 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Life will only get better, much better

Foreword: Julian Simon was of the same intellectual stature as someone like Einstein. He has offered insights that have influenced people like Ronald Reagan and done immense good for humanity, especially his profound re-evaluation of humanity as a force for good. Simon’s response to the fallacy of limited resources was to point to the unlimited nature of the human mind and human potential. The creative intelligence of humanity is the answer to the environmental doom religion. It is a message that needs more public airing to counter the dark themes underlying contemporary alarmism about almost everything.

Julian Simon took a good look at all the major material trends of life and discovered that they were all improving. So he stated his long-run forecast for life on Earth: “The material conditions of life will continue to get better for most people, in most countries, most of the time, indefinitely” (The State of Humanity, p.642). Sure, there were ups and downs along the way but no permanent reversals to any of the trends of life.

The great insight of Simon was to see that a proper understanding of life came from noting its fundamental trends and focusing on the long term and not the short term view of those trends. Most alarmism arises from a distorting focus on short term reversals to normal trends.

Bjorn Lomberg illustrates this in the case of Professor David Pimentel of Cornell University who ignored the long term trend of improvement in treating tuberculosis and instead focused on a small reversal of this trend in the 1990s. Pimentel then tried to make the argument that TB was getting worse and extrapolated this out to a more general argument that all disease was getting worse (The Skeptical Environmentalist, p.21-26). Ignoring the long term trends to focus on aberrations will lead to such distorting conclusions about life and its fundamental features. This has been a repeated error of the environmental hysterians.

This distorting focus on the short term is also prominent in the climate debate. Many have convinced themselves that we all going to fry in a hotter world and life will end because of a recent minor warming trend. But when we step back to survey the longer sweep of climate history (paleo-climatology) we find this current mild warming is just a minor natural fluctuation in much longer history of many similar ups and downs (others being more severe and sudden). Note for instance the cyclicity in glaciation over the past several million years. We have had roughly cycles of glaciation every 100,000 years with interglacial periods of from 10,000 to 20,000 years. It is believed that these glaciation cycles may be due to the Earth’s wobble that occurs over a similar time span. And within this larger cyclicity we also find other shorter cycles such as the 1,500 year cycle noted by Fred Singer in his book Unstoppable Global Warming. Others have noted other shorter term cycles of climate related to sunspot activity and cycles.

It is an amazing exercise to review many of the fundamental trends of life and see for yourself what is actually happening with life on earth. This refocus to the trajectory of long term trends will change anyone’s viewpoint for the better. It will remove any residual pessimism about how well humanity is doing and it will end once and for all the ridiculous notion that somehow we have screwed up and are exhausting resources and destroying the planet. Note the following brief summaries of some of these trends.

People are living longer than ever before. Just a century ago the average human lifespan was around 30 years (Bjorn Lomberg, The Skeptical Environmentalist, p.50). Today the world average is 65 with many countries exceeding this be several more decades. This has rightly been called the greatest human achievement ever. This trend alone gives the lie to much endless fretting over minute traces of chemicals/toxins that are supposedly threatening us all.

Along with the increase in life spans, child mortality rates have fallen notably in most countries and continue to decline. 

Also, people are wealthier than ever before and incomes will continue to rise as they have in the past. This translates into better standards of living for all. And this increase in income is spreading across populations everywhere. Absolute poverty has decreased from 35% of humanity some 40 years ago to only some 17% today and this percentage will continue to decrease. Within a century the poorest people will attain the standards of living now experienced in the Western developed world. And even where incomes are still the lowest, people are already experiencing increases in life span due to the spread of medical knowledge and technology. In the past people had to first make gains in wealth in order to increase their life spans, but today this is not a necessary prerequisite. Developing countries are able to leap over some of the slow stages of progress that Western countries had to go through.

Wilfred Beckerman shows that- based on the income growth trend of the past few centuries- the incomes of people one century from now will be anywhere from 4 to 20 times what they are today. “Future generations will be much richer than people alive today” (p.xi, A Poverty of Reason). The only threat to this continued growth in income arises from environmental extremists trying to slow or halt economic development and growth.

