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Hans Rosling discusses population growth at the ReSource 2012 conference in Oxford, UK.
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Swansong of a data visionary

Jim O’Neill hails the last book by Hans Rosling, the statistician who recast progress.

ans Rosling was many things. A
thysician and epidemiologist; a

statistician and data visualizer; a
staunch advocate of free data as the bed-
rock of an accurate world view. Factfulness
is Rosling’s last, and posthumous, book; he
died in February 2017. Like his other work,
including his famous presentations, it throws
down a gauntlet to doom-and-gloomers in
global health by challenging preconceptions
and misconceptions.

Co-written with Ola Rosling and Anna
Rosling Rénnlund (Rosling’s son and
daughter-in-law), Factfulness is a fabulous
read, succinct and lively. It asks why so
many people — including Nobel laureates
and medical researchers — get the numbers
so wrong on pressing issues such as poverty,
pandemics and climate change. The book
isolates the ten instincts that lead to what
Rosling calls the “overdramatic worldview”:
that pervasive, generally pessimistic global
perspective that often cancels out significant
progress made in the face of vast challenges.

The “gap instinct”, for instance, is
the tendency to divide everything into

two — such as devel-
oped and developing
countries. This ‘us
and them’ construct,
he shows, is not borne
out by the facts: some
75% of people live in
middle-income coun-
tries. Rosling adds
nuance to the global
socio-economic pic-
ture by outlining four
income levels, from
US$1 a day to more
than $64. He offers a
masterclass in avoiding
the gap instinct by, for
example, comparing
averages — one num-
ber can hide a range.
Many of the other instincts that Rosling
examines reveal his acuity about how easy
it is for us to slide into negative, fearful or
grandiose mindsets when faced with mono-
lithic problems. His discussion of the “blame
instinct’, for example, is important because it
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reminds us of people’s impatience with com-
plex causation and tendency to pin everything
on one agent. As he notes, problems such as
lack of research into the diseases of the poor-
est people are systematic. To change them,
you have to understand the systems.
Rosling enlivens the chapters with
multiple-choice questions. These highlight
our knee-jerk responses and the scale of
progress in a number of areas. (He jokes that
chimpanzees choosing at random would
generally outperform humans on these.) For
example, he asks: if there are 2 billion children
in the world today, how many will there be by
2100 — 4 billion, 3 billion or 2 billion? I got
this wrong. Another question is how many of
the world’s one-year-old children have been
vaccinated against at least some form of dis-
ease: 20%, 50% or 80%?2 This I got right, but
few people do. These riveting exercises kept
me up late one evening: I couldn’t wait to see
how stupid I was with the next question.
Rosling also covers five risks that we
“should worry about”: global pandemic,
financial collapse, a new world war, climate
change and the extreme poverty that still »
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> afflicts 700 million people. Factful-
ness is not, however, comprehensive. I
have wondered whether Rosling would
have been his usual cheery self when con-
fronted with the challenges of antimicro-
bial resistance (AMR), and the needed
solutions. I had the chance to discuss this
issue with him only briefly. Its absence
from the book is disappointing, but then,
I'm biased. Iled a global review on AMR
for the UK government under then-prime
minister David Cameron, during which I
departed from my own generally cheery
take on the state of the world.

I came to Rosling’s work in the past
decade, when someone at Goldman Sachs
Asset Management (which I chaired) sug-
gested that I should follow one of Rosling’s
online presentations about the state of the
world, its evolution and probable future.
It was wise advice. Although I initially
sulked because

of the inference  “Jgved

that Rosling  Rosling’s

filscussed S}lch positive

information approach to

?etter thanl 'mii life’s challenges;
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that he took
aspects of what
I had become
known for to a completely new level. His
knowledge of issues around health, dis-
ease control and many aspects of devel-
opment was obviously deep and broad. A
few years later, I shared a platform with
him. I'loved his positive approach to life’s
challenges; it did, and does, inspire me.

Long before US President Donald
Trump and fake news, I warned audiences
about slavishly believing what they read.
As Rosling spells out, our awareness of
facts has never been that strong, and many
journalists are not motivated to tell us that
the world is getting better. (No news is
sometimes the only good news.) It is up
to individuals to ensure that we foster the
disciplined habits of mind that Rosling
eloquently and clearly sets out.

This magnificent book ends with a
plea for a factual world view. Rosling was
optimistic that this outlook will spread,
because it is a useful navigational tool in
a complex world, and a genuine antidote
to negativity and hopelessness. A just
tribute to this book and the man would
be a global day of celebration for facts
about our world. Perhaps Trump should
lead the charge on that. m

inspireme.”

Jim O’Neill is an economist, a cross-
bencher in the UK House of Lords, a
distinguished visiting fellow at the think
tank Chatham House in London, and
honorary chair of economics at the
University of Manchester, UK.
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From meat to mind

Douwe Draaisma enjoys Michael Gazzaniga’s
exploration of the biological basis of consciousness.

René Descartes visited the French

philosopher at his estate on the Dutch
coast. Aiming to discuss the cardinal points
of Cartesian philosophy, Frans Burman had
marked more than 70 passages in Descartes’s
works. How, he asked, can soul and body
affect each other, given their fundamental
difference? Descartes conceded that the
question was thorny, but pointed to the
evidence that they do — for instance, in
emotion. The mystery lies in the mechanism,
and this, Descartes confided, was perhaps
best left to theologians.

Neuroscientist Michael Gazzaniga tackles
this abiding mind-body problem anew in
The Consciousness Instinct. His subtitle,
Unraveling the Mystery of How the Brain
Makes the Mind, rephrases Descartes’s
conundrum into a bold promise. But then,
Gazzaniga is a bold scientist. He made his
name in the 1960s through pioneering
work on severing the connection between
the brain’s left and right hemispheres (‘split
brains’), as his autobiography vividly details
(D. Draaisma Nature 518, 298-299; 2015).

His latest book is certainly evidence that
scholars advancing in age (Gazzaniga is
now 78) often trust themselves with ever
broader scientific and philosophical ques-
tions. Thus he guides readers through neu-
rology, biology and psychology, discussing
the origin and neural underpinnings of lan-
guage or the mechanism of facial recognition.
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S GAZZANIGA should resist the lure of
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fallacy” — the idea that
one theory can cover
everything, from our introspective sense of
awareness down to the subatomic particles of
brain tissue. Explanations, he asserts, should
be thought of as context-dependent, just as
light in quantum physics sometimes behaves
like waves and sometimes like particles.
Gazzaniga defines consciousness as “the
subjective feeling of a number of instincts
and/or memories playing out in time in an
organism’. He points out that clinical cases —
he spent a few years working on neurologi-
cal wards — add complexities. For instance,
people who are completely unable to move
can still be conscious, a frightening condition
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A nerve cell in the human brain, seen in a false colour under a scanning electron microscope.
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