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Hot, Flat, and Crowded by Thomas Friedman


The book “Hot, Flat and Crowded” by Thomas Friedman explores the issue of global warming and the effects humans have had on the increasing global temperature. He proposes that the best method to regain the United States' economic and political stature in the world is to embrace the clean energy and green technology industries. Friedman addresses America’s surprising loss of focus and national purpose since 9/11 and the global environmental crisis. He advocates that global warming, rapidly growing populations, and the expansion of the global middle class is leading to a convergence of ho
t, flat, and crowded. The solution to the environmental threat and the best way for America to renew its purpose is to take the lead in a worldwide effort to replace wasteful, inefficient energy practices with a strategy for clean energy, energy efficiency, and conservation. This means that the big economic opportunities have shifted from IT (Information Technology) in recent decades to ET (renewable Environmental Technologies). Friedman frequently uses 2050 as a marker for when it will be too late for our world to reverse the harmful effects of climate change.


This book focuses on five key problems that a hot, flat, and crowded world is dramatically intensifying. They are: the growing demand for ever scarcer energy supplies and natural resources; a massive transfer of wealth to oil-rich countries and their “petrodictators”; disruptive climate change; energy poverty, which is sharply dividing the world into electricity haves and electricity have-nots; and rapidly accelerating biodiversity loss, as plants and animals go extinct at record rates.


In Hot, Flat, and Crowded, Thomas Friedman explains that these challenges threaten our way of life, but America has been unwilling to do much about it. Despite this, the energy, climate and biodiversity challenges the world faces are an opportunity for America. In the past, Americans have responded to challenges such as the Great Depression and the Cold War with leadership and innovation. Friedman proposes that America adopt a “Code Green” and transform itself into an innovator in clean power and energy-efficiency systems and a nation that values conservation of the natural world. This would give America a competitive edge by reducing our dependence on foreign oil and establishing us as a leader in the next big industry. 


Friedman writes that the needed green revolution would be more ambitious than any project so far undertaken: It will be the biggest innovation project in American history; and it will change everything from transportation to the utilities industry. A green strategy is not simply about generating electric power, it is a new way of generating national power. 


Friedman himself is not a climate scientist, but rather an American journalist, columnist, and author. He has written extensively on foreign affairs including global trade, the Middle East, globalization, and environmental issues and has won the Pulitzer Prize three times. Friedman first discussed his views on globalization in the 1999 book The Lexus and the Olive Tree. In 2004, a visit to Bangladore, India, and Dalian, China, gave Friedman new insights into the continuing trends of globalization and the forces behind the process, leading him to write a follow-up analysis, The World is Flat.


One of Friedman's theses states that individual countries m
ust sacrifice some degree of economic sovereignty to global institutions (such as capital markets and multinationational corporations), a situation he has termed the "golden straitjacket."


In today's global situation, Thomas Friedman is concerned about the United States' lack of independence when it comes to energy. He states, "First rule of oil - addicts never tell the truth to their pushers. We are the addicts, the oil producers are the pushers - we’ve never had an honest conversation with the Saudis
." Friedman expresses a strong stance on America's need to become more energy independent and to lead in technologies concerning environmental compatibility. He believes this will cause the authoritarian rulers in the Middle East to be coerced out of power by a growing population of young people. He also believes this is the best way to spread stability and modernization. Friedman also argues that energy independence will strengthen America's economy by basing its energy infrastructure on domestic pro
ducts (such as biodiesel), and will ease the world tensions caused by burgeoning energy demand, made worse by emerging economies such as those of India and China.


In his interview with TIME magazine, when asked about his motivation for writing “Hot, Flat, and Crowded”, Friedman said that he had spent two years filming documentaries on energy and the environment for the Discovery Channel and it was only until then that he realized “something big had happened.” He believes that an ecosystem of innovation will emerge as the primary driver of renewable energy and states that, “with 100, 000 people doing 100, 000 different things to improve the environment in 100,000 basements, we're bound to come up with something new.” 

