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There are currently seven billion people in the world and that number continues to 

increase. By 2100 it is estimated that we will reach the carrying capacity of our earth and will 

use up all of its resources1. Although humans only represent 0.05% of biomass, we currently use 

25-32% of global Net Primary Production (NPP).2 NPP is the “net carbon uptake after 

subtracting plant respiration form the total rate of ecosystem carbon capture for a given length of 

time.” This high NPP of about 32% is bad because all the humans only represent a small part of 

the large biodiverse earth. This imbalance of the ecosystem could lead to the extinction of the 

human race; as a population is modeled by its resources. Would it be better to have an extinct 

race or instead, should we intentionally intervene to maintain the ecosystem? The extinction of 

the human race will result in a loss of biodiversity and could cause a trophic cascade! 

Biodiversity is an important factor in maintaining the species richness in an ecosystem which 

provides the ecosystem with the ability to recover from a disturbance.3 Therefore, it is pertinent 

that the ecosystem is maintained at a balance. This can occur either by increasing natural 

resources or reducing the consumption (by reducing population) of resources. Unfortunately, our 

society has accustomed to our expensive lifestyles and therefore it would be very difficult to 

change our behaviors as a species to reduce our resource intake.4 However, until we find the 

impossible way of creating natural resources, the only way for us to decrease our global NPP is 

to decrease our population size. This could be achieved by eliminating modern medicine and 

allow for natural selection (of life span) to reset the population growth curve. But another 

important strategy is how empathy can also play a key role in decreasing our population size. By 

decreasing how much empathy humans can reciprocate on another, we can reduce sexual 

                                                
1 Tanis, Sara. “Tragedy of the Commons and Your Footprint” Environmental Science. Kalamazoo College Library, Kalamazoo. 
January 2017. Lecture. 
2 Tanis “Carbon Footprint” 
3 Tanis “Biodiversity”	
4 Tanis “Introduction to Environmental Science” 
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relations and therefore result in the said curbed population growth. All in all, decreasing the 

lifespan of humans to peak productivity, as well as reducing the amount of empathy towards one 

another, will aid in returning the world population to a number that is at or below the carrying 

capacity; and will allow for more efficient allocation of our health care dollars. 

 

To understand the concept of reduced empathy in solving the problem of overpopulation, 

it is important to present some background information. The construct that social success leads to 

more offspring is a key component in reducing the population size of the Homo sapien species5. 

We have developed spindle cells in the brain, located in the anterior cingulate cortex and the 

fronto-insular cortex. Spindle cells are a type of neuron that supports advanced social 

capabilities; one of which includes empathy.6 By building on the general sociability, we have 

developed ‘neural networks’ which support empathy. This is required for any kind of real 

closeness or relationship with one another. This idea comes into play when considering “If there 

were no empathy, we’d make our way in life like ants or bees, brushing shoulders with other 

people but fundamentally alone.”7 Over time, we can accomplish a new generation of ‘ants and 

bees’ that requires less emotional support and in turn reciprocates less empathy. The human race 

can evolve to decrease their empathy towards each other, and that is one path that we can take to 

reduce our population size. 

 

Another way that reducing empathy can affect the population size is by looking at brain 

activity in relation to empathy. The more sociable the primate species, the bigger the size of the 

                                                
5 Hanson, Rick, and Richard Mendius. Buddha's Brain: The Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love & Wisdom. Oakland, 
CA: New Harbinger Publications, 2009. Print. (Shutt et al. 2007) (pg. 123) 
6 Allman, John, Atiya Hakeem, and Karli Watson. Two Phylogenetic Specializations in the Human Brain. Vol. 8, California, 
Sage Publications, 2002. 
7 Hanson (P. 125)	
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brain due to the increased grey matter (due to brain use). This increased brain size occurred with 

time. As men began hunting with the tools they made, men evolved to have stronger and bigger 

bodies. In turn, the mass, bone and body size of women became larger to birth the babies with 

these bigger brains. This evolution of physical attributes (bigger and stronger bodies that require 

more energy intake) has had a negative impact on the earth’s environment and the carbon 

footprint. The increased methane and carbon output has been gradually depleting the ozone layer 

and crashing the earth’s resources. United States has been one of the largest producer for 

methane and carbon dioxide due to meat farms!8 Therefore, supporting the idea of having less 

empathy makes sense if you examine the decrease in brain matter as a result of the decrease in 

empathy. And so, by reducing our body size, we can reduce our meat intake. Right? It makes 

total sense! It is hard to imagine how accustomed we have grown to the lifestyles that require 

thousands of pounds of meat to be processed weekly to feed the nation. By finding a solution for 

the decrease of meat production, would not only benefit a decrease in carbon footprint but also 

provide the body with a healthier diet of fruits and greens. Eventually, a decrease in empathy 

would result in a reduced brain size. Thus resulting in a smaller body size that requires a lesser 

consumption of meat.  

