
Welcome, Larry. Congratulations on being 
able to put together a relaunch of “Fewer, 
Richer, Greener.” I can't imagine unluckier 
timing than coming out with that title on 
the cusp of the pandemic lockdowns. 
LARRY SIEGEL: It was pretty bad. The book sold 
very well for a few weeks after it was released. 
Especially after Jason Zweig wrote a great review of 
it in the Wall Street Journal. It went to No. 1 on 
Amazon in economics and also No. 1 in history. But 
once the pandemic hit, nobody was in the mood to 
want to read about progress.  

It did seem incredibly counter-intuitive in 
the moment. 
LARRY: It took two years to write the book and get it 
published. In that amount of time, things can change 
but I didn’t think they would change that much. Any-
way, this interview is the booster-rocket phase of the 
relaunch. I’m also accepting every speaking engage-
ment and podcast appearance that I can get, and post-
ing on Twitter and LinkedIn. That’s the rest of the 
relaunch. 

Alas, social media is the key these days, if 
you can stand to stick with it. 
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Fewer, Richer, Greener!
Larry Siegel’s Highly Contrary, Surprisingly Practical Future Vision
There’s no getting around it. For all his financial 
acumen, intellectual firepower and years of experi-
ence in trying to meld the minds of Wall Street to 
scholarly research, Larry Siegel remains both highly 
rational and a dogged optimist. Amazing.  

Larry is also a familiar face to faithful WOWS 
readers, having shared his insights in numerous in-
terviews and articles over the years. This time he’s 
back for the wholly optimistic purpose of explaining 
why, despite all indications to the contrary, we’re not 
going to hell in a handbasket. (We did the interview 
in late June, before anyone knew the “Delta variant,” 
as infectious as chickenpox, would have even us fully-
vaccinated types digging out our masks again. But 
Larry’s optimism is unwavering.)  

More specifically, Larry wrote a great book, “Fewer, 
Richer, Greener,” which he had the unmitigated bad 
luck to release just before COVID-19 sucked all the 
oxygen out of the world. But, in his iconoclastic and 
contrary take on how to cure our climate woes and 
build a prosperous world for generations to come, 
Larry remains a true believer. In fact, he’s out to re-
launch his book. Listen In.    

— KMW Larry Siegel
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LARRY: Well, I'm going to certainly highlight this 
interview you were kind enough to agree to — and 
you should consider that a compliment — because 
it was an interview you did with me very early in 
2013 that got me thinking I should explore the 
topic more deeply in a book. I’d recently written 
just a little paper about it, if you recall. 

I claim no credit.  Your ideas were provoc-
ative even before we started getting to 
“Fewer” people  in a way no one expected 
or wanted. 
LARRY: Yes, I certainly didn't mean a pandemic.  

But I also have gotten 
pushback on the 
“Fewer” part of the book 
because the idea that we 
don't have enough 
people was starting to 
bubble into mass con-
sciousness even before 
the pandemic. I don't 
fully agree with it. I 
think that today’s global 
population of 7.8 billion 
is a lot of people. But 
the pushback isn’t en-
tirely wrong. If the most 
advanced societies on 
the planet are deciding 
to have only 1.2 children 
per couple or some even 
lower birth rate — I 
think Singapore’s 
number is below that — 
that doesn’t send a great 
signal about what it’s 
like to live in an ad-
vanced society. 

No, it doesn’t. You  
stress several times in your book that it’s 
time to stop encouraging children to ex-
pect their futures will be bleak.  
LARRY: Absolutely. That’s on of the reasons I fi-
nally wrote the book. I didn’t really start working on 
developing the material until 2018. It was only after 
my wonderful literary agent, Lucinda Karter (who 
has since retired), prodded me that I actually began 
to write it. And as I started that research, I realized 
there is a whole lot of misinformation about the fu-
ture floating around —  and that our children are 
being affected by it very negatively.  

Jason Zweig, in his review, said that he had talked 

to a woman in her early 20s, who asked, “Why 
should I invest in a retirement plan when — 40-
some years in the future, when I should have access 
to that money, the earth will be a rotating cinder? 
And we’re all gonna die.” 

Talk about bleak! 
LARRY: Well, yes, we’re all going to die — but not 
all at once. Jason had to explain to her, using my 
book, that her future and that of her possible chil-
dren — if they choose not to kill themselves in the 
mistaken belief they’ll die at a terribly young age 
— is actually very bright.  

They’ll be able to take 
advantage of all the 
technology that we have, 
all the economic pro-
gress that we’ve made — 
plus a lot more, includ-
ing medical progress that 
we couldn’t even imag-
ine until earlier this year 
in controlling viruses. 
Instead of terrifying kids 
with apocalyptic think-
ing, we should be teach-
ing them how to identify 
and solve problems, dis-
tinguish the real ones 
from illusions and chi-
meras.  

What’s more, we need to 
teach them that we do 
have ways of solving our 
environmental problems, 
and tell them that they’ll 
likely figure out even 
better solutions.  

Your ecological opti-
mism is undoubtedly the most controver-
sial part of the book. 
LARRY: Right. I’ve even been accused of being a 
global warming denier. My response is, “Well, if I’m 
a climate change denier, why did I write five chap-
ters on how to fix it?”  

My guess is that your accusers haven’t 
read beyond your book’s title.   
LARRY: Clearly not.  

Just reading your chapter headings would 
give them more than an inkling — long be-
fore they’d get to your final chapter, on 
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“Ecomodernism,” where you lay out in ad-
mirable detail the rational environmental 
solutions you think we should be pursuing 
posthaste — urbanism, nuclear energy, ge-
netic engineering and what you call eco-
system engineering.  
LARRY: Right, the first thing I explain is “Why Poor 
Is Brown and Rich Is Green.” Subsistence living 
and rapid industrialization can cause profound en-
vironmental degradation. But then, when a certain 
level of wealth is reached, there comes a tipping 
point. Environmental protection becomes both de-
sirable and increasingly affordable — and societies 
become better stewards of our natural surroundings. 
Richer means greener.  

What do you go into in your other three 
chapters on a greener future? 
LARRY: Well,  “A Skeptical Environmentalist” ex-
plores the current state of the environment, how it 
got this way, what its prospects are — and how all 
of that relates to what’s known as the environmental 
Kuznets curve.  

The next chapter, through focusing on the work of 
environmentalist Bjorn Lomborg, explores what’s 
called, “Dematerialization.”  

That sounds like Sci-Fi — 
LARRY: Not quite. It’s a trend in some advanced 
economies (and even a few not-so-advanced) toward 
trying to do more with fewer resources. Prioritizing 
experiences over physical possessions.  

From there, the next green chapter uses the exam-
ple of the extraordinary career and mind of “Whole 
Earth Catalog” author and pioneering environmen-
talist Stewart Brand to explore practical strategies 
for improving the future — ones that seem to turn 
today’s environmental orthodoxies on their heads.  

I think those five chapters are pretty strong ev-
idence of my green bona fides, however contrarian 
some may seem. I believe, in fact, that many of our 
problems can be solved through technology and 
engineering. But some are social — and so tougher 
nuts to crack.   

I didn’t really address this in the book, but if I write 
a second edition, I may feel compelled to. We’ve be-
come horribly divided as a society, and that division 
keeps us from getting much of anything really con-
structive done because we need a large majority of 
people to agree on what to do.  