So there is no need to worry about future generations. They will be far better off than we are today and they will be far better prepared to deal with any problems that arise in the future. The best we can do to prepare them is to develop, grow and consume in the present and thereby pass on more wealth, information, and infrastructure to them.

Also, the development of human capital and information is now replacing past sources of wealth creation (industrial base) and past rates of income growth are likely to be exceeded, making future generations even better off than the estimates provided by Beckerman above.

Whatever the actual rise in income, Beckerman was right to condemn the sustainable development argument to slow our development and growth in the interest of future generations. As he noted, “No moral credit can be earned by redistributing from the poor to the rich” (p.18).

Another important trend relates to the relationship between modern industrial society and the environment. Industrializing societies are not destroying nature as the green extremists claim. Indur Goklany (The Improving State of the World) shows that initially there has been some environmental damage with early industrialization but with growing wealth an “environmental transition” occurs. People with more money value a clean environment and wilderness areas preserved for recreational purposes. When they are able to afford it they make nature nice. Bjorn Lomberg has also noted that the most economically developed areas of the world have the cleanest environments while the least developed areas have the most degraded environments (The Skeptical Environmentalist). Economic development and growth is essential to improving the environment. The wealthier people become, the more they are able to fulfill their natural and commonly shared desire for a clean and healthy environment.

Beckerman summarizes the conclusions from his research: “In the Third World these environmental problems persist largely because of poverty… poverty is usually the worst enemy of the environment… (but) the resulting rise in incomes leads to a shift in people’s priorities from the satisfaction of basic needs to concern with their environment and a greater willingness to devote resources to environmental protection…(hence) economic growth is still a necessary condition for remedying most of the serious environmental problems facing the world… economic growth is the surest- and probably the only- route to a general improvement in the quality of life and in the environment…the only route by which these countries can overcome their appalling environmental problems is to become richer…” (Green Colored Glasses, p.4, 26, 5, 3, 21, 9).

Most important to the argument over economic growth and the environment is the fact that we are not running out of resources as environmentalists claim. This is one of the central distortions of the environmental movement- that we are exhausting resources and ruining the world in the process. This distorting fallacy about exhausting resources is based on the most fundamental defect in the environmental worldview- that people are naturally destructive. This basic assumption that human beings are destroyers and will soon exhaust the world’s resources and cause the ruin and collapse of nature in the process, underlies much of the environmental narrative today. 

Simon is right to counter this limited resource fallacy and depreciation of humanity with the fact that the ultimate resource is the human mind with its unlimited creative potential. The unlimited nature of the human mind (and the basic goodness of humanity) makes the issue of resource limitations a falsely posed problem. The human mind will find solutions to any resource problems that arise because human ingenuity and creativity are unlimited and, as history has proven over past millennia, people have always found ways to continue to improve life and to raise living standards. Human minds created pounds of sand (fibre optics) to replace tons of copper. Human minds created high-yield strains of cereals that made nonsense of Paul Erhlich’s prophecies of famine (Peter Huber in Hard Green). Human minds created machines burning hydrocarbons that replaced animal energy. And human minds will continue to develop new resources to replace old ones (nuclear and solar to replace hydrocarbons). Simon calls this the principle of ‘infinite substitutability’ (Ultimate Resource, p.49).

Human beings have always created more than they have destroyed. We are, in net terms, creators not destroyers. As Simon says, “Human nature seeks human betterment on average, there is enough evidence of this in history…perhaps most especially the indisputable evidence that each generation tends to leave more to its descendents than it acquired from its ancestors” (p.579, 586).

Further, the long term historical pattern has been that with ongoing economic development, resources have become more plentiful and also have become less costly. Also, when any resource has neared depletion, people have then found alternative resources or have discovered further reserves of depleting resources.

Let me quote Simon extensively on this important point of unlimited natural resources: “Mother Earth’s storehouse is far more richly stocked with goods than is ordinarily inferred” (p.49). He continues that contrary to environmental mythology and conventional wisdom “natural resources are not finite” (p.54). He admits that “on the face of it, even to inquire whether natural resources are finite seems like nonsense. Everyone ‘knows’ that resources are finite. And this belief has led many persons to draw unfounded, far-reaching conclusions about the future of our world economy and civilization (54)…for many writers the inevitable depletion of natural resources is simply not open to question…The idea that resources are finite in supply is so pervasive and influential that the President’s 1972 Commission on Population Growth and the American Future based its policy recommendations squarely upon this assumption…The assumption of finiteness indubitably misleads many scientific forecasters because their conclusions follow inexorably from that assumption” (55). 

