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SYNOPSIS [FROM THE COVER] 
“For two hundred years the pessimists have dominated public discourse, insisting that things will soon be 
getting much worse. But in fact, life is getting better&#151;and at an accelerating rate. Food availability, 
income, and life span are up; disease, child mortality, and violence are down all across the globe. Africa is 
following Asia out of poverty; the Internet, the mobile phone, and container shipping are enriching 
people's lives as never before. In his bold and bracing exploration into how human culture evolves 
positively through exchange and specialization, bestselling author Matt Ridley does more than describe 
how things are getting better. He explains why. An astute, refreshing, and revelatory work that covers the 
entire sweep of human history from the Stone Age to the Internet; The Rational Optimist will change your 
way of thinking about the world for the better.” 
 

 
 
QUOTES  
“The psychologist Daniel Gilbert likes to joke that every member of his profession lives under the 
obligation at some time in his career to complete a sentence which begins: ‘The human being is the only 
animal that ...’ Language, cognitive reasoning, fire, cooking, tool making, self-awareness, deception, 
imitation, art, religion, opposable thumbs, throwing weapons, upright stance, grandparental care – the list 
of features suggested as unique to human beings is long indeed. But then the list of features unique to 
aardvarks or bare-faced go-away birds is also fairly long.” 
  
“At some point, human intelligence became collective and cumulative in a way that happened to no other 
animal.” 
  
“At some point in human history, ideas began to meet and mate, to have sex with each other. Let me 
explain. Sex is what makes biological evolution cumulative, because it brings together the genes of 
different individuals. A mutation that occurs in one creature can therefore join forces with a mutation that 
occurs in another.” 
  
“Evolution can happen without sex; but it is far, far slower. And so it is with culture. If culture consisted 
simply of learning habits from others, it would soon stagnate. For culture to turn cumulative, ideas 
needed to meet and mate.” 
  
“I shall argue that there was a point in human pre-history when big-brained, cultural, learning people for 
the first time began to exchange things with each other, and that once they started doing so, culture 
suddenly became cumulative, and the great headlong experiment of human economic ‘progress’ began. 
Exchange is to cultural evolution as sex is to biological evolution.” 



  
“Specialisation encouraged innovation, because it encouraged the investment of time in a tool-making 
tool. That saved time, and prosperity is simply time saved, which is proportional to the division of 
labour.” 
  
“The experience has left me mistrustful of markets in capital and assets, yet passionately in favour of 
markets in goods and services. Had I only known it, experiments in laboratories by the economist Vernon 
Smith and his colleagues have long confirmed that markets in goods and services for immediate 
consumption – haircuts and hamburgers – work so well that it is hard to design them so they fail to 
deliver efficiency and innovation; while markets in assets are so automatically prone to bubbles and 
crashes that it is hard to design them so they work at all.” 
  
“Speculation, herd exuberance, irrational optimism, rent-seeking and the temptation of fraud drive asset 
markets to overshoot and plunge – which is why they need careful regulation, something I always 
supported. (Markets in goods and services need less regulation.)” 
  
“I am a rational optimist: rational, because I have arrived at optimism not through temperament or 
instinct, but by looking at the evidence.” 
  
“There are people today who think life was better in the past. They argue that there was not only a 
simplicity, tranquillity, sociability and spirituality about life in the distant past that has been lost, but a 
virtue too. This rose-tinted nostalgia, please note, is generally confined to the wealthy.” 
  
“Since 1800, the population of the world has multiplied six times, yet average life expectancy has more 
than doubled and real income has risen more than nine times.” 
  
“Averages conceal a lot. But even if you break down the world into bits, it is hard to find any region that 
was worse off in 2005 than it was in 1955. Over that half-century, real income per head ended a little lower 
in only six countries (Afghanistan, Haiti, Congo, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Somalia), life expectancy in 
three (Russia, Swaziland and Zimbabwe), and infant survival in none. In the rest they have rocketed 
upward. Africa’s rate of improvement has been distressingly slow and patchy compared with the rest of 
the world, and many southern African countries saw life expectancy plunge in the 1990s as the AIDS 
epidemic took hold (before recovering in recent years).” 
  
“The rich have got richer, but the poor have done even better. The poor in the developing world grew 
their consumption twice as fast as the world as a whole between 1980 and 2000. The Chinese are ten times 
as rich, one-third as fecund and twenty-eight years longer-lived than they were fifty years ago.” 
  
“Today, of Americans officially designated as ‘poor’, 99 per cent have electricity, running water, flush 
toilets, and a refrigerator; 95 per cent have a television, 88 per cent a telephone, 71 per cent a car and 70 
per cent air conditioning. Cornelius Vanderbilt had none of these.” 
  
