Kathy C says:
May 4th, 2012 
I just finished reading Too Smart for Our Own Good by Craig Dilworth. He makes a strong case for humans’ having become sapient fire and tool users putting them in an ever-increasing vicious circle that inevitably plays out with the end of civilization and quite possibly Homo sapiens. With 400+ Fukushimas hanging over our heads (all the nuke plants in the world that are not decommissioned before the grid finally fails going into meltdown), it seems that there is no salvation. So changing the world seems a futile task.
But just as I was there for so many people who were dying, we can be there for each other and do those good things we choose to do as Dilworth’s vicious circle makes its final turn. Things don’t have to CHANGE, the world doesn’t have to be SAVED for caring and good to happen. We are after all only animals with programs and characteristics that apparently aren’t all that “fit” for the long term survival of our species.
May 21st, 2012
Craig Dilworth has documented what went wrong – we are “Too Smart for Our Own Good” and he concludes “too dumb to do anything about it”. If his thesis of the vicious circle principle is right it couldn’t end up any other way. We wouldn’t have crashed so spectacularly if we hadn’t have found the extra energy for one last round of the circle. 

I have in the past described it as “not being programmed to win the lottery.” Dilworth’s book is a long slog but attempts to frame all of “sapiens” 200,000 year history into a theory – perhaps it always had to be true that at some point a top predator would evolve that would be too damn good for its own good. 

I expected to find the book depressing, I found it long and sometimes tedious but strangely comforting.
Victor 
May 21st, 2012 
Craig Dilworth has documented what went wrong – we are “Too Smart for our Own Good” and he concludes “too dumb to do anything about it”.
Craig Dilworth sounds a lot like Wm Catton. They seem to draw much the same conclusions – only Catton would put it in a bit more professorial terms…. 
May 21st, 2012 
Victor, it is only the title that is “unprofessional”, the innards are so professional that it took some perseverance to slog through it. Occasionally the emotions that prompted the title creep in.

I have thought to get Overshoot and Bottleneck but I think Dilworth probably expands on Catton’s work (which he quotes often) as he takes the vicious circle principle all the way back to the first sapiens who made tools and fire. It would seem that the worst mistake that Homos made was not agriculture per Diamond, nor even fire and tools as I have thought, but the mistake was becoming sapiens.
May 21st, 2012
Robin, OK too smart for our own good, too lacking in wisdom to fix it. But too dumb to fix it sounds better (however that is not part of the title but the last chapter title). Dumb, Smart, Wise, Unwise are words with lots of shades of meaning and emotion. I don’t see quibbling over them worthwhile. To be unwise is after all pretty dumb. I read one review that suggested a better title was “We’re Toast”. 

Michael – evolution just is – it doesn’t work right or wrong, good or bad, it’s just what happens when critters start reproducing and using up resources and space. It has no agenda. What works in one environment doesn’t in another, and when the environment changes it is not a failure of the species. What Dilworth outlines in 548 pages is how the specific programs we have as instincts are upset when we change our own environment by use of fire and tools – particularly our means of keeping population under some sort of control. We have, especially in the last 10,000 years, not had enough time to evolve new genetic programs. 
Here is Dilworth discussing part of his theory in 12 pages instead of 548 http://montreal.degrowth.org/downloads/papers/K074_Dilworth.pdf.
Of interest was a study I found about the !Kung people – when they were nomadic they carried their babies with them – 4900 miles in the normal 4 years until a child could walk on its own on the long treks – mothers carry in front for 2 years and on the back for 2 years. They could have 4-year spacing but it would be harder. They do have a 1 year taboo on sex which insures pretty much at least 2 year spacing. The rest is accomplished by strong, regular, frequent nursing. They don’t gather many foods that are easy for children to digest so the kids nurse a lot. When they begin to settle down, there is more food that kids can digest and the necessity to carry is not there. The 10-year study showed that the more settled they became the shorter the spacing going down to as little 20 months (which would seem to indicate that the sex taboo was still pretty much still in place – 9 mos + 12 mos = 21 months – so the 20 month deliveries represent cheating on the taboo by 1 month).
At any rate this backs up Dilworth IMO on how the programs to prevent overpopulation are disrupted as we kept changing our environment. Being smart we keep using up resources forcing us to make new arrow points or whatever to exploit new resources, which give us a surplus, so we expand our numbers and then we use up the next set of resources forcing us to exploit new resources by inventing new technology – etc. We are in the last round of the vicious circle. Well I don’t know if my quick summary is totally correct – after 548 pages I was a bit bleary.

May 23rd, 2012 
Victor, Dilworth says morals are behavior that benefits the group (tribe) and species at the expense of the individuals’ genetic fitness. He says individuals do this because they and their offspring or kin cannot survive without the group. Such moral behavior might be spacing children, infanticide, or risking your life in warfare. 

