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A Foray Into A Strange World 
But does the exercise answer the central question? . 

I n The Environment, Our NaturaL Resources, and Mod

ern TechnoLogy, Thomas DeGregori reminds us, "To 

those committed to an idea or movement, accuracy an'd 

truth become secondary considerations." He provides a 

convincing argwnent that this is the case for many who 

oppose technologies that DeGregori credits with signif

icantly improving our lives. But as he tries to convince us 

that "the technology of what is pos-

sible is the goal to which we should 

Adding "if modern science and technology are killing 

us" to rhe question creates problems, however. DeGre

gori uses this as a springboard to a carefully researched 

foray into the strange world of those who challenge the 

benefits of science and technology. Such an ap proach 

has two problems. First, most of us would probably agree 

that opposition to technology comes in many forms, so 

the need for such a book falls into 

questio n . Second, and more seri

always strive," one wonders if he, 

and perhaps the Editors at Iowa State 

University Press, should also take 

that reminder more seriously. 

"Others buy ously, the exercise does nothing to 

answer the central question of our 

improved standard of living. 
recordings of nature 

sounds that are Here's a good example. DeGregori 

begins his final chapter with a refer

ence to John Zerzan, a man pictured 

as so opposed to all that is modern 

that he sees even the development of 

speech and symbolic thinking as 

wrongheaded. Nonetheless, accord

ing to DeGregori, he has developed a 

A few pages into his book, 

DeGregori assures us that he will not 

"fl ip out and do harm to others." 

Thank goodness, for I was already 

starting to worry. In sp ite of the 

"extraordinar ily fascinating and 

extremely happy life" he claims to 

lead, he wri tes like a man on the 

actually made by 

flushing toilets, and 

some justify lavish 

lifestyles as 

'downsizing' ". 

edge. Much of his frustration arises from h is long and 

futi le search to answer this question: "If modern science 

and technology are killing us, why are we so healthy and 

li ving so long?" It's a compelling question, but the very 

wording leads ultimately to a disappointing book. 

The question "why are we so healthy and living so 

long?" is a fine subject for inquiry. A person making such 

inquiry would, I presume, thoroughly research the effects, 

both good and bad, that science and technology have had 

on our quality of life. Not everyone would agree with 

whatever conclusions were drawn, perhaps, but the book 

would be wel l worth read ing. 
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"myriad of fo llowers. " This "merry 

band of followers have (sic) become major participants in 

street demonstracions". In 45 pages of references, the only 

mention ofZerzan's work is a single book chapter. Could 

his infl uence be somewhat exaggerated here? Regardless, 

street protestors may call attention to important ques

tions, but they do not provide the type of answers one 

would expect to find in a book such as this. 

The Environment, Our NaturaL Resources, and Modern 

TechnoLogy is comprehensive at least in this way: a more 

thoroughly documented parade of technophobes, rang

ing from green consumers to "Luddite postmodern intel

lectuals" would be hard to imagine. Some insist upon 



The Environment, Our Natural 
Resources, and Modern Technology 
by Thomas R. DeGregori. Published by Iowa State 
University Press. 272 pages. $54.99. 

wearing underwear made from organic corron. Others buy 

recordings of nature sounds that are actually made by 

flushing toilets, and some justify lavish lifestyles as "down

sizing". When the enemy might at first glance appear rea

sonable, DeGregori provides his own interpretation, no mat

ter how bizarre. Proponents of local food production, for 

example, apparently use concern for local econom ies, 

energy conservatio n, and healthy foods only as a smoke

screen. Actually, they are anti-global elitists who act out 

of fear they will be deprived of "that 

sense of exclusivity for the items which 

make a product available to me public and not the shame

less exploitation for personal gain that is implied. 

I have also had m e pleasure of meeting Donella Meacf

ows and collaborating with her Sustainabili ty Institute. 

DeGregori, like many other writers, seizes on the inaccu

racy of me predictions in Limits to Growth . Going further, 

he claims that the misguided prophecy also led to wasted 

investmenr in co mmodi ty production and consequent 

gluts. Here, it wo uld seem approp riate to at least men-

tion that the Sustainability Institute, 

under the direction of Meadows until 

[hey consume. " 

Cou ldn't we, j ust once, h ave a 

thoughtful exposition of why some 

favor a particular teclmology while o[h

ers oppose it, fo llowed by deliberate 

evaluation of which position is more 

"It is not enough to 

set up and destroy 

her death, has an ambitious computer 

simulation effort to model the system 

dynamics of commodity production in 

several areas. Some discussion of the straw men when so 

much is at stake." many erram prophecies for biotech

nology, computers, and other tech

nologies DeGregori finds so attractive, likely right? Not here. T he model is 

cons istently one of showing many strange people making 

strange claims, thereby somehow inlplying that the author's 

unwavering faith in technology is fully justified. For exam

ple, opponents of food irradiation are swept as ide by poin t

ing out that simil ar objections were made in tile 1920's to 

pasteurizing milk. 

In the interest of full disclosure, I have a working rela

tionship with some of tile organizations that most bomer 

DeGregori. My experience leads me to some very differem 

interpretations of their act iviti es. For example, DeGregori 

grudgingly describes the Institute for Agriculture and Trade 

Policy's effort to promote eeo-friendly coffee as "worthy", 

but he takes the group to task for setting up a for-profit ven

ture to seU the coffee. Even the briefest of visits wim lATP 

and its officers would show this to be a reasonable effort to 

would also seem in order. 

In general , The Environment, Our Natural Resources, 

and Modern Technology provides a lesson that we all (this 

reviewer especially) need to hear fto m time to time. It is 

not enough to set up and destroy straw men when so much 

is at stake. There are intelligem people on both sides of evelY 

issue, and others on both sides who do not appear to be 

so gifted. Understanding the best ofbotll sides is an impor

tant first step toward providing enduring answers to soci

ety's most perplexing questions. Cataloging the outrages 

on either side, however, wastes time and energy that might 

omerwise bring us closer to the truth. 

Richard Levins is Professor in the Department of Applied 

Economics at the University of Minnesota. 
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