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Chelsea Follett: Hello. Thank you for joining us for today’s book 
forum. Our hash tag is #CatoEvents for those of you joining via social 
media. My name is Chelsea Follett. I am a policy analyst in Cato’s 
Center for Global Liberty and Prosperity as well as Managing Editor 
of HumanProgress.org, a web site that chronicles data about the 
tremendous progress that humanity has made – a mission shared by 
the book that we will be discussing today.  

Even in the middle of a pandemic, when it’s easy to feel like things 
are only getting worse, this book reminds us to take a step back and 
take a broader historical view of where we are today and where we 
go from here. Fewer, Richer, Greener: Prospects for Humanity in an Age of 
Abundance meticulously documents the advances that mankind has 
made in many areas. This book shows how our planet has in many ways become “greener” 
through greater energy efficiency and provides reasons for environmental optimism. It shows 
how phenomenally wealthy humanity is now, compared to the past, and how much more 
widespread access to education and medicine has become. How open more and more societies 
are today, compared to the past, and how much we take for granted. And this book shows how, 
around the world, birth rates are falling and the total population will soon decrease, rendering 
widely held fears about overpopulation irrelevant.  

Now some, myself included, would argue that, even if the population were to continue to grow, 
such a trend could still go hand-in-hand with growing abundance. But, in any case, all estimates 
suggest that the population is set to decrease, and that overpopulation is an outdated concern. 
The overall message of this book – the message of rational optimism, as Matt Ridley put it – is 
one that is greatly needed perhaps now more than ever.  

I am pleased to introduce the author Laurence B. Siegel. He is the Gary P. Brinson Director of 
Research at the CFA Institute Research Foundation and an independent consultant, writer and 
speaker specializing in investment management. He holds a BA in urban geography and an 
MBA in finance, both from The University of Chicago. You can follow him on Twitter at 
@LaurenceBSiegel.  
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Providing constructive and critical comments on this book, we are 
delighted to also have Bryan Caplan join us. He is a professor of 
economics at George Mason University and a New York Times 
bestselling author. He is also a research fellow at the Mercatus Center 
and an adjunct scholar at the Cato Institute. His books include The 
Myth of the Rational Voter, The Case Against Education, a graphic 
novel titled Open Borders and, perhaps most relevant to our 
discussion today, the book Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids. You 
can follow him on Twitter at @bryan_caplan. 

After their presentation, our speakers will be taking questions from 
you, the audience. Larry, please begin. 

Larry Siegel: Thank you, Chelsea. Since you gave my speech, I don’t have to. Thank you for 
summarizing my book so beautifully.  

What I really meant to do in the book was to express my view that the world is not coming to 
an end. Yes, we’re all going to die, but we’re not all going to die at the same time. And the 
amount of progress that’s been made by the human race in the last 250 years is just unbelievable 
considering the millennia before that when progress was slow and quite discontinuous.  

 Long-term economic growth 

Some people say we’ve had a 30-to-1 gain in individual welfare since the industrial revolution 
began in the late 1700s. Some people say it’s 100-1. We don’t know precisely because we don’t 
know how to measure the difference in utility between a jet airplane flight and a ride on a 
horse. But we do know how to calculate the growth of the economy in the short run. If you 
chain together enough short runs, you get an estimate of economic growth over the long run 
and it’s been about 1.8% a year for the advanced countries since the beginning of the 19th 
century. The growth rate for developing economies has been higher but it started later. All this 
means that, at the beginning of that period, 97% or 98% of the people in the world lived in what 
we now call extreme poverty, and now the percentage is 9%.  

 The emerging world emerges 

An even more remarkable fact is that the percentage in extreme poverty was 40% only 40 years 
ago. So about half of the progress of the last two centuries is in the last 40 years and is outside of 
the United States, Europe, and Japan. It’s in China, India, Africa, and so forth. What happened 
is that, from about 800 to about 1950, the First World, the developed countries, raced ahead. 
There was a big increase in inequality because, all of the sudden, it was possible to not be poor 
in a handful of countries in northwestern Europe and the United States, and a little later Japan 
and a few other places. This was what historians call the Great Divergence, a few rich countries 
pulling away from the rest. 

