PROGRESS ROUNDUPS

Doomslayer: Weekly Progress Roundup

New deep sea ecosystems, the world’s largest mosquito factory, a triumph of citizen
science, and more.

MALCOLM COCHRAN
AUG 03, 2025
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Energy & Environment

Conservation and biodiversity

e The world's smallest snake has been rediscovered in Barbados after it was lost
to science for nearly 20 years.

e A team of scientists has discovered thriving ecosystems nearly 10
kilometers beneath the ocean surface—deeper than ever observed before—
sustained by chemical-rich fluids seeping from the seafloor. Notably, the
researchers found life on 19 of their 23 dives, suggesting that these deep-sea
trench ecosystems may be more common than previously thought.

Energy & Natural Resources

e Helion Energy has broken ground on the site of a planned fusion power plant,
part of an optimistic initiative to supply a Microsoft data center with electricity by
2028.

e Ore Energy, a Dutch battery manufacturer, has become the first to connect an
iron-air battery to the grid. Their prototype uses a reversible rust reaction—iron
oxidizes to release power when discharging, and reverts back when charged—to
provide up to 100 hours of energy storage, far beyond the 4-8 hours typical of
lithium-ion batteries.

e Chinais proving that nuclear power in the West is way more expensive than
it needs to be. While the US and France have seen costs climb for decades
thanks to overregulation, bespoke reactor designs, and fragmented supply chains,
China has kept costs low by doing the opposite.

COSTLY CONSTRUCTION

China has managed to rein in the expenses associated with commercial nuclear units.
US nuclear costs rose sharply, in particular after the Three Mile Island accident in
1979, owing to a lack of standardization, rising labour and material costs and stricter
regulations. In France, costs also increased as the country moved to larger and more
complex reactor designs.
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Health & Demographics

e Timor-Leste has eliminated malaria.

e Brazil has opened the world’s largest Wolbachia-infected mosquito factory
after field trials saw the insects slash dengue, Zika, and chikungunya incidence.

e Doctors in Italy have restored a man'’s sight using an innovative gene therapy.
The treatment involved injecting a viral vector into the man’s eye to deliver a
working copy of a missing gene, allowing retinal cells to produce the protein
needed for vision.

Science & Technology

e iNaturalist, a popular wildlife identification app, has become a core tool in
ecological research. Since its launch in 2008, users have logged more than 250
million species observations, contributing to over 5,000 peer-reviewed papers.

e Aresearch project called African Next Voices is creating an open-access
database of 18 African languages containing thousands of hours of translated
and transcribed voice recordings. The goal is to make it easier for large language
models to learn and support these widely spoken but underrepresented
languages.

Violence & Coercion

 Female genital mutilation in Egypt, while still widespread, is becoming less
popular. In 2014, 61 percent of girls ages 15-17 were mutilated; by 2021, that fell
to 37 percent. Public support for the practice has also fallen; 30 percent of
Egyptian women supported genital mutilation in 2021, down from 75 percent in
2000.

Read more news stories on our website

Progress Studies

Dan Williams challenges some common criticisms of social media.

* Asterisk Magazine

Scapegoating the Algorithm
By Dan Williams...

Read more

a month ago - 28 likes - 5 comments - Asterisk Magazine

Noah Smith explains how sweatshops lay the groundwork for lasting economic
growth.

@ Noahpinion

The only thing worse than sweatshops is no sweatshops

| was going to write about U.S. politics today, but sweatshops came up in an
online discussion, so I'll write about that instead. It's so rare to have
interesting, substantive discussions about economic policy on social media,
so | relish the chance to dive into one when it pops up...

Read more

a month ago - 402 likes - 109 comments - Noah Smith
Derek Thompson debunks claims about monopolies driving up housing costs.

Derek Thompson

The Anti-Abundance Critique on Housing Is Dead Wrong

The sharpest criticisms of the book Abundance have sometimes come from
the antitrust movement. This group, mostly on the left, insists that the
biggest problems in America typically come from monopolies and the
corruption of big business...

Read more

a month ago - 569 likes - 157 comments - Derek Thompson
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High-Skilled Immigration Is Key to America's
Success

Top human capital is hard to come by.

RICHARD HANANIA
AUG 07, 2025
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Among the more intellectual supporters of the 2024 Trump campaign, there was a
message that stressed technological progress and a positive outlook toward the
future. The American venture capitalist Marc Andreessen’'s “"Techno-Optimist
Manifesto” became a touchstone for this group, celebrating the virtues of innovation,
abundance, and human agency. Rather than focus solely on grievances or cultural
retrenchment, these advocates of progress framed the Trump agenda as a rejection of
stagnation and an embrace of the future. They argued that the true enemies of
progress were the left-leaning bureaucracies, academic institutions, and regulatory
regimes that, in their view, had become hostile to risk-taking and entrepreneurship.

Silicon Valley investor Peter Thiel's famous maxim that “we were promised flying cars,
instead we got 140 characters” has become a rallying cry among the tech right. Vice
President JD Vance, in a high-profile speech at the Al Action Summit in Paris, struck
many of the same notes, warning against overregulation in the name of safety and
stressing that we should expect future developments to make workers more
productive rather than put them out of jobs.

The tech right is of course correct not to fear the future and to see technology as the
key to human progress, not a threat to it. Unfortunately, the Trump administration has
taken us backward on what is arguably the most important issue from an enhanced-
growth perspective: openness toward high-skilled immigration.

