Lomborg in Hollywood

Now that more than a hundred thousand people have been killed by a real tsunami, it can only be hoped that many of the two million printed copies of Michael Crichton’s outlandish State of Fear - which tells of environmental terrorists trying to set off a tsunami in order to convince people about the seriousness of global warming - will stay unsold. 
Michael Crichton is probably best known for Jurassic Park where he brought dinosaurs to life through the wonders of genetic engineering and let them destroy everything in their paths for several hundred pages – and then, of course, on film. More recently, in Prey, according to the reviews on the internet, he let loose a swarm of nanotechnological monsters to do their dirty work and create some ghastly effects that should work well on film. In other words, Michael Crichton has made his living scaring people, and no doubt a good living it has been.
In State of Fear, which came out in December, he is out to scare his readers about the dangerous environmental activists lurking in their midst. He tells us that he did three years of research, and was especially impressed and influenced by Bjørn Lomborg’s book, The Skeptical Environmentalist, which came out in 2001. Indeed State of Fear is a kind of Hollywood version of Lomborg’s book. It’s written much like a film script, and you can almost picture Keanu Reeves and Britney Spears in the leading roles, saving the world from the evil environmental movement and its endless worrying about global warming.
I had never tried to read one of Crichton’s books before, and I must say that I found it pretty hard going. The characters are so unreal – every woman is extremely beautiful and sexy and the hero has a kind of superhuman intelligence, and knows everything about everything, from weapons to the weather. Even though he is an engineer he knows more about the environment than all of the pitiful, ignorant activists who appear throughout the book.   
Crichton has been inspired by Lomborg, but even Lomborg could never condone the kinds of things that Crichton has his characters do. Lomborg and the other authors who are referred to in State of Fear – for this is a novel with a mission, and includes an annotated bibliography – are merely critical of the environmental movement and its often exaggerated claims. For Crichton, however, criticism is not enough if you are to get people really scared. Only true hate will do. 

And so we have a novel in which environmental activists are depicted as a bunch of crazy terrorists who are planning to create a tsunami, to show what global warming can do. The book starts with one of the activists, an incredibly beautiful woman, who is half Vietnamese (is there a message there?), seducing an American graduate student doing oceanographic research in France. Since he knows about tsunamis and has access to computer files that can be useful for the environmental terrorists in their evil doing, she drugs him and casts him into the Seine. And from then on, as they say in Hollywood, the plot thickens.   

With the mindless violence that has made him rich and famous, Crichton takes us to Antarctica and Canada and the south Pacific, and Hollywood itself, to concoct a tale of terror that is as gruesome as it is absurd. In one scene the hero and another incredibly beautiful woman are locked into a room where airplane parts are tested against lightning attacks, and after being bombarded for awhile and being set afire, they miraculously escape with their lives. In another episode, a fake graduate student, who is one of the environmental terrorists, leads two of the central characters into a trap in Antarctica where they fall through the ice and are literally hanging by a rope until they are miraculously saved by a robot. In Crichton’s world, the machines are the good guys. They represent progress, you see.
In order to make his points even more strongly than he does in his novel, Crichton includes an author’s message and two appendices, in which he tells his readers of the dangers of the environmental movement. Crichton claims that nobody – especially not environmental scientists - knows enough about global warming to warrant trying to do anything about it. Like Lomborg, he says that there is too much disagreement among the experts, and so it is best not to take any action since it is so expensive. Things will take care of themselves. As he puts it, “I suspect the people of 2100 will be much richer than we are, consume more energy, have a smaller global population, and enjoy more wilderness than we have today. I don’t think we have to worry about them.”

For Crichton, as for Lomborg, so long as there is disagreement among the experts, we should go on with our business. We shouldn’t change our ways until there is absolute scientific proof about what is causing global warming. But there can never be such scientific proof. Science doesn’t work that way. Science always involves interpretation, which, in turn, always requires theories that are inevitably imprecise and open to doubt. Theories such as global warming, and ideas such as sustainable development and the precautionary principle, are, for both Lomborg and Crichton, not scientific enough to serve as the basis for policy decisions. 
In one particularly absurd formulation in his author’s message Crichton writes that the “’precautionary principle’, properly applied, forbids the precautionary principle. It is self-contradictory. The precautionary principle therefore cannot be spoken of in terms that are too harsh.”  I sort of get what he means; namely that if we are to be cautious then we need to be cautious about being cautious. 
What he really means, however – and in this respect he is very much following the teachings of Bjørn Lomborg - is that we don’t need to be cautious at all, since caution holds back progress. But especially after what has happened in the Indian Ocean and the surrounding countries, it seems to me that it is more important than ever that we make our decisions as both individuals and collectively on the basis of the precautionary principle. 
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