Not many in our society of course would call infanticide moral.

The problem as you note in talking about morals is that we have programs for morals such as Dilworth notes, and it is hard for us to talk without such words as evil creeping in. Same kind of “hard” as talking about evolution without words of intentionality creeping in.

June 23rd, 2012
Michael, .... Yes I have spoken often about the hunter-gatherer lifestyle which may or may not be wonderful but is the lifestyle where most of our evolution stopped (lactose tolerance and a few other things excepted) thus the lifestyle in which I think humans that are born to it feel “right” but probably not the lifestyle domestic humans would feel right in. But we don’t feel very right in civilization. Reading Dilworth’s Too Smart for Our Own Good recently helped me see that it is likely our fate was sealed when we became sapiens. 

September 20th, 2012
Guy “After all, we get to die. That simple fact alone is cause for celebration because it indicates we get to live.”
There is no life without death so for all that find life worth living the fact that they die is the price they pay for that life. As you note it can well be considered a price worth paying. It also means they can’t keep anyone in Gitmo forever.

Thought came to mind after reading your essay “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” For us in the first world it has been a time of comfort, a time we can pursue the joys of learning how the world works, a time when a world of knowledge and interactions opened up to us over the web, a time when some progress has been made on accepting people different from us. And of course a time when we have to witness our own self-destruction. For many it is just plain “the worst of times”, for the 1 billion born into the poverty of less than $1 a day, for the people who live their whole lives on garbage dumps, for children sold into slavery, the child soldiers of Uganda, and no “best of times” in their future. For them death means “we get to stop living.”

So sad that the wise ape, the intelligent ape, could not do better. Ah well, it was always the case that life on earth and the planet itself would end. The demise comes a little earlier than expected, unnecessarily earlier, but perhaps as Dilworth proposes we were always “Too smart for our own good, and too dumb to do anything about it” so the end may quite necessarily be now.

September 30th, 2012 
Complex societies keep solving themselves into deeper and deeper problems, with each solution costing more and helping less. Then they collapse. Craig Dilworth in his book Too Smart for Our Own Good puts the problem smack dab on our nature – when we moved out of hunter-gathering we used our big brain to be successful and it was so successful. But too much success means ever increasing populations and requires ever newer solutions which open up new worlds, or new ways of obtaining resources that solve the problem and set the stage for the next one.


October 1st, 2012 
Please read Craig Dilworth’s Too Smart for Our Own Good. It is a result of us being what we are, very smart apes with the ability to create solutions to population pressures that are good enough that they let our populations increase to the point where we again have population pressures that require ever more complex solutions, including civilization. Unfortunately, since by its very nature civilization allows some to gain power and some to be used by them. We have evolved memes that make us look more like ant colonies than humans. We are a failed branch on the evolutionary tree. 

October 5th, 2012 
Ivy Mike – actually I don’t think humans are really at fault – per Craig Dilworth in Too Smart for Our Own Good, it’s just that the abilities we gained through evolution overpowered our natural controls over population size. Please don’t anyone attack my short summary here – read the book and then decide if you agree or don’t. But since most humans ascribe to the ideas that we can solve anything with our big brains and that we have free will, all those who agree with that assessment of humans should feel guilty. Feeling guilty is an emotion that evolution gave us to moderate our behavior as social animals. So feeling guilty is human and if we had free will we would be guilty as hell.

Ivy Mike to Kathy C, re: “guilt.” October 5th, 2012

You and I are both in agreement with Craig Dilworth’s Too Smart for Our Own Good that humans aren’t really at fault; our predicament is just the human condition. “The light that burns twice as bright burns for half as long – and you have burned so very, very brightly.”
Mar 2013
Craig Dilworth in Too Smart for our Own Good, proposes the theory of the vicious circle as a process that got started when we got language and tools. Each round goes one step higher.
While the rise of industrialism looks quite steep, so does the rise of computing power and what uses computers can be put to. It would seem that certain critical inventions have the power to ramp “Progress” up exponentially and beyond. Of course remember that when using the exponential doubling on something like filling a stadium with water by doubling each hour. The second last hour is 1/2 full, the last hour is full. The last part of an exponential rise can in fact look like a straight wall depending on how you set your scale. I think we are in the last hour of human exponential growth. 

At any rate the change in climate with the onset of the Holocene and its stable weather certainly is a factor in why agriculture took off when it did. The invention of the steam engine combined with the discovery of large oil deposits is the main factor in the industrial revolution, and the invention of the first computer to where we are today in the “information revolution” took off even faster.
A short explanation of Dilworth’s theory is here http://candobetter.net/node/2755, for those who don’t want to plow through his tediously documented book.