Human capital—the skills, knowledge, and health of workers—is increasingly the
engine of productivity growth, far more so than natural resources or physical inputs. In
his 2008 book Triumph of the City, Harvard economist Edward Glaeser shows how
American cities have risen or fallen over the past several decades according to their
ability to serve as places where smart and talented people can cluster together. Our
great industries are built on conglomerations of talent in different locales: tech in
Boston and San Francisco; finance in New York City; entertainment in Los Angeles.
College towns throughout the country play a similar role on a smaller scale.

And since only a minority of the talent in the world belongs to people born in the
United States, immigration is necessary to make sure that the most productive
workers can cluster together. According to the Indian American venture capitalist
Deedy Das, of the 44 members of Meta's recently recruited superintelligence team,
who can earn packages of up to $100 million a year, half are from China and 75
percent are first-generation immigrants. As of 2024, 46 percent of Fortune 500
companies were launched by first-generation immigrants (108) or their children (123).
A 2022 study by the National Foundation for American Policy showed that this same
group had founded or cofounded more than half of the US start-up companies valued
at $1 billion or more.
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Even if you look at rates of entrepreneurship more generally instead of focusing on the
most successful firms, we see how dependent the American economy is on recent
arrivals. Immigrants are nearly twice as likely to start businesses as native-born
Americans, and they make up about a quarter of all entrepreneurs. These figures
highlight how immigration fuels not only population growth but also innovation, job
creation, and long-term economic dynamism. And this isn't simply a question of
deliberately skimming off a few geniuses born overseas, even if it were possible for
the government to be that discerning in its assessment of talent. The goal should
instead be to have as large a pool as possible of skilled individuals who can contribute
to dynamism and growth at all levels.

Innovation is driven not just by increasing private-sector productivity but also by
breakthroughs made on university campuses. In 2019 and 2020, 49 percent of STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) master'’s degrees and 57
percent of STEM PhDs were obtained by students on temporary visas. As of the
2023-2024 academic year, over 500,000 international graduate students were
pursuing advanced education in the US, with roughly 70 percent of full-time graduate
students in fields like electrical engineering and computer science hailing from abroad.

Members of the tech right who have either worked in the Trump administration or
supported it are themselves proof of the United States' ability to attract the most
talented and ambitious people in the world. Elon Musk was born in South Africa, and
Thiel is from Germany. Other examples include David Sacks, born in South Africa, who
is now Trump's Al and crypto czar, and Chamath Palihapitiya, a Sri Lankan—born
investor who helped scale Facebook and is now a major Republican donor. Note that
Musk would not have been able to immigrate to the US if our policy were to accept
proven geniuses only. He accomplished his remarkable feats after he arrived in the
United States. The same can be said of Taiwan-born Jensen Huang, who came to
America as a child, and ended up founding Nvidia, which has a market capitalization of
over $4 trillion.

Yet despite what members of the tech right may think about the issue of immigration,
the Trump administration has been making it much more difficult for smart and
talented people to arrive and settle in the United States. One major area of anti-
immigrant crackdown has been international students. In early 2025, a Japanese
graduate student at Brigham Young University faced deportation proceedings after
being cited for a fishing violation—an example of the administration’s increasingly
aggressive enforcement posture, where even minor infractions can trigger visa
revocation. The student’s visa was reinstated a few weeks later, but the case is
troubling, for it shows that there can be serious consequences for nonserious criminal
behavior such as administrative mistakes or minor legal citations. Foreign students are
also being screened for political opinions, with the government checking social media
accounts for vague criteria such as not believing in American values.

This trend has broader consequences for America’s long-term talent pipeline. For
decades, foreign students—particularly in STEM fields—have formed a core
component of the US innovation economy. Many arrive on F-1 student visas, transition
to work under Optional Practical Training (OPT), and then eventually become
permanent residents and citizens. Clogging this pipeline with unnecessary obstacles
means that fewer of the world’s smartest young people will build careers and start
companies in the United States. As universities report declines in international
applications, and graduates face heightened risks of removal, the cumulative effect is
to shrink the future pool of scientists, engineers, and entrepreneurs who would
otherwise contribute to American technological leadership.

In May 2025, the State Department reported a 22 percent drop in F-1 visas granted
compared to the year before, and a 13 percent decline in J-1 visas, both used by
foreign students. This decline is probably due to some combination of restrictions put
on new arrivals, bureaucratic hurdles placed in their way, and foreigners simply seeing
the United States as a less desirable destination than it used to be. Studyportals, a
website that matches applicants to schools in other countries, reports a massive
decline in interest in coming to the US among international students, reaching its
lowest levels since the COVID-19 pandemic.

The losses that result from that drop-off will be felt by not only the US. One might
imagine a simple global redistribution of talent, with the total amount of innovation in
the world staying the same. If that is the case, we may not worry about the US pushing
away skilled foreigners.

Unfortunately, returning to Glaeser’'s arguments, there are outsized returns to clusters
of smart people. If all of the most talented researchers in biotechnology were
distributed among 10 major cities across the world, those researchers would
accomplish much less than if they were concentrated in one or a few locales. That is
because there are benefits to face-to-face interactions.

When smart people are in close geographic proximity, they can more efficiently
exchange ideas and find ways to collaborate. That is why it still makes sense to move
to the Bay Area if you are a tech entrepreneur, despite its high housing costs and the
ease of remote work. The US has benefited both itself and the world by having
localities where clusters of unusually talented people congregate. We are in danger of
losing that advantage due to the administration’s policies.

Ultimately, we should be thinking about not only how to go back to the days of a more
welcoming high-skilled immigration policy, but also about how to increase the number
of talented migrants. Politics is making that more difficult. The Fairness for High-
Skilled Immigrants Act, championed in 2019 and 2020 by Sen. Mike Lee (R-UT), would
have accelerated the path to permanent residency—and thus naturalization—for tens
of thousands of skilled immigrants already working in the US, predominantly in STEM
fields.

