Limits? What Limits? 
At the root of much conflict and war is the primitive view of limited good. This distorting view of reality and life has long held tribal societies in backwardness. These people resist and undermine economic development because they believe that the economic advance of any one member comes at the expense of others (zero sum thinking). If someone in the village takes more than a survival share then the others believe they will suffer loss because there is only a strictly limited amount of good available for all. Primitive societies therefore set up a variety of social constraints that prevent individuals from furthering themselves economically. These constraints may be comments about greed or more severe shunning and ostracism or even coerced sharing. Increased benefit gained by any tribal member is subject to strong village pressure to be redistributed among other villagers. And traditional village hypocrisy skews this sharing with more going to village powerholders. Overall, the impact of the limited good view is to prevent people from breaking free to improve their situations. It leads to stinginess, resentment and conflict among people scrabbling over what they believe are scarce resources.
The primitive view of limited good has continued into the modern era with Thomas Malthus’ theories of food supply constraints on population. Malthus argued that population growth exceeds food supply growth. Population rises in a geometric ratio while food supply rises in a slower arithmetical ratio.

Others took such dismal views as a basis for modern disaster theories and scenarios. Paul Erhlich took such thinking to pessimistic extremes in his 1968 book The Population Bomb. He stated that the battle to feed humanity was over. In the 1970s hundreds of millions of people would die of starvation no matter what crash programs governments might embark on to save them.

Fortunately, no one darkened Norman Borlaug’s consciousness with the lie of limited good. Borlaug turned the food supply problem of India and other countries around in a few short years and instead of hundreds of millions dying, India became at times a net exporter of cereal grains. As the father of the Green Revolution Borlaug is credited with saving the lives of hundreds of millions of people.
In the modern Western world the ideology of Sustainable Development now expresses the same pessimistic outlook as the limited good views of tribal societies. With an equally dismal orientation to limits it resists economic growth, development, and individual freedom. 
The limited good or limited resources myth has led many people to view life as meager, constrained and quickly subject to exhaustion. It is a mythology that breeds unwarranted pessimism and despair. It also promotes the attitude of selfish preservation and aggressive hoarding of what are viewed as scarce resources. This ideology is, in part, the offspring of ancient Fall/apocalyptic mythology which views life as proceeding along a descending trajectory heading toward exhaustion, collapse and total ruin. Fall mythology is a distortion that has shaped human consciousness far too long.

The relationship of the view of limited resources to conflict dates back into prehistory. In his book Constant Battles Stephen LeBlanc traces the history of human warfare and exposes the myth that the earliest humans lived in harmony with nature. This myth states that with the rise of modern complex societies we lost our ability to live in harmony with nature and so millions of previous years of peace turned to violence with our modern environmentally threatening societies. This myth argues that as Western society spread it polluted the planet with war, environmental degradation, and disease. 

Not so, says LeBlanc. Evidence shows the exact opposite to be true. Over past history people repeatedly depleted local resources (degraded their environments) and then attacked their neighbors in order to appropriate their resources. In those pre-industrial societies people were malnourished, had short life spans, suffered from communicable diseases and engaged endlessly in feuds and revolts.

Only with the rise of modern complex societies was there an increase in new technological developments which changed the human/ecological relationship, says LeBlanc. At first things got worse but then population growth rates slowed and we increased the world’s carrying capacity immensely. Neolithic farmers were lucky to get 8 bushels of wheat off an acre. Today Kansas farmers get 80. And large families have been replaced with much smaller urban families. We have achieved stable population growth. The ancients could never do this and hence often overrode local carrying capacity which exhausted local resources and led to war with neighbors.

Now modern industrialized states with their advanced technology and slow population growth rates can live well below the carrying capacity and the decline in warfare among these states is incredibly strong. This proves the relationship between resource stress and warfare that LeBlanc has established. Remove the resource stress and warfare disappears. Another way of stating this- develop economic prosperity and warfare declines sharply.

The Industrial Revolution now provides us with the opportunity to live longer and more peacefully. We have the ability to solve our problems and a greater proportion of the world is at peace today than at any time in the past, says LeBlanc. The myth that we have lost our roots and our connection with our supposedly peaceful ancestors is a distorting and dangerous myth, he says. “Warfare has ultimately been a constant battle over scarce resources throughout the ages, and only solving the problem of adequate resources will enable us to become better at ridding ourselves of conflict” (p.230).

Benjamin Friedman has made a similar argument in his book The Moral Consequences of Economic Growth. He challenges the view that the endless quest for rising standards of living is morally compromising. He insists that not only is a rising standard of living materially valuable, but it also shapes the social, political and moral character of people. “Growing prosperity, history suggests, makes people more tolerant, more willing to settle disputes peacefully, and more inclined to favor democracy. Stagnation and economic decline on the other hand, are associated with intolerance, ethnic strife and dictatorship” (quoted in “Why the rich must get richer”, Economist, Nov. 12-18/05, p.87).

