Reply to Hopfenberg and Feeney, by Craig Dilworth
I have reproduced Hopfenberg’s and Sweeney’s respective texts, which I have interspersed with remarks of my own in italics.

Russ Hopfenberg’s review of ‘Overpopulation and the Vicious Circle Principle’

May 2012

First, I think Dilworth means “vicious cycle” not “vicious circle,” as a cycle is a process and a circle is an object.

Cycle and circle can here be used pretty much interchangeably. I never thought of “cycle,” and now think that “circle” still sounds better.
“The most fundamental determinants of a population’s behavior are its species’ instincts.”

Instincts are a set of behaviors that have causes, and the causes can be found in the environmental contingencies. The instincts are not the determinants, they are the behavior. Fundamentally, environmental contingencies are the determinants of all behavior. Environmental contingencies control behavior ontogenetically (i.e., “voluntary” behavior) as well as phylogenetically (instincts).
To my mind instincts are not behaviours that have causes, but are rather the (karyotypically-based) causes of behaviour! The cause of the behaviour of any species consists partly of its karyotype and partly of its environment.

“Given our intellectual endowment, that the total population of the human species would become too small was not a problem; but that it would become too large certainly was.”

The problem of becoming “too large” was not an issue for humans for hundreds of thousands of years. It’s been an issue only for the last few thousand, and the problem has its roots in our culture’s shift to a totalitarian style of agriculture, beginning ~10,000 years ago.
That overpopulation has been a problem only since the horticulture revolution 10,000 years ago, and not since we first came into existence, is one of the issues Too Smart is written to address. And applying the VCP to the whole of our existence leads to the conclusion that overpopulation has virtually always been a problem for our species, due to our fantastic innovativeness. Simply claiming the contrary, as Hopfenberg does, says nothing.
“As a population grows, its food consumption increases, which, unless some other check comes into play first, eventually leads to the population’s experiencing scarcity. This in turn necessitates reduced consumption, which leads to a reduction in the size of the population − paradigmatically through an increase in infant mortality - allowing the resource to recover.”

The underlined statement is factually accurate. However, the term scarcity, as it is used here, seems to me to be alarmist, and is a foreshadowing of dramatic misinformation to follow.

I don’t see anything alarmist in using the term “scarcity” in discussing biological or more particularly ecological questions, and I don’t think anybody else does either. Nor do I think my doing so foreshadows dramatic misinformation to follow.
Dilworth’s position − that the recovery of resources is predicated on infant mortality − is a cultural construct and leads us to believe that “we need to increase food production to feed a growing population” otherwise misery will ensue.
Hopfenberg misses that I’m not discussing the particularly human case, but (non-human) animal species generally. Anyway, I don’t understand his reasoning here. If resource recovery depends on infant mortality (which I do not say or imply), then the conclusion that might be drawn is that one should make the killing as painless as possible. It doesn’t lead us to believe that “we need to increase food production to feed a growing population.”
First, where, other than in our worldwide culture, have we seen this increase in infant mortality? This does not happen, for instance, in the lynx-hare example. [So now he realises I’m talking more generally. One sees increases in infant mortality,  for example, in the case of many species of bird, who, given an excess of food, overpopulate an area to such an extent that their offspring starve. And now he switches back to his original misunderstanding:] Second, how could a mother have the calories to carry an infant to term, only not to have enough calories to nurse it for the next two years? Third, how is it that a couple can choose to have one, or two, or three children, rather than the ~10 that we are capable of having? The changes and fluctuation in [human?] population occur primarily as a result of fertility oscillations. [This is moot.] Dramatic increases in mortality do occur in our culture. Joe, you wonderfully described this as a “simulation of scarcity.” [All of what follows of this paragraph seems ok to me. I don’t understand how it is suppose to be a criticism of me. Of course Hopfenberg is still taking what I say about species generally to concern humans in particular.] Think of an analogous situation regarding personal finances. Increased food production with no stabilization or reduction, year after year is like increased credit allowances, with no stabilization or reduction year after year. If food crashes, there will be a die-off. If personal credit crashes, there will be a foreclosure. But if food isn’t annually increased, fertility doesn’t climb. If credit allowances aren’t annually increased, people spend within their means.
“Though the sizes of such populations also vacillate about a mean, the population stops its own growth when it tends to lead to disequilibrium. (Such checks in the case of humans could be learned, but their basis would still be instinctual, i.e. stem from our karyotype.) In other words, there are biological mechanisms in the populations of such species that see to it that their members participate in the limitation or reduction of their own number when that number tends to become too large. Such internal population checks can take many forms, some somatic, such as the having of miscarriages, and some behavioral, such as infanticide and the excluding of particular individuals from food. In the case of humans, they include culturally reinforced checks, such as marriage, abortion (in primitive societies) and young men fighting (and dying) for their tribe or country. Internal checks to growth exist in virtually all vertebrates and even sea-anemones.” 
Again, the idea here is that the population dynamics of “primitive societies” are predicated only on mortality rates. [Not at all. To the contrary. I’m saying that in the ideal case a group of humans would employ internal population checks and thereby limit its own numbers so as not to become too large. Such checks could be preventive, e.g. sexual abstention, and not increase mortality.] This is simply false. On the other hand, civilized human population dynamics (currently and for the last 10,000 years being overpopulation [this is moot]) is the result of fertility increases, fueled by our ever-increasing our food supply. Since this is what WE do, Dilworth, as a member of our culture, seems to justify our population growth. [?] He does this by holding to the notion that the downward part of the natural fluctuations in populations, as in “primitive societies,” must be the result of increased mortality. [This is mistaken.] He goes on to illustrate that this increased mortality is particularly distasteful [this is Hopfenburg’s reading] − note: “miscarriages”, “infanticide,” “abortion,” “fighting/dying.” This is curious given that our “civilized culture” is arguably the most murderous and deadly, yet exponentially growing culture in the history of the planet. [!?]
“Given the constantly increasing surplus humankind has experienced right from its inception, overpopulation has constantly been the case, and with it our species’ loss of equilibrium.”

