Cuyahoga River, awash in refinery waste and other debris, caught fire. The blaze was not the first, nor the worst, fire on the Cuyahoga, but it exacerbated fears that Americans were laying waste to the natural environment. Predictions that Lake Erie was “dying” due to oxygen depletion and algal blooms caused by pollution similarly fed fears of environmental degradation.43

President Nixon responded by shoring up his environmental credentials to outflank potential 1972 Democratic rivals like Henry Jackson and Edmund Muskie. In July 1969, just a year after Ehrlich published The Population Bomb, Nixon gave a speech calling global population growth a “world problem which no country can ignore.” He was the first American president to give population such prominent attention, a sign that Ehrlich’s public campaign was bearing fruit. Nixon warned that growth in human numbers threatened to outstrip economic development. He vowed support for voluntary population and family planning efforts in other countries. Nixon also declared that population growth posed “serious challenges” for the United States. He pledged greater federal funding for family planning programs and for study of the relationship between population growth and environmental quality. Nixon also called for the creation of a commission to examine future population trends and their consequences in the United States. The Commission on Population Growth and the American Future, which started its work in 1970, would be headed by John D. Rockefeller III, a leading financial backer of Planned Parenthood, the Population Council, and other population organizations, as well as the grandson of the founder of Standard Oil.44

Nixon continued his aggressive campaign on environmental issues into 1970, determined not to cede any political ground to the Democrats. Congress and the president together embarked on an unprecedented burst of bipartisan policy-making, born as much from political rivalry as common cause. The new wave of federal legislation began with the National Environmental Policy Act, a broad statement of environmental values that called for “productive and enjoyable harmony between man and his environment.” The law required federal agencies to assess the environmental impact of their actions. It also created a new Council on Environmental Quality to advise the president and help coordinate federal policies. Nixon initially preferred a less vigorous environmental advisory council that he already had created by executive order, but he had to support the law, or face heavy criticism. In signing the National Environmental Policy Act on January 1, 1970, his first official act of a new decade, Nixon declared himself convinced that the “1970’s absolutely must be the years when America pays its debt to the past by reclaiming the purity of its air, its waters, and our living environment. It is literally now or never.”45

Moving aggressively to seize control of the issue, Nixon declared in his January 1970 State of the Union address that environmental restoration was a “cause beyond party and beyond factions.” The “great question of the seventies” was whether Americans would “surrender” to environmental deterioration or make “our peace with nature.” The nation could not let urban Americans be “choked by traffic, suffocated by smog, poisoned by water, deafened by noise, and terrorized by crime.” The United States should pursue balanced economic growth that preserved “the quality of life” for Americans. Nixon released a special environmental message to Congress in early February 1970 announcing a sweeping series of legislative proposals and executive orders to address air and water pollution, solid waste management, and parks and recreation. Cleaning up the environment—going beyond mere conservation to environmental “restoration”—called for a “total mobilization by all of us.” Nixon sought to frame environmental problems as a collective challenge facing all Americans. He rejected a “search for villains” and “evil men,” and instead pointed to common carelessness and environmental neglect. Nixon’s position fit the growing focus on personal responsibility and an unsustainable American way of life. As Walt Kelly’s cartoon character Pogo famously declared of the growing pollution problem later that year, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.”46

Nixon and his Washington rivals were just keeping up with the surging popular interest in environment protection that Paul Ehrlich had helped to create. In April 1970, more than twenty million Americans took to the streets to call for environmental action in the first Earth Day. Paul Ehrlich served on the small steering committee of only eight people for the national Earth Day organization. Wisconsin Democrat Gaylord Nelson, a leading environmental champion in the Senate, had proposed the idea of a national environmental teach-in, and California Republican Peter McCloskey, an environmental leader in the House of Representatives and Ehrlich’s congressman, embraced the idea. Ehrlich’s former Stanford student, Denis Hayes, led the national organization that struggled to coordinate many independent local Earth Day activities. At a large Northwestern University “teach-out” leading up to the official Earth Day, Ehrlich spoke to a crowd of more than eight thousand. The Northwestern event showcased nine speakers for more than four hours and then broke up into nineteen discussion groups that lasted until dawn. One highlight of the event occurred when twenty-five American Indians, including two in full regalia, interrupted the proceedings by seizing the podium and demanding that the university stop aiding companies that have been “polluting us to death.” At a talk in Southern California, Ehrlich said the people of “overdeveloped countries” were “the looters and polluters of the planet… . We have to change our way of life or we’re going to die.” The vigorous critique of American practices by Ehrlich and other commentators had become a new mainstream perspective. The New York Times declared the April 22 Earth Day as American an event as Mother’s Day. “Conservatives were for it. Liberals were for it. Democrats, Republicans and Independents were for it … no man in public office could be against it.”47
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Paul Ehrlich, speaking to thousands at Iowa State University, 1970. Courtesy of Special Collections Department/Iowa State University.

The political momentum behind pollution control overwhelmed Washington’s traditional resistance to change. Three months after Earth Day, Nixon pushed through a restructuring of the federal government’s anti-pollution programs to create a new, unified Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Congress then dramatically expanded the new EPA’s mandate with federal laws requiring sharp improvements in air and water quality. At the same time, the federal courts strictly interpreted new requirements for environmental impact statements, and empowered independent environmental law organizations to intervene in controversial development projects. Litigation over potential environmental impacts now delayed huge development projects, such as the Alaskan oil pipeline, for years. Other projects, such as the South Florida jetport that John Harte had opposed, were canceled altogether. The new laws and the court rulings profoundly altered the federal government’s relationship to the environment and, therefore, the economy. It was a stunning and quick victory for the environmental movement, and the most profound and sudden shift in the relations between businesses and government since the end of World War II.48

Paul Ehrlich, however, was not satisfied, and neither were many environmentalists. Although President Nixon described the global population explosion as a “rush toward a Malthusian nightmare,” Ehrlich called for even more aggressive action to counter population growth and environmental degradation. In January 1970, Ehrlich described as “hilarious” Nixon’s pledge of ten billion dollars for water pollution control. Ehrlich estimated instead that the nation needed to spend fifty to sixty billion dollars per year to bring pollution under control. Despite Nixon’s signing of the National Environmental Policy Act and his reorganization of the Environmental Protection Agency, Ehrlich criticized Nixon in the lead up to the 1972 election for his “total lack of action on truly critical environmental problems, and his hopeless positions on population policy.” Ehrlich, who opposed the Vietnam War, also considered Nixon “one of the first major eco-criminals” for what Ehrlich considered an “ecocidal” attack on the people and environment of Vietnam. Other environmentalists shared Ehrlich’s disappointment and hostility toward Nixon, a feeling encapsulated in a 1972 book entitled Nixon and the Environment: The Politics of Devastation. Despite the many changes underway, environmentalists felt that Nixon stood in the way of more sweeping reform, offering more rhetoric than action.49

Nixon, in turn, grew frustrated by the lack of political advantage that he found in the environmental arena. He thought that environmentalists like Ehrlich made extreme demands that he could never hope to satisfy. After the 1970 midterm elections, Nixon began to shift away from environmental policy. “The environment is not a good political issue,” Nixon told his chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman. “I have an uneasy feeling that perhaps we are doing too much.” Nixon increasingly focused on the high economic costs of environmental policy. He worried that the new environmental laws impeded economic growth, and he publicly warned against “ecological perfection at the cost of bankruptcy.” Privately, Nixon complained, “Some people want to go back in time when men lived primitively.” He told a group of auto executives, again privately, that environmentalists were “enemies of the system.” Nixon rejected the concerns of his own population commission in early 1972; as part of his strategy to win over Catholics in advance of the 1972 election, Nixon instead emphasized the threat of unrestricted access to abortion. Publicly, Nixon continued his efforts to neutralize environmental issues as a political concern, but he increasingly focused his attention on international diplomacy, including a landmark visit to the People’s Republic of China.50
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Richard Nixon, San Clemente, California, January 1971. Courtesy Richard Nixon Library.

As the 1972 election approached, Ehrlich joined the National Committee of Environmentalists for McGovern. He backed the Democratic nominee somewhat grudgingly, however, refusing to endorse McGovern during the primaries because his stance on population was “not strong enough.” Ehrlich particularly pressed McGovern to embrace liberal positions on abortion and birth control. Recognizing the political risk of linking abortion with population control, Ehrlich sought to distinguish between the two. The “problem of population control is primarily one of changing people’s values so that they want fewer children,” he explained. The availability of contraception and abortion simply made it “easy and safe for couples to have the smaller families they have decided on.” Given sufficient assurances, Ehrlich finally endorsed McGovern publicly in the fall of 1972. He urged McGovern to attack Nixon on environmental issues, and complained that he was not called upon to help more in the campaign. “I strongly suspect that my association with you would be a political plus with selected audiences in California.” Ehrlich thought that he knew where public sentiment lay and that environmental problems would have broad appeal as a campaign issue. Ehrlich drafted his own press release in October criticizing Nixon for ignoring environmental injustices inflicted on blue-collar workers, the poor, and racial minorities. “They must work and live in the smog and filth, they must labor in farm fields exposed to high risks of pesticide poisoning—they can’t live upwind of the pollution along with Nixon’s millionaire cronies,” Ehrlich said. “No group stands to gain more from ecological sanity than blue collar workers.” Despite such attacks from Ehrlich and other environmentalists, Nixon had successfully protected his environmental flank through his many accomplishments between 1969 and 1972. Environmental issues were neutralized in the campaign, which focused instead on the Vietnam War, cultural issues, and the electroshock therapy of McGovern’s first vice presidential running mate. Nixon trounced McGovern in the 1972 election and Ehrlich found himself once again on the outs with the presidential administration.51

As Ehrlich’s public stature grew, he and his family paid a personal price. After the wave of publicity from his turn on The Tonight Show, the family received death threats as well as attention from mentally unstable people. Anne told Lisa to keep the curtains closed so that outsiders could not see in the house to shoot at them. They purchased an early alarm system for their house, and they tried not to let people know where they lived. It was a tumultuous time in Northern California. The Stanford campus and Palo Alto area was in turmoil over the Vietnam War. One summer, a mentally ill woman who had grown obsessed with Ehrlich broke into their house and began living there with her dog, while the family was away at the Colorado field station. When the police came to investigate, they found the Ehrlich’s house in disarray, with piles of papers and books in apparent chaos. The place had been ransacked, they thought. It turned out, however, in what would become a family joke, that this was just the way Paul and Anne lived.52

Few scientists had the internal constitution or rhetorical skills to play the public role that Ehrlich did. Some of Ehrlich’s scientific colleagues described feeling “schizophrenic,” torn between professional responsibilities and their personal reticence, on the one hand, and the “moral bind” that overpopulation placed on them, on the other. Others questioned whether Ehrlich’s provocative style served him well, and criticized his apocalyptic rhetoric. As Eugene Odum, a leading ecologist, wrote to Ehrlich in 1970, “while some of us like yourself must remain ‘highly visible,’ we have also got to encourage many other ecologists to back up this visibility with what we might call real credibility.” In a tough review of Paul and Anne Ehrlich’s 1970 Population, Resources, Environment: Issues in Human Ecology, Roger Revelle, a leading oceanographer and the director of Harvard’s Center for Population Studies, called Ehrlich the “New High Priest of Ecocatastrophe.” The “emotional and quasi-religious force” of Ehrlich’s writing, Revelle wrote, was not likely to “lead to the hard thinking and effective action which the overwhelming issues so urgently demand.” Revelle particularly complained about the Ehrlichs’ rampant use of “apocalyptic adverbs and adjectives”: “staggering, sobering, disaster (three times), enormously, drastically, catastrophic, dramatically, tremendous, highly lethal, extremely dangerous (twice), especially virulent, more severe, extremely fortunate, extremely vulnerable, almost total, high potential, renewed spectre, not gruesome enough, colossal hazard, biological doomsday, superlethal, disastrously effective.” And these appeared in only four of the book’s three hundred–plus pages. In a more friendly manner, Ehrlich’s mentor Charles Birch jokingly called Ehrlich “Dear Billy,” saying that “just for a moment I thought I was writing to Billy Graham,” the evangelical preacher. Birch continued, “Your last letter read just like one of Billy’s sermons with the impending Armageddon approaching and the plea to prepare now while we have time.” The theological association was not too far-fetched. In late 1968, just after The Population Bomb was published, Ehrlich delivered Sunday sermons in San Francisco’s Grace Cathedral and at Stanford’s Memorial Church.53

Ehrlich’s sweeping rhetoric and sharp tongue thus motivated many but also alienated others who thought his predictions of doom and gloom were vastly overstated. Even his sympathizers expressed concern. John Lear, an editor at Saturday Review, for whom Ehrlich and Holdren wrote a regular column in 1970 and 1971, reported receiving telephone calls from leading scientists, as well as former Ehrlich students, to criticize Ehrlich’s essays. Lear rewrote part of one 1971 Ehrlich and Holdren column in order to scale back their claims, telling them, “We have had so many complaints about oversimplification of the problems we discuss that I consider some protection necessary from time to time.” Ehrlich’s acid tongue attracted attention and stirred controversy, as when Ehrlich called Jack Williams, the governor of Arizona, a “clown” and “moron” for his views on environmental and population issues. Moral conviction and self-confidence underlay Ehrlich’s willingness to call his opponents “idiots” and fools. As he wrote in a 1970 letter to William Draper, head of the Population Crisis Committee, “I am busily writing outrageous things in a continuing attempt to change the unchangeable.” Some of his fellow scientific advocates shared Ehrlich’s feeling of righteousness mixed with desperation, writing letters to their “colleagues in arms,” signed “In the name of the planet.” But most others did not. “The thing I would trust Ehrlich with is butterflies,” commented Philip Hauser, a demographer at the University of Chicago.54

While some critics attacked Ehrlich for oversimplification and excessive pessimism—and disliked his harsh tone—others from the political left criticized his obsession with population growth as the root cause of environmental problems. Barry Commoner, a plant physiologist at the University of Washington in St. Louis, cared little about population issues. Commoner thought that poverty, technology and science deserved more attention. Commoner had helped publicize the dangers of above ground nuclear testing in the 1950s, warning that strontium-90, the radioactive isotope, was entering the food chain, and people’s bodies. In his 1971 best seller, The Closing Circle, Commoner argued that neither population nor affluence caused the growing assault on the natural environment. Rather, new technologies and scientific creations, including plastics and detergents, broke with natural biological cycles and created dangerous new types of pollution. Corporate pursuit of profits drove the worsening state of the environment, Commoner argued, not the growth in human population. Calls for population control were like “attempting to save a leaking ship by lightening the load and forcing passengers overboard.” Commoner argued instead that there was something “radically wrong” with capitalism and its embrace of new technologies. Commoner made his own simplifications, of course, in attacking Ehrlich’s emphasis on overpopulation. As Ehrlich pointed out in his retort to Commoner’s “dreadful book,” Commoner’s focus on chemicals and technology minimized other important human impacts on the environment, such as the clearance of land for agricultural settlement, that predated even the industrial revolution.55

The fight between Commoner and Ehrlich to define the fundamental causes of environmental problems grew increasingly personal as the two proud scientists lambasted each other in print and in public forums. Commoner infuriated Ehrlich and Holdren when he preemptively published Ehrlich and Holdren’s critique of his book, without their authorization, in the magazine Environment, along with Commoner’s own rebuttal. (Ehrlich and Holdren’s piece had been scheduled to appear in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists at a later date, but had circulated fairly widely before publication.) Their conflict reached a low point at the United Nations environment conference in Stockholm in 1972. At the nongovernmental forum that occurred alongside the official conference, Ehrlich participated in a panel discussion with two Commoner sympathizers. As the discussion got under way, five additional anti-Ehrlich activists representing third world concerns came onto the stage to criticize Ehrlich, turning the session into what seemed like an ambush. Commoner sat in the audience in a balcony overlooking the proceedings, from time to time passing down handwritten notes and questions to his allies. Ehrlich finally called out, “Come on out, Barry baby!” to try to goad him into a direct argument, but Commoner declined.56

Ehrlich’s clash with Commoner highlighted the competition between leading spokespeople and also illustrated how Ehrlich’s relentless focus on population left him open to criticism from the left. Advocates for the poor and people of color joined Commoner in slamming Ehrlich’s calls for population control. Some thought that the population movement was motivated by a eugenic quest for racial improvement. “The black power advocates won’t buy us at all,” wrote one Zero Population Growth member in New Jersey. “They are convinced we are interested only in genocide.” Their fears were not unreasonable. John Holdren’s inspiration, Harrison Brown, had worried about the “genetic soundness” of the human species. Frederick Osborn, a cousin of the Fairfield Osborn who wrote Our Plundered Planet, helped found both the American Eugenics Society in 1926 and the Population Council in 1952. In dozens of states, eugenic policies had resulted in the sterilization of thousands of largely poor and minority women in state mental institutions. At a national meeting on “Optimum Population and Environment” in 1970, forty African American participants walked out in protest. The protestors refused to “legitimize a preconceived vicious plan of extermination” aimed at reducing the population of blacks, other non-whites, the poor, and immigrants. “We cannot participate in our own destruction,” declared Dr. Alyce Gullattee, a staff psychiatrist at St. Elizabeth’s hospital in Washington, DC. Gullattee criticized several ideas expressed by conference participants: that having children is a privilege and not a right; that children might be given anti-fertility vaccines and then given an antidote later to allow them to procreate; and that people who lived in ghettos were responsible for their desperate condition. Gullattee argued that birth control efforts would not affect affluent white families. Instead, she said, new laws would “easily control a poor black family, especially those dependent on government assistance.” Leroy Richie, who directed the black student program for the National Urban League, warned more starkly, “They are coming to get us and we’ve got to stop them.” The conference protest also reflected broader African-American concern that the increasing popularity of the environmental movement threatened efforts to address entrenched social inequality and racism. Richard Hatcher, the mayor of Gary, Indiana, criticized environmentalists for “distract[ing] the nation from the human problems of black and brown Americans.” The “war on pollution,” the Urban League’s Whitney Young declared, “should be waged after the war on poverty is won.”57

Paul Ehrlich thought of himself as a social justice advocate concerned with the poor and minorities. Ehrlich himself did not believe in the idea of racial differences. He thought that the biological category of race provided little useful information to distinguish among groups within society. In a 1967 review of a synthesis of modern biology, Ehrlich wrote that “the application of the term ‘race’ to man is very dangerous, and it is probably unwarranted for other animals and plants.” While Ehrlich did not take a particularly active role in the civil rights movement in the 1960s, he did play a small part in trying to desegregate restaurants in Lawrence, Kansas, while he was in graduate school in the 1950s. A black Jamaican scientist came to visit the laboratory one time but was refused service at the hotel restaurant, instead subsisting on vending machine candy and other food over the weekend. Ehrlich and some of his scientific colleagues organized a protest of his treatment. More generally, Ehrlich criticized America’s “racist society” for the inequality of educational opportunities available to children divided by skin color. And he spoke forcefully about the problems of the ghetto and social inequality, albeit often in an environmental or population framework. He believed that environmental problems were particularly insidious threats to disempowered groups, and he sought to show that efforts to halt population growth were consistent with social equity.58

As the closing speaker for the 1970 population and environment conference, Ehrlich forcefully defended the event, and the population control movement more generally, against charges of being anti-poor and racist. But he also praised the protestors for drawing attention to urgent problems, such as inadequate education, social inequality, and urban decline. Ehrlich said that the slums should be the first priority for environmental improvement. The following month, in an essay published in the National New Democratic Coalition Newsletter in July 1970, Paul and Anne Ehrlich explicitly addressed the relationship between population control and “genocide.” The Ehrlichs conceded that the perception among people of color that population control policies were genocidal was not “entirely unjustified,” given the attitudes of some advocates, “who seem mainly interested in controlling other people’s populations.” The Ehrlichs called for government population control programs that would first reduce the birthrates among “affluent white Americans.” Population growth among the affluent in the United States, Europe and other countries posed the greatest threat. “In terms of degradation of the environment, the birth of each American child is 50 times the disaster for the world as the birth of a child in India,” they wrote. “Similarly, poor people in the U.S. have far less power to loot and pollute than does the average American.” The Ehrlichs urged attention first to population growth in the United States among affluent and middle-class whites, the greatest force for environmental destruction.59

Despite Ehrlich’s blunt critique of middle-class American consumers, the question of racial bias in the population movement continued to plague him. The population movement’s focus on reducing family size raised the specter of social control of supposedly undesirable or politically vulnerable groups of people. Ehrlich dismissed the idea of race and criticized American racism, yet he struggled to defend himself and his ideas. In 1974, Students for a Democratic Society and other groups formed a “Committee Against Racism” and criticized The Population Bomb, along with writings by other scholars. Ehrlich would spend a significant part of the 1970s seeking to persuade the public that population control, and its newer political manifestation, limitations on immigration, rested on a solid scientific and rational foundation.60

Ehrlich’s political vulnerabilities illustrated the complicated relation between the emerging environmental movement and American liberalism, with its emphasis on economic growth spurred by government action and on rights-based social equality. Questioning the limits of population, technology, and economic growth ran counter to the big-government liberalism of people like California governor Pat Brown, who oversaw the construction of massive freeway and water projects in the 1960s, as well as the expansion of the state university system. Ehrlich’s critique of excessive consumption similarly contradicted liberal efforts to drive prices down to facilitate mass consumption. Ehrlich’s suggestion that childbearing rights might be limited or controlled by the state greatly concerned civil rights advocates as well as conservatives. Environmentalism thus challenged the ideas of the American political left as well as the right. Environmentalism had the potential to threaten privileged groups, through economic regulation and restrictions, and also safeguard privilege, by constraining developments that threatened private lands and interests. It was partly this complex political positioning in American culture, as well as fractious competition among individuals such as Ehrlich and Commoner, that kept the environmental movement from raising any one unifying leader to represent environmentalism. Environmentalism has never had a Martin Luther King Jr. figure to set and hold a moral compass for the movement and the nation. Ehrlich’s deep continuing commitment to his scientific research and teaching provided him with a rhetorical platform as a public intellectual but also limited his role. He served on advisory boards but avoided official management or leadership positions. He was a thought leader, not a lawyer or a political organizer, in a movement increasingly defined by law and by the fierce struggle over the new rules being established during the first years of the decade. Ehrlich’s focus on large-scale change, and on broad threats to humanity, meant that he stood outside increasingly technical and often compromising negotiations in Washington and state capitols. Ehrlich, along with peers such as Commoner, instead synthesized intellectual frameworks for thinking about the ecological crisis and urgently called Americans to action.


CHAPTER TWO Dreams and Fears of Growth

While Paul Ehrlich spent the winter of 1970 racing around the country speaking on national television and radio and to mostly adoring crowds, Julian Simon stayed at home in Urbana, Illinois. No one cared much about what the little-known professor of economics and marketing thought of environmental problems. In late February, however, the prominent psychiatrist Robert J. Lifton canceled a planned speech on the youth movement to the YMCA/YWCA Faculty Forum in Urbana. Julian Simon agreed to speak in Lifton’s place. Simon’s talk, “Science Does Not Show There Is Over-Population,” laid out the themes he would pursue over the next few decades. “I view the population explosion not as a disaster, but as a triumph for mankind,” Simon boldly declared. “Whether population growth is too fast or too slow is a value judgment, not a scientific one.”1

Despite the small forum, Simon’s contrarian perspective drew local attention in the student newspaper and among his faculty colleagues. Two months later, during the “Environmental Crisis Week” teach-ins that surrounded Earth Day in April, Simon was invited to provide a contradictory viewpoint on a Tuesday evening panel about “The Population Program.” This time he had a sizable audience. In a crowded auditorium at the University of Illinois, Alan Guttmacher, president of Planned Parenthood, gave a keynote lecture on family planning and the impact of population growth on the environment. Simon followed Guttmacher and expressed his skepticism that population growth and resource scarcity posed genuine problems. University of Illinois biology professor Paul Silverman, one of Simon’s colleagues, then rose to speak. With Simon sitting on the podium beside him, Silverman ranted for twenty minutes about Simon’s remarks, ignoring Guttmacher. Silverman called Simon a “false prophet” whose optimism about the world food supply “lacks scholarship or substance.” He portrayed himself and Guttmacher, as well as Paul Ehrlich, by contrast, as fighting “for the future of the world.” Simon fumed over the attack, complaining that the organizers had promised that each speaker would address the topic of the day, not attack each other. He also bore a grudge: two weeks later, at a faculty party, Simon accosted Silverman and threw a drink in his face. Scuffling ensued. It was an awkward, even violent, start to Simon’s public life.2

Simon’s moment in the hot seat on the podium at his own university reflected his position in the 1970s as a skeptic challenging Ehrlich’s apocalyptic prophesies. Simon’s doubts were newfound: he, too, initially had assumed that rising populations posed a dire economic threat. In academic articles in the late 1960s, Simon sought to justify investment in family planning on economic grounds and to suggest ways to improve marketing and information campaigns. Simon’s early enthusiasm for population control, however, soon gave way to skepticism about whether population growth posed a real economic problem. Given the ambiguous economic impact of growing populations, Simon increasingly doubted whether economists and demographers could easily judge the relative morality of population growth.

During the early 1970s, Julian Simon’s writing about the economic impact of population growth fit squarely within a framework other economists were building for understanding the factors that contribute to, and constrain, economic growth. Even as biologists like Paul Ehrlich highlighted intractable natural and physical limits to human activity, mainstream economists questioned the distinctive importance of natural resources. They instead emphasized human capital, technology, and innovation. Nature was just another factor in economic systems, they argued. Markets would successfully manage the depletion of resources by developing substitutes, moderating demand, and stimulating production. Julian Simon shared these views and developed them into a provocative critique of environmentalism and a sharp attack on Paul Ehrlich’s apocalyptic view of the future.

“I first learned to say ‘Do you want to bet?’ as part of an argument about facts when talking to my father,” Julian Simon wrote in his autobiography, A Life Against the Grain. “He would say outrageously wrong things in an authoritative fashion and refuse to hear any questions. There really was nothing I could say except ‘Do you want to bet?’” Simon liked facts and data, and he enjoyed testing his theories against others on an empirical basis. He had a combative personality and relished the sharp give-and-take of rhetorical conflict. His academic work thoroughly absorbed him. Simon wrote or edited more than twenty books, more than a hundred academic articles, and an even greater number of opinion essays and general interest articles.3

In his polemical style, as well as his dedication to scholarship and to rational argument, Julian Simon greatly resembled Paul Ehrlich. This was no coincidence, since they came from similar Jewish communities in New Jersey. Simon’s grandparents kept a hardware store in downtown Newark in the 1930s; his aunts lived above the store in a second-floor apartment. His own parents moved out to the Newark neighborhood of Weequahic, later made famous as the place where the neurotic Jewish protagonist of Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint spent his childhood. Weequahic, located near where the Newark airport is today, was largely Jewish before the war. Two-story clapboard houses lined the street, and a kosher butcher was on the corner. A milkman still delivered milk with a horse and wagon when Simon was a child. In 1941, Simon’s parents moved with Julian, age nine and their only child, to Millburn, New Jersey, just a few miles down the road from Paul Ehrlich’s home in Maplewood. Like the Ehrlichs, the Simons were part of a wave of upwardly mobile Jewish families dispersing into the suburbs surrounding Newark.4

Simon felt increasingly isolated after moving to Millburn, and he was keenly aware of his family’s financial insecurity. He had left behind the bustle of immigrant life in Weequahic for the assimilation of the suburbs. He sometimes found himself the only Jewish kid around. His father struggled to find and keep a job after the move to Millburn, facing unemployment for long periods. Family members maintained a careful front to disguise their economic insecurity. For a time, Simon’s father worked in New York City as a coffee roaster, but, Simon recalled, “Every morning he left the house with his briefcase just as all the other commuters on their way to jobs in the financial and banking districts in New York.” Instead of work-related papers, “Dad had his lunch in his briefcase.” Simon later recalled that he had separated emotionally from his father around age twelve, when he decided “that there was nothing there.” As a child, Simon felt that his father did not enter his world “except when I did something that annoyed him.” Later, as an adult, he remembered his father as a man who could not provide for his family and who tended toward loose thinking and ad hominem comments. Simon was closer to his mother. Yet he felt that she had withheld her approval of him. Looking back on his childhood, Simon remembered “little joy” and few “celebrations and happy moments.” He felt closer to his two unmarried aunts, who stayed behind in Newark, and he retained a positive feeling for crowded, bustling cities through his life.5

Though Simon missed the cocoon of immigrant life in the city, he enjoyed some suburban pleasures, like playing hockey on the millpond and riding his bicycle. He joined the Boy Scouts and became an Eagle Scout at fourteen. Simon later recalled that he “delighted especially in the nature-study merit-badge learning. I loved building footbridges over streams using only vines and tree limbs, and I was proud of my skill at making fires.” When he was twelve, Simon went away to Boy Scout camp for six weeks. He ended up in a bunk with boys from his Millburn scout council, all white Protestants who were a year older than him and camp veterans. Simon remembered them hazing him until finally he went “crazy” and dared them all to fight. The boys backed down. The experience fed Simon’s sense of himself as a combative outsider. Simon saw himself as someone whose sympathies, since childhood, lay with “the struggling poor, the powerless, and those denied opportunity by circumstance.” He wrote in his autobiography, “I still dislike elite practices and attitudes.” Though Ehrlich, growing up a few miles away under similar circumstances, hardly came from a wealthy or elite background, Simon’s predilections would fuel his clashes with the environmental establishment as it gained influence and was embraced by powerful, mainstream institutions.6
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Julian Simon in his Boy Scout uniform, early 1940s. Courtesy of the family of Julian Simon.

