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In the twentieth century, medical advances kept coming, each saving — ​

and extending — ​more human lives. After Cuban microbiologist Carlos 

Finlay pinpointed the carrier of the yellow fever virus, American doctors 

William Gorgas and Walter Reed implemented the world’s first massive 

mosquito control program, without which the Panama Canal would never 

have been completed. More vaccines for diphtheria, tetanus, and finally 

polio, and the crucial invention of antibiotics, all lowered mortality and 

increased longevity — ​which meant that more total people, young and 

old, were alive. In 1800, average life expectancy at birth for most humans 

was forty years. Today, in much of the world, it’s nearly double.

More people not dying early and living longer: Who could object to 

that? “The humane goals of lowering the death rate are very important to 

me,” admits Albert Bartlett cheerfully, “if it’s my death they’re lowering.”

No disagreement from anyone over forty, who might well not be alive 

without these medical victories. Probably nobody else will protest, either. 

So any discussion of an optimum population for the human race must 

assume optimal health care. The idea of lowering medical standards to 

limit our numbers is no more acceptable than thinning ourselves by selec-

tive culling.
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