This same point was made during the riots in France where someone said, “There is a saying in Muslim households: When there is no money there is war”. Consequently, the best thing we can do to resolve conflict or warfare is to promote growing prosperity for everyone. This is simply to state that the most effective means for promoting peace is to promote free enterprise.

The story of humanity over the past millennia is one of progressing consciousness that has lifted humanity out of a brutal past of constant warfare and led us into a relatively more peaceful state of coexistence among billions of people. There are still areas that are exceptions to this trend but the general trend is undeniable (see James Payne’s A History of Force). 

The progress that we have made in wealth creation or creating prosperity over the past two centuries has also led to saving the environment. This straightforward cause/effect relationship is entirely opposite to the environmentalist dogma that economic growth is destroying the environment. But the facts are irrefutable. Bjorn Lomberg in The Skeptical Environmentalist argues that economic development and growth (increased wealth) enables people to care for their environments and to clean them up. The evidence from countries around the world supports this contention. Where economic growth is occurring, there we find the cleanest and most improved environments (p.32-33). This is simply because all modern citizens want clean air, clean water, and clean surroundings, as well as wilderness areas protected and they will choose these things if they can afford them.
The evidence is now overwhelming that growing prosperity and technological advance has led to a decline in warfare, to better health and longer life, to more democracy and freedom, and to environmental improvement. Wealth creation is behind all these things that we value most highly. It enables us to pay for what we desire most.
So we need to counter the despair of limits ideology with a fresh understanding of the infinite plenitude of life and how to access this plenitude. In a very real sense the universe is infinitely generous and life provides us with a free lunch. Not entirely, because we have to learn how to access this superabundance. But we have done quite well over the past two centuries. We have discovered the secret to accessing the generosity that is already there.
Think for instance, of farmers. They put a seed of corn into the ground and get a stalk with several new cobs and multiple hundreds of new seeds of corn in return. Sure, human labor and input is required but photosynthesis does most of the work. Such is the generous nature of life. It gives freely far beyond what we put in. There is nothing of a rigid eye for eye or tooth for tooth payback response at the core of life. As noted above, where Neolithic farmers were lucky to get 8 bushels of wheat off an acre, today Kansas farmers get 80 bushels. 

And what about dark energy and dark matter which make up some 96% of the universe? Our visible universe contains inestimable amounts of energy yet it is only some 4% of reality in comparison. Arthur C. Clarke has predicted that we will tap into dark energy in some 50 years time and access an infinite new source of energy. The universe is indeed a free lunch.

Wilfred Beckerman in his book A Poverty of Reason shows that repeatedly over the past few centuries apocalyptic limits scenarios have been proven entirely wrong. Later re-evaluations of various resources, once thought near exhaustion, have discovered supplies that extend for centuries.

The way to access the infinite generosity of the universe and life (and thereby end conflict) is through human freedom. Individual human freedom. This is the most potent force for good in life. A brief overview shows that the modern discovery of this value becomes more focused in 17th and 18th Century British Liberalism. This led to the 18th and 19th Century emergence of the service state in Britain. And then around 1820, again in Britain (as well as in Holland), we have the beginning of the modern explosion of wealth creation that followed the institution of the service state with its new orientation to free individuals and more respect for their rights. This was not about capitalist selfishness and greed but about unleashing the individual desire for something better, the desire to improve one’s situation. This desire is at the root of all inventiveness, innovation, creativity and hard work.
But there is something even more fundamental yet that is unleashed with the emergence of individual freedom. All this increasing political, economic, and social freedom led to an unprecedented unleashing of the human mind which is the ultimate resource (Julian Simon) and is indeed infinite in all directions (Freeman Dyson). While there is unlimited natural bounty in the universe and world, the human mind has an infinitely greater capacity to resolve problems, to create new alternatives, and to make life better. The human mind possesses the ability to access the unlimited resources of the universe and world and to employ them to create a more humane existence. It can fashion nature into something more ordered, predictable and conducive to promoting life.
The result of the unleashing of individuals in the 19th Century was the amazing advances of the 20th Century. The doubling of the human lifespan, the conquering of disease and the improvement of health, the agricultural revolution, the decrease in violence and conflict (James Payne, A History of Force), the flowering of intellectual creativity, the spread of basic human rights, the abolishing of slavery and on and on. See Julian Simon’s Its Getting Better All The Time for an outline of 100 key improving trends over this century. Increased leisure time, less onerous work, more buying power per dollar, and so much more. Simon in The Ultimate Resource also shows that with today’s technology we could feed the world’s population on a land area just the size of Massachusetts and Vermont. And we have just begun to access the infinite bounty and generosity of life.
All the good that we value in life can be traced to the liberation of individual human potential, to individual freedom and the amazing potential of liberated human minds. Human potential and ingenuity is the most unlimited of all resources. And no, human potential does not automatically spring forth with freedom. It needs to be informed with a more rational scientific approach to life. It needs the encouragement of protected property rights where the improvements people make will be protected as their own. It needs the security of protected capital markets where investments can be made that will return safely to the owners. And it needs the assistance of good communications and transportation, where people can freely contact and interact with one another. Liberated minds also need the security of a healthy democracy where challenge to authority is enshrined as a basic right and responsibility. Liberated minds also need a supporting culture that promotes the values of independence, self-reliance, individual initiative, local responsibility, voluntary activity, noninterference with one’s neighbor, tolerance of the different and queer, respect for custom and tradition, and a healthy suspicion of power and authority (Frederick Hayek, The Road To Serfdom, p.235).
And this is why libertarians are right to argue that freedom from government interference and regulation is vital to unleashing this infinity of human potential that we are only beginning to explore and access. State intervention tends to short-circuit the self-reliance, local responsibility, independence, and volunteerism that is critical to human progress. But keeping the state at bay requires a firm trust in people. It also requires a clear understanding of the reality of ‘spontaneous order’: that people will produce a better social order and solutions to the problems that face them than any top-down state imposed order or solutions.