Here’s just one example: We absolutely, positively 
need nuclear power to replace much of the fossil fuel 
energy powering today’s world. But try getting a ma-
jority to vote for that! Part of the mutual hostility we 
see all around us is manufactured by the media and 
by people trying to advance their own causes, but 
part of it is real.  

An article came out recently showing that working 
class incomes have declined over the last 40 years. 
But the number of people in the working class also 
has gone down. So we’re more prosperous on aver-
age by a considerable amount, but this improve-
ment hasn’t included everybody. 

Which is the rub — 
LARRY: That is part of the source of the division,  
and I don’t know what to do about that. But the 
world has been going to hell in a handbasket for as 
long as anyone can remember — and it never quite 
seems to get there. Instead, we’re going in the oppo-
site direction. Measured by just about any objective 
measure you choose, the health and wealth of the 
human race have been improving rapidly and al-
most continuously for at least the last 200 years. 
And there is every reason to expect this trend to 
continue — most dramatically in the developing 
world — but also, more slowly, in the developed 
world, since we’re starting from a higher base. 

Your book serves up a lot of examples of 
economic and social divides in history —  
LARRY: That’s right. Athens and Sparta, the Opti-
mates and the Populares in Rome, the various con-
flicts in the Middle Ages between the church and 
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nascent states. The Cavaliers and Roundheads. The 
North and South in the U.S. Civil War. You can find 
social divides in every history book, yet we act as 
though this has never happened before. 

What’s never happened, for far too many 
people, is any real exposure to history’s 
lessons. And that ignorance isn’t bliss.  
LARRY: That could be the problem. If human na-
ture doesn’t change very fast, but the circumstances 
in which we live our lives do, you might want to 
learn about both — and that understanding can be 
found in the history books. 

School has changed a lot since our days in 
grammar school — 
LARRY: Right, the No. 2, Eberhard Faber pencil is 
no longer the pinnacle of the technology. You’ve 
read, “I, Pencil,” right? The classic economics 
essay about how no single human knows how a pen-
cil was made. 

Refresh my very dim recollection.  
LARRY: Different people contributed different 
pieces of knowhow and materials, but the essay’s  
conceit was that no one in the world knew how to do 
all of it. That article, by Leonard Read, was pub-
lished in the Freeman in 1957. He was trying to 
demonstrate to, I guess, school children that our 
capitalist system organizes cooperation between 
people who don’t know each other, don’t even know 
that each other exists, and live in different coun-
tries — the rubber tree guy in Malaysia and the 
lumberjack in Canada, and the little bronze thing 
that holds the eraser on, which is called a ferrule, 
comes from yet a third place. Then somebody else 
puts it together. 

Don’t forget the graphite.  
LARRY: Right, and don’t forget the marketing and 
distribution. Pencils don’t just magically appear in 
your drugstore.  

They don’t? I’m so disappointed. But that’s 
the kind of enlightening diversion you sprin-
kle throughout “Fewer, Richer, Greener” — 
making it an unpredictably fun read. 
LARRY: That’s because I’m unable to focus on any 
one topic for long.  

You had a good editor, then. 
LARRY: It was Dave Stanwick, who is also my re-
search assistant. Although he edited the book, he 
let me be me, which is always risky.  

I know you too well to ask you to elabo-

rate. Instead, let me ask why you’re trying 
to rekindle excitement over your relent-
lessly optimistic book now, with climate is-
sues and miserable vaccination rates 
jockeying with fraught politics in the head-
lines, globally as well as nationally? 
LARRY: I think this is the right time and that it is 
what people need — to be reminded of the powerful 
long-term upward trends that are working in their 
favor. The mood of the country, if not the whole 
world, has turned sharply upward with the arrival of 
the vaccines. I’m not sure how things are where you 
live, but here in San Diego, and to some extent, in 
Chicago, you cannot get a table in a restaurant. Last 
night I couldn’t park within four blocks of down-
town Del Mar, which is a sleepy town of 5,000 
people. The pent-up need for social interaction has 
manifested itself in people just going crazy. And 
they’ve got tons of money to fuel it, because they 
had nothing to do but save it for 15 or 18 months.  

So yes, it’s the right time to relaunch an optimistic 
book. But I’m going to propose a second edition to 
my publisher, with two chapters on COVID-19. One 
chapter will say that things can go terribly wrong 
and a society can move backwards a long way, very 
fast. It’s happened before. We had World War I and 
the Great Depression, World War II. We had 
another Pretty-Bad Depression in the ’70s and then 
again in the 2000s. So progress isn’t linear. Then 
too, we’ve had plagues before — most of them 
much worse than COVID. But in the very long run, 
the growth line is so close to being linear that you 
can’t tell it apart from a straight line on a chart 
when you are comparing incomes or other measures 
of prosperity over time. 

If you take a long-enough perspective, al-
most any disaster gets washed out.  
LARRY: Not really. From the earliest times of 
recorded history to somewhere in the 1700s human 
progress was so slow on average that you could 
barely measure it at all. Something like 98% of the 
people in the world in the 1700s were living on the 
same $3 a day that people were making — that’s in 
today’s money — in the times of the ancient Greeks 
and Romans. But when you look more microscopi-
cally within that period, there were great, localized, 
flourishings of civilizations — Greek, Roman, Is-
lamic and the Medieval civilization in Europe, plus 
the Renaissance, obviously. 

Which all flamed out — 
LARRY: Yes, they all ended in some sort of disaster. 
It was usually caused by war, sometimes disease or 
famine. War is the easiest one to control. When the 
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only way to expand your wealth is to take someone 
else’s, you’re going to get a lot of wars. But in a free 
society, that is, one with markets and capitalism,  
the best way to expand your wealth is to produce 
things more efficiently or produce more of them 
with the same resources or else discover more re-
sources. In the modern free world there are several 
channels for getting ahead in an economic sense. 
So we shouldn’t have as much war.  

Though I have to concede that one of the bloodiest 
periods in human history was less than a century 
ago. So it’s a not a foregone conclusion. 

Unfortunately, better technology enables 
deadlier weapons.   
LARRY: Right. Steven Pinker wrote “The Better 
Angels of Our Nature,” about that. He showed what 
he called the Hemoclysm of 1914 to 1945 —  

That’s an ugly term.  
LARRY: It’s terrible, but descriptive. Pinker is a 
real artist with words. What he argued in his book 
was that, awful as it was, that period was consistent 
with the amount of violence that had existed at ear-
lier times in human history. It wasn’t a new high.  

That’s not much consolation, a sobering 
realization, really.   
LARRY: Yes, that’s right. But then that spasm of 
great violence went away. Except that Pinker would 
actually expand that Hemoclysm to include the 
Chinese Revolution, because about as many people 
died in the Chinese Revolution as died in Europe 
in WWII.  

It was also a horribly bloody thing. 
LARRY: Yes, and all because one man, Mao, con-
vinced the Chinese people that communism was the 
way to prosperity, though it’s not. What a son of a 
bitch.  