By eliminating per-country caps that limit the number of entrants into the US from
individual countries, the bill would have dramatically shortened wait times for
applicants from places such as India and China, significantly increasing the number of
highly skilled workers eligible for citizenship over time. This shift would have raised the
skill level of the American workforce and expanded the talent pool available to US
companies, bolstering innovation and productivity and creating a larger class of
potential inventors and entrepreneurs. Unfortunately, intense opposition from
elements of the MAGA-aligned right, who argued that the bill would unfairly
disadvantage American-born workers, ultimately doomed the effort.

Republicans since that time have decided not to touch the hot stove again. Any effort
to increase the number of visas or naturalizations is now bound to stir up a cauldron of
discontent among the president'’s supporters and influencers. That's doubly
unfortunate, given that the president has on occasion expressed his support for high-
skilled immigration, stating as recently as 2024 that “[when] you graduate from a [US]
college, | think you should get automatically, as part of your diploma, a green card to
be able to stay in this country.”

Nativism is limited in how much damage it can do in terms of reducing the number of
newcomers, because immigration policy is mostly set by statute, but much more harm
is likely done by the fact that it has become politically impossible to enact the kinds of
more open policies that have traditionally had bipartisan support and greatly benefited
the nation.

Not everything done by the administration on this front has been negative. A proposed
rule change to the H-1B lottery—qgiving preferences based on the salaries of
applicants, from highest to lowest—would be particularly effective. Since earnings are
a rough proxy for economic contribution and potential to innovate, this change would
be an improvement on the current system. At the same time, such a shift would
disadvantage early career professionals. While a change like that should be welcomed
on balance, the goal should ultimately be many more visas given to skilled
professionals, as two-thirds of H-1B applications are now rejected.

To support techno-optimism and techno-futurism while being hostile or indifferent
toward high-skilled immigration is like worrying about climate change without
prioritizing technologies that limit the release of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.
High-skilled immigration is not one issue among many. Human capital is the ultimate
input that determines whether cities, states, and nations rise and fall. Surely the same
people who claim to worry about America's decline and China's rise should want
innovation-friendly policies in the United States rather than in China?

It has often been noted that there is an uneasy alliance between the tech right and
President Trump's MAGA base, with the immigration issue often being highlighted as a
major point of contention. | believe the idea that this is a minor divergence of opinion
rather than an unreconcilable difference in worldviews can be held only by ignoring
just how important high-skilled immigration is to technological progress. Human
capital is not simply one factor in the combination it takes to have a successful,
dynamic, and innovative economy. It is the foundation of progress. Without
understanding that, all visions of a bold technological future are likely to end in
disappointment.

Thanks for reading Doomslayer! This post is
public so feel free to share it.
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THE HUMAN PROGRESS PODCAST

Is Progress Making Us Miserable?

Tim Lomas joins Chelsea Follett to explore surprising global trends in happiness, meaning,
mental health, and more.

HUMAN PROGRESS
AUG 09, 2025
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There's a longstanding and counterintuitive finding in global happiness research: the
richest countries don't always report being the happiest, and rising wealth doesn’t
necessarily lead to higher life satisfaction.

More disconcertingly, people in wealthy nations—especially younger generations—
seem to be experiencing rising rates of anxiety and depression.

What should we make of this paradox?

In this episode of The Human Progress Podcast, psychology researcher Tim Lomas
joins Chelsea Follett to discuss his research on global human flourishing and what it
reveals about the relationship between economic development and well-being.

Listen to the interview

%

Watch on @3 YouTube

Below is an edited and abridged transcript featuring some highlights from the
interview.

Joining me today is Tim Lomas, a psychology research scientist at the Human
Flourishing Program at Harvard University. He joins the podcast today to discuss
the Global Flourishing Study.

Could you start us off by just telling us a little bit about this study and what
questions it contains?

The two masterminds behind the study are Tyler VanderWeele, director of the Human
Flourishing Program at Harvard, and Byron Johnson at the Baylor Institute for the
Study of Religion. Around six years ago, they hatched this incredibly ambitious plan to
do a global study of flourishing.

There are lots of international studies of well-being. The Gallup World Poll, for
example, has been around for 20 years, covering some 150 countries. However, one
issue with that study is that it's cross-sectional: it's a snapshot of people each year. It
doesn't track people over time, so it can't really tell us about causal trends or patterns
other than at the international level. Our study takes a set of people and follows them
over time.

In 2023, we did the first wave of data collection from over 200,000 people. 2024 was
wave two, so we now have two waves of data. Wave three has just gone into the field.
The plan has been for it to go on for at least five years.

The heart of the study is a questionnaire covering different aspects of flourishing. It's
centered around a framework with five main domains of flourishing plus an additional
sixth one. So the five main domains are happiness and life satisfaction, health, both
physical and mental, meaning and purpose, character and virtue, and close social
relationships. The additional sixth dimension is financial and material stability. That's
not exactly an end in itself like the others, but it's pretty important for securing those
other domains. There are also questions on religion, spirituality, society, government,
relationship to nature, and some that are harder to categorize, such as experiences of
beauty connected to nature.

There are some well-known issues with self-reported data. There are the issues
of subjectivity, individual interpretation, and differing cultural norms. So, we
need to interpret this data very cautiously and ideally alongside some more
objective metrics. That said, it's still really interesting, and some of the insights
are very counterintuitive.

Let’'s start by examining more of these different domains. Can you tell me about
the different main domains and why they were selected?

