
Contemporary Issues and the Schools

For years the prophets of doom 
have said the world is running out 
of energy, resources, and food; 

that it is becoming overrun with popula 
tion, and pollution; that the gap between 
the rich and poor is widening; that the 
new technology is hazardous to our 
health and safety. This new social pessi 
mism has been given credibility through 
organizations and official documents, 
such as the Club of Rome's L imits to 
Growth and the Carter administration's 
Global 2000 Report to the President. '

Fortunately, most of these assertions 
are outdated, misleading, and irrele 
vant. Some were incorrect from the 
start, while others have been modified 
in light of new evidence. But unfortu 
nately most are institutionalized as part 
of the standard curriculum of school 
children throughout the United States, 
who grow up with the idea that the 
future is immutably doomed.

A Balanced Perspective
Hudson Institute, based on its pioneer 
ing work in developing the factual and 
methodological bases for future studies, 
has long challenged many aspects of this 
widespread pessimism. Krom the Hud 
son Institute perspective, humans have 
progressed from a social order Hobbcs 
described as "poor, nasty, and brutish" 
to one in which people are and will be 
almost everywhere numerous, rich, and 
largely in control of the forces of nature 
(barring, of course, some perverse com 
bination of bad luck and bad manage 
ment).

The progression has meant improve 
ment in the quality of life—physically, 
materially, financially, spiritually. Most 
people today are far better off than their 
ancestors ever were. Admittedly, they 
confront new problems and losses, but 
the troubles in no way negate the largely 
positive aspects of the present and fu 
ture. Accordingly, a vital component of 
the "Visions of the Future" project seeks 
to redress the imbalance bred by the 
currently fashionable pessimism.

Through a coordinated research and 
training program, "Visions" is designed 
for high school and college programs 
and courses. We have prepared student 
and teacher guidebooks and a resource 
workbook, 2 which is presently being 
used in a Phoenix pilot program that 
will be duplicated in four other cities 
next year. Students and educators, and 
by extension parents and the media, will 
receive the latest information in such
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areas as energy and technology, infor 
mation consisting largely of docu 
mented refutations of "gloom and 
doom. Surely, the transition from an 
industrial to a post-industrial society will 
entail some difficulties. To make sure 
that the path is as free of problems as 
possible, our program carefully exam 
ines the "problem-prone" sectors of so 
ciety in an effort to find ways of pre 
empting or managing many of these 
anticipated difficulties.

Within the context of economics, 
engineering, science, history, sociology, 
and current events, the "Visions" pro 
gram offers plausible projections based 
on current realities. While these projec 
tions may be challenged, and while 
some critics may interpret the data dif 
ferently, the forecasts arc too plausible 
to be rejected out of hand.

Notwithstanding a general impres 
sion, we at Hudson arc not married to 
optimism. We do believe that optimism 
is a better state of mind by and large 
than pessimism, but our job is realism, 
neither optimism nor pessimism.

The Promotion of Malevolence
Some people support the doomsaycrs (or 
use their ideas without directly asserting 
them) because they feel that a fear of 
shortages will encourage the public to 
support policies that are desirable for 
other reasons (conservation, wilderness 
preservation, risk avoidance, solar ener 
gy, and others). Frightening people into 
"good" policies may seem like good 
tactics, but high morale, sustained by

confidence in the possibility of real 
progress toward the achievement of 
physical goals, is a more reliable long- 
term basis for such policies. Unfortu 
nately, those well-meaning people who 
use doomsday visions to promote good 
causes unwittingly contribute to weak 
ening national morale and help to un 
dermine the necessary national consen 
sus for effective action.

Previous generations of Americans 
grew up learning of the triumph of 
American ingenuity and productivity. 
Today, many apparently authoritative 
sources teach American children that 
production is the cause of humankind's 
central problern. With this view of the 
world, it is hard to escape the conclu 
sion that America's role in history is 
profoundly harmful.