Even as he disdained the elite, however, Julian Simon craved the external validation and opportunities for advancement that elite institutions offered. In 1949, he headed off to Harvard College on a navy ROTC scholarship. Along with Ehrlich, who enrolled at the University of Pennsylvania that same year, Simon was part of a generation of Jewish students who increasingly populated America’s top colleges and universities after World War II. Simon took a less direct route to academia than Ehrlich, however, and his professional success came later. During his college years, Simon worked variously as an encyclopedia salesman, drugstore clerk, brewery worker, grass-seed factory employee, cab driver, and worker in a tin-can factory. The jobs gave him a visceral understanding of hard and dirty work. Memories of breathing in grass-seed dust on the factory floor prompted Simon’s lifelong enthusiasm for technologies that made such tedious and unhealthy jobs obsolete. Simon also helped support himself in college with the winnings he took away from a regular poker game, often staying up until dawn during his senior year. He did not suffer fools lightly, but his close college friends thought him a terrific companion. Simon was curious and funny. He was interested in a broad range of people, such as his close friend Aristides Demetrios, who became a prominent sculptor.7

After graduating from Harvard in 1953 with a degree in experimental psychology, Simon spent three years as a unit officer on a naval destroyer and as an officer attached to the marines at Camp Lejeune in North Carolina. He did not see combat during the Korean War, but he did travel around the world, usually to places not frequented by tourists, such as working port cities. He later drew on these early impressions of developing countries to remark on how their economic conditions had improved between the 1950s and the 1970s and 1980s. Simon left the navy to work in advertising in New York City. In 1957, he enrolled in the business school at the University of Chicago, where he completed an MBA and a doctorate in business economics.8
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Julian Simon in his navy uniform with his parents, most likely at his 1953 Harvard graduation. Courtesy of the family of Julian Simon.

When Simon arrived at the University of Chicago, economists such as Milton Friedman and Friedrich A. Hayek had started to challenge the New Deal economic orthodoxy. Although Simon did his doctorate in the business school rather than the economics department, these economists—giants in their field—inspired Simon with their free-market thinking. Friedman famously argued that economic liberty yielded prosperity as well as personal freedom. In essays in the late 1940s and 1950s, Friedman had attacked government regulations—rent controls and professional licenses—and pushed for the creation of new markets in previously taboo commodities, such as pollution and elementary education. Hayek, in his World War II–era Road to Serfdom, warned that government control over economic decision-making led to tyranny.9

Although Simon never studied with them directly, he considered Friedman and Hayek kindred spirits. “You can’t choose your relatives,” Simon later wrote. “But one can imagine.” His dream family consisted of a roster of famous theorists, some of them notable conservatives: “William James as my father, Hayek as my uncle, Milton Friedman as my older brother, Theodore Schultz as my thesis adviser, and David Hume as my idol.” While Simon did not explain why he chose each member of this group, presumably he linked their ideas with his own ambitions and self-perception. His attraction to James probably lay in the philosopher’s theory of pragmatism and its emphasis on “scientific loyalty to facts.” Simon considered himself devoted to data and to allowing data to reveal truths that sometimes ran counter to expectations. Hume also was an empiricist who urged the rejection of every philosophical system “not founded on fact and observation.” Hayek, Friedman, and Schultz all were Nobel Prize–winning conservative economists at the University of Chicago.10

While at Chicago, Simon met and married a graduate student in sociology, Rita James. Rita had been a leftist activist as a teenager, part of a socialist youth group in New York City. But she had left that behind. She also now found Chicago’s free-market approach liberating and exhilarating. Ayn Rand’s novels emphasizing individual rights and laissez-faire capitalism inspired Rita, as did Hayek’s Road to Serfdom. After completing their degrees, Julian and Rita Simon moved to the New York area in 1961 so that Julian could start a business and Rita could establish herself as an academic. Julian Simon created a direct-mail company that sold products like flowers and fancy coffee and tea. Simon also briefly tried selling a one-dollar booklet on how to make a will and a guide for home-brewing beer, ventures that ran afoul of federal restrictions on practicing law without a license and on marketing alcohol through the mail. These were precisely the kinds of restrictions that Milton Friedman had criticized. Looking back in his autobiography, Simon noted that the rules had changed in the intervening years: guides to writing wills and brewing alcohol were now routinely sold in bookstores. His experience in business strengthened his libertarian sentiments. He complained about the “tyranny of bureaucracy,” which forced small business owners to shut down viable enterprises.

After a few years of these varied business ventures, Julian Simon grew restless and decided to write a book about how to do direct mail. He thought that an academic position would lend itself to the kind of writing and thinking that he wished to do. It was a period of tremendous expansion in higher education, and universities were rapidly adding to their faculties. Julian landed an academic job at the University of Illinois– Urbana teaching advertising. Rita subsequently found a position in the university’s sociology department after getting past nepotism rules that barred spousal hires. They bought a house on quiet Busey Avenue, within walking distance of the university. David, the first of three children, was born in Urbana in 1964, with a sister, Judith, following one year later, and a second son, Daniel, soon after. Julian and Rita kept a studious and hard-working house. Rita missed a few lectures around her children’s births but quickly made it back into the classroom. The couple hired someone to take care of the kids during the day so that they both could work full-time at the university.11

Although family life in Urbana had its idyllic aspects, Julian Simon’s move into academia coincided with a dark turn in his personal life. He slipped into a depression that plagued him for about thirteen years. He later attributed his emotional struggles to a professional incident with his mail-order business—never specified. The depression, which Simon had kept secret from all but his wife, made him miserable. “I wished for death,” Simon wrote in his autobiography, “but I refrained from killing myself only because I believed that my children needed me, just as all children need their father. Endless hours every day I reviewed my faults and failures, which made me writhe in pain. I refused to let myself do the pleasurable things that my wife wisely suggested I do, because I thought that I ought to suffer.” Simon’s children had no idea about their father’s condition. He was able to enjoy taking his young kids on bicycle rides out of town to the university’s experimental farms, David riding in a basket in front, with Judith in a basket behind. When they were older, Julian liked to play basketball with David and his friends. Simon particularly found refuge in his work during these long years. Successfully completing academic writing projects provided a few bursts of pleasure outside family life. But his commitment to work also may have prolonged his depression. Simon refused medication to treat his illness because he feared that the side effects of the drugs would impair his clarity of thought.12
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Julian Simon with his son David on a family trip to California in 1972. Courtesy of Naomi Kleitman.

As a scholar and author, Julian Simon liked to put a basic question to the test of data to see what might be revealed. He started with a relatively mundane subject: through economic analysis, Simon sought to determine how many library books should be available in the university library and how many could be stored in new off-site storage facilities. Simon moved on to tackle more explosive topics. In one essay, for example, he estimated how much restitution African Americans might be paid as compensation for the forced labor of their enslaved ancestors. Taking a pragmatic rather than ethically driven approach, Simon focused solely on the value of unpaid labor. He found that the amount owed to the descendants of slaves more than one hundred years after slavery depended largely on the interest rate used for the calculations: fifty-eight billion dollars if one assumed that savings grew at 3 percent per year, or five trillion dollars at the higher rate of 6 percent. As was often the case in Simon’s early writing about provocative topics, his article on reparations carefully skirted political questions about whether paying reparations made sense and moral questions about whether calculating unpaid labor could fully account for the human cost. Although a Jewish economist writing about reparations would certainly have considered the parallels, he made no mention of Jewish suffering or Holocaust survivors. Simon had a not-uncommon economist’s desire to solve fraught societal challenges—or, in other instances, long-standing market inefficiencies—through seemingly simple, rational application of data and analysis.13

Rita Simon shared her husband’s interest in taking on contested topics with data and a relatively neutral tone. A few years after the couple arrived in Urbana, she revisited her radical past by inviting prominent leftist leaders to speak at the university about their experiences in the 1930s. Norman Thomas, former head of the Socialist Party, Max Shachtman, a former Trotskyite, and Earl Browder, former head of the US Communist Party, all tromped out to the university in the cornfields in Illinois to revisit the radical 1930s. Rita had moved on politically from her youth, but she knew a compelling topic. The resulting compilation, As We Saw the Thirties, became an important piece of intellectual history.14

Rita would go on over her career to write about juries, women in the professions, race relations, transracial adoption, and immigration. With each subject, Simon liked to define her questions narrowly and collect survey data about them, usually stopping short of broad conclusions about the social implications of her research. In one small but telling example, in March 1966, more than eight hundred janitors, mail messengers, and maids went on strike for three days at the University of Illinois, forming picket lines in front of university office buildings and dormitories. Rita used the strike as an opportunity for her students to conduct a telephone survey of 164 faculty members to determine their attitudes toward the dispute. She published the results, showing that most faculty members would cross the picket line, in the bulletin of the American Association of University Professors. As in many of her writings, Simon wrote in neutral tones about the conflict between workers and the university over pay, work schedules, and contract duration and avoided taking a position, either pro or con, on the strike.15

As a successful academic and mother of three in the 1960s, Rita Simon was at the vanguard of the women’s movement. She wrote about the challenges of being a woman in academia and the problem of nepotism. In a manner common to many of her generation who fought to gain a place in higher education, she also opposed gender-based advocacy and affirmative action, embracing merit alone as her standard. Simon generally resisted getting drawn into the student-led turmoil of the 1960s. She later recalled telling protesting students that she had to cut short their meeting to get home to her children and that they would have to continue their dispute the following day. Rita Simon thrived in the sociology department at the University of Illinois, becoming its first female chair in 1968. She continued to chair the department until 1983, leaving the position only for breaks during family sabbatical trips to Israel. Simon would serve a term as editor of the leading academic journal the American Sociological Review in 1978. Julian and Rita had a remarkably equitable marriage partnership, both pursuing demanding full-time academic careers. Julian had his limits as a pioneer in gender equity, however, in part due to his social awkwardness and ongoing depression; when Rita agreed to chair the sociology department, Julian insisted that Rita make clear that she didn’t have a “wife” and that they would not entertain at the house.16

After several years in the University of Illinois advertising department, Julian Simon clashed with the department’s chair, and he moved to the business school in 1966 to focus on marketing. Simon also cast about for a new area of research. He settled on the issue of population growth, starting from the assumption that population growth presented a significant social problem. In his first papers on the topic, he applied his marketing expertise to the promotion of birth control. In articles in 1968, for example, Simon recommended family planning campaigns and outlined suggestions for marketing birth control. His work found an audience among advocates. In 1969, W. Parker Mauldin of the Population Council arranged for Simon to visit India to look into possible incentive schemes to promote birth control. The Population Council also offered Simon a job to develop marketing campaigns.17

Simon assumed at first that rising populations posed the dire economic threat that Paul Ehrlich insisted on. Simon saw a direct tradeoff between extra income and extra children. In a 1969 article on the value of avoided births, for example, he sought to calculate the costs and benefits of family planning campaigns to justify investment in these efforts. His “point of departure,” he wrote, was that “many underdeveloped countries … would be better off economically if their birth rates were lower… . It is therefore a good thing economically to increase the number of people who practise birth control.” Simon concluded that a country gained at least $114 per averted birth and called contraceptive distribution programs, which cost at most $5 per avoided birth, a “fantastic economic bargain.” Simon described investments in family planning and contraception as “forty times as productive” as other development investment. With some passion, he argued that family planning campaigns were “far too small; governments must do more.” Simon called on governments to pay citizens a cash bonus to avoid having children. Although a governmental payment of up to $114 per family would be “economically rational” in India and other underdeveloped countries, Simon thought that much lower payments could dramatically change behavior. In his focus on cash payments, albeit by governments, Simon showed the influence of the market-based economics that he learned at Chicago. Even in family planning, he thought, people make “rational decisions.” They did not “reproduce like animals, without even thinking.”18

Simon’s early exhortations for action to lower birthrates, however, soon gave way to equivocation about the dangers of a growing population. His studies of birth control marketing and fertility drew him to probe the dynamics of family size. Changes in income and education influenced fertility quite differently depending on a family’s previous wealth and education. Additional income encouraged more educated women to have children. By contrast, greater income discouraged less educated women from having more kids. Additional education also had a differential impact. More schooling discouraged less educated women from having children far more than women who already were relatively highly educated. In another twist, smaller families often used additional income to have more children, while large families usually did not. In other words, fertility did not operate according to a single formula. No one strategy, it seemed, would successfully moderate or control fertility.19

As Simon came to appreciate the complexity of influencing fertility rates, he grew increasingly skeptical about the comparative costs and benefits of population growth. Simon later attributed his changed view to comparative data gathered by the economists Simon Kuznets and Richard Easterlin on the relation between national economic growth and population. The historical data, Kuznets and Easterlin argued in 1967 essays, did not show that population growth had undermined economic growth. “More population means more creators and producers,” Kuznets noted. Danish economist Ester Boserup’s studies of agricultural growth also fed Simon’s budding skepticism. Boserup found that population growth increased innovation in agriculture and spurred greater saving within an economy. Contrary to Thomas Malthus, who believed that agricultural methods set limits for population, Boserup argued the opposite: population size and density determined what kind of agriculture would be practiced and would be economically efficient.20

Influenced by these economists, Simon began to question prevailing ideas about the dangers of population growth. Simon’s change was spiritual as well as intellectual. He later described an epiphany that he had in 1969 while attending a meeting on overseas population programs in Washington, DC. Arriving early, Simon visited the Iwo Jima memorial nearby. As he contemplated the memorial to the fallen soldiers, Simon recalled a famous eulogy given at Iwo Jima by the Jewish chaplain Roland Gittelsohn, who had bemoaned the loss of potential human talent and promise. Simon later wrote, “And then I thought, Have I gone crazy? What business do I have trying to help arrange it that fewer human beings will be born, each one of whom might be a Mozart or a Michelangelo or an Einstein—or simply a joy to his or her family and community and a person who will enjoy life?” It was soon after this change of heart that Simon found himself on the stage in Urbana, during Earth Day 1970, questioning the premise that population growth posed a scientifically proven threat to society.21

Simon matched his enthusiasm about adding more people to the planet with new scholarship in which he argued that population growth bolstered rather than weakened the economy. In a 1975 article about infrastructure and road construction, Simon wrote that the “ill effects” of population density are “well known” in the form of congestion and less farmland per farmer and consumer. But there were also economic returns: “higher density causes more available infrastructure per worker.” More people in a given area made it easier to provide common infrastructure like roads in less developed countries, thereby providing access to markets and new supplies and technical help. Simon similarly challenged economic models that assumed that higher population growth meant that people would save less and reduce their capital investment. Following Boserup, Simon argued instead that population growth increased agricultural investment, for instance, in irrigation. In a broader assessment of the impact of population on economic growth in developing countries, Simon criticized the assumption that “population growth retards the growth of output per worker.” He offered specific examples, pointing out that Europe’s population grew at an unprecedented rate after 1650. While rapid population growth might not help a nation’s economy, Simon’s model suggested that “moderate population growth produces considerably better economic performance in the long run … than does a slower-growing population.”22

Simon’s scholarly research thus suggested that the effect of population growth was “complex and tenuous,” and “not straightforward and clear-cut.” “Any judgment,” Simon wrote in 1975, “is contingent on one’s values and assumptions.” Values mattered because economists had to decide how to assess societal progress. Did societal welfare depend on per capita income or on the number of people that a society could support? Simon embraced a utilitarian view, arguing that “the larger the number of people who are alive, the greater the welfare.” He called this a “biblical-Utilitarian welfare function” because of the Bible’s injunction to be fruitful and multiply. Here Simon staked out a philosophical position directly at odds with Paul Ehrlich, who asked, “What good are six billion or more people as compared to the some three billion we have now? Shouldn’t we ask what people are for?” Ehrlich dismissed the idea that “large numbers of bodies” were “more desirable than a limited number of free men.” Simon rejected this on ethical as well as economic grounds. “If enabling as many people as possible to have life is taken as the purpose of the economy,” Simon argued, “then what is thought by many to be our greatest contemporary problem—population growth—is seen to be a triumph rather than a disaster.”23

Even as Julian Simon came to question the threat of population growth and to foresee a better future for a growing humanity, environmental advocates doubled down on the warnings of disaster that Paul Ehrlich had made popular with The Population Bomb. In 1972, an international group of industrialists, scientists, and political leaders called the Club of Rome published The Limits to Growth: A Report for the Club of Rome’s Project on the Predicament of Mankind. The book described looming threats to humanity from population growth and excessive resource consumption. Dennis and Donella Meadows, Jørgen Randers, and William Behrens III, the book’s authors, were management experts and scientists at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. They worked there with Jay Forrester, an electrical and computer engineer who pioneered the use of models and computer simulations to analyze the dynamics of social systems. In his 1971 World Dynamics, Forrester had developed a model of global population, resources, and pollution that predicted an end to the economic progress of the industrial era. His young colleagues, with Dennis Meadows as the lead, developed Forrester’s approach further to add layers of complexity to their simulation. Their world system’s “basic behavior mode” resembled that of Ehrlich’s butterflies, with “exponential growth of population and capital, followed by collapse.” The Limits to Growth authors wrapped this doomsday perspective in a computer model that gave added weight to their predictions. The book’s jacket flap warned:

WILL THIS BE THE WORLD THAT YOUR GRANDCHILDREN WILL THANK YOU FOR? A world where industrial production has sunk to zero. Where population has suffered a catastrophic decline. Where the air, sea, and land are polluted beyond redemption. Where civilization is a distant memory.

This is the world that the computer forecasts. What is even more alarming, the collapse will not come gradually, but with awesome suddenness, with no way of stopping it.

Although confident in their own technological prowess, the MIT modelers doubted that new technology would enable humans to circumvent natural limits. “When we introduce technological developments that successfully lift some restraint to growth or avoid some collapse,” they explained, “the system simply grows to another limit, temporarily surpasses it, and falls back.” The book’s sponsors at the Club of Rome called for a “Copernican revolution of the mind,” declaring that “only a conviction that there is no other avenue to survival can liberate the moral, intellectual and creative forces required” to achieve a state of global equilibrium.24

Presented to great fanfare to a crowd of more than 250 US senators, representatives, heads of agencies, business leaders, and others at the Smithsonian Institution in March 1972, The Limits to Growth provoked a furious public and scholarly debate. The enthusiastic response tapped the fears and anxiety made popular by Paul Ehrlich and other environmental leaders. The embrace of The Limits to Growth also reflected a growing doubt about economic growth as the best way to reduce poverty. The book became an international best-seller, with more than twelve million copies in print. Ehrlich himself wrote a blurb for the book, calling it “a great service”; he challenged readers unsettled by it to work “for changes in the real world.” The Christian Science Monitor heralded The Limits to Growth as an “awakening trumpet” whose blast humanity must heed. “If this doesn’t blow everybody’s mind who can read … then the earth is kaput,” another writer declared. New York Times columnist Anthony Lewis called The Limits to Growth “one of the most important documents of our age.” Lewis embraced the book for demonstrating “the truth ecologists have been trying to teach us: that the elements of life are interconnected. They make a whole, a circle, and they have to be considered together.” Limits in one area could not easily be avoided without consequences elsewhere.25

In a December 1972 New York Times magazine article inspired by The Limits to Growth, Rutgers University zoology professor Bertram Murray illustrated how scientists applied “ecological laws” to the growth of human society and how they believed that humans were a species like any other, subject to the same constraints. Americans, Murray wrote, were being told that they “must make a choice” between “a continuous growth economic system and a no-growth economic system.” He asked rhetorically, “How are Americans to decide who is right, the optimists or the pessimists?” Murray sided with The Limits to Growth and the Ehrlich-aligned pessimists. Citing “ecological principles” concerning continually growing populations, Murray argued that “there is no question that collapse is inevitable.” He pointed out that ecologists and economists studied “the same phenomena.” While economists eagerly sought economic growth, biologists called continuous growth “cancer” in biological tissues. Jumping from biology to political science, Murray lumped socialism and communism together with capitalism as similarly “progrowth and wasteful.” A new alternative economic system, “consistent with ecological theory,” was needed: “a no-growth system.” This economic system would be “highly regulated” and global—“a worldwide, environmentally responsible economic system … managed by an international team of planners, most reasonably organized by the United Nations.” Murray echoed Paul Ehrlich and John Holdren, insisting that technologists could not “get around ecological laws.” Murray’s article illustrated the broad public engagement by biologists in theorizing about human societies and the antagonism developing between their ecological models and prevailing economic models. His article also underscored the broad embrace by many environmentalists of national and international governance, both for environmental regulation and for economic planning. The Limits to Growth provided a political slogan for the early 1970s, as well as an intellectual model for thinking about how societies function.26
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In the “World Model Standard Run,” the authors of The Limits to Growth showed a future with no change to existing trends. According to their model, rapidly diminishing material resources and food supply, as well as rising pollution, would cause a significant collapse in population by the middle of the twenty-first century. (B stands for birth rate; D stands for death rate; and S stands for services.) Meadows et al., Limits to Growth, 124.

The Limits to Growth’s argument that an out-of-control economic system would overshoot available resources attracted so much attention because policy-makers and commentators had already started to lament the end of an era of inexpensive energy and minerals. Ralph Lapp, a nuclear physicist, warned in the New York Times in March 1972, a few weeks after the release of The Limits to Growth, that America’s insatiable appetite for energy faced a natural resource supply that was “all too finite.” The United States “faces serious energy shortages in the decades ahead,” Lapp wrote. “In the richest land on earth, we have simply overwhelmed nature… . Our days of energy affluence are over.” American oil imports had risen to record levels, and oil companies seeking new supplies had been forced to search for energy in remote regions like Alaska, Algeria, and Siberia. Policy-makers at the highest level agreed. Congressional hearings in the fall of 1972 focused on the “foreign policy implications of the energy crisis.” In mid-November 1972, Secretary of Commerce Peter Peterson told thousands of oil executives gathered for the annual meeting of the American Petroleum Institute that energy would be the most important new presidential initiative in 1973. “The era of low-cost energy is almost dead,” Peterson told the oil executives. “Popeye is running out of cheap spinach.” In an influential essay in Foreign Affairs the following spring, James Akins, a top State Department oil adviser and later ambassador to Saudi Arabia, chose a different metaphor for an incipient oil crisis, declaring, “This time the wolf is here.”27

The wolf arrived on October 16, 1973. After the United States sided with Israel in its October 1973 war with Egypt and Syria, Arab oil-producing countries cut their oil production and refused to sell petroleum to the United States. The Arab oil embargo confirmed policy-makers’ worst fears about the nation’s vulnerability to the “oil weapon.” Resource constraints suddenly threatened American prosperity. During the five-month-long embargo, oil prices quadrupled from around three dollars per barrel to more than twelve dollars. The sudden supply cut and price surge inflamed fears about resource scarcity and, for many contemporary observers, seemingly confirmed the thesis of The Limits to Growth. “Running Out of Everything,” declared a Newsweek cover that November, depicting a fearful Uncle Sam gazing into an empty horn of plenty. In the immediate wake of the embargo, Congress passed laws to boost US oil production and cut consumption. The political stalemate over the Alaskan oil pipeline quickly ended. For years the pipeline had been held up by lawsuits over environmental impact statements and Alaskan native land claims. Now a pipeline bill sailed through Congress, one that explicitly barred further judicial review over its environmental impact. Around the same time, Nixon signed the Amtrak Improvement Act of 1973, citing the “emerging trends and international events” that had made “the energy efficiency of rail” a “national interest.” In December, Congress also passed a nationwide daylight savings law and, in early January, a measure reducing the speed limit for all vehicles to fiftyfive miles per hour. Nixon justified both on the basis of energy conservation. The measures marked the start of a new national campaign to reduce US dependency on foreign oil. Presidents Nixon, Ford, and Carter, as well as congressional leaders, all made energy policy a priority through the rest of the 1970s.28
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Gasoline dealers in Portland, Oregon, displayed signs explaining a flag policy indicating who could buy gas during the fuel crisis of 1973–1974. Courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration.

While public anxiety about resource scarcity and environmental limits deepened in the early 1970s, many commentators and economists remained skeptical—even in the face of the oil embargo—that the world faced long-term resource scarcity and ecological limits. These critics, who included Julian Simon but went well beyond him, denounced The Limits to Growth’s conclusions as a dangerous threat to world peace and stability. Economic policy-makers like Hollis B. Chenery, a World Bank economist, thought that curtailing economic growth would deepen poverty and inequality and lead to war and revolution. Henry Wallich, an economic expert on international finance, similarly criticized the book’s antigrowth policy recommendations. In a 1972 speech to newspaper editors, Wallich warned that stopping economic growth, by limiting resource consumption or raising energy prices, would “deny the aspirations of billions of people” for a better way of life. He called such measures “suicidal” because of the social turmoil and unrest they would cause. Writing in the Wall Street Journal, reporter David Anderson argued for an alternative to the “absolute halt to growth” suggested by The Limits to Growth. Instead, Anderson said, society could achieve “selective growth” that would permit “human survival” and “continued functioning of economic life as it is now known” but lead to less waste and pollution. This alternative would involve “much higher levels of affluence, population and technology than the world knows at present, much higher than would remain if humanity somehow made some drastic attempt to halt growth now.” To avoid the possible threat of scarcity, Anderson suggested, antigrowth advocates risked a greater danger, the continued impoverishment of billions of people around the world.29

Other critics questioned the accuracy of the Limits to Growth model, disputing the book’s feedback loops among population growth, resources, death rates, and pollution. They particularly ridiculed the seductiveness of the new computer models. Max Lerner, writing in the Los Angeles Times, mocked, “You can see the curves rising, falling, galloping, dancing, converging, interlocking, but always moving toward doom.” In a bit of lyrical criticism, he continued, “Ashes to ashes / And dust to dust. / If the bomb doesn’t get you / The exponential curves must.” More harshly, the New York Times Book Review called the book “little more than polemical fiction.” The Limits to Growth, the Times reviewers declared, was not so much a “rediscovery of the laws of nature but … [a rediscovery] of the oldest maxim of computer science: Garbage In, Garbage Out.” The book’s computer model, they said, “takes arbitrary assumptions, shakes them up and comes out with arbitrary conclusions that have the ring of science.”30

These critiques in the press of The Limits to Growth reflected skepticism especially within the community of academic economists. In the 1960s and early 1970s, as economists studied the factors leading to economic growth, they increasingly questioned the importance of natural resource inputs and instead emphasized human capital, technology, and innovation. The economists Harold Barnett and Chandler Morse, who dismissed fears of limits and resource exhaustion in their 1963 book, Scarcity and Growth: The Economics of Natural Resource Availability, particularly influenced Julian Simon. Barnett and Morse argued that the economics of natural resources had changed with humankind’s “increased knowledge of the physical universe, changes which have built technological advance into the social processes of the modern world.” “The notion of an absolute limit to natural resource availability,” they wrote, “is untenable when the definition of resources changes drastically and unpredictably over time.” Take the example of Vermont granite, used for generations only for construction and tombstones. With the discovery of nuclear power, Barnett and Morse argued, the uranium content of one ton of granite equaled the energy potential of 150 tons of coal. The authors slightly exaggerated this equivalence between granite and coal, since the uranium in granite is expensive and difficult to extract. But they sought to make a larger point: the scientific age “differs in kind, and not only in degree, from the preceding mechanical age.” Ubiquitous materials, such as “sea water, clays, rocks, sands, and air,” now became economic resources.31

Barnett and Morse laid out a theory about how markets interacted with technology and science to explain why discoveries such as nuclear energy were predictable consequences of human ingenuity rather than “essentially fortuitous.” Scientific advances made it possible to use the abundant energy of the universe to overcome apparent constraints. “A limit may exist,” Barnett and Morse conceded, “but it can be neither defined nor specified in economic terms.” Modern humans had a flexible relationship to the physical world in which they lived. Scarcities and new alternatives did not necessarily imply higher costs. Particular products might increase in price, but substitutes and innovations would bring down costs or change the market. In a market society, Barnett and Morse wrote, “changes in relative costs, shifts of demand, the wish to develop broader markets—all aspects of growth—create problems which then generate solutions.” In essence, they concluded, natural resource problems were “qualitative” concerns. People might choose to address population growth out of a voluntary desire to avoid a feeling of overcrowding or to protect a cherished environment, but they did not have to fear for the basic subsistence and survival of humanity.32

Barnett and Morse spoke for a generation of economists, including Julian Simon, who reacted skeptically to predictions of calamity. Yale economist William Nordhaus dismissed the model and calculations of Jay Forrester’s World Dynamics, the 1971 book that fathered The Limits to Growth, as “measurement without data.” Nordhaus said that Forrester allowed for “no technological progress, no new discovery of resources, no way of inventing substitute materials, no price system to induce the system to substitute plentiful resources for scarce resources.” The model, in other words, did not match how human economies actually work. In the real economy, Nordhaus explained, abundant resources and new technologies responded to scarcity: “iron, aluminum, and communication satellites replace copper; chlorine replaces iodine; the xerography process replaces use of tin and lead in printing.” This substitution would continue, Nordhaus said, unless the future turned out to be “very different from the past.” Nordhaus complained that the Forrester model—and, by extension, The Limits to Growth—treated human society as a “population of insentient beings, unwilling and unable to check reproductive urges; unable to invent computers or birth control devices or synthetic materials; without a price system to help ration scarce goods or motivate the discovery of new ones.” Human beings, Nordhaus’s analysis suggested, had more options than Ehrlich’s butterflies.33

MIT economist Robert Solow, who later won the Nobel Prize in economic sciences for his work on economic growth theory, also harshly attacked the Limits to Growth model and its predecessors. Solow called the studies “worthless as science and as guides to public policy.” He ridiculed models that made “no room for everyday market forces.” The price system allowed capitalist economies to react to relative scarcity. Markets would manage depletion by causing people to develop substitutes, use resources more efficiently, and increase production. In a prestigious 1973 Ely lecture to the American Economics Association, Solow assured his audience, somewhat glibly, that “the world has been exhausting its exhaustible resources since the first cave-man chipped a flint.” Society did not need to fear crossing natural limits to growth. More important, possible future scarcity did not mean that the current generation needed to slash its consumption. “Earlier generations are entitled to draw down the pool” of natural resources, Solow insisted in an essay on intergenerational equity, “so long as they add … to the stock of reproducible capital.” In other words, because labor and capital goods could substitute for resources, Solow wrote, natural resources should simply be consumed according to the same rules that governed other assets.34

Although Solow believed in market efficiency, he acknowledged that market failures also occurred in resource use, as in other areas of economic policy. Resource producers might not take all social factors into account, including pollution and waste, and they could exhaust a resource more quickly, or more slowly, than was optimal. Solow pointed to inaccurate information as a key cause of inefficient rates of resource consumption. He suggested that the government could play an important role by engaging in a “continuous program of information-gathering and dissemination” on trends in “technology, reserves, and demand.” Solow suggested that taxes could be used to incorporate the social cost of extraction into private calculations.35