Simon notes further that this assumption of limits to natural resources is central to much contemporary doomsday thinking. And he admits that his arguments to the contrary are initially counter-intuitive.

But he urges us to not cling to a simple-minded, fixed-resources theory and assert that resources will become exhausted because they are limited.

He states his own theory to counter the limited resource theory: “More people and increased income cause resources to become more scarce in the short run. Heightened scarcity causes prices to rise. The higher prices present opportunity and prompt inventors and entrepreneurs to search for solutions…solutions are eventually found…and in the long run the new developments leave us better off than if the problems had not arisen. That is, prices eventually become lower than before the increased scarcity occurred” (p.59). So the term ‘finite’, says Simon, is not only inappropriate but is downright misleading when applied to natural resources (62). Besides, we can now create entirely new materials to replace older resources. Ceramics is one example of new knowledge putting an end to past generations worries about running out of metals (p.63). 

Beckerman similarly argues that there are no limits to natural resources. He says, “In short, the main reason why we will never run out of any resource or even suffer seriously from any sudden reduction in its supply is that whenever demand for any particular material begins to run up against supply limitations, a wide variety of economic forces are set in motion to remedy the situation. These forces start with a rise in price, which, in turn leads to all sorts of secondary favorable feedbacks- notably a shift to substitutes, an increase in exploration, and technical progress that brings down the costs of exploration and refining and processing as well as the costs of substitutes” (p.13, A Poverty of Reason).

Beckerman also provides lists of natural resource reserves which show how these supposedly limited resources have expanded over time.

Interesting here is the fact that our current consumption is not exhausting resources but actually leads to enhancing our resource situation. “It is reasonable to expect that more consumption now implies more resources in the future because of induced discoveries of new ways to supply resources, which eventually leave resources cheaper and more available than if there were less pressure on resources in the present” (p.404, Ultimate Resource). Another interesting fact here is that with increasing economic growth we are using less and less of our land resources. As we become wealthier we grow more on less land. Governments have even paid farmers to take land out of use.

The key to understanding the unlimited nature of resources is to be found in a profoundly optimistic view of humanity as creators with unlimited potential. As Huber says, “Human ingenuity transcends nature’s limits. The limits prophecies always fail” (p.78, Hard Green).

Simon quotes Physicist Freeman Dyson on the unboundedness of life and the unboundedness of human destiny. Frank Tipler also argues that the ultimate constraint is not energy but rather information. And because we can increase the stock of information without limit so there is no need to consider limits to our existence (Ultimate Resource, p.65). And just as in the past when humans crossed oceans to find new resources on new continents so there is no reason why humans cannot also cross space to other planets to find new resources there. Because of this creative driving force of the human mind and heart, the issue of limits need not apply to natural resources (p.67).

Simon also cautions that our present knowledge of our physical world is incomplete. We don’t yet know what stores of resources will become available to our use, he says. For instance, futurist Arthur C. Clarke has suggested that within 50 years we will tap into dark energy and find there an unlimited source of new energy.

Says Simon, “Discoveries, like resources, may well be infinite; the more we discover, the more we are able to discover” (p.82). He then quotes physicist David Layzer, “The new scientific worldview…assures us that there are no limits to what we and our descendents can hope to achieve and to become” (p.83). This fact of the unlimited nature of the human mind and creative human potential makes the issue of limited natural resources largely a non-issue. As Huber says, “Limits exist only in the (doomster’s) mind” (p.149, Hard Green- brackets mine).

Further, we are not destroying species with our ongoing development of earth’s land areas. Follow-up research has shown that the wildly exaggerated claims of species loss have distorted the actual situation. Such research traces the origins of this common public misperception and how it has become a self-reinforcing myth employed between environmentalists and media. The current rate of species loss is perhaps one species per year which has long been the historical rate of loss. Note the conclusions on this issue that are offered by Bjorn Lomberg in his chapter on Biodiversity (The Skeptical Environmentalist) and Julian Simon in his chapter on species loss (Ultimate Resource, ch.31).