By promoting this view of American 
malevolence, a social pathology 
emerges that vitiates loyalty and cohe 
sion, increases divisivcncss, reduces be 
lief in the nation and a willingness to 
defend its interests, and weakens the 
nation's ability to respond appropriately 
to stress and challenge. Low national 
morale is caused by and in turn pro 
duces: (1) a belief that our past national 
accomplishments arc worthless (irrele 
vant to an age of scarcity), (2) a feeling 
that we have no moral standing (our 
waste condemns future generations to 
starvation), 0) the absence of national 
goals (apart from selfish survival), and 
(4) a belief that our future will be worse 
than the present.

What students require is a William 
Jamesian view of the world in which 
confidence in the future is built and a 
willingness to act encouraged. This can 
be done by constructing an edifice of 
hope among the young. But arc these 
needs being met? Many textbooks we 
have reviewed to discover what students 
arc encouraged to believe present a dis 
maying emphasis on imminent disaster. 
Kauffman's Futurism and Future S tud 
ies,' for example, makes the following 
claims:

Food production is losing the race with 
the population explosion, and a massive 
famine within the decade' seems probable 
The main question remaining is whether 
famine will come in a single global disaster, 
or whether it will come as a chronic series of 
regional famines.

The earth lacks the resources and the 
pollution-absorbing capacity which would 
be needed to support a situation in which all 
nations are developed to the economic level 
of Western Europe. Thus, economic devel 
opment is likely to prove a false hope to
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The Environment

many of the poorest fourth of the world's 
peoples

Every elimination of a habitat or species, 
every introduction of a new artificial chemi 
cal, and even' increase in the demand we are 
already making on the environment repre 
sents an increased risk of unknowingly cross 
ing some threshold which will cause the 
system to collapse.

A shift to slow-to-no growth (is] likely for 
the economy as a whole Although no- 
growth might be desirable for many non- 
economic reasons, among them the oppor 
tunity it would give the developing nations to 
catch up, it poses a serious threat to the 
economic stability of all industriali/ed na 
tions.

Nowhere in the textbooks that limit 
themselves to these kinds of statements 
have I found any reference to such 
points as the constructive role of wealthy 
nations in the global economy, the rap 
id economic growth that has propelled 
many nonwcstcrn nations into the mid 
dle-income ranks, or the general record 
of declining resource prices and the 
reasons for it. Invariably texts fail to 
challenge or evaluate the simplistic, 
fashionable view of Spaceship Earth as a 
lifeboat with dwindling supplies that a 
few greedy bullies arc gobbling up.

Many supplementary texts arc com 
posed of readings that illustrate contrast 
ing viewpoints. In one selection it will 
be stated that 20 million people die of 
starvation each year, in another three 
million. In other cases textual material 
is limited to suggested questions for class 
discussion, and perhaps an introductory 
passage like this one: "Following are 
arguments by both sides Summarize 
the major points made Then make 
your own decision about population 
growth. Is it a problem?" This approach 
promotes a relativism that suggests every 
opinion is as good as every other opin 
ion. What can students think except 
that gloom is as realistic as optimism, 
that hope has as much chance of real 
ization as despair? Yet any analysis of 
human conditions 50, 100, or 200 years 
ago would indicate that life today is 
better materially and spiritually than it 
was then.

The Need to Eliminate Bias
What can be done? Is it possible to be 
fair and realistic? I would argue that 
under the influence of "objectivity," the
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material is often treated as a vehicle for 
inculcating the "right" attitudes. Obvi 
ously this is not necessarily the case. 
Correct views of the future are some 
times used as a basis for teaching funda 
mental economic and demographic 
concepts. For example, rapid world 
population growth and the pronounced, 
documented decline in the global fertil 
ity rate can certainly be explained by 
means of elementary instruction in the 
dynamics of "demographic transition."