With a resource like the human mind we can’t even begin to predict what other breakthroughs are yet to come in agriculture, energy supply, health, engineering, general wealth creation and other areas of human endeavor.
Life as characterized by infinite bounty and generosity undermines entirely the doom and gloom of modern environmentalism which endlessly conjures up new scenarios of collapsing ecosystems and depleted resources. Environmental religion holds the dogma of degeneration and decline (the Second Law of Thermodynamics) to be the paramount law governing life. The Second Law states that the use of energy to create order in any system (closed systems are wrongly assumed here) results in a greater expenditure of energy to gain the increase in order, so the net result is deterioration or an increase in disorder. Energy used to create order is dissipated and no longer available to create more order. The net effect is more disorder- used energy flying off like heat dissipated into space. People who believe that the Second Law is the governing law of life also believe that life is declining and heading toward increasing disorder and eventual collapse and ruin. The Second law has been used as another version of limits ideology. But Stephen Hawking disagrees that the second law is the governing law of life. He says it is “trivial”. It is not the governing law of life (see Simon’s discussion of entropy in The Ultimate Resource, p.77-83).
Peter Huber argues with a refreshing new approach that wasting energy is actually a virtue and not a vice. It is the way we maintain and increase the order of our existence (p.44, The Bottomless Well). “To put it another way- absolutely rigorous if wholly counter-intuitive- what permits order to increase is not the input of high-grade energy, but the dumping of low-grade energy, or chaos, to the surroundings. To increase the order of anything- including the order in energy itself- you must dump waste energy out the back door. A system sheds ‘entropy’- chaos- only by shedding energy itself, in the form of waste heat. To produce more well-ordered energy, faster, in less space- to increase ‘power density’, roughly speaking- one must throw away more energy, faster…to structure, organize, move, and increase order- of anything, anywhere- you have to add high-grade energy at one end, and then discard some fraction of it in the form of low-grade heat at the other. There are no exceptions… (hence) waste is virtuous” (p.57).

This affirms my point that life, far from moving inexorably toward increasing disorder, is actually moving toward increasing order and complexity. The paramount principle governing life is not that of exhausting energy and decline toward disorder. Instead, from the very beginning reality and life have organized out of chaos and endlessly grown and developed and advanced toward something more complex and ordered. Life is fundamentally characterized by this fundamental principle of organization toward increasing order, increasing complexity, and higher consciousness. It is a rising trajectory of improvement, growth and advance. We see this most clearly in the organization of human society and the move toward a more humane existence for all.
So rather than declining toward exhaustion of resources or energy and therefore toward chaos and ruin, we are discovering that life is indeed infinite in all directions (the title of a book by Freeman Dyson). Life is infinite in its plenitude of resources, infinite in its ability to create and to organize into new and improving forms, and infinite in its ability to reach higher stages of humane consciousness. And nothing is more infinite than human potential. With this new understanding of life and humanity we need to rethink all the conclusions that our ancestors reached based on their archaic views of life as limited. That view led to such things as a perverted understanding of justice as strict payback. You received just according to what you put in so treat others in the same stingy manner. It also led to views of human society as regressing and heading for collapse.
Freeman Dyson has expressed well the infinite potential and rise of life: “Boiled down to one sentence, my message is the unboundedness of life and the consequent unboundedness of human destiny…No matter how far we go into the future there will always be new things happening, new information coming in, new worlds to explore, a constantly expanding domain of life, consciousness and memory” (quoted in A Moment On The Earth by Greg Easterbrook, p.664). Doomster forecasts with their orientation to catastrophe tend to ignore the amazing potential of the human mind and its ability to find creative new solutions to problems and to find new more environmentally friendly resources to sustain human civilizations. Life is unbounded in all directions because the human mind and imagination is unbounded. The only boundaries that exist are those that we create in our own minds in response to fear.
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