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t five minutes past midnight on
Al‘«anb« 3, 1984, 2 worage tank

full of a volatile chemical com-
pound ‘exploded at 2 Union Carbide
plant in Bhopal, India, relcasing a large
<loud of deadly gas Into the neighboring
slums. The accident s often describad as
the greatest industrial tragedy the world
has ever known, a contention the figures
certainly support: The death toll slone
ultimately rose to between 20,000 and

30000, But words such as “accident” and .

“tragedy” often 1mply a work of fate.
More accurately, what happencd that
night was 2 result of Carbide’s decision 1o
ot back on necessary maintenance in
order 1o save money at & plant that had,
despite great opening fanfate, proven 1o

be a finuncial duasppointment. In light of

what we now know shogst Carhede's opers
ation—a body of knowledge that benefits
extensively from Dominique  Lapierre
and lavier Moro’s detatled examination
of the disaster—it is cheas that it was not
sumply fate but all-too-haman falbibility
that led 10 the catastrophe

It is nearly impossible to overstate the
magnitude of the event. The authorities
stopped counting the dead a1 what most
obiervers beliove 10 be an unrcalistic 10tal
of 1,754, but independent extimates put
the number a1 & munimum of 8,000
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just tor the davs immediately after the
accident. Theee out of four Bhopalss suf-
fered from the effects of the toxk clond.
Ten 10 fificen are still dying every month
from ilinesses that can be directly hinked
10 exposute. No cours of law has ever
passed judgment on Union Carbide for
what can, without exaggeration, be called
a horrid crime,

n 1962, Union Carbide ran an ad in
Nirtional Geograpdin: that depicted an
emaciatedd, dark-skinned peasant
woman working ber plot of dry, chapped
soll with two scrawny oxen and # primi
tive plow, A light-skinned hand holding 2
test tube appears 10 be emerging out of
the skv above, and the accompanying text
cxplains  how  Car-
bide’s science i help-
ing 10 build o new
India
The ad was 4 per-
fect example of the
thinking behind the
“Green Revolution” of
the 1905, when the
First World's chemical
bebeved
thet produsts were
the next best thing to a
mitacke and would
feed the Third World.
Carbide expanded its
opetatioms in India
with almost misséon-
ary forvor, and 1 1930 opencd & factory
in Bhopal 1o manufacture a pestickle
called Sevin, Engineers called t the
“beautiful plant.” Locals, Carbide said,
would not only benefit from the well
paving jobs at the plant, but arca farmers
would also benefit from the pesticide.
People were told that the plant was as
safe 2y a chocolate factory. They weren't
1okd that exposure to even the smallest
amount of methyl hocvanate IMIC), the
volatile chemical used 10 produce Sevin,
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is deadlv, nor that Carbide planned 10
mgnore advice from technicians and pro-
duce MIC in large quantities.

Lapicrre and Moo weane together the
pensonal narcatives of 2 huge cast of
characters—from Padmini  Nadar,
daughter of a tailed and impoverished
farmer, to Warren Anderson, chairman
of Union Carbide at the time of the dis-
aster—and end upr with 2 book that reads
like a novel, It is a gripping story, The
detail in which the authors relate the
teeming life of the bustecs, shantviowns
crected by recent migrants 1o Bhopal, is
worthy of Dickens. The book’s intench
emotional focus on the story's charactens
is of the sort that made Lapierre's 1983
book, Ciry of Jer, an invernational best-
scller. (And that also
attracts the attention
of Hollvwood. Cirv of
Joy was made mio a
movie staring Patrick
Swayees its rumored
that  Oliver
wants Penclope Crue

Sone

to play Padoming in a
wreen version of Favy
Fuast Miturghe
Lapieree and Moo
began their story sev
cral vears before the
dianter and a4 W
hour rail nde awan
from Hhopal in the
southern  state of
Orissa, where the Nodar fansibye inclad-
ing cight-vear-old Fadmini, is forced off
1S tiny farm by an invasson of black
aphids. They move to Bhopal as part of
2 desperate influy that i swelling the
size of the city's shums, Padmini s father
finds backbreaking work as a laborer on
the railroad. making barcly enough 10
keep the family on the edge of survival
The Nadars, dispossessed by forces of
nature beyond their control, seem like
the perfect example of why Indu needs
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