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This is a comprehensive and thought-provoking text, describing the early evolution and historical development of humans in relation to the increasing use of natural resources and consequent environmental change. The author is a philosopher who has addressed the subject of human population growth and responses to a subsequent shortage of resources from a broad perspective, including literature from the sciences and social sciences in his review. In particular, Dilworth favours an ecological perspective on development and questions the validity of the predominant economic view of sustainable development, describing it as incoherent. He considers the position of humans as existing within the context of the Earth’s ecological system rather than as an outside agent impacting on it.

The wide-ranging description and analysis of the history of human development is based on the author’s main philosophical premise: the ‘vicious circle’ principle. The principle states that human population growth and expansion, combined with the continued development of technology to exploit an increasing number of natural resources, has led to a cycle of worsening environmental impacts. From this perspective, every technological development can be explained as both a reaction to human population pressure and a cause for further population growth, which then necessitates further technological innovation. From an ecological perspective, population survival needs are met by solutions that create a surplus of resources, allowing further population growth, but ultimately leading to further shortages.

Dilworth traces the development of Homo sapiens through the stages of hunter-gatherer, domestication (horticulture), agrarian and industrial societies and each revolutionary stage is assessed in terms of the social and ecological role of the human population and its key technological innovations. When viewed from a long-term perspective, however, technological solutions are considered to undermine the survival of humans. Modern society is compared with early hunter-gatherer societies, which had cultural checks to population growth that are now generally lacking and often legislated against, e.g. infanticide. The key question Dilworth asks here is therefore: how long can the cycle continue before human extinction occurs?

The book is generally well-written, although the scientific sections are not always entirely lacking in misconceptions and there are also instances where the state of current scientific knowledge and understanding is over-simplified. An example of the former is the author’s statement that all five mass extinction events were apparently caused by asteroid impacts (p. 373), citing the internet site of ‘The Whole Species Foundation’ as the source of this information. (As students are actively discouraged from using such sources in scientific writing, this would be a serious consideration when deciding whether to select this volume as an academic textbook.) An example of over-simplification relates to his treatment of the Pleistocene megafauna mass extinction event. Dilworth uses the overkill hypothesis here to support his argument, stating that technological change undermines the survival of humans, a fact that is ‘partly exemplified by the phenomenon of prehistoric overkill’. However, the author omits important criticisms of the overkill hypothesis, for example the paradox that in Africa, where humans have existed for the longest period of time, the most varied megafauna have survived. The current problem of loss of biodiversity is also one of diminishing resources for which there seems to be no generally acceptable technological solution.
The final conclusion of the text is that human civilisation ‘will self-destruct, producing massive environmental damage, social chaos and megadeath’ (p 454). The book is therefore inherently pessimistic in its outlook and this view is not balanced with any explicit assessment of possible solutions or consideration of alternative philosophical views. Dilworth’s essentially deterministic stance is not surprising, as the possibility of finding alternative solutions would detract from the central thesis of the book.

The text would undoubtedly be useful in stimulating debate, particularly in providing a comprehensive historical context in which to place current uncertainties surrounding human responses to climate change and loss of biodiversity. This is particularly pertinent at a time when issues relating to population size and the carrying capacity of the Earth are taking a prominent part in the debate on climate change. In summary, this book offers a fascinating overview of human history and evolution from the point of view of a specific philosophical perspective.
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