In the first section of his book, “Where We Are”, Friedman breaks down and summarizes reasons for the why the world is hot, flat, and crowded. It is understood by the general population today that the world is experiencing a warming trend above normal variations. This is almost certainly due to human activities and large-scale manufacturing. This warming began in the late 1700s with the Industrial Revolution, when manual labor, horsepower, and water power were slowly being replaced by machines. This Revolution was quick to spread from America to Britain, France, Germany, and many other developed countries in Europe. It was a revolution in the use of energy and the harnessing of power. Its beginning dates back to the invention of the steam engine, which was based on the conversion of chemical energy in wood or coal to thermal energy and then to mechanical work. Coal eventually replaced wood because coal contains twice as much energy as wood (measured in BTUs per pound) and because its use helped to save what was left of the world's temperate forests. Then crude oil came along and was burned in the form of kerosene to produce electricity, replacing whale oil. It was also used in the heating of buildings that were utilized in the manufacturing process. 


The main forms in which humans need and use energy are for light, heat, mechanical work, and motive power, and electricity. Since the Industrial Revolution, all these energy have been  powered primarily by fossil fuels that emit carbon dioxide. The Industrial Revolution gave a whole new prominence to what the president of Pro-Media Communication, Rochelle Lefkowitz calls “fuels from hell”-- coal, oil, and natural gas. All these fuels come from underground, are exhaustible, and emit carbon dioxide. These fuels are in contrast with what Lefkowitz calls “fuels from heaven”-- wind, solar, hydroelectric, tidal, and biomass power. They all come from above ground, are endlessly renewable, and produce no harmful emissions. 


We now understand that fossil fuel resources are finite and exhaustible and will be increasingly expensive. As developing countries such as China and India generate ever larger middle classes with consumer wants, energy demand will begin to exceed supply and prices will rise rapidly. The same patterns will prevail for other commodities such as copper, iron, and food.


The dangers of the overuse of these fossil fuels have also been discovered. Earth’s average temperature has risen ca. 1.6 degrees
 since 1790. Atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide, primarily from the combustion of fossil fuels, have risen from 280 ppm in 1790 to more than 38
4 ppm now and is now rising by 2 ppm per year. Before 2100 at current rates of increase the level will exceed 500 ppm, a level many scientists regard as the “point of no return”, a point of irreversible climate change. Within this scenario, average world temperature may rise from 5 to 8 degrees Fahrenheit and world sea levels by 3 to 8 feet.


From the “hot” problem, Friedman moves onto the “flat” problem. Friedman argues that the world is becoming flat due to “a combination of technological, market, and geopolitical events at the end of the twentieth century”. Such events include the invention of the personal computer, the emergence of the Internet, the quiet revolution in transmission and software protocol, and the collapse of Communism and the fall of the Berlin Wall.


The invention of the personal computer did something for the first time in history- it allowed individuals to create words, spreadsheets, designs, videos, and music on their own PCs in the form of bits and bytes. Once our content is in digital form, we can pretty much shape it in many more ways and distribute it in many more places.


The emergence of the Internet, the World Wide Web, and the Web browser are a set of tools that have enabled us to send our digital content anywhere in the world virtually for free and easily view and access them conveniently on Web pages.


The quiet revolution in transmission and software protocols is what Freidman refers to as the “work flow revolution” because of how it made everyone’s computer and software interoperable, enabling work to move farther and faster through internal company networks, the Internet, and the World Wide Web.


The collapse of Communism and the fall of the Berlin Wall is the world’s largest geopolitical flattener. The demise of the Soviet Union was like the elimination of a huge physical and political roadblock on the global economic “playing field.” In the wake of that collapse market economies became the norm in virtually every country in the world. Even Cuba and North Korea dabbled in capitalism.


