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In a sentence, this book grounds mankind’s problems of sustainability (of its ecosystem and therefore ultimately of its own continued existence) in its biological-evolutionary development. To this end, the author synthesizes the thought of a number of scholars, including Malthus and Darwin, but his own contribution consists in the definition of a single principle, which states that Homo sapiens is stuck in a vicious circle leading from vital need (population pressure) to the development of new technology that more thoroughly exploits natural resources; the newly-created surplus of available resources is, however, cancelled out by a relaxing of internal population checks, leading to renewed population pressure and vital need amidst an ever-growing exploitation of finite resources. Key is that at every turn of this cycle, the species becomes dependent on the technology it develops: the loss of a development like fire, for instance, would reduce mankind’s potential habitat to a comparatively narrow strip along the equator (i.e. die-off elsewhere), a region that itself has lost much of its one-time fertility due to such technological developments as irrigation (leading to salinization and desertification). 

The presentation of the argument is encyclopedic and patient: opening with the definition of a few key principles of physics, biology, and chemistry, Dilworth next observes that an ecological perspective has recently become fashionable in archaeology and anthropology. The same approach has likewise been proposed in economics, but it has found little resonance there; accordingly, the historical introduction to this field is disappointingly brief. The author then spends two theoretical chapters discussing the above-mentioned vicious circle principle and the various evolutionary principles on which it rests. The bulk of the book’s volume, however, is taken up by chapter five, which demonstrates the theory at work in the evolution and history of mankind, tracing this development from the evolution of early hominids to the industrial age. By the end of this chapter, the focus has become sociological and economic, and this focus is retained in two final chapters discussing the present and future of mankind (in scathing terms, I might add). 

All told, the book touches on a wide array of academic fields in considerable detail. Although it certainly is not as popsci as the title makes it sound, the author, a philosopher whose work focuses mostly on the philosophy of science, has no PhD in evolutionary biology or economics. Even if he did, a work this wide-ranging is bound to get a few facts wrong here and there. The style of writing is such that nearly every second sentence could do with a source reference; in fact, the 454 pages of this book have a combined total of 1755 endnotes, not as many as I should have liked but enough to follow up on the main claims. While I too am not an evolutionary biologist or economist, some of the claims made seem problematic: it seems odd, for instance, to claim that chimpanzees do not use tools in their natural habitat and cite for this claim a source from the 1950s, before Goodall began her field research. Indeed, the claim was unnecessary, as the only thing necessary for the author’s point is that, as he states elsewhere, chimpanzees do not develop technologically, i.e. they do not constantly improve on existing technology, and even abandon sticks immediately after using them as tools. Similarly in the domain of history, the author occasionally resorts to accounts of extreme human cruelty in ancient times (a king’s literal roasting of his prettiest concubine, or somesuch) to make his point, which is flawed methodology on account of its being anecdotal, not representative, as well as difficult to verify. The author also makes a number of strong statements on such highly controversial topics as the economic efficiency of nuclear power facilities, which at present I feel insufficiently informed about to judge, although the book has introduced to me some real concerns I had not previously considered. 

Despite my reservations about the reliability of a portion of the wealth of information contained in this book, the overall argument seems sound and accords with my own thoughts on the unsustainability of economic growth and of feeding a world population as large as today’s. The work is filled with eye-openers that have changed the way I look at the world. The opening chapters of the book make for a fascinating read for those interested in the evolution of species, while the final chapters address in an undiluted fashion the real concerns faced by every human society today. Accordingly, the reader of the book is likely to experience a progression from fascination to depression, as the author is honest enough not to end on a note of hope where he sees none. In the concluding chapters one may feel that one has been drawn into a discussion of the evils of capitalism without the intention of reading a book on that subject, but this societal criticism follows naturally from the author’s evolutionary argument and, it seems, is inevitable if sustainability is to be considered. 

If you read one book in your life, make this it. Every consumer, voter, and politician should be familiar with the principles here laid out.
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