Although he acknowledged the importance of population growth, environmental degradation, and resource exhaustion, Solow emphasized that these issues were subject to standard economic analysis and did not present ominous and unmanageable threats. He argued that the Limits to Growth and similar models exaggerated and predetermined their grim outcomes. Solow complained that environmentalists treated their critics like decadent hedonists and thrill-seekers who did not care about the future of the planet. “One gets the notion that you favor growth if you are the sort of person whose idea of heaven is to drive at 90 miles per hour down a six-lane highway reading billboards in order to pollute the air over some crowded lake, itself polluted with the exhaust of twin 100-horsepower outboards, and whose idea of food is Cocoa Krispies.” But rather than provide an important warning that might lead to sensible action, Solow concluded, the Limits to Growth models “divert attention from remedial public policy.” He asked, “Who could pay attention to a humdrum affair like legislation to tax sulfur emissions when the date of the Apocalypse has just been announced by a computer?”36

Certainly not all economists were as sanguine about the future as Nordhaus and Solow, just as not all natural scientists shared Ehrlich’s gloomy outlook. Robert Heilbroner, a historian of economic thought and economist at the New School for Social Research, declared the outlook for humankind “painful, difficult, perhaps desperate.” World population growth portended a “grim Malthusian outcome,” he wrote in his 1974 book, An Inquiry into the Human Prospect. Heilbroner, influenced by Ehrlich’s writings on the Green Revolution, described high childhood mortality rates as “a human tragedy of immense proportions, but also a demographic safety valve of great importance.” He shared Ehrlich’s fear that improving childhood mortality and food production in the short term posed the “danger” of enabling “additional hundreds of millions to reach childbearing age.” Heilbroner saw “only two outcomes imaginable”: either the descent of the undeveloped world into social disorder or the rise of oppressive governments capable of “halting the descent into hell.” Though widely respected for his accessible writings on such great political economists as Smith, Malthus, and Marx, Heilbroner, however, did not represent the mainstream of the economics profession, which was increasingly technical and focused on quantitative modeling. Other economists toward the edge of the field, such as Ehrlich’s intellectual ally Herman Daly, sought to create a new environmental or ecological economics that could challenge mainstream assumptions about the importance of economic growth. Daly and his colleagues rejected the central premise of Solow, Nordhaus, and other mainline economists: that economic models, and the economic markets, could adequately account for the costs of pollution and economic growth, and that labor and capital could largely substitute for nature.37

During the early 1970s, Julian Simon wrote largely about technical aspects of fertility and population, as well as other economic issues. He published in academic journals of economics, demography, and development. His work did not drive the public debate over The Limits to Growth and the energy crisis. Simon’s general perspective on population and resource scarcity instead reflected increasingly common ideas among economists such as Solow and Nordhaus about the adaptability of market economies. These economists thought about scarcity much differently than ecologists did. Where ecologists viewed scarce resources as a fundamental constraint that either forced dramatic change or provoked crisis, economists saw scarcity and abundance as constantly shifting, dynamic variables. In an ecosystem, scientists argued, resource abundance prompted excessive growth, followed by collapse when scarcity returned. In a marketplace, economists said, abundance also yielded growth; scarcity, however, did not lead to crisis. Rather, scarcity created challenges that spurred the economy in new directions. Even as ecologists moved toward a greater awareness of interdependence in ecosystems and the unique roles that individual species played, many economists grew increasingly detached from biological systems and argued against natural constraints.38

Julian Simon’s strident attacks on prevailing ideas about population growth, starting with his remarks around the first Earth Day in 1970, went further rhetorically than many other economists cared to follow. Simon shocked many by declaring that population growth should “thrill rather than frighten us.” He stood apart from other economists in his willingness to repudiate completely the orthodoxy on population growth. Simon’s faith in the infallibility of markets also exceeded that of more mainstream economists like Nordhaus and Solow. Liberals and environmentalists, such as the zoologist Paul Silverman, Simon’s University of Illinois antagonist, viewed Simon as a simple-minded ideologue with a Panglossian attitude toward grave environmental problems. The tension between these two perspectives, the optimists and the pessimists, deepened during the 1970s. Environmentalists gained influence over national policy-making, particularly under President Jimmy Carter. Meanwhile Julian Simon and other critics sharpened their attack, developing a full-throated critique of population control and environmental regulation.39


CHAPTER THREE Listening to Cassandra

In June 1974, Paul Ehrlich and his close friend John Holdren flew from California to Washington, DC, to testify before Congress. They had been invited to share their thoughts on a proposal to require government economists to gather and share data on key commodities and materials. The Senate hearing revealed how much The Limits to Growth and fears of scarcity gripped the imagination of Congress in the wake of the 1973 oil embargo, which quadrupled oil prices and created the sense of a national energy crisis. Washington senator Warren Magnuson, who chaired the hearing, declared that the “choking off” of critical raw materials and energy resources was “at the heart of our economic sickness.” Senator Charles Percy, a moderate Republican from Illinois, similarly described the oil embargo as an “agonizing and humiliating experience” that the nation now risked with other raw materials. Economists who disagreed, Percy said, were just “whistling in the dark.” The senators believed the nation was at the end of an era of natural abundance. Walter Huddleston, Democrat from Kentucky, described “a collision course between nature’s supply and man’s demand… . Neither this planet, this particular continent, nor this country can any longer be viewed as an eternal fountain from which we can forever drink.”1

“Resource experts throughout history have become a chorus of Cassandras,” complained Senator Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin, a leading environmentalist in Congress who had proposed the first Earth Day celebrations and teach-ins. Nelson referred to the Greek prophetess whose warnings about future catastrophes, though accurate, were ignored. Like Cassandra, scientists like Ehrlich and Holdren possessed the ability to predict “worldwide catastrophe” from population growth and resource scarcity but faced the curse of not being believed. The entire world now risked the “dire consequences of Cassandra’s predicament,” Nelson warned.2

The enthusiastic embrace of Ehrlich and Holdren by leading politicians indicated how environmentalists were outgrowing the Cassandra role—their message, in fact, was widely heard and increasingly influential. Ehrlich and Holdren shared prophecies of scarcity and devastation at the Senate hearing. “A new era in the world” was coming, Ehrlich said, taking people from an “age of abundance to an age of scarcity.” Within a decade, food and water would become difficult to obtain and expensive, resulting in a billion or more people starving to death. Supplies of key minerals would near depletion, depriving industries of critical materials. The “growthmanic economy” would plunge into depression, and Americans would sink into a no-growth or negative-growth economy.3

Speaking after Ehrlich, Holdren defended The Limits to Growth, The Population Bomb, and similar books. Critics of The Limits to Growth argued that market prices, technological innovation, and inexpensive energy could “somehow bail us out.” Holdren disagreed. He thought that economists like Robert Solow and William Nordhaus misunderstood the role of their own discipline. Economics, Holdren acknowledged, helped allocate scarce resources efficiently through prices. But prices and markets could not make “scarce resources less scarce.” Holdren thus returned again to the idea of fundamental ecological limits that economics could not overcome. Economists understood resources, labor, and capital as interchangeable factors in economic production, but Holdren insisted that ecosystems could not be maintained by artificial means. No “technological equivalent” existed for natural ecosystems. Humans could not run Earth like an “Apollo capsule,” he said, referring to the space program. He saw “unwarranted technological optimism” as the “most dangerous tendency” facing society.4

Holdren declared himself “firmly in the neo-Malthusian camp,” convinced that population growth would outstrip available resources. Technological optimists faced the burden of proof, he said. “Are we worse off if we believe the pessimists and they are wrong, or are we worse off if we believe the optimists and they are wrong? I think the conclusion is clear.” He echoed the conclusion of The Population Bomb, in which Ehrlich, claiming similarly that risk management favored environmental caution, had written, “If I’m wrong, people will still be better fed, better housed, and happier.” Holdren’s and Ehrlich’s confidence in the virtue of their proposals reflected the way many environmentalists dismissed the counter-call for economic growth. Ehrlich and Holdren spoke freely and easily of a “no-growth” society and “de-development.” They did not concede that halting growth might block people from getting out of poverty or have significant consequences of any kind.5

The testimony in Washington reflected Paul Ehrlich’s broader message during the 1970s about the end of growth economics and the coming period of austerity. In books and speeches, Ehrlich depicted the United States as overdeveloped, consuming the planet’s resources at dangerous and unsustainable levels. “What are the prospects for the future?” Paul and Anne Ehrlich wrote in their 1974 book, The End of Affluence. Their book criticized America’s mass-consumption society along the same lines as economist John Kenneth Galbraith’s popular 1958 book, The Affluent Society. But where Galbraith called for public investment strategies that could strengthen the economy and address social inequalities, the Ehrlichs considered the American model simply doomed. “We are facing, within the next three decades, the disintegration of an unstable world of nation-states infected with growthmania,” the Ehrlich wrote. “The game of unlimited growth is ending, like it or not. We are approaching the limits.” The Ehrlichs argued, in their typical rhetorical style, that society should make voluntary changes today to avoid having future changes imposed by catastrophe. They dismissed the short-term costs of their proposals, including unemployment resulting from a halt to economic growth, as greatly preferable to the economic disaster waiting around the corner.6

The Ehrlichs’ message went well beyond population numbers to far-reaching social transformation. Los Angeles, with its snarled traffic and urban sprawl, represented all that the Ehrlichs opposed, the “perfect model of the kind of place not to live in during an age of scarcity.” City centers should be rebuilt and suburbanization halted. The Ehrlichs proposed changing the “entire pattern of transportation in the United States,” abandoning federal highway construction for railroad development. Buildings and appliances should have efficiency standards, wasteful lighting and heating technologies should be banned or limited, and recycling should be expanded. Some of these ideas became central tenets of the environmental movement, for instance the idea of fostering development in city centers near transportation hubs or setting federal efficiency standards for appliances. Others gained no traction. The Ehrlichs proposed eliminating Monday holidays to encourage more local recreation and reduce driving on long weekends. They knew this was unlikely to happen, however, because the highway lobby, labor unions, and other business interests stood in the way.7

Given the likely failure of governments and businesses to respond to the environmental crisis—the United States would surely “blow it on the energy front”—the Ehrlichs urged individual action to reduce energy use and prepare for the “end of affluence.” Some of their suggestions reflected the culture of self-denial and frugality that coexisted uneasily with the “me” decade of narcissism and budding consumption. Turn off the lights, lower the thermostat in the winter, and raise it in the summer. Air dry your clothes when possible, wear a sweater. Other suggestions reflected the growing interest in dropping out of society and achieving self-sufficiency. The Ehrlichs’ suggestion that readers reduce their dependence on society verged on survivalism. Learn basic subsistence skills, such as how to find water and food. “Talents useful when stranded far from civilization might prove equally useful if society breaks down.” Start to produce your own food with a garden. Stock up on food and water to be able to survive for several weeks, even a year. “If you have even a small yard, there is no reason not to keep a couple of water-filled trashcans available at all times.” Buy long-lasting clothing—not just “fad fashion.” Add locks to your doors and consider getting a dog for protection, although that would add another mouth to feed. Gardening and survival preparation were not activities that Anne and Paul spent much time on in their own frenetic rush of research and travel. But the Ehrlichs encouraged young people thinking of dropping out of society to get a head start on living off the grid. “Change your lifestyle now and avoid the rush later,” they wrote. Every individual with a farm or with survival supplies already in hand would be one fewer person lining up for them when the crisis hit. It was time to “loosen the tightest bonds of interdependence,” they concluded.8

The Ehrlichs urged a “relaxed lifestyle, good friends, and a happy sex life” over fame and profit. Their sentiments meshed with other critiques of American society during the 1970s that rejected materialism, global markets, and advanced technologies. The Kentucky poet Wendell Berry, in a widely circulated essay called “Think Little,” argued that war, racial oppression, and pollution all were interrelated—caused by the “mentality of greed and exploitation.” Berry said that all Americans bore responsibility for the environmental crisis and needed to act in both public and private ways to address it. “Nearly every one of us, nearly every day of his life, is contributing directly to the ruin of this planet.” Rather than “think big,” Berry called on Americans to “think little,” and to drive less, consume less, and waste less. The remedies for an American character weakened by overconsumption, militarism, and waste, Berry argued, “require a new kind of life—harder, more laborious, poorer in luxuries and gadgets, but also, I am certain, richer in meaning and more abundant in real pleasure.” In his 1973 Small Is Beautiful: Economics as If People Mattered, the British author and economist E. F. Schumacher argued similarly that societies should emphasize local, self-reliant economies developed at an appropriate scale using ecologically and socially appropriate technologies. Schumacher’s book circulated widely in the United States, and “small is beautiful” became a common phrase. While some Americans simply cut back their use of technology like air conditioners, a smaller fringe of the countercultural movement actually went “back to the land.” Hundreds of followers of the spiritual leader Stephen Gaskin, for instance, joined a bus caravan out of San Francisco in 1971 to settle on a commune in rural Tennessee. On “The Farm,” Gaskin’s followers, like many other commune dwellers, rejected materialism and individualism to embark on a new way of living more appropriate to an age of limits.9

Meanwhile, in 1970s Washington, lawyers and policy-makers did not uproot and remake society to the extent called for by visionaries like Ehrlich, Berry, and Gaskin. But lawmakers, spurred on by environmental thinkers and advocates, did create a new legal framework for economic activity in the United States. Congress passed major environmental legislation addressing a raft of environmental issues—pesticides, ocean dumping, water pollution, drinking water, endangered species, solid waste, and toxic substances. The Environmental Protection Agency banned the pesticide DDT, whose impact Ehrlich had studied many years before as a graduate student. Unleaded gasoline, starting in 1974, and catalytic converters, beginning in 1975, sharply reduced automotive air pollution. Newly created environmental law organizations, including the Natural Resources Defense Council, Center for Law in the Public Interest, and Sierra Club Legal Defense Fund, aggressively pushed the courts to force implementation of the new federal laws. Landmark Supreme Court cases involving the trans-Alaska pipeline, nuclear power plants, and a proposed ski resort near Sequoia National Park in California successfully blocked or slowed major development projects. A radical pro-environment sentiment even penetrated the Supreme Court, where Justice William O. Douglas argued passionately in the ski resort case that inanimate objects should have a kind of legal standing: “The river as plaintiff speaks for the ecological unit of life that is part of it. Those people who have a meaningful relation to that body of water—whether it be a fisherman, a canoeist, a zoologist, or a logger—must be able to speak for the values which the river represents and which are threatened with destruction.” By the mid-1970s, with remarkable speed, many of Paul and Anne Ehrlich’s environmental ideas had become mainstream, represented at the highest levels of American power, including the White House.10

On Thursday, December 12, 1974, Jimmy Carter, the little-known governor of Georgia, went to the National Press Club in Washington to announce his candidacy for president. Carter focused much of his speech on post-Watergate political reforms, including measures to promote transparency in government and reduce corruption and the influence of special interests. But as if taking a cue from Ehrlich, Carter also warned of the complex threats posed by “increases in world population, food shortages, environmental deterioration, [and] depletion of irreplaceable commodities.” Americans needed to change their wasteful ways and plan the rational management of energy and natural resources. “We are grossly wasting our energy resources and other precious raw materials as though their supply was infinite.” Carter complained that the United States “now has no understandable national purpose, no clearly defined goals.” He called the nation to decisive action and moral resolve. Quoting the Bible, Carter asked, “If the trumpet give an uncertain sound, who shall prepare himself to the battle?”

Carter sounded a lot like Paul Ehrlich and the authors of The Limits to Growth—a true believer in impending ecological doom. Grave dangers lay ahead if the United States did not curb its wasteful consumption and prepare for a new era of limits. “We must even face the prospect of changing our basic ways of living,” Carter said. “This change will either be made on our own initiative in a planned and rational way, or forced on us with chaos and suffering by the inexorable laws of nature.” His comments echoed the arguments of ecologists that the “laws of nature” would come down harshly on humanity, not unlike the wrath of God.11
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President Jimmy Carter pulling on his wading boots, August 1978, Grand Tetons, Wyoming. Courtesy Jimmy Carter Library.

Carter’s love of nature and his awareness of its constraints and limits drew from his earliest years growing up on a farm in a small town in central Georgia. Carter worked hard on the farm, handling farm animals, collecting eggs, feeding chickens, and helping with plowing and planting. He and his friends also played in the woods and swamps, hunting squirrels, rabbits, and other small game and fishing for eels and catfish. Carter continued this close engagement with the natural world as an adult. As governor of Georgia in the early 1970s, Jimmy and his wife, Rosalynn, took weekend trips around the state, where they “rode the wild rivers in rafts, canoes, and kayaks.” Carter particularly loved Cumberland Island in southeast Georgia, where sea turtles laid their eggs in early summer. “We would watch the sun rise over the Atlantic,” Carter later recalled, “and drive down twenty miles of the broad white beach without seeing another living soul.” Carter’s embrace of state conservation policy drew on his fear that rapid land development was laying waste to his beloved Georgia landscape and that historic landmarks were being “destroyed by bulldozers.”12

Carter’s passion for nature provided one outlet for the moral fervor that infused his life and helped shape the political biography that he shared with the nation as he ran for president. Carter was a born-again Christian. He did not smoke, and he drank sparingly. He attended church regularly as a deacon and occasionally preached and did traveling missionary work before being elected governor. “I don’t know how to compromise on any principle I believe is right,” he wrote in his 1975 autobiography. His rejection of compromise was certainly an exaggeration for this successful politician, but it also reflected an important truth. Carter’s firm sense of principles infused his political language and decision-making with moral righteousness. He spoke in judgment-laden language that criticized the irresponsible despoiling of the environment. “Avarice, selfishness, procrastination and neglect” threatened Georgia’s “great natural beauty and promise,” he said in a speech as governor. Carter continued to hammer home this theme after he became president, calling the United States the “most wasteful nation on Earth.”13

In addition to his love for the outdoors and his moralizing philosophy, Carter’s faith in regional planning drew him to natural resource policy. A nuclear engineer by training and the son of an avid agricultural improver, Carter believed in the power of science and expertise to address social problems. In the years before his election as Georgia’s governor, Carter built his statewide reputation through government planning. After his defeat in the 1966 Georgia gubernatorial primary, Carter spent the next four years laying the groundwork to run again. He helped to organize an eight-county planning and development commission and served as its chairman for several years. He also helped start a new statewide planning society to help support the regional planning commissions. Carter’s interest in planning carried over into his term as governor, starting in 1971. He held more than fifty public meetings around the state to engage thousands of Georgians in discussions about “long-range goals in public life.” Carter thought that government should plan for contingencies twenty years out and address the “interrelationships among societal factors.” The planning initiative underlay Carter’s efforts to rationalize state government, which, he boasted, led to the abolishment and consolidation of 278 of 300 state agencies.14

Carter also believed in family planning, which was partly stimulated by his mother’s experiences in India in the late 1960s. His mother, Lillian Carter, was a registered nurse who signed up for the Peace Corps in 1966 to work on family planning issues. As Carter described it in his autobiography Living Faith, Lillian Carter wrote on her application that she wished to be assigned to “a place where people are dark-skinned and desperately in need.” She was sent to a small village near Bombay (now Mumbai) to work on a national birth control and family planning initiative. She worked with a program that involved persuading men to get vasectomies through incentives and threatened loss of social services. One afternoon she helped with thirty-three vasectomies. Jimmy Carter rejected these coercive approaches to limiting family size or curbing population growth and instead favored voluntary planning efforts. As an evangelical Baptist, Carter strongly opposed abortion, seeing it as the taking of a human life. Georgia passed a strict anti-abortion law while he was governor, and Carter opposed federal funding for abortion. He generally supported the Roe v. Wade decision establishing a constitutional right to abortion, however, and backed family planning efforts more broadly.15

Carter’s concern for nature thus fused with his moral fervor about limits and sacrifice and his faith in planning to make him a political embodiment of many aspects of the 1970s liberal sensibility. Carter used his environmental interests to build his national political profile, for example by joining a United Nations committee on the environment. Carter attended the June 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, where, in a side auditorium, Paul Ehrlich held his rhetorical duel with Barry Commoner’s allies over the significance of population growth. With the exception of his efforts to reorganize Georgia’s state administration, Carter said that he “spent more time preserving our natural resources” as governor than on any other issue. As governor, Carter called for energy efficiency, recycling, energy planning and research, and raising the thermostats to reduce air conditioning. As early as 1973, he warned that the United States faced an “energy crisis” and he called for a “Manhattan Project” on energy to develop a broad array of fuels. Carter’s grand vision for government-led industrial development revealed a split within the environmental movement over whether technology offered solutions as well as threats. Carter envisioned large-scale technical solutions to ecological problems, not just the small-scale alternatives promoted by people like E. F. Schumacher. As Carter prepared in 1974 to launch a presidential run, he called for a coherent national vision and direction. He believed that the people and their leaders could harness their resources to “devise effective, understandable and practical goals and policies in every realm of public life.” Addressing the problems of resource scarcity and population growth figured prominently on the list of Carter’s global concerns.16

Newly elected president Jimmy Carter took the podium on 20 January 1977 to deliver an inaugural speech to a nation disillusioned by Watergate and the Vietnam War. The day was cold and sunny, with a wind-chill temperature in the teens. Many Americans were ready for a president who could provide moral leadership to the United States and help the nation plan for a coming age of scarcity. “‘More’ is not necessarily ‘better,’” Carter told the country. “Even our great Nation has its recognized limits.” Carter gave notice that the Limits to Growth mentality now had a champion in the White House. Solar panels powered the reviewing stand for the inauguration. To show their humility and their commitment to energy efficiency and simplicity, the new president and his wife, Rosalyn, broke with tradition by walking the mile and a half down Pennsylvania Avenue from the Capitol to the White House. Carter eliminated chauffeur service for his White House aides to save money. In his first fireside chat, the president wore a warm sweater in keeping with his theme of energy conservation and frugality.17

Within days of Carter’s presidential inauguration, a natural gas shortage thrust energy policy to front-page news, creating both a crisis and an opportunity for the new president. “Blizzard tightens energy crisis,” blared the front-page headlines of the New York Times. “This year, cry of gas shortage ‘wolf’ is real,” declared the Baltimore Sun. An unusually cold winter in the eastern United States had boosted demand for natural gas. At the same time, government controls governing the price of natural gas in interstate pipelines meant that producers refused to ship more of their gas supply east at the lower regulated prices. They could get far higher prices keeping their gas out of the interstate trade. As January 1977 ended, some nine thousand factories and business shut down temporarily, and, according to the White House, half a million workers had lost their jobs because of gas shortages. Another 1.6 million jobs were said to be at risk. School districts kept hundreds of thousands of schoolchildren home from school because of a lack of natural gas for school buildings. Carter declared Pennsylvania and New York federal disaster areas because of the combination of cold weather and shortages of heating fuel. The president was photographed with his hands outstretched as he slipped on the ice—it was an apt metaphor for the way that nature had intruded to shake up the first days of Carter’s presidency.18

Although the natural gas crisis resulted largely from a dysfunctional, regulated market, Carter thought that the gas shortages represented the future of energy scarcity that he had talked about during his campaign. In his first presidential trip, Carter flew by helicopter to Pittsburgh, where he visited a partially shut-down Westinghouse factory. Wearing what he described as “heavy long underwear” and a warm sweater, Carter warned that the nation faced a “permanent, very serious energy shortage” that would require a “comprehensive national energy policy.” “The crisis might be over in a few days or a couple of weeks, but the energy shortage is going to be with us, is going to get worse instead of better.” The president promised to deliver a comprehensive energy bill by 20 April, ninety days after his inauguration. In the meantime, Carter asked Congress for emergency legislation to allow the federal government to divert natural gas supplies to the northeast and to temporarily lift some price controls to encourage more sales of gas through the interstate system.19

The natural gas crisis in his first weeks in office brought Carter and the energy issue together in a way that would define his presidency. Carter had already asked James Schlesinger, a longtime Washington hand with a reputation for shaking up bureaucracy, to formulate a comprehensive national energy policy. Schlesinger was an economist and national security expert who had been secretary of defense under Presidents Nixon and Ford, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, and chairman of the US Atomic Energy Commission. Brought in over the objections of environmentalists who disliked his past support for nuclear power, Schlesinger was part of Carter’s effort to create a bipartisan administration. Schlesinger later recalled that the natural gas crisis “pulled energy problems to center stage… . This was an area in which [Carter] was getting some things done and it appealed to his moral sense, it appealed to his sense of history. It appealed to his sense as an engineer.” Energy policy thus united the different aspects of Carter’s political identity—his moral purpose, his faith in planning, and his belief in the inexorable constraints of nature.20

In his response to the natural gas shortage, Carter differed from his predecessors in his passion for energy conservation. Conservation meant more to the president than simply a strategy for addressing resource supply. Carter was “a moralizer in regard to energy,” said Schlesinger. “He just thought that we were too damn wasteful.” Carter made conservation a cornerstone of his energy program, Schlesinger said, out of a “moral conviction that we should be provident in our use of the resources that have been placed by the Almighty on this earth.” In the middle of the natural gas crisis, the president ordered federal buildings to lower their thermostats to 65 degrees during the day and 55 degrees at night. The drafty and cold White House would serve as a national example for homeowners and building managers. As White House custodians set about turning down the thermostats, Carter reportedly told the first meeting of his National Security Council, “This is the last warm meeting we’ll have.”21

Not everyone in the White House agreed willingly to this personal sacrifice. Rosalynn Carter remembered her shock, having recently arrived from Georgia: “I couldn’t believe it: I had been freezing ever since we moved in. My offices were so cold I couldn’t concentrate, and my staff was typing with gloves on… . I pleaded with Jimmy to set the thermostats at 68 degrees, but it didn’t do any good.” Rosalynn had to resort to long underwear and slacks and get used to the cold winter. Vice President Walter Mondale later recalled that Carter had the air conditioners turned off in the summer as well. “I remember the hot Washington summers of 1977 and 1978—it would be ninety-five degrees outside, and Carter would have the White House air-conditioning turned off. We would sit through cabinet meetings and it would be hotter than a bug and muggier than hell—all of us wiping our brows. He would sit right through it because he wanted to provide an example for the country.” White House maintenance staff—nicknamed the “thermostat police”—would periodically visit offices to make sure that staffers hadn’t reset the thermostats. National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski reportedly moved a lamp near the thermostat in his office so that the heat would cause his air conditioning to turn on.22

In April 1977, Carter said it was time for an “unpleasant talk” with the American people about energy. He called the “energy crisis” an unprecedented problem and, other than war, “the greatest challenge that our country will face during our lifetime.” He embraced the limits-to-growth attitude toward natural resources. The world was “simply running out” of oil and natural gas, and people could use up “all the proven reserves of oil in the entire world by the end of the next decade.” Carter warned that the “energy crisis” would worsen for the remainder of the century and threatened to overwhelm the nation. Americans should not to be “selfish or timid.” The nation simply had to balance its energy needs with its shrinking resources. To address the problem, he called for “unpopular” proposals that would demand “sacrifices” and cause “inconveniences.”23

Carter acknowledged that the immediate urgency of the 1973 oil crisis had disappeared but insisted that the nation’s energy problem had actually worsened. Domestic oil production continued to drop, and more time had passed without a plan for the future. Carter predicted that by the early 1980s, the world would demand more oil than it could produce. He bluntly stated that the United States was running out of oil and must embrace strict conservation measures and increased use of coal and other energy sources. He painted a picture of a United States humbled and weakened by its own inaction. By failing to plan for the nation’s energy future, Carter said, the United States “will feel mounting pressure to plunder the environment. We will have to have a crash program to build more nuclear plants, strip mine and burn more coal, and drill more offshore wells… . Inflation will soar; production will go down; people will lose their jobs… . If we fail to act soon, we will face an economic, social, and political crisis that will threaten our free institutions.” Facing “national catastrophe,” this test of the American character would be the “moral equivalent of war.”24

Carter’s energy speech presented an apocalyptic vision equal to Ehrlich’s predictions of mass devastation from famine and The Limits to Growth calculations of overshoot. Yet he differed from Ehrlich in having the opportunity, and the burden, of translating his vision into policy. The task would consume the rest of his presidency. In his April speech, Carter laid out the principles for a national energy plan, one that would offer something to almost every domestic source of energy production or efficiency. Carter promised to cut back oil use by expanding consumption of coal and unconventional energy sources like oil shale and solar power while also reducing demand through energy conservation. To encourage domestic exploration and development, Carter called for removing some oil price controls that Nixon had imposed in 1971 to fight inflation. A new Department of Energy would provide cabinet-level urgency to federal energy policy. In a November 1977 speech to the nation, Carter reiterated that the situation only worsened “with every passing month.” He warned that overdependence on foreign oil risked unemployment, trade imbalances, and national security. Carter pointed to an “unpleasant fact” about energy prices: “They are going up, whether we pass an energy program or not, as fuel becomes more scarce and more expensive to produce.” Carter called his energy plan a “good insurance policy for the future.”25

House Speaker Tip O’Neill pushed Carter’s package through intact in five months. But the plan fell apart in the Senate. Proposals to move away from federal regulation of the energy markets—representing a profound break with decades-old New Deal–era economic thinking—met fierce resistance. Many liberal Democrats in Congress opposed decontrol of oil and natural gas prices. They feared that price increases would boost industry profits without benefiting consumers. Oil state Democrats, such as Louisiana senator Russell Long, chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, in turn blocked new taxes proposed for oil that might offset “windfall” gains that might result from price decontrol. Natural gas producers complained that price controls unfairly cut into their profits and stalled development.26
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Carter had modest success in formulating a new energy policy, but the lengthy struggle over his top domestic priority undermined his political strength and his broader policy agenda. Carter successfully established a new Department of Energy to coordinate federal energy administration, and he expanded funding for nonpetroleum fuels. Carter also pushed through mandatory efficiency improvements. Yet he failed to get congressional support for tax policies that might have raised the cost of energy. In the end, the struggle over oil and natural gas pricing, government controls, and taxation tied up too much of Carter’s political capital. Carter and liberal Democrats in Congress held onto the idea that oil and gas were critical strategic resources whose prices and production levels had to be managed through government controls. Stuart Eizenstat, Carter’s domestic policy adviser, later described the bitter fight over price deregulation, particularly for natural gas, as a “tragic error.” Carter “never recovered” from the natural gas fight “in terms of public perception of him as a President.” In his memoirs, Carter compared working on energy policy to “chewing on a rock that lasted the whole four years.”27