Moving onto crowded, Friedman shares some statistics on population. On July 20, 1953, Friedman’s birthday, there were approximately 2.681 billion people on Earth. By 2053, the UN projects that there will be more than nine billion people on the planet, thanks to improvement in healthcare, disease eradication, and economic development. That means the world’s population will have more than tripled and, to put things into perspective, that means that there will be as many people born between now and 2053 as were here when Friedman was born. The United Nations Populations Division issued a report that said that “The world population will likely increase by 2.5 billion over the next 43 years, passing from the current 6.7 billion to 9.2 billion in 2050. In 2007, the United Nations Population Funds executive director, Thoraya Ahmed Obaid issued a report that, in 2008, more than half of humanity will be living in cities and “we are not ready for them.”

 
Friedman later shares a story of his visits to two cities that, he states, “we may have never heard of” but are important to understanding how and why the meeting of flat and crowded has helped tip us over into the Energy-Climate Era. In the fall of 2007, Friedman visited the city of Doha and Dalian for the first time in over three years. Doha has a population of 450,000 and is located on the west coast of Saudi Arabia. Dalian has a population of six million and is located in northeast China. However, when he had visited them recently, he had barely recognized them. Doha had turned into a mini- Manhattan and Dalian, which was already a mini-Manhattan, had given birth to another one. This is the energy crisis in full effect. China, India, and parts of the Middle East illustrate what happens when flat meets crowded. We are transitioning from a world population in which maybe one billion people live an “American” life style to one in which up to three billion live an “American” life style, one of high consumption.


Europe and Japan demonstrate that it is possible to live a middle-class life with much less per capita consumption than the United States. If Americans do not redefine what a middle-class lifestyle is, three more planets will be required to support a world middle-class population of two to three billion. “Our prosperity is now threatened by the very foundation of that prosperity”—the nature of American capitalism (Jeff Wacker, futurist for Electronic Data Systems Corp). 


The energy, food, and natural resource implications of so many people becoming “Americans” is simply staggering, writes Friedman. He also writes that: “The old way is not replicable on the China-India scale in a flat world, without irreparable harm to planet earth”. How can we encourage economic growth in a world in which natural resources are limited?, asks Friedman. One way would be to adopt “cradle-to-cradle” policies, i.e., “All product components [should] be designed for continuous recovery and reutilization as biological nutrients, eliminating the concept of waste.” 


The International Energy Agency predicts that world oil demand will grow to 116 million barrels a day by 2050—up from 86 million in 2007. About two-fifths of the increase will come from China and India. If China and India consumed oil on a per capita basis equal to the US, world oil consumption today would be ca. 200 million barrels per day, compared with the actual of 86 million. We know that if all the world's people start to live like Americans, the Energy-Climate Era will herald a global climate disaster.


Today’s energy-climate challenge is the epitome of a great amount of opportunities disguised as problems. They are considered opportunities because the human race can no longer continue to power its growth with the fossil fuel based system that has evolved since the Industrial Revolution and thrust us into the Energy-Climate era. To date we have largely “externalized” the costs of our fossil fuel growth by failing to include the real environmental costs into the market price of that fuel; the difference between that “real” price and the “market” price has been paid by the environment as well as by diminished human health of some subpopulations. Now, these costs are becoming visible. 


Green is no longer a “fad”: Green is the way we should grow, build, design, manufacture, work, and live. Friedman states: “That is why I am convinced that the ability to develop clean power and energy efficient technologies is going to become the defining measure of a country’s economic standing, environmental health, energy security, and national security over the next fifty years”. This is “Code Green”. He continues with a new way of looking at the American initiative for renewable energy: “Green is the new red, white, and blue: because it is a strategy that can help to ease global warming, energy poverty, petrodictatorship, and energy supply shortages—and make America stronger at the same time”. We (the United States) have a moral responsibility to embrace “green” because we have and we continue to consume the greatest portion per capita of the world’s resources, because we have more resources for innovation, and because we have the standing to affect more people than any other country. Energy is part of the complex systems that include technologies, population, poverty, trade, species, biodiversity. Other nations are awaiting America to lead. We need to move away from fossil fuels and create new energy systems based on green sources of power. 


