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A Book Review by Katharine Betts
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Humans and their ancestors had lived on Bali for
a million years, side-by-side with warm-blooded
carnivores, animals which ate the unwary and
competed with humans for game. The first true
future-eaters may have moved east from the island of
Bali to Lombok 60,000 years ago.3 Looking back
across the strait they were lonely and separated from
their fellows but, turning towards their new home, they
found themselves face to face with a cornucopia. They
saw naive fauna, animals which did not know that they
should run and hide: crabs, pygmy elephants, birds,
fish, molluscs — meals without end, or so it seemed.
"Without predators and surrounded by naive prey,
people would have become, in a sense, gods ... and
their offspring would have gone forth and multiplied."4

a complex civilization, and then collapse just like
those of any other animal ungifted with our
intelligence, language and artefacts.6
What happens to these societies as they go down?
There are a few brief records of the last decades of the
Rapanui people on Easter Island but the picture is
more clearly documented for the Maoris in New
Zealand. Of all the groups of pre-European colonists
which Flannery examines, the Maoris are the most
recent. They arrived from somewhere in Polynesia,
after a long and well-planned sea-voyage, sometime
between 1,000 and 800 years ago.7 They spread
quickly through their new land. So delighted were they
with its wide array of birds, especially the giant Moas,
that they let the domestic chickens they had brought
with them perish. Some 500 years later when the first
European, Abel Tasman, encountered them in 1642,
the Moas were extinct and the Maoris were locked in
bitter tribal warfare, struggling for access to pitiful
supplies of fern roots and stunted yams. They were
also supplementing their diet with cannibalism. The
population crash had progressed further for the Easter
Islanders when Jakob Roggeveen came upon them in
1722; the remnant groups, huddled among the boulders
in the treeless landscape, greeted him with enthusiasm.
The Maoris, in contrast, attacked Tasman's landing
party on sight and he could find no safe place to take
on water along the whole coast.
What of the Australian Aborigines? They must
have been the first group of Homo sapiens sapiens
(truly modern people) to occupy a whole continent
where no hominid had trod before and no creature had
learned to flee as they approached. They first arrived
perhaps as long as 60,000 years ago, well before
modern people established themselves in Europe (some
45,000 years ago).8
The story of the Aborigines' exuberant entry into
a unique land innocent of man, well-stocked with
diprotodons and other megafauna, and their subsequent
harsh readjustment to its limits, are lost in the most
distant past. Their stories tell of a "dream time" of
creation but, after a long boom, the readjustment must
have been more like a nightmare and the land that they
had found was dramatically altered by it. The
megafauna were lost and long years of "firestick
farming" completely transformed the flora from the
fire-sensitive but fire-retarding southern beeches,
southern pines, tree ferns and sheoaks to the
fire-tolerant and fire-promoting eucalypts.9

"Will the day of reckoning come
when the [resource] account
is quite overdrawn...?"
Some years ago William Catton wrote Overshoot,5
arguing that the human population had already
overshot its resource base. We did not yet realize this,
he said, because we had acquired the technology to tap
the Earth's finite supplies of fossil fuels. He painted a
grim scenario. We can treat it as bad science fiction,
shelving the images and hoping the author is mistaken.
Are human beings really living on their natural
"capital" rather than their "interest"? Will the day of
reckoning come when the account is quite overdrawn
and vast numbers of us suddenly find that we lack the
means to live? We may hope that this future will never
come. After all, we are Homo sapiens and we have
thought, planned and invented our way out of many a
tight corner in the past. But, what if this future of
human numbers overshooting their resource base has
already happened (for some people in some places)?
What might have taken place and what could we learn
from it?
Flannery shows us that Australia, New Guinea,
New Zealand and all of the islands of the Pacific have
seen human beings burst into new lands, discover a
paradise of untapped resources, expand their numbers
rapidly, temporarily overshoot their resource base and
then face the miserable demographic consequences.
Easter Island stands as the grimmest reminder that
human populations can flourish exuberantly, produce
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With the age of exuberance and the crash long
behind them, the millennia taught the Aborigines to
adjust their numbers to their resource base. They had
shaped the land and in many ways impoverished it10 as
they learned from their terrible mistakes, but they did
learn. The people had shaped the land but the land had
also shaped them. And what of the Europeans, and
now the Asians — what of us, the Johnny-comelatelys? The catalogue of our errors and the
environmental wreckage we have caused is long and
we have still not learned to let the land shape us and
our demands upon it."
Will culture always stay with us to protect us
from the vicissitudes of nature? Is it possible that
Homo sapiens could forget his accumulated wisdom?
Environmentalists are used to worrying about
over-population and the threat that this poses for the
future of mankind. But Flannery's data show that
under-population, if it is combined with isolation, can
pose problems too. As the last ice age retreated,
10,000 years ago, areas which had been part of the
Australian mainland became isolated by sea, especially
in the south. People survived for several thousand
years on Kangaroo and Flinders Islands but eventually
became extinct, probably because their numbers were
below 500, the number geneticists believe necessary
for the preservation of genetic diversity.
Tasmania is a much larger island and the
Tasmanian Aborigines probably averaged around 5,000
individuals at any one time. A group of 5,000 is large
enough to maintain the genetic diversity necessary for
survival but is it large enough to maintain a rich
technology and culture over the very long term?
Flannery presents evidence showing that the
Tasmanians gradually forgot significant parts of their
culture. They forgot how to sew the possum-skin
cloaks of the mainland and had to survive the brisk
Tasmanian climate without clothing. They forgot how
to fish and thus lost access to a large reserve of
protein. They forgot how to make fire and had to
borrow it from other campsites if their own went out.
They lost the art of making boomerangs, spear
throwers, and shafted tools.12
Flannery invites us to imagine that a country town
of 5,000 modern Western people becomes isolated
from the rest of the world. How much of our rich
material and intellectual culture could we preserve for
a period of 10,000 years?
Looked at from this perspective the achievement
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of the first Tasmanians is remarkable. This fragment of
the human race was cut off from its kin before the
civilizations of Egypt, Greece and Rome rose and fell.
It was cut off before the Mongoloid peoples of
northern Asia developed rice-based agriculture and,
from its fruits, grew rapidly to displace the Australoids
right up to the Wallace line.13