As Jimmy Carter struggled to translate concerns about scarcity and limits into a politically viable energy policy, Paul Ehrlich and Julian Simon continued to develop their starkly different analyses of population growth and natural resources. In 1977, Paul and Anne Ehrlich and John Holdren jointly published a thousand-page college textbook entitled Ecoscience: Population, Resources, and Environment, which dramatically expanded and revised their earlier publications on the “predicament of humanity.” Noting energy price shocks, famine in Africa and India, and the spread of nuclear weapons, the authors said that these problems were “interlocked” with economic distress and rapid population growth. Humanity faced a “grave crisis.” On a positive note, environmental awareness had spread widely. “Everyone who is alertable is alerted.” Now effective action depended on understanding complex relationships between human and natural systems.28

Ecoscience, with its sophisticated and integrated approach to human societies, ecosystems, and natural resources, demonstrated how much scientific understanding had increased in the post–World War II years. After sketching the fundamental principles of geology and ecology, the authors analyzed the demands that growing human populations placed on food production, forests, water, and energy. They showed how humanity depended on, and dangerously threatened, ecological systems vital to society. The authors also documented “direct assaults” on human well-being from air and water pollution and dangerous chemicals.29

The Ehrlichs and Holdren concluded that humanity’s current path was simply “impractical physically.” Calculating absolute limits—the millions of metric tons of fish that could possibly be extracted from the ocean, for example—they rejected any possibility that innovation and markets could continue to expand those production frontiers. The authors quoted Fairfield Osborn’s 1948 book Our Plundered Planet: “The tide of the earth’s population is rising, the reservoir of the earth’s living resources is falling.” Food production could not keep up with population growth. Agricultural development programs would only buy “badly needed time” necessary to control the population explosion. If Ecoscience’s arguments had a distinctive and characteristic weakness, it lay in the authors’ supreme confidence that they could calculate the absolute limits of human and environmental potential. One British ecologist remarked in a generally positive review that Ecoscience expressed the “ecological evangelism” of the previous decade while largely ignoring the contributions that economics might make. Although marketed as a textbook, Ecoscience called for action to halt population growth, including financial incentives for smaller families, birth control, and possible “compulsory control of family size.”30

As Ehrlich and his coauthors considered—without endorsing—inflammatory ideas such as marketable licenses for children and mass sterilization campaigns, Ehrlich found himself forced to devote more and more time to addressing the backlash against his positions. Critics continued to denounce population control, and Ehrlich personally, as racist and anti-poor for focusing on controlling births and immigration. One of Ehrlich’s scientific colleagues at Stanford, the Nobel Prize–winning physicist William Shockley, spoke disparagingly of the intelligence of African Americans and called for eugenic policies to strengthen the genetic evolution of the human species. Ehrlich despised Shockley and his views on race, but he also saw that critics often linked his own campaign against population growth with the eugenic ideas of people like Shockley.31

Ehrlich sought to demonstrate that population and immigration control efforts rested on a scientific foundation that could be kept separate and untarnished by racism and anti-immigrant sentiments. During the mid-1970s, Ehrlich partly turned his attention from biological research to socially fraught issues of race and immigration. In 1977, the same year he published Ecoscience, Ehrlich also coauthored The Race Bomb: Skin Color, Prejudice, and Intelligence, with Stanford psychologist Shirley Feldman. Ehrlich and Feldman’s book attacked Shock-ley’s ideas about “race,” saying that the “race-IQ debate” was a “scientifically useless discussion.” “Since there are no biological races to begin with,” Ehrlich and Feldman wrote, “the question of the inferiority or superiority of a race is meaningless.” Yet they recognized the powerful impact of racial ideas, which were helping to “push civilization toward the brink of catastrophe.” “Few things,” the authors wrote, “stand more squarely in the path of extracting mankind from its present predicament than the complex of problems commonly associated with skin color and lumped under the heading of ‘race.’” “The problems of race relations were difficult enough in an era when it seemed that the pie was ever expanding and that sooner or later there would be abundance for everyone. Now that this vision of abundance is fading fast, the probabilities of racial conflict may well be increasing.” Ehrlich and Feldman gestured at riots and racial conflicts in Watts in 1965, Boston in 1974, and Soweto in 1976, calling them possible “harbingers of much worse to come.” They argued, contrary to most historical interpretations, that these social conflicts reflected the stresses of overpopulation and conflict over limited resources.32

Ehrlich and Feldman sought to save population and family planning programs from the taint of racism. They acknowledged that some people “would like to see programs of population control initiated to reduce the numbers of ‘inferior’ people.” But they insisted that the US government provided birth control information and services “to benefit the poor,” not to carry out “genocide” against African Americans. Ehrlich and Feldman quoted W. E. B. DuBois endorsing birth control and Martin Luther King Jr. on the importance of family planning in reducing unwanted children. They argued that preventing the provision of birth control and family planning services was in fact “acting genocidally” because the “underprivileged of any nation will suffer first and most from their own increased numbers.”33

From race, Paul Ehrlich turned to immigration. He now roamed far afield from biology and butterflies. Just as in Race Bomb, where Ehrlich sought to dispose of the “nonsense” surrounding race and population control, now he aimed to reshape the immigration debate to make it politically safe to call for strict limits on immigration. Ehrlich’s new focus on immigration reflected changing population dynamics in the United States. Domestic fertility rates—the average number of children for women of reproductive age in a given year—had fallen dramatically since the mid-1950s. From a baby-boom peak in total fertility of 3.78 in 1957, the rate fell to 2.46 in 1969, just after Ehrlich published The Population Bomb. The total fertility rate then dropped further in 1975 to 1.74, below what would be thought of as replacement level. Ehrlich’s advocacy for smaller families, as well as expanded access to birth control and legalized abortion, may have played a small part bringing down the fertility rate after 1968, but the rapid movement of women into the workforce and changing family economics were more significant. At the same time, the US immigrant population continued to grow and to change in its composition. In 1965, Lyndon Johnson had signed the Immigration and Nationality Act, which abolished the restrictive system that had excluded Asian and African immigrants, as well as southern and eastern European ones. Illegal immigration from Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America also was increasing. Between 1970 and 1980, the foreign-born population of the United States increased by 46 percent, from 9.6 million to more than 14 million. Ninety-six percent of that increase came from Asia or Latin America.34

Ehrlich and other population control advocates shifted their attention from American family size to immigration as a key factor in US population growth. Many mixed concern about population growth with fears that immigrants took work from native-born Americans. As one Zero Population Growth spokesperson wrote in the Washington Post in 1974, “At a time when we are having great difficulty providing jobs for our own native-born citizens, employment competition by immigrants is an increasingly serious problem.” In 1977, Zero Population Growth launched a national campaign to press for curbs on legal and illegal immigration. A fundraising appeal signed by Paul Ehrlich described illegal immigration as a “human tidal wave” that was “depressing our economy and costing American taxpayers an estimated $10 billion to $13 billion a year in lost earnings and taxes, in welfare benefits and public services.” In June 1977, Zero Population Growth’s board proposed cutting annual legal immigration from 400,000 to 150,000 people per year and stopping illegal immigration. From an alliance with liberals over women’s rights and abortion, population control advocates switched to common cause with the anti-immigrant political right.35

When Ehrlich came under attack for being anti-immigrant, he struggled to defend himself by drawing nuanced distinctions between his positions and those of “bigoted” Americans. In 1979, Paul and Anne Ehrlich, together with a historian of migration named Loy Bilderback, published The Golden Door: International Migration, Mexico, and the United States. In the book, Paul Ehrlich distinguished himself forcefully from those who thought that illegal immigrants were “shiftless and lazy.” He now rejected the criticisms of immigrants that he and organizations like Zero Population Growth had advanced earlier in the 1970s. “All responsible studies indicate that the illegals work diligently for modest wages. By and large, they do work that no one else is willing to do. Contrary to the folklore, as far as we can tell, they pay their taxes and seldom apply for or receive public assistance.” Ehrlich similarly dismissed the “simplistic view that each illegal displaces an American,” calling it “utter nonsense.” He lamented the “failure of Americans to understand and appreciate Mexican culture and history” and argued that the flow of immigrants historically had been “governed very largely by American self-interest, racial prejudice, and political expediency.” Most of the public concern over a Mexican immigration “crisis,” Ehrlich contended, could be “traced directly to scare tactics of bigots and bureaucrats.”36

But Ehrlich was not really a liberal on immigration. He wanted not more open borders but rather to establish a nonracist, scientifically justified rationale for setting strict limits. As he had the urban riots of the 1960s and 1970s, Ehrlich saw immigration largely through the lens of population growth and overpopulation. He called migrants coming to the United States for economic opportunity “demographic refugees” forced out by overpopulation. Even if Americans bore responsibility for their historically complex relationship with Mexico, Ehrlich wrote, the United States could not serve as a “safety valve” for Mexico’s population growth. Achieving a balanced relationship with nature meant not just conservation and modifications to the American way of life but also fewer Americans. “The kind of life that most Americans expect puts practical limits on many things, including population size. And however desirable each individual immigrant may be, he or she increases the number of Americans.” Ehrlich called for an “explicit population policy” that would further lower American birthrates and allow for “rational planning.” Ehrlich insisted that racism and xenophobia could be set aside. Immigration policy, he thought, should be solely a question of desired population level. Ehrlich concluded The Golden Door with a pitch and contact information for two of his favorite organizations, Zero Population Growth and the Federation for American Immigration Reform. Ehrlich called the immigration group “based in the population-control movement” and said that the organization was “dedicated to developing restrictionist policies that are humane and consistent with modern democratic values.”37

While Ehrlich in the late 1970s pressed for population and immigration controls consistent with his social views, Julian Simon became more strident and public after years of quiet scholarly work at the University of Illinois. In his 1977 book Economics of Population Growth, Simon attacked the rationale for government population controls and denounced Paul Ehrlich specifically. Did population growth really threaten either the environment or the economy? Simon described the recent surge in population as a key “sign of success of human civilization.” “The fact that our economic system can support an ever-increasing number of people seems wonderful to me,” he wrote. Simon called Ehrlich “morally abhorrent” for his stated opposition to medical efforts to reduce mortality, what Ehrlich called mockingly “short-sighted programs of death control.” Simon lamented that distinguished scientists and professors such as Ehrlich inflamed popular fears with loaded terms like “population explosion,” “people pollution,” “population bomb,” and “the population plague.”38

Simon’s skepticism about physical limits to population or economic growth sharpened to an attack on “popular Malthusian belief.” Simon complained privately to natural resource economist Harold Barnett in 1977, “Don’t you get terribly frustrated seeing the kinds of arguments that are brought to bear in national discussions of natural resources and energy?” Pointing to the immense power of the Sun, Simon asked Barnett, “Is there any reason to think that energy as we define it and understand it is limited?” For all practical purposes, Simon wrote, “there are no ultimate limits.” Simon’s belief in limitless resources seemed “to argue against all logic,” he acknowledged in the Economics of Population Growth, but Simon insisted that “commonsense is just plain wrong.” “Commonsense notices our use of resources but fails to see that our needs lead to our creation of resources—planting of forests, exploration of new oil fields and invention of ways to obtain oil from rocks, discovery of substitute sources of energy and nutrients, invention of new tools of all kinds. Clearly we now have available to us vastly more resources of almost every kind than did people in any preceding age.” Resources, Simon thought, were becoming more abundant, not scarcer.39

The sense of thrill and exhilaration that Julian Simon started to feel about population growth carried over to his personal life. He finally broke the grip of the debilitating depression that had darkened his life for over a decade. Through a form of cognitive therapy in which he attacked his own tendency to make negative self-comparisons, Simon claimed to have overcome his depression in just a few weeks. Starting in April 1975, he recalled, “I have almost always been glad to be alive, and I have taken pleasure in my days. I have occasionally even been ecstatic, skipping and jumping from joy.” Simon later would write a guide to cognitive therapy to try to share his success with others. Cognitive therapy was another way that human innovation could solve a seemingly natural problem, in this case one of mental well-being.40

In addition to cognitive therapy, Simon also identified his cure for his depression with his new practice of observing the Jewish Sabbath every week. “The Jewish Sabbath is the center of our family’s week and we do whatever we can to make it serene and joyful,” Simon wrote. From Friday night through Saturday evening, Simon would set aside all work and try to put aside negative thoughts and speech. Instead, he would spend the day relaxing, reading history and other nonfiction books, talking on the telephone, and visiting with friends and family. Simon was not a deeply religious person. In 1975, for instance, he took his kids to see basketball player Kareem Abdul-Jabbar play in an exhibition match on Kol Nidre, the night of Yom Kippur and perhaps the holiest day of the Jewish year. At family Friday night dinners, he enjoyed talking about the insights of Buddhism. In a personal note for his 1978 Harvard reunion, Simon wrote, “Because the Buddha was the purest atheist of all, I’m a Buddhist by theology.” At the same time, Julian and Rita cherished the weekly break that observing the Sabbath gave them. Rita and Julian also enjoyed a deep commitment to Israel and the “glory of Jerusalem.” They spent several sabbatical years living there with their children. During one sabbatical, Julian Simon regularly joined the security patrols in their Jerusalem neighborhood. Rita Simon grew so close to their Moroccan housekeeper in Jerusalem that she eventually set up a small foundation in the housekeeper’s name to provide academic scholarships to North African Jews in Israel.41

Back in the United States, Julian Simon’s professional life improved, and he gained new recognition and success. Simon had a significant personal triumph when his quirky proposal for an airline-bumping auction was adopted in 1978 by the federal agency that oversaw air travel. In 1968, responding to the problem of passengers showing up for flights only to find that their seat had been given away, Simon had advocated that airlines pay willing passengers to give up their oversold seats voluntarily. He pressed intermittently for his idea against resistant airlines and skeptical economists. Simon’s strategy finally found a receptive ear at the Civil Aeronautics Board, the federal agency responsible in the 1970s for regulating competition in passenger air travel. Jimmy Carter had started to deregulate some longtime heavily regulated industries, such as airlines. Carter ordered agencies to assess the comparative costs and benefits of new initiatives and created a regulatory review council for new regulations. Cornell economist Alfred Kahn, Carter’s appointee to chair the Civil Aeronautics Board in 1977, led the board to adopt Julian Simon’s recommendation on airline overbooking, saying that “its appeal to an economist is obvious.” Airlines would now offer payments to volunteers who would give up their seats when a flight had been oversold. The new system allowed airlines to sell more tickets for the same number of seats, thereby raising profits, while also reducing the number of people who were bumped involuntarily. Simon considered it a personal triumph, exclaiming to a colleague, “It is rare that an academic has an opportunity to influence the government process, with an idea, even a little bit.” Soon after the plan’s adoption, Simon wrote to free-market economist Milton Friedman, whom Simon had cultivated as a correspondent and mentor. Friedman had doubted the plan’s feasibility. Simon boasted, “I’m not given to I-told-you-so’s, but … I told you so.” Simon called his victory a clear example of how “markets can improve life for all concerned parties.” By 1991, six hundred thousand people per year voluntarily accepted compensation in exchange for switching to a later flight. It was one of Simon’s more practical accomplishments and illustrated for him the power of markets to improve social welfare.42

Simon also made his first forays into immigration policy, contending that immigrants should be viewed as assets rather than a liability. In 1979 testimony before the Select Commission on Immigration and Refugee Policy, Simon argued that immigrants adjust quickly to life in the United States. Rather than being a financial burden on society, they actually contributed relatively more than native-born residents. Because immigrants generally moved to the United States when young, they paid taxes for many years before drawing significantly on society’s social services. Simon said that immigrant workers brought a 40 percent return on society’s investment in them. Ehrlich and Simon agreed that immigrants themselves were not a liability to society. They disagreed, however, on whether the United States should accept more people into the country. Ehrlich urged cuts to immigration into the United States to reduce the nation’s population and its environmental impact. Simon thought immigration should be encouraged as a spur to economic growth.43

As the 1970s came to an end, Ehrlich and Simon drew closer to each other’s orbit. Simon fixed his sights directly on Ehrlich as a chief antagonist. Ehrlich’s expansive and sharp rhetoric made him a natural foil for Simon, who also was prone to bluster himself. In 1980, Simon would launch a blistering attack on Ehrlich in both academic and popular forums. Ehrlich, however, had not yet noticed Simon as a particular threat; indeed, he never would acknowledge the unconventional economist as a worthy opponent. Throughout his career, Ehrlich dismissed anti-environmental arguments as easily refuted by science. He suggested that his critics were hucksters selling defective goods.44

Yet by the late 1970s, Ehrlich had recognized that much as he liked to treat people like Simon as fools best ignored, they threatened his message. The final summary chapter of Ecoscience contrasted two views of the future: “cornucopian” and “neo-Malthusian.” Ehrlich and his coauthors criticized “cornucopian” thinkers for presuming that cheap energy and technological innovation could generate widespread abundance and for underestimating how extensively proposed technologies would degrade the natural environment. Ehrlich argued that the loss of what he called “ecosystem services,” such as soil fertility or climatic balance, posed the “gravest threat to human well-being.”45

Although once a marginal view within American society, Ehrlich’s frankly “pessimistic view of the human predicament” had become mainstream at the close of the 1970s, with powerful adherents at the highest branches of the US government. Shortly after taking office, the Carter administration embraced the Limits to Growth computer modeling approach by trying to create an official government version. Carter’s Council on Environmental Quality hired Gerald Barney to develop a national model to project trends in energy, population, and natural resources through the year 2000. Barney had spent a postdoctoral year at MIT in 1970, working closely with the systems dynamics group as it prepared the Limits project. Barney then worked on projects related to the Limits study while at the Nixon administration’s Council on Environmental Quality. He then went to the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, where he made grants to Limits coauthor Donella Meadows and to MIT for continued systems work. He also collaborated with Donella Meadows on the 1977 edited volume The Unfinished Agenda: The Citizen’s Policy Guide to Environmental Issues, which warned of growing scarcity of resources and recommended that all forms of food and agricultural assistance “be linked to bringing birth rates into line with death rates.” In his concluding chapter, Barney emphasized the challenges of the “world transition from abundance to scarcity.” This transition involved more than just “physical limits to growth”; it also encompassed a “profound change in values” that would shift the emphasis from “personal interests and individualism” to the “interests of the whole society.” Reflecting a typical New Age spirituality, Barney quoted Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance on the importance of aesthetic quality and Aldo Leopold on the Land Ethic.46

Barney sought to use his report to President Carter as a means to institutionalize systems modeling and forecasting in the federal government. Barney’s team therefore based all of its predictions on internally generated government statistics. Before Barney’s effort, the federal government lacked a global model for resources, population, and the economy. Instead, government agencies used isolated sector-specific models that did not interact with each other or work in a dynamic fashion. Along the lines of The Limits to Growth, Barney and his colleagues argued that cumulative impacts and feedback loops would determine future carrying capacity and ecological stability. “Without appropriate feedbacks,” Barney later argued, previous models were “biased toward unjustified optimism.” Feedback loops, of course, could work in either direction, favoring optimism or pessimism, depending on the specifications of the model.47

Barney’s team—which included Anne Ehrlich as a consultant—produced a report in six months that criticized the federal government’s models and predicted a dim future. The report echoed The Population Bomb and The Limits to Growth, warning that “if present trends continue, the world in 2000 will be more crowded, more polluted, less stable ecologically, and more vulnerable to disruption than the world we live in now.” Some critics within the White House, particularly Carter’s domestic policy advisers, feared the political implications of the report. They questioned whether the government should embrace Cassandra-like warnings so fully. After two years of delay, the White House finally released The Global 2000 Report to the President in July 1980. The Global 2000 Report ended up becoming a global phenomenon, selling 1.5 million copies in nine languages. Food and energy prices would more than double by 2000, the study predicted. Poverty and hunger would “haunt the globe,” according to news coverage of the report.48

As Carter’s first term neared its close, the pessimism of The Global 2000 Report matched the mood of many Americans. The national economy remained stalled. Inflation ran between 11 percent in 1979 and 18 percent in 1980, and unemployment rates were over 7 percent. In November 1979, Iranian radicals seized control of the United States embassy in Tehran, taking dozens of Americans hostage. Carter’s inability to resolve the Iranian hostage crisis during his presidency underscored a growing sense of powerlessness and paralysis in the nation. A terrifying accident at the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant in 1979 raised new questions about the safety of atomic power and the fallibility of technology and human expertise. Scientists also warned about the possibility of nuclear winter in the event of a nuclear war with the Soviet Union. Many Americans felt that events were spinning out of control. They feared for the future but disagreed sharply on which path forward promised to return national prosperity.

Jimmy Carter called on Americans to “conserve energy” and “eliminate waste” and warned of “material limits.” Carter had listened to Cassandra. He devoted his precious political capital to trying to pass energy legislation premised in part on the idea that the United States was quickly “running out of petroleum.” Carter’s strategies didn’t simply involve conservation. He funded energy efficiency and solar energy, but he also called for the expanded use of coal and he bolstered the US military commitment in the Persian Gulf. Underlying it all lay Carter’s belief that demand for oil would outstrip production in the early 1980s. If action wasn’t taken, he said in one speech, the world’s entire proven reserves of oil could be gone by 1990. Viewed through a later lens, Carter’s fears about looming shortages appear exaggerated. A glut of oil drove world oil prices down by around 80 percent (in constant dollars) from their height in 1980 to a subsequent low in 1998. But listening to Cassandra also meant that Carter brought a new level of federal support for energy efficiency and alternative fuels, which have become increasingly vital elements of our energy system and share few of the environmental and social risks associated with petroleum. Yet Carter’s mixture of moralism, emphasis on limits, and fear of scarcity did not appeal to all Americans. The question for the country at the end of his presidency was this: Had Carter outlined the principled and necessary path toward environmental progress? Or was he holding the United States back and unnecessarily constraining its future?49


CHAPTER FOUR The Triumph of Optimism

The path to Julian Simon and Paul Ehrlich’s bet led through the intellectual jousting of scholarly journals and newspaper op-ed pages. Simon and Ehrlich clashed in print directly for the first time in the summer of 1980. In the June issue of Science, Simon launched a blistering attack on environmental doomsayers. He opened the article by debunking a Newsweek and United Nations story that more than a hundred thousand West Africans had died of hunger caused by drought between 1968 and 1973. In fact, only a small fraction of that number had died as a result of the drought. Exaggerated statistics were an all-too-common tool of manipulation, Simon argued: bad news about population growth, resources, and the environment “published widely in the face of contradictory evidence.” Simon similarly questioned estimates that arable land was disappearing. Rather than more farmers working smaller plots of land to eke out subsistence, Simon said, fewer farmers produced more food and fed more people than ever before, particularly in higher-income, industrialized countries.1

At the center of his attack, Simon put Ehrlich’s Population Bomb and other warnings of population-driven famine. Ehrlich had suggested in his book that limited food supplies might necessitate compulsory population control and a form of national triage that would cut desperate countries off from food aid. Yet, Simon pointed out, food supply had increased 25 percent during the previous quarter century. Farmers in the United States in 1980 worried about “disaster from too much food.” Deaths from famine globally had decreased since World War II.

Simon also slammed the idea—popularized by The Limits to Growth—that natural resources are finite and humanity approached ecological limits. This “apparently self-evident proposition,” Simon wrote, was actually “downright misleading.” Energy was “getting more plentiful,” not scarcer. Using the example of copper, Simon made his own extreme claims about mineral resource abundance. He rejected the idea that copper supplies would ever run out. More copper could be made from other metals, he said. “Even the total weight of the earth is not a theoretical limit to the amount of copper that might be available to earthlings in the future. Only the total weight of the universe … would be such a theoretical limit.” With these claims about the infinitude of available copper verging on alchemy, Simon pushed his ideology to its limits. But his essential argument reflected basic economic thinking about the advance of technology and substitution of different materials. “Because we find new lodes, invent better production methods, and discover new substitutes,” he wrote, only the limits of human knowledge constrained “our capacity to enjoy unlimited raw materials at acceptable prices.”2

In conclusion, Simon asked why “false statements of bad news” dominated public discussion. He blamed financial incentives for researchers who sought grant funding and the fact that “bad news sells books, newspapers, and magazines.” Simon also suggested a psychological explanation, arguing that people tended to compare the present and future with an “ideal state of affairs” rather than with the past. More careful comparisons with past trends would reveal steady improvement in human welfare, Simon thought. New exponential growth models, such as those used in The Limits to Growth, tended to “seduce and bewitch” their users. And all of this had the proverbial effect of the boy who cried wolf. Rather than “harmless exaggeration,” apocalyptic predictions by Ehrlich and other environmentalists, Simon thought, resulted in a “lack of credibility for real threats” and a “loss of public trust.”3

Simon’s Science article, which he also excerpted for the Washington Post opinion page, infuriated the Ehrlich camp. Science published a flurry of bitter letters from them in December 1980. Paul and Anne Ehrlich, along with their close colleagues John Holdren and John Harte, jointly denounced Simon’s article as full of “striking misconceptions.” Ehrlich and his colleagues insisted that energy and mineral scarcity was a real and present threat. They called Simon’s idea that copper could be made from other metals “preposterous.” They attacked Simon for suggesting that it was proper to “appropriate all the earth’s resources” to support human beings. They argued that technology could not replace services provided by ecosystems to regulate climate, water cycles, solar radiation, and other essential processes. The scientists derided Simon’s “tired old argument” as typical of economists who “know nothing about geology.” Wayne Davis, an expert on bat migration and biology at the University of Kentucky—no geologist himself—insisted that minerals and fossil fuels were scarce. Simon’s prediction that oil prices would continue to fall “defies logic,” Davis scoffed.4

In response to the letters, Simon dismissed the idea that a new era of resource scarcity had begun, one that marked a “discontinuity” with long-term resource trends. He believed the economic forces that had yielded progress in the past would continue to spur innovation and market solutions in the future. Simon also insisted that he had not said that “all is well everywhere.” The future was not simply “rosy.” “Children are hungry and sick; people live out lives of physical or intellectual poverty, and lack of opportunity; war or some new pollution may finish us.” Yet it did not help the world’s poor to insist that things were getting worse instead of recognizing the improvement in aggregate economic trends. Simon also acknowledged that he simply differed from the scientists on the basic question of the “rights of nonhuman species to exist.” “In tradeoffs between human beings and the rest of nature,” Simon wrote, “my sympathies usually lie with people.”5

Ehrlich and Simon’s rhetorical battle continued into the spring of 1981, spilling into the pages of the Social Science Quarterly. “How often does a prophet have to be wrong before we no longer believe that he or she is a true prophet?” Simon goaded. He argued that Ehrlich had been wrong about the “demographic facts of the 1970s,” whereas Simon’s own predictions had been right. Ehrlich had said in 1969, for instance, “If I were a gambler, I would take even money that England will not exist in the year 2000.” Ehrlich had been expressing his view that, without worldwide population control, overpopulation would cause nuclear war, plague, ecological catastrophe, or disastrous resource scarcities. Complaining that Ehrlich made wild statements without ever facing the “consequences of being wrong,” Simon said, “I’ll put my money where my mouth is” and asked Ehrlich to do the same. Rather than betting on the future existence of England, Simon challenged Ehrlich to bet on raw material prices and test their theories about future abundance. Ehrlich’s warnings about limits to economic growth, famines, and declining food harvests suggested rising prices that reflected growing scarcity due to population growth. But Simon argued that prices generally were falling for natural resources because they were becoming less scarce due to increasing productivity and human ingenuity.6

Ehrlich took the bait, accepting Simon’s “astonishing offer before other greedy people jump in.” Ehrlich consulted with his friends John Holdren and John Harte to choose the raw materials whose supply they thought would come under the greatest pressure. They chose five key metals. Each played a critical role in the modern economy. Chromium was a crucial element in stainless steel and valued as a corrosion-resistant coating. Copper had been used for thousands of years for its malleability and then later for its ability to conduct heat and electricity. Nickel helped make stainless steel and batteries and magnets. Tin yielded corrosion-resistant alloys. Tungsten’s heat-resistant characteristics found uses in lightbulbs, cathode-ray tubes, heating elements, and alloys. Each metal had seen dramatic production increases during the twentieth century. More than 95 percent of the copper ever mined in the history of the world, for example, was produced during the twentieth century.7

The market price for every one of these five metals had risen by at least 59 percent (copper) and as much as 357 percent (chromium) during the 1970s, giving Ehrlich plenty of reason to believe in their upward trajectory. But because inflation ran so high during the decade—averaging more than 7 percent—the general impression of rapidly rising prices was also misleading. Adjusted for inflation, copper prices actually fell by 15 percent in real terms from 1970 to 1979. Chromium prices had still more than doubled in real terms, rising by 143 percent, but the increase was still much less than it seemed. Adjusted for inflation, nickel, tungsten, and tin rose 11 percent, 76 percent, and 126 percent, respectively. At the same time, the value of the dollar also declined during the 1970s, raising prices for commodities traded on international markets.8

Ehrlich, Holdren, and Harte knew about inflation and exchange rates, but soaring nominal prices could not help but encourage their belief that resources were rapidly getting scarcer. Many shared their conviction. The story of Bunker and Herbert Hunt, scions of a leading Texas oil family, might have provided a cautionary tale for the scientists. The Hunts gambled billions of dollars on the rising price of silver. When prices did not increase sufficiently, the Hunt brothers tried to corner the silver market; at one point, they and their partners controlled 77 percent of the silver in private hands. Their effort failed spectacularly in March 1980, however, when government regulators tightened credit and restricted silver purchases. As silver prices collapsed, the Hunt brothers in desperation were forced to borrow more than a billion dollars to extricate themselves from their silver play. Despite such stories from the business pages, Ehrlich and his colleagues believed that the price trends all were in their favor. They felt confident that they would prevail in the bet.9

Ehrlich and Simon’s bet, which Holdren and Harte joined, would run for ten years, through 1990, covering a thousand dollars’ worth of the five minerals (a two-hundred-dollar contract for each mineral). If the mineral prices went up, adjusting for inflation, Simon would pay the difference; if the prices went down, Ehrlich and his colleagues would pay the difference to Simon. Ehrlich, Harte, and Holdren particularly liked the structure of the bet, since the value of the thousand-dollar bundle of minerals could increase without limit yet the scientists could lose no more than their thousand dollars. It seemed a small price to pay to silence Julian Simon for ten years, they thought. For both sides, the real winnings would be bragging rights and the chance to prove that they were right about the future course of history. It was, as the Chronicle of Higher Education reported, “the scholarly wager of the decade.”10

As Ehrlich and Simon worked themselves into this bet about resource prices and the consequences of population growth, Americans faced their own gamble about the future in 1980. A great deal more was directly at stake: Jimmy Carter or Ronald Reagan. Government planner versus free marketeer. Pessimist versus optimist. Cold houses and sweaters versus warm homes fueled by new nuclear power plants and oil wells. Of course, as complex political figures, neither Carter nor Reagan conformed precisely to these neat boxes. Carter, for example, had helped initiate the loosening of federal regulation of sectors of the economy such as air travel and energy. But Ehrlich and Simon’s bet over mineral prices captured in miniature the clash between the two ways of thinking that seemed to frame the Carter-Reagan contest. Ehrlich and other environmental leaders helped build a powerful movement in the 1970s. But they also fueled a backlash against liberals and environmentalists that former California governor Ronald Reagan exploited in his campaign for the White House. In retrospect, Reagan and the Republican Party’s extreme rhetorical turn against environmentalism in the early 1980s can be seen in part as a response to the equally extreme warnings about imminent doom emanating from Carter and environmentalists like Ehrlich.

