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Review of Too Smart for Our Own Good by Mick Common. Appears in the journal Ecological Economics, Sept 2012.
This book introduces the Vicious Circle Principle, VCP, and argues that it explains, all of, human development. The basic statement of the VCP is:

Humankind’s development consists in an accelerating movement from situations of scarcity, to technological innovation, to increased resource availability, to increased consumption, to population growth, to resource depletion, to scarcity once again, and so on. (page 110)


As Dilworth makes clear, the VCP is not entirely an original idea. He acknowledges having ‘benefited hugely’ from the works of Malthus and Darwin, and cites Richard Wilkinson’s Poverty and Progress as his ‘main source of intellectual inspiration’. (page xv)


Dilworth and Wilkinson share the following basic big idea − major technological innovation is a response to scarcity originating in the relationship of the economy to its environment, which response itself creates scarcity. As Wilkinson puts it:

Looking at economic development in its ecological setting ... we see that it is a process of solving a succession of problems which from time to time threaten the productive system and the sufficiency of our subsistence. In effect, human societies out of ecological equilibrium have to run to keep up; their develop​ment does not necessarily imply any long term improvement in the quality of human life. (page 105)


Wilkinson’s book came out in 1973. It did not receive a lot of attention from economists. I am aware of just one contemporary review, by Desai (1975). It was cited by Mishan (1977), discussed by Boulding (1978), and Norgaard (1981) noted its relevance for his coevolutionary perspective. More than a decade after the book came out, with a view to making it more appealing to economists, I wrote a paper putting Wilkinson’s story in terms of input-output analysis.
 Until Dilworth’s book, I had not subsequently seen any reference to Wilkinson’s Poverty and Progress. Some indication of the lack of awareness of this work is the following. Wilkinson pays particular attention to the role of coal as a fuel replacement for timber in the English Industrial Revolution, and also published a paper on that subject. E. A. Wrigley is a distinguished economic historian who recently published a book on the role of energy in the English Industrial Revolution, which cites neither Wilkinson’s book nor his paper.
 


So, if nothing else Dilworth’s book draws attention to what was in my view an important but neglected earlier work. But there is a lot else. Whereas, for example, Wilkinson confined his attention to the economic development of Homo sapiens, Dilworth argues that the VCP explains the development of humankind beginning with the first hominids. His book sets out, in Chapter 1, the basic scientific background to the VCP. The second chapter discusses ‘new views’ in anthropology, archaeology and economics. In the last case, the new view is ecological economics, which is so identified, and there is some discussion of the work of Boulding, Georgescu-Roegen, Daly, and Schumacher. Chapter 3 is about the ‘theoretical background’ to the VCP, and discusses the drivers of population growth and checks to that, and the way in which population growth forces technological change and hence economic development. Chapter 4 sets out the VCP, and (a long) Chapter 5 uses the VCP to describe and explain the development of humankind over the last several million years. Chapters 6 and 7 are about the world today and look, through the VCP lens, at many issues regarding what readers of this journal might categorise as threats to sustainability − biodiversity loss, resource depletion, climate change, economic growth. The last short chapter offers the conclusion that, because of the operation of the VCP,
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. (page 454)


This is a trans-disciplinary book of great ambition and wide scope. Inevitably with such a work there are some problems, and some areas where disciplinary specialists can find fault.      


As set out here, the VCP is deterministic. There are few concessions to complexity, contingency and uncertainty. Interestingly the one contemporary review of Poverty and Progress noted above, which was by an economist (Desai 1975), criticised it for setting out a ‘deterministic thesis’ which was a ‘unicausal explanation of a complex process’. In fact Wilkinson stated, in his preface, that he is concerned with ‘three distinct sources of change: the breakdown of ecological equilibrium, the demands of technical consistency, and the development of new forms of need as the real costs of living are changed’, and remarks that ‘None of them will on its own explain all change’. Also, Wilkinson discusses the question of why some societies out of ecological equilibrium do not experience economic development.   


Dilworth has little to say about cultural evolution, which is Lamarckian rather than Darwinian. And, for Dilworth, it offers no escape from the operation of the VCP:

While it is true that culture is a particularly efficient adaptive mechanism, it is nevertheless too slow to react to the changes in the environment it itself produced the previous time it made an adaptive move. Each cultural (economic) adaptation has repercussions necessitating a new adaptation, and this at an accelerating rate. Cultural change generally, like technological development specifically, is an adaptive mechanism that undermines the preconditions for its own functioning. (page 161) 

For Dilworth, we are prisoners of our instincts which are hardwired – altruism/morality comes from our social instincts only.


Dilworth largely ignores recent demographic histories, and the widely held view that these imply the cessation of global population growth around the middle of this century. Actually the turning of the vicious circle does not require that innovation be followed by population growth. Increased per capita material consumption could keep it going. 


Dilworth also ignores the literature on dematerialisation and the EKC, and effectively assumes that environmental impact must always be in a fixed relationship to the level of economic activity as measured by GDP. His arguments about economic growth not improving the human condition could have been relevantly strengthened by reference to the empirical ‘happiness’ literature, and related work in psychology. ‘Old’ economists are not quite as bad as Dilworth paints them – they have done a lot of useful work on policy instruments for environmental protection, for example. And, they are (culturally) evolving – consider the Stern Review on climate change.


To this, non-expert, reader Dilworth’s account of speciation differs from the standard story, but this appears not to affect the overall account of biological evolution and its role in the VCP.


Notwithstanding such problems as these, this is an important book, which effectively challenges the conventional view of the nature of human development.

� The page reference here is to Poverty and Progress: An Ecological Model of Economic Development, published by Methuen of London in 1973. The reference given in Dilworth is to Poverty and Progress: An Ecological Perspective on Economic Development, published by Praeger of New York in 1973. I am assuming that the two books are the same apart from the title. I have no information as to the reason for the, interesting, difference in the titles.
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