Will Candler’s reply to Aaron Ellison’s review of Too Smart for Our Own Good, pp. 262−264 of Ecology 92 (1), January 2011.
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1. Someone should establish a prize for the worst academic review each year. I would imagine that Ellison’s review would win the prize hands down:

Dilworth concludes Too Smart for Our Own Good by claiming that:

human civilisation − primarily Western techno-industrial urban society − will self-destruct, producing massive environmental damage, social chaos and megadeath. We are entering a new dark age, with great dieback. The only question that remains is whether we will survive this dark age, and if so, for how much longer. (p. 454.)
Is this the message we want to send to our students, our colleagues, policy analysts, or decision makers who are interested in using ecological ideas to improve the world? Does it represent a paradigm shift that would allow for the survival of humankind?
It isn’t a question of the “message we want to send to our students,” it is a question of the [truth] nature of the world we live in, and who we are.

Sorry about that, but Ellison misses the key message of the book. It is entropy, together with “short term/high-discount-rate thinking,” that dictates the message we should reluctantly be conveying to our students. 
Dilworth makes a much greater leap, basing his Vicious Circle Principle on more general principles of biology and physics. This scientific patina, along with an apparent ignorance of the intellectual developments of the last 40 years in both the natural and social sciences ultimately leads Too Smart for Our Own Good through a series of naïve and unconvincing arguments.
“Scientific patina”, has no place in a serious review. By all means, say the author has misunderstood the second law of thermodynamics, and show how this undermines his argument, but “scientific patina”, without any illustration, is not helpful.

Similarly, “apparent ignorance of the intellectual developments of the last 40 years”, without illustration of how they would have affected the argument, provides the reader with no useful information. If I didn’t want to fall into the trap of being needlessly rude, I would suggest that “perhaps Dilworth omitted any such reference, because he could not find anything worth mentioning.”

The fundamental problem that humanity has yet to confront is that resources on Earth are finite, but we behave as if they are infinite.
Quite so. But isn’t this what the book says? Well, actually it is not “resources,” but fundamentally energy. [With enough energy we can restore our resource supply and clean up our sinks.] The sun may be providing enough energy for a larger (and sustainable) population, but we have no idea how to capture this energy efficiently. Hence the message we should be giving our students.

This synthesis of ecological thought is encapsulated in a unique mash-up of Clements, Wynne-Edwards, and Elton, held together with Ehrlich’s rivets and seasoned with a sprinkling of misanthropic deep ecology:

Dilworth:
[A] state of affairs in which the number of species and the biomass of an ecosystem has reached its practical limits is said to constitute a climax ecosystem, all ecosystems being such before being affected by humans, and none being so after. The fact that a climax ecosystem contains a great number of species gives it greater stability, since the loss of any one species will tend to have less impact on the system as a whole, and the complexity of the system will better allow it, e.g. through mutations, to fill the gap. Thus a climax ecosystem and an ecosystem experiencing the most stable form of equilibrium are essentially the same thing (pp. 20–21; italics in original).

Contemporary ecologists and evolutionary biologists will be hard-pressed to find any evidence in Too Smart for Our Own Good that classic ecological textbooks like Colinvaux’s have been updated to reflect intellectual growth in evolutionary ecology, complexity theory, or sociobiology.
I.e. Dilworth agrees with updated ecological textbooks? And is this a criticism?

One can only imagine a world of bipedal wolves running caribou in vicious circles [!?] to extinction. But all we appear to have are our genes, our phenotype, and our Dilworth-defined [?] karyotype locking us into a death-spiral of massive environmental damage, social chaos, and megadeath. In this hopeless vicious circle, of what use is this book? Perhaps it’s a modest contribution to carbon storage, but I’m sure that it took far more energy to produce this book (on non-recycled paper at that) than is stored in its 1.22 kg per copy (hardback). Perhaps it’s the catharsis of speaking truth to power, even if power isn’t listening. Even if Dilworth’s conclusion proves ultimately to be correct, clearly understanding and articulating the process(es) behind the Vicious Circle Principle is equally important if Homo sapiens ever gets the chance to try again. In the nearly half-century that has passed since most of Dilworth’s primary sources were published, the Earth’s population has more than doubled, the pace of technological change has accelerated, and resource use has grown apace. Dilworth is to be applauded for linking population growth, ever-increasing resource use, and technological hubris to the many environmental problems that we face. But in the same time interval, ecology, evolutionary biology, anthropology, archaeology, and economics, have developed and moved on, and we have amassed a wealth of observations and data that cannot be ignored. Too Smart for Our Own Good is an infuriating, if at times amusing, mash-up of inchoate theories put forth by well-meaning idealists, long discarded interpretations of incomplete data, and hopeless genetic determinism. But a paradigm-shifting, road-map for the future that will ensure the survival of humanity? I don’t think so.
I’m sorry, but this guy really does not get it! Bipedal wolves could well have found Homo sapiens a good food source, in which case game over. The question would have been whether they also had problem-solving skills, and how long-term a view they took.

... and our Dilworth-defined karyotype locking us into a death-spiral of massive environmental damage, social chaos, and megadeath. In this hopeless vicious circle, of what use is this book?

What? I for one find it very useful to understand why so many things are going wrong at once; and the karyotypically determined almost total inability of most people to understand that we have reached the end of the line. 
Perhaps it’s the catharsis of speaking truth to power, even if power isn’t listening.

Perhaps we should only speak truth to power when power is listening? What is Elliston trying to say?
But in the same time interval, ecology, evolutionary biology, anthropology, archaeology, and economics, have developed and moved on, and we have amassed a wealth of observations and data that cannot be ignored.
The silence is deafening! How does this “amassed” wealth of observations and data affect Dilworth’s argument?

