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Since no one else has said it since I joined the discussion, I’ll draw my line in the sand. To me the VCP seems utterly, transparently, obviously, perspicuously true. Here is why I think so.

1. Humans are mammals. Given sufficient immediate resources we over-reproduce. Given insufficient immediate resources we die back. This happens either from choice (especially in the presence of lousy economic prospects) or from starvation or violence.

2. Humans are incredible problem-solving critters.

3. Our brains seem predisposed to the development of technology, and since our brains haven’t changed that much in the last 50,000 years or so, it makes sense to me that we’ve been predisposed to the development of technological solutions to our perceived problems for at least that long.

4. Food shortages are generally seen as a problem. See Point 2.

5. Humans tend to be adaptation executors rather than fitness maximizers. That means we tend to fix immediate problems without worrying overmuch about the long term consequences of our problem-solving activities. Other ways of putting this observed fact are that we have hyperbolic discount functions where risk is concerned, or that we are more intelligent than wise.

6. Short term technological solutions tend to turn into long-term ecological problems. Do we really need to enumerate the million and one pieces of evidence for this?

7. If we have sufficient immediate resources, and the immediate economic prospects aren’t too bad, we tend to assume the future will be similar. Hyperbolic discount function at work again.

8. Humans have faced food shortages and crowding conditions in the past. We have adopted technological solutions to them − territorial expansion, totalitarian agriculture and the Green Revolution being obvious examples.

9. Humans tend to consider other life forms in frankly utilitarian terms, whether they are cattle, wheat wolves or aboriginals. Those high on the utility scale (cattle and wheat) get co-opted for our use. Those low on the utility scale (wolves, ragweed, aboriginals) are pushed outside the boundaries of civilization or exterminated. BTW, there are no more boundaries to our civilization. Too bad, so sad.

10. Humans tend to withstand crowding pretty well, so as long as there are sufficient resources we’ll keep on reproducing.

11. The biological imperative to reproduce in the face of sufficient resources is still active. It has slowed, but it’s still active. As a result:

12. Reproduction rates may have slowed to a linear regime recently, but they are still keeping up in absolute numerical terms.

13. We keep on solving (trying to solve) food supply problems with technology − GMOs are the current manifestation of this drive.

14. Our hyperbolic discount function is still active − the conspicuous failure of the recent string of climate change conferences and the general resistance to active population management measures are evidence of this. We still don't care about future problems as much as immediate ones.

15. The obvious conclusion is that we will keep on doing what we’re doing until biophysical circumstances prevent it. That moment may be at hand. Too bad, so sad.

Now, you can quibble about the minutiae of Dilworth’s exposition − the situation in deep prehistory, or the possible reasons why we developed totalitarian agriculture. None of that, IMO, matters.

The achievements of this book − in laying out a coherent, internally consistent framework for the predicament in which we now find ourselves; in unifying the apparent dichotomies of Malthus and Boserup; of taking into account both cultural and evolutionary influences; of factoring in both ecology and technology; in showing how we are both like and unlike other mammals − stands alone, in my lay opinion. I’ve read nothing else that even comes close to being as comprehensive or as convincing.

The book has closed some glaring gaps in my understanding of The Predicament. For that all I can say is, “Thanks Craig. I owe you a beer.”
