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Too Smart for Our Own Good: The Ecological Predicament of Humankind 
Dilworth, Craig. 2010. New York: Cambridge University Press. 546 pp., 60 b/w illustrations, 2 tables and glossary. ISBN: 13: 978-0-521-76436-0, $99.95 (Hardcover). ISBN: 13-978-0-521-75769-0, $31.95 (Paperback).
Reviewed by Tom Carter, Professor of Geography, University of Winnipeg

In his concluding comments in Too Smart for Our Own Good, Dilworth sums up the future of the human race by stating: “Consequently human civilization – 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). 

A dismal and unattractive conclusion bound to catch the attention of almost any reader. Why does the human race find itself in such a predicament? Why does Dilworth come to this conclusion? Dilworth’s basic premise is that our ecologi​cally destructive behaviour lies in the nature of our species. We are the only species to have constantly developed technology, and this technological innovativeness is responsible for our ecological predicament. We are simply too smart for our own good. A vicious circle is created. Increased consumption is made possible by further technological development, and promotes the growth of population. This in turn, further degrades the environment which, in its turn, stimulates fur​ther technological innovation leading to even further environmental degradation – the vicious circle principle. According to Dilworth, the vicious circle principle constitutes the core of human ecology. It is the background against which all social change is to be understood. 

Dilworth begins the defence of his position with a discussion of the scientific ground rules that the development of humankind rests upon. Drawing on vari​ous disciplines – physics, chemistry, biology and ecology, for example − Dilworth explains how scientific principles apply to, and set, the parameters of human evolution. This discussion is comprehensive and wide ranging, covering topics as diverse as the principle of conservation of energy and the principle of evolution, genetics, the food chain, and checks to population growth. He then draws on anthropology, archaeology and economics to strengthen our understanding of human evolution, drawing into the discussion topics such as population control, ecological sustainability, and various stages of economic development. The pur​pose of this discussion is to support the contention that humans have constantly eradicated their resources (sources of food), and only by constantly improving technology that places an even heavier draw on resources has humankind been able to survive, thrive, and from a Western techno-industrial perspective, improve the quality of life. This discussion also clearly illustrates that the survival of our way of life must depend solely on resources that are renewable from year to year – we are depleting our non-renewable resources and placing even greater pressure (depletion) on resources that are renewable. 
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Dilworth uses this discussion as a backdrop for his presentation of the vicious circle principle. His discussion leads him to suggest that technological change, often looked upon as progressive from a traditional western perspective, is actually regressive when it comes to the long term existence of the human species. It undermines the preconditions of our society. 

He then applies this theory or principle to the entire evolution of the human race. The discussion starts from early apes and protohumanoids and carries on through the first humans to the hunter and gatherer model then on to the agricul​tural and industrial revolutions. Topics in each era range from population growth and control, or checks, to the technology of the day, the use of resources, consump​tion, lifestyles, innovation, quality of life, and social, economic, political and military characteristics. Few publications provide the comprehensive detail of evolution over this time frame and eras of human evolution. This comprehensive discus​sion provides plenty of information to assess the applicability and veracity of the vicious circle principle. 

Dilworth then takes the discussion to the current day, applying the vicious circle principle to topics such as the use of minerals, fossil fuels, biotic con​sumption, land degradation, deforestation, the global economy, the extinction of spe​cies, population checks, global military spending and war. Dilworth notes that the situation today is unique with respect to the rate of growth in consumption, population growth, technological innovation, world wars and world economies. While we are smarter, we seem “too dumb to change.” Although the conclusion is depressing, the book does illustrate how we came to this predicament, and offers us the knowledge necessary to change our ways and avoid megadeath. The les​sons from the past provide the knowledge to change the future.
The book is an excellent resource for students, with its informative portrayal of the vicious circle principle and other principles that underlie the evolution of the human race, and perhaps its eventual downfall. The history of evolution, the glossary, the illustrations, and the persuasive arguments backed up by the com​prehensive literature review add to the quality of the book. An impressive and informative undertaking. This book is a must read for those who are concerned about the future of the human race and are hoping for lessons from the past.
On 6 February 2013 05:05, Kenneth Peterson <kenpeterson45@att.net> wrote:

Craig,
Yes, a good review, except this reviewer could not help but put a polyannish spin to your book. “A dismal and unattractive conclusion ...,” “... depressing ...,” he states, certainly understandable emotions. I’m as wedded to and dependent on global industrialized society as anybody, and no sane person wishes for a tragic die-off. But our perception is sculpted by our contemporary culture; I think that if other species could conceptualize they’d be relieved to see our species shrink by, say, 90%, the better for their survival. And quite possibly better for our species’ own survival and well being, spread throughout the world but down to a billion or less, totally deindustrialized; no more artificial climate change or threat of nuclear war etc. It’s all in the perspective. It would have been helpful if this reviewer had added a sentence or two regarding why we’re “too dumb to change,” e.g. the effect of the reaction principle, but maybe that’s because he didn’t really understand the point. I was astounded to read his comment regarding how the book “... offers us the knowledge necessary to change our ways and avoid megadeath.” This is the opposite of your “too dumb” message, that smart as we are, because we’re locked in to the reaction principle we’re locked in to the VCP and most likely will experience a sharp reduction in population. From my own experience in leading discussion groups on your book, it’s difficult for even knowledgeable environmentally-oriented people to really “get” what this book is saying.

Ken

Ken,
Thanks for the feedback! I quite agree with you. When I first read the review I thought at the beginning that it was going to be negative. When it turned out not to be, I quickly overlooked its pollyannish nature. And good of you to pick up on the role of the reaction principle. I think you’re the first one to mention it.
I figure that the last time we had anything like a potentially sustainable lifestyle was just before the Bronze Age. I think that the human population then was about 1/100 of what it is today ...
Craig
6 Feb 2013:
Craig,

I too found it to be an overall good review, both in the sense of it being a pretty accurate, succinct summary of your thesis and its evidence, as well as that reviewer Carter liked your book. However, I would second Ken’s observation about Carter’s erroneous take-away that you provide the knowledge we need to avoid mass die-off.

In Carter’s defense, as one who writes and speaks a lot about these issues myself (and I have referred to your book and its conclusion in some of my speeches and articles), and as one who has gradually become ever more pessimistic about our prospects for evading our predicament, I still feel an overpowering psychological urge to offer at least some small morsel of hope to my audiences. After all, the only folks who are motivated to listen to us at all are those decent people who care about our threatened future, and who feel that their own efforts and sacrifice might make some positive difference. It truly hurts to tell them that their concerns and activism are in all probability futile ... that they shouldn’t have even bothered to waste their time to listen to me in the first place ... that their donations of time and money to good environmental causes and the sustainability challenge are pointless and will be overwhelmed by the human juggernaut. So I find myself saying and writing things that I less and less believe in, responding to that all too human impulse to avoid offending my audiences. In my own case, this is probably force of habit, and my own unwillingness to give up on my “save the world” instincts and just focus on enjoying the years that remain to me as best I can.

Anyway, you can detect the tension between these competing tendencies (“we’re all doomed” vs. “there’s still a glimmer of hope if only we ...”) even in the attached issues paper I wrote for Californians for Population Stabilization (CAPS) last year: it cites your book and its grim conclusion, but then concludes on a somewhat more optimistic note (if still dire) with a quote from Donella Meadows, lead author of The Limits to Growth.

Best, Leon [Kolankiewicz]