Announcing his run for president in New York City in 1979, Reagan offered a vision of hope and limitless American growth. An American, Reagan declared, was a person who “lives in anticipation of the future because he knows it will be a great place.” Reagan displayed a faith in human ingenuity that matched Julian Simon’s. “Nothing is impossible,” Reagan said. “Man is capable of improving his circumstances beyond what we are told is fact.” Reagan derided Carter’s apparent pessimism about the American future. “They tell us we must learn to live with less, and teach our children that their lives will be less full and prosperous than ours have been… . I don’t believe that. And, I don’t believe you do either. That is why I am seeking the presidency. I cannot and will not stand by and see this great country destroy itself.” Reagan mocked Carter’s approach to natural resource management as an “utter fiasco.” The federal government had “overspent, overestimated, and over-regulated” across the board, Reagan said, and that included Carter’s energy policies. “It is no program simply to say ‘use less energy.’” “At best,” Reagan declared, energy conservation “means we will run out of energy a little more slowly.” To meet the nation’s energy needs, Reagan insisted, America simply needed “more domestic production of oil and gas.”11

Reagan’s optimism about American abundance and prosperity reflected his mixed environmental record as governor of California from 1967 to 1975. Reagan, much like President Nixon at the national level, had responded to growing calls for environmental protection. Reagan called pollution a “national disgrace” that threatened the “delicate balance of ecology.” He supported the creation of a state department of environmental protection and he signed forceful legislation to combat air and water pollution. Reagan also backed the creation of Redwood National Park in northern California and blocked new dams proposed for the Feather and Eel Rivers. He created an interstate regional planning authority to manage development around Lake Tahoe. He led a highly publicized pack trip into the Minarets wilderness area of the eastern Sierras, where he declared his opposition to a proposed trans-Sierra highway that would have broken up continuous swathes of protected land. The land preservation efforts fit well into Reagan’s celebratory appreciation of the western landscape. He felt a strong affinity for the idea of the American West and for rugged outdoorsmen, and he adopted the role of the western cowboy in his political persona. Reagan loved to ride horses and owned a series of ranches, including a 688-acre property in the Santa Ynez Mountains northwest of Santa Barbara, California, which became his western presidential retreat. He enjoyed spending a “pleasant evening” with a “stack of horse and western magazines.”12
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Ronald Reagan on horseback at his California ranch, April 1986. Courtesy Ronald Reagan Library

As he signed off on some environmental measures, however, Governor Reagan viewed other proposals as unwarranted expansions of state regulatory power that threatened business development and local governance. Environmental protection, Reagan warned, should not bring “economic development to a sudden and catastrophic halt.” He opposed legislation to create state coastal and energy commissions, and he vetoed funds for coastal conservation. He criticized “panic about overbuilding” in California and castigated environmentalists for “doomsday” predictions. Reagan particularly dismissed new warnings about crises, overpopulation, and starvation as “simplistic overstatement.” “We used to have problems,” Reagan said dismissively in a 1971 speech to the American Petroleum Institute. “Today we have crises.” People like Paul Ehrlich were simply “anti-technology” and “anti-industry.” “The doomsday crowd,” Reagan said, “always seem to ignore the very real progress we have made.” During the 1973–1974 oil embargo, Reagan said that America’s abundant resources and technological prowess could make the nation energy self-sufficient. Markets and technology would resolve population problems, Reagan thought.13

Reagan similarly rejected the models and expert pronouncements that lay at the heart of The Limits to Growth and The Global 2000 Report. Reagan accused Carter of siding with “elitist” social planners willing to accept slower economic growth. “The limits-to-growth people who are so influential in the Carter administration are telling us, in effect, that the American economic pie is shrinking, that we all have to settle for a smaller slice.” Reagan called instead for “government to get out of the way while the rest of us make a bigger pie so that everybody can have a bigger slice.” In announcing his candidacy in November 1979, Reagan attacked “unknown, unidentifiable experts,” such as the authors of The Limits to Growth, who used computer models to concoct warnings of forced scarcity. When the Carter White House released The Global 2000 Report at the height of the 1980 campaign, Reagan rejected its warnings about overpopulation and resource scarcity. “Well, you know there was a fella named Malthus who thought we were going to run out of food,” Reagan declared in September 1980. “But Malthus didn’t know about fertilizers and pesticides.” While Carter’s colleagues considered The Global 2000 Report as “significant as the Declaration of Independence,” Reagan dismissed it as unfounded pessimism and flawed reasoning. Reagan insisted that resource limits were not real and should not constrain America’s future.14

Reagan cast the 1980 election as a choice based on Americans’ assessment of the state of the nation and the causes of economic stagnation. When voters went into the polling booths, Reagan said in his one debate with Jimmy Carter, they should ask themselves, “Are you better off than you were four years ago?” Reagan argued that federal regulation and planning had made Americans worse off. “This country doesn’t have to be in the shape that it is in. We do not have to go on sharing in scarcity… . All of this can be cured and all of it can be solved.” Reagan called for getting the federal government “off the people’s backs” so that it would stop telling “us how to run our lives.” Reagan promised to reduce the federal role and leave other responsibilities to the states.15

Environmental leaders, meanwhile, at first did not fully support Carter. They were disappointed in his presidency. Despite Carter’s strong environmental bona fides, he had failed environmentalists on several fronts. Carter had allowed completion of the controversial Tellico Dam in Tennessee, and had loosened some clean air and water regulations. He also had supported synthetic fuels, which environmentalists viewed skeptically. These actions led some environmental activists initially to support Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts in the Democratic primary. Others, like John Harte, flirted with independent candidate John Anderson. Carter’s advisers tried to patch things up with environmentalists leading into the election. On the recommendation of the heads of the environmental organizations, Carter appointed James Gustave Speth, a cofounder of the Natural Resources Defense Council, to chair the Council on Environmental Quality. “Environmentalists are important to me,” Carter scrawled on an August 1979 request to his chief of staff, Hamilton Jordan, to increase the profile and White House role of the Council on Environmental Quality. “We need to try to keep our environmental constituency,” Stuart Eizenstat, Carter’s domestic policy adviser, told a colleague.16

In September 1980, as the election approached, twenty-two national environmental leaders went to the White House to announce their formal endorsement of Carter. They characterized the 1980 election as a “basic choice” between Reagan and Carter. Reagan’s “ignorance of environmental issues” was “bad news, really bad news,” according to Marion Edey, executive director of the League of Conservation Voters. The president of the National Audubon Society, Russell Peterson, declared that the “choice is very clear to those who care about their children and grandchildren.” Peterson’s endorsement was especially notable because he was a former Republican governor of Delaware and had served as chairman of the Council on Environmental Quality under Presidents Nixon and Ford. Peterson thought Carter was “facing up” to the long-term problems facing the planet, while Reagan displayed a “basic misunderstanding” and determination simply to “free up industry so that it can make a bundle today.”17

Reagan’s proposed expansion of energy production revealed the great difference between the two candidates. Carter had made energy efficiency and renewable energy central to his plan to reduce oil imports. He distrusted the international oil companies and supported additional taxes that would prevent the companies from capturing “windfall profits.” Reagan, by contrast, thought that the United States could solve its energy problems if “the government would get out of the way and let the oil companies explore and drill and produce the oil we have.” Reagan mocked Carter: “They say, ‘Turn down the thermostats, drive less, or don’t drive at all.’” America just needed to “set the oil industry loose.” Large quantities of oil and gas lay beneath the land and offshore, but Carter discouraged their development. Coal and nuclear power also had the potential to supply energy to millions of homes but were thwarted by “obstructionist campaigns.” “I am an environmentalist,” Reagan said during the campaign, but he thought that the Environmental Protection Agency tended to “insist on unreasonable and many times untried standards.” Reagan linked environmental concerns to national economic growth, declaring that the “economic prosperity of our people is a fundamental part of our environment.” If the “no growth” officials at EPA had their way, Reagan complained, “you and I would have to live in rabbit holes or birds’ nests.” He horrified environmentalists and editorial page writers by claiming, incorrectly, that the May 1980 volcanic eruption at Mount St. Helens and the decomposition of plants and trees released more pollutants than automobiles and power plants. Reagan thought that the nation’s air pollution had largely been cleared up since 1970 and that regulatory standards “helped force factories to shut down and cost workers their jobs.” Reagan embraced the Nevada-based Sagebrush Rebellion, which attacked federal land management and sought to shift control of federal lands to the states and private owners to encourage more rapid development. Environmental leaders came to view Reagan’s defeat as an urgent priority.18

Yet in November 1980, Reagan won the presidency with more than 50 percent of the popular vote and more than 90 percent of the Electoral College. Carter claimed a handful of states and 41 percent of the popular vote, with Independent candidate John Anderson garnering 6.6 percent. Many factors led to Carter’s rout. The economy remained mired in a toxic mix of high inflation, high interest rates, and unemployment, making it difficult for any incumbent president to be reelected. The Iranian hostage crisis and the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan elevated international disputes and raised questions about the forcefulness and effectiveness of Carter’s foreign policy. In addition to these factors, however, Reagan’s victory also meant defeat for Carter’s vocal embrace of limits and his warnings about the future. Environmental advocates in the 1970s, and Carter himself, sought broad public support for constraints on growth and reduced consumption. But many Americans resisted calls to change their behavior. The majority instead voted for Reagan and his faith in an abundant future and his skeptical view of government.

After his defeat, Carter continued to press for action on environmental and population issues. In his farewell address in January 1981, Carter emphasized the themes of The Global 2000 Report as key elements of his legacy. Citing “real and growing dangers” to the air, water, and land, Carter warned of the “rapid depletion of irreplaceable minerals, the erosion of topsoil, the destruction of beauty, the blight of pollution, the demands of increasing billions of people … problems which are easy to observe and predict but difficult to resolve.” According to one of his speechwriters, Carter spent more time shaping and rewriting the farewell address than any other speech of his presidency. Carter hoped to sustain momentum around The Global 2000 Report and to pressure the Reagan administration to address the problems it identified. “If we do not act,” Carter said, “the world of the year 2000 will be much less able to sustain life than it is now.” In subsequent comments, Carter insisted that The Global 2000 Report was “not a prophecy of doom; it was an expression of confidence and hope—provided warnings were heeded and appropriate and feasible actions were taken.”19

With Reagan’s election, however, the warnings of The Global 2000 Report were simply ignored. Shortly after Reagan’s 1980 victory, Republican congressmen David Stockman and Jack Kemp presented the president-elect with a detailed economic plan entitled “Avoiding a GOP Economic Dunkirk.” Stockman was a boyish and wonky conservative from Minnesota in his early thirties, while Kemp, in his mid-forties, had been an all-star quarterback for the San Diego Chargers and the Buffalo Bills before getting into politics as an economic conservative from western New York. Warning of economic threats facing the incoming Reagan administration, from recession to possible short-term surges in oil and food prices, Stockman and Kemp urged Reagan to defuse the “regulatory time bomb” put in place during the 1970s wave of environmental, energy, and safety legislation. “McGovernite no-growth activists” had gained control of key administrative posts under Carter and had generated a “mind-boggling outpouring of rulemakings, interpretative guidelines, and major litigation” that would create a staggering regulatory burden. Stockman and Kemp called for a “regulatory ventilation” that would unilaterally “defer, revise or rescind” regulations that threatened to impose more than a hundred billion dollars in compliance costs. They particularly warned about the consequences of new federal standards for automobile and truck emissions, workplace noise, asbestos exposure, appliance efficiency, and industrial wastewater. The EPA had rules, Stockman said, that “would practically shut down the economy if they were put into effect.”20

Reagan liked this antiregulatory advice so much that he appointed David Stockman director of the Office of Management and Budget to carry out the proposed agenda. The Wall Street Journal covered the appointment by calling Stockman a “relentless warrior against the widely held view that society is running out of resources and that government must therefore allocate them.” The Limits to Growth viewpoint, Stockman explained, merely provided a rationale for those advocating more government economic planning. In his first month in office, Reagan followed Stockman’s advice by postponing hundreds of regulations and ordering a review of potentially burdensome federal rules. Reagan also created a new cabinet-level task force on regulatory relief led by Vice President George H. W. Bush. Reagan cut funding for alternative energy development—later in his presidency, the White House solar panels that Carter had installed to great fanfare were removed and placed in storage.21

Reagan appointed western firebrand James Watt to spearhead the administration’s attack on federal natural resource management. A tall, thin, balding western conservative, Watt had served previously under Presidents Nixon and Ford as a deputy assistant secretary of the Interior, working on water and power projects. Watt understood the federal bureaucracy and how to move it. He had a steely temperament and deep religious faith following his adult baptism and embrace of the Pentecostal evangelical church. Watt also had a clearly articulated political perspective that favored the “development of our natural resources by private enterprise.” Just before joining Reagan’s cabinet, Watt served as the first president of the Mountain States Legal Foundation, a nonprofit legal center funded by Joseph Coors Sr. of the Coors Brewing Company, to strengthen private property rights and contest government regulation. Coors also had founded the conservative Heritage Foundation to provide a philosophical underpinning for the anti-environmental movement. From its inception, the Heritage Foundation urged followers to “strangle the environmental movement,” which Heritage named “the greatest single threat to the American economy.” Watt spoke passionately against the environmental movement. In a 1978 speech in Dallas, Watt warned of a “new political force in the land—a small group of extremists who don’t concern themselves with a balanced perspective or a concern about improving the quality of life for mankind—they are called environmentalists.” What was the real motive for these “extreme environmentalists”? Watt suggested that their goal was to “delay and deny energy development” and to “weaken America.”22

Newly empowered as secretary of the interior, Watt opened federal lands to development and fired departmental attorneys responsible for enforcing environmental standards. He sought to push out unsympathetic career government employees so that he could hire staff members who shared his views. Watt declared candidly that his mandate was to “undo 50 years of bad government,” by which he meant the expansion of federal control and regulation of public natural resources. He sought to open public lands for energy and mineral development, and he halted the purchase of new national park lands. Watt emphasized broad and easy access to existing parks, rather than wilderness protections that only served “elitist groups” and “rugged young backpackers.” Carl E. Bagge, president of the National Coal Association, reportedly said of Watt’s appointment, “We’re deliriously happy.” Representative Morris Udall, a leading environmentalist in Congress, complained of Watt that Reagan had picked the “most controversial, bombastic person” he could find. The Washington Post reprinted a joke told in corporate suites: “How much power does it take to stop a million environmentalists? One Watt.” Reagan supported Watt’s efforts and shared Watt’s belief that he had to protect the American people against environmental extremism. In a September 1981 diary entry, Reagan recorded a meeting with Watt, noting, “He’s taking a lot of abuse from environmental extremists but he’s absolutely right. People are ecology too and they can[’]t forage for food and live in caves.” Reagan’s selection of Colorado state representative Anne Gorsuch to run the Environmental Protection Agency appalled environmentalists almost as much as Watt’s appointment. A former lawyer for the regional telephone company, she had been elected to the Colorado legislature in 1976, where she made her reputation as one of the “House Crazies” who sought a fundamental conservative overhaul of government. Known as the “Ice Queen” and the “Dragon Lady,” Gorsuch immediately started making enemies among the EPA’s career staff after her arrival at the agency. Critics—including Russell Train, the EPA’s second administrator under Nixon and Ford—warned that Gorsuch’s proposed personnel and budgetary cuts threatened to “destroy the agency as an effective organization.”23
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Ronald Reagan with Secretary of the Interior James Watt at the signing of the 1982 Reclamation Reform Act. Courtesy Ronald Reagan Library.

The day after Reagan’s inauguration in 1981, the leaders of nine of the largest national environmental organizations met in a Washington restaurant to coordinate their response to the new administration. Watt and Gorsuch became the visible targets for campaigns that brought a surge in membership in the national organizations. The Sierra Club grew by 30 percent per year in the early 1980s, doubling in size in just a few years. A National Audubon Society fundraising appeal that directly attacked the Reagan administration yielded ten times the donations of its previous efforts. Environmental organizations filed lawsuits to compel the administration to enforce the Clean Water Act and other laws, even as the administration sought to cut the EPA’s enforcement budget by 39 percent in inflation-adjusted terms.24

Environmental organizations became increasingly allied with the Democratic Party and with moderate Republicans, whose numbers were starting to shrink. The environmentalists flexed their political muscle effectively in their fights with Watt and Gorsuch. Both appointees had been driven from office by the end of 1983. Reagan described Gorsuch’s resignation over a congressional investigation of the Superfund program as a “lynching by headline hunting congressmen.” Watt had done a “fine job,” Reagan thought, but the “Environmental Lynch mob” got him, too. Environmentalists celebrated. “I Survived the Ice Queen’s Acid Reign,” read the T-shirts distributed by alienated EPA employees after Gorsuch’s resignation. With political success, however, came the recognition of a new vulnerability. Professional national environmental organizations increasingly depended on doomsday warnings to raise money to fuel their growth. Watt played such an outsized role as a bogeyman for environmentalists that his departure nearly caused a financial crisis for the Sierra Club. Michael McCloskey, executive director of the Sierra Club at the time, recalled that they “had lost the villain” that they needed to campaign against. Media coverage of Reagan’s environmental policies plummeted. New member growth and charitable donations dropped sharply. The split between Republicans and environmentalists, however, continued to grow in the years following Watt’s departure. Both Republicans critics of environmental regulation and environmental advocates, who leaned toward the Democratic Party, used the conflict to sharpen their public identity and enlist and motivate supporters.25

Paul Ehrlich considered Reagan, Gorsuch, and Watt simply uneducated on environmental issues. “I don’t believe that those people are either total morons or totally evil,” Ehrlich said in a 1983 interview. Therefore, he reasoned, they must simply be “profoundly ignorant.” Ehrlich could not fathom the possibility that fundamentally different values or ideologies might yield different conclusions. His certainty helped make Ehrlich a more zealous advocate and steel him for political combat, but it also made it hard for him to understand his critics and persuade others. Ehrlich continued with his butterfly research, primarily in California and at the Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory in Colorado. He wrote to the Yale ecologist G. Evelyn Hutchinson in 1983 that his research group had developed a useful new theory of butterfly mating strategies. “A small triumph, but one settles for them more and more!”26

Ehrlich welcomed the small scientific victories, because the Reagan years largely brought him to despair about the future. Reagan’s military buildup and hawkish rhetoric particularly disturbed Ehrlich, and he turned his attention to the dangers of nuclear war and proliferation. Scientists had worked on anti-nuclear campaigns since the 1940s, but now they focused more on dangers to biological systems. The issue preoccupied Ehrlich. In June 1983, he wrote to Hutchinson, “I grow increasingly apprehensive as the December deadline for cruise missile/ Pershing II deployment approaches with no signs of progress in the [intermediate-range nuclear forces] negotiations—and as the administration pushes forward with the destabilizing MX [missile].” Ehrlich channeled his concern about nuclear weapons into research and writing. He helped organize a 1983 conference in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on the biological threats posed by nuclear war. Ehrlich also served as lead author and chief organizer for an essay in Science on the “Long-Term Biological Consequences of Nuclear War.” Twenty other prominent scientists, including Carl Sagan and Stephen J. Gould, signed on as coauthors. They warned that a large-scale nuclear war could cause a nuclear winter, in which soot and smoke would block sunlight and precipitously drop global temperatures. Ehrlich had raised this possibility in his 1977 Ecoscience. The change in solar radiation brought about by the nuclear explosions could destroy civilization’s biological support systems and reduce human populations to “prehistoric levels or below.” “Extinction of the human species itself cannot be excluded.” Ehrlich also coedited, along with Carl Sagan and two others, a 1984 report from the Cambridge conference, entitled The Cold and the Dark: The World After Nuclear War. The threat of nuclear winter was closely tied to Ehrlich’s earlier apocalyptic predictions, as he feared that resource scarcity and overpopulation would spark conflicts that would lead to a global thermonuclear war.27

While Ehrlich darkly contemplated the end of civilization, Julian Simon encountered a newly enthusiastic audience in Washington, where the Reagan administration brought free market advocates and critics of environmental regulation into power. Simon’s controversial essay in Science in 1980 changed everything for him, and he relished the attention that followed. “I have hit the jackpot,” he wrote in notes to himself the following year. “The world has now made it easy for me to remain undepressed. I no longer must deflect my mind from my professional difficulties in order to stay happy, but instead I can now dwell on my worldly ‘success’ and take pleasure from it.” His article led to many invitations to write and speak. He finally had a chance to “reach a wide audience with a set of ideas that had previously fallen mostly on deaf ears, or more exactly, on no ears.”28

As Ehrlich and Simon argued in the pages of Science and Social Science Quarterly and agreed to their bet, Julian Simon completed the final touches on what he hoped would be his magnum opus, The Ultimate Resource. Published in 1981 by Princeton University Press and excerpted over three issues of the Atlantic Monthly, the book crystallized Simon’s thinking about the relation between population and resources issues in accessible prose. In Simon’s formulation, people were the “ultimate resource.” “Human resourcefulness and enterprise” could meet impending shortages and solve problems indefinitely. In fact, new solutions generally would leave society “better off than before the problem arose.” Simon acknowledged that his thesis was not original. Adam Smith and Friedrich Engels, as well as later writers such as Jules Verne and H. G. Wells, had “given full weight to man’s imagination and creative powers” to solve population and resource problems. More recent inspirations included Simon Kuznets’s national income and population research, Harold Barnett’s writings on resource scarcity, and Ester Boserup’s theories about agricultural innovation.29

Simon argued that food, land, natural resources, and energy were all becoming more abundant, not scarcer. How did he know? Rising prices and a rising ratio of price to income were the indicators of scarcity. Yet since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, resource prices generally had fallen, particularly relative to income. Humans spent less and less of their time and income meeting essential needs for heat, light, food, and water. Simon also argued that population growth was not mechanical and automatic, as Malthus (and later Ehrlich) had suggested in long-term projections of exponential growth. Having babies was like drinking alcohol, Simon wrote. Few people were “drunkards” who drank themselves to death—most drew lessons from their experience and moderated their behavior. Similarly, Simon’s research showed that people make rational choices about family size. These decisions change under different circumstances and would respond to resource scarcity and other indicators of overpopulation. While additional people certainly present a burden on society, Simon said that both new babies and immigrants “produce more than they consume.” Their benefits to society far outweighed their cost. Given resource abundance and these benefits, Simon criticized misguided and often oppressive efforts to reduce population growth.30

Simon’s critique of population control in The Ultimate Resource reflected his personal values and his version of utilitarian philosophy. Simon differed from Ehrlich and other population control advocates in his attitude about the worth of human life. Ehrlich, complained Simon, said that nothing would be lost if fewer people existed and that the United States, and the world, would be better off with a smaller population. In 1972, when the United States population was almost 210 million people, Ehrlich had told a reporter, “I can’t think of any reason for having more than one hundred fifty million people.” Simon found this dismissal of the value of sixty million Americans to be cavalier. Ehrlich’s bleak descriptions of human misery further suggested to Simon that Ehrlich thought “poor people’s lives are not worth living.” Simon took up their cause. Writing of the impoverished beggars in India, Simon commented, “Ehrlich writes nothing about those people laughing, loving, or being tender to their children—all of which one also sees among those poor Indians.” Drawing on a utilitarian perspective that aspires to the greatest good for the greatest number, Simon contended, in his own variant of the theory, that more people living rewarding lives maximized social welfare. “Because people continue to live, I believe that they value their lives. And those lives therefore have value in my scheme of things.” The continued existence of poor people did not signal overpopulation, Simon wrote.31

The publication of The Ultimate Resource in 1981 established Julian Simon as a national conservative intellectual. A sympathetic reviewer in the Washington Post called Simon’s book the “most powerful challenge to be mounted against the principles of popular environmentalism in the last 15 years.” On the public television show Firing Line, conservative commentator William F. Buckley declared that “Julian Simon may be the happiest thing that has happened to the planet since the discovery of the wheel.” Buckley suggested that The Ultimate Resource would “dominate the debate” over population and resource scarcity in the 1980s.32

As if eager to prove Buckley right, Simon followed his book with a steady stream of articles and interviews in leading national publications, including the Washington Post, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, and Los Angeles Times, along with the Atlantic Monthly. Simon hammered home his argument for the economic benefits of immigration. He challenged the fear that badly needed farmland was disappearing, being paved over for highways and suburban sprawl. Instead, Simon argued that cropland was more available and less scarce than before. Julian Simon was becoming the “most visible apostle of optimism,” according to the New York Times, with his insistence that “life on earth is getting better, not worse.”33

Simon’s rapid emergence as a public critic of environmentalism brought him to the attention of national conservative organizations that previously did not know he existed. Simon had accomplished his rise to prominence largely on the basis of his own ambition and determination and the limited opportunities and resources available to a little-known University of Illinois professor. Simon now started to benefit from financial and organizational support from foundations and conservative think tanks and to circulate in higher-level conservative circles. His appeal was no secret: Simon appeared perfectly suited to delivering and backing up an important part of Reagan’s message.34

This institutional support became useful in 1982, when Simon teamed with idiosyncratic conservative Herman Kahn to prepare a rejoinder to The Global 2000 Report. Kahn was the white-bearded, rotund cofounder of the Hudson Institute, a politically conservative research center that published studies of the future. Kahn first made a name for himself with a controversial 1960 Rand Institute study, On Thermonuclear War, which had argued that nuclear war was both possible and winnable. As Kahn grew interested in domestic policy issues in the 1960s and 1970s, he criticized predictions of environmental catastrophe and predicted “unprecedented affluence” in the coming decades. At a 1975 conference on The Limits to Growth in Woodlands, Texas, Kahn declared, “Two hundred years ago mankind was almost everywhere poor, almost everywhere scarce, almost everywhere powerless before the forces of nature. Two hundred years from now mankind will be almost everywhere rich, almost everywhere plentiful, almost everywhere in control of the forces of nature.” Kahn’s relentlessly optimistic outlook cited the same market forces that Julian Simon emphasized—technological innovation, substitution, and discoveries of new kinds of resources. In 1980 and 1981, Kahn attacked The Global 2000 Report as “Globaloney 2000.” At a time when the world population was 4.4 billion, Kahn declared “no reason why the world should not be able to support a population of 30 billion people.” Kahn anticipated a new economic boom with abundant energy and growing international trade. He described the world as “halfway through a great transition” that would spread progress and technology “for the good of all.” Kahn elaborated on these optimistic predictions at length in a full-length 1982 book, The Coming Boom.35

Simon and Kahn now undertook to reexamine the “baseless” and “gloomy assertions”of The Global 2000 Report. They initially sought a two-hundred-thousand-dollar consulting contract from the EPA to conduct their study. Allies within the Reagan administration, such as presidential adviser Danny J. Boggs, shared their desire to repudiate The Global 2000 Report. After the news of Simon and Kahn’s project leaked out, however, congressional opponents and Reagan’s own White House Council on Environmental Quality blocked the contract and an official imprimatur to their report. Kahn and Simon instead turned to the conservative Heritage Foundation for financial and administrative support. Heritage’s president, Edwin Feulner, feared that the Council on Environmental Quality would issue a report on global environmental trends that would “run exactly counter” to the president’s point of view by “emphasizing physical limits on our progress instead of the vast possibilities for progress and improvement limited only by our energies and will.” With the Heritage Foundation’s support, Kahn and Simon enlisted prominent and generally conservative scholars to rebut The Global 2000 Report’s claims. Contributors included William Baumol, past president of the American Economics Association; John Fraser Hart, former president of the Association of American Geographers, and Aaron Wildavsky, a leading political scientist at the University of California, Berkeley. The authors were asked to contribute essays that rebutted the claims of The Global 2000 Report.36

After Kahn died unexpectedly of a stroke at age sixty-one in 1983, Simon finished editing the volume by himself. In the introduction, Simon polemically offered a direct inversion of the claims of The Global 2000 Report. The report had declared:

If present trends continue, the world in 2000 will be more crowded, more polluted, less stable ecologically, and more vulnerable to disruption than the world we live in now. Serious stresses involving population, resources, and environment are clearly visible ahead. Despite greater material input, the world’s people will be poorer in many ways than they are today.

Simon countered:

If present trends continue, the world in 2000 will be less crowded (though more populated), less polluted, more stable ecologically, and less vulnerable to resource supply disruption than the world we live in now… . The world’s people will be richer in most ways than they are today… . Life for most people on earth will be less precarious economically than it is now.