But then around 1950 the pendulum shifted, and the developing world started growing more 
quickly. Instead of more divergence, we experienced a Great Convergence where other people 
who had previously been less fortunate started playing catch up. Now, they’re catching up with 
us very quickly.  
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 Fewer 

The issues of population and the environment were also mentioned by Chelsea in her 
introduction and I want to mention them. The population explosion has been drummed into 
our heads as an existential risk from the moment we enter grade school and there’s been very 
little pushback. It’s just accepted that we’re going to populate ourselves off the planet.  

There are two kinds of pushback. First of all, maybe it’s not so bad that the population is 
growing. That’s a point Bryan Caplan is going to make. But at some point, the population has to 
stop growing. Everyone’s familiar with the thought that anything that cannot continue forever 
will stop. 

And if the population could conceivably grow to 15 billion or 100 billion or a trillion, it’s still 
going to stop at some point because the biomass of all the people on the Earth can’t be larger 
than the Earth. It’s not easy for us to populate other planets or solar systems. This planet is the 
one we’ve got, so if this population explosion is going to stop at some point, how about now?  

It seems to me that the 9 to 11 billion people that we expect will be the peak population later in 
this century is really quite enough and will not stress the environment too badly. And it will not 
stress individual people the way that it would if we went to a much higher number, given the 
need to feed, clothe, house, employ, and entertain them all. I realize that each person is an asset 
– they produce something – but they are also a liability, they consume something. We have to 
look at both sides of the equation. 

 A lot fewer in the First World 

In the First World, the population explosion really is over. The numbers are still growing 
because of something called population momentum – there are a lot of young people left over 
from earlier times when population growth rates were high, and they are having babies, which 
causes the population to grow. But they are having babies at a very slow rate.  

 World map of fertility rates 

Exhibit 1 is a map of the world showing total fertility rates. That is the number of children each 
couple has in a lifetime. If the total fertility rate is below 2, the population will shrink (after a 
time, because it takes a while for population momentum to be exhausted); and if it’s above 2 the 
population will grow.  
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Exhibit 1 

 
Source: Fewer, Richer, Greener.  

You can see that almost the whole world is one shade or another of green or blue except for sub-
Saharan Africa and a couple of spots in the Middle East. The blue represents the fastest 
declining populations and right now those are Japan, Taiwan, Spain, Italy, a couple of countries 
in the Balkans, Ukraine and Poland.  

The dark green are countries which have a replacement rate below 2 but that do not yet have 
declining populations because of momentum. But, because each couple does not fully replace 
itself, the population will eventually decline if those low fertility rates continue. Most of the big 
population centers of the world – China, the United States, Russia, Brazil – are in that group. 
There are some others that are surprising, such as Iran.  

The lighter green means that the fertility rate is a little above 2, but it’s so little above 2 that the 
population will stabilize in the next generation or so. These countries include India so we’ve 
really covered the whole world, except for sub-Saharan Africa where fertility is also declining 
but not at a rate that will stabilize the population soon. As a result, the African population is 
going to grow pretty quickly for most of the rest of the century.  

 A big and (somewhat) rich Africa? 

Interestingly Deirdre McCloskey, a distinguished economist and philosopher with whom I 
studied, pointed out that with an Africa of 3 or 4 billion people, and with the tremendous 
genetic diversity that exists there, by the year 2100 a large proportion of the artists, scientists, 
philosophers, technologists and other accomplished people in the world will be black. This is 
because the top end of the ability distribution is what counts for culture and progress. That’s a 
big change and one I look forward to.  
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Also, a big and relatively rich Africa in 2100 will still be the poorest continent in the world but it 
will be Thailand poor, not Malawi poor, and that’s another tremendously welcome change. It’s 
their turn.  

