
Not surprisingly, 
many people 
simply cannot 
face the disturb
ing projections. 
They take refuge 
instectd in a 
protective apathy, 
enhancing vivid 
details of the 
present in order to 
bfot out a fright
ening future. 

Afterword 

What did the "Visions of a Sustainable 
World" symposium accomplish? Did it provide 
any new insights, indicate any nt\\, directions, 
produce any visions? What did Cal tech and the 
symposium's organizers hope would come out of 
three days of intellecmal grappling with the 
difficulc issues that face life on Earth? What was 
this "very impressive group of people-probably 
one of rhe greatest groups of PhOs assembled in 
one room, benevolent about the destiny of the 
world and trying to save the world from God 
knows what" (according to Daniel Schorr of 
National Public Radio). actually supposed to be 
doing? "We wanted to bring together people to 

think abom the issues," said Murray GelJ-Ma.nn 
later, "about how they're related, how to concep
tualize them. And these are issues that go 
beyond juSt the environmental. They include 
military and diplomatic problems; issues of 
cultural diversity and the opposite side of the 
coin, ethnic strife; questions of political organiza
tion, povetty, health, demographics-they're all 
closely knit together." 

How did this work? In his wrap-up of the 
sessions on global perspectives, Schorf noted that 
the symposium was divided along several axes. 
"The program tell s you this is a conference about 
vision. But in the subheads you read that almost 
every panel is a panel on transition. There seems 
CO be some tension about whether the question is 
where do we want co go? But even that is twO 
questions. One question is where do we get 
when and if things go on as they are going on 
now? The ocher, perhaps more important, 
question is where do we end up 10, 20, 60 years 

from now, given that something is done about it, 
g iven that we do manage to make the word 
community a mean ingful word and to End ways to 

implement a sense of community? That's 
VISiOn 

L1.ccr, Paul MacCready remarked on "how hard 
ir is to get anybody to look at a vision of where 
we wanr to go, as opposed to how we get rhere." 
Too many of the participants were doing what 
MacCready calls, "Ready, Fire, Aim." Murra.y 
agreed: "The lesson we learned is rhat rhe wodd 
is nor ready to talk about these problems yet, 
because coo few of rhe scholars, generalists, and 
specialisrs who should be involved have even 
begun to consider chem." 

"NO( surprisingly, many people simply cannot 
face the disturbing projections," said Murray. 
"They take refuge instead in a protective apathy, 
enhancing vivid derails of rhe present in order to 

blm out a frighrening furure." Some of those 
vivid derails of the presenr. however, are also 
frightening. MacCready likes to jar people iow 
thinking about the global situation with the 
sratement that 250,000 more people are born on 
Earth every day. And on that same day humans 
have caused the extinction of 300 species of flora 
and [1.una. 

The symposium remi.nded Schorr of the ear~y 
days of the arms-control community. "A bOll c 
25-30 years ago, a group of people-scientists, 
people interested in foreign policy-----came 
wgecher w rry to control nuclear arms. They 
weren't taken seriously at first. They came from 
different fields and different disciplines, but they 
worked at it and worked at it, and after a while 
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The speakers and 
panelists did 
address the 
approaches to 
the transitionJ) 
but we hoped they 
would go beyond 
that. 

they began to have an effect-but only at a point 
where they had been together long enough and 
heard one another's viewpoints often enough that 
they began to listen to each other, rather than 
merely speaking to each other. And then they 
reached a consensus about what to urge govern
ments to do, and slowly they began to work on 
that." 

Bruce Murray also picked up the analogy later, 
comparing the symposium to the "Pugwash [for 
the Nova Scotia town where the meetings were 
held} phase" in the arms-control movement. 
'Then intellectual pioneers responded to the 
unprecedented danger of nuclear weapons. 
Now, we must similarly create a dedicated, self
recognizing community of scholars and general
ists equally committed to mitigating unprece
dented hazards." Harrison Brown, to whom the 
"Visions" symposium was dedicated, also played 
an important role in the early arms-control 
movement. "He brought people together from 
different countries, from the various national
security establishments," said Murray. "He made 
it respectable to talk about the problem." 

How difficult it is to get people to talk about 
the problem was one of the main lessons learned 
from the "Visions" symposium, the organizers 
agreed. According to Murray, "the primary task 
for the near term is to organize networks and 
discussions and to get people to realize what the 
problem is-not so much the solutions." Schorr 
expressed confidence "that this is one conference, 
one step in what will be a series of many confer
ences; it can't be done all at one time." 

Others weren't so sure that talk among the 
experts was enough. In an early session Carl 
Djerassi expressed his "enormous frustration this 
morning at listening to two panelists who 
impressed me more than almost any panelist I've 
heard in recent years. These were speakers who 
spoke movingly and persuasively about impor
tant issues, and I look at the auditorium, which is 
either two-thirds empty or one-third full, where I 
think most of the people are at middle age or 
beyond. There are few students." Djerassi 
assumed that students made an economic de
cision, a cost/benefit decision, that it wasn't 
worth cutting classes to hear a bunch of speakers. 
"Now consider that for a moment: If they made 
the decision that way, how will we persuade 
anyone in a group that is much less persuaded 
about the importance of the issues?" He chal
lenged the panelists to imagine the auditorium 
full, not of experts and academics, but of farmers, 
automobile workers, loggers, fishermen; what 
would they say then? MacCready concurred: 
"It can't just be a bunch of professors talking to 
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another bunch of professors. We've got to make 
it accessible and interesting to people." 

Daniel Schorr posed a final question at the end 
of his wrap-up session: "Why did the conference 
organizers decide against accomplishing anything 
beyond pontificating? Why no dialog to achieve 
whatever degree of consensus among scholars is 
possible? Why no conference statement? Why 
no plans to mobilize and promote consensus 
expertise for Brazil in 1992?" 

That wasn't the intent, however. Any confer
ence with vision in the title isn't likely to produce 
a plan of action or even a consensus (there wasn't 
even a consensus on what sustainable meant), and 
the organizers indeed did not have that in mind. 
On the occasion of Cal tech's lOOth year, they 
wanted participants to envision what they wanted 
the world to look like after another century or at 
least by the middle of the next one. They weren't 
looking for short-t<:rm prescriptions. Therefore 
the organizers were disappointed and frustrated 
to some extent by the panelists' recurring focus 
on the near term-the next 10 years-and on 
solving current problems. "They refused to take 
on the time scale," said Murray of some of the 
participants. 

"But there were many excellent insights," 
according to Gell-Mann. "The issues of sustain
ability needed to be discussed all together, and 
that was understood and done well by most of the 
participants. It's a revolutionary way of doing 
things, because most scientists are not used to 
taking a crude look at the whole. From that 
point of view the symposium was a success." 

"The speakers and panelists did address the 
approaches to the transitions, but we hoped they 
would go beyond that," said Gell-Mann. "They 
were unwilling to address the transitions them
selves-what the world would be like afterward, 
what the desirable states of the world would 
be." This was indeed difficult to envision. 
MacCready's view was that "even 30 years from 
now, things are going to be so changed that they 
will be unrecognizable." 

Perhaps Linda Fetter, a Pasadena resident who, 
with her husband, had supported the "Visions" 
symposium financially, best summed up the 
intended scope of the conference and added a 
touch of nonpontificating optimism: "We have 
three sons. We're very, very interested and 
concerned about the world for them and for their 
children." She also said that she had received a 
gift through this conference, "and that's a new 
respect for the challenges that we all face. I feel a 
pride in us as a civilization, and I feel that we are 
going to continue to seek and find the answers to 
the issues raised." 