William Tucker, author of Progress and Privilege: America in the Age of Environmentalism, described The Global 2000 Report as the “wicked witch in Sleeping Beauty” who “laid a curse upon the land.” Simon and Kahn’s The Resourceful Earth, in turn, had arrived like the “good witch … to lift the spell.” “For more than a decade, the prophets of gloom and doom have had their way, painting a frightening picture of the world coming apart at the seams,” wrote a journalist in a cover story in the Chicago Tribune sympathetic to Simon and Kahn. Their book now declared these predictions “nonsense.”37

A vigorous debate ensued. In the spring of 1983, Simon and coauthors in The Resourceful Earth presented their findings at the American Association for the Advancement of Science meeting in Detroit. The session brought national attention to the report and provoked lively discussion. “That was a good talk in Detroit,” the Harvard demographer Nathan Keyfitz, one of Simon’s critics, wrote to Simon afterward. “You are the most interesting person with whom I have disagreed in a long time.” In December 1983, the American Economics Association invited Simon to participate on a panel at its annual meeting in San Francisco, “Limits to Growth: What Have We Learned?” In May 1984, Simon organized a second American Association for the Advancement of Science session entitled “Knockdown-Dragout on the Global Future,” pitting Simon and Danny Boggs, deputy secretary of energy, against the environmental scientists Barry Commoner and Peter Raven. “I shall attack you and your report,” Commoner told Simon. The clash between starkly different ways of viewing the future became an increasingly common trope. Science captured it in an article about Simon and his critics. In a cartoon accompanying the article on the forthcoming Resourceful Earth, a man in an overstuffed chair read a book entitled “The Coming Boom.” To his left sat another man, reading “The Coming Collapse.” USA Today summarized the choices in a 1983 headline: “Future is a.) dim or b.) bright (pick one).” Simon and his opponents both used the stark contrast between their points of view to raise their public profiles. As the lesser-known challenger attacking conventional beliefs, Simon perhaps benefited the most from the attention.38
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New Yorker cartoon highlighting the sharp contrast in views of the future in the early 1980s. © Frank Modell/New Yorker Cartoon Collection/www.cartoonbank.com.

Simon’s efforts gave political conservatives a weapon that they badly needed to support their attack on liberals and environmentalists. The Resourceful Earth and The Ultimate Resource bolstered the Reagan administration’s critique of environmental regulation and of Jimmy Carter’s economic record. At a speech in Texas in 1983, Vice President George H. W. Bush embraced Julian Simon’s way of thinking about natural resources issues. Bush denounced The Global 2000 Report as a vision of stagnant economic growth and an “age of limits.” He called it Carter’s “economic philosophy in black and white.” Bush continued, “We all have a choice to make: It is between the shrinking vision of America held by the pessimists or the expansive vision—the expansive reality—we are building right now. We are too great a nation, we are too great a people to shrink from the future.” Bush’s speechwriter, Joshua Gilder, wrote to thank Julian Simon for his “inspiration and research.” Gilder called himself a “great fan” of Simon’s work. In a 1983 commencement address at Ohio State University that Gilder also helped to write, Vice President Bush practically quoted Simon’s work while discussing how the “prophets of doom” were wrong and global trends improving. Humanity was not depleting the world’s resources. Instead, Bush argued, “the world’s resources are becoming more plentiful all the time. The fact is that new technologies are not only allowing us to use our old resources more efficiently—they actually create new resources.” Julian Simon’s ideas about resource abundance also resonated with other Republican politicians, sometimes in quirky ways. Georgia congressman Newt Gingrich, who would later rise to be Speaker of the House of Representatives and run for the presidency, reached out to Simon to discuss the possibilities of using the “resources of space to counter the Limits-to-Growthers.” Administrators in the Department of the Interior and the Census Bureau invited Simon to brief their staffs—or, as William Butz of the Census Bureau phrased it, “get us all riled up.”39

As Julian Simon ventured further into the national arena, becoming a favored critic of the environmental movement and a regular presence on the op-ed pages, Rita and he decided in 1983 to leave the cornfields and quiet streets of Illinois to move to Washington, DC. Rita had been offered a position at American University as dean of the School of Justice, a department focused on the study of law and society. Julian, meanwhile, had received a grant from the Sloan Foundation to study the economic consequences of immigration, which paid half his salary for eighteen months. He became a senior fellow at the Heritage Foundation and also eventually landed a faculty appointment position teaching business administration at the University of Maryland. Having grown up in and around New York City, the Simons never imagined living all their lives in the flat Midwest. Julian also was growing a little bored with life in Urbana, where he felt “less and less excitement in the conversations that chance throws up for me.” Now their kids were teenagers, soon leaving for college. Moving to Washington provided new opportunities, both personal and professional. The new location, Julian wrote to friends in 1983, “will make it more convenient to try to sell some views on public policies.”40

Julian and Rita settled into a house in suburban Chevy Chase, Maryland. Julian enjoyed the new Washington setting. Between early spring and midautumn, Julian would sit outside on the back deck for hours with his computer. Always by his side was a pair of binoculars so that he could watch the birds visiting his feeders. At the same time, he also missed aspects of the easy life of Urbana, where he could “jump out of bed and be in the office in four minutes and then hustle out of the office and be on the squash court.” He took to dictating correspondence and other writing into a tape recorder during his commute to work.41
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Julian, David, Daniel, Judith, and Rita Simon (left to right) at David’s graduation from high school in Urbana, Illinois, 1982. Courtesy of Naomi Kleitman.

New doors continued to open for Julian Simon after he arrived in Washington. Simon used his post at the Heritage Foundation to make inroads in the Washington policy community. In September 1983, shortly after arriving at Heritage, for example, he invited more than twenty people to a meeting to discuss congressional proposals to increase the government’s “foresight capability” on resources, population, and the environment. Simon opposed these congressional proposals based on his critique of The Global 2000 Report. He described his work to Burt Pines, Heritage’s vice president, as “trying to put the boots to the environmentalists’ initiative for a government ‘global foresight’ activity.” The meeting brought Simon closer to Washington business conservatives such as Fred Smith at the Competitive Economy Foundation (who later founded the Competitive Enterprise Institute). Smith warned, “Conceding any legitimacy to a government data collection role is in my opinion extremely dangerous.” Rather than more regulation, Smith called for “free market environmentalism” led by private-sector entities through market mechanisms and private property rights. New contacts with conservatives like Smith accelerated Simon’s transformation from isolated intellectual in Urbana, Illinois, into connected and influential Washington commentator.42

From his new perch at Heritage, Simon also launched what he called a “full-scale investigation” of the United Nations Fund for Population Activities and the Agency for International Development. He aimed to “lay bare the patterns of funding that wind up with” nongovernmental organizations promoting family planning in the United States. In the fall of 1983, Simon unsuccessfully sought credentials as a US delegate to the United Nation’s population conference to be held in Mexico City in August 1984. In a letter to the deputy secretary of state, Simon practically begged to go, saying, “This is the first time in my life, literally, that I have sought an appointment other than an ordinary job.” Although he did not get the credentials he sought, Simon supported the Reagan administration’s new positions on population, which rejected the idea of a population crisis. In June, before the United Nations meeting, Simon testified before the House of Representatives Subcommittee on Census and Population that “overpopulation” was a “myth.” Simon complained in his testimony that the US delegation did not reflect the full diversity of views on population growth. He warned that the “population lobby” used the issue of access to abortion as a cover for its population control agenda. White House staffers acknowledged that Simon’s ideas influenced the administration’s new global population policy. James Buckley, the chairman of the Mexico City delegation, later recalled how the Americans had been able to “pierce the Malthusian gloom” of the meeting with statistics showing the fall in birthrates in the developing world and the increase in human life expectancy, rise in caloric intake, and growth in per capita income. In the second presidential debate between Reagan and Walter Mondale that took place in October 1984, Reagan embraced Simon’s position, calling the “population explosion … vastly exaggerated.” Simon defended the administration’s policy shift, arguing that Reagan was “backed by empirical scientific research.”43

Even as Republican political leaders moved closer to Simon’s point of view on population, Simon increasingly made his arguments about population into a case for free enterprise. In a 1985 essay in the Washington Post, for example, Simon contended that governments and development agencies continued to focus on overpopulation as the cause of international development problems in order to avoid talking about the more obvious cause of underdevelopment—dysfunctional economic and political systems. Simon rejected Carter-era government conservation. Simon supported Reagan’s call for private individuals to seek profit and to create new resources. “Listening to environmentalists,” Simon wrote in USA Today in 1984, “you’d think our air is unbreathable, our water is undrinkable, and that this country faces a crisis of major proportions. It’s simply not so.” Simon’s narrow focus on the economics of population and resources expanded. In a 1984 essay in Reason magazine, Simon theorized that humanity had evolved culturally so that “our patterns of behavior … predispose us to deal successfully with resource scarcity.” Over centuries, social rules and customs gave humanity “greater rather than less command over resources.” Simon believed that humankind was “on balance a creator rather than a destroyer.” His perspective contrasted strikingly with his opponents, he said, who viewed people primarily as destructive consumers of resources.44

Julian Simon’s celebration of people’s creative abilities, rather than their destructive and wasteful tendencies, encouraged his increasing focus on immigration. Paul Ehrlich had joined the immigration debate in 1979 with his book The Golden Door, which had sought to justify a restrictive immigration policy. Simon had countered with pro-immigration testimony to a congressionally authorized committee that same year. Immigration policy served as a natural continuation for Simon’s and Ehrlich’s battles about overpopulation, since both fights centered, in part, on the question of whether there were too many people. During the early 1980s, political conflict over immigration deepened. Millions of illegal immigrants crossed the nation’s southern border to live and work in the United States. The Wall Street Journal warned against “The Latino Tide” in June 1984. “Our nation has lost control of its borders,” Ronald Reagan declared the following month.45

Julian Simon sought to counter the stigma associated with immigration and argued instead for its economic benefits. In an op-ed in the New York Times, Simon attacked the idea that immigrants caused job losses. He argued instead that they helped create new jobs by expanding aggregate economic demand and creating new businesses that employed workers. In 1985, Simon published a monograph on the economic effects of immigration, which he extended into a full-length book in 1989.46

Simon celebrated immigration for some of the same reasons that he embraced population growth more generally. Immigrants did not threaten the US economy and society. Illegal immigrants, in particular, contributed more than they took. Illegal immigrants use few medical or welfare services because they are afraid of being found out, Simon declared in his interviews with journalists. Noting that illegal immigrants paid payroll taxes without receiving Social Security benefits or income tax refunds, Simon argued, “We rip them off unconscionably.” Harold J. Barnett, the economist who had inspired Simon with his 1963 Scarcity and Growth, concurred that “it simply is not true that immigrants make us poorer.” Simon argued further that immigrants offered a way to strengthen the US economy. Just as he had pushed for an auction for airline tickets, Simon suggested that the United States auction off rights to enter the country. Liberals denounced his idea, saying that it betrayed the values of the nation and the preferences given to refugees, relatives, and skilled workers. But Simon viewed immigration as a way to turbocharge the economy with new entrepreneurial citizens. His idea would later be adopted in modified form in the 1990 immigration act, which provided visas for immigrant investors.47

Simon’s argument that immigrants benefited the American economy countered growing anti-immigrant sentiment. It also complicated liberal and conservative battle lines on the contentious subject. “Nine Myths About Immigration,” an essay written by Simon and promoted by the Heritage Foundation in 1984, circulated widely on Capitol Hill. Senator Edward Kennedy, a leading liberal, embraced Simon’s report and entered it into the Congressional Record. “We have heard that immigrants are ‘welfare abusers,’” Kennedy declared, “that undocumented aliens heavily use welfare services, and that immigrants pay less than their share of taxes.” But these accusations were simply “based upon fear.” Kennedy quoted Simon’s conclusion that “many of the alleged costs of immigrants are simply unfounded, hollow myths.” Simon welcomed Kennedy’s enthusiasm and his efforts on behalf of immigrants, telling the senator that “a long ethnic memory can have benefits for all of mankind.”48

As Kennedy’s warm Democratic embrace suggests, Simon’s Heritage report and his positions drove a wedge into the conservative coalition over the controversial topic of immigration. Some conservatives joined Simon in favoring looser immigration policies, including amnesty for some illegal immigrants, out of free-market principle or probusiness sentiment; others feared the cultural and economic costs of immigration and sought to expel illegal immigrants and shut the borders. Immigration opponents complained to the Heritage Foundation that Julian Simon’s “Nine Myths” was being used as “part of a vicious campaign against the administration-supported … immigration reform bill now before the House.”49

The Reagan administration, just like the Heritage Foundation, was pulled in different directions on immigration. A 1986 draft study by Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisors reflected Simon’s view that restricting immigration would hamper economic growth. But the administration’s probusiness position ultimately gave way to political pressure to reduce immigration. Simon himself opposed the administration-supported immigration reform bill, which aimed to reduce the number of immigrants into the United States. The 1986 Immigration Reform Act restricted future immigration levels while also providing amnesty to current illegal immigrants. Simon thought that the immigration restrictions represented “economic ignorance and plain racism.” He called concern over the illegal status of immigrants “mostly a red herring on the part of those who are simply anti-Mexican.” Simon acknowledged the split between advocates of free markets and conservative anti-immigrant groups, saying that the divide illustrated why he was not a down-the-line political conservative. Simon’s unorthodox position on immigration ultimately led to him shifting his affiliation from the Heritage Foundation to the Cato Institute, which was more committed to free market ideology.50

In addition to his enthusiasm for the free movement of labor, Simon’s cherished memories of growing up in the Weequahic neighborhood of Newark clearly influenced his proimmigrant sentiments. Simon freely acknowledged that his “values and tastes favor having more immigrants.” He explained, “I delight in looking at the variety of faces that I see on the subway when I visit New York, and I mark with pleasure the range of costumes and languages of the newspapers the people are reading.” Accounts of immigrants moving to New York City filled him with nostalgia as he recalled the contribution that his grandparents had made “with little except their hopes and their willingness to work hard and take chances.”51

In the years following his 1980 essay in Science, Simon thus established himself as a politically significant conservative thinker whose writings reshaped national debates over population, resources, and immigration. As a marker of his new prominence in the nation’s capital, the Washington Post profiled Simon in 1984 and then again, under the title “The Heretic Becomes Respectable,” in 1985. Simon was not alone in capturing the public stage as a conservative darling during the early Reagan years. Others also similarly made a name attacking environmentalists. In a prominent 1984 book, The Apocalyptics: Cancer and the Big Lie, for example, the journalist Edith Efron denounced environmentalists, scientists, and the media for spreading the idea that synthetic industrial chemicals were causing a cancer epidemic. Julian Simon kept pace with peers like Efron, carving out a distinctive area of expertise. Simon’s demanding work ethic generated a steady stream of publications elaborating on the themes of The Ultimate Resource. With support from the Heritage Foundation, Simon wrote dozens of op-ed articles for leading national publications. He also landed prime-time interviews on television shows such as PBS’s MacNeil-Lehrer NewsHour and William F. Buckley’s Firing Line. Overpopulation debates proved a little too “abstract” and “philosophical” for more general interest shows, but Simon also tried to get on Late Night with David Letterman, The Merv Griffin Show, and The Phil Donahue Show. Heritage staff members helped organize attention-grabbing publicity for The Resourceful Earth and for Simon’s immigration reports. After his years struggling to get attention, Simon marveled at Heritage’s ability to do “repeatable magic” in drawing attention to his work. Simon testified before Congress and got to know conservative politicians like Jack Kemp.52

Simon’s media appearances and popular writings invariably provoked outrage. Some critics attacked his data and conclusions. Others mocked and dismissed Simon as a “mail order master,” because of his successful 1965 book on the mail-order business, which McGraw-Hill reprinted five times. Even scholars sympathetic to Simon’s views criticized his controversial tone and his ideological affiliation with conservative organizations such as the Heritage Foundation and Manhattan Institute. The geographer Gilbert White, for instance, complained that the draft introduction to The Resourceful Earth was “needlessly contentious,” undermining its credibility.53

Simon defended his provocative approach as necessary for an outsider who had struggled for many years to be heard. Getting to the point of publishing The Ultimate Resource had been a “long and difficult time for me,” he wrote one colleague. To Albert Rees, president of the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, Simon explained, “If I had not stated my arguments provocatively, starting with an article in Science in 1980, I think that I would still be quite on the outside, having to struggle to round up my children and a few neighbors to hear what I had to say on my chosen subject.” To the demographer Samuel Preston, Simon argued, “It would be nice to have the luxury of being above the fray, striking a graceful stance and having all one’s dignity. But people with minority views don’t have such a luxury.” In a letter to friends in 1987, Simon referred to “the pain and frustration and failure that I feel almost constantly in connection with the demographic and economic research and writing.” Attacks on his scholarship and his character—and even more his recurring tendency to feel disrespected and ignored—wounded Simon, feeding the oppositional attitude that he had nurtured since childhood.54

Despite his recurring feelings of failure, Simon had changed the political debate in Washington through persistence and provocation. The clout of the Heritage Foundation had helped him find an audience in the newly receptive political climate. In 1986, the National Research Council, the research affiliate of the National Academy of Sciences, demonstrated just how far the population-resources debate had shifted in Simon’s direction when it published Population Growth and Economic Development. The National Research Council had previously examined population issues in 1971, issuing a sharp warning about how population growth threatened to slow per capita income growth, deepen economic inequalities, and otherwise undermine societal welfare. The new 1986 report sought a middle road, rejecting both the “most alarmist” and the “most complacent” views regarding the economic effects of population growth. According to the economists and other social scientists involved in preparing the report, Simon’s constant refrain had prompted the new literature review. The Limits to Growth and The Global 2000 Report had suggested “much to fear about population growth.” By contrast, the 1986 report noted, despite rapid population growth, developing countries had achieved unprecedented per capita income, life expectancy, and levels of literacy over the previous quarter century. No clear statistical association existed between population growth rates and per capita income growth. Human behavior and institutions mediated between population and the economy.55

The most important scientific body in the country was saying that population growth did not present a major obstacle to economic development. The 1986 report respectfully referenced Julian Simon’s work numerous times and accepted the overall gist of his arguments. The report found that concerns about resource exhaustion had “often been exaggerated.” “The scarcity of exhaustible resources is at most a minor constraint on economic growth in the near to intermediate term.” Price increases would spur conservation, improved extraction, and substitution. The report declared that “exhaustible resource depletion does not seem likely to constrain world economic growth in the foreseeable future.” Following Ester Boserup’s arguments about agricultural innovation, the report pointed out that technological advances came about through scarcity, which stimulated “a search for economizing strategies.”56 One reviewer wrote that the report was “one long subterranean roar, rumbling out ‘Malthus was wrong.’” The report did not mention Malthus’s name, instead trying to “slip the old man into the ground unnoticed.”57

The National Research Council report made mainstream Julian Simon’s thinking about the relation between economic and demographic change. Simon welcomed the report, saying that it “bravely wrests itself from many unsound propositions published widely in the past.” Yet he was not satisfied. The report’s conclusions felt to Simon like “being charged with first-degree murder when one is innocent, and then having the court reduce the sentence to manslaughter.” Was he supposed to be grateful? The National Academy of Sciences had “backed away from what it now regards as the crazies … but has still left an unsound impression.” The authors continued to insist that economic development would be faster if fertility were lower. Simon said that this incorrect view underlay “misguided and dangerous policies” of the United States. The report’s soft tone allowed the World Bank, Agency for International Development, and other entities to continue their population control efforts as before. Simon was furious about the press release for the report, which attributed famine and starvation in Ethiopia to “very badly functioning markets combined with rapid population growth.” That description, he said, differed greatly from an alternate account that the “food shortages were caused by dictatorial governments which beggared farmers by appropriating their land and heavily taxing their output, together with denying them the right to move freely to wherever they wished to work and live.” Where the press release cited “market failure,” Simon saw government tyranny in Ethiopia.58

Where Simon grudgingly celebrated a partial victory, Paul Ehrlich was apoplectic about the “incompetent” population report. The National Research Council study asserted that the “most important resources are not natural, but artificial,” including social and economic infrastructure. Ehrlich denounced this mentality. He said the attitude ignored the degradation of land and water resources, the importance of biodiversity, and the ability of the environment to absorb pollution. Although the study focused explicitly on the economic impact of population growth, Ehrlich complained that the review committee had included no ecologists, evolutionists, or earth scientists.59

Many other scientists shared Ehrlich’s disparaging views of the 1986 report. G. Evelyn Hutchinson asked Ehrlich to “use my name in any way that seems useful to combat this idiocy.” Ansley Coale, coauthor of an influential 1956 study that had described population growth as an impediment to economic growth in developing countries, sharply criticized this new approach. He said that the report relied too heavily on assumptions of neoclassical economics that markets would address demographic challenges and did not show that fertility reduction was undesirable in low-income countries. Environmental economist Herman Daly also criticized the report as trapped by the “mental straitjacket” of neoclassical economics. The report simply ignored the constraints of long-term carrying capacity, Daly said. Daly rejected the idea that capital could replace natural resources—a “notion that cannot withstand even a moment’s reflection.” Daly spoke favorably of the Chinese population policy, which rejected market solutions in favor of “stringent population controls.” Daly confessed his “astonishment” that a committee of the National Academy of Sciences would favor conservatives like Julian Simon and Herman Kahn over biologists such as Paul Ehrlich and Garrett Hardin.60

For Ehrlich, the 1986 report illustrated the dismally low status of population biology, since no population biologists participated in the writing of the report. Ehrlich argued that one reason for population biology’s low status was that its results pointed toward “constraints and limits on the human enterprise.” Population biologists were “seldom the bearers of good news.” They told hard truths that economists, developers, politicians, and chemists needed to hear. Molecular biology might cure cancer and extend the life expectancy of Americans by “a few years at most.” But failing to heed the lessons of population biologists could “easily reduce American life expectancy by 30 years or more.” Unlikely events, such as nuclear war or rapid climate change, posed “nearly infinite” risks that a conservative society would avoid. Unless checked, the increasing scale of human activities, Ehrlich declared, “will lead inexorably to lower standards of living, less healthy lives, and quite likely the collapse of civilization.” Ehrlich urged ecologists and population biologists to represent their interests in Washington more effectively and to train graduate students in “scientific politics.”61

To promote biological thinking about social problems, Ehrlich worked with scientific colleagues in 1987 and 1988 to start a new group called the Club of Earth. The Club of Earth, which included a small number of other prominent biologists such as G. Evelyn Hutchinson and Edward O. Wilson, took its name from the Club of Rome, which had published The Limits to Growth in the early 1970s. Ehrlich thought that the group could provide “an authoritative counter-balance” to the “idiocy you get from economists and politicians.” In September 1988, the Club of Earth issued a public statement warning about the problems of human overpopulation. Calling the planet “already overpopulated,” the statement described population growth as second only to the threat of nuclear war as a problem facing humanity. “The population explosion will come to an end one way or another and likely within the lifetimes of most people today. The only question remaining is whether we will halt it ourselves by limiting births or whether it will be halted for us by some combination of ecological collapse, famine, plague, and thermonuclear warfare.”62

Ehrlich’s new Club of Earth failed to garner significant attention and did not continue. Ehrlich also proposed creating a new Population Biology Institute to press for funding for population biology and to help translate biological lessons into public policy. His organizational efforts revealed his increasing frustration with the public discussion of environmental issues. Population and ecological studies also were becoming marginalized within biology, as molecular and cellular approaches became dominant. Ehrlich’s attacks on his critics became even more caustic. “People who don’t understand why I emphasize population are the ones who have to take their shoes off to count to 20,” Ehrlich liked to say. He particularly lamented the attention that the media paid to Julian Simon. Ehrlich refused to mention Simon by name, referring to him disparagingly as a “specialist in mail order marketing.” More generally, Ehrlich denounced the “narrow training of economists” that made most “utterly unequipped to understand the ecological underpinnings of economic systems.”63
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Paul and Anne Ehrlich in London, 1986. Courtesy of Sally Kellock.

Despite his accomplishments, Julian Simon felt frustrated, too. He also had tried to start a new advocacy group to promote his point of view. After the 1984 Mexico City population conference, which he had been disappointed not to attend, Simon proposed a new organization to “celebrate human life.” The new entity, alternately called Pro People or Committee on Population and Economy, would counter the population establishment and show that there was no “consensus” on the need for population control. Sensing a “shift in the wind” after two decades of media despair about overpopulation, Simon wanted to remind people that “children are the heart of progress” and the “measure of all things in the Jewish-Christian-Islamic-Western tradition.” “An additional human being tends to benefit rather than harm others economically.” Limits to human progress were receding, and population growth, on average, increased the standard of living rather than reducing it. Pro People would oppose legislative efforts to discourage parents from having children and to stabilize the United States population. Most importantly, Pro People would provide the media with “an organizational address” that could provide contrasting viewpoints on population issues. In the absence of such an organization, Simon complained, “the anti-natalists frequently characterize those who do not agree with them as a tiny and bizarre fringe group.” Pro People would “combat the anti-population and anti-growth ideas” of groups such as Zero Population Growth and the Global Tomorrow Coalition, which was promoting The Global 2000 Report. Pro People, like Ehrlich’s Club of Earth, went nowhere organizationally. Simon continued to lack strong organizational support for his views. The Heritage Foundation proved too tactically focused on the short-term for Simon, whose independent and scholarly attitude did not mesh well with the action-oriented, policy-focused think tank.64

Simon’s frustration came from his feeling that he had won the intellectual argument but failed to change policy behavior or break up the population establishment. The 1986 National Research Council report provided a new scientific synthesis that largely repudiated Ehrlich’s views on population growth. Simon described the shift on population issues as “the unreported revolution.” Population control advocates had the same prominent media platform for their views. In May 1989, Ehrlich presented three five-minute segments on NBC’s Today show, reaching an audience of millions. The television segments, Simon complained, showed “nary a whiff of the ‘balance’ that journalists pride themselves on.” What could be done about this? Simon had little hope. “Efforts to change the beliefs of the public and the assertions of journalists,” he wrote, “are likely to be a waste of time.”65

Powerful governmental institutions also continued to urge population control. The 1986 National Research Council report had not left much of a mark on international population policy. In a talk at the World Bank in 1988, Simon asked, “How can the World Bank, the UNFPA, AID, Planned Parenthood, and the population establishment go on repeating the same old scary statements?” Simon took his contrarian views right into hostile territory. The bank’s president, Barber Conable, had recently called population control “imperative” for developing countries. Simon denounced that point of view. People like Conable, Simon said, showed “blatant intellectual dishonesty” or turned “a blind eye to the scientific evidence.” Simon now broadened his attack to characterize population control advocates “as warriors against human life, even as enemies of humanity,” because they aimed to prevent people from being born. “Stupidity in high places—including the lofty places here in this World Bank Building—has cost the lives of tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of human beings in the last decade or so, far more human lives than were lost in World War II.” Simon blamed “simple racism,” a “corrupt” relationship between researchers and policy-makers, and the desire to avoid divisive political and economic reforms for the continued embrace of population control. The “world’s problem,” Simon concluded, was “not too many people, but lack of political and economic freedom.”66

As the 1980s came to a close, the decade’s events validated Reagan’s optimism in many respects. While the American economy had its ups and downs and ended the decade dipping into recession in 1990, economic growth generally was strong and unemployment relatively low. When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, it marked the end of decades of Soviet domination of Eastern Europe. Perhaps most important, no global food or energy shortages occurred or even appeared on the horizon. At the same time, there was much to criticize in Reagan’s soaring defense spending, the expanding federal deficit, and growing economic inequality. Reagan’s broad antagonism toward 1970s environmental regulation also was out of step. Public commitment to laws protecting clean air and water and public health proved fiercer and more resilient than Reagan anticipated. By provoking a forceful and organized backlash, his administration’s stark anti-regulatory rhetoric in the end may have made it more difficult to achieve meaningful conservative reforms. Reagan failed to fundamentally change the course of environmental law. He ended up appointing more moderate environmental administrators after 1983 and, heeding the warnings of scientists, even forcefully embraced the 1987 Montreal Protocol for the protection of the ozone layer. Substantive policy changes in the environmental arena in the 1980s thus were relatively modest and ultimately forced toward the center.67

Yet the ideological battles of the Reagan years scarred the nation. The growing environmental divide between the two political parties and within the nation as a whole mirrored the gulf between Ehrlich and Simon. Each man believed that he was losing his life’s intellectual struggle in the political arena. Each had ventured far into the political fray, straying well beyond the narrow confines of academia. Simon’s move to Washington had brought him close to powerful people. He had helped overturn prevailing views on population growth as well as immigration. He had contributed to the rejection of the Carter administration’s environmental and economic viewpoints, embodied in The Global 2000 Report. Ehrlich, in turn, had continued to stoke the fires of the environmental movement. He had denounced James Watt for his environmental sins and bashed Reagan for his high-stakes nuclear brinksmanship. Ehrlich warned of the mass extinction of species and the collapse of human civilization in a nuclear winter. Could the two men, and the competing camps that they represented, find a way to reconcile their views, or would they descend further into bitterness and recrimination, talking past each other in a fury of argument and counterargument?


CHAPTER FIVE Polarizing Politics

One day in October 1990, Julian Simon picked up his mail at his house in suburban Chevy Chase, Maryland. In a small envelope sent from Palo Alto, California, Simon found a sheet of metal prices along with a check from Paul Ehrlich for $576.07. There was no note.

Simon had prevailed in their bet, by every measure. Despite a record increase in the world population from 4.5 to 5.3 billion people, the prices of the five minerals—chromium, copper, nickel, tin, and tungsten—had fallen by an average of almost 50 percent. Twenty years after he had publicly attacked Paul Ehrlich in his Earth Day remarks in the University of Illinois auditorium, Simon finally had a tangible, definitive victory that he and his supporters could crow about. It was only several hundred dollars, but its value in bragging rights was priceless.

Ehrlich and Simon’s bet quickly became a symbolic weapon in a long-running ideological battle between conservative critics of regulation and environmentalists. For conservatives and libertarians, Simon’s victory proved that environmentalists were fools. The journalist John Tierney brought national attention to the bet in 1990 when he wrote about it in the New York Times Magazine. Tierney was a personal fan of Julian Simon rather than a neutral observer. He would later credit Simon with the “most fruitful telephone call of my reporting career.” The call came in 1985 when Tierney interviewed Simon for a story about population growth in Kenya. Tierney thought he would hear that Kenya’s overpopulation had created a hopeless situation. Instead, Simon said, “Isn’t it wonderful that so many people can be alive in that country today?” Simon’s radical alternative perspective on population had brought Tierney up short—and converted him into a population optimist. Ever since that call, Tierney later said, the “world has seemed a much cheerier place.” Tierney and Simon became friendly, occasionally playing squash in Washington. Tierney saw Julian Simon as “a mentor and friend” who had given him a “whole different way to look at” environmental and population issues.1

In his 1990 telling of the bet in the New York Times Magazine, Tierney portrayed Ehrlich as a fraud, a MacArthur Fellowship–winning jet-setter whose predictions—about almost everything—were spectacularly wrong. Tierney located Ehrlich at the end of a trail of failed prophecy that started with Thomas Malthus and continued through the nineteenth-century British economist William Stanley Jevons to the twentieth-century American natural scientists Fairfield Osborn and William Vogt. Typical arguments over these predictions involved disagreements over data or far-off events that would not take place for decades or even centuries. Ehrlich’s bet with Simon—with its clear winner based on specific commodity prices—provided a rare chance to “chart and test the global future,” Tierney wrote.