On another trend Simon notes that our losses to natural disasters, accidents, fires, and other such catastrophes will get smaller as our defenses become stronger (our houses and buildings) and our methods of mitigating disasters continues to improve.

So also with our responses to diseases. We see the ongoing reduction of all major diseases over time. And with modern communication, monitoring, and prevention strategies it is less likely that a major disease outbreak will take hold in the human population. Beckerman also notes that the main cause of disease and mortality in developing countries is not climate but poverty with its attendant lack of clean water, sanitation, and public health structures. “The best safeguard for those countries, therefore, is economic growth…The WHO reports surveys of the enormous increase in life expectancy and the reduction of diseases and suffering over the course of the twentieth century, almost all of which can be traced to rising incomes” (p.38, A Poverty of Reason).

Others have thoroughly researched long-term trends in violence and found that over the millennia of past history, coercion and violence have fallen steadily. Manuel Eisner found that homicide rates in Western societies have fallen from around 20 per 100,000 in AD 1300 to around 1 per 100,000 today (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/CJ/039104.pdf). 

This amazing decline in violence has been directly related to economic growth and development. Wealthier societies become more peaceful societies (see for instance, Stephan Leblanc’s Constant Battles or Paul Seabright’s In The Company of Strangers). When a famous French philosopher visited the London Stock Exchange in the nineteenth century he was surprised to see Muslim, Christian and Jew all working together in harmony because they were busy creating more wealth. 

Further, wars have become less common over the past century with fewer persons killed per war. Democracy has spread to almost all corners of the planet (see The Peace Revolution by Douglas Todd at www.thehumanspirit.net). Life is more peaceful and will continue to become even moreso with the continuing spread of wealth. Again, there is the direct correlation of increased wealth with more peaceful existence. 

To reinforce the importance of the long term element in this trend, James Payne warns of the fallacy of “presentism”- thinking that our short term experience of aberrations to this trend will reverse the long term trend (History of Force). Despite setbacks, ups and downs, accidents and reversals, there is no reason to doubt that these long term trends will continue. All evidence supports this hope.

Humanity has done exceptionally well in improving life and the world and we ought to honor ourselves for doing so. All of us ought to celebrate how well we have done and how well earth is doing. Things are certainly not perfect but we continue to learn from our mistakes and to do better at resolving problems as they arise.

The trends noted above relate mainly to the past few millennia and especially to the past few centuries but they are part of an even longer term context of development and progress. Let me note some features of this larger context in order to help in understanding the fundamental forces that shape reality and life. This will help appreciation of the fact that the overall trajectory of life is improving and always has been.

The largest context of all is the context of the universe story or reality itself. And the story of the universe is that of the development from fiery initial chaos to the order of basic elements and then the growing organization and complexity of galaxies, stars, and planets. Then life emerged on this planet (as far as we know) and once again life progressed from simple initial forms to ever more complexly organized forms and systems. It eventually culminated in the amazing organization and complexity of the human body and brain.

Then at the pinnacle of development and complexity there is the wonder of human consciousness. From this miraculous gift comes human civilization with its grand narrative of progress from early barbarity to a more humane present. Consciousness enables us to be aware of something better and to take responsibility to create a better life and world. At the core of human consciousness we find the fundamental impulse of life in the universe- the impulse to create something better, to improve life, and to humanize life. And this grand humanizing impulse has long been prompted to its highest expression and most noble manifestation in the struggle against darkness and brutality.

Note, for instance, how consciousness of something better has inspired and enabled people to overcome the brutality of nature with its diseases, natural toxins, and disasters. And while there is still much remaining brutality, further human intervention will continue to humanize the rest of ‘dark nature’. We will also expand this humanizing impulse in our exploration of other worlds. We will not just “green the galaxy” (bring life to other planets if it does not yet exist there, according to Freeman Dyson in Disturbing The Universe) but also humanize the galaxy.

This powerful impulse at the core of consciousness will ensure that life continues to improve and progress endlessly and without limit.

