SUPERABUNDANCE:
HOW HUMANS HACKED NATURE

[SCRIPT]
We are on the brink of catastrophe.
The planet only has so many natural resources. And as the world’s
population grows, the consequences are predictable: We’ll run out of
food, run out of land, push the environment to the breaking point.
And the inevitable consequence will be devastation: increasing
poverty, environmental decay, and, according to the warnings of
one prominent economist … widespread death.i

Our Future?

That’s the bad news.
Or at least it would be, if it wasn’t for the good news…
…which is that the prediction of that economist … was actually
made over 200 years ago…
…when the Earth had about 7 billion fewer people.ii
Didn’t hold up so well. So, why are so many people making the
same kinds of predictions today?

[OPENING SEQUENCE]
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“People, the end is near!”
…is something that humans seem to have thought at virtually every
point in their history.
In ancient Greece, Aristotle warned that some communities would
need to let babies die so that they wouldn’t develop populations
too large to be supported by the land.iii

There’s no doubt that Aristotle was one of the world’s great thinkers,
but this isn’t the only front on which time has proven him wrong.
The Greek philosopher could never figure out how eels reproduced, so
he concluded that they were spontaneously generated from mud. He
believed that heavier objects would fall at a faster rate than lighter
ones, a claim later disproved by Galileo. In recent years, he’s also been
widely mocked on the internet for his belief that women had fewer
teeth than men, though that error wasn’t quite as careless as critics
often make it seem.

Aristotle

In England in the late 1700s, an economist named Thomas Malthus
wrote a deeply influential book arguing that the population would
grow faster than the food supply, leading to widespread famine,
disease, and death. And arguing that, as a result, we had to
control population levels.iv
Paul Ehrlich
While there is a growing recognition that
overpopulation is not the problem it was once
feared to be, a small contingent of advocates
still argues that Earth’s population needs to be
greatly reduced. In 2012, Paul Ehrlich pronounced
that the planet’s human population should only
be between 1.5 and 2 billion — an 80% reduction
from current levels.

Thomas Malthus

And sure, it’s easy to
imagine that earlier
generations just succumbed to these fears because
they didn’t know as much as us, but the same kinds of ideas have
continued to be popular right up to the present day.
In 1968, a Stanford biologist named Paul Ehrlich had a bestseller with a book called The Population Bomb, which predicted
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that overpopulation was going to lead hundreds of millions of
people to starve to death in the ’70s.v
(He was wrong about that, by the way; the famine, not the ’70s
being tragic.)
And you may have even noticed similar ideas in your local movie
theater in just the past few years…
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Good rule of thumb: When you find yourself agreeing with the giant
purple guy, it’s probably time for a gut check.
Unless it’s Grimace. That’s … probably fine.

Now in his 50th year as one of McDonald’s signature characters,
Grimace’s endurance is remarkable partially because … no one
knows exactly what he’s supposed to be. In 2021, the manager
of a Canadian McDonald’s revealed that Grimace is supposed to
represent a giant taste bud, contradicting previous statements
from the company that indicated he’s supposed to be the
embodiment of a milkshake. Besides being purple, the character
shares one other trait with Thanos: When he was originally
introduced in the 1970s, Grimace was supposed to be a villain.

Now, here’s the thing: This way of looking at the world isn’t
crazy, even if, in the modern world, it’s usually wrong. It’s
true that species can outgrow their resources and suffer mass
death as a result. But here’s the catch: There’s one species
that’s figured out a workaround…
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What has two opposable thumbs and hacked the natural order of the
universe? That’s right, baby, it’s humans!
And the explanation is pretty simple. As Marian Tupy and Gale
Pooley explain in their 2022 book Superabundance, the reason that
humans can often get around the limits of natural resources is
because, through a combination of scientific advances, economic
incentives, and technological innovation, we’re consistently able
to produce more with less.
So, what does this mean in the real world? Let’s go back to Paul
Ehrlich and The Population Bomb. Remember Ehrlich’s prediction:
hundreds of millions of people starving to death in the 1970s.
The reality? About 3.5 million deaths from famine over the
decade. Which is still terrible, of course, but here’s the most
important part: Not only was it way lower than predicted, it was
also a nearly 80 percent reduction from the previous decade … at
the same time that the world’s population was exploding.vi
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This wasn’t the only major prediction Ehrlich got wrong. In
1980, he made a famous bet with the economist Julian Simon.
Simon allowed Ehrlich to pick any five metals and wager that
they would be more expensive a decade later (the logical
consequence of Ehrlich’s belief that overpopulation would make
resources scarce). Simon, who believed that human ingenuity
would lead to more abundance, bet that they would be
cheaper. When 1990 came around, Simon was proven correct:
The five materials Ehrlich chose — chrome, copper, nickel, tin,
and tungsten — were an average of 50% less expensive than
they had been a decade prior.
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A big part of the reason why: because of innovative farming
techniques that allowed us to get more food from less land. In
the 50 years between 1964 and 2014, the average amount of land
needed to provide the same amount of food … fell by 2/3.vii And,
as you might expect, hunger rates in the developing world fell
too.viii

While land use for food production has become more
efficient overall, there are large disparities between food
products in terms of how land-intensive they are. Lamb
and mutton require the most land per kilogram of food,
while root vegetables require the least.

And once you notice this pattern of getting more from less,
you’ll start to see it everywhere.
When aluminum cans were first introduced in 1959, they weighed 85
grams. By 2011, they weighed only 13 grams.ix
Your smartphone may be one of the most efficient technologies ever
invented, replacing everything from alarm clocks to photo albums
to cameras. One study estimated that the rise of smartphones has
led to us using 100 times less energy and 300 times less material
than we used to for the same tasks.x
You’d think that a natural resource like oil might be immune to
this trend. For decades, in fact, we heard warnings that the
world’s oil supplies were running out. But, in reality, they
actually grew by 33 percent between 2000 and 2020 — because the
technological breakthroughs behind fracking allow us to access
oil that was previously unretrievable.xi
Now, maybe you’re worried that this is just a run of dumb luck.
But most indications are that these trends are only going to get
more pronounced. Because wealthier societies tend to generate
fewer children, it’s estimated that the world’s population
will peak by 2080, and perhaps even sooner.xii The amount of the
world’s land used for agriculture already peaked back in the year
2000.xiii Famine peaked all the way back in the 1870s.xiv

While even some poorer countries are now generating too few
children to maintain their population levels, the trend is almost
universal amongst wealthy nations. In 2020, the only two
OECD countries with fertility rates high enough to maintain
their populations were Mexico and — by far the most fertile
of advanced nations — Israel.

Jerusalem
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Our footprint is already shrinking — not because we’ve settled
for a lower standard of living, but because a higher one actually
does less damage.
All of which means we have reason to be optimistic. As long
as we preserve the factors that allow us to innovate — our
investments in science, economies that reward creativity, a focus
on improving the world through technology — it’s likely that
our societies will continue to get healthier and more prosperous
without running up against the limits of nature.
Which is a big win for humanity.
And a huge loss for the big purple guy.
Whoa. Ok, I take it back.
Do not trust any of them!
					

[END SCRIPT]
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