Supplementary material for discussion of Thomas Friedman’s Hot, Flat and Crowded

1. Friedman’s Feb. 15 column on Solar Car Tour in India: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/15/opinion/15friedman.html
2. From NYTimes book review

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/05/books/review/Freedland-t.html

For that very reason, Friedman could perhaps touch those who have so far eluded the green movement’s reach: the hardheaded executives more worried by projections of receding profits than retreating glaciers. That constituency listened to Friedman on globalization and they might be ready to listen to him again on global warming.

The form of “Hot, Flat, and Crowded” is trademark Friedman: a series of arguments, often distilled into mnemonic formulations, some snappier than others — it’s not A.D. 2008, but “1 E.C.E.,” the first year of the “Energy-Climate Era” — all based on extensive, far-flung reporting, most of it consisting of interviews with experts, professors and, of course, C.E.O.s.

What will appeal to can-do business types is that Friedman’s book does not dwell, as, say, Gore’s movie did, on describing the problem, but concentrates most on sketching possible solutions. It is in these passages that Friedman’s argument really takes off, allowing him to give vent to his enthusiasm and unabashed idealism. Non-Americans might find his wide-eyed patriotism a touch saccharine if not naïve, but it’s hard not to be carried along by his evident passion.

… This hunger for energy is dangerous not only because it means belching more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, so pushing the temperature to dangerously high levels, but also because it is robbing the world of precious, and beautiful, bio­diversity, destroying a unique species every 20 minutes. It also means we’re lining the pockets of the autocrats who tend to control the world’s reserves of fossil fuel, the “petrodictators.” And we are opening an ever wider gap between the energy haves and the energy have-nots, those who cannot take part in the “flat” world because they cannot switch on a light bulb, let alone a laptop.

The United States needs to set an example for the world to follow, by starting over and constructing an entirely new Clean Energy System, one that will send “clean electrons” into its homes, offices and cars — generated not by dirty old oil or coal, but by solar, wind and nuclear power — and that will use many fewer of those electrons, thanks to greater efficiency. In the book’s most arresting passage, Friedman plays futurist and looks ahead — to “20 E.C.E.” — imagining a world where an Energy Internet puts each one of your home appliances in touch with the power company, drawing out only the minimal power it needs to function and at the cheapest, off-peak times. Even your car, by now a plug-in hybrid that gets the equivalent of 100 miles per gallon, can charge its battery with solar power, which it then sells back to the grid.

… companies need to be fundamentally rewired so that their rewards come from persuading us all to use less, not more, of their product.

The way to do that, Friedman explains, is by “reshaping the market,” not only to make us use less electricity, but to make the power companies buy energy from cleaner sources. It will take an entirely new regime of taxes, incentives and price signals, all set by the federal government. Oh, says the ideological free marketeer, we couldn’t possibly meddle in the market like that. But guess what, Friedman replies: we already do. Washington has tilted the energy playing field for years — subsidizing oil, gas and coal and giving only puny, halting help to wind and solar power. It is, Friedman writes, “a market designed to keep fossil fuels cheap and renewables expensive and elusive.”

cleaning up America’s energy supply and reducing its demand. Once the United States has done that, and shown that there’s money to be made from the new industry of “greening,” the rest of the world will, as a matter of self-interest, follow suit. In the process, America will have discovered a national mission for itself once more.

… Readers of Friedman’s earlier books may well pause at this point and wonder what has happened to their favorite evangelist for globalization. For it’s hard not to detect a slight shift leftward in this conversion to radical, government-led action to save the planet.

Thus, he is committed to praising the globalizing forces that have flattened the world, but he despairs at their consequences. He mourns, for example, the burning of rain forests, quoting the noted entomologist Edward O. Wilson that it is “like burning all the paintings of the Louvre to cook dinner.” Yet he does not address the fact that multinational companies are able to come in and lay waste to these forests only because of the global trading rules Friedman once so admired.

… He deplores the nationalization of companies, seeing privatization as an index of freedom on a par with a free press and democratic elections — yet he also looks longingly at the well-resourced mass transit systems of Europe, which keep cars off the road and emit less carbon dioxide, and which are only possible thanks either to state ownership or to enormous, taxpayer-­supported subsidies. He knows that we cannot simply consume more and more from a finite planet; he understands that prosperity is threatened by the very “nature of American capitalism”; he quotes approvingly the Norwegian oil executive who warns, “Capitalism may collapse because it does not allow the market to tell the ecological truth.”

But Friedman does not surrender to these dark thoughts; he pulls himself together and recovers his faith in the American economic model. The free market will be fine, he says, so long as it’s tweaked to start telling the truth, reflecting the true cost to the earth of all that we consume.

… The writing style, with constant new coinages and shorthand phrases — “I call this the ‘Naked Gun 2 1/2 rule’ ” — while winning in a column, can grate over the distance of a book. Whole sentences are repeated or italicized for emphasis, in the style of a spoken lecture. And there are some horribly mixed metaphors: “The demise of the Soviet Union and its iron curtain was like the elimination of a huge physical and political roadblock on the global economic playing field.”

