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We’re all doomed
Dylan Evans welcomes Thomas Homer-Dixon’s call to prepare for the coming apocalypse, The Upside of Down
Predictions of doom and disaster are becoming depressingly common, even among scientists and academics. The
past few years have seen a glut of books by such eminent figures as the astronomer royal, Sir Martin Rees (Our
Final Century?), Jared Diamond (Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive), and James Lovelock (The
Revenge of Gaia), all forecasting a series of imminent catastrophes.
It’s tempting to dismiss such doom-mongering as mere sensationalism. After all, scientists have made similarly
gloomy predictions in the past and they have been wrong. In his 1968 book, The Population Bomb, for example,
the demographer Paul Ehrlich predicted that in the 1970s and 1980s hundreds of millions of people would starve to
death because population growth would outstrip the increase in food production. In fact, world food production grew
much faster than global population. There were famines, but not on the scale predicted by Ehrlich, and their roots
lay in politics.
So when yet another scientist paints an apocalyptic picture, it’s easy to get “warning-fatigue” and dismiss him
altogether. Yet this would be a terrible mistake with Thomas Homer-Dixon, one of the best-informed and most
brilliant writers on global affairs today.
Homer-Dixon may not exactly be a household name - yet - but he deserves to be. Currently director of the Trudeau
Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of Toronto, he began his career studying the links between
environmental stress and violence in developing countries. Recently, his research has focused on threats to global
security in the 21st century and on how societies adapt to complex economic, ecological and technological change.
The Upside of Down is his most ambitious book yet and argues that life is going to get very much harder for
everyone.
The reasons for this pessimistic outlook include several of the usual suspects - population growth (or differences in
population growth rates between rich and poor countries), climate change and the increasing scarcity of high-quality
energy sources such as oil. But it also includes some less obvious threats that tend to exacerbate the effects of the
more familiar ones, such as the rising connectivity of our technological and transport networks, which increases the
risk that a failure in one part of a system will cascade further and faster to other parts of the system. Our energy
grids are a case in point. During the past decade, regional electricity production and distribution systems have
been increasingly integrated. The result is that whole networks can collapse, as happened in the American power
meltdown of 2003 in which 50 million people were affected, and the recent European blackout in 2006, in which
millions of Belgian, French, Italian and Spanish homes were left in the dark.
Given that it’s too late to avert disaster, the most sensible strategy is to be prepared. Yet, as Homer-Dixon points
out, the idea of making our technological and social systems more resilient, so they can deal more successfully with
future disasters, is hardly addressed by governments. He is not quite so clear about what all the various “tectonic
stresses” he identifies will eventually lead to. But he is very clear that, whatever the exact nature of the coming
catastrophe, it will be very nasty. And come it will.
Dylan Evans is director of the Utopia Project, in which a group of volunteers are improvising a post-apocalyptic
lifestyle in the Highlands.
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