There is too much residual pessimism in the public consciousness. Our public media obsessively focus attention on what goes wrong in society and nature and hence foster endless pessimism. This excessive focus on short term downturns, accidents, disasters, and episodes of cruelty distorts entirely the nature of life, humanity, and our progress. We should rather, as Simon urges, celebrate our progress and what we have accomplished. Life ought to be a great party. It is a story of hope, creativity, and human goodness.

However, the natural optimism of the human spirit continues to suffer relentless assault from the dark outlook of movements like environmental alarmism. Simon notes the great expense that is entailed in the loss of public morale and the spirit of adventurous enterprise due to the false environmental scares (Ultimate Resource, p.530).

But, as noted above, human progress has always occurred in the context of struggle with darkness and brutality. And today this struggle centers once again on the assault to human freedom by those who would dominate and control with collectivist approaches. Reborn socialists in environmental garb are trying to take us back to the bondage of socialist collectivism and this despite the mass of evidence that such an approach impoverished billions in the past century and led to horrific environmental degradation. By interfering with proven free market mechanisms socialism/communism “became history’s most successful purveyor of mass starvation” (William Bernstein, Heaven on Earth, p.40). When will these people ever learn?

And then there is the element of religious mythology that further reinforces the dark outlook of these enslaving movements. Environmentalists have been successful in winning public support because they have played on the natural guilt of people and wrongheaded views of human nature (as greedy, destructive). These distorting and dark views of humanity are at the root of environmental dogma. Religions like Christianity have long preached the view of humanity as fallen and corrupt and in need of restraint by law. Environmentalism has adopted this dismal evaluation of humanity as corrupt, greedy and out to destroy nature. Hence their similar conclusion that humanity must be restrained by regulation (centralized state control). Human freedom is a dangerous thing for nature. People cannot be trusted.

With this religious inheritance of the supposed fallen nature of humanity, people are quite willing to believe the worst about humanity and our supposedly destructive impact on nature. 

It is time for the rest of us to firmly counter this insane guilt-mongering over our success and our progress in raising standards of living.

The great issue and challenge of our time has to do with this latest endeavor to enslave humanity to a new collectivism (the centralized state control of schemes like Kyoto). Environmental centralized control policies, state intervention and direction of economic activity, and increased taxes will slow economic growth (as they fully intend) and the ensuing loss of wealth will hinder people’s ability to clean up and preserve their environments. Remember Goklany’s point on the environmental transition- once basic needs are met and people become wealthier, they then naturally deal with environmental concerns and clean up their environments.

Also, note that the current state intervention in response to environmental hysteria over fossil fuels has driven up the price of basic foods and now threatens the poorest people with starvation. CCNet has reported that the Western rush for biofuels is now threatening starvation on a global scale (March 10/2008). Increasing amounts of arable land are being given over to biofuels rather than food. “The price of many food commodities has soared worldwide to record levels over the last year due to booming demand in fast-growing Asian countries as well as the increased use of biofuels” (EU Business, March 6/2008). The West’s obsession to reduce carbon emissions and our hasty rush into biofuels (by government mandate) has led to an unforgivable assault on the world’s poorest people. Hence, the recent food riots in Indonesia, Mexico, Philippines, Egypt, and Vietnam, and food rationing in Pakistan and China.

This follows the same old pattern of all similar past experiments in state intervention in markets. 

In the end, let me concur wholeheartedly with Julian Simon. He was right to focus on the unlimited potential of human minds as the ultimate resource. This made nonsense of all claims to limited resources and the destruction of nature. With the human mind and basic goodness of humanity (the conscious impulse to find or create something better) we have proven over history that we will find whatever resources we need, and as we gain more wealth we clean up nature and preserve it.

But this amazing human potential needs a supporting environment of freedom where people can generate the genius of spontaneous order from the bottom up. It needs free market systems where people can produce most efficiently for the needs of others and where people can employ their natural ingenuity to solve all the problems that arise. The proper appreciation and evaluation of humanity will lead to the further liberation of people and their activity.

Ultimately, life will only get better, much better no matter which trend you examine. I can affirm this because at the core of life’s rising trajectory is the human mind, human creative power and the essential goodness of human persons. This all points to unlimited potential in a free future.

Wendell Krossa