The domains were selected by Tyler VanderWeele on the basis of being prominent in
the literature, as well as just making intuitive sense. Most of the attention in the
literature has been on those first two domains: happiness, life satisfaction, and health.
Obviously, for health, there are plenty of objective metrics.

When it comes to happiness and life satisfaction, it's hard to find objective metrics,
and there are lots of nuances to get into. One of the papers I've been leading
compares life evaluation with life satisfaction and with happiness. These concepts all
seem very similar and are sometimes even used synonymously, but there are actually
considerable and intriguing differences between them. But | would say those two
domains have been very well covered. Close social relationships are also a big focus of
attention.

The other two main domains, character and virtue, and meaning and purpose, have
had much less attention, but we think that they're integral to human flourishing. If you
score highly in the other domains but don’t have a sense of character and virtue, or
meaning and purpose, then your life could feel hollow or superficial.

The sixth dimension, financial material stability, is fairly well studied. In a lot of our
analyses, we seek to combine the self-report data with objective metrics, and that can
be interesting. For example, incorporating something like GDP per capita creates
some very strange and perplexing patterns.

Absolutely. That was one of the interesting points to me. The countries that
score the highest are not necessarily the ones that you would expect based
purely on material standard of living. Many of the countries that score very high,
like Indonesia, Mexico, and the Philippines, are middle-income countries.
They're not very rich, but they are experiencing a high growth rate. | would be
interested in hearing your thoughts on that.

| really love your insight about trajectory. I'll start with a caveat relating to what you
mentioned about cultural and linguistic differences.

To give you an example, Japan is at the bottom of a lot of the rankings. And Japan is
clearly an economically developed nation. I've been there a few times and | love the
place. You walk around thinking, this is an amazing society. And then when you see
this data, you think, “am | missing something as an outsider, or are there cultural
differences that I'm not picking up on?" There is a suggestion in the literature that
Japan and other cultures in that region might have more pressure to be self-effacing.
So, the question arises, does that account for their relatively low scores? My sense is
that would account for some of it.

That is just a general caveat about the task of comparing cultures. That said, you can
still see some meaningful patterns, and | think you're right, the countries that seem to
do very well in terms of flourishing are not the most economically developed
countries. And then one might wonder whether development comes at the expense of
other aspects of flourishing, like societal cohesion, community structure, traditions,
religion and spirituality, and social connections.

The lesson here isn't that societies shouldn’t develop economically because that's a
vital component of flourishing. The question is how to develop economically without
sacrificing those other domains. That's really the key question we're trying to think
through.

| also want to touch upon your point about the trajectory. One's sense of how well
one's life is or how well one’s society is doing is not static. It's based on where it's
been and where it's going. | can imagine two countries that are almost identical in
terms of their current state, but one is on a downward trajectory, and the other is
getting better. My sense of which society is better might be the one that's improving.
So even if those countries may not be as developed economically, the people in those
countries sense they're on this upward trajectory, and that positive sentiment is
reflected in their flourishing scores.

I've seen completely unrelated studies that show something similar happening
with age. In most countries, almost all of them, actually, older people have more
positive reports across many domains than younger people. | wonder if that
might have to do with the greater perspective that older people have, especially
if they’'ve seen a lot of positive economic change in their lifetime. What do you
think about that?

| think that's a really key point. There is this striking trend where satisfaction,
happiness, and even flourishing generally are somewhat U-shaped over lifetimes: they
are relatively high in the young, then they fall to their lowest level around middle age,
and then they rise again as people get older, though it tends to fall off as people get
very old. This U-shaped pattern is well corroborated, although now the left-hand side
of the U is starting to come down into a kind of J-shaped curve, where older people
are doing even better than younger people, with the lowest level still in middle age.

You can even see this with self-reported health. Objectively, the younger person is
going to be in better health than an older person, but it's a question of relative
judgement. Do you feel like you're doing okay relative to where you expect to be, or to
your peers, or to people in the past?

This emerging J-shaped pattern is also kind of worrying in terms of what it shows
about the well-being of young people. Perhaps younger people today are facing
significant challenges that weren't faced by people of a similar age in earlier
generations. Things around the climate, the economics of Al, and the future of work.
You can imagine there are so many issues on young people’'s minds that could be
weighing them down.

Absolutely, though every generation has its challenges. My parents’ generation
had to hide under their desks in drills out of fear that a nuclear weapon could fall
on them. | think something that has changed is the perspective people have. At
Human Progress, we believe that many people lack historical perspective, and
it's important to show them longitudinal data about how things have changed.

That brings me to mental health. The United States is not scoring as well on self-
reported mental health as a lot of countries that are economically worse off. For
example, Tanzania, Kenya, Nigeria, and Egypt all seem to have what you call a
surplus in this domain of mental health.

| wonder if people in wealthy countries have become much more fragile or
sensitive in this domain. With growing acceptance of mental health struggles,
you might even get a social reward for saying that you have anxiety or for
ranking your mental health poorly. So | wonder how much we can really make of
some of these comparisons.

You could imagine that in certain cultures, and maybe the US is one example, certain
states of mind or experiences are more likely to be medicalized, and in other countries,
perhaps less so. There's been so much work around the therapization and
medicalization of ordinary life, not just in the United States, the tendency to take
ordinary struggles and see them through a mental iliness lens. | can see certain
incentives for using mental illness as a badge of identity, let's say.

There's also evidence that technology plays a role. Not technology per se, but the way
in which it's used, certain apps and so on. You could imagine that in certain cultures,
perhaps the more economically developed ones, those risk factors could be more
prevalent. Progress always has a dialectic; it brings good things and bad things. So
countries with less economic development could have less opportunity to benefit from
the gains, but also less exposure to the risks.

