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U.S. Energy Policy and the Pursuit of Failure is an analytic history of American
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Preface

On August 25, 1980, Congressman Jim Wright (D-TX) rose on the floor
of the U.S. House of Representatives to address his colleagues about an
energy bill, the Magnetic Fusion Energy Engineering Act of 1980 (MFEE).
“[T]his decision and what flows from it,” Wright declared, “may well rank
alongside the great discoveries of history, the discovery of fire and the
discovery of electric power.”1 The legislation had dramatic intent. It would
solve all of America’s long-term energy dilemmas by demonstrating the
commercial feasibility of electric power generation by nuclear fusion, a
controlled version of a hydrogen bomb. The bill made it “the declared
policy of the United States . . . to establish a national goal of demonstrating
the engineering feasibility of magnetic fusion by the early 1990s . . . [and]
operation of a magnetic fusion demonstration [electric power] plant at the
turn of the twenty-first century.” The bill passed the House with only six
dissenting votes; later it would pass the Senate unanimously. The principal
author of the bill, Representative Mike McCormack (D-WA), claimed it was
“the most important piece of energy legislation passed by this or any other
country.”2

The hubris of the bill was breathtaking. The passage of a piece of legis-
lation portrayed as the catalyst of the next “discovery of fire”? Sustainable
net energy from nuclear fusion had never been achieved in the laboratory,
much less on the scale of a power plant. There were major scientific and
engineering hurdles to be overcome. Essentially, Congress was legislating
that there would be solutions by dint of the bill’s passage. Wright likened the
effort to the Manhattan Project that led to the atomic bomb; McCormack
compared it with the Apollo space program. Actually, it was comparable to

1 CR, 96th, 22898, Aug. 25, 1980.
2 Quoted in “Nuclear Fusion Growth Aim of New U.S. Law,” New York Times, Oct. 9, 1980,

D1.
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x Preface

neither. Neither of those programs sought to create a technology that would
be commercially successful. This program was expected to create a new tech-
nology for an estimated cost of $20 billion that would ultimately triumph in
the marketplace. By 2050, McCormack predicted, all electric power would
be generated by nuclear fusion. The fuel, a heavy isotope of hydrogen found
in seawater, was sufficient to provide energy “literally . . . [for] billions of
years.”3 In other words, it would resolve all U.S. energy problems essentially
forever.

In the months before the bill was passed, the United States had just
experienced its second major energy crisis in less than a decade, and the
American people wanted solutions. Fusion was the ultimate answer – and
especially attractive to members of Congress because they really had not
voted to do much of anything. The $20 billion was not authorized or
appropriated. It was just a wish. It was a vote then for an energy solution
without a concern about either cost or feasibility. As one lobbyist declared
at the time, “Congress needed to vote for an energy thing, particularly one
with the potential to save the world [and where] no extra money would be
spent at first.”4

Within a few years, it became apparent that the technology was nowhere
near where it needed to be to make this fantasy come true. The break-
throughs did not materialize, and by the early 1990s, so far from a demon-
stration of feasibility, the goal of fusion seemed farther away than when the
bill had passed. A physicist told Business Week: “People have been saying
‘fusion is 30 years away – and always will be.’ Except now it seems to be
60 years away.”5 As of this writing (2012), the technological hurdles of fusion
still have not been overcome.

Yet, the MFEE Act was illustrative of the way U.S. energy policy had
developed during the 1970s – and to a large extent has remained to this day:
there is always a promised solution, usually through a technological wonder,
or a group of wonders, that will settle America’s energy dilemmas once and
for all. Officials generally promise that this solution will be achieved without
imposing significant costs on voters, either because they claim it can be
achieved cheaply or because the cost will be imposed on oil companies or
other vilified groups with large resources. But in the end, there is no solution.
The wondrous technological answer does not materialize. The MFEE was
probably the most extreme example of a congressionally mandated energy

3 CR, 96th, 22897, Aug. 25, 1980.
4 Quoted in R. Smith (1980, 291).
5 Quoted in “Hot Fusion Is Burning Dollars – and Little Else,” Business Week, Oct. 15, 1990,

62.
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Preface xi

panacea, but the same year President Jimmy Carter signed a bill to turn
massive amounts of coal into a substitute for oil and natural gas, and
the year before that, he had proclaimed as a national goal that by 2000,
20 percent of all U.S. energy would be solar. Of course, Carter’s plans did
not work out either. The liquefied, gasified coal program was a failure in all
respects, and as of 2011, solar was contributing less than 1 percent to U.S.
energy consumption.

Nevertheless, policy makers keep returning to these sorts of ideas when-
ever there is believed to be an energy crisis. A technological energy solution
has never been realized, yet there is always a next idea for policy makers to
endorse. The United States continues in the pursuit of the latest version of
the same legislative program with the belief that this time, things will be
different. But the motivations, along with almost delusional thinking that
has been exhibited in the past (as in the case of the MFEE), do not change.
Members of Congress declare that the new legislation will be, as they avowed
the last time, transformative; this time, Congress will act and America will
discover fire.

I began to study energy issues quite by chance. I was a business and financial
journalist working in New York City in the late 1970s when I was asked to
write a book for young people about the dramatic power failures of New
York City and surroundings that had occurred in 1965 and 1977. The second
of these I had witnessed, and I had accumulated a number of articles on
what had happened and why. The book, In Came the Darkness: The Story of
Blackouts (Four Winds Press 1981), was my introduction to the energy field.

At the time I began it, I knew little about energy and little also about
economics. I had experienced the gas lines of 1973–4; the ones in 1979 had
less impact on me personally because at that time I did not own a car. But
generally, I accepted the prevailing narrative about energy: America was
rapidly running out of all fossil fuels; the country was dependent on oil
from countries that belonged to the Organization of Petroleum Export-
ing Countries (OPEC), most of which wished us ill; the prices of oil and
natural gas were going to rise continuously; nuclear power was inherently
dangerous; and Americans would have to learn to get by with less energy
and probably would be poorer because of it.

Over the ensuing decade, I began to study economics and worked with an
electrical engineering professor, Edward S. Cassedy, on a college-level text
on energy and society designed for STS (science, technology, and society)
programs. The first edition of the book, Introduction to Energy: Resources,
Technology and Society (Cambridge University Press 1990), although full of
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xii Preface

useful information about the processes of energy conversion and the meth-
ods of resource measurements, reflected the 1970s’ narrative. Supply was
dwindling but with the proper support, technologies such as solar heating
would be successfully commercialized. It was a technology considered only
five years away from mass adoption.

As the 1980s passed, however, it became clear to me, first, that the narra-
tive was wrong. The world was not running out of oil and gas. Reportedly,
less than twenty years of oil remained in the United States in 1980, but in
1990, there was said to be about the same amount of oil left. Second, it
seemed evident that the 1970s’ energy narrative was still the only way policy
makers and much of the public ever thought about energy. As I was complet-
ing my Ph.D. in economics at Washington University (St. Louis), I returned
to energy issues and wrote a working paper for the Center for the Study of
American Business (St. Louis) on alternative energy. It was plain that no
alternative energy technology, including nuclear power, had ever become
truly cost competitive with conventional technologies; my argument was
that top-down directed policy on alternative technology development was
likely to fail if the goal was actually commercialization. The commercializa-
tion process was a far more complex set of social interactions than could be
encompassed and directed through any piece of legislation, executive order,
or agency diktat. This did not mean that government had no role to play in
energy development but that its role needed to be rethought to account for
the actual processes of innovation, adoption, and diffusion.

I revisited the entire range of energy issues with the revision of Intro-
duction to Energy, which appeared in a second edition in 1998. By the time
Professor Cassedy and I had finished, I was becoming convinced that the
U.S. energy policy process itself was, by its nature and construction, destined
to fail. It was, above all else, crisis-driven and thus tended to lurch from
extreme legislation like the MFEE to measures that were largely ineffectual
to an unspoken acceptance of a status quo in which markets determined
prices and quantities of energy resources; people complained when the price
was too high and just used more when the price fell. But each time there were
rising prices, policy makers declared a new crisis and brought out the exact
same ideas that they had had in the previous crisis, and all of the themes
could be traced back to the energy crises of the 1970s. Few policy makers
seemed to have new ideas. Debates from the 1970s could have been cut
and pasted into the Congressional Record of the last twenty-five years with
little loss of consistency. The only changes were the target dates, the names
of the legislators and presidents, and sometimes the preferred technology.
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Preface xiii

But the issues were framed the same way, blame was cast on many of the
same players, and the solutions were based on the same assertions.

It may be fairly noted that as a historian of policy, I have the benefit of
hindsight, and the arguments I make about the consequences of policies
that seem obvious today may not have seemed so at the time they were
enacted. But there have been lessons of history with respect to energy that
go back decades. Policy failures are not a recent phenomenon. Nevertheless,
for the past forty years, it appears that policy makers have learned nothing
from the past. That policy has always failed has seemed irrelevant to each
new Congress, to each new presidential administration, and to each new
agency head. It is as if officials are saying that they know their ideas will fail,
but they will pursue them anyway because they cannot think of anything
else to do. They will pursue a course of action that sounds pleasing to voters
but has no chance of success. They will willfully pursue failure.

Finally, that has been the story of U.S. energy policy, the pursuit of failure,
a story that has seemed impervious to facts and remains mightily resistant
to change.

Hence, the title and the genesis of this book.
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