Ehrlich, of course, disagreed. He insisted to Tierney that the bet did not prove anything. The only mistake he had made was in the scope of the ten-year timeline. The prices of those five commodities would rise. It would just take a little longer. And then it would become clear that “Julian Simon is like the guy who jumps off the Empire State Building and says how great things are going so far as he passes the 10th floor.” Ehrlich warned of the new problems of ozone depletion and global warming, and the planet’s ability to handle human impacts. But Tierney took Simon’s side about environmental trends and the future. He cast Simon as an underappreciated, unassuming, and generally good-natured truth teller who had steadily gained the upper hand in the rivalry because of the strength of his ideas.2
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Julian Simon with objects made from the metals in the Ehrlich-Simon bet, 1990. Dan Borris/Edge Reps.

After Tierney brought national attention to the bet, Ehrlich’s public defeat provided regular fodder for conservative critics of environmental regulation during the 1990s. The Ehrlich-Simon bet confirmed “cornucopian claims that the supply of resources is becoming more abundant, not more scarce,” wrote libertarian economist Ron Bailey in his 1993 book Eco-Scam: The False Prophets of Ecological Apocalypse. Bailey argued elsewhere that the problem with the environmental movement was a “failure of theory”—an overreliance on flawed models that yielded exaggerated predictions of doom. In God Wants You to Be Rich, financial advice author Paul Zane Pilzer celebrated Simon as a “true genius” and denounced Ehrlich as a “charlatan.” Pilzer’s book shared his vision of a world without physical limits that offered endless opportunities for wealth. The “Malthusian era can be said to have ended officially” when Simon won the bet in 1990, Peter Huber declared in Hard Green: Saving the Environment from the Environmentalists—A Conservative Manifesto.3

The details of mineral prices mattered less to conservative commentators than the simple indisputable fact of Simon’s victory over Ehrlich. Yet what actually happened with the five minerals is still important, even if prosaic. In part, the price changes simply reflected the ups and downs of the global economy, especially oil prices, and on this score Julian Simon had been very lucky. When the global economy fell into recession in the early 1980s, economic activity slowed and demand for minerals dropped. After several years of reduced demand and over-supply, mineral prices rose again in 1986 and 1987, although not to their 1980 heights. Then the stock market crashed and economic growth slowed. Mineral prices fell again, ending the 1980s significantly lower than where they started. Macroeconomic cycles, far more than population growth, had governed the rise and fall of commodity prices over the course of the decade.
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Prices of individual metals from the Ehrlich-Simon bet, 1900–2010 (1980 dollars). Price data from Thomas D. Kelly and Grecia R. Matos et al., “Historical Statistics for Mineral and Material Commodities in the United States,” US Geological Survey, Data Series 140, Version 2011.
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Index of the five metals from the Ehrlich-Simon Bet, with 1980 price of $1,000 ($200 of each metal). Price data from Thomas D. Kelly and Grecia R. Matos et al., “Historical Statistics for Mineral and Material Commodities in the United States,” US Geological Survey, Data Series 140, Version 2011.

The “everyday market forces” that Simon, Robert Solow, and other economists had cited in response to The Limits to Growth—technological innovation and substitution, price-driven competition, and new sources of supply—also helped lower commodity prices. Each mineral had a slightly different story. Tin was used in the late 1970s and 1980s largely to coat the interiors of steel containers, as well as for soldering electronic components. International tin prices depended heavily on agreements that tin-producing countries had made to limit production and sustain higher prices. During the late 1970s, tin prices rose sharply. Many observers anticipated shortages. Malaysian producers sought to corner the tin market to force prices even higher in 1981 and 1982. New high-quality tin deposits discovered in the Brazilian Amazon, however, undermined this market-cornering effort. By the end of the 1980s, Brazil, a previously marginal producer, produced roughly one quarter of the world’s tin supply. At the higher prices of the late 1970s, demand for tin also started to fall. Manufacturers substituted aluminum and plastic for tin in packaging. Trying in vain to stabilize prices, the International Tin Agreement held a quarter of the world’s annual tin production off the market. The International Tin Council soon ran out of money, however, and the agreement collapsed. Tin prices went into “free fall,” dropping more than 50 percent from $5.50 per pound in October 1985 to $2.50 per pound in March 1986. Overall, between 1980 and 1990, the gyrations of the tin market supported the arguments of Simon and the economists. New sources of supply, product substitution, and, above all, the breaking of the tin cartel had a far greater impact than population growth on tin prices, ultimately driving them down almost 75 percent.4

As with tin, a “copper fever” in the commodities markets similarly sent the futures market and copper stocks surging in the late 1970s. Copper was used widely for plumbing and wiring in construction, appliances, and automobile manufacturing. Many enthusiastic investors shared Ehrlich’s faith that copper’s rising price reflected its finite supply. Yet the price increase of the late 1970s resulted partly from labor strikes at Chilean copper mines and political disruption in copper-producing Zaire and Zambia. In the summer of 1980, prices dropped again because of recession and declining demand. New copper producers also entered the market. A worldwide surge in copper production coincided with the 1981 recession, depressing copper prices for nearly five years. Copper also saw new competition from fiber-optic cables and satellites, which telephone companies started using for their new communications infrastructure. Aluminum and plastic replaced copper in other uses. By 1985, a Chilean study of the world copper market described the industry’s problem as one of “how to create demand.” Devastated US producers shut down one-third of their copper production. Investment stalled, bringing another upswing in prices near the end of the decade. Yet copper still ended the 1980s nearly 20 percent cheaper than it started. As with tin, everyday market dynamics had outweighed population growth as a determinant of copper prices.5

As most economists knew intuitively, and as Ehrlich learned painfully, volatile commodity prices served as a poor proxy for the impact of population growth, certainly over the course of just a decade. Subject to so many competing forces, commodity prices frequently cycle from boom to bust and from scarcity to overabundance. Ehrlich’s bet had been foolhardy—as even he later admitted. The bet also suggested that Ehrlich and his colleagues only tenuously understood economics and commodity markets.6

At the same time, Simon’s victory was not guaranteed. He would not have won any ten-year bet about commodity prices. Indeed, when economists later ran simulations for every ten-year period between 1900 and 2008, they found that Ehrlich would have won the bet 63 percent of the time. That did not mean, however, that a longer bet over the course of the century necessarily would have gone to Ehrlich. Rather than a steady increase in prices over the century, the 1900–2008 data showed a precipitous crash in commodity prices after World War I and then a century-long irregular return to World War I levels. The simulations showed Ehrlich prevailing in 63 percent of the ten-year bets largely because prices had plummeted so low in the post–World War I crash.7

And yet the symbolism of the bet itself proved simple. The stark clash of perspectives that the bet represented suited the divisive environmental politics of the early 1990s. Regulations to protect endangered species, policies to slow global warming, and efforts to protect national forests and rangelands now sharply split Democrats and Republicans. Whereas in the 1970s, major environmental legislation had passed with bipartisan support, by the early 1990s, where a politician stood on environmental policies served as a litmus test of ideology and political affiliation.

In part, this reflected the increasing ideological polarization of the parties, which gradually began to sift themselves into homogenous regional and ideological blocs. The South and the Plains states became increasingly Republican, whereas coastal state congressional representation moved toward the Democrats. Along with abortion rights, gun control, and race relations, environmental policies mobilized both liberals and conservatives for all the reasons that they divided Ehrlich and Simon. Americans did not seem to vote explicitly on environmental questions in the same way that they mobilized around other controversial issues. A candidate’s position on the environment instead reflected a broader set of basic assumptions about the future, about the role of government in the economy, and about the relationship of humans to the planet. Congressional voting records on environmental legislation since the 1970s reveal the steadily growing separation between the two parties after 1980. Republicans elected during the Reagan years increasingly questioned the science and economics of environmental regulation.8

The presidency of George H. W. Bush initially promised to break this hardening Republican opposition to environmental policies. Bush represented a pre-Reagan kind of Republican. He was born into a blue-blood northeast Republican family, the son of Prescott Bush, a Yale-educated businessman and senator from Connecticut. Prescott Bush had been active in the American Birth Control League and Planned Parenthood in the 1940s. As a congressman from Texas in the early 1970s, George Bush followed his father’s path on population issues and cosponsored federal legislation to provide birth control and family planning services through local clinics. He also chaired a 1970 Republican task force on resources and population, and he urged the stabilization of the US population. In the 1980 campaign, George Bush had dismissed Reagan’s hard-right conservatism as “voodoo economics.” Bush served Reagan loyally as vice president for two terms, including chairing a task force that sought to reduce the burden of federal regulations. But as he launched his own 1988 campaign for the presidency, Bush broke with Reagan’s environmental legacy. He declared his intention to be the “environmental president.” Bush toured Boston Harbor by boat to denounce his Democratic opponent, Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis, for not doing more to combat water pollution.9

Once in office, George Bush appointed moderate Republicans with strong environmental credentials to leadership roles. William K. Reilly, the new administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, contrasted strikingly with James Watt and Anne Gorsuch, the western firebrands Reagan had embraced in 1981. After growing up largely in the East, Reilly went to college at Yale and got a law degree from Harvard. Reilly served briefly as a military intelligence officer in Europe in the late 1960s and then returned to the United States to go back to school, completing a master’s degree in urban planning at Columbia. He spent part of his time at Columbia in 1968 listening to the antiwar student protestors who shut the campus down. Reilly joined Nixon’s White House Council on Environmental Quality in 1970. He was one of the agency’s first staff members and helped draft early federal environmental regulations. After his early stint in government, Reilly served as president of two centrist environmental organizations, the Conservation Foundation and the World Wildlife Fund, between 1973 and 1989. Where Reagan’s appointees Watt and Gorsuch saw dismantling the federal regulatory state as their political mission, Reilly had helped to create the regulatory agencies. Reilly rejected the idea that economic growth inherently conflicted with environmental protection. He actively identified himself as an environmentalist, and he sought to break the contentious stalemate that had paralyzed environmental policy-making during the Reagan years.10

By appointing Reilly to run the EPA and placing moderates in other key environmental positions, Bush thus sought to reconnect publicly with Nixon-era Republican environmentalism. At the same time, other Bush appointees leaned in the opposite direction, including John Sununu, Bush’s chief of staff and the former governor of New Hampshire. Sununu stressed the economic costs of regulation. He had a doctorate from MIT in mechanical engineering, and he viewed climate models skeptically, questioning whether costly proposals to cut carbon dioxide emissions made sense or were being driven by “emotions.” Advisers like Sununu believed that environmentalists exaggerated the risks of pollution and environmental degradation. Navigating between these two camps, Bush’s environmental policies differed significantly from litigation-oriented strategies favored by many Democrats and environmental advocates. Bush argued, “You can get further by seeking people’s help than suing them.” At a 1991 ceremony to tout an agreement to protect air quality in the Grand Canyon area, Bush held out hope for “civility and cooperation.” “For too many years, Americans have divided into feuding camps, people sparring over causes, special interests battling it out against special interests.” Bush urged greater use of less costly informal negotiation techniques instead of lawsuits.11

Bush linked environmental protection with free market solutions rather than government-directed regulation. “Free markets and economic growth provide the firmest foundations for effective environmental stewardship,” Bush announced in 1991. Bush’s signature environmental achievement used markets to improve air quality. The 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments relied on an innovative emissions trading program to reduce the power plant pollution that caused acid rain in the Northeast. Rather than mandate specific improvements in technology, the emissions trading program encouraged electric utilities to reduce their emissions in the least expensive way. Each utility received allowances to emit sulfur dioxide and could either use those allowances for their own emissions or sell them to another utility. Pollution from sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides dropped dramatically as a result of the law. Of course, this structuring of markets and incentives by government was not “free,” in the sense of separate from government policy, but it was more flexible and responsive to the marketplace. The new system encouraged less costly reductions in pollution and, by putting a price on emissions, gave firms an incentive to produce less pollution.12

President Bush’s initial moderate embrace of economically efficient environmental regulation, however, did not represent the proximate future of either the Republican Party or the American public discourse on environmental problems. At the national level, at least, the battle lines defined by earlier public conflicts over population growth and resource scarcity carried over to new struggles over climate, even though the issues differed. Many scientists and policymakers, for example, tried during the early 1990s to get beyond a rhetorical framework of looming disaster to a more pragmatic discussion of the environment and the economy. Scientists writing about the potential impacts of climate change formulated their guidance to policymakers in more temperate language and with more sophisticated models than their predecessors had in the 1960s and 1970s. Rather than predict specific future catastrophes, scientists analyzing impacts for the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) wrote in conditional terms about what “could,” “may,” or would “likely” occur. The first report, published in 1990 with contributions from hundreds of scientists around the world, emphasized uncertain ecological relations and financial costs, and called for extensive additional research to ascertain the likely impact of climate change on ecosystems and human societies. The IPCC’s discussion of scientific uncertainty and risk partly reflected a maturing of the environmental field and a more measured approach than Ehrlich’s strident public linking of science, policy, and advocacy. The IPCC’s conditional tones also reflected political constraints, imposed by governmental representatives who negotiated and compromised with scientists on the reports’ final language. Although the IPCC’s handling of uncertainty and risk improved on earlier apocalyptic warnings, the new approach failed to establish a moderate middle ground for sober discussion of climate change, at least in the public realm. Skeptics about climate science used the IPCC reports’ open discussion of uncertainty to argue that climate science remained unsettled and governmental action could be deferred. Lobbying and advertising efforts by fossil fuel companies and other opponents of climate change and energy legislation amplified these skeptical voices. Efforts to address climate change in the US Congress went nowhere.13

In the House of Representatives, conservative Republicans increasingly attacked environmentalists for being antigrowth and overly pessimistic. These politicians sounded a lot like Julian Simon. In the lead-up to the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, informally known as the “Earth Summit,” Republican congressmen John Doolittle from California and Tom DeLay from Texas took to the House floor to ridicule environmental leaders. Environmentalists constructed “scare stories of looming man-made catastrophe,” Doolittle said. He attacked the new fears about global climate change. “Outlandish predictions” about melting icecaps and flooding coastlines made for “good movie material,” Doolittle said, but rested on flimsy science.14

Doolittle singled out Paul Ehrlich and his “laughable” predictions for ridicule. “Now, Paul Ehrlich,” Doolittle said, “I cannot resist this because we have all listened to Paul Ehrlich’s foolish predictions for several decades now.” Tom DeLay, the deputy whip for the Republicans in the House of Representatives, eagerly joined Doolittle’s mockery of Ehrlich. DeLay started his career in the pest control business and had fought with the Environmental Protection Agency—the “Gestapo of government”—over the agency’s ban on a pesticide to fight fire ants. Nicknamed “the Exterminator,” DeLay had a long history of opposing environmental regulations. Ehrlich, DeLay now complained, is “constantly paraded all around this country, if not the world, as the foremost authority on the environment and apocalypse now.” Ehrlich’s call for “deindustrialization,” DeLay said, is what would happen if the world adopted a carbon tax in Rio to combat climate change. The resulting rise in energy prices would destroy “the lifestyle of the United States as we know it.” “These people,” DeLay said of Ehrlich and other environmentalists, “want us to lower our standard of living.” Doolittle concluded with the hope that their remarks would serve as an antidote when “the ecofreaks and the promoters of extreme environmentalism get down [to Rio] and clamor or march for new taxes and severe laws to be implemented.”15

Doolittle, DeLay, and other Republican politicians successfully discouraged the Bush administration from signing onto specific emissions targets and timetables in Rio in 1992. Bush, though far more moderate than Reagan on environmental issues, hardened his position, aligning more clearly with the environmental critics in his party. The fall of the Soviet Union, and the environmental devastation left behind in the former communist states of Eastern Europe, fed Bush’s celebration of capitalism’s compatibility with a healthier environment. In the former communist countries, “the poisoned bodies of children now pay for the sins of fallen dictators,” Bush declared in his speech in Rio. Bush looked back dismissively at the environmental predictions of the early 1970s. “Twenty years ago, some spoke of limits to growth. Today we realize that growth is the engine of change and the friend of the environment.” As the 1992 election approached, Bush mocked the environmental beliefs of vice presidential candidate Al Gore, calling Gore “Ozone Man.” Bush declared that Gore was “so far out in the environmental extreme we’ll be up to our necks in owls and outta work for every American. He is way out, far out, man.”16

After Bill Clinton’s election in 1992, congressional Republicans united in opposition to the administration’s environmental policies. When congressional Democrats proposed an energy tax in 1993 to help balance the budget and fight climate change, Republicans blocked the effort. They then successfully used the energy vote as a wedge issue in the 1994 midterm elections when Republicans seized control of the House and Senate. Tom DeLay, who helped orchestrate the Republican takeover of the House, became House Majority Whip. DeLay now worked closely with other Republican leaders to roll back federal environmental legislation dating to the 1970s.

Environmental issues became a key dividing line in the battle between a conservative Republican leadership in the House of Representatives and Bill Clinton’s Democratic White House. House Speaker Newt Gingrich, DeLay, and their colleagues attached environmental “riders” to budget appropriations bills to try to force the Clinton administration to reverse long-standing environmental policies. With the 1995 Timber Salvage Rider, for example, the Republican House leadership sought to suspend the Endangered Species Act and National Forest Management Act and to require the federal government to harvest timber on public lands. The timber provision was attached to a funding bill related to the Oklahoma City bombing, making it politically difficult for President Clinton to veto. While the Clinton administration successfully fought off many of these efforts during the 1990s, and even seemed to gain political popularity by portraying the Republicans as extremists, the battle over the appropriations riders showed the yawning gap between left and right over environmental policy. Republicans claimed that Democrats favored preservation over jobs and economic growth. The Democrats lambasted Republicans for serving corporate patrons at the expense of public health and the environment. The liberal cartoonist Garry Trudeau portrayed Newt Gingrich in Doonesbury in 1996 as a bomb with a lit fuse eagerly auctioning off “despoiling rights” to the Arctic Wildlife Refuge and public lands in the American West.17

The sharp divide in Congress, with its presidential vetoes and government shutdowns, reflected harsh rhetoric that persisted outside of Washington. Economists, systems analysts, and ecologists continued to argue over resource scarcity, population growth, and humanity’s place on the planet. In the early 1990s, leading authors from the 1970s updated their earlier reports with resounding affirmations of their earlier predictions. In The Population Explosion, Paul and Anne Ehrlich revisited the conclusions of The Population Bomb and argued that the preceding two decades had proven them right. “Then the fuse was burning; now the population bomb has detonated.” They asked plaintively, “Why isn’t everyone as scared as we are?” Humanity was “breeding itself into a corner,” faced with either a sudden and violent nuclear holocaust or a protracted environmental and social collapse in which “starvation and epidemic disease” raise global death rates across the planet. The Ehrlichs again denounced American “superconsumers” who had to learn to “tread more softly on the planet.” “Halting U.S. population growth,” Ehrlich wrote in a 1994 essay, was “critical” for “securing Americans and the rest of the world from problems generated or exacerbated by overpopulation.” Ehrlich called for restricting immigration to the United States, while pressing to reduce US family size to 1.3 children, cut consumption, and improve conditions in poor nations.18

For Ehrlich and many like him, entrenched positions held, now stated all the more emphatically. In Beyond the Limits (1992), Dennis Meadows and his coauthors of The Limits to Growth affirmed their original thesis, declaring that “without significant reductions in material and energy flows, there will be in the coming decades an uncontrolled decline in per capita food output, energy use, and industrial production.” In the 1993 Global 2000 Revisited, Gerald Barney reviewed the predictions of the original Global 2000 Report and repeated its claims about the future: “If present beliefs and policies continue, the world in the 21st century will be more crowded, more polluted, less stable economically and ecologically, and more vulnerable to violent disruption than the world we live in now. Serious stresses involving inter-religious relations, the economy, population, resources, environment, and security loom ahead. Overall, Earth’s people will be poorer in many ways than they are today.” Barney appealed to the world’s faith traditions to lead people to alter their beliefs and practices.19

Critics also renewed familiar attacks. From the left, Paul and Anne Ehrlich were assailed for serving on the advisory boards of the Federation for American Immigration Reform, Californians for Population Stabilization, the Carrying Capacity Network, and other immigration restriction organizations. With anti-immigrant sentiment growing in California and the nation, the Ehrlichs struggled to straddle an increasingly untenable political divide, advocating lower immigration while projecting a pro-immigrant attitude. In 1993, Paul Ehrlich publicly distanced himself from a report that claimed to prove that immigrants were an economic burden on society. The Carrying Capacity Network, which promoted the study, joined that year with other immigration opponents to advocate passage of Proposition 187, a controversial 1994 California ballot amendment barring illegal immigrants from a range of public services. The struggle over immigration restrictions would roil the environmental movement during the 1990s. Anne Ehrlich, who served on the Sierra Club board, found herself drawn into a harsh conflict over whether the club should take an official position on immigration and stabilization of the US population. Although she appealed for a rational and non-discriminatory policy, or for simply steering the club away from the polarizing issue, the “defenders of immigration,” Anne later recalled, “thought I was a racist.” In a hotly contested vote, the members of the Sierra Club decided against adopting an explicit immigration policy. Paul Ehrlich continued to attract some public protest, attacked for lending “credibility to the anti-immigrant environmental ideology.” The Ehrlichs ultimately withdrew from advisory roles with the Carrying Capacity Network and Federation for American Immigration Reform because the organizations’ emphasis on Hispanic immigration seemed to them “racist.”20

Mainstream economists also struck some familiar notes in their criticism of the new round of environmental predictions in the early 1990s. Beyond the Limits, Yale economist William Nordhaus wrote, was just “Lethal Model 2,” a retread of the 1972 Limits to Growth. The new report served up the “same cast, plot, lines, and computerized scenery.” Nordhaus warned that the book’s prescription risked “sav[ing] the planet at the expense of its inhabitants.” Economic decline could result from any of the “lethal conditions” discussed in the book. But Nordhaus saw many ways around the pessimistic scenarios. For two centuries, he wrote, “technology has been the clear victor in the race with depletion and diminishing returns.” Looking ahead, Nordhaus estimated that resource constraints—energy, mineral, and land scarcity, as well as global warming—would slow economic growth by approximately one-third of a percentage point per year. Limited resources therefore presented “a small but noticeable impediment,” one easily surmounted by technological advance. Lawrence Summers, then chief economist for the World Bank, echoed Nordhaus in attacking the new Limits book, saying that the computer model had “no validity” and only fed back the authors’ own views. “We are as close to 1930 as we are to 2050,” Summers argued. Technological change occurred at an extraordinary pace. “Did people in 1930 anticipate computers or antibiotics?” Summers called economic growth a moral imperative to improve the lives of people in the developing world.21

In May 1995, Julian Simon took his critique of Ehrlich and others to a new level of provocation. Shortly after the twenty-fifth anniversary of Earth Day, Simon ventured into Ehrlich’s intellectual backyard, writing an opinion essay for the San Francisco Chronicle that argued that Earth Day’s premises were “entirely wrong.” The “doomsaying environmentalists”—here he singled out Paul Ehrlich by name—had warned of famines, dying oceans and lakes, and impending resource scarcity. Simon recalled his own embattled presentation on Earth Day 1970, which he embellished as a “physical brawl” with a fellow professor. Simon declared himself vindicated by the events of the next quarter century. “On average, people throughout the world are living longer and eating better than ever before. Fewer are dying of famine than in earlier centuries. The real prices of food and other raw materials are lower… . The major air and water pollutions in advanced countries have been lessening.” Simon declared, “Every measure of material and environmental welfare in the United States and in the world has improved rather than deteriorated. All long-run trends point in exactly the opposite direction from the projections of the doomsayers.”22

Simon then recounted the story of his bet with Ehrlich. A “single bet proves little,” Simon acknowledged. So he offered to make a new wager that “any trend pertaining to material human welfare will improve rather than get worse.” No other “prominent doomsayer” had been willing to bet him, Simon claimed. So he called out the “chief ‘official’ doomsayer, Vice President Al Gore.” Gore’s book about environmental problems, Earth in the Balance, was “as ignorant and wrongheaded a collection of clichés as anything ever published on the subject.” Simon admitted that his own bluster and challenges made for “unpleasant, rude talk.” But proposing a bet was the “last refuge of the frustrated.” He complained, “After 25 years of the doomsayers being proven entirely wrong, their credibility and influence waxes ever greater.”23

Undeterred by losing the previous bet, Paul Ehrlich jumped at Simon’s offer, determined to prove his point this time. Ehrlich and a colleague, the Stanford climatologist Stephen Schneider, responded the following week in the San Francisco Chronicle. They denounced Julian Simon as a leader in a campaign of deception that ignored the broad scientific consensus, including the “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity,” signed by seventeen hundred scientists. Ehrlich admitted to having once made the “mistake of being goaded into making a bet” with Simon on a matter of “marginal environmental importance.” Although he had expressed an eagerness to make the wager in 1980, now he said that he had been “schnookered.” Prices of metals did not indicate environmental quality. “This time, we are going to ram it down his throat,” Ehrlich said of his determination to prove Simon wrong and, if possible, publicly humiliate him. Ehrlich and Schneider challenged Simon to a new bet on different terms. They proposed betting a thousand dollars each on fifteen indicators over the next decade. The indicators included measures of material change: concentrations of carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, and ozone in the atmosphere, global temperatures, tropical forest area, and quantities of fish, rice, and wheat per person.24

Simon refused Ehrlich and Schneider’s terms. Their proposed indicators affected human welfare only indirectly, Simon argued. Simon instead suggested indicators that directly measured human health and economic well-being, things like life expectancy, leisure time, purchasing power, and commodity prices. Rather than bet on change in a physical entity such as the ozone layer, Simon suggested measuring “the trend in skin cancer death.” The physical world, Simon argued, could change around us, but progress of human society would continue, bolstered by new technologies, adaptation, and markets.25

Ehrlich called Simon “clueless.” Simon did not “understand anything about risk, trends or things that affect human welfare,” Ehrlich said in an interview at the time. “We do not have the slightest little twinge of interest in debating with him.” Ehrlich and Schneider rejected Simon’s proposed measurements of human welfare instead of environmental change. Life expectancy depended on many factors and could also increase temporarily, before falling. “Simon wants to bet on all of what people do, good and bad, and nothing else. We deliberately focus on negative environmental or social trends because they are the ones that need to be fixed regardless of whether other trends are positive.” Life expectancy would improve even more, Ehrlich claimed, if the negative trends that he identified turned around. Ehrlich said that he engaged in this “betting foolishness” only to get Simon to retract his claims or to get the public to see that Simon “blusters and asserts, but won’t back up his own rhetoric.” Ehrlich attributed corrupt motives to Simon and other optimists, saying that they clearly sought to facilitate rapid resource depletion for private gain, “leaving the rest of us and our descendants to bear the risks.”26

Rather than find common ground, or even common terms for a second wager and debate, Ehrlich and Simon denounced each other in increasingly ad hominem and abusive language during the 1990s. “If Simon disappeared from the face of the Earth, that would be great for humanity,” Ehrlich told a reporter from the Wall Street Journal in 1995. “I already know I’m a jerk,” Simon countered. “But I’ve been right every time. I’ll be right this time.” Ehrlich, Simon said, was “shameless,” “arrogant,” and an “unblemished failure.” Both men also criticized journalists and other public figures for manipulating facts and ignoring the logic of their side. The titles of two of their books from this period—Simon’s Hoodwinking the Nation and Ehrlich’s Betrayal of Science and Reason—convey their increasing frustration and bitter tone. Reviewing Al Gore’s Earth in the Balance in 1992, for example, Simon wrote that “truth” was under siege, “rather than our very durable planet.” Gore’s book was just an “ignorant … collection of cliches.” Simon considered Gore’s ignorance “willful rather than naive.” Gore simply chose to “ignore the scientific literature.” Simon particularly condemned Gore for his embrace of an Ehrlich-like environmental agenda when Ehrlich’s predictions over the previous two decades had invariably been wrong. In another essay, Simon complained, “Every statement I made in 1970 about the trends in resource scarcity and environmental cleanliness turned out to be correct.” Yet the environmental agenda promulgated by national and international institutions remained unchanged. Simon thought that there was a war on the truth and a campaign against economics. His critics emphasized their “negative assessment of humanity’s situation, when in fact everything is coming up roses.” Much of what environmentalists call “waste” is just the “necessary byproduct of living.” Simon took to attaching red plastic devil horns to his bald head for public appearances to underscore how he was vilified by environmentalists.27

Paul Ehrlich remained Julian Simon’s chief nemesis. Simon repeatedly attacked Ehrlich for his ideas about population control and scarcity, often returning to Ehrlich’s original formulations in the 1968 The Population Bomb. Simon refused to back down from his idea that resources were essentially infinite. In a 1997 essay, Simon acknowledged the pressures to change his stance: “Well-wishers have advised me to ‘admit’ that resources are limited to the capacities of the planet, thinking that this will keep me from ‘losing credibility.’” But Simon insisted on standing his ground. “I must seem pigheaded,” he acknowledged. He would not back down on his theoretical point.28
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Julian Simon teaching a business class at the University of Maryland and wearing the plastic red devil’s horns that he often wore for public talks. Courtesy of the family of Julian Simon.

