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Sleepwalking to extinction 
 
When, on May 10th, scientists at Mauna Loa Observatory on the big island of Hawaii announced 
that global CO2 emissions had crossed a threshold at 400 parts per million (ppm) for the first 
time in millions of years, a sense of dread spread around the world and not only among climate 
scientists. CO2 emissions have been relentlessly climbing since Charles David Keeling first set 
up his tracking station near the summit of Mauna Loa Observatory in 1958 to monitor average 
daily global CO2 levels. At that time, CO2 concentrations registered 315ppm. CO2 emissions 
and atmospheric concentrations have been relentlessly climbing ever since and, as the records 
show, temperatures rises will follow. For aOO WKe cOLPaWe VXPPLWV, WKe SURPLVeV Rf ³YROXQWaU\ 
UeVWUaLQW,´ WKe caUbRQ WUadLQg aQd carbon taxes, the growth of CO2 emissions and atmospheric 
concentrations has not just been relentless, it has been accelerating in what scientists have 
dXbbed WKe ³KeeOLQg CXUYe´. In the early 1960s, CO2ppm concentrations in the atmosphere 
grew by 0.7ppm per year. In recent decades, especially as China has industrialized, the growth 
rate has tripled to 2.1ppm per year. In just the first 17 weeks of 2013, CO2 levels jumped by 
2.74ppm compared to last year -- ³WKe bLggeVW LQcUeaVe VLQce beQcKPaUN PRQLWRULQg VWaWLRQV 
KLgK RQ WKe HaZaLLaQ YROcaQR Rf MaXQa LRa begaQ WaNLQg PeaVXUePeQWV LQ 1958.´1 Carbon 
concentrations have not been this high since the Pliocene period, between 3m and 5m years 
ago, when global average temperatures were 3 or 4C hotter than today, the Arctic was ice-free, 
sea levels were about 40m higher, jungles covered northern Canada, while Florida was under 
water, along with coastal locations we now call New York city, London, Shanghai, Hong Kong, 
Sydney and many others. Crossing this threshold has fuelled fears that we are fast approaching 
³WLSSLQg SRLQWV´ ± melting of the subarctic tundra or thawing and releasing the vast quantities of 
methane in the Arctic sea bottom ± that will accelerate global warming beyond any human 
caSacLW\ WR VWRS LW: ³I wish it weren't true, but it looks like the world is going to blow through the 
400-ppm level without losing a beat," said Scripps Institute geochemist Ralph Keeling whose 
father Charles Keeling set up tKe fLUVW PRQLWRULQg VWaWLRQV LQ 1958: ³AW WKLV Sace, Ze¶OO KLW 450 

 
1 TRP BaZdeQ, ³CaUbRQ dLR[Lde LQ aWPRVSKeUe aW KLgKeVW OeYeO fRU 5 PLOOLRQ \eaUV,´ The Independent, May 
10th, 2013 at http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/carbon-dioxide-in-atmosphere-at-
highest-level-for-5-million-years-8611673.html.  
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SSP ZLWKLQ a feZ decadeV.´ ³IW feeOV OLNe WKe LQeYLWabOe PaUcK WRZaUd dLVaVWeU,´ VaLd MaXUeeQ E. 
Raymo, a scientist at the Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, a unit of Columbia University.2  
  