Friedman names one necessary condition and two sufﬁcient conditions to stop global warming. The necessary condition is the creation of an “Energy Internet”: a “smart grid” linking current Internet technology with elec
trons that are clean, efﬁcient, and reliable. He describes a kind of Website in the home where a “smart black box” (SBB) allows someone to control the energy source of his or her electricity (nonrenewable versus renewable), taxed accordingly, as well as the time of day when electrons are downloaded from the outside or uploaded from the home. The at-least-partially electrically powered family car would get hooked up to the SBB, allowing the homeowner to control the source of energy powering their vehicle. One sufﬁcient condition for this smart-grid system to work is a tax plan that penalizes the usage of dirty fossil fuels in favor of renewable energy sources and that rewards the preservation of biodiversity. But the incentives must work together with the other sufﬁcient condition: a communal desire to conserve and preserve.


Rural Sociology reviewer Nan E. Johnson argues, however, that the smart-grid technology Friedman is vying for cannot realistically take off in China due to the economic incapability of China to switch dependence from coal to this smart-grid system. China, the world’s most populous nation, is now also the world’s largest producer and consumer of coal, her main source of electricity. The largest rural-to-urban migration in human history will occur in China in the dozen years between 2008 and 2020, when the Chinese population will go from 42 percent urban to 60 percent and will create a heightened demand for energy. Friedman argues that the State Council and Chinese entrepreneurs realize that the production of “green” technologies will be the new Industrial Revolution in the twenty-ﬁrst century. A failure to follow the green path will compromise China’s political and economic future. Johnson states that “Friedman calls on America to provide leadership to China by challenging it to an “earth race” to produce and use new cleaner, greener technologies. It would emulate America’s earlier “space race” against the Soviet Union to put a human on the moon. But what of the 40 percent of the Chinese people in rural China as of 2020? Will they be able to afford the “net-zero” energy homes that Friedman describes? Will the broadening of the Chinese middle class cause it to eat more pork and beef that release clouds of methane gas into the air? Can the Chinese farmers who feed this middle class afford the imported smart tractors that run on biofuel made from switchgrasses grown in Brazil? What about the role of new seed types that have been genetically modiﬁed to grow in world regions becoming desertiﬁed from global warming?” Johnson states that this book gives no answers to the “vernalization” of agriculture in a hotter, ﬂatter, more populated twenty-ﬁrst century wo
rld. 
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�If you analyze the way he presents his arguments, you can see that he is really using these words as a sort of catchy shorthand way of summarizing the three issues you describe earlier in this sentence.  Since these words are so much a part of Friedman's text, it would be best to put this in quotes, I think.


�I think he would argue that in fact they already have sacrificed a degree of economic sovereignty.  If you look at a list of the largest corporations active in the US, almost all of them are multinational, with operations around the world.  


�Direct quotations from books or articles should always be identified with at a minimum some indication of the source and a page number.   You can do that via a footnote, an endnote, or with an inline citation.  But you do need to get into the habit of doing this as a matter of course.  Other professors are going to be a lot less lenient about this sort of thing.  


�Yes – and also on new technologies developed by new industries that could lead an economic recovery in this country.   You start to get into this aspect of his ideas in the next paragraph, but it really comes into this too.  


�This is in degrees Celsius, so over 3 degrees Fahrenheit.  


�This is as of several years ago. The Mauna Loa atmospheric CO_2 level may well top 400ppm in the next month or so (before it goes down again in the usual seasonal variation).


�Be sure you understand what this really means.  When Friedman says “clean electrons” he is using that as a sort of short-hand for “clean generation of electric power.”  No electron is actually any “cleaner” than any other electron.  The difference is in what forms of energy are used to generate those electrons and get them to where they are used to power appliances, computers, lights, …  


�Oriola,





Up to this point, you did a really good job of summarizing Friedman's ideas and one possible objection.  But this was a really “down” note to end on.   The thing that is missing, I think, is an overall conclusion.  Yes, implementing those ideas for China might be difficult, but most of what Friedman is saying will be difficult for the US, for China, and for the rest of the world.  His point, I think, is that we cannot afford not to try to solve these problems because the alternative is too painful even to think about.  Would you agree?


Or are we too far along to make a difference and will we just have to deal with the consequences?
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