Ehrlich and his colleagues accused Simon and others of a “stream of misinformation.” Ehrlich called it “brownlash”—defined as “the deliberate attempt to minimize the seriousness of environmental problems through misuse or misreporting of science.” The “brownlashers,” Ehrlich said, always want to “build exemptions … from the laws of nature.” They did not understand the basic laws of thermodynamics concerning entropy and the conservation of energy. Nor did they understand the simple mathematics of exponential growth. In a fit of hyper-bole, Simon had once written, “We now have in our hands—in our libraries, really—the technology to feed, clothe, and supply energy to an ever-growing population for the next 7 billion years.” This was clearly ridiculous—or, at the very least, hard to prove. In seven billion years, Ehrlich wrote with exasperation, a population growing at just one-millionth of the present growth rate would yield “more people than there are elementary particles in the universe!” Norman Myers, a biologist ally of the Ehrlichs, asked, “Would Simon’s arithmetic be permitted of a freshman student?” Myers defended Ehrlich more broadly against critics such as Simon who questioned Ehrlich’s predictions of mass starvation. “Where, [Ehrlich’s] critics demand, have these starvation calamities occurred? During the years since Ehrlich’s warning, at least 250 million and perhaps as many as 500 million people have died of hunger and hunger related diseases… . How many deaths do his critics want before they are satisfied that Ehrlich was correct?” Myers’s appeal to the evidence of hunger-related deaths and diseases was impossible to verify, however, due to the uncertainty of famine statistics. Although many millions of people have died of hunger-related causes since the late 1960s, the connection between famine and population size is tenuous. Historians of famine emphasize instead dysfunctional markets, oppressive states, and warfare as the primary causes of famine-related deaths.29

Attacks by Julian Simon and other conservative critics did not diminish Paul Ehrlich’s professional stature, particularly among scientists and liberal philanthropists. To the contrary, the 1990s provided many opportunities for scientists and environmentalists to celebrate the Ehrlichs’ work. Starting in the 1980s, Paul Ehrlich had received distinguished achievement and service awards from the Sierra Club, World Wildlife Fund International, and the American Association for the Advancement of Science. During the 1990s, as Paul and Anne entered their sixties, Paul received many of the top awards available to him, sometimes jointly with Anne. The Crafoord Prize from the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences and a MacArthur Fellowship in 1990, the Volvo Environment Prize in 1993, the UN Environment Programme Sasakawa Environment Prize in 1994, a Heinz Award for the Environment in 1995, the Heineken and Tyler Prizes in 1998, and Blue Planet Prize in 1999. All told, the Ehrlichs received more than a million dollars in prize money during the 1990s, a significant portion of which they plowed into the Population Biology Gift Fund that supported their work at Stanford. Some of the prizes, such as the Crafoord Prize, emphasized Paul Ehrlich’s scientific contributions to conservation biology and the ecology and genetics of animal populations. “If Paul Ehrlich is not deemed ‘eminent,’ who among our community would be?” Ehrlich, the Ecological Society of America declared, had “revolutionized our thinking about population biology, density dependence, and co-evolution.” Others, such as the Heinz Award, focused on his and Anne’s environmental leadership and service to humanity for warning of the “dangers of ecological carelessness and arrogance.” The Ehrlichs had been subject to “harsh criticism,” the Heinz Award citation noted, but had accepted the criticism “with grace as the price of their forthrightness.” Attacks on Paul and Anne’s work thus marked their purity and toughness. For Paul Ehrlich, this external validation was confirmation that he was right. It reinforced the self-confidence, and even arrogance, that allowed him to denounce his critics as “morons” and “idiots.” Since the elite scientific community sided with him, he should not have to waste his time dealing with people like Julian Simon.30

By contrast, riffing on Ehrlich’s MacArthur Fellowship, Julian Simon joked to a reporter from Wired Magazine in 1997, “I can’t even get a McDonald’s!” Simon enjoyed his newfound celebrity and the spreading influence of his ideas. But he also complained that the economics profession treated him poorly while his opponents still clung to power. Writing personal notes to himself in 1988, Simon said that he “thought he had hit the jackpot” in 1981, but things turned out to be more complicated. His professional work “had a large effect in changing the thinking of both academic researchers and the lay public.” Yet the economics profession did not “take me to its bosom on this account” or encourage his future professional work. Simon was not invited to join any boards of economics journals, nor was he invited to give talks at prominent economic meetings. He complained that he did not get the credit that he deserved for innovations in statistical resampling methods and techniques for “bootstrap economics.” Simon felt similarly unappreciated at the University of Maryland, feeling that he didn’t get a salary increase in his last ten years because people didn’t like his controversial ideas about population and immigration. While this may not have been literally true—his salary increased from $72,893 in 1988 to $93,428 in 1997—adjusted for inflation, his salary diminished in value, faring slightly worse than average faculty salaries during this period. The salient point is that Simon felt unappreciated, and considering his public profile and his many publications, he clearly was not valued highly. Simon struggled constantly for basic levels of university secretarial and administrative support for his research and public activities, all the more important after he parted ways with the Heritage Foundation.31

In the public realm, Simon thought that he had successfully eroded the scientific basis for the individuals and organizations that opposed his viewpoints on population. Yet his opponents continued to dominate public thinking. He reflected, with some despair, that “though I may have made a dent in the armor of the opposing viewpoint … the opposing viewpoint will continue to roll on inexorably, though perhaps with a bit less exuberance and carelessness than in the past.” In a letter to a mentor at the University of Chicago, Simon complained of the “pain of expected rejections, which come with greater frequency and greater surety nowadays from professional journals.” He struggled to understand the tepid or negative reaction to his work, asking “why I get the reactions that I do, and whether I have any basis to hope for anything different.” Simon’s professional isolation and his feeling that he had failed to change the population debate led to new bouts of “pain and frustration,” bringing him “to the brink of depression many times.” Simon fended off a slide into darkness each time, but with difficulty. From this vantage point, Simon’s wearing of the devil’s horns in public seems as much a coping mechanism for handling attacks as a self-assured provocation aimed at his critics.32

In 1989 and then again in 1992, Simon also experienced health incidents, either minor strokes or a severe food allergy that left his left side numb. Regardless of the cause, the incidents, as well as the death of several good friends, left him thinking about his mortality, and about what he had accomplished in his life. The prospect of death seemed to set off deepening self-doubt about the futility of his work. A new sense of urgency drove him to try to complete unfinished projects. As part of his effort to gain credit for his contributions, he drafted a book in the early 1990s, which he never published, on the volunteer auction plan for airline bumping. He also tried to correct the record about his resampling methods. “I am like a fellow trying to push eight peanuts up a hill with his nose,” he wrote in 1994 about his efforts to get many unfinished projects into print. Simon also started writing an autobiography.33

While Simon made substantial progress on the book manuscripts, including the autobiography, he did not see several of them through to completion. On Friday, 6 February 1998, Julian Simon returned from Spain, where he had received an honorary degree from the University of Navarre. Rita and Julian decided to skip Friday night dinner at home and to go out to have a special chance to talk. Then they spent a quiet Shabbat at home on Saturday. On Sunday morning, Julian went outside on their deck to jump rope. He started to have trouble breathing. Rita told him to stop jumping rope and to relax and watch a video. Moments later the phone rang with news from Judith that she was pregnant with their first grandchild. Rita raced downstairs to tell Julian. She found him lying dead on the living room floor in front of the television. He had died of a heart attack just a few days before his sixty-sixth birthday.34

In obituaries in newspapers from around the country, Julian Simon was remembered as “the doomslayer,” “Chicken Little’s Enemy,” “prophet of plenty,” and a “Warrior in a 200-Year War” with Malthus. Stephen Moore, the founder of the Club for Growth and Simon’s former student and acolyte, said that Simon had “routed nearly every prominent environmental scaremonger of our time: from the Club of Rome, to Paul Ehrlich, to Lester Brown, to Al Gore.” John Tierney, the New York Times journalist and friend of Simon, commemorated Simon’s passing, mocking the MacArthur Foundation for giving “genius grants” to Ehrlich and John Holdren, the losers in the bet, while ignoring Simon.35

After his death, Julian Simon became an icon for the free market wing of the conservative movement. Fred L. Smith, president of the Competitive Enterprise Institute, dedicated an institute publication, Earth Report 2000: Revisiting the True State of the Planet, with a lengthy appreciation of Simon. Smith cast Simon as a heroic soldier in the battle against the liberal establishment, who succeeded because his “brilliance forced people to listen.” Julian Simon, Smith concluded, struck “some of the first blows in the effort to free man from the Malthusian miasma.” The Competitive Enterprise Institute named an annual award after Simon. Stephen Moore, from the Club for Growth, received the first Julian Simon Memorial Award. In subsequent years, the award went to Robert L. Bradley, a free market energy scholar, and Bjørn Lomborg, a Danish environmental contrarian. In the fourth year, 2005, the award went to Barun Mitra, president of the Liberty Institute and a new Julian Simon Center in New Delhi, which promoted privatization and free markets. Mitra called for private conservation efforts to save the tiger; commercializing tigers could give them value and save them. “Tiger-breeding facilities,” Mitra argued, “will ensure a supply of wildlife at an affordable price, and so eliminate the incentive for poachers and, consequently, the danger for those tigers left in the wild.” Julian Simon had been a leading skeptic of mainstream environmental thinking. Now others carried forward his legacy. “Next step: Simonize the Global Warmists,” wrote conservative commentator Ben Wattenberg in an obituary appreciating Simon.36

Bjørn Lomborg’s controversial book The Skeptical Environmentalist, published in English in 2001, devoted itself explicitly to expanding on Simon’s forecast for continued improvement in human welfare. In 1997, Lomborg recounted, he had read a profile of Simon in Wired Magazine. Simon’s sharp critique of the environmental doomsday narratives intrigued Lomborg, a statistics professor in Denmark who had a long-standing interest in environmental problems. According to his narrative of self-realization, Lomborg enlisted his students to prove that Julian Simon was just a right-wing American propagandist. To their surprise, he said, they found merit in Simon’s arguments. “The world is not without problems,” Lomborg concluded in The Skeptical Environmentalist, “but on almost all accounts, things are getting better.” Lomborg attacked American environmental leaders like Al Gore for suggesting that “modern industrial civilization” was “dysfunctional” and “colliding violently with our planet’s ecological system.” Lomborg countered, “We have more leisure time, greater security and fewer accidents, more education, more amenities, higher incomes, fewer starving, more food and a healthier and longer life. This is the fantastic story of mankind, and to call such a civilization ‘dysfunctional’ is quite simply immoral.” Echoing Julian Simon’s 1980 breakthrough article, “An Oversupply of False Bad News,” Lomborg blamed the exaggeration of environmental threats on the news media’s constant search for stories about worsening problems and on the public’s confused attitudes toward risk. He did not propose that societies should just congratulate themselves. Lomborg differed from Julian Simon in his call to fight poverty and hunger in the developing world and to improve health in the developed world. Lomborg emphasized mundane priorities. In developing countries, clean water and anti-malaria campaigns. In industrialized countries, “we need to quit smoking, avoid fatty foods, get more exercise, and as a society we need to achieve a whole series of social and educational improvements.”37

Lomborg acknowledged the threat of global warming, and he attributed climate change to human actions, such as the burning of fossil fuels. But he argued that people could adapt to a changing climate; “no ecological catastrophe” loomed around the corner “to punish us.” Lomborg questioned the costs of aggressively countering climate change. Proposals to sharply and quickly curb emissions, he warned, risked extraordinary damage to the global economy—damages roughly equivalent to the economic threat of global warming itself. The “catastrophe” of global warming, Lomborg argued, lay in “spending our resources unwisely on curbing present carbon emissions at high costs.” In a provocatively titled New York Times essay—“The Environmentalists Are Wrong”—Lomborg argued that for the same price of rapidly cutting carbon emissions, “we could provide every person in the world with clean water,” thereby saving two million lives each year and preventing five hundred million incidents of severe disease. He urged substantial investment in new low-carbon energy technologies instead of mandatory emission cuts.38

Perhaps part of Lomborg’s success gaining public attention lay in his ambidextrous political positioning—he leaned both to the left and right, simultaneously demanding expanded international development assistance while dismissing the need for emissions controls and environmental regulation. Whatever the cause, Lomborg’s Simon-like contrarian assault on the popular “litany” of environmental disaster met with rave reviews in the Economist and other mainstream publications. This enthusiastic embrace in turn sparked a furious backlash from scientists and environmentalists. Leading scientists castigated Lomborg for what they saw as his selective use of statistics and his misreading of scientific evidence. Edward O. Wilson called The Skeptical Environmentalist a “scam” characterized by “willful ignorance, selective quotations, disregard for … genuine experts, and destructive campaigning.” Wilson said that Lomborg’s estimates of extinction rates were an order of magnitude smaller than the most conservative estimates of authorities in the field. In a review in Nature, the biologists Stuart Pimm and Jeff Harvey attacked Lomborg for being a new Julian Simon. They compared Lomborg’s book to a “bad term paper” and the author’s polemical style to that of a Holocaust denier. Lomborg’s critics, including Paul Ehrlich, demanded that Cambridge University Press convene an academic panel to identify scientific errors in the book, and they asked the press to stop publishing the book. In Denmark, a committee concluded that Lomborg’s book displayed “scientific dishonesty” (although the committee’s ruling itself was censured by another government agency six months later). At a bookstore in Oxford, England, a climate activist underscored the international polarization of environmental politics by throwing a cream pie in Lomborg’s face “for lying about climate change.”39

Some scholarly commentators noted that Lomborg and his critics proceeded from different sets of values, and that scientific data alone could not provide the answers to fundamentally non-scientific policy questions. In the journal Environmental Science and Policy, several scholars argued that the controversy over The Skeptical Environmentalist showed how science was increasingly being used as a “trump card” in “disputes about values.” The historian of science Naomi Oreskes observed that both Lomborg and his critics appealed to an unattainable ideal of scientific proof that misrepresented how scientific consensus developed as a social process rather than as a product of pure reason. Oreskes also pointed out that Lomborg and his opponents differed greatly in how they measured the state of the world. Where Lomborg, like Julian Simon before him, calculated success and failure largely in terms of human prosperity and suffering, his critics, including Oreskes, explicitly rejected the idea that human life is the “measure of all things.” Oreskes herself said that many of Lomborg’s claims about human longevity and well-being were “surely right,” but she rejected Lomborg’s fixation on the quantitative aspects of human life. What about non-economic reasons for environmental protection, she said, including “moral, aesthetic, philosophical, emotional” justifications? Oreskes declared flatly that “humans do not have the right to wipe other species off the planet, nor do those of us living today have the right to degrade or destroy resources that might add value to the lives of future humans.” Oreskes’s candor about her own values helped surface an important insight that too often eluded the protagonists in fights over the environment in the late 1990s and 2000s. “Many environmental claims are not so much about life’s quantities as its qualities. They are about aesthetic and moral choices. They are about equity and ethics.” Humans might improve their material lives by despoiling the planet, but did that mean that they should?40
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John Harte and Paul Ehrlich (right) on a trail at Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory, July 2011. Photograph by the author.

In the years after Julian Simon’s death, the contentious political split between liberal and conservative ways of thinking about the environment worsened. In the closely contested 2000 election, Vice President Al Gore, a passionate environmentalist, battled a Texas oilman, George W. Bush, for the presidency. After a disputed result, Bush gained the presidency. The stark contrast between Bush and the Clinton years showed in the first months of the new administration. President Bush and Vice President Richard Cheney embraced now widely held Republican positions attacking environmental science and environmental laws. Working with Tom “The Exterminator” DeLay, now Republican House Majority Leader, the Bush administration sought to overhaul national environmental regulation, continuing the effort begun under Ronald Reagan. Some Bush administration domestic policy advisers saw themselves as striving to achieve a better balance between the costs and benefits of environmental regulation. At the same time, Vice President Cheney chaired a national energy commission that primarily recommended expanded oil drilling, less public oversight, and increased nuclear power. While the energy task force endorsed energy efficiency measures, too, Cheney also dismissed energy conservation as merely “a sign of personal virtue,” not a “basis for a sound, comprehensive energy policy.” Cheney’s position made sense from the perspective of Julian Simon. If energy scarcity did not pose a genuine problem, why press for energy conservation? Meanwhile defeated presidential candidate Al Gore reinvented himself as a globe-trotting crusader against climate change. An Inconvenient Truth, the 2006 documentary film about Gore’s efforts to fight global warming, won an Academy Award, and Gore himself shared the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize. While Gore urged international action to stop global climate change, Bush and Cheney questioned whether humans were changing the climate and whether it even mattered. The clash between these two ways of thinking about environmental problems could not have been greater.41


CHAPTER SIX Betting the Future of the Planet

Extreme voices have come to dominate American politics, and the partisan divide has deepened. Contributing to this division are profoundly different ways of seeing the world, such as the divergent perspectives of Paul Ehrlich and Julian Simon. Each had important insights to offer about science, economics, and society. But neither presented a vision that can stand alone. The history of Ehrlich and Simon’s conflict instead reveals the limitations of their incompatible viewpoints. Their bitter clash also shows how intelligent people are drawn to vilify their opponents and to reduce the issues that they care about to stark and divisive terms. The conflict that their bet represents has ensnared the national political debate and helped to make environmental problems, especially climate change, among the most polarizing and divisive political questions.

Ehrlich and Simon both made contributions unacknowledged by the other. Paul Ehrlich’s contribution—and that of environmental scientists as a whole after World War II—lay in the ability to reveal the deep connections between humans and nature and to show how the planet was changing. Through research and advocacy, Ehrlich and other scientists helped avert genuine ecological disasters, and show the risks of dangerous new technologies. If scientists had not raised the alarm about declining stratospheric ozone, nations never would have passed the 1987 Montreal Protocol, which phased out chemicals that damage Earth’s protective cover against intense solar radiation. Scientific research on the potential impacts of thermonuclear war, as well as the hazards of radioactive waste and nuclear fallout, helped yield treaties to limit atmospheric testing and improve the handling of radioactive materials. More broadly, Ehrlich and other environmental scientists laid the groundwork for the new environmental regulatory regime established in the 1970s. The new environmental laws dramatically curbed air and water pollution in the United States.

The environmental scientists’ impact came not just through legislation but also through a new consciousness. Ehrlich and his colleagues raised profound questions about the purpose of consumption and whether more really meant better. They also showed how important natural ecosystems are to human well-being. Instead of viewing wetlands simply as swamps to be drained, for example, scientists have shown how wetlands provide important wildlife habitat and also perform economically valuable tasks such as water management and purification. This new awareness of human reliance on the natural environment has been widely embraced by politicians, corporate leaders, and the public.

Julian Simon also had something important to contribute. He and many other economists argued that human creativity and market forces allow societies to adjust to changing circumstances and to expand efficiency and productivity. They helped fend off calls by Ehrlich and others to slow or halt economic growth in a manner that would have affected millions, or even billions, of people around the world. Economic analysis of market dynamics also demonstrated that government policies, including those regulating resource use and protecting the environment, entail economic costs. The deregulation of elements of the American economy that started in the late 1970s and accelerated in the 1980s led to greater competition as well as price declines in a variety of industries. While the loosening of regulation sometimes went much too far, as in the case of lax banking regulation and oversight, the pull-back in federal control over transportation, energy, and telecommunications encouraged innovation and economic growth in the United States. As with ecological studies conducted by scientists, the economists’ research and data tested long-held prejudices and revealed the unintended consequences of policy proposals. Simon’s own studies, for example, countered unfounded attacks on immigrants as a burden on the American economy. His argument for the economic benefits of immigration was one of many factors that cleared the way for the major 1986 law legalizing the status of millions of immigrants.

Sometimes rhetorical sparring partners hone each other’s arguments so that they are sharper and better. The opposite happened with Paul Ehrlich and Julian Simon. Despite their respective strengths, both Ehrlich and Simon got carried away in their battle. The ready audience for their ideas encouraged them to make dramatic claims. Their unwillingness to concede anything in their often-vitriolic debate exacerbated critical weaknesses in each of their arguments.

Most fundamentally, human history over the past forty years has not conformed to Paul Ehrlich’s predictions. By the most basic measure, human populations have continued to grow and no population collapse or broad-scale famine—caused by population outstripping food supply—has occurred. To the contrary. With localized exceptions, life expectancy across the globe has risen, as have per capita incomes. Food production has kept pace with population growth. Energy remains abundant. Higher food and energy prices in recent years suggest short-term shortages, and perhaps a long-term tightening of the market, but not catastrophic failure. The discrepancies in average health and welfare among nations have declined rather than increased. Countries around the world generally continue to improve their well-being rather than slip backward into greater poverty and suffering.1

The sustained population growth of the past forty years and growing human prosperity suggest that humanity has remained much further from its natural limits than Paul Ehrlich predicted. In a 1994 essay on “optimum human population size,” he declared that the human population of 5.5 billion had “clearly exceeded the capacity of Earth to sustain it.” Ehrlich and his coauthors said that an optimum population size for the planet would range from 1.5 to 2 billion people. Since that time, the planet has added another 1.5 billion people. So in what sense have humans “clearly exceeded” Earth’s capacity? To be sure, many people suffer from poverty and malnutrition, and climate change threatens. But humanity has yet to run into the hard limits that Ehrlich predicted. Have we really degraded our resource base such that world populations will face catastrophic declines? We do not know for certain how many people Earth can support, and it is possible that humanity has already set the stage for its future demise. But that date still seems far off.2

One problem with Ehrlich’s style of argument is that environmental pessimism often far exceeds reasonable predictions for how markets function and scarcity develops. Gloomy forecasts for soaring resource costs illustrate this common problem. Fears that petroleum would quickly rise into the hundreds of dollars per barrel led to another humiliating betting defeat, in this case over oil prices, for those (like Ehrlich) who believe in impending scarcity. In 2005, investment banker Matthew Simmons bet journalist John Tierney and Rita Simon (Julian’s widow) five thousand dollars that oil prices would more than triple from around sixty-five dollars to a 2010 annual average of more than two hundred dollars per barrel. But the 2010 price averaged just eighty dollars. Adjusted for inflation, oil prices increased less than 10 percent over the five-year period, nowhere close to Simmons’s dire forecast. Bleak, but flawed, forecasts such as these for the fossil fuel economy have broader implications because they have been the basis for disappointing national “green jobs” and “green energy” programs in the United States. Government policies have an important long-term role to play in shifting the United States away from fossil fuels toward solar and wind energy and energy efficiency. In the short term, however, dour predictions that key resources, such as solar-grade silicon, would grow increasingly scarce, and that fossil fuel prices would rise substantially, led to overly ambitious business plans and exaggerated estimates of how many new jobs would be created. Major solar power companies in the United States went bankrupt, while, at the same time, the green jobs economic programs did relatively little to stimulate job creation and spur short-term economic recovery. Aggressive subsidies by the Chinese government, of course, complicated this story by also helping competing Chinese manufacturers undercut American suppliers.3

Simon’s victory in his bet with Ehrlich drove home an important insight relevant to these energy markets: scarcity and abundance are in dynamic relationship with each other. Abundance does not simply progress steadily to scarcity. Scarcity, by leading to increased prices, spurs innovation and investment. Efforts to locate new resources and design cheaper methods yield new technologies. New periods of abundance occur, even overabundance or a glut. Understanding this cyclical process can be vital to crafting successful public policy. Exaggerated fears of resource scarcity can easily lead to poor economic management, including stifling price controls, panicked efforts to limit production or consumption, and national investment strategies predicated on high resource prices that turn out to be ephemeral. In other words, excessive pessimism has a cost.

Ehrlich, however, remains convinced by the essential logic of his original bet. He declared in a 2011 interview that humans were on track to “destroy their life support systems” at which point “society as we know it is going to collapse.” The temptation is high to see evidence of imminent decline in current events. Yet flexible markets for energy and other natural resources, as well as human ingenuity, make the grim scenarios unlikely, and certainly not predetermined. Casual predictions that “peak oil” threatens imminent social catastrophe and massive economic disruption, or that the airline industry will “cease to exist” in a few years due to high oil prices, similarly invite skepticism of environmental claims.4

Julian Simon and other critics of environmentalism, however, have taken far too much comfort from extravagant and flawed predictions of scarcity and doom. Simon frequently argued that problems lead to solutions that leave humanity better off than before the problem arose. But by focusing solely and relentlessly on positive trends, Julian Simon made it more difficult to solve environmental problems. He liked to point out that the air and water were getting cleaner in the United States rather than dirtier. But Simon did not acknowledge the irony inherent in this improvement. The environment got cleaner partly because warnings by environmentalists like Paul Ehrlich prompted regulatory action. After years of struggle, environmentalists forced manufacturers to remove lead from gasoline and paint, improving human health. They also forced changes to motor vehicle exhaust systems that reduced air pollution–related respiratory illnesses. These environmental improvements generally cost much less than critics feared and suggest that combating climate change might also cost less than feared. Julian Simon’s rosy view of the future thus undermined—and continues to discourage—efforts to address environmental problems in the present. His optimism paradoxically inhibited the kinds of problem-solving market and technological innovations that produced the improvements that he celebrated.

Simon treated markets as if they were separate from society, instead of a human creation, vulnerable to our collective blind spots and limitations. Many economists espouse Simon’s view that the marketplace can address environmental problems adequately, if the markets account for the external costs of economic growth. But that is a big if. Economic research in recent decades has shown how difficult it is to eliminate information gaps and free riders and to address external costs. The idea that the market can fully account for social costs has been discredited. Market failures are unavoidable. For this reason, many economists tend to favor taxes on pollution that would force economic decision-makers to factor external, social costs into their private choices. The difficult politics of imposing these levies, however, has kept measures such as carbon taxes on fossil fuels out of legislative reach.5

Simon’s bet with Ehrlich about mineral prices did not prove that market forces will drive these prices down in the future. Nor did that single drop in price prove that Ehrlich’s concerns about threats to the environment were foolish. Simon might not have won if they had not chosen for their starting date the year 1980, the end of a decade of mostly rising metal prices. Yet Julian Simon’s faith in human ingenuity and adaptability seemed to know no bounds. In his more exuberant moments, Simon claimed that humanity would figure out how to make copper from other metals, tap the resources of space to support human life, and find ways to feed and support a human population that continued to grow for thousands of years. If these views of the future were more than fairy-tale visions, Julian Simon never put forth a credible view of how they could be realized. His utopian vision often resembled an inversion of Ehrlich’s dystopian future; both served as distractions from practical policies and actions.

The most pernicious current reflection of Ehrlich and Simon’s clash is the ongoing political impasse over climate change. Inaccurate past claims about population growth and resource scarcity—such as Ehrlich’s forecast for massive famines due to food scarcity in the 1970s and 1980s—undermined the credibility of scientists and environmentalists advocating action on climate. “By repeatedly crying wolf,” the conservative judge Richard Posner wrote of Paul Ehrlich, “he has played into the hands of those who consider environmentalism a lunatic movement.” Conservative commentators have warned of “apocalypse fatigue” and have frequently cited the Ehrlich-Simon bet as evidence that environmentalists are misguided fear-mongers. “Climategate did not begin with climate,” the free market energy scholar Robert Bradley Jr. wrote in a 2009 essay about a controversy over climate science. Bradley tied “climate alarmism” to the “neo-Malthusianism” of the 1970s. The “doom merchants were uber-confident and still are loath to admit they were ever wrong,” he argued. Conservative politicians’ sustained attack on climate science draws its energy partly from decades of suspicion of environmental scientists. Conservatives who questioned Ehrlich’s earlier dire claims have argued that climate warnings are just a new liberal strategy to expand government regulation and taxation. With popular support for government economic planning diminished, argued Fred Smith, president of the Competitive Enterprise Institute, the “new Malthusians” now used the pretext of an endangered, fragile earth to cover up a power grab.6

At the furthest extreme, these suspicions of an environmentalist conspiracy have led some prominent conservatives and Republican politicians to reject the science of climate change as a liberal hoax. “Global warming is the mother of all environmental scares,” wrote the political scientist Aaron Wildavsky dismissively in a frequently quoted 1992 essay. James Inhofe, a leading congressional opponent of national climate change legislation, has urged his colleagues to “reject prophets of doom who peddle propaganda masquerading as science in the name of saving the planet from catastrophic disaster.” Rush Limbaugh, the conservative radio commentator, similarly has attacked “environmental wackos” for “pure politics disguised as science.” Funding from fossil fuel companies and other opponents of climate legislation has amplified these dismissive viewpoints, sowing public uncertainty about the strong scientific consensus that greenhouse gas emissions are warming the planet.7

Climate change, to the best of our scientific knowledge, is happening, and much of the recent global warming that we have seen appears caused by human actions. And climate change is a significant problem that threatens heavy economic and social costs. The world that humans are creating—with an increased likelihood of more intense storms, prolonged droughts, and profound changes to ecological systems—is not likely to bring changes that people will want. These are some of the vital insights of environmental scientists like Paul Ehrlich. At the same time, predictions that “billions of us will die” by the end of the century as a result of climate change or that civilization will collapse reenact the least helpful elements of Ehrlich-style environmentalism.8

What often gets lost in the climate debate are the lessons of the clash between Paul Ehrlich and Julian Simon. There is a serious and significant discussion to be had over what policy actions to take, and when. How much will the impacts of climate change cost, and how urgent is the need for immediate action? There are two dramatically different versions of the future. Should we count on technological innovation and economic growth to help societies meet this new challenge and adapt to change? Or must we cut emissions immediately and transform our societies in a dramatic way? The competing viewpoints echo positions held by Ehrlich and Simon. Both tend to exaggerate the consequences of their opponents’ position: how expensive and disruptive it would be to shift away from fossil fuels, on the one hand, and whether it would be possible for humanity to adapt to a warmer world.

Whether human beings can increase their numbers and continue to survive on a warmer planet is only one way to assess the future. People have placed unprecedented demands on Earth’s ecosystems in the past century. To adapt to population and economic growth, as well as future climate change, we are rapidly transforming the planet in the ways that Ehrlich has lamented. Even if Julian Simon proves right that humans can adapt and prosper on this changing planet, will the world that survives accord with how people want to live? The rate of resource consumption cannot be sustained without deeply altering the planet. The quest for resources also will profoundly reshape human societies. Are the risks and unequal burdens of this change acceptable? These are the questions we should be pondering, long and hard, together. Yet Ehrlich and Simon’s stark framing of the future as either apocalyptic or utopian makes the conversation almost impossible.

The clashing insights of Ehrlich and Simon are necessary to help frame our thinking about the future. Our task is not to choose between these competing perspectives but rather to find ways to wrestle with their tensions and uncertainties, and to take what each offers that is of value. Ultimately, humanity’s course will be determined less by iron laws of nature or by unbounded market powers, Ehrlich and Simon’s dueling lodestars, and more by the social and political choices that we make. Neither biology nor economics can substitute for the deeper ethical question: What kind of world do we desire?
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