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Too Smart for Our Own Good is less a warning to humankind than a lamentation. The book revives the catastrophic environmentalism of the 1970s, but builds on that tradition in an important way. In making pronouncements about impending ecological disaster the aim is not, as is by now standard, to warn humanity about the consequences of failure to mend our ways. Rather, it is to explain how humanity’s evolutionary history has locked us into an inevitable cycle of interaction with the natural world that will ultimately wipe

out civilisation as we know it.


The heart of the book is the ‘Vicious Circle Principle’ (VCP), according to which human beings are caught up in an unending and destructive cycle of scarcity, short-term technological fixes, and resulting ecological degradation.


Against the dominant view that our history should be seen as a series of progressive improvements in the human condition, Dilworth argues that every major technological and social transition has in fact been an ill-conceived and largely harmful reaction to scarcity.

The VCP operates as follows: in the absence of sufficient checks upon population, ecological disequilibrium will generate scarcity and need. The uniquely human response to this scarcity has been the deployment of technology. Innovation, Dilworth argues, alleviates scarcity by increasing the quantity of available resources at the expense of their quality, as well as increasing exploitation and degradation of the environment. What makes the scenario circular is that technological fixes inevitably lead not to equilibrium but rather to surplus, which encourages further population growth. Eventually, this new growth exceeds the surplus-generating capacity of the previous innovation, leading to another short-term and ultimately deleterious fix, each taking us closer toward total ecological collapse than the last.


The VCP thereby offers nothing less than a complete theory of human nature and human history, and the majority of the book is occupied with a detailed historical account. The conclusion, as noted above, is that the current turn of the vicious circle is probably also the final turn, by virtue of our enormous population and corresponding ecological impact.


Aside from familiar objections about emphasising population over questions of consumption and distribution, perhaps the most significant flaw in the book is its relentless reduction of human behaviour to biological imperatives and narrow stimulus-response. While it is vital to remember that we are, in fact, animals, it is equally important to resist over-simplifying the causes of human behaviour. For example, where the VCP predicts human numbers spiralling out of control until a point of collapse is reached, current rates of population increase are well below replacement levels in the very societies whose technology-derived surplus ought, on this view, to be propelling them toward explosive rates of reproduction. Globally, the human population is widely expected to peak mid-century. The reasons for this are complex and not fully understood, but certainly many key elements in reduced fertility are cultural – for example, the development and distribution of contraception, or the empowerment of women beyond merely reproductive roles. Culture does not stand outside of evolution, nor does it exempt humanity from ecological constraints, but the extent to which culture allows for the suppression of basic biological urges – for better and for worse – precludes the kind of reductionism upon which the vicious circle is reliant. In sum, it may yet be possible to mend our ways.


The book offers a level of detail that reads, at times, like an introductory textbook, but the polemical nature of much of Dilworth’s analysis should give pause to instructors seeking a neutral account of human ecology. Conversely, readers interested in the underlying argument may find it difficult to extract from a numbing barrage of statistics and explication of scientific concepts. Nevertheless, there is much here to engage with, and the book is an exhaustive and contemporary example of an important school of environmental thought.
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