 

Reduced empathy could really be a key solution to our problem of overpopulation.  

However, do we really want to be the “Ants and Bees” of our society? An alternative would be 

to not use medicine to increase our lifespan. Maybe this alternative will require us to have the 

decrease in empathy to allow us to not provide health care for the elderly. So it may be that we 

need both approaches to determine a solution for our overpopulation. The alternative that halts 

the use of medicine would benefit our economical standards as well as increasing the peak 
                                                
8 Environmental Working Group. Meat Eater's Guide to Climate Change + Health. 2011. (Appendix E) 
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productivity of the human race by maintaining the average life span to about 50 years compared 

to mortality at the age of 80.9 

 

To determine how ethical, it is, to reset the population growth curve (through not using 

medicine), we must ask the question: ‘why does the body not maintain itself indefinitely?’ The 

human body does have the capacity to replace worn-out parts and repair damage, but that 

capacity is limited. This brings us to the mystery that if senescence devastates our fitness, why 

has natural selection not eliminated it(senescence)? 10 Gerontologists, who study the social and 

psychological processes of aging, are realizing that the mechanisms that cause senescence may 

not be mistakes but compromises carefully accepted through natural selection.11 It is beneficial 

that the capacity of humans to repair damage is limited. This is because, as the gerontologists 

have implied in the book Why We Get Sick, that senescence is the only reason we are not up to 

our necks in trying to share the world with an over-abundance of humans. If we are at seven 

billion people currently, humans are using up the earth’s resources this fast, it is best to imagine 

a barren earth for our offspring. Even though humans are limited by senescence to a certain 

extent, the human population has found a way to survive throughout all the famines and other 

natural disasters and continued to increase as a species. This has all been due to medical 

explorations. There has been a decrease in the number of deaths of individuals from, 1910-1970, 

which is likely the cause of these medicinal advances.12,13 And, by creating medicine to fight 

back cancer, Alzheimer’s, and other diseases that develop with age, we are slowly eliminating 

                                                
9 National Center for Health Statistics. Deaths and Mortality. Atlanta, 2016 
10 Nesse, Randolph M., and George C. Williams. WHY WE GET SICK: The New Science of Darwinian Medicine. New York, 
Vintage Books, 1996, pp. 107-22. (Pg. 109) 
11 Nesse (Pg. 121) 
12 Nesse (Figure 8-1) (Appendix A) 
13 Cheng, Tina L., Nova Monteiro, Linda A. DiMeglio, Alyna T. Chien, and Eric S. Peeples. Seven great achievements in 
pediatric research in the past 40 years. Vol. 80, Pediatric Research, 2016, pp. 330-37. Accessed 21 Feb. 2017. (Appendix C) 



 6  

senescence. The idea of cheating natural selection and increasing the reproductive rates will 

increase the population rapidly and exhaust resources14.  

 

While our bodies do have that capacity to repair damage, we have not yet evolved to 

naturally replace lost body parts. By providing humans who were born blind, or with lost 

appendages with working eyes and amputations/prosthetics, we are affecting the changes in 

evolution that our body can go through15. We are not allowing natural selection to eliminate the 

individuals with heritable traits less suited to the environment. But if the elimination of these 

negative characteristics (behaviors, lost appendages) are possible with time (through the process 

of natural selection and evolution), then why are billions of dollars being put into health care for 

the ill and elderly? If we stopped treating patients older than the age of 40, our allocation of 

health care dollars would be more efficient! Spending research and health care dollars on finding 

alleviants for arthritis, Alzheimer’s, or diabetes, we are only prolonging the life of these patients 

for a few more decades. By allowing death at an early age, we would actually be alleviating the 

pain of what comes with old age; the side effects of senescence. By that time (point at which old 

age is a factor), the human brain will have a decreased capacity16 and would provide less benefits 

to the community. Instead, becoming old would increase health care costs for the individual and 

inefficacy for the government (in terms of allocation of money). With research grants being 

spent on age-related epigenetic changes of brain cells rather than defects in infants, government 

money is not being allocated cost-effectively towards research that can benefit the younger, more 

able-bodied people. By allocating money towards research for a drug that can provide a human 

                                                
14 Nesse (Figure 8-2) (Appendix B) 
15 Wardrop, James. History of James Mitchell, a Boy Born Blind and Deaf. London, Bulmer and Co., 1813. 
16 M. St-Laurent et al. Memory reactivation in healthy aging: evidence of stimulus-specific dedifferentiation. Journal of 
Neuroscience. Vol. 34, March 19, 2014, p. 4175. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.3054-13.2014. (Appendix D) 
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with extra strength, or allow the human to stay awake longer, we can advance as a species. By 

allowing 20-30 year olds to make use of their peak productivity, we can make a better and 

stronger impact on the earth. That creates a more beneficial impact rather than having a curve 

spread out between 20-60 year olds. Would it not be better if we carried on with our lives like the 

ants and did not waste resources on amputations and unnecessary surgeries? 