So the population explosion is all but over. It’s not entirely over but it’s certainly a welcome 
change from the tune that we heard in the fifties, sixties and seventies which is that we’re all 
going to be standing shoulder to shoulder with nothing to eat. Now the biggest health problem 
in the world related to food is not starvation but obesity.  

Let me move on briefly to the environment. Then, I’ll come back to the main theme of my talk 
which is economic history and what that economic history tells us about our future.  

 Greener 

The environment is a concern for a lot of people including me. But there is data and theory 
showing why the environment will become cleaner, not dirtier, as we get richer even though the 
opposite held true for much of the past.  

There’s a cycle called the Kuznets curve, named after Simon Kuznets, the man who invented 
GDP as a measure of the economy. The Kuznets curve works like this: a primitive society looks 
very beautiful and clean. It doesn’t stay that way because people consume the resources around 
them at a very high rate. They have what economists call a high discount rate for comparing 
present versus future benefits. You have to eat, so you’ll sacrifice some future benefit to make 
sure that you get what need today.  

As we begin to industrialize, this pristine primitive world becomes dirty very quickly. We saw 
that, in the United States by the late 1800s, air and water pollution had become a serious 
problem. The London smogs, produced by burning coal, killed thousands of people as recently 
as the 1950s.  

But eventually the tide turns and the environment becomes cleaner. There are two reasons. One 
is that post-industrial economic activity, like writing software code, is cleaner than heavy 
industry. The other reason is that environmental regulations, or pricing of environmental assets 
and liabilities, become affordable because we are wealthier and people demand a cleaner 
environment through their government.  

The Kuznets curve is working. Our air and water in the United States are very clean. It’s similar 
in Europe. China has begun on that path and is now moving very quickly. India is a little 
farther behind.  

If you look at the very richest countries in the world – Switzerland and Norway for example – 
the whole country looks like a national park. The United States, of course, invented the idea of 
national parks in the 1870s when President Grant turned Yellowstone into a preserve that was 
intended to be left alone forever: “America’s best idea,” as the moviemaker Ken Burns said. This 
trend has spread to most countries which now have national parks. But even more important 
than national parks is the idea that people simply want a clean environment are they’re willing 
to pay taxes and higher consumer prices that help achieve that.  
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 A visit to Doggerland 

I’m going to start wrapping up my presentation. At the Royal Society Summer Science 
Exhibition in London in 2012, there was an exhibit of artifacts from Doggerland, a country that 
you probably haven’t heard of because it’s between England and Germany at the bottom of the 
North Sea. About 9000 years ago it was populated, and the artifacts from Doggerland were on 
display for everyone to see.  

It used to be possible to walk from England to Germany – now you have to take a boat or plane. 
So the sea level has been rising for a long time! It’s evident that climate change is nothing new. 
We humans may be contributing materially to it, but whether we are or not, we are going to 
have to adapt to it, just as the Doggerlanders presumably did by moving to higher ground.1  

And if we have 1.8% annual economic growth for the rest of century – if we can somehow 
manage that and I think we will – there will be enough wealth that the next climate change-
related migration will be much safer and easier than walking from Doggerland to England or 
Germany.  

 Some final thoughts before the open discussion 

To conclude, economies grow consistently for very long periods of time, unless one of the Four 
Horsemen of the Apocalypse – disease, famine, war, and conquest – stops them. It’s a tough sell 
right now because the pandemic is making things temporarily worse for a lot of people, but 
they will get better. This isn’t forever. We’ve been through other pandemics that were worse, 
and we’ve been through wars and depressions. Slow, steady progress is an inherent part of 
human nature if we have good government that protects our inventions and property rights, 
and if we have the freedom to pursue our interests and those of people we care about. With 
that, I’d like to say thank you for allowing me to go on so long without interruption – it’s time 
to have an open discussion.  