The surpluses have occurred relatively recently in human history. On the American continent, this occurred after 1492. [Do you mean that there wasn’t a surplus of meat in the Americas when humans first arrived there? But there was!] Before this time, the “dynamic equilibrium” of which Dilworth speaks was in effect. [No it wasn’t.] That he says that humankind experienced this surplus “from its inception” adds to the apparent rationalization about our culture, through indicating that the population dynamics of “primitive societies” rest on variability in mortality, not fertility. [!?]
“Humans must eat to survive, so an increase in the size of the population will mean an increase in its food requirement.”

This statement is factually true. However, it doesn’t indicate the cause of the “increase in the size of the population.” [Nor is it intended to.] In his essay, Dilworth does state [present] the pioneering principle − that “any increase in food or space, given a surplus of the other, will tend to be consumed or occupied by a population, with the result that the population grows.” Yet he seems to forget this principle in the above iconic statement. [!?]
“You could say that from the beginning we were not biologically equipped as a species to handle developing technology. This is clear from our using new technology (spears) to 
eradicate a huge proportion of the genera of the world’s large animals when we were still in our hunter-gatherer stage.”

The above statement is [true but?] extremely misleading. It encapsulates the crux of my difficulty with Dilworth’s position of our being “Too Smart for our Own Good.” Please bear with me while I try to explain: 

Technology, i.e., spears [javelins], eradicating large Pleistocene animals. 

For example − Mammoths. 

Mammoths were hunted, and their bodies were used for food, clothing, shelter, etc. [by modern humans from about 40,000−10,000 BP]. But let’s stick with food. So let’s call mammoths M(f), with f standing for food. Humans hunted them to extinction. They used spears and teamwork to kill M(f). This absolutely is technology. So there was a reduction in the population, and eventual elimination, of M(f) through the use of technology. 

For us, chickens are used for food. So, let’s call them C(f). We use technology to kill C(f). Currently there are 23,241,600 chickens killed per day in the US alone. But what has happened to the population of C(f)? Unlike the population of M(f),which was reduced and became extinct, there are 45,000 chickens per person, so that makes around 2,902,500,000,000,000 chickens in the world, and that number is growing!! [!?] For hunter gatherers, as their population grew, (f) diminished as with the lynx and hare, keeping their population numbers in check. For our global civilization, (f) is continually increased and our population follows suit. [Er, what about the difference between wild and domesticated animals?]
When humans (I’m talking hunter-gatherers) spread throughout the world, their population did increase, and the population of other species did decrease, sometimes to extinction. This is the case whenever a new species has evolved or moved into a new ecological niche. With change and growth in one species, others necessarily diminish [not necessarily; some (e.g. parasites) may increase]. The people who hunted the mammoth could not have “known” that they were driving mammoths to extinction. [And so?] And the loss of this food source curbed the growth of the human population, as with the lynx and hare. [Ok.]
We, however, know that [thanks to our developing technology and consequent population growth] we are driving ~200 species a day to extinction. The difference is that we are purposely killing off our competitors and our foods’ competitors in order to increase our food sources. [I think very little of our killing off is purposeful, let alone for this purpose.] This is not seen in the rest of the biological community. It might have been done before by some other creature, but the end result of this behavior is self-elimination, which is what the human species is facing. It’s simply a culturally-driven [rather, karyotypically embedded] behavioral trait that cannot be sustained, and the end result of a species with this behavioral trait is extinction. [Ok.]
Technology is not the problem. [Why not?] The problem is our world view, that we must increase food production to feed a growing population [a worldview which supports our development of technology?]. It’s amazing how much technology is poured into this perspective. [What? Do you mean that it’s amazing how much technological growth this perspective supports?] For example, this is what agricultural engineering is all about.
Dilworth’s essay contains some important points about population rising to the food and space levels. Again, with his pioneering principle he captures the essence of what I’ve been trying to get across. However, he manages to miss the essential corollaries of this principle and thereby leaves the reader with the sense that only misery can lead to the human population achieving dynamic equilibrium. [The pioneering principle is constantly countered in social species by internal population checks.]
“With the reduction in resource availability, technology will no longer be able to provide a surplus that supports continued population growth, but will rather be fighting off a deficit that inflicts constantly increasing mortality.”