 

The chance of acquiring diseases such as cancer usually increases with the increase in 

age. Cancer is caused by uncontrolled cell division. However, those mutations in genes can be 

passed down from generation to generation. If data from the number of cancer cases in England 

is examined, Jones a cancer research scholar, mentions that the number of cancer cases are 

increasing due to the increase in life expectancy; and so it can be determined that cancer risk 

increases with age.17 Even though some cancers are able to be treated, there are still many 

relapses and early deaths. More than a quarter of every health care dollar is now spent on patients 

in their last year of life, and the need for nursing home beds is expected to quadruple in the next 

twenty years.18 Therefore it is important that we decrease either the number of individuals who 

require a nursing bed or intentionally decrease the survival rate of humans. The discussion of this 

topic is comparable to a society living similarly by the ‘Ants and Bees’ phenomenon in the book 

The Giver, by Lois Lowry. Throughout this novel, the author creates a society (set in the future) 

that is living in ‘peace’. People are killed off with an injection starting from the moment that they 

are born to as soon as they have no need for them in the community. This decision is made only 

by the higher officials and has no regard to the community and is done in secrecy. Jonas, the 

                                                
17  Ahmad A S , Ormiston-Smith N and Sasieni PS. Trends in the lifetime risk of developing cancer in Great Britain: Comparison 
of risk for those born in 1930 to 1960’ British Journal of Cancer (2015). (Image 2) 
18 Hanson (Pg. 232) 
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main character states “There’s nothing we can do. It’s always been this way. Before me, before 

you, before the ones who came before you. Back and back and back.”19 If analyzed, this quote 

represents a history-less, memory-less community. In comparison to that extreme community 

that has politically silenced their people, reducing our life expectancy normally has a better ring 

to it. Medicine has changed its focus from acute diseases of children and younger adults to 

chronic diseases of the elderly. Many of these physicians and their patients still think of 

senescence as a disease.20 But why be negative about a naturally occurring phenomenon? Instead 

of allocating resources towards research for cancer patients, allowing natural selection to take 

place would give us the answer to the world’s population problem.   

  

With time, we can forge a new generation that demonstrates less empathy in order to 

balance our ecosystem by keeping the human population in check and under the carrying 

capacity.  The reduction in empathy in humans will reduce our reproduction rate through the 

understanding of the construct which connects social success with reproduction rates. The 

reduction of empathy will also cause a smaller brain size due to the effect on grey matter. By 

moving forward with a reduction in empathy, it is very evident that with the help of evolution, 

the body mass of an average human will decrease and change the effect of our human population 

on the carbon footprint. Another aspect of reducing population size is by halting research on age-

related epigenetics.  This would decrease the human lifespan to a peak production and allow for 

an alleviating lifestyle with a decrease in senescence related diseases. One final question to ask 

however, is, whether one approach is better than the other or can we use one to benefit the other? 

The “Ants and Bees” theory of creating a race that lacks in empathy would benefit the decrease 

                                                
19 Lowry, Lois. The Giver. New York: Laurel Leaf, 1993. Print. (Chapter 20) 
20 Nesse (Pg. 122)	
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in population just as much as the halting of modern medicine not to increase the lifespan of an 

individual. But, would it really be ethical to not improve the quality of life of our elder family 

members and instead to simply allow an earlier death? If the two theories were combined, the 

lack of empathy would actually make it easier for the human race to understand the necessity of 

halting research on age-related epigenetics and concludes that the theories go hand in hand in 

contributing to keeping our population below the carrying capacity.  
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Appendix 
 
 
 
 

 
A. Figure comparing the number of 

deaths during 1910 and 1970 at 10 
year (in age) intervals. Data 
obtained from the book Why We 
Get Sick by Randolf Nesse.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B. A	figure	depicting	the	
reproductive	advantage	if	
there	is	no	senescence.	
Data obtained from the book 
Why We Get Sick by 
Randolf Nesse.	 	
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C. An	image	depicting	the	
immense	change	in	
medicinal	findings	over	
the	years.	Data	obtained	
from	the	book	Seven	
great	achievements	in	
pediatric	research	in	the	
past	40	years	by	Tina	
Cheng	et	al.		

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

D. A	figure	depicting	 the	
change	in	activity	 in	
Young	vs.	Old	
brains.	Data	
obtained	from	the	
Journal	of	
Neuroscience.		
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E. Figure	depicting	
the	amount	of	
CO2	emissions	(in	
KG)	in	
comparison	to	
the	types	and	
amount	of	
consumed	food.	
Data	obtained	
from	the	
Environmental	
Working	Group:	
Meat	Eater’s	
Guide	to	Climate	
Change	+	Health.			
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