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Rational Optimism



We are richer than ever before, with unparalleled GDP growth in recent 
decades...
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...rising much of our population out of the poverty that was considered 
normal for thousands of years...
GDP per Capita, year 1

Source: Angus Maddison Historical Statistics (www.ggdc.net), www.ourworldindata.org  
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...into a state where poverty can theoretically be eradicated within the 
next 20 years*
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Source: Angus Maddison Historical Statistics (www.ggdc.net), www.ourworldindata.org
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* Prediction by the UN
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The pace of our growth keeps accelerating as well – doubling our world 
economy in years where it used to be centuries 

...time it took to double 
the world economy...The type of society...

Pleistoceen 
hunter-gatherer 
society

Source: Robin Hanson, 2000; Superintelligence (2014), Nick Bostrom 

Assuming a similar 
growth rate of the 

economy as in the last 
50 years will make us:  
•  4,8 times richer 

than today in 2050 
•  34 times richer 

than today in 2100. 

224.000 years

Farming society 909 years

industrial society 6,3 years

...and future predictions 
based on the trend
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Our life expectancy has increased more in the last century than in all of 
the previous evolution combined...
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...and our global population is expected to reach it’s plateau before 
2050
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Working hours have almost declined by half since the industrial 
revolution...
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...allowing us to have more free time than ever before...
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...which can free up time for things that are just fun to do
Time spent watching ‘Gangnam Style’ on Youtube, in million man hours, data between July 2012 and June 2014 
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Just over 5% of our population works over 50 hours per week 
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The literacy rate for the world has never been higher, with over 83% of 
the population literate
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Human development – a composite measure of three key developmental 
trends - is growing rapidly all around the world... 

0 

0.1 

0.2 

0.3 

0.4 

0.5 

0.6 

0.7 

0.8 

0.9 

1870 1880 1890 1900 1913 1929 1938 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2007 

OECD 

Central & Eastern Europe 

Latin America 

China 

India 

North Africa 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

Human Development Index: composite measure of life expectancy, literacy and education, GDP growth   

Source: Leandro Prados de la Escosura (2014), World Human Development: 1870-2007  

Development 



Everybody can start a business today – with the costs of a new tech 
startup a factor ~1000 lower than a decade ago...
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...with the value of companies increasingly driven by intangibles, rather 
than the tangible assets companies possess
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We are less violent that ever before – with a chance of dying violently 
that is just a fraction of what it used to be
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Chance of getting killed in California today is ~238 times smaller than centuries ago  

Number of violent deaths per year, per 100,000 individuals
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The risks of nuclear warfare have gone down significantly in the last 
decades – with nuclear stock diminishing in all areas 
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We only have to worry about a few end-of-world predictions 
today, and they are usually wrong

Source: the Economist, 2012 
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The number of democracies is on the rise, and has gone up specifically 
since the 1970s
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Compared to the 1970s there is also a strong shift towards post-
materialistic values

Source: Modernization, Cultural Change, and Democracy: The Human Development Sequence, 
Inglehart & Welzel (2005)
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