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Man in the Balance of Nature

WHY ARE PEOPLE so disturbed about pollution of air
and water ? It is not simply because they have become
more refined and aesthetic, but because they begin to
realize that we have reached a critical point in human
habitation of the earth.

As far back as 1947 the question before a conference
at Princeton University was ‘“the fate of man”.
Would he go the way of the dodo and the dinosaur?
Or would he take his destiny in his own hands and
make a better creature of himself? Opinion was
divided.

There was no split of opinion at the UNESCO
headquarters in Paris last year when more than two
hundred experts from fifty countries met in con-
ference. Within twenty years, they decided, life on our
planet will be showing the first signs of succumbing
to pollution: the atmosphere will become unbreathable
for men and animals; life will cease in rivers and lakes;
plants will wither from poisoning.

This opinion was made public following the Inter-
Governmental Conference of Experts on the Scientific
Bases for the Rational Utilisation and Conservation
of Biospheric Resources.

The biosphere is the part of the earth and its
atmosphere which contains living things. In this layer,
only a few miles thick, man is creating far-reaching
imbalances. He threatens the stability of his own
ecology by destroying resources and burdening his
environment with the waste products of his own
activities.

The biosphere is so immensely complicated that its
workings are imperfectly understood, but it is known
that any interaction of factors, however insignificant,
can produce repercussions whose chains often span
continents or even girdle the earth.

After commenting on the damage done by swift
depletion of minerals and forests, the report of the
UNESCO Conference in the Manchester Guardian
goes on: “As cities spread in monstrous fashion the
problem of refuse inherent in urban life attains the
size of an insoluble problem. Carbon dioxide and all

the host of air-borne industrial wastes are fouling the
atmosphere and poisoning fresh water. In the last
twenty years the whole process has been accelerating
at a crazy speed.”

What shall we do ?

We must be willing to ask such questions as “What
is the meaning of life? What is our relationship with
everything around us? What shall we do in the short
stretch between birth and death to preserve and
improve our inheritance?” We need the courage to
ask such questions —as the UNESCO Conference
did — with respect and seriousness, and the gumption
to do what the answers tell us to do.

There is no better way of giving our lives the
dimension of depth than by identifying ourselves as
important factors in the balance of nature and putting
our weight on the side of conserving what is good,
correcting what is wrong, and progressing to some-
thing higher in the scale. We were put upon Earth,
according to the Book of Genesis, “to dress it and to
keep it.”

But man has become a prober and a meddler. Fire,
the axe, the plow, fire-arms and the bulldozer have
been the fundamental tools of our modern culture.
We have spurned the fact that Nature is a total of the
conditions and principles which influence the existence
of living things. Her laws were so contrived that
land, water, plants and animals should, and under
natural conditions do, exist in harmony and inter-
dependence for perpetual productiveness.

Nature has been at work for a great many millions
of years to get things as they are. Cause and effect
are tied together like stones in a well-built wall.
Without careful investigation you never can tell
which is a keystone, the removal of which will bring
down a large section of the structure in ruin.

Man is only a comparatively small element in this
massive system. As Anthony Tucker put it in his
report of the UNESCO Conference: “The system
developed without him, determined his evolution,
and shaped his dependence on life cycles which in