To say the least. But Pinker’s overriding 
message wasn’t entirely grim. He actually 
argued — what we see on the nightly news 
notwithstanding — that mankind is getting 
less violent. And your thesis is likewise 
optimistic. You say modern society is 
somehow compounding progress, instead 
of letting it flame out —  
LARRY: Yes. Eventually what happened was the 
Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, and 
what’s the term, the Great Betterment, as Deirdre 
McCloskey puts it. Innovations began building on 
each other. Pinker writes more about the “enlight-
enment,” because he’s talking about the intellectual 

enlightenment, while McCloskey focuses more on 
“economic betterment,” with the emergence of the 
bourgeoisie. These historians are all in sympathy 
with one another, despite the differing nuances in 
their explanations of what has changed for human-
ity, beginning, basically, in the 17th Century. Ev-
eryone talks about it slightly differently, including 
me. But I tend to be a McCloskeyite. 

Funny, how that works, with University of 
Chicago folks.  
LARRY: I was one of her students.  

You’re saying we entered a virtuous circle 
of development starting around the Indus-
trial Revolution?   
LARRY: That’s right. Building on the work of Larry 
Smarr, I call this piling on of innovation “linked ex-
ponentials,” and I might write an article or even a 
book with that title someday.  

I don’t follow. 
LARRY: The idea is that nothing can grow exponen-
tially forever; growth levels out. But in the leveling 
out phase, seeds are planted of something else that 
will start growing exponentially from there. That is 
why long-term economic progress is possible.  

And I think what makes progress self-sustaining 
are trade, low-cost communications and transporta-
tion, and peace. If you lived in China or India or Af-
rica during the time of the Italian Renaissance, 
word of those Italians’ inventions didn’t reach you, 
or at least not in time to be of any use in your life. 
Likewise, the Italians of the Renaissance had never 
heard of the inventions of the Islamic Golden Age 
in the 800s. 

Different cultures, in essence, had to re-
invent the wheel throughout history.  
LARRY: They had to reinvent the wheel because 
books are the way that knowledge is transmitted 
over time, and most cultures didn’t have books — 
or didn’t preserve them.  

Explaining the sorry lot of most people.  
LARRY: That’s right. Only a few monks had books 
— and many of those didn’t even know what they 
were copying. Or, if they could read it, the news 
didn’t get out. That activity, interestingly, was cen-
tered in Ireland. 

Literally, an island off the Continent’s 
shore, where “foreign” ideas could be 
guarded and cross-fertilization most likely 
prevented. 
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LARRY: Well, it’s still an island in a remote location, 
but it’s now very wealthy and very well-educated be-
cause of low transportation and communication 
costs that have evolved in the last 150 years — al-
though Ireland didn’t really flourish until the last 50 
years —  

Well after many of my ancestors left in 
search of better lives. 
LARRY: That’s why you’re here and not in a thatched 
roof cottage in the west of Ireland. And that’s why 
I’m married to someone whose father’s family came 
from the same place. They would have stayed put if 
things in Ireland had been better.  

That’s what prompts almost all population 
migrations.  
LARRY: That’s right. And it will probably continue,  
although there are a lot of people migrating now, not 
to avoid starving to death, but because they have 
gotten an education but have poor job prospects. So 
their reason to leave is on the next level up of the 
hierarchy of needs. They could stay put, and — if 
they were satisfied with their situations — they 
could live somewhat reasonable lives in the poorer 
countries. But they can turn on the TV or their cell 
phones and see how life is lived in France or Japan 
or Canada or Eastern Long Island, or San Diego. So 
if they can get here, they come. I don’t blame them 
one bit for trying. But we can’t literally take in ev-

eryone who wants to 
come, because there 
would be 4 billion people 
in America — but my 
heart is with them. 

But we could take in 
a lot more immi-
grants than we’ve 
been admitting 
lately. Actually, this 
economy could use 
the population 
growth.   
LARRY: Yes, we could.  

And we could maybe 
live up to founding 
principles. 
LARRY: I agree, and I 
think that we will. 

You mentioned ear-
lier wanting to add 
two chapters to a 
second edition of 
“Fewer, Richer.” 

What’s the other chapter? 
LARRY: The other chapter is what have we learned 
from the COVID pandemic. Mostly about technol-
ogy, because the decoding of messenger RNA 
[mRNA] is one of the most remarkable technologi-
cal advances in human history — and almost no-
body understands anything about it, except for a few 
biologists. The research underlying this discovery 
has been going on over the last 20 years, but there 
wasn’t a practical use for it until the last 18 months, 
when it was used to sequence the genome of the 
COVID-19 virus — and create the vaccines. It’s 
strange. The virus has a genome, even though scien-
tists say viruses aren’t really alive.  

It’s very strange that we don’t know more 
about viruses than we do.  
LARRY: A virus is a genome surrounded by some 
proteins making sure the genome doesn’t die, al-
though, again, it’s not alive. Look, I really don’t 
know what a virus is! But we somehow feed that 
mRNA sequence information into a research pro-
cess and out comes a vaccine at the other end — 
and the vaccine works. 

It seems too good to be true, until you find 
out about just how intensive the  research 
effort has been, trying to figure out vi-
ruses, for a very long time. 
LARRY: It was only because of all of that predevel-
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opment work that, when we needed a vaccine fast, 
we got one fast. There were actually vaccine proto-
types as early as March 2020, because the technol-
ogy had been in development for decades — and 
it’s not specific to COVID-19. It is basically a way 
of dealing with any virus. A general-purpose 
technol-ogy. That’s the main point I want to make: 
We didn’t discover a way to prevent COVID-19. We 
discovered a way to prevent people from getting 
seriously ill from viral infections.  

Which is all the more extraordinary. 
LARRY: Yes, until about 1890, we didn’t even know 
that viruses existed. They were too small to see with 
optical microscopes. (We didn’t see one until the 
1930s, when electron microscopes became avail-
able.) The 130 years since the discovery of viruses 
is just an instant in human history. But we’ve gone 
from having an invisible enemy that was killing 
people — with polio, smallpox, and a long list of 
other horrible diseases — to starting to win the bat-
tle. We had basically started to win the battle 
against bacteria in the 1920s and we more or less 
had won that war a generation later. But until now 
viruses had remained an enigma and they became a 
worse threat than bacteria.  

Although bacteria may be staging a bit of a 
comeback. 
LARRY: Yes, they fight back. They mutate in ways 
that make the antibiotics less effective. But the 
death of children from bacterial infection isn’t the 
biggest worry for parents any more. Child mortality 
rates have dropped through the floor in much of the 
world. [Chart on prior page.] Parents’ biggest worry 
now seems to be whether the kids will get into  good 
schools — and that’s true not just here but in India 
and it’s true in Kenya, where they pay $7 a month, 
using a cell phone-based app, for private school tu-
ition for their kids. That might be a lot of money for 
a Kenyan peasant, but they pay it. 

Sure. The payoff is palpable now. 
LARRY: Right. The kid might become an engineer 
at a factory in Nairobi or in Kansas City, instead of 
another peasant farmer.  