Another factor you mentioned is voluntary community life. Group activities, both
secular and religious, seem to be associated with greater flourishing. Even after
controlling for other well-known predictors, it seems like some of the best
support systems for human flourishing, as measured by this study, are these
bottom-up systems of voluntary communities, civil society, and religious
organizations.

Walk me through some of your findings there.

Yeah, | think they're so important. Close social connections and social institutions are
both strong predictors of happiness and life satisfaction, and key aspects of
flourishing themselves.

You're often asked with studies like this, what can people do to improve their well-
being? Many aspects of life are out of our control, but one thing that is within our
control is trying to find community. Some groups can be more conducive to flourishing
than others, but as a general principle, joining communities and organizations is a
powerful route to flourishing.

| also think that at least part of the counterintuitive relationship between economic
development and flourishing is that development can come at the expense of
traditional communities and groups. The takeaway here is that economic development
alone is not sufficient; we should also try to preserve things like community, tradition,
social structures, and close social relationships, and try to learn lessons from
countries that seem to be doing that.

One of the factors that a lot of the literature has looked at is a sense of agency or
an internal locus of control. People who are high agency, who feel that they do
have more control over their lives, often report higher well-being across a whole
range of dimensions.

Do you see that trend in this study as well?

We do. Now, when we ask about agency, it's more at a societal level. We're asking
people, "Can people in your society trust each other? Can you trust the government?
Is there corruption? Do people in your country have the freedom to do X?"

So, agency as freedom from coercive institutions, freedom to pursue one's own ends
economically, religiously, and so on. And we do find a strong correlation between this
kind of structural agency and flourishing.

Read the full transcript
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PROGRESS ROUNDUPS

Doomslayer: Weekly Progress Roundup
Radioactive rhino horns, new Al models, the end of fur farming, and more.

MALCOLM COCHRAN
AUG 10, 2025
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Energy & Environment

Conservation and biodiversity

e To help crack down on poaching, scientists in South Africa are injecting rhino
horns with low-level radioactive isotopes that are harmless to the animals but
detectable by scanners at airports and border crossings.

e Researchers have identified the pathogen responsible for billions of sea star
deaths off the Pacific Coast of North America and the widespread destruction of
kelp forests. The finding solves a decade-long mystery and could help efforts to
restore sea star populations and the ecosystems they support.

Energy & Natural Resources

 BP has made what it calls its “largest global oil and gas discovery in 25
years" in Brazil.

Thanks for reading Doomslayer! Subscribe for
free to receive new posts in your inbox.
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Health & Demographics

e More Americans are playing sports.

ﬁ Jim Savage Jul 22

& "Death of partying” “loneliness epidemic” discourse misses an important
trend: people are participating in more sport, across almost all age
groups.

Participation in social activities by age in the US, 2005-2024
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e New research links lithium deficiency to Alzheimer's. After finding that
dementia patients often have low lithium levels, a group of scientists tested the
relationship using mouse models. In mice bred to develop dementia, a low-lithium
diet worsened symptoms, while lithium supplements improved them. The results
hint that lithium loss might not just be an effect of Alzheimer's, but a possible
cause.

e Kenya has eliminated sleeping sickness, and Uganda is on track to eradicate
river blindness.

e Breastfeeding is becoming more common in Indonesia. The World Health
Organization estimates that 66.4 percent of Indonesian infants were exclusively

breastfed ' in 2024, up from 52 percent in 2017. Thisis-a-big-deal—Accordingto

Correction: While the WHO claims that exclusive breastfeeding is causally linked with
higher IQ and lifelong health benefits, other research finds that most of these long-
term associations disappear after accounting for selection effects.

Science & Technology

e OpenAl has released GPT-5, its most capable model yet, as well as two
additional open-weight models. These open models let developers run and
modify the code themselves, enabling offline use and a greater level of
customization.

e Google's DeepMind has developed an Al model that can generate interactive
3D environments in real time from text prompts—potentially transforming
filmmaking, video game development, and even Al training methods.

» Microsoft has taken a step toward solving one of cybersecurity’s biggest
bottlenecks: detecting and classifying malicious software. Its new Al agent,
Project Ire, can automatically analyze suspicious files—work that normally takes
hours of expert analysis. In testing, it caught just 25 percent of malicious files, but
close to 90 percent of its flags were correct.

e The Al voice-over company ElevenLabs has launched a music-generating
software. Here's the impressive demo:

° Introducing Eleven Music D

Copy link

llEleve« » Musi

Watch on 3 Youlube

Violence & Coercion
e According to new FBI data, the US violent crime rate fell 4.5 percent from
2023 to 2024, hitting its lowest level in two decades.

e Fur farmingis in steep decline. Between 2014 and 2024, the number of animals
in fur farms fell from over 140 million to around 20 million.

The number of animals farmed for their fur has fallen
dramatically over the last decade

China M European Union Russia, North America

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

This chart encompasses the main species farmed for fur — minks, foxes, raccoon dogs, and ‘ /
chinchillas — and the primary regions where they're farmed. It does not include animals ()x
trapped for fur, which accounts for a small share of global fur production.

Chart: Kenny Torrella/Vox * Source: Humane World for Animals

Read more news stories on our website

Progress Studies

Timothy Lee remarks on Waymo reactionaries.

lllll

IAJE  Understanding Al

Unions want to ban driverless taxis—will Democratic leaders say
yes?

Waymo hasn't announced any specific plans to launch a driverless taxi
service in Boston. But the Google self-driving company did some preliminary
testing and mapping there this summer (with safety drivers behind the

wheel) and the Boston City Council wasn't happy about it. The council grilled
Waymo about its plans at a...