Again, Dilworth goes to increased mortality as the only option for the human population achieving dynamic equilibrium. [I give this as the only ‘option’ in the cataclysm to come. As I have shown above, I never suggested it was the only option in humans or other social species generally, as their use of preventive population checks testifies against.] This actually depends on how precipitous the rate of resource decrease is. Again, think about the lynx-hare example. 

“Key to this whole process is our constantly meeting vital needs through the application of new forms of technology to both renewable and non-renewable resources, combined with the fact that there have to date always existed resources amenable to that development.”

First, I’m not sure to what “whole process” Dilworth is referring. [The preceding text makes it clear that I am referring to the turning of the vicious circle.] If it is the “vicious circle,” then he is again saying that meeting human needs is impossible, that “meeting vital needs” is what is leading to our demise. [No, I say that our constantly developing technology is leading to our demise.] Unless Dilworth holds that this is the case for all creatures, he must see the human species as an anomaly, i.e., an exception. [And I do, since other creatures have not engaged in technological development. But, if they had, they would probably behave essentially as we do. I use the example of possible bi-pedal wolves in Too Smart.]
This is actually the unspoken premise of human exceptionalism, that we actually don’t belong in the biological community and we can’t follow the same rules. [Ok.]
Joe, this is deep stuff. If we think about this exceptionalism as the unvoiced belief of our culture, it makes sense that we don’t have to be concerned about the destruction we wreak here, we must have no other choice. [You’re getting close!] The evidence that this is our global cultural belief lies in the fact that this is how we behave.
Contributions to Paul Chefurka’s blog, particularly those of John Feeney, 9−10 May 2012
John Feeney Dilworth’s argument relies heavily, though, on Paul Martin’s “overkill” hypothesis concerning the megafauna extinction during the Pleistocene. [No, the VCP provides an interpretation of the situation that both supports and is supported by Martin’s overkill hypothesis.] He takes it as a given that Martin was right [no I do not; I argue for Martin’s view on pp. 84−89, taking up such issues as climate change, the disease hypothesis and the purported African counterexample], when in fact its still hotly debated by archaeologists and others, and the mosty recent studies contradict Martin. (They support a climate/human combination hypothesis which is really ‘very’ different from Martin’s “blitzkrieg” of human hunting. If Martin was wrong, then Dilworth is wrong.

May 9 at 11:40pm
Note that the question doesn’t concern just Martin’s hypothesis about the killing of megafauna in the America’s 12,000 years ago, but the global effect of human hunting over the past 100,000 years or more. Even if Martin’s hypothesis were shown to be incorrect, you would still have to explain all the other extinction episodes that arose right after human occupation.

Here’s an overview of a recent study:

http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2011/11/111102161052.htm
Also, recent archaeological evidence puts human arrival in North America about 2,500 years earlier than previously believed. That alone eliminates the coincidence in time that inspired Martin’s hypothesis − at least for North America: [This argument has been put forward over and over again since the ’60s. By the time of my finishing Too Smart in 2008, I had seen no evidence supporting it that I found convincing.]
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2011/mar/24/humans-north-america-stone-tools

‘Unraveling the causes of the Ice Age megafauna extinctions’
www.sciencedaily.com
Was it humans or climate change that caused the extinctions of the iconic Ice Age ... See More

May 9 at 11:43pm
Bodhi Paul Chefurka ‎John, do you think Dilworth’s Vicious Circle Principle holds or loses water as a theory if that one supporting pillar were to be removed? It seems to me to be a perfectly logical hypothesis even if something else helped to kill the megafauna. Just looking at recorded history/herstory the VCP feels more coherent than the other things I’ve read, which all tended to be some variant of a “moral failure/broken genetics” position.

May 10 at 7:30am

Michael Mills Agree. Humans have no psychological adaptations to perceive or prevent ecological overshoot. We are “adaptation executors” not “fitness maximizers.” I think Dilworth’s Vicious Circle Principle is correct. The question is: how many more iterations do we have left? (... maybe none)

May 10 at 10:00am

Bodhi Paul Chefurka That’s an important distinction between adaptation executors and fitness maximizers. There’s no way of telling how many cycles we might have left of course, but I think we can take it for granted that the next one(s) will be at much lower levels of energy expenditure and social organization.