Unfortunately, the mRNA technology 
achievement that’s come out of the pan-
demic stands in sharp contrast to perhaps 
our biggest failure — not convincing enough 
people to take the vaccine to halt the 
spread of the rapidly mutating virus.  
LARRY: Right, what we’ve learned because of that is 
that we don’t know what the best social rules are for 
dealing with a pandemic. The possibilities range 
from a very severe lockdown where you basically 

keep people from starving, but otherwise don’t let 
them see another human, to doing nothing. Simply 
letting the novel virus spread would eventually re-
sult in enough people being infected to create herd 
immunity. At least in theory, the pandemic then be-
comes endemic and essentially goes away since the 
virus can’t find new hosts. Trouble is, the virus 
causes a whole lot of deaths in the meantime.  

Everything we’ve tried during this pandemic has 
only worked so-so. So we don’t have experience or 
data to tell us what’s best to do — the next time 
there’s a viral pandemic — while a vaccine is being 
created and distributed. When you graph the sev-
erity of the social remedies we’ve tried against the 
outcomes, you don’t get a very clear pattern. 

Another not-so-small problem there is 
that, to state the obvious, not every viral 
illness is the same — and this one turns 
out to be highly transmissible long before 
someone has an inkling they’re sick.  
LARRY: Right. One possibility of nipping this thing 
in the bud would have been a very rigid lockdown 
very early, because this damn bug is asymptomatic 
in most people for a long time. People can be very 
contagious and feel fine. With the flu, by contrast, 
you’re not contagious until you feel sick. That’s a 
much easier bug to fight, and yet it still kills 10,000 
to 70,000 people a year.  

Clearly, I haven’t figured out yet what I’d write 
about the social aspects of controlling COVID. But 
because I wrote a rave review of Michael Lewis’ 
new book, “The Premonition, A Pandemic Story,” 
which is mostly about Charity Dean, a doctor he 
features, she has contacted me socially, and we had 
a delightful talk. So that chapter may mostly be an 
interview with her — because I’m a lazy person. 

Right. Your writing credits say otherwise.   
LARRY: Well, I respect expertise when I see it. Ev-
erybody now thinks they’re an epidemiologist and vi-
rologist, but I know I’m not one, so I am in learning 
mode and Charity is a great source. 

I haven’t read Lewis’ latest yet, but based 
on your review, he’s done it again.  
LARRY: Ordinarily, when I review a book, I say that 
I reviewed it so you don’t have to read it. But in this 
case, you do have to read it. “The Premonition” is 
that good. Michael could take a piece of dirt in the 
road and make it into an epic — 

I do envy his writing talent.  
LARRY: Same here. But there’s nothing I can do to 
match his talent. I think it’s like Beethoven or 
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Shakespeare. Geniuses see the world differently 
than even smart, talented, highly capable people. 
There’s just a window in the universe that opens up 
for them and they look through it.  

You think? Genius isn’t for mere mortals? 
LARRY: I’m obviously romanticizing. The window 
doesn’t actually exist. It’s just that they have a gift 
that is hard to relate to if you don’t have it. 

Yes, but never underestimate perspiration 
involved in their achievements.  
LARRY:  I’m aware of that, yes. Beethoven worked 
his ass off. Mozart apparently did not. He wrote 
over 2,000 compositions in his 35 years, the first 
three of which he was a baby, but never seemed to 
put much effort into it. Mozart seemed to care more 
about partying and getting laid. Tell me who is 
another Mozart who lived in that world, who pro-
duced 2,000 compositions without really trying? 
There isn’t one. Something was different about his 
brain. 

The music world does seem more accept-
ing of eccentric genius than other fields.  
LARRY: Right. There are two models, the Bee-
thoven model — a tortured intellectual slaving 
away alone in his attic, and the Mick Jagger/Mozart 

model — creatively 
fucking off for fun and 
profit. All the artists 
today seem to pigeonhole 
themselves into one of 
those.   

I suspect I know 
what model your mu-
sical side aspires to —   
LARRY: Beethoven wrote 
better music, but I would 
not have wanted to live 
with his depression and 
craziness. And yes, I 
have a hedonistic side, 
but I don’t think that I 
would’ve been as nuts as 
Mozart. Maybe. Who 
knows? 

I know you don’t 
stop rockin’. You al-
ready have another 
new book out. 
LARRY: That’s right. It’s 
called “Unknown 
Knowns” and it’s on 

Amazon. It compiles my last 10 years of essays, 
book reviews, and interviews, though, so it’s not 
really a new book.  

If I write another book from scratch, I’m not sure 
what it’ll be about. But it has occurred to me that  
parts of “Fewer, Richer, Greener” could be turned 
into shorter, 150-page, books on specific topics. In a 
sense, “Fewer, Richer, Greener” could have babies.  

Seriously? 
LARRY: Yes, “Fewer, Richer, Greener Cities,” or 
“Fewer, Richer, Greener Energy,” or “Fewer, 
Richer, Greener Technology” and so forth. It could 
be a series of cheap and little books — an attempt 
to build a brand around me. I’d take a chapter or 
two from the existing book, add some new material 
and try to blow those up into short books.  

Also, John Merrifield, a professor at the University 
of Texas San Antonio, wants to collaborate with me 
on a version of “Fewer, Richer” for schools. His 
idea is that if you don’t get young people interested 
by eleventh grade, you’re not going to hook them on 
history, economics or critical thinking. But colleges 
could also be a market. Colleges now have ex-
panded their ambit to the point where they’re teach-
ing high school material over again to people who 

WELLINGONWALLST.   July 30, 2021   PAGE 8

Subscriptions to  
WellingonWallSt. 

Welcome! 
Payable in research 

votes or hard dollars.  
contact: 

Don Boyle 
Don@WellingonWallSt.com 

631-315-5077 

WOWS 2021 
Issue Dates

January 15 
January 29 
February 19  
March 12 
April 2 
April 23 
May 14 
June 11 
July 9 
July 30 
August 27 
September 17 
October 8 
October 29 
November 19 
December 10



WELLINGONWALLST.   July 30, 2021   PAGE 9

didn’t get a high school 
education while they 
were in high school. 
We’ll see if that project 
goes anywhere.  

Okay, let’s circle 
back to the reason 
for this chat — 
“Fewer, Richer, 
Greener.” You 
clearly weren’t 
thinking a pandemic 
when you penned 
“Fewer.” But you are 
saying fewer people 
is good news?   
LARRY: Right, I ac-
knowledge that the 
global population is 
large and it’s continuing 
to grow — but at the slo-
west rates since the 19th 
or 18th century. [Chart 
above.]  

Even so, just because of 
the laws of large numbers, and the population mo-
mentum stemming from the fact that we now have a 
lot of young people who haven’t had their one or 
two kids yet, demographers’ projections are that 
we’re going to add another 3 billion people to global 
population in this century. But then it will taper off 
and stop.  

Humans don’t typically interpret growth 
stopping, anywhere, as good news — 
LARRY: But the biggest contributor to my optimism 
is the too-little appreciated fact that the population 
explosion is close to ending. Permitting a world of 
fewer and richer people to also be greener. 

Whoa — that projection is for an additional 
3-plus billion people on a planet that’s al-
ready telling us it’s pretty overstressed —
LARRY: My analysis is based on the idea that envi-
ronmental quality is an economic good like any 
other. Subsistence living is about the most environ-
mentally destructive lifestyle imaginable, but it’s 
hard to see the destruction because the population 
is small and the destruction is just beginning; the 
environment looks pretty.

