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MASANAO TODA'’S 1970 VIEWS AND
WARNINGS REMAIN PERTINENT AND
URGENT

Charles Vlek, University of Groningen,

The Netherlands, JF= 5

In his far-reaching essay about the role of
psychology in the very distant future Masanao Toda
entertained the audience by compressing the time-
scale of human evolution, while saying that in fact we
had not accomplished much during the first ‘day’ of
our existence — until about 1850, that is. Thereafter,
however, the Industrial Revolution set off a great
transition of accelerating changes — in population
growth, affluence and technology — whereby positive
(unstable) information-energy feedback could no
longer be countered by the many negative (stabilizing)
feedbacks of nature. Hence modern society is full
of excess energy that would soon reach the limits of
human adaptation and institutional management. Toda’s
main proposition was that psychology should and
could develop into the master science if mankind were
to survive — in an inevitably stable, energy-absorbing
society.

Anno 2007, Masanao Toda’s visionary analysis
before the 19th International Congress of Psychology
in London is even more pertinent and urgent than it
already was in 1970. This is especially so in view of
large-scale environmental deterioration which involves

serious problems for, e.g., climate safety, the urban

BAZBANRZRE 24 QKR (RR - BEKFE)
living environment and the world’s biodiversity.
Following the inescapable logic of the commons
dilemma paradigm, the negative external effects of
numerous individual behaviours must be checked in
order for collective goods to be preserved.

An analysis of individual motivations underlying
excess energy production and consumption may reveal
what society might learn, feel and do in order to raise
its awareness of collective problems and manage them
such that our common doomsday will be deferred.
Respecting individual (everyday) needs for subsistence,
autonomy, and personal development must somehow
be reconciled with the collective (long-term) needs for
environmental safety, natural resources and the riches
of biodiversity. In this respect, continual economic
competition and social distinction are dangerous
positive-feedback processes.

One ‘breaking development’ Toda might have
envisaged is the transition of an eternal-growth
economy to a steady-state economy resting on a
sustainable natural-resource base. Another great need
for handling our excess-energy problems is courageous
leadership pulling people out of their dominant ‘us,
here and now’ perspective on everyday life. Toda’s
views on human emotions (“programmed fur survival
in wild nature”) might help here, too.

One question is how the required analytical
rationality for long-term thinking can be aligned with
our unavoidable synthetic (emotional) rationality for
everyday living. The present conditions for needed
societal changes, however, do not look very favourable.
To spur us into action, we seem to need a few more

catastrophes.
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