WK\ aUe Ze PaUcKLQg WR dLVaVWeU, ³VOeeSZaONLQg WR e[WLQcWLRQ´ aV WKe Guardian¶V GeRUge 
MRQbLRW RQce SXW LW? WK\ caQ¶W Ze VOaP RQ WKe bUaNeV befRUe Ze ULde Rff WKe cOLff WR cROOaSVe? 
I¶P gRLQg WR aUgXe KeUe WKaW WKe SURbOeP LV URRWed LQ WKe UeTXLUePeQWV of capitalist reproduction, 
WKaW OaUge cRUSRUaWLRQV aUe deVWUR\LQg OLfe RQ eaUWK, WKaW WKe\ caQ¶W KeOS WKePVeOYeV, WKe\ caQ¶W 
change or change very much, that so long as we live under this system we have little choice 
but to go along in this destruction, to keep pouring on the gas instead of slamming on the 
brakes, and that the only alternative -- impossible as this may seem right now -- is to overthrow 
this global economic system and all of the governments of the 1% that prop it up, and replace 
them with a global economic democracy, a radical bottom-up political democracy, an 
ecosocialist civilization. I argue that, although we are fast approaching the precipice of 
ecological collapse, the means to derail this trainwreck are in the making as, around the world 
Ze aUe ZLWQeVVLQg a QeaU VLPXOWaQeRXV gORbaO PaVV dePRcUaWLc ³aZaNeQLQg´ aV WKe BUa]LOLaQV 
call it, almost a global uprising from Tahir Square to Zacotti Park, from Athens to Istanbul to 
Beijing and beyond such as the world has never seen. To be sure, like Occupy Wall Street, 
WKeVe PRYePeQWV aUe VWLOO LQcKRaWe, aUe VWLOO PaLQO\ SURWeVWLQg ZKaW¶V ZURQg UaWKeU WKaQ fLgKWLQg 
for an alternative social order. Like Occupy, they have yet to clearly and robustly answer that 
cUXcLaO TXeVWLRQ, ³DRQ¶W OLNe caSLWaOLVP, ZKaW¶V \RXU aOWeUQaWLYe?´ YeW WKe\ aUe ZRUNLQg RQ LW, aQd 
WKe\ aUe aOO LQVWLQcWLYeO\ aQd UadLcaOO\ dePRcUaWLc aQd LQ WKLV OLeV RXU KRSe. I¶P gRLQg WR PaNe 
my case in the form of six theses: 
 
 
1. Capitalism is, overwhelmingly, the main driver of planetary ecological collapse 
 
From climate change to resource overconsumption to pollution, the engine that has powered 
three centuries of accelerating economic development revolutionizing technology, science, 
culture, and human life itself is, today, a roaring out-of-control locomotive mowing down 
continents of forests, sweeping oceans of life, clawing out mountains of minerals, drilling, 
SXPSLQg RXW OaNeV Rf fXeOV, deYRXULQg WKe SOaQeW¶V OaVW acceVVLbOe UeVRXUceV WR WXUQ WKeP aOO 
LQWR ³SURdXcW´ ZKLOe deVWUR\LQg fragile global ecologies built up over eons of time. Between 1950 
and 2000 the global human population more than doubled from 2.5 to 6 billion, but in these 
same decades consumption of major natural resources soared more than 6 fold on average, 
some much more. Natural gas consumption grew nearly 12 fold, bauxite (aluminum ore) 15 
fold. And so on.3 AW cXUUeQW UaWeV, HaUYaUd bLRORgLVW E.O WLOVRQ Va\V WKaW ³KaOf WKe ZRUOd¶V gUeaW 
forests have already been levelled aQd KaOf WKe ZRUOd¶V SOaQW aQd aQLPaO VSecLes may be gone 
b\ WKe eQd Rf WKLV ceQWXU\.´ CRUSRUaWLRQV aUeQ¶W QeceVVaULO\ eYLO, WKRXgK SOeQW\ aUe dLabROLcaOO\ 
eYLO, bXW WKe\ caQ¶W KeOS WKePVeOYeV. TKe\¶Ue MXVW dRLQg ZKaW WKe\¶Ue VXSSRVed WR dR fRU WKe 
beQefLW Rf WKeLU VKaUeKROdeUV. SKeOO OLO caQ¶W KeOp but loot Nigeria and the Arctic and cook the 
cOLPaWe. TKaW¶V ZKaW VKaUeKROdeUV dePaQd.4 BHP Billiton, Rio Tinto and other mining giants 