A sensible rule of thumb is that text 
books should limit their focus to infor 
mation that can be conveyed in simple 
declarative sentences, information ac 
ceptable to a representative panel of 
experts on that subject, and information 
that will remain useful to students long 
past the next textbook revision. More 
over, it is necessary, fair, and important 
that the textbook authors do even-thing 
possible to redress the currently fashion 
able and one-sided portrayal of world 
wide problems and possible disasters. 
Systematic ways to get around these 
problems exist, and a few reasonably 
balanced models already have been de 
vised. 4

Needless to say. there is much to be 
done in order to combat the present 
"conventional wisdom." The 19~2 
Club of Rome report argued:

If the present trends in world population, 
indusrriali/ation, pollution, food produc 
tion, and resource depletion continue un 
changed, the limits to growth on this planet 
will be reached sometime within the next 
100 years.

The most probable result will be a rather 
sudden and uncontrollable decline in both 
population and industrial capacity. 1

However, ten years later. Dennis 
Meadows, one of the authors of the 
Club of Rome report, admitted that one 
of the things he would now change from 
his 1972 study is to "tell the people that 
the power to change lies with them."'1 
That is precisely our message. The late 
Rcnc Dubos, in an interview with Bill 
Movers, contended:

Present trends never continue Human 
beings, and perhaps this is where I express 
my greatest faith: if there is something about 
human beings it is that they never stand idle 
in front of a situation that threatens them 
provided they can sec the consequences of it 
They start doing something about it.

Before he died Dubos contributed an 
article to The New York Times that very 
well characterizes the Hudson Institute's 
motives:

To rediscover our innate celebration of 
life, the first obstacle to be overcome is the 
widespread belief that things are going from 
bad to worse and that little can Be done to 
reverse the trend

. . . much contemporary gloom comes 
not from actual tragic situations but from the 
prospect of social and technological difficul 
ties that have not yet occurred and may 
never materialize. We arc collectively wor 
ried because we accept the highly inaccurate 
predictions that, if demographic and techno 
logical growth continues at the present rate, 
the earth will soon be ovcrpopulatcd and its 
resources depleted: food shortages will be 
catastrophic; pollution will alter tnc climate, 
poison the environment, rot our lungs, and 
dim our vision I believe, as do many others, 
that industrial civilization will eventually 
collapse if we do not change our ways—but 
what a big if this is. Human beings inevitably 
alter the course of events and make a mock- 
en, of any attempt to predict the future from 
an extrapolation of existing trends. In hu 
man affairs, the logical future, determined 
by past and present conditions, is less impor 
tant than the willed future, which is largely 
brought about by deliberate choices—made 
by tree will.

It is our goal to restore that will, to 
give young people a vision of the future 
that is hopeful and that can be influ 
enced by their efforts. To be human is to 
exercise one's will, to believe that we 
can influence the course of events. That 
is why we believe the realist is also the 
optimist. To be human is to be hope 
ful, n

'The most prominent of these studies are 
the Club of Rome's book by D Meadows. 
D. Meadows. Randors. and Bcllrcns. The 
Limits to Growth ( New York Universe 
Books. 1972); and G lobal 2 000 Report to the 
President (Washington, D.C : U.S. Govern 
ment Printing Office. July 1980). which was 
issued by the White House during the Carter 
Administration.

•Curriculum experts interested in these 
materials should write directly to the Hudson 
Institute, Croton-on-Hudson. New York

"'Draper L. Kauffman. Jr., Futurism and 
Future Studies ( Washington. D.C : Nation 
al Education Association. 1980). p. 30.

'"Energy Crisis" (Opposing Viewpoint 
Series) by Leone Bruno and Judy Smith (St. 
Paul, Minn : Grccnhavcn Press, 1981 land, 
despite its title. Pollution of the Environ 
ment: Can \\e Sun-ire? by Michael Class 
man (New York: Globe Book Co.. 1974) 
provide present models of w hat can be done 
in this field to offer teachers and students a 
realistic perspective of the future.