Read more

21 days ago - 80 likes - 45 comments - Timothy B. Lee

Anton Howes discusses the history of the Industrial Revolution.

/@\ The Works in Progress Newsletter

69 How Henry VIll accidentally started the Industrial Revolution,
with Anton Howes

Historian Anton Howes discusses how Henry VIl turned Britain into an
economic backwater — making it the unlikeliest place for the Industrial
Revolution to happen. But, he explains, it only took a small cabal of people
who understood the problems of the time to turn the fate of the country (and
thus, the world) around...

» Listen now

a month ago - 39 likes - 8 comments - Sam Bowman, Ben Southwood, Anton Howes,
and Works in Progress

1 Meaning the child is given only breast milk during its first six months, no other foods or
beverages.
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The Infinite Well: How Innovation Keeps Water
Flowing

Humans are not running out of fresh water.

KYLE O'DONNELL
AUG 13, 2025

Q 48 D6 6 Share

Critics warn that humanity is depleting Earth’s finite fresh water supplies through

overuse and pollution, urging drastic conservation measures. But this narrative
misunderstands what “fresh water” is. Rather than a fixed natural endowment, fresh
water is largely a product of human innovation and engineering. As technology
advances and economic incentives align, humans continue expanding usable water
supplies—turning the ocean, wastewater, and even air into sources of clean, drinkable
water.

Environmental alarmists have been issuing stark warnings—humanity is running out of
fresh water—for years. "Only 3 percent of the world’'s water is fresh water, and two-
thirds of that is tucked away in frozen glaciers or otherwise unavailable for our use. . ..
At the current consumption rate, this situation will only get worse. By 2025, two-thirds
of the world's population may face water shortages,” declared the World Wildlife Fund.
The United Nations warned that “the world may face a 40 per cent shortfall in water
availability by 2030."

Solutions from experts follow a familiar pattern, claiming that the only way to avert a
crisis is to adopt radical social and behavioral changes, driven by moral proselytizing,
government intervention, or both, to save the water supply. Environmentalists urge
people to replace old toilets with low-flow models, avoid running faucets while
brushing their teeth or washing dishes, and switch to eating less water-intensive
foods. Meanwhile, activists pressure elected officials to impose usage restrictions, ban
certain crops in arid regions, and regulate everything from swimming pools to car
washes.

Fortunately the economics of water innovation reveals why the apparent scarcity
tends to be self-correcting, without requiring us to adopt ascetic lifestyles or perform
symbolic actions like picking up dropped ice cubes to water house plants or writing
letters to elected officials. Rising prices, not moralizing pleas, lead people to conserve,
look for substitutes, recycle resources, and innovate helping to meet demand through
alternative means or improved efficiency.

Thanks for reading Doomslayer! Subscribe for
free to receive new posts in your inbox.

v/ Subscribed

Fresh Water Is a Product of Human Ingenuity

Scarcity is a fundamental feature of our world, but framing discussions about the
realities of water scarcity as a matter of running out of fresh water is misleading and
reveals an underlying conceptual error. Such a term conjures up images of humanity
consuming Earth’s natural endowment of clean water until it's gone. Fresh water is not
a fixed stock nor is it simply out there in nature waiting to be discovered and used. It's
created through human effort.

There is nothing natural about turning on a tap in one's home and having clean, fresh
water flowing out on demand. The water flowing from your tap began its journey as
rain, groundwater, or surface water, and it became “fresh” only after passing through
treatment plants, filtration systems, and distribution networks. What we call fresh
water is best understood as water that has been made usable for human purposes
through innovations in technology and infrastructure.

If we had a magic wand to instantly transform seawater, agricultural runoff, or
industrial wastewater into pure H,0O, the distinction between fresh and other water
sources would dissolve. But, human ingenuity, enabled by markets and the price
system, address water scarcity as well as any magic would.

As the price of water rises due to increases in demand or decreases in supply, market
mechanisms kick in to encourage conservation and efficiency improvements while
higher prices make previously uneconomical water sources profitable, thus spurring
investment in new technologies and supply sources. Indeed, the full spectrum of
solutions to water scarcity is far broader and more diverse than discussions about a
monolithic global water crisis suggest. To see that, it helps to disentangle the major
uses for fresh water.

Most fresh water withdrawals are for agricultural and industrial uses. According to the
2024 United Nations World Water Development Report, agriculture consumes roughly
70 percent of global fresh water withdrawals, industry accounts for 18 percent, and
domestic use makes up the remaining 12 percent. These proportions vary significantly
between countries, with larger shares for industry in higher-income countries and for
agriculture in least-developed countries.

Agricultural Revolution: Precision and Efficiency

Agriculture's major share of water use reflects market forces and technology driving
remarkable efficiency gains. Israel, where “two thirds of the land is semi-arid or arid
and much of the soil is of poor quality [and where] there is a shortage of natural water
resources, a scarcity of precipitation” leads in agricultural innovation. Between 1986
and 2008, the country’'s crop production increased by 40 percent while agricultural
water use remained constant. How? Technologies such as drip irrigation, which apply
water directly to plant roots and see 95 percent uptake by avoiding evaporation, are
used to water 75 percent of Israel's crops.

Elsewhere, technologies such as precision agriculture using GPS and sensors are used
to enable farmers to apply water exactly where and when it is needed. For example,
Valley Irrigation’s smart pivot systems adjust water application based on real-time soil
moisture data. Controlled environment agriculture represents an even more dramatic
leap in water conservation. AeroFarms' vertical farming systems use 95 percent less
water than field agriculture and produce yields 75 times higher per square foot.
Plenty's indoor farms recycle 99 percent of their water and produce crops year-round
regardless of climate. As technology advances, genetic innovations can also reduce
agricultural water needs, such as utilizing CRISPR gene editing to enable the
development of crops that require less water while maintaining their nutritional value.

