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My View

Robert L. Zimdahl*

After enjoying a strong- tasting food, it is common to pause
for a small dish of sorbet to cleanse the palate so the taste of
next course can be fully appreciated. Sorbet improves dining.

A similar pause has helped me think about my work, about
what I know. Knowledge is always connected with interest
and only becomes objective when the context is included.
Browning said it well in From Paracelsus (1835): ‘‘Truth is
within ourselves, it takes no rise, from outward things,
whate’er you may believe. There is an inner centre in us all,
where truth abides in fullness.’’

Part of my context, what I know, is that the intellectual
center of weed science and weed management systems have
been closely allied with and largely influenced by herbicide
technology. The dominance of this scientific power came to
be understood as the power to dominate nature. In the past
decade or so, it has become clearer that what weed science has
done for society is different from what it has done to society.
It is that change that warrants a pause.

Weed science has been dominated by pragmatists, who
value their contributions to agriculture. There has been little
concern for environmental values or the social externalities of
the food production system. Many research and extension
scientists who developed and improved the system have
advocated industrial agriculture and use similar arguments to
support their advocacy. They are: only industrial agriculture
can feed a growing population, it is possible to protect the
environment and wildlife only if production is increased on
existing farmland, and increasing production requires pesti-
cides, synthetic fertilizer, and genetically modified crops. If we

pause to think about these arguments, we may find they are
weak, if not wrong. There are advantages to industrial
agriculture: ease of use and success of herbicides for weed
management, externalization of environmental and health
costs, the efficiency of large industrial farms, and government
policies favoring intensive agriculture.

Everyone involved in agriculture favors sustainability. All
do not agree on what achieving it entails. Most people think
the system should maintain the resource base. Pausing for the
sorbet moment may help us recognize, and perhaps work to
resolve the disagreement about whether or not a sustainable
system could be developed to minimize external inputs,
manage pests with natural regulating mechanisms, and
facilitate environmental recovery from required agricultural
practices. Weed scientists are challenged by multiple prob-
lems: herbicide resistance, loss of older herbicides and slower
introduction of new ones, fewer future herbicide control options,
and increasing levels of public concern about what weed science
has done to society, especially by externalizing costs.

So, if we pause with our dish of sorbet, the pause may help
us think differently. Our thoughts could be aided by a few
words of advice from Joseph Campbell, the American scholar
and writer best known for his work in comparative mythology
and religion:

A bit of advice. As you go the way of life, you will see a
great chasm.

Jump. It is not as wide as you think.
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