Response by Bryan Caplan 

Chelsea: Thank you so much, Larry. We’ll now go to Bryan’s presentation. 

Bryan Caplan: Thank you very much, Chelsea. To start, Larry and I have vast areas of 
agreement. First of all, until March, the world was getting better – getting richer at a marvelous 
pace. Absolute poverty has been disappearing before our eyes, even after 10,000 years of 
apparent permanence. We also agree the conventional measures of economic performance 
sharply understate this glorious reality because, first of all, the environment keeps getting 
cleaner.  

Second, the quality of goods keeps getting higher. Larry didn’t have the time to talk about it but 
this is called CPI bias. It’s a very big deal and it does mean that standard measures really don’t 
show us how great things have gotten or did until March.  

The third point where I agree with Larry is that, like it or not, global population is leveling off. 
My overarching complaint about Larry’s book is this: Larry is so excited to share its conclusions 

 
1 Some scientists think they all perished in a tsunami. http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20160323-the-terrifying-
tsunami-that-devastated-britain  
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that he rushes through the arguments in their favor. When the arguments are strong the rushing 
doesn’t do much harm, but when the arguments are weak the rushing causes him to embrace 
some serious errors.  

Siegel error #1: No more people! 

The first error: The leveling off of population now is a good thing. Siegel actually has no 
argument for this other than to say the population growth can’t be a good thing forever. In his 
talk, he had a line that really made my ears perk up: ”Since it can’t go on forever, how about 
ending it now?”  

To me, this is just a bizarre claim. Think about it. This argument would have been just as true 
when global population was 8000 people, 8 million people, or 800 million people. If we had 
listened to people like Larry in these earlier times, we would still be stuck at these much lower 
levels of population, or at least saying that it would be a good thing.  

Now, Larry is right to say that Julian Simon did dodge this question of when rising population 
would finally start to be a problem. But Simon did demonstrate vast neglected upsides of 
population growth, especially in its effect on innovation. Almost all innovation on Earth in 
human history has come from high-population areas; this can hardly be a coincidence. Places 
that hardly have any people, hardly have any creative people. The key idea here is one that 
comes from Thomas Jefferson: when I light someone else’s candle with mine, it does not make 
my candle go out. One candle can illuminate 1,000 candles. It’s the same with ideas: one idea 
from one person on Earth really can spread its benefit to the entire planet. This means that we 
can increase the welfare of the average human being by having a larger total population 
because there’s a larger total number of inventors.  

I would add that the main downsides to population are pollution and congestion, which can 
easily be mitigated with pollution taxes and tolls rather than by actually reducing population or 
keeping it at a low level.  

Now, my key point: Larry presents no evidence, anywhere in the book, that extra population 
has stopped being a good thing. So why is he so happy about falling birth rates? When I heard 
that line, that if it can’t go on forever, we should stop now, that made me think about being at a 
party. You’re 5 minutes in and then someone says, “the party can’t go on forever so we might as 
well go home.” No – wrong. Look: if it’s still fun, it’s still working, let the party go on for as 
long as it can.  

So why would you want population to stop growing when it is still beneficial as far as we can 
tell? These bad effects of population, overall, have not kicked in. Would you really want to be in 
a world where there were half as many people, and we had to give up half of the great ideas 
and inventions that we’ve enjoyed? I, for one, would not.  

Larry also says, in the book, that the world seems pretty crowded. I’m just wondering, what 
world is he in? I just drove down to Florida – the United States is almost empty. Much of the 
world is almost empty, even when you’re in Europe which is much more densely populated; 
there are still vast empty areas. You can fit the entire world’s population into the continental 
U.S. at the density of Los Angeles, which is a low-density city.  
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So, then, why not hope for world population of 20 billion or 50 billion or 100 billion or even a 
trillion? You can say that it’s just absurd to think that the world can support a trillion people, 
but imagine how absurd multiplying the human population by a factor of 25 would have 
seemed 1,000 years ago? Yet this absurdity happened, and it’s been awesome. That’s the first 
error. 