"Culture does not cut
the Malthusian bond that
ties us to our land
and its resources."
But, for all that they had forgotten of the material
culture of their ancestors, the Tasmanians survived
and, unlike the Maoris, appeared to be living relatively
peacefully together. When they met the French
explorer Francois Peron on the south-east coast in
1802 they greeted him with a curiosity which grew to
open delight as Peron and his crew allowed them to
examine their persons and possessions. The
Tasmanians conducted their guests back to their camp
where the Frenchmen enjoyed a fine feast of shell fish
and repaid their hosts with a chorus of songs.
The Tasmanians received the Frenchmen as if
they had been old friends. The excerpts Flannery
reproduces from Peron's diary14 will make modern
readers weep because we know that, within 30 years,
most of these intelligent and open-hearted people were
dead, victims of disease and the war of European
settlement. (Flannery does say that this terrible history
is not often taught in schools. On this I must differ. I
was brought up in Hobart, Tasmania, and the dreadful
story of the virtual extermination of the original
Tasmanians was taught to me in primary school.)
It is clear Flannery is no narrow biologist blind to
the culture that social scientists celebrate. He is very
sensitive to it. But he does not believe that it exempts
us from nature's limits. Culture does not cut the
Malthusian bond that ties us to our land and its
resources. Rather it is the means by which we can, if
we will, adapt our numbers and our demands to our
resources. We are not necessarily trapped by the
biological predicament we have created for ourselves.
Centuries of print and careful science and shared
reflections have given us options and choices which
the Maoris and the Rapanui lacked. The inventiveness
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Hemisphere; they knew that these seasons would be
reversed down-under, but they still expected them to
re-appear each year in their God-given order. Their
expectations were and are often disappointed. Certainly
it is colder in winter and hotter in summer but we now
know that it is not safe to predict more than that. The
normal seasonal pattern for Australia is abnormality.
Flannery has a broad grasp of geological and
evolutionary history and a deep understanding of the
biological present. Therefore he does not shrink from
drawing conclusions about the numbers of people
Australia could and should support. If we are to
preserve prudent margins for safety, and if we are to
protect the biodiversity that is fast shrinking around us,
we should aim to slowly reduce our numbers from the
present 18 million to between six and 12 million.16
Some Australian reviewers who have delighted in
Flannery's panoramic history have balked at this
demographic conclusion. But it follows with a gentle
and unswerving logic from all that has gone before."