 
2 JXVWLQ GLOOLV, ³HeaW-WUaSSLQg gaV SaVVeV PLOeVWRQe, UaLVLQg feaUV,´ New York Times, May 10, 2013. 
Scripps Institution of Oceanography, Scripps News, April 23, 2013 at 
http://scrippsnews.ucsd.edu/Releases/?releaseID=1347. 
3 Michael T. Klare, 7KH 5DFH IRU :KDW¶V /HIW (New York: Picador 2012), p. 24 Table 1.1. Jeffrey Sachs 
calculates that in value terms, between 1950 and 2008 the global human population rose from 2.5 to 7 
billion, so less than tripled, while global GDP multiplied 8 times. Common Wealth: Economics for a 
Crowded Planet (New York: Penguin Books, 2008), p. 19. 
4 OQ SKeOO¶V LPSacW RQ AfULca Vee NLPR BaVVe\, To Cook a Continent: Destructive Extraction and the 
Climate Crisis in Africa (Cape Town: Pambazuka Press 2012). 
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caQ¶W UeVLVW PLQLQg AXVWUaOLa¶V abXQdaQW cRaO aQd e[SRUWLQg LW WR CKLQa aQd IQdLa. MLQLQg 
accounts for 19% of AustralLa¶V GDP aQd VXbVWaQWLaO ePSOR\PeQW eYeQ aV cRaO cRPbXVWLRQ LV 
WKe VLQgOe ZRUVW dULYeU Rf gORbaO ZaUPLQg. IKEA caQ¶W KeOS bXW OeYeO WKe fRUeVWV Rf SLbeULa aQd 
Malaysia to feed the Chinese mills building its flimsy disposable furniture (IKEA is the third 
largest consumer of lumber in the world). ASSOe caQ¶W KeOS LW Lf WKe cRVW Rf e[WUacWLQg WKe ³UaUe 
eaUWKV´ LW QeedV WR PaNe PLOOLRQV Rf QeZ LTKLQgV eacK \eaU LV WKe deVWUXcWLRQ Rf WKe eaVWeUQ 
Congo ± violence, rape, slavery, forced induction of child soldiers, along with poisoning local 
waterways.5 Monsanto and DuPont and Syngenta and Bayer Crop Science have no choice but 
to wipe out bees, butterflies, birds, small farmers and extinguish crop diversity to secure their 
gULS RQ WKe ZRUOd¶V fRRd VXSSO\ ZKLOe dUenching the planet with their Roundups and Atrazines 
and neonicotinoids.6  This is how giant corporations are wiping out life on earth in the course of 
a routine business day. And the bigger the corporations grow, the worse the problems become. 
 
In Adam SmLWK¶V da\, ZKeQ WKe fLUVW facWRULeV aQd PLOOV SURdXced KaW SLQV aQd LURQ WRROV aQd 
UROOV Rf cORWK b\ WKe WKRXVaQdV, caSLWaOLVW fUeedRP WR PaNe ZKaWeYeU WKe\ ZaQWed dLdQ¶W PXcK 
PaWWeU becaXVe WKe\ dLdQ¶W KaYe PXcK LPSacW RQ WKe gORbaO eQYLURQPeQW. BXW WRda\, when 
everything is produced in the millions and billions, then trashed today and reproduced all over 
again tomorrow, when the planet is looted and polluted to support all this frantic and senseless 
growth, it matters ± a lot.   
 
TKe ZRUOd¶V cOLPaWe VcLeQWLVWV WeOO XV Ze¶Ue facLQg a planetary emergency. TKe\¶Ye beeQ WeOOLQg 
XV VLQce WKe 1990V WKaW Lf Ze dRQ¶W cXW gORbaO fRVVLO fXeO greenhouse gas emissions by 80-90% 
below 1990 levels by 2050 we will cross critical tipping points and global warming will accelerate 
beyond any human power to contain it. Yet despite all the ringing alarm bells, no corporation 
and no government can oppose growth and, instead, every capitalist government in the world 
is putting pedal to the metal to accelerate growth, to drive us full throttle off the cliff to collapse. 
Marxists have never had a better argument against capitalism than this inescapable and 
aSRcaO\SWLc ³cRQWUadLcWLRQ´. 
  

 
5 Delly Mawazo Sesete of Change.org, writing in the Guardian QeZVSaSeU Va\V, ³I am originally from the 
North Kivu province in the eastern region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, where a deadly conflict 
has been raging for over 15 years. While that conflict began as a war over ethnic tension, land rights and 
politics, it has increasingly turned to being a war of profit, with various armed groups fighting one another 
for control of strategic mineral reserves. Near the area where I grew up, there are mines with vast amounts 
of tungsten, tantalum, tin, and gold ± minerals that make most consumer electronics in the world function. 
These minerals are part of your daily life. They keep your computer running so you can surf the internet. 
They save your high score on your PlayStation. They make your cell phone vibrate when someone calls 
you. While minerals from the Congo have enriched your life, they have often brought violence, rape and 
instability to my home country. That's because those armed groups fighting for control of these mineral 
resources use murder, extortion and mass rape as a deliberate strategy to intimidate and control local 
populations, which helps them secure control of mines, trading routes and other strategic areas. Living in 
the Congo, I saw many of these atrocities firsthand. I documented the child slaves who are forced to work 
in the mines in dangerous conditions. I witnessed the deadly chemicals dumped into the local 
environment. I saw the use of rape as a weapon. And despite receiving multiple death threats for my work, 
I've continued to call for peace, developmeQW aQd dLgQLW\ LQ CRQgR'V PLQeUaOV WUade.´ ³ASSOe: WLPe WR PaNe 
a conflict-fUee LPKRQe,´ Guardian, December 30, 2011 at  
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/cifamerica/2011/dec/30/apple-time-make-conflict-free-iphone. 
For more detail see conflictminerals.org. See also: Peter Eichstaedt, Consuming the Congo: War and 
CRQIOLFW 0LQHUDOV LQ WKH :RUOG¶V DHDGOLHVW 3ODFH (Chicago: Lawrence Hill, 2011). 
6 LaXUeQ McCaXOe\, ³HeUbLcLdeV fRU GM0s dULYLQg PRQaUcK bXWWeUfO\ SRSXOaWLRQV WR µRPLQRXV¶ bULQN,´ 
Common Dreams, March 14, 2013 at http://www.commondreams.org/headline/2013/03/14-3. 
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2. 6ROXWLRQV WR WKH HFRORJLFDO FULVLV DUH EOLQGLQJO\ REYLRXV EXW ZH FDQ¶W WDNH WKH 