 Siegel error #2: There’s nothing we can do about declining birthrates 

Second error: We should just live with or even celebrate declining birthrates. Now, if you do the 
math, and I actually did this math in an earlier piece that I wrote for Cato Unbound, it turns out 
that large tax credits for births are actually the holy grail of tax policy. They more than pay for 
themselves in the long run. We can reasonably expect, according to the numbers I crunched, 
that if you were to give every parent a $10,000 tax credit once for each kid that they had, this 
would ultimately yield about $250,000 in net present value for the treasury. $10,000 off your 
taxes, once, eventually produces $250,000 in taxes that wind up getting paid. It seems like a 
fantastic deal. 

Another policy that would be very likely to increase birthrates would be housing deregulation. 
City dwellers have very few kids because people in cities are crammed for space. But this is 
largely a product of zoning regulation and land use regulation – policies that have grossly 
inflated the price of housing, especially in the country’s most desirable areas. Deregulate. Make 
housing cheap again, and then having a large family once again seems like a good deal. 

 Siegel error #3: People have fewer children because they’re richer 

Third error: Larry didn’t talk about this at all in his talk, but it really did stand out to me as an 
economist. In the book, Larry talks about Gary Becker’s economics of the family. He’s very 
eager to say that Becker’s work readily explains declining family size. I’m not going to go into 
the whole story, but you can just Google “Gary Becker” and find out what Becker said. I love 
Gary Becker, but I think he was just deeply wrong on this. Here’s the reality: Kids were never a 
good financial investment in all of human history. Both economists and anthropologists have 
tried to crunch the numbers, and they have found that kids are not a good way for families to 
make money.  

As a business model, hiring able-bodied adult farmers makes far more sense than breeding 
helpless infants and waiting for 15 years. Ah, yes, Larry’s right – modern economies do offer a 
lot of extra opportunities for child-free fun. But they also drastically reduce the pain of rearing 
kids. And, furthermore, they offer many extra opportunities for family fun. So why rising 
wealth causes falling birthrates is a fascinating question for social scientists, who have not 
successfully answered the question yet. It is premature to say that we’ve figured this all out. We 
haven’t. It is a great mystery. I will leave it there. Thank you. 

Larry’s rebuttal, more or less 

Chelsea: Thank you. Larry, would you like to take a brief moment to respond, keeping in mind 
that we’re trying to keep as much time available for Q&A as possible? 

Larry: Sure. First, these aren’t errors – they’re differences of opinion, but you knew that. Yes, I 
rushed through – I only had 400 pages to tell the whole history and future of the human race. 
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And I didn’t feel the need to take my opponent’s side of each debatable issue like you do in 
college debate class – I figured that somebody else would do it. You did that very well! 

Population growth limits are the only issue I’m going to have time to address. Some 40% of the 
primary productivity of the Earth, in terms of the sun reaching plants and creating usable food 
(animal-based food being just recycled plant-based food) is already being used by human 
beings. You can change the total amount of primary productivity by turning the whole planet 
into a greenhouse, but you can’t multiply it by 50 or 100. Multiplying it by 2 might be possible. 
And we do want to have a reserve for other species and for waste and natural disasters, which 
are reasons why you don’t want to use 100% of the primary productivity. So peak population 
isn’t going to be a trillion because you do run up against physical constraints. But, you’re right, 
it doesn’t have to stop at 9 billion either.  

You made a valid point that there are Beethovens and Darwins and Einsteins who will never be 
born because the population is leveling off. But we ‘re just going to have to live with that. And if 
population growth had stopped in 1700, we wouldn’t have Beethoven and Darwin and Einstein 
the first time. So there’s a tradeoff – economists evaluate tradeoffs for a living, so that is not a 
new idea. This tradeoff is between how many people we want in order to get the benefits of 
those people and what the cost of that much larger population will be. Because every asset has 
an associated liability: each person has to be fed and clothed and housed and educated and all 
that neat stuff.  