that allowed us to use our own orgy of future eating to
develop knowledge and understanding must be used in
grave earnest now.
If we can muster the intelligence and wisdom to
see our predicament within its ecological context, we
can minimize our present and future troubles. The
blindness of the human exemptionalist paradigm (the
mind-set gripping most social scientists, economists
and other technological optimists)15 can only stand in
our way. Choosing paradigms is not a matter of whim
or postmodern fashion. It is a choice between adapting
to our habitat on terms which minimize human
suffering or waiting until the habitat forces adaptation
on us.
Flannery has a message for all his readers but his
book is written from an Australian perspective. One
feature of the lands east of the Wallace line is that,
like the Americas, humans arrived in them as modern
people. In America the native Americans and, later, the
Europeans did indeed find a cornucopia. In Australia
the cornucopia was an illusion. This geologically old
"new" land was strangely barren. The region is subject
to erratic climate changes and the massive glaciers
which had ground out the rich earth of the Northern
Hemisphere had passed it by, leaving the soil thin and
infertile. Not for Australia the deep black soil of the
Ukraine or the steady march of the seasons loved and
celebrated in Northern Europe and North America.
Instead there are long years of drought, followed by
flooding rains and, since European settlement, the
erratic climate has also been punctuated by apocalyptic
bush fires.
The bush fires are man-made. The Aborigines
changed the flora millennia ago to the highly
flammable but nonetheless fire-resistant eucalypts.
While this change created the risk, the Europeans
exacerbated it. They put an end to the Aborigines'
fire-stick farming, and the regular "cool" burnings it
involved, and allowed woody scrub to grow under and
around the trees where it waits, ready to fuel the next
inferno.
But we owe the climate to the El Nino Southern
Oscillation, a phenomenon which we have only
recently come to understand. Our immediate ancestors
could look on long years of drought, where their stock
died and their soil blew off the land, as an aberration,
bad luck, an abnormal interruption to the normal
progression of spring rains and summer growth. They
had come from the seasons of the Northern
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Two Books From Australia on the Nation-State
Brief Reviews by David Payne*
A Nation of Our Own
by Robert Birrell

Australia Betrayed
by Graeme Campbell and Mark Uhlmann

Sociologist Birrell is disturbed by the fact that a
whole generation of Australians is growing up looking
upon their past with disdain and even shame. This is
happening because the history of Australia is in
process of being revised by young academics with
axes to grind. Feminists, Aborigines and migrant
groups gnash their teeth when pondering old accounts
of Australia's budding nationhood in which
nationalism is seen not only as leading to a new
concept of nationhood, but also to social reform. It
grates on these groups to think that a society that
abused them could possibly have produced anything
worthwhile. Marxists further poison the well with their
baseless assumption that any and all actions taken by
the federationists must have been motivated by a need
to keep the masses at bay. Birrell argues point by
point against the revisionist positions, and scores well
in my opinion. His book is an intellectual response to
the "Asianization" policies of the Australian
government.

While Birrell calmly and rationally argues for the
falseness of the revisionist position, Campbell (a
member of the Australian House of Representatives)
and Uhlmann take a different approach. They assume
the falseness of revisionism and try to persuade the
mass of Australians that they are in fact being
betrayed. Theirs is a well-written, in-your-face plea for
"intelligent nationalism," which stresses the importance
of maintaining good relations with Asian countries and
does not oppose the desirability of becoming better
informed about them. Such things must be done,
however, without sacrificing the culture and traditions
of Australia — without becoming an "Asian nation."
[A Nation of Our Own by Robert Birrell. Melbourne: Long
Australia Pty Ltd., 1995. 292 pages. Australia Betrayed by
Graeme Campbell and Mark Uhlmann. Carlisle, Western
Australia: Foundation Press, 1995. 204 pages. Both books
available from the Social Contract Press at $14.95 each.]
*David Payne teaches philosophy in Petoskey, Michigan.

Not Strangers, But Not Friends
A Quotation From The Black Sea by Neil Ascherson (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995, $23.)
"Peoples who live in communion with other peoples, for a hundred or a thousand years, do not always like
them — may, in fact, have always disliked them. As individuals, 'the others' are not strangers but neighbors, often
friends. But my sense of Black Sea life, a sad one, is that latent distrust between different cultures is immortal.
"Necessity, and sometimes fear, binds such communities together. But within the binding-strap they remain
a bundle of disparate groups — not a helpful model for the 'multi-ethnic' society of our hopes and dreams. It is
true that communal savagery — pogroms, 'ethnic cleansing' in the name of some fantasy of national unity,
genocide — has usually reached the Black Sea communities from elsewhere, an import from the interior. But when
it arrives the apparent solidarity of centuries can dissolve within days or hours. The poison, upwelling from the
depths, is absorbed by a single breath."
"In the Strawberry Fields," by Eric Schlosser,
The Atlantic Monthly, November 1995, pp. 80-108 is
a detailed and evenhanded look at the stoop labor
strawberry crop, as grown in California. Here are some
tidbits:
* Labor is 50-70% of the cost of growing the crop.
9
Migrant workers are cheap in California, largely
owing to illegal immigration.
• Guadalupe, California's Latino composition in
1960 was 18%, in 1995 it is 83%.
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• The whole system depends on a steady supply of
illegal immigrants to keep farm wages low, and to
replace migrants who have either returned to Mexico
or found better jobs in California.
• The rural population of Mexico has tripled since
the 1940s, and now stands at roughly 30 million.
• The SAW (seasonal agricultural worker) amnesty
was one of the biggest frauds in American history.
— John Tanton
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