“The economist Don Boudreaux imagined the average American time-travelling back to 1967 with his 
modern income. He might be the richest person in town, but no amount of money could buy him the 
delights of eBay, Amazon, Starbucks, Wal-Mart, Prozac, Google or BlackBerry.” 
  
“This is what prosperity is: the increase in the amount of goods or services you can earn with the same 
amount of work.” 
  
“A three-minute phone call from New York to Los Angeles cost ninety hours of work at the average wage 
in 1910; today it costs less than two minutes.” 
  



“The debate began with a study by Richard Easterlin in 1974, which found that although within a country 
rich people were generally happier than poor people, richer countries did not have happier citizens than 
poor countries. Since then the ‘Easterlin paradox’ has become the central dogma of the debate. Trouble is, 
it is wrong. Two papers were published in 2008 analysing all the data, and the unambiguous conclusion of 
both is that the Easterlin paradox does not exist. Rich people are happier than poor people; rich countries 
have happier people than poor countries; and people get happier as they get richer.” 
  
“Deer should therefore have more free time than human beings, yet it is people, not deer, who find the 
time to read, write, invent, sing and surf the net. Where does all this free time come from? It comes from 
exchange and specialisation and from the resulting division of labour. A deer must gather its own food. A 
human being gets somebody else to do it for him, while he or she is doing something for them – and both 
win time that way. Self-sufficiency is therefore not the route to prosperity.” 
  
“As I write this, it is nine o’clock in the morning. In the two hours since I got out of bed I have showered 
in water heated by North Sea gas, shaved using an American razor running on electricity made from 
British coal, eaten a slice of bread made from French wheat, spread with New Zealand butter and Spanish 
marmalade, then brewed a cup of tea using leaves grown in Sri Lanka, dressed myself in clothes of Indian 
cotton and Australian wool, with shoes of Chinese leather and Malaysian rubber, and read a newspaper 
made from Finnish wood pulp and Chinese ink. I am now sitting at a desk typing on a Thai plastic 
keyboard (which perhaps began life in an Arab oil well) in order to move electrons through a Korean 
silicon chip and some wires of Chilean copper to display text on a computer designed and manufactured 
by an American firm. I have consumed goods and services from dozens of countries already this morning. 
Actually, I am guessing at the nationalities of some of these items, because it is almost impossible to 
define some of them as coming from any country, so diverse are their sources.” 
  
“I have also consumed minuscule fractions of the productive labour of many dozens of people. Somebody 
had to drill the gas well, install the plumbing, design the razor, grow the cotton, write the software. They 
were all, though they did not know it, working for me. In exchange for some fraction of my spending, 
each supplied me with some fraction of their work. They gave me what I wanted just when I wanted it – 
as if I were the Roi Soleil, Louis XIV, at Versailles in 1700.” 
  
“The Sun King had dinner each night alone. He chose from forty dishes, served on gold and silver plate. It 
took a staggering 498 people to prepare each meal. He was rich because he consumed the work of other 
people, mainly in the form of their services. He was rich because other people did things for him. At that 
time, the average French family would have prepared and consumed its own meals as well as paid tax to 
support his servants in the palace. So it is not hard to conclude that Louis XIV was rich because others 
were poor.” 
  
“You might be thinking that Louis XIV’s dining arrangements were way beyond your reach. And yet 
consider this. The cornucopia that greets you as you enter the supermarket dwarfs anything that Louis 
XIV ever experienced (and it is probably less likely to contain salmonella).” 
  
“In truth, far from being unsustainable, the interdependence of the world through trade is the very thing 
that makes modern life as sustainable as it is.” 
  
“The cumulative accretion of knowledge by specialists that allows us each to consume more and more 
different things by each producing fewer and fewer is, I submit, the central story of humanity. Innovation 
changes the world but only because it aids the elaboration of the division of labour and encourages the 
division of time.” 
  
“Money is not metal. It is trust inscribed.” NIALL FERGUSON 
  



“On the whole, having to deal with strangers teaches you to be polite to them, and that in order for such 
generosity to emerge, costly punishment of selfishness may be necessary.” 
  
“The argument is not that exchange teaches people to be kind; it is that exchange teaches people to 
recognise their enlightened self-interest lies in seeking cooperation.” 
  
“Think about this from the consumer’s point of view. Nobody in China can blow glass; nobody in Europe 
can reel silk. Thanks to a middleman in India, however, the European can wear silk and the Chinese can 
use glass.” 


