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This long treatise written by a philosopher at Uppsala University propounds a “vi​cious circle principle” and applies it to explain the course of human (and before that, proto-human) population growth and development from Australopithecus onward. The core principle, a melding of Malthus and Boserup, is as follows: “Humankind’s development consists in an accelerated movement from situations of scarcity, to technological innovation, to increased resource availability, to increased consump​tion, to population growth, to resource depletion, to scarcity once again.” The circle can then begin anew. These stages are elaborated into many intermediate, causally linked feedback processes involving demographic, economic, political, and cultural change, while preserving both the ultimate circularity and the viciousness of the principle. Describing how the principle has played out over the millennia takes up the bulk of the book, presenting an ecological perspective on the past in compliance with the author’s “one coherent theory”—albeit with the coherence at times perhaps forcibly imposed. The hunter-gatherer system begins the story, with early resource depletion instanced by the late-Pleistocene extinctions of megafauna as the hunters spread over the globe. This system peters out in population overshoot and impover​ishment, to be succeeded from around 10,000 BP by a horticultural system character​ized by the domestication of plants and animals. This also ends unhappily, bringing harder work and poorer diet for most people, and increased conflict and disease. Then the agricultural revolution gives rise to an agrarian model, with an exploitable surplus and emergence of true class society—along with “filthy cities,” crime, and war. Finally comes the industrial age with accelerating technological change, rapid population growth, and rising consumption. The downside is the vast accompany​ing environmental damage: Dilworth sees the industrial age as a kind of fossil-fuel-induced civilizational bubble portending a future drastic population reduction as the vicious circle completes “its greatest and possibly its last loop.” Two final chapters look at the contemporary world: an unrelievedly bleak picture of ecological degra​dation and despoliation under the mass of humanity (“the global aggregate weight of humans,” the reader will be alarmed to learn, “is today ca. 350 million tons”). The human population is “swarming”; “we are behaving like an r-selected species.” The future will be “a new dark age”—with “massive environmental damage, social chaos and megadeath.” Cambridge University Press also publishes Bjørn Lomborg’s The Skeptical Environmentalist, an equally long work by another Scandinavia-based author, though one statistically rather than philosophically inclined. The worlds they separately describe, and the worldviews they exemplify, are wholly disjoint. Lomborg has the tighter argument, but Dilworth may yet prove to have the edge in prescience. Glossary, index.