As an economy begins to develop, it gets dirtier. 
Heavy industry is the way out of abject poverty. But 
eventually, as a society gets richer, it can afford to 

pay for large helpings of environmental quality. The 
whole point of getting rich is to buy things one 
wants. Of course, nearly everyone wants a beautiful, 
clean and safe natural environment, but people also 
have other priorities — eating, for example. When 
calories are scarce, future benefits are discounted at 
very high rates — all people care about is the pre-
sent. When there’s abundance, people can invest in 
the future, including in environmental quality.  

This is all well-documented and represents what 
economists call the “environmental Kuznets curve” 
— the tendency of societies to become environmen-
tally cleaner as they pass a certain threshold of af-
fluence.  

So your vision of a greener world leans 
heavily on rational economic decision mak-
ing leading to healthier choices for the 
planet — a pretty big ask. Long-term think-
ing and incorporating full cost accounting 
for “externalities’ scarcely seems to come 
naturally these days.  
LARRY: I believe that the externalities are best 
dealt with through pricing them and making people 
pay the full price — including the externalities — 
for what they do. So we do want to have markets for 
things like carbon and noise pollution. Light pollu-
tion, too.  
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We’ve more or less gotten rid of poisoned rivers is-
sues in this country, but not in India. We actually 
haven’t gotten rid of polluted air and water in China 
yet —  although they’re doing something about it 
earlier in their development than we did in ours. 
And in Mexico, there’s a lot of pollution going into 
the Tijuana River, which then flows across the bor-
der into the United States and out into the Pacific 
Ocean — where we have to clean it up. Obviously 
we could make a deal which would eliminate that 
problem by charging Mexico the cost of cleaning it 
up, but enforcing it could be a problem.  

You think? Especially when at least some 
of that pollution is coming from factories 
set up to export stuff to the U.S.  
LARRY: Right. It’s possible that Mexican leaders 
will say we don’t care about your deal; we just want 
the revenue from the factories. These are social 
engineering problems and I’m not very good at so-
cial engineering.  

I’m not sure anyone really is. Are there 
even any well-functioning markets in ex-
ternalities —  
LARRY: Emissions control markets are already 
working very well in the United States and Europe; 
less well in the rest of the world, but they are catch-
ing up. The air in American cities has become dra-
matically cleaner in the last 50 years, and you can 
drink the water. A lot of this improvement is due to 
emissions markets, sometimes called cap-and-
trade. In developing countries, the markets are less 
well developed but they are moving faster in the 
right direction than we ever did.   

Then you assume a continuing role for 
government in your greener future?  
LARRY: Yes, I do. You need a government to mon-
itor compliance and enforce the rules. Isn’t that 
why we established governments in the first place? 

In any event, I’m acutely aware that my Fewer, 
Richer, Greener thesis is at odds with what mostly 
passes as received wisdom these days — that over-
population and natural resources constraints will 
result in a future that’s crowded, poor and dirty. 

And slower population growth, you’re saying, 
is the first step in that better direction? 
LARRY: It’s already in place in most of the world. 
Almost all of the population increase that demog-
raphers expect, up to the peak at the end of this 
century, will occur in Africa. Already, India, Mex-
ico, Iran, Brazil, Turkey — some very surprising 
places — and, obviously China, have reduced their 

population growth rates to first-world levels. Not 
quite as low as we are — we would actually be los-
ing population if we didn’t have immigrants — but 
to sustainable levels. It is two to two and a half chil-
dren per family in some of those countries. Iran, I 
believe, is at one and a half to two. I believe that 
Brazil has now gone below two, too.  

By sustainable, you mean?  
LARRY: A couple merely replacing itself has two 
children, that’s the sustainable rate. The experts 
believe that the world will reach peak population 
late in this century at around 10 - 11 billion. 

And those numbers are based on —  
LARRY: Well, I read the United Nations population 
division’s reports. I don’t do my own demographic 
research. I rely on the experts, where there really 
are experts. Nassim Nicholas Taleb, who we all 
know and love, says that there are two kinds of ex-
perts: Real ones who are experts in things like hy-
draulic engineering, medieval Portuguese and how 
to fix a tooth that has a cavity. And phony experts 
such as those on politics, religion, morality and so 
forth. 

Where we are plagued by oversupply. 
LARRY: We have an oversupply of phony experts.  
But the  people who study population dynamics are 
closer to  dentists and electrical engineers than to 
talking heads. They observe the ways that people 
are making family planning choices in different en-
vironments, different societies. What they’ve found 
is that we have now — except in Sub-Saharan Af-
rica and parts of the Muslim Middle East — passed 
the point of economic development where people 
want to trade in the benefits of having more chil-
dren for the benefits of having fewer children. 
That’s exactly what’s going on. People are respond-
ing to incentives they may not even know exist.  

When my wife’s grandfather — and grandmother, 
who I guess had the tougher job — had 15 chil-
dren, they were in an environment where only 7 or 
8 of them were expected to survive to work on the 
farm. In fact, they were healthier than average, and 
I believe 13 survived to adulthood. So we got a 
baby boom like no other. But the U.S. has now gone 
through a demographic transition from being prob-
ably (on average) a 6-or-8 children per family coun-
try to a 1-or-2 child country. And now most of the 
rest of the world has likewise gone through that 
transition.  

Except Africa. 
LARRY: Yes, but it isn’t even all of Africa. The part 
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of North Africa that’s in 
the Muslim Middle East 
has mostly gone through 
a demographic transition 
— but not entirely. In 
temperate Southern Af-
rica, by which I mean 
South Africa, Namibia, 
and Botswana — they al-
ready have their pop-
ulation growth rates 
down to the upper range 
of having it under con-
trol. And — if they 
didn’t have terrible gov-
ernance — you also 
could include Zimbabwe 
and maybe a couple of 
other Southern African 
countries with temperate 
climates in that group. 
It’s a very different part 
of Africa than Central 
and West Africa. It’s 
much more prosperous 
and the population 
growth is much slower.  

Now, the UN’s population 
demographers say that 
we’re going to have 4 billion Africans out of a total 
of 10-11 billion people on the globe when pop-
ulation peaks. Their forecast sounds too high to me. 
Still, they are the experts and I should take their 
forecast somewhat seriously. So I’m going to take 
the under on 4 billion, but it’s not going to be less 
than 3 billion.  

What Deirdre McCloskey makes of this black pop-
ulation boom — and I love this quote so much, it’s 
in my book in two different places — is that, just 
because of the very wide standard deviation of out-
comes, especially among Africans (who have tre-
mendous genetic diversity within that continent), a 
large proportion of the geniuses in science, technol-
ogy, and the arts are going to be black by 2100.  

We didn’t see it coming, but it’s coming, and they’ll 
be as dominant as the English were in 1890 — 

Careful, you’re going to scare folks — 
LARRY: Or the Jews were in 1950. There are not a 
lot of Jews in the world, but Jews in the ’50s pretty 
much ran the world of universities, research labs, 
symphony orchestras, the medical and legal profes-
sions  — you name it. If it took a lot of intellectual 
firepower, the Jews were there. 