What's Old Is (Made) New Again

Advanced wastewater recycling now produces water that exceeds WHO drinking
water quality standards, with water-stressed countries such as Singapore meeting 40
percent of its water needs (and growing) through wastewater recycling. San Diego's
Pure Water program will produce half of the city’'s water supply by 2035 from treated
wastewater.

Advances in chemistry and materials science promise to make purifying water even
cheaper. Graphene oxide membranes developed at the University of Manchester
could make desalination far more energy-efficient, while biomimetic membranes
inspired by plant cell structures promise breakthrough efficiencies in water filtration
and desalination. Furthermore, electrochemical treatment can remove virtually any
contaminant from water, enabling the reuse of previously unusable industrial
wastewater.

Beyond treatment plants, innovative groundwater management pumps treated
wastewater and excess surface water back into underground aquifers, creating
massive underground reservoirs for drought protection. These managed aquifer
recharge projects globally now store billions of gallons annually, turning natural
storage systems into actively managed water banks.

Substituting Away from Fresh Water

Digging into industry’s 18 percent share of fresh water usage reveals that many
functions currently performed by water, such as cooling, may not require water at all.
Data centers, which consume 5-10 percent of the total US electricity supply,
traditionally use massive amounts of water for cooling because it had been cheap and
abundant.

Here we see a demonstration of market forces at work as rising resource costs
incentivize innovation and substitution: Google has developed Al-powered cooling
systems that reduce energy consumption by 40 percent, while Microsoft is testing
underwater data centers that use seawater for cooling to achieve better efficiency
than land-based facilities. Further, immersion cooling technology submerges servers
in specialized fluids, eliminating water use entirely while improving the servers’
performance.

Meanwhile, thermoelectric power plants, which account for 34 percent of US
freshwater withdrawals, increasingly use dry cooling systems and recycled
wastewater. Palo Verde Nuclear Station, the largest generator of electricity in the
United States, operates entirely on treated sewage water from nearby municipalities.

Turning Our Oceans and Air into Fresh Water Sources

Perhaps the paradigmatic example of humans creating fresh water from previously
unusable sources is desalination. Desalination technology has transformed seawater
into a primary fresh water source in some countries. Israel desalinates more than 55
percent of its domestic water supply—a figure expected to rise to 90 percent in the
future. Similarly, Qatar desalinates 48 percent of its water needs. Modern reverse
osmosis filtration technology has dramatically reduced desalination costs. As such,
Israel’'s newest plants, to give one example, produce water for less than $0.50 per
cubic meter, which is competitive with many traditional sources of fresh water.

And what may be one of the most futuristic fresh water technologies already exists.
Atmospheric water generation technology from companies such as Watergen can
extract water directly from air humidity using solar power. Such systems are now
operating in more than 65 countries and produce up to 5,000 liters daily, even in
desert conditions. FountAir LTD's AIRAWATER device combines air conditioning with
water generation to simultaneously cool air and produce purified drinking water from
condensation.

Building-integrated water systems capture rainwater and condensation for reuse.
Skysource/Skywater Alliance has developed atmospheric water generators integrated
into buildings that can supply significant portions of the occupants’ needs. Smart
buildings increasingly include gray water recycling systems that reuse shower and sink
water for irrigation and cooling.

Conclusion: The Innovation Pipeline and Global Markets Mitigate Future Risk

The Earth isn't running out of water any more than it ran out of food after the English
preacher Thomas Malthus made his dire predictions about the consequences of
overpopulation more than two centuries ago. Water follows the same pattern as every
other resource: human creativity applied to the challenges of scarcity drives
innovation that creates new forms of abundance.

From ancient agueducts to modern desalination plants and atmospheric water
generators, humans have never accepted natural limitations on freshwater supplies.
The same creativity that turned seawater into municipal water supplies and
transformed sewage into drinking water continues expanding the definition of usable
water. Global markets further reduce water stress by enabling regions to specialize by
importing water-intensive goods from water-abundant areas rather than producing
everything locally.

Rising demand creates rising incentives for innovation. As traditional sources become
more expensive, market signals encourage both conservation and technological
advancement, resulting in a continuously expanding water supply that grows to meet
human needs and capabillities.

The lesson is clear: Water scarcity isn't about planetary limits but about the pace of
human innovation relative to demand growth. Given the remarkable technologies
already emerging and the powerful economic incentives driving their development, the
future promises water abundance through human ingenuity and market-driven
innovation, not sacrifice and restriction.
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Grim Old Days: Peter Laslett's The World We
Have Lost
Poverty and hardship long predated the factory age.

CHELSEA OLIVIA FOLLETT
AUG 14, 2025
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Peter Laslett

The World We Havekost

Peter Laslett's book The World We Have Lost is an influential history of what life was
like in England before the Industrial Revolution. Laslett makes clear that the infamous
problems of the industrial era were preexisting, not innovations that first arose with the
construction of factories: "The coming of industry cannot be shown to have brought
economic oppression and exploitation along with it. It was there already.” His book
brings into focus the poverty and hardship faced by preindustrial people and the fact
that “we now inhabit a world wealthy on a scale quite unknown before
industrialization.”

Laslett describes the dearth of schooling, observing that neither Isaac Newton's nor
William Shakespeare's parents could read. Inventories from Kentish towns between
the 1560s and 1630s show a steady increase from a fifth or less owning books to
nearly a quarter, although such inventories were recorded only for prosperous
households and thus probably overestimate the extent of book ownership.
Leicestershire wills from the 1620s to 1640s show that only 17 percent of people with
wills bequeathed books to their heirs, and even among the gentry that figure was only
50 percent.