I’m going to stop there, because I could rebut your comments all day but never completely 
succeed because all the points you made are valid – but there are two sides to every story.  

Bryan’s surrebuttal (more or less) 

Chelsea: All right. Thank you. Bryan, would you like to say anything else? 

Bryan: Sure. I feel like you’re misunderstanding something, Larry, because there’s no way we 
could be growing 40% of maximum food right now. We don’t even use 40% of the land for 
agriculture or even 40% of the potentially productive land, never mind all of the other ways that 
we can go and get food production up. Just the amount of waste in food production is 
significant. So maybe I just misunderstanding you, Larry, but the idea that we couldn’t grow 
100 times as much food as we currently do just seems very hard to believe to me.  

In a private communication, Bryan asked me for my source for the 40% number. I responded that it 
was in a set of lecture notes by George Kling, Professor of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology, 
University of Michigan, at 
https://globalchange.umich.edu/globalchange1/current/lectures/kling/energyflow/energyflow.html. 
40% is the high estimate in that document, the low estimate being around 20%. 

And then, on your other point of, “like it or not we just have to live with falling population,” we 
don’t. There is very good evidence that, if you give tax incentives to families, they will have 
more kids. There is a broad literature on this and the main punchline of it is: single parents 
don’t respond much to incentives for fertility because most of the kids they have are accidental. 
Stable couples do respond quite substantially to incentives for fertility. They’re already in the 
business of having kids so it’s not that hard to tip the scales to get them to have another one.  
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So, my proposal in the piece that I wrote for Cato Unbound is really quite simple: In any year in 
which you have a baby, you get $10,000 off your taxes. Based on the calculations of how much 
additional tax a baby will eventually pay compared to the services they will use, and doing 
proper time discounting, it is a fantastic deal. This is something where the math is so much in 
my favor that the numbers would have to be off by a massive factor in multiple parts of the 
analysis for this not to be true.2 

And, like I said: housing deregulation. The promise of this for getting birth rates back up is very 
good. Now, within a country you might say: it’s just that people who live in cities aren’t those 
who are very interested in having kids. Once people decide that they want to have kids, they 
move out.  

So, you can’t really say that the cities are causing fertility to go down, but if you think about it 
there is a good way of testing this: look at fertility in city-states. in a city-state, you have a 
population that are in a city and can’t easily go anywhere else because the whole country is a 
city. And what you’ll see is that, in city-states, the fertility rate is extremely low. So what I’m 
saying is, if we take advantage of the fact that most countries are not city-states and we 
deregulate housing to get much higher production of it, allowing housing to become cheap, 
then fertility would be very likely to increase. 

Anecdotally, I live in the suburbs in a very large house. I have 4 kids and I honestly told people: 
if lived in an apartment, I don’t think I’d want 4 kids. When I was having additional kids, we 
soundproofed the doors so we don’t have to hear the babies crying so much. In an apartment, 
you can’t do that.  

As a result, figuring out ways of getting cheap housing, in addition to making conditions good 
in all the other ways that are needed for fertility, is possible We can’t just say: “This is helpless. 
You can’t change what people want to do.” This is something we can do and should.  

Thank you. 

Chelsea: Okay. Thank you both for that spirited discussion. We’re now going to go to Q&A.  

To make this document manageable in size, the Q&A is in a separate document here.  

 
2 The question of why, and how, the government makes a “profit” off the addition of a marginal individual has not 
been addressed. On net, the government loses money – it goes farther into debt every year. That is pretty 
compelling evidence that, on average, each individual pays less in taxes than they’re getting back in services. The 
equation may be different for the marginal baby born to a couple who is motivated by fertility payments but it’s 
not obvious why. -LBS 