necessary steps to prevent ecological collapse because, so long as we live under 
capitalism, economic growth has to take priority over ecological concerns or the 
economy will collapse and mass unemployment will be the result.   

 
We all know what we have to do: suppress greenhouse gas emissions. Stop over-consuming 
natural resources. Stop the senseless pollution of the earth, waters, and atmosphere with toxic 
chemicals. Stop prodXcLQg ZaVWe WKaW caQ¶W be Uec\cOed b\ QaWXUe. SWRS WKe deVWUXcWLRQ Rf 
bLRORgLcaO dLYeUVLW\ aQd LQVXUe WKe ULgKWV Rf RWKeU VSecLeV WR fORXULVK. We dRQ¶W Qeed aQ\ QeZ 
technological breakthroughs to solve these problems. Mostly, we MXVW VWRS GRLQJ ZKDW ZH¶UH 
doing. BXW Ze caQ¶W VWRS becaXVe ZH¶UH DOO ORFNHG LQWR an economic system in which companies 
have to grow to compete and reward their shareholders and because we all need the jobs.  
 
 
Take climate change: 
 
JaPeV HaQVeQ, WKe ZRUOd¶V SUeePLQeQW climate scientist, has argued that to save the humans: 
 

³CRaO ePLVVLRQV PXVW be SKaVed RXW aV UaSLdO\ aV SRVVLbOe RU gORbaO cOLPaWe 
disasters will be a dead certainty. . . Yes, [coal, oil, gas] most of the fossil 
fuels must be left in the ground. That is the explicit message that the science 
provides. 
 
Humanity treads today on a slippery slope. As we continue to pump 
greenhouse gases in the air, we move onto a steeper, even more slippery 
incline. We seem oblivious to the danger ± unaware of how close we may 
be to a situation in which a catastrophic slip becomes practically 
unavoidable, a slip where we suddenly lose all control and are pulled into a 
torrential stream that hurls us over a precipice to our demise.´ (James 
Hansen, 2009) 7 

  
But how can we do this under capitalism? After his climate negotiators stonewalled calls for 
binding limits on CO2 emissions at Copenhagen, Cancun, Cape Town and Doha, President 
ObaPa LV QRZ WU\LQg WR VaOYage KLV eQYLURQPeQWaO ³Oegac\´ b\ RUdeULQg KLV EPA WR LPSRVe 
³WRXgK´ Qew emissions limits on existing power plants, especially coal-fired plants.8 But this 
ZRQ¶W VaOYage KLV Oegac\ RU, PRUe LPSRUWaQWO\, KLV daXgKWeUV¶ fXWXUe becaXVe KRZ PXcK 
difference would it make, really, if every coal-fired power plant in the U.S. shut down tomorrow 
when U.S. coal producers are free to export their coal to China, which they are doing, and when 
China is building another coal-fired power plant eYeU\ ZeeN? TKe aWPRVSKeUe dReVQ¶W caUe 
where the coal is burned. It only cares how much is burned. Yet how could Obama tell American 
mining companies to stop mining coal? This would be tantamount to socialism. But if we do not 
stop PLQLQg aQd bXUQLQg cRaO, caSLWaOLVW fUeedRP aQd SULYaWe SURSeUW\ LV WKe OeaVW Ze¶OO KaYe WR 
worry about. 
 
Same with Obama¶V ³WRXgK´ QeZ fXeO ecRQRP\ VWaQdaUdV. IQ AXgXVