
Subscribe via RSS
MasterResource
A free-market energy blog

Beautiful Progress (Book review, ‘Smaller Faster Lighter
Denser Cheaper’)
by Josiah Neeley
May 19, 2014

A few years back a YouTube video of the comedian Louis CK went viral on the internet. Speaking on the Conan O’Brien show, CK
called on people to reawaken their sense of wonder at the unprecedented technological marvels of the modern world:

We live in an amazing amazing world… Everybody on every plane should constantly be going “oh my God! Wow!” You’re
sitting in a chair in the sky. People say there’s delays on flights. Delays, really? New York to California in five hours. It used to
take 30 years.

Robert Bryce’s Smaller Faster Lighter Denser Cheaper: How Innovation Keeps Proving the Catastrophists Wrong, published this
month by Public Affairs, does not feature Louis CK’s comic rant, which is too bad, as the book is in many ways an extended reflection
on the same theme.

As the book details, the last few hundred years have seen a relentless trend towards getting more from less through increased efficiency.
As Bryce describes the trends:

Our desire to do more work and exchange more information is making our computers Smaller Faster. From food packaging to
running shoes, nearly everything we use is getting Lighter. More precise machinery is making our engines and farms Denser. And
always – always – innovators are driving down costs and making goods and services Cheaper.

A Little Better All the Time

Part of the fun of Bryce’s book comes from the sheer range of his examples. In one chapter, we learn how the weight of the Tour de
France winner’s bicycle fell by more than half between 1903 and 2003, before the Tour stepped in and imposed minimum weight
requirements for competing bicycles).

In another, Bryce shows how using cell phones to transfer money in the developing world instantly raised salaries of Afghan policemen
by 30 percent (due to the fact that corrupt officials could no longer skim from their paychecks before they were delivered).

From the Haber-Bosch (which helps synthesize the fertilizer needs to grow crops to feed billions) to MOOCs (which have the potential
to revolutionize higher education), nearly every aspect of modern life has been and is being and improved by the trend towards greater
efficiency.

Even where Bryce’s examples are well known, he has a way of bringing them to life. Moore’s Law, which says that computing power
(measured by the number of transistors on an integrated circuit) is almost a common place. Yet the implication of this trend over the
course of half a century, to quote Bryce quoting Ray Kurzweil, is that a “kid in Africa with a smartphone is walking around with a
trillion dollars of computation circa 1970.”

Bryce is careful to acknowledge that innovation is not an unalloyed good. One of his examples of innovation in action is the AK-47.
And he notes that many times innovation helps to solve one problem, only to create others (which in turn are solved by further
innovations). But the overall picture that emerges is of a world made much brighter by human ingenuity.
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The Cult of Bigness

One interesting feature of the curve of modern innovation is that while increased efficiency has trended toward smaller and lighter
production, it hasn’t always been conceived that way. Sixty years ago, the conventional wisdom was nearly the opposite.

Economies of scale meant that bigger was better, and giant projects such as the electrification program of the Tennessee Valley
Authority were seen as being the paradigm of efficiency. Not coincidentally, this era saw a move toward more government control in
the west as well as fears that the Soviet economy would outpace free economies through more efficient planning.

Inevitably, this cult of bigness provoked a reaction, typified by E. F. Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful and many modern
environmentalists. Yet many of the same people ended up rebelling against bigness only to embrace the wrong kind of smallness. They
argued for smallness in production (fewer people, consuming less), rather than the smallness in the effort needed to produce.

Today, the environmental movement often expresses itself in what Bryce rightly describes as “an anti-human outlook.” One plan put
forward in 2010 by Bill McKibben, calls for reductions in consumption so severe that “the average Bangladeshi would be required to
cut his/her energy use by about half.” By demonstrating how growth has (counter-intuitively to some) helped to lessen humanity’s
impact on the environment, Bryce’s book brings into focus the kind of smallness that we should be aiming for.

Powering Innovation

One issue that is never fully addressed in Bryce’s book is the source and conditions for the Smaller Faster trend. It’s easy to forget,
living in a world of iPhones and air conditioning, MRIs and jet engines, just how atypical life in modern industrialized countries really
is. The ordinary existence for most of humanity throughout history, however, was, in the words of Thomas Hobbes, “poor, nasty,
brutish, and short.”

Given the amazing creative abilities of human beings, why is it that the steady stream of innovations and improvements have, in effect,
been limited to the last few hundred years, and just to certain parts of the globe?

Bryce never directly addresses this question, although he does offer hints. A large portion of the book, for example, is devoted to the
key role that energy plays in enabling innovation and prosperity. As in his previous books Power Hungry and Gusher of Lies, Bryce
persuasively punctures promoters of wind power and bio fuels, and argues for increased use of natural gas and nuclear power. But he
could have gone further in showing how central energy is to enabling the trend towards increased efficiency that has driven all of
Bryce’s many examples.
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Sea level rise
Social cost of CO2
Supreme Court cases (climate)
Temperature trends
Texas v. U.S. EPA
U.S. vs Canada
Ultra-skepticism
United Nations Conferences (Climate)
Wigley, T. M. L.

Club of Rome
Coal Environmentalism
Coal Regulation
Coal Resources (U.S.)
Coase, Ronald
Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI)
Congressional Energy Policy (112th)
Conservationism

Demand-Side Management
Corporate Governance

"Bootleggers and Baptists"
Business ethics (course)
Business strategy and messaging
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Free-market capitalism/Principled Entrepreneurship™
Political capitalism/rent-seeking
Resource ownership

Cronyism (see Political Capitalism)
Department of Agriculture (Rural Utilities Service)
Department of Energy (history)
Department of Energy/Moniz
Department of Energy/Secretary Chu

Efficiency standards
Desrochers, Pierre
Developing Countries
Development
Distributed Generation
Earth Day
Ecological Drilling
Economics (real world)
ECONOMIST (magazine)
Edison Electric Institute (EEI)
Ehrlich, Paul
Electric Coops (RUS)
Electric Vehicles
Electricity (General)

Balancing Policy
Electricity Outages
Electricity Policy

DOE Greentech loans
Reliability issues (power)

Electricity Transmission
Electricity: 'Smart Grid'

Real-time pricing/'smart' meters
Energy Benefits
Energy Companies

BP
Chesapeake Energy
Chevron
Dominion Power
Exelon
Exxon Mobil
Florida Power and Light (New Era Energy)
GE
Koch Industries
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Peabody Energy
Questar
Repsol
Shell
Southern Company (Nuclear)
TransCanada

Energy Consumerism
Energy Consumption
Energy Debate
Energy Density/Power Density
Energy Economics
Energy Education
Energy Efficiency
Energy Ethics
Energy Externalities
Energy Financial Regulation
Energy Forecasts
Energy History/Development

1970s Oil Price and Allocation Regulation
Energy Inequality
Energy Jobs
Energy Megatrends
Energy Myths vs. Reality
Energy Planning (Technocracy)
Energy Policy

Democrats
Obama
Promises versus reality
Republicans
Romney proposals
States

Energy Postmodernism
Energy Poverty
Energy Privatization
Energy R&D (Manhattan Project)
Energy Resources
Energy Security
Energy Sources

Coal
Coal-derived coke
Ethanol and biofuels
Frontier hydrocarbons
Geothermal
Hydroelectricity
LNG
Natural gas
Nuclear power
Oil
Oil sands
Shale gas
Solar power
Wind (also see Windpower: History and Issues)

Energy Storage
Energy Subsidies

Net Subsidies
Energy Sustainability
Energy Tax Reform
Energy Teaching
Energy Technology
Energy Transformation
Enron & Climate Change
Enron Corp.
Enron/Ken Lay
Environmental Alarmism
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Environmental Controls
Environmental Elitism
Environmental Improvement
Environmental Movement

"Environmental Justice"
Civil war (eviro)
Deep Ecology

Environmental Policy
Dunes sagebrush lizard
Fractionation (Water issues)
GHG reductions
Precautionary Principle
Utility MACT rule

Environmental Pressure Groups
American Lung Association
Audubon Society
League of Conservation Voters
Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC)
Sierra Club
Southern Environmental Law Center
Union of Concerned Scientists
Worldwatch Institute