*7Vie Limifs (o G rowth, p . 23. 
"Bangor Daily \eu-s. March 6. 1982. 
"Rcnc Dubos, "Reason for Optimism." 

New York Times. March 6. 1982.
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How 
Much Do 
We Have?
(A sample passage from the 
preliminary draft of Visions of 
the Future.)

Many people have predicted that raw ma 
terials will run out soon. Figure 1, developed 
by a group of scientists, indicates that re 
maining amounts of known raw materials 
can seem to be very discouraging. But it is 
important to check to see what other sources 
say and note that different predictions can be 
made depending on what data is used. 

Figure 2 lists some of the predictions that 
have been made in the past about running 
out of oil and when these predictions were 
made. It shows that predictions of oil short 
ages have been made for over 100 years and 
have consistently been inaccurate. Why are 
these predictions constantly wrong? Remem 
ber the difference between a raw material 
and a resource When people look only at 
what's in the ground, they forget the huge 
difference that changes in technology, socie 
ty, and demand can make 

Of course, there is a limit to the amount 
of any raw material to be found on earth. But 
as Figure 3 indicates, the availability of 
many of the earth's resources will be ade 
quate for a long, long time In addition, 
some scientists have theories about ways to 
get raw materials from the moon and aster 
oids, and ocean water could provide enough 
raw materials to meet hundreds of years of 
demand. 

Point to ponder: A book was published in 
the early 1970s that predicted that gold 
would run out in 9 to 17 years if present 
trends in the use of gold continued Do you 
think it probable that gold will run out? 
What countervailing forces might change 
the trend of increasing use of gold? What 
other events might occur to keep us from 
running out of gold?

Reprinted with permission of the Hudson 
Institute from the preliminary draft version 
(to be revised) of V isions of the Future, pp. 
71 72.

Figure 1 . Potential Exhaustion of Selected Minerals.

Average Annual Years Remaining 
Resources Growth in Use (%) Low High

Aluminum 6.4 33 49 
Copper • 4.6 27 46 
Gold 4.1 6 17 
Iron 1.8 154 N/A 
Lead 2.0 28 119 
Petroleum 39 23 4?

Figure 2. Oil Prophecies and Realities.

U.S. Oil 
Production 

Rate (Billion 
Date bbls/year) Prophecy Reality

1885 .02 Little or no chance for oil 8 billion bbls. pro- 
m California (U.S. Gco- duced in California 
logical Survey) since that date with 

important new find 
ings in 1948

1914 27 Total future production 34 billion bbls. pro- 
only 5.7 billion bbls. (of- duced since 1914, or 
ficial of U.S. Bureau of six times this prcdic- 
Mjnes) tion

1939 1.3 U.S. oil supplies will last New oil found since 
only 13 years (radio 1939 exceeds the 13 
broadcasts by Interior DC- years' supply known at 
partment) that time

1947 1.9 Sufficient oil cannot be 4.3 billion bbls found 
found in United States in 1948, the largest 
(Chief of Petroleum Divi- volume in history and 
sion, State Department) twice our consump 

tion

Figure 3. Number of Years of Consumption Potential for Various Ele 
ments.

(U.S. Geological Survey Estimates of Ultimate Recoverable Resources of Materials in 
Top Kilometer of Earth's Crust)

U.S. Geological 
.1 Survey Amount 

Known "Ultimate Estimated in 
Reserves Recoverable Earth's Crust 

Divided by Resources" Annual 
Annual Divided by Annual Divided by 

Element Consumption Consumption Consumption

Copper 45 340 242,000,000 
Iron 117 2657 1,815.000,000 
Lead 10 162 85,000,000 
Uranium ' 50 8455 1,855,000,000 
Aluminum 23 68066 38,500,000,000 
Gold 9 102 57,000.000
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