It contains some killer facts — the American pet food industry spends more on research and development than the country’s power companies; Ronald Reagan stripped from the White House the solar panels that Jimmy Carter had installed as a symbolic step toward energy independence. Above all, it is fundamentally right on the biggest question of our age. If Friedman’s profile and verve take his message where it needs to be heard, into the boardrooms of America and beyond, that can only be good — for all our sakes.

3. From Slate
http://www.slate.com/id/2199435/

Recently Friedman, in his influential New York Times column, has climbed aboard the green-energy bandwagon. The cynical view is that his embrace of max-PC alarums about global warming is Friedman's bid to make everyone forget he pounded the table in favor of an American invasion of Iraq. But let's take Hot, Flat, and Crowded at face value.

… Friedman's contention—first in a Foreign Policy article, now detailed in this book—that oil prices and democracy are inversely proportional is a breakthrough thought. When oil was $20 a barrel, he notes, Russia was becoming democratic; as oil prices rose, Russia reverted to autocracy. Bahrain is the first Persian Gulf state to move toward democracy, also the first Gulf state to deplete its oil reserves. Bahrain's leaders understand that freedom and education are needed to convert from oil kleptocracy to a modern productivity economy.

Friedman embraces worst-case scenarios for climate change, warning not just of global warming but "global weirding." Yet his factual assertions are impossible to weigh, since Hot, Flat, and Crowded contains no footnotes or source notes. Friedman asserts, for instance: "In fact, the American pet food industry spends more each year on R&D than the American utilities industry does." Good luck figuring out the "in fact" part. Supposing this Paul Harvey-like line is true, it is also silly, because utilities do not build power-plant systems—vendors such as General Electric and Combustion Engineering perform the technical R&D. Friedman devotes several pages to asserting that the strength of Hurricane Katrina was caused by greenhouse gases, a claim that is first sourced to "many climatologists," none of whom he pauses to name; later in the book, his authority is a climate analyst for the Weather Channel. That global warming causes strong hurricanes, however, is far from a settled scientific view. In May 2008, Science magazine reported that climate models suggest "a modest increase or even a decrease in the frequency and intensity of Atlantic tropical cyclones."

4. London Daily Telegraph
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/books/non_fictionreviews/3560588/Review-Hot,-Flat-and-Crowded.-Why-the-World-Needs-a-Green-Revolution-by-Thomas-L.-Friedman.html

Thomas L. Friedman, foreign-affairs columnist for The New York Times, three-times Pulitzer Prize-winner, and prolific author - most recently of the lucid The World is Flat - is always worth reading, even when you disagree with him.

Friedman has converted to the Green faith and to environmental trumpery, but in a more nuanced and optimistic way than most of his fellow travellers. In Hot, Flat and Crowded, he aims to reclaim 'greenness' from the liberal, tree-hugging, sissy and unpatriotic ghetto into which it has been forced by critics, adopting instead a realistic and economically literate position.

Encouragingly, he avoids the misanthropy that characterises much environmentalist rhetoric, in which, to quote Reginald Heber's famous hymn, From Greenland's Icy Mountains, 'only man is vile!' Friedman states: 'This is not about the whales any more. It's about us. And what we do about the challenges of energy and climate…'

He further rejects environmentalist utopias in which economic growth has no place, correctly observing that 'without economic growth as part of the mix, you cannot even begin to have a conversation with China, India, or Brazil'.

Lastly, he rightly identifies energy as the core issue. Accordingly, we are left seeking the holy grail of successfully de-coupling economic growth from increasing environmental pressures.

Friedman argues that we are entering what he terms the 'Energy-Climate Era'; today's date should be, in true Jacobin fashion, 1 ECE. He believes that we are no longer post-anything, such as post-colonial, post-war or post-Cold War, because we are now 'pre-something totally new', his ECE. In this, Friedman has somewhat naively rediscovered one of the 'hybrids'- those 'modern' systems mixing politics, science, technology and nature, of which 'global warming' is a prime example.

The five elements of Friedman's particular 'hybrid' are energy and natural resources supply and demand; the 'petrodictatorship'; climate change; energy poverty and biodiversity loss. For him, 'the convergence of global warming, global flattening (ie the technological revolution and the levelling of the global economic playing field), and global crowding' is driving these problems 'well past their tipping points into new realms we've never seen before, as a planet or as a species'.

None of this is original. Neo-Malthusian population fears, the rise of powerful, competing economies, and worries about climate have been at the heart of the environmentalist agenda since the UN Conference on Environment and Development held at Rio de Janeiro in 1992.

What is perhaps fresh is Friedman's focus on a positive, American-style approach to 'greenness', in which 'we are all sailing on the Mayflower anew', so that 'if we rise to this challenge, and truly become the Re-generation - redefining green and rediscovering, reviving, and regenerating America - we, and the world, will not only survive but thrive in an age that is hot, flat, and crowded'.