May 10 at 10:34am

Michael Mills ‎... the only additional iteration I can see would be if there were a “scientific miracle” that made something like cold fusion or nuclear fusion (or, possibly algae to oil on a massive scale) feasible − and thus made energy cheap and abundant again. 

Without that, we are nearing the end of the last iteration ...
Bodhi Paul Chefurka I’ve had debates over the years about the value of scientific miracles like those. Colour me dubious − I think they would just allow us to finish the decimation of the natural world and ensure that the next step down would be even steeper. I have been accused of a lack of imagination for holding that view ...

John Feeney Well, the question would be ... Where is the evidence for the VCP prior to agriculture? [If you won’t accept Martin, the evidence is in all the other extinction waves during the past 100,000 years that occurred after humans’ first occupancy. Plus the occurrence of the horticultural revolution.]
May 10 at 12:50pm

BTW, have you seen Russ Hopfenberg’s review of the Dilworth article on the VCP?

May 10 at 12:53pm

Bodhi Paul Chefurka Yes, I saw the review, Steve Salmony sent it. My reaction was that Russ missed the point, because he’s attached (in the Buddhist sense) to a simplistic view of “food causes people.”
May 10 at 12:56pm

Suzanne Duarte Thanks for alerting me to this book, Paul. Is the problem in our nature? Our propensity for self-delusion? Our love and fascination with novelty? Or our ignorance of consequences? Second Noble Truth: the cause of suffering is ignorance. I would like to think that there is an escape from the VCP via the Noble Eightfold Path. But there isn’t much time to test this hypothesis.
May 10 at 1:09pm

Bodhi Paul Chefurka Suzanne, I could not possibly agree more.

May 10 at 1:11pm

John Feeney Well, I think it’s fairly well established that food supply is the basic ecological factor which drives population growth in humans and other species. [Ok; but you still need the space to raise a family ...] (There are of course various social factors and the like as well.) Dilworth doesn’t account for it. [“It” being population growth? This is absurd.] But that’s a whole ’nother topic.
My own main interest in this concerns the lack of evidence for any vicious circle principle prior to agriculture. Notice how Dilworth even fumbles around on this. In his article on the VCP he says at one point:

“In other words, the populations of non-human species and modern hunter-gatherers are kept below a level that would result in a persistent problem of subsistence.”
Soon after, he says:

“Humankind’s development consists in an accelerating movement from situations of scarcity or need, to technological innovation, to increased resource availability, to increased consumption, to population growth, to resource depletion, to scarcity once again, and so on.”
Are we to assume he does not view hunter-gatherers as members of humankind?
Feeney doesn’t notice that I say modern hunter-gathers. And the exception of modern hunter-gatherers as regards the VCP doesn’t make them non-human.

In my view Dilworth just presents one more argument coming from the view that we humans are just fundamentally different from all other species. It’s the old, “We’re fundamentally flawed, always have been, and so have no hope.” argument. [Well, I do claim that we are, de facto, different from other species in our developing technology, and in that this development is primarily responsible for our population growth. But I give both a scientific theory and scientific reasons for this, as detailed in Too Smart.] Here he is mentioning that we have no future (as well as that he apparently sees himself as too smart for ‘his’ own good, judging by his comment about half way through there).

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sv9huKjUy_0
Bodhi Paul Chefurka John, have you read the book?

May 10 at 1:39pm

John Feeney I’ve read portions of it, and the article, and have discussed this stuff with Dilworth in emails. From what I’ve seen of his argument, I can’t see investing the time to read the whole book. The fact that he speaks (everywhere I’ve seen) of Martin’s overkill hypothesis as though it’s fact, points to serious intellectual sloppiness if not dishonesty.
May 10 at 1:47pm
I consider Martin’s hypothesis to be, just that, an hypothesis. And I both argue for it and provide a scientific explanation of it.
Bodhi Paul Chefurka There really isn’t much I can say to that, John. It’s too bad, because I think there are important insights to be gained from the book. But I prefer not to argue over another man’s investment choices. I’ll keep your observations in mind as I finish the last section.

May 10 at 1:53pm

John Feeney Oh, and the overkill point was a major one he and I discussed. When I held him to the facts I outlined above, and suggested (pointing to sources) the overkill hypothesis contradicted much of what he knew of hunter-gatherer behavior, he called me a name or something and cut off the exchange. [I don’t remember our exchange, but would guess that I probably just felt that our discussion was getting nowhere.] It was as if he just would not tolerate disagreement − which is why I’ll be watching curiously at how he handles the discussion Steve has recently solicited on the article and Russ’s review of it.

May 10 at 1:57pm

Just to clarify, I do agree he makes some interesting observations. But I disagree with him on the big picture.

May 10 at 2:03pm