The "inability to share in literate life cut most men off from even contemplating a share
in political power.” And the idea of women attaining a political voice was more absurd
still. Even James Tyrrell—an associate of John Locke, a critic of absolutism, and a
believer in limited political authority—noted in 1681, “There never was any government
where all the promiscuous rabble of women and children had votes."

llliteracy often not only limited women'’s ability to engage with society but also
increased women's vulnerability. “An illiterate maidservant whose place was five or ten
miles from home was cut off from her parents and her brothers and sisters," effectively
unable to send them messages and alert them if her employer physically abused her
or sexually assaulted her (as was, sadly, common).

Instead of learning to read, many children began work at shockingly young ages.
Laslett informs the reader that, as John Locke noted in 1697, poor children were
expected to start working at age three, contributing in what capacity they could, often
through apprenticeships. The apprentice’s contract typically went thus: “He shall not
absent himself by night or by day without his master’s leave."” Some apprentices
“stayed subordinate to a master in a master's house for the whole of their lives,” far
beyond the initial terms of their contract.

Not only could children start work at age 3, but by age 12, they were considered old
enough to help run businesses. In 1699, at an alehouse in Harefield, Middlesex, run by
Catherine and John Baily, 6 of their 10 children still living at home “were above the age
of twelve, . . . old enough to help run the family establishment.”

In England grooms could legally be as young as 14 and brides as young as 12,
although Laslett notes that thankfully that was relatively rare in practice. Early
marriages did occur, though. In 1623, a London parish clerk wrote disapprovingly of
the wedding of a 17-year-old boy working as a threadmaker to the 14-year-old
daughter of a porter, calling them a “couple of young Fooles."
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A rather offensive (to modern sensibilities) form of divorce known as "wife-selling”
sometimes occurred among those who could not afford a formal dissolution of
marriage. The Ipswich Journal records such a sale occurring in 1789:

Oct. 29, Samuel Balls sold his wife to Abraham Rade in the parish of Blythburgh in
his county for 1 [shilling]. A halter was put around her neck and she was resigned
up to this Abraham Rade.

Such bizarre episodes "“reveal something of the slightly quizzical attitude of ordinary
people to the official marriage code,” with local customs and practices varying wildly.
Upon settling down typically, a man tilled land with the aid of his wife and children.
Picture the "hard-working, needy, half-starved labourers of pre-industrial times,” who
toiled nonstop and yet never produced enough to live comfortably.

Here was an economy conspicuously lacking in those devices for the saving of
exertion which are so marked a feature of our own everyday life. The simplest
operation needed effort; drawing the water from the well, striking steel on flint to
catch the tinder alight, cutting goose-feather quills to make a pen, they all took
time, trouble and energy. The working of the land, the labour in the craftsmen's
shop, were infinitely taxing. [The peasantry would] shock us with their worn hands
and faces, their immeasurable fatigue.

Those who didn't work in agriculture were often servants. The percentage of workers
employed as servants in the population varied from as low as 4 percent to as high as a
third of the population in relatively wealthy times and places, such as London and
parts of Norwich in the 1690s. "Everywhere work of all kinds varied alarmingly with the
state of the weather and of trade, so that hunger was not very far away.” Many had no
employment and begged. "Wandering beggars . . . were . . . a feature of the
countryside at all times."

Any increase in the cost of food staples could prompt social discord. “Right up to the
time of the French Revolution and beyond, in Europe the threat of high prices for food
was the commonest and most potent cause of public disorder.” Public panic about
food was often warranted, as the threat of hunger was all too real. In 1698 in Scotland,
contemporary accounts say, “[m]any have died for want of bread, and have been
necessitate to make use of wild-runches draff and the like for the support of nature.” A
runch is a common weed.

Laslett makes clear that England, being wealthier than much of Europe, saw relatively
few famines by the late early modern period. Still, England’s harvest year of 1623-
1624 was devastating, and in some locations, such as Ashton, the number of recorded
burials was over two-and-a-half times the typical level. Numerous burials record the
cause of the death as starvation. The deaths recorded in the Register of Greystoke in
England, in 1623, put names to some of these victims of starvation, including, “A poor
hungerstarved beggar child, Dorothy," and “Thomas Simpson, a poor hungerstarved
beggar boy,” as well as “Leonard . . . which child died for want of food,” and 4-year-old
“John, son of John Lancaster, late of Greystoke, a waller by trade, which child died for
want of food and means.”

Preindustrial people also froze. Indeed, in cold climates such as those of northern and
western Europe, “the necessity of gathering round fires and sharing beds, make it
obvious that the privacy now regarded as indispensable, almost as a human right,”
was once rare, with the masses forced to sleep next to each other and their farm
animals for body heat.

If there was one thing that was better about the past, it was perhaps that people were
—by necessity—tougher. London's suicide rate circa 1660 is estimated as somewhere
between 2.5 and 5 per 100,000 people, low by modern standards. ' But on the whole,

what Laslett calls "the world we have lost” is not a world we'd want back.

Read more about the Grim Old Days
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According to the most recent data from Britain's Office of National Statistics, London'’s

|—

suicide rate now stands at 7.3 per 100,000 people, while England and Wales have a suicide
rate of 17.4 per 100,000. According to the most recent year of OECD data, only one OECD
country has a suicide rate of under 5 per 100,000: Turkey, at 4.8 per 100,000. (In recent
years, only two or three OECD countries typically manage to keep suicides below the upper
bound of the estimated level seen in 17t"-century London).
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