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
CO2 Power Plant Rule
Cross State Rule (EPA)
Maximum Achievable Control Technology (MACT)
Methane emissions
NESHAP Rule (Mercury)
Ozone standards
Particulate Matter (PM) Policy
Tier 3 (Transportation)
Utility MACT Rule

Environmentalism
Ecological Services (Pricing)

Environmentalist Contradictions
EPA Endangerment Finding
Epstein, Alex
Ethanol and biofuels
EU cap-and-trade
European Union (EU)
Externality Debate
False Alarms
Federal Budget/Deficit
Federal Debt Crisis
Federal Energy Planning
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)
Federal Lands
Fiscal Energy Policy
Fisher, Travis
Flavin, Chris (Worldwatch)
Food Miles
Fossil Fuel Utility
Free Market Energy Overview
Free Market Environmentalism
Freedom and Free Enterprise
Friedman, Milton
Friedman, Thomas (New York Times)
Fulmer, Richard
Gasoline Prices
Giberson Michael
Goklany, Indur
Gold-Oil Relationship
Gore, Al
Goreham, Steve
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Government Failure
Government Transparency
Government vs Markets

Health & Safety (oil and gas)
Grass Roots
Green Energy (fallacies of)
Green Energy Arguments
Green Party
Green Socialism
Green, Ken
Grossman, Peter
Hansen, James
Hawkins, Kent
Hayek, F. A.
Hazlitt, Henry (economist)
Heartland Institute (Joe Bast)
Hofmeister, John
Holdren, John
Houston Chronicle
Hubris/Conceit
Human Achievement Hour
Humor
Hydraulic Fracturing (oil & gas)
Industrial (not 'green')
Institute for Energy Research (American Energy Alliance)
Insull, Samuel
International

Argentina
Asia
Australia
Britain
Canada
Canada (British Columbia)
Canada (Ontario)
China
Costa Rica
Denmark
European Union (EU)
Germany
India
Italy
Latin America/South America
New Zealand
Ontario (Canada)
Spain
U.S. exports
Uganda
United Kingdom
Venezuela

Interstate Informed Citizens Coalition
Interventionism
Jevons, W. S.

Jevons Effect
Kirzner, Israel
Koch, Charles
Krugman, Paul
Kyoto Protocol
Law of the Sea Treaty (LOST)
Legislation (free market)
Libertarianism
Linowes, Lisa
LNG Export Debate
Locavorism
Lomborg, Bjørn
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Lovins, Amory
Lusvardi, Wayne
Malloy, Ken
Malthusianism/neo-Malthusianism
Market Failure
Martis, Kevon
Master Resource
Mexico Energy Policy
Mineral Development
Mineral Resource Theory
Mises, Ludwig von
Mixed Economy
Motor Fuel Taxes
Movies

FrackNation
Truthland

Nationalization (Expropriation)
Natural Gas Politics
Natural Gas Vehicles
New Environmentalism
New York Times
Nixon, Richard
North American Inventory
Nuclear Plant Licensing
Nuclear Power (history of)
Nuclear Regulatory Commission
Objectivism
Offshore Drilling Moratorium (2010)
Offshore Privatization
Oil Addiction
Oil Exports
Oil Refining
Oil Spill (BP-Horizon)
Oil Well Torpedoing
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)
Palin, Sarah
Peak Gas (fixity/depletion)
Peak oil (fixity/depletion)

Renewables Conservative Arguments for
Peak Oil Quotations
Peltier, Robert
Perry, Rick (Tx. Gov.)
Petroleum (Oil) Pipelines
Pew Center on Global Climate Change
Philosophy/Methodology

Postmodernist philosophy
Pickens, T. Boone
Policy Issues

Acid Rain (SO2)
ANWR
Arctic Drilling
Clean Energy Standard (CES)
Coal-to-gas powerplant conversion
Emissions trading
Green jobs
Kerrry-Lieberman
Kerry-Boxer climate bill
Keystone XL Pipeline
Lightbulb regulation (CFL vs. Incandescent)
National Security
New Source Review (NSR)
Obama energy policy
Offshore drilling
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