This is a call for Puritan America to be once again John Winthrop's 'City upon a Hill'. Friedman trusts that China, for instance, will meekly follow if America leads on clean power: 'the more and the faster we, America, inspire, shame, provoke, induce and lead China down a greener path, the sooner we not only will make the world a cleaner place but will help strengthen the rule of law in China and its civil society groups.'

He strives to tell America how to achieve this, with 205 'easy ways to save the Earth', and through what he calls the Energy Internet, his dream system of clean power, energy efficiency, and conservation.

Can it happen? Or is Friedman creating his own American-style utopia? Though optimistic, he admits that 'it will not be easy to implement', and that it could require some Arthur C. Clarke-like magic.

Of course, his thesis depends on the supposed relationships between energy and climate proving to be both correct and predictable. But what if they aren't?

We have now experienced 10 years with no measurable 'global warming', a trend that is likely to continue for another 10 years because of a phenomenon called the Atlantic Multidecadal Oscillation (AMO). Such outcomes were not predicted.

Friedman is also wrong about some of his 'flashing red lights', such as Hurricane Katrina, which had little to do with 'global warming', but a great deal to do with endemic failures in American politics. Hurricane Katrina was a normal atmospheric phenomenon, the science of which has been long known, that affected an old city, built below sea-level on a swamp, with many wooden buildings and a large percentage of disadvantaged people.

Also, do we ever consider that such a Jacobin revolution might prove more dangerous than 'business-as-usual' or traditional adaptation? Should we not apply the precautionary principle to Friedman's fantasies? How likely is it that China, India, Brazil, and the rest will remain content to follow or, as I believe, will they start to create a quite different political bloc?

Friedman's book is thus the latest offering in a long line of Neo-Malthusian American tropes, beginning with Aldo Leopold. Yet, intriguingly, it is primarily about sustaining American power. It is an essay on how one 'sober optimist' thinks America might keep pole political position by leading the energy technology revolution. The Beijing Olympics has demonstrated that the hurdles may prove higher than Friedman hopes.

5. The Guardian
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2008/sep/27/politics.climatechange

For one thing, there is much less of a consensus in the US about the nature of the threat than exists in Europe, and powerful vested interests stand in the way. Four of the key swing states - Ohio, Pennsylvania, Tennessee and West Virginia - are built on coal, while others such as Iowa have big biofuel interests.

For another, the sheer complexity of America's energy system is a serious barrier to progress. To take one example, there are more than 3,000 separate electric utility companies spread across the country, all of them given incentives to sell as much power as possible from the cheapest energy sources. There are three regional grids, with limited interconnection. And there are armies of sometimes competing regulators, at local, state and federal level.

Hence the importance of Thomas Friedman's new book. In many ways, it's a maddening read for Europeans, and not just because it ignores the EU and the lead that it has taken on this issue. Friedman's style is all-American. He believes the vital role of the US is to stand as "a beacon of hope and the country that can always be counted on to lead the world in response to whatever is the most important issue of the day". But his arguments are pitched squarely at American readers, and his is an influential voice. His last book, The World is Flat, became required reading in the corner offices of Fortune magazine, and his latest offering is designed to win over the same sceptical audience.

6. Yale Environmental Website: Interview with Elizabeth Kolbert

http://e360.yale.edu/content/feature.msp?id=2071

Friedman: Right. This book in many ways — what I tell people when I speak about it now to audiences — is that it masquerades as a book about energy and the environment. But it’s really just a masquerade. It’s really a book about America.

And energy/environment is almost like an allegory I use to talk about our ability anymore to face a big, multigenerational problem

Listen to the full interview (33 min.)

in a serious, fixed, focused and sustained way... One of the challenges, and I don’t have to tell you this, is that if you tell people, “We’re just completely toast, we’re fried, we’re cooked.” They say, “Well, if that’s the case, let’s party.” And if you say, “No, no, no, no, no. No, we can actually do this. If we get our act together, we can do this.” And they say, “Oh, we can do this? Well, let’s party.”

So the problem is, either way people want to just party, and finding that kind of happy medium where people understand the immediacy and seriousness of starting now, and at the same time aren’t paralyzed by the enormity of the task.

That’s why I end the book, I love Donella Meadows’ line, “We have exactly enough time, starting now.” You know?

Kolbert: Yeah, that’s a great line.

Friedman: I kind of live by that mantra. Because I always tell people, pessimists are usually right. Let’s face it. Optimists are usually wrong. But all the great change in history, positive change, was done by optimists.

…Friedman: They all kind of get it. But I just tell you, parenthetically, it’s been amazing... I had 8,000 people come to hear me at Miami of Ohio, in the basketball stadium, 4,200 in Purdue, 3,000 at Ohio State. I’ve had crowds I never had before. I’d like to think it’s about me. It’s not. And this is not false modesty. People are desperate for someone to point them out and forward in a way. And they’re just so hungry… But they also want to know, “What can I do?”

… And the whole purpose of my book is to redefine green. To redefine it as a geo-political, geo-strategic, geo-economic, patriotic. Green is the new red, white and blue.