Now, not all Africans are going to be capable of 
doing that — but not all Jews are, either. Still,  
work the math. If there are 3 billion Africans in 
2100, and you just take just the top 5% of them, 
you’re talking about 150 million African geniuses. 
Compare that to the Jews, where the total pop-
ulation is only 18 million — a lot of whom aren’t in 
the top 5% of anything. I love playing around with 
numbers and with ideas like this — thinking as a 
futurist. Besides, I’m going to scare whom, exactly? 
White supremacists? I don’t care.   

Can I take it that part of your optimism is 
because you think education will be suffi-
ciently globalized and improved over this 
century that all of those African geniuses 
will be nurtured into full flower?  
LARRY: I don’t know. It’s obviously technologically 
possible. Is it socially and politically possible? 
Probably. People are going to demand it. If they 
can’t get that education in, say, Nigeria, they’re 
going to get it in England — or whatever other 
country they can get to for an education. Because 
now you can fly intercontinentally for a price that 
people can save up for. That’s been possible for a 
long time. Look at all the Italians in New York 
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whose ancestors came between 1870 and 1920. Sit-
ting on those boats for a week wasn’t free. But you 
only had to save up for that once. Then, when you 
got here and were more prosperous, you’d bring 
grandma over and so forth.  

On the other hand, I’m very bothered by what’s 
going on in our educational system in this country 
— it is getting worse. 

The pandemic definitely hasn’t helped —  
LARRY: No, but education’s problems predate 
COVID. They have been getting worse for two rea-
sons. One is that it has become too politicized. But 
the more profound reason is that we’re trying to im-
part an education that was designed in the 19th 
Century for the English, French and German elites 
— for the top 5% to 20% of their students — to ev-

erybody now, regardless of whether all of our stu-
dents today can — or want to — benefit from it.  

What’s more, realizing that this “education’ program 
has failed at the high school level, we’re sending 
our students on to community colleges and to reme-
dial courses in local branches of state universities. 
There, they encounter professors who are often very 
capable — I’ve been quite impressed with the cal-
iber of the people teaching at that level — but these 
kids are not prepared. We have to teach them how 
to learn before we can teach them what to learn. But 
many of them simply don’t care enough to put in the 
effort. They want to get out of there.  

It’s hard to blame many them for just want-
ing their tickets punched by that point. 
They need jobs and want to get on with 
their lives. All schools have succeeded in 
teaching them, too often, is failure.  
LARRY: Right, there’s no question our schools  
really are not sparking a lot of desire to become 
educated men and women. But the trouble with this 
situation is partly economic. Frankly, there just isn’t 
much opportunity in today’s U.S. economy for people 
with only traditional labor skills. Even with good 
high school educations. For several decades after 
WWII, we were in a monopoly position in manufac-
turing in the United States. Factory work and other 
low-skilled or unskilled jobs paid fairly well be-
cause no one else in the world was in a position to 
do that work.  

Those circumstances are long gone — 
LARRY: Exactly. China and Indonesia and Brazil — 
places we call the middle-income coun-tries — can 
not only do it cheaper than we do, but also tend to 
do it better. Manufacturing work is a big step up for 
their workers, not a big step down. They’re very 
happy to be making, in our money, 
$15,000 or $30,000 a year as factory workers. They 
were lining up around the block to get those jobs 
when they were paying $5,000. Now, these are PPP 
numbers. The figures are lower in their own cur-
rencies. But this competition means that it’s hard to 
find something for Americans of less-than-average 
academic or technical ability to do.  

So we throw up our hands? Or work to get 
educators and business to find innovative 
remedies? Reimagine work, as they say? 
LARRY: Yes, reimagine work. I think we will work 
through this in the same way that we worked 
through getting tens of millions of farmers off the 
farm — when they were not needed there anymore 
because of increased agricultural productivity — 
and into the cities. 
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Into the factories, 
you mean? Didn’t 
that essentially take 
the Depression, 
WWII and the post-
war economic boom?  
LARRY: Yes, into the
factories, but it started 
much earlier. It was a 
diffuse and gradual 
transition. Farming and 
fac-tory work, rural and 
urban living — those 
things  involve very 
different skill sets. But 
people eventually 
adapted. It was a big step 
to go from working 15 or 
16 hours a day in the 
fields during the good 
weather season —and 
hoping you’d grow 
enough food to survive 
the winter — to working 
an 8- or 9-hour shift, 
year round, and getting 
paid weekly or whatever. 
Or to go from living with 
no neighbors for miles to 
crowded into an apartment. But people muddle 
through.  

Okay, so we’re headed into a world with 
much slower population growth, but many 
more African geniuses. That’s your “Fewer.” 
How do we get to “Richer”? The pandemic 
has done much to accentuate the gulf be-
tween the haves and everyone else.  
LARRY: Well, there’s a certain kind of have-not that 
has more than most people in the world. If you’re 
making $17 an hour in a stable job, you’re better off 
than 80% of the people in the world. But you’re still 
way behind the median U.S. standard of living. 

And your buying power in a third world 
slum is not the relevant comparison. Not 
to mention that you probably have zero 
health insurance, little safety net.    
LARRY: Obviously all Americans would like to live 
like Americans, and we need to make that possible 
for everyone. However, comparing the living stan-
dards of the American poor to those of the Mexican 
or Chinese or African poor is not wrong. Everyone 
in those countries who decides to immigrate or not 
immigrate to the U.S. makes that comparison. 

Globalization raises very complex questions. For 
example, while inequality is rising within countries 
it is decreasing dramatically across countries. Is 
this good or bad? Should an American call center 
operator be happy she is now competing with an In-
dian call center operator? Of course not, but the In-
dian is probably very happy. There is a net gain 
from this trade but not a gain for both parties, and 
we haven’t figured out how to make this process fair 
or smooth. Protecting workers and companies from 
competition is not the way, though.   

In my ideal world, everyone would have the opportu-
nity to become middle class. If you only care about 
people in the United States, you get a very different 
ideal world than if you have a broader view.  

Then again, you repeatedly point out in 
your book how much better off everybody 
is, today, because of progress, than even 
the most powerful men in the world were, 
even in the 19th Century. What’s your 
story about one of the Rothschilds? 
LARRY: Nathan Mayer Rothschild was the world’s 
richest man in 1836 — with a fortune expressed in 
today’s dollars that approximated those of Jeff Bezos 
and Warren Buffett added together. Yet he died at 
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age 58 of an infection that, a century later, could 
have been cured with a dollar’s worth of penicillin. 

Timing is everything! But richer is almost 
always better — 
LARRY: Yes, back to “Richer.” The global economy 
is growing at about 1.5 to 1.8% a year per capita, 
which adds up to a lot of money over long periods 
of time. 
[Chart 1.1, page 11]  

Thank you, miracle of compounding.  
LARRY: So China’s per capita GDP is about what 
ours was in the 1920s — when we thought we were 
a first-world country by any standard. 

True that. 
LARRY: China’s GDP per capita today is actually 
higher than ours was then, but not much. Mexico is 
about where we were in 1952, when we thought we 
were an even more advanced first-world country 
and so on. This is the Great Convergence [Chart 
7.5, page 13] in global economic development 
since 1948. It’s not going to stop. Recently, we 
reached a milestone: According to the World 
Bank, half of the world’s population is middle 
class  — not what we think of as middle class in 
America, but not living in hardship. What it means 

in this context is that 
people have enough 
money to cover basic 
needs — food, clothing, 
shelter, with enough left 
over for a few luxuries, 
like fancy food, a TV, 
motorbike, home im-
provements, higher 
eductation. The progres-
sion I see is that Ethio-
pia is going to become 
more like Peru and Peru 
is going to become more 
like Southern Brazil and 
Southern Brazil is going 
to become more like Ger-
many — it will be a long 
time from now, but it will 
happen.   

