
CharacterTowns.org 

From the Planners’ Bookshelf… 

 

 
1 

Hot, Flat and Crowded, Why We Need a Green Revolution – And How 

It Can Renew America  

Thomas L. Friedman, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008.  

 

A Picture of a Coherent Future. 
Thomas Friedman quotes from the movie The Leopard… 

”If we want things to stay as they are, things will have to  
change”. A great summary of our situation; a challenge to 

the things we value and want to preserve. What confronts  

us is a void. We have yet to re-state our fundamental values  

as a people in the post-Cold War period. We have yet to  

find our next destination and the path towards it…and the  
world is not waiting for us. These 2008 observations continue  

to be valid. 

 

Thomas Friedman. 
Thomas Friedman has expanded his thoughts of a “flat  
world” and now views the world Hot, Flat, and Crowded.  

He previews his conclusion with his sub-title “Why We  
Need a Green Revolution – and How It Can Save America”.  

In addition to his unique analysis, he gives us a mission, a  

program and a path. Prescience understates Mr. Friedman’s 2008 insights that still resonate in expanded 

form in the world of 2019. 

 

Mr. Friedman starts off with three broad trends he saw in 2008: 

1. Since 9/11 we are building more walls than ever and disconnecting ourselves from the world, 

2. In America, “dumb as ya’ wanna be” is an attitude of growing popularity. ”We will get to it when 
we feel like getting to it [crumbling infrastructure, Social Security, etc.]and it will never catch up 

to us because we’re America.”  
3. We are “nation-building” at home. This book was written prior to the economic melt-down in 

the Fall of 2008, however, the thought still resonates as infrastructure and re-building domestic 

systems are moving, slowly, to the fore of the American political agenda. [Editor’s Note: This 

may not be as true in 2019 as it was in 2008.] 

 

Friedman goes on: We do not fully comprehend the advancement of technology, civic infrastructure and 

education occurring in the rest of the world. We believe what we have is ok; only 20% of Americans 

have passports so less than one in five Americans actually experience our relative decline [Editor’s Note: 

42% of Americans had passports in January 2018; but the point is still valid, the world is moving on]. A 

visit to Berlin or Singapore will provide overwhelming visual evidence of global progress that exceeds 

United States status.  

 

The American multinational corporations get it; they are moving off shore, sometimes for cost-savings, 

other times to get better infrastructure. The rest of us may be content to slowly, and unknowingly, 

decline into global mediocrity, and hence a more precarious state of prosperity. 
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“The convergence of global warming, global flattening and global crowding is driving those five big 

problems – energy supply and demand, petrodictatorship, climate change, energy poverty, and 

biodiversity loss…” “All five of these key problems have been building for years.” “How we handle these 
five problems will determine whether we have peace and security, economic growth and human rights 

in the coming years.” 

 

“So what emerged after World War II was a consensus that the world had to come together and provide 
a framework for three big things if it was going to survive and prosper: peace and security, economic 

development and human rights.” “And if they could just get those three big things right for most people, 
the world would be OK.” “Each of these goals, noted [John] Dernbach, was eventually enshrined in one 
or more global institutions or treaties – peace and security in the United Nations charter, economic 

development and integration in the General Treaty on Tariffs and Trade (as well as the World Bank, the 

International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization), and the promotion of human rights 

through the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Helsinki Accords.”  The world created 

world systems to address specifically identified world problems. 

 

The environment was an issue, but it was generally ignored until the 1980’s. Mr. Friedman recites the 

history of environmental global discussions: the Brundtland Commission in 1987, then the Montreal 

Protocol, then the Rio Conference in 1992 and the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. 

The Paris Agreement: At the Paris climate conference (COP21) in December 2015, 195 countries 

adopted the first-ever universal, legally binding global climate deal. 

 

“Europe has managed to rein in oil consumption through a [strategic] combination of high gasoline 

taxes, small cars and efficient public transportation.” The point is not to follow the European strategy; 

the point is that they have a strategy. A vocal segment of America recently chanted a strategy -”Drill, 
baby, drill”. Not an enlightened call for long-term survival and prosperity. We can do better. 

  

Mr. Friedman again,  

 “…the First Law of Petropolitics: As the price of oil goes up, the pace of freedom goes down…”  
 “…the Second Law of Petropolitics -Today, you cannot be either an effective foreign policy 

realist or an effective democracy-promoting idealist without also being an effective energy-

saving environmentalist.” 

 “…going green is no longer simply a hobby for the high-minded environmentalist or some 

‘personal virtue’…it is now a national imperative.” 

 

“…the total cost of ownership…” includes the ‘free services’ such as those offered by streams and lakes 
that absorb pollutants and air that absorbs greenhouse gases. “The two parties in the transaction are 
the manufacturer and the consumer. But there is an externality being paid for by third parties – global 

society and planet earth.” “…it is the government’s job to step in and shape the market to correct that 
failure [the failure to include the price of externalities in the cost of goods and services]”. 
 

“We want government setting the right tax policies, regulatory policies, education policies, and funding 
the basic research that pushes out the boundaries of materials science, chemistry, physics, biology and 

nanotechnology – preparing all the soil, so the market and the venture capitalists can pick off whichever 

sprouts look most likely to make the difficult transition from drawing board to marketplace.”  
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Conclusion. 
“This is a systems problem.” “The first rule of systems is that everything is connected.” “If you take only 
one thing away from this book, please take this: We are not going to regulate our way out of the 

problems of the Energy-Climate Era. We can only innovate our way out, and the only way to do that is to 

mobilize the most effective and prolific system of transformational innovation and commercialization of 

new products ever created on the face of the earth – the U.S. marketplace.” 
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