All boats will be 
lifted? 
LARRY: No, inevitably, 
some will fall through the 
cracks. It’ll be countries  
with bad governments, 
bad institutions. Not bad 
people. 

Just very unlucky.  
LARRY: Anyway, my point is that we are getting 
richer despite our own worst impulses to impose 
bad government and to do things that stop economic 
and technical progress in its tracks.  

In part, because we forget how much 
better off we are than our ancestors were? 
LARRY: Yes, even if your income today is only in 
the 50th percentile, you’re better off than a one per-
center was in 1900. You have a car, an air con-
ditioner, access to penicillin, all of which, in 1900, 
didn’t exist. Granted, that top dog, back then, could 
hire an army of servants to cater to his whims. But if 
he got sick, the only pills available were cod liver 
oil, which did absolutely nothing. There are lots of 
ways to show that the amount of progress we’ve 
made is tremendous and that, basically, economic 
growth means that people of ordinary means can 
enjoy benefits or services that only the rich could 
afford in earlier ages. 

The chart in “Fewer, Richer, Greener” of 
cell phone users in Africa [14.2, nearby] is 
probably your most dramatic illustration of 
the life-changing potential of innovations — 
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LARRY: Demand for af-
fordable and accessible 
cell phones in Africa is 
practically insatiable, 
with the mobile devices 
connecting and empower-
ing their users in count-
less ways formerly out of 
reach to ordinary Afri-
cans at any price. I’ve al-
ready described 
schooling paid for by the 
parents using apps on a 
phone. Even better 
known in East Africa is a 
cell-phone based finan-
cial service started by 
Vodafone, called M-
PESA. (Pesa is Swahili 
for money.) Designed for 
“unbanked” Africans, it 
allows them to receive 
and store money, make 
payments, get cash from 
an ATM — do everything 
they could do with a 
bank account, without 
dealing with bankers or buildings — all on their 
smart phones. There are tens of millions of users, in 
many African nations, and the enterprise is profit-
able. Its benefits to consumers are spectacular. 
Banking services provided to the poor in Africa — 
before M-PESA — scarcely existed. And those that 
could be found were awful, with exorbitant fees and 
unreliable service. 

Small wonder cell phone usage there is su-
percharged.  
LARRY: And the revolution has just begun. That 
progress comes about because people’s desire to 
have tomorrow be better than today is incredibly 
strong, driving them to innovate.  

This is Deirdre McCloskey’s key idea: Increases in 
prosperity can only come from innovation because 
we’re already doing the best we can with what we’ve 
got. In order to do any better, you have to do some-
thing more efficiently, invent something entirely 
new, or, more likely, make tiny improvements in 
what we have today.  

So the computer I’m using today has a better sound 
card than the five-year-old one that I recently re-
tired. That’s not a new invention, it’s just Apple de-
ciding that if they’re going to sell you a new 
computer every few years, it will have to be a little 

better than the last one — or you’re not going to buy 
it.  

At least until the thing’s planned obsoles-
cence kicks in —  
LARRY: They do that, too. It’s really annoying. But 
the improvements add up. Compare a 2021 car to a 
1981 model. They both do the same thing. Allow 
you to drive somewhere. But the quality of the 2021 
car is incomparably higher. 

The superior fuel efficiency of the 2021 
model brings up the “Greener” aspect of 
your book. Optimism about the environ-
ment is definitely contrary to the zeit-
geist. The pushback must be fun.  
LARRY: Perversely. Mostly because people have 
simply convinced themselves, first of all, that any 
kind of economic progress or advancement destroys 
the natural environment. It doesn’t. It could, if you 
did not care about the natural environment and 
made no provisions, made no effort to control the 
pollution, control carbon usage and so on.  

But again, with enough money, you can do all this. 
And, when you look at how long people have been 
working to, for instance, eliminate pollution, you 
can see that some things, at least are getting better, 
not worse. Chart 22.2 [above] is a very long-term 
chart of the evolution of sulfur dioxide and smoke 
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pollution in London from Shakespeare’s day to, es-
sentially, now.  

Where does the data come from? I doubt 
that the Bard’s cronies were measuring 
sulfur dioxide emissions.  
LARRY: These are estimates by a British environmen-
tal scientist, based on records of coal imports into the 
city. The chart shows that smoke pollution increased 
sharply for 300 years before starting to drop even 
faster starting in the last 19th Century — so that by 
1980-1990, London’s smoke pollution fell below the 
levels of the late 16th Century. Even though the city’s 
last severe smog emergency killed about 4,000 res-
idents in 1952, London’s air today is clearer than it’s 
been since the Middle Ages — and has been getting 
better for over 100 years.  

That’s very good for Londoners, Larry. But 
that city was pretty much the capital of the 
first world for all of that time. I don’t know 
how germane its experience is to very much 
less privileged places on the globe. 
LARRY: Countries don’t have to have the resources of 
the British monarchy, or Switzerland, to engage in 
meaningful environmental preservation. The Dom-
inican Republic is not exactly rich. With a PPP GDP 

per capita of $19,228, it’s 
close to the world aver-
age, and about on par 
with China. But it’s about 
more than six times as 
wealthy as Haiti, the 
poorest nation in the 
Americas — with which it 
shares the island of His-
paniola. Haiti, wracked 
with political turmoil and 
dominated by criminal 
gangs, has a per capita 
PPP GDP of $3,054. 

This photo [21.3 nearby] 
shows the border be-
tween the two counties. 
Haiti is denuded, the 
Dominican Republic, 
richly forested. The 
richer you are, the more 
of the environment you 
can protect. In part, the 
countries’ divergent 
paths are tied to cultural 
factors. The Dominican 
Republic has absorbed 
far more European 
commercial influences; 

Haiti, seemingly every downside of the slave trade, 
rebellions and wars with France and Spain. But 
mainly, one country is dirt poor and the other is an 
emerging middle-income economy. A starker 
difference in en-vironmental quality could scarcely 
be imagined.  

No argument. On a lighter note, I didn’t no-
tice much about Wall Street’s favorite 
green venture, Tesla, in your book.  
LARRY: I am encouraged by the development of 
electric cars — if their batteries are charged with 
electricity generated by nuclear power. There isn’t 
enough solar and wind power in the world to keep 
everybody’s cars going — unless you’re willing to 
devote a massive and environmentally destructive 
amount of resources to solar and wind. And even 
then, there wouldn’t be enough power at the right 
time and the right place. 

Building more nuclear capacity is a big 
sticking point for a lot of people. 
LARRY: I hope not — or that they get over it — be-
cause nuclear is not only our safest power source, 
it’s the only one we have in any great abundance 
now. We don’t have to discover a new technology. 
It’s old technology.  



Given the potential for nuclear accidents, 
that’s not particularly comforting — 
LARRY: Well, I do believe that the traditional model 
of giant nuclear plants, each one custom-built, is 
outdated. They should be as interchangeable as the 
327 engines in a General Motors truck. You could 
have 10,000 nuclear generators scattered around 
the world — and they could generate all the power 
the planet is ever going to need. They could be built 
with interchangeable parts, staffed with inter-
changeable personnel.  

The thing is, the Earth isn’t interchange-
able if something goes wrong. 
LARRY: Look, because fuels have been so cheap, for 
so long, we haven’t seriously tried to develop new 
sources of relatively cheap energy, at least until fairly 
recently. Wind and solar have roles to play, but be-
cause of intermittency and other issues, they simply 
can’t replace all fossil fuels, any time in the foreseea-
ble future. But how long do you think it would take to 
develop a truly safe nuclear reactor? One that doesn’t 
fall apart in an earthquake? Melt down in a tsunami? 
That’s impervious to terrorism? And that has multiple 
back-up systems in case something goes wrong? Is 
that within the power of human imagination? 

Probably, especially if money is no object. 
But what to do with spent radioactive fuel 
might still be a dealbreaker.  
LARRY: There are various technologies for dealing 
with spent radioactive fuel, a topic on which I am 
not an expert. The French seem to be on the leading 
edge of this. I’m a techno-optimist. I think we will 
figure out what is the best technology and use it. 
We’d better, because the world needs a lot more 
electric power.  

It’s a TINA situation? 
LARRY: There is no alternative. In today’s world, 
we’re generating about 1.5 petawatt hours of elec-
tricity. Yet many of the people in the world don’t 
have enough energy to do the basics of life. There 
are still people — as you read in my book — in 
Kenya who have to walk four hours a day to gather 
sticks to start cooking fires in their fireplaces — 
which don’t have vents and turn the insides of their 
houses into carbon monoxide hells. Do you want to 
take energy away from these people?  

No, an upgrade would be much better. 
LARRY: Well, I want to sell them kilowatts — 
cheaply — they need more energy. In this country, 
we don’t really need more energy, but we do need a 
way of getting it that doesn’t involve burning coal or 
gas or cutting down forests. Nuclear is the easy an-
swer. Jeff Bezos is funding the development of a fu-

sion reactor in England. 

Promises, promises — remember that oldie? 
LARRY: Yes. I’ll grant that there’s never been a fea-
sible commercial fusion reactor built. So it takes 
somebody with $100 billion, who isn’t answerable to 
the taxpayers or the voters, to try to do it.  

The idea has never been demonstrated on 
any scale. Other than over Hiroshima.  
LARRY: Yes, but that was fission, the H-bomb is fusion. 

Right. Duh. Uncontrolled fusion is “per-
fect” for a bomb, but not a power plant. 
LARRY: Okay, but a working steam engine had not 
been demonstrated in 1600 — nor had a working 
electric motor been demonstrated in 1750. Energy 
transitions takes a long time, a lot of money and a 
lot of people, and it still might not be possible. 

Energy transitions take a long time — is 
another one of your book’s themes. 
LARRY: There’s an article in Nature, which I believe 
is a reputable publication in the scientific field, 
saying a reactor in Britain is gearing up to start piv-
otal tests of a fuel mix that will eventually power 
ITER, the biggest nuclear fusion experiment yet. 
This is still several steps away from generating 
power with fusion. It’s generating the fuel that is 
going to be used in an experiment to see if it’s fea-
sible, blah, blah, blah. Many steps — 

ITER is a joint European project?  
LARRY: Yes, a big international experiment to do fu-
sion in England. So maybe in 1,000 years, people  
will look back and say we were so stupid to think 
that we would ever run out of energy, because it’s al-
most free, yet we spent hundreds of years trying to 
figure it out. Sort of how we look back at our medi-
eval forebearers and marvel that Leonardo da Vinci 
had all these ideas that never got developed. But 
there’s a reason that the workable helicopter he de-
signed, for instance, wasn’t built: They didn’t have 
the machine tools to build a steam engine that could 
have powered it. Great innovation takes all these in-
puts coming from different places over time. They 
come slowly.  

We are going to have an economy serving a world 
population of between 3 and 7 billion in a couple 
hundred years that has solved the energy problem 
and the world will not be a rotating cinder. But from 
here to there it is going to be a bumpy ride.  

So the downside on your population range 
suggests.  
LARRY: The 3 billion is a UN estimate for 300 years 
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from now and does not involve a mass dying. It is 
what will happen if the whole world adopts a First 
World fertility rate and that rate does not change for 
300 years. I do not expect it to happen, but it might.   

Aren’t you concerned about sea level rise 
as a result of global warming? 
LARRY: Well, the Ganges Delta, the Mekong Delta, 
the Mississippi Delta in Louisiana — not the one in 
Mississippi, but the one in Louisiana — parts of 
Miami, maybe even low-lying parts of New York City 
may get wet. People may have to move uphill.  
The best estimate I’ve seen is that 200 million 
people will have to move uphill in this century. 

How are 200 million people going to move 
uphill in this century? 
LARRY: If 200 million out of, let’s call it, 10 billion, 
or 2% of the world lives in low-lying areas that are 
going to be physically threatened by rising sea 
levels, they’ll have to move to survive. And govern-
ments — all of us — are going to have to pay for it. 
Because the affected populations can’t afford it. But 
we have some advantages that our forebearers didn’t 
have — airplanes, weather forecasts, radio, tele-
vision, the internet. People are not all going to 
drown the way that the Dutch did when a dike failed 
way back when. If you compare that 200 million to 
the number of people who move internationally 
every year, which is 180 million, it’s not that daunt-
ing. What’s daunting is the social aspects. 

You think it’s hard to convince people to 
get vaccinated? Try to get them to move.  
LARRY: Exactly. People hate change, and avoid 
doing the right thing until it’s almost too late. But 
how do we get 180 million people to move inter-
nationally every year? “We” don’t. Incentives work 
their magic. There is a pull and a push. The pull is 
a better life somewhere else in the world. An exam-
ple of the push is the threat of a slaughter in Af-
ghanistan. Usually the incentives are economic, but 
sometimes they are life-or-death. At any rate, 
people do move when they have to or want to. 

Extrapolating current trends far into the fu-
ture — as investors often do with corporate 
earnings — can lead to horrible forecast er-
rors, you’re implying?  
LARRY: It sure can! My point is, a lot of the alarmism 
we’re hearing is based on projecting compound rates 
of change out forever — when that’s an absurd thing 
to do. When people projected the 1970s’ rate of pop-
ulation growth out forever, they come up with esti-
mates of like 3 trillion people on earth by the end of 
the 23rd Century.  

Sure, that’s how the Club of Rome came up 
with its infamously dire predictions.  
LARRY: Right. So you’ve got to think, okay, none of 
their predictions have come true except one, which 
was that their members would do very well on the 
speaking circuit. 

Prophets of doom always seem to sell more 
books than optimists.  
LARRY: They do. The prophet of doom sounds 
smarter — and sounds like he’s trying to help you. 
By contrast, the optimist sounds like he is trying to 
sell you something. I wrote that in my book — and I 
intend to fix that. With “Fewer, Richer, Greener,” 
I’m going to make money by saying what’s right 
about the world as well as what’s wrong with it.  

Godspeed with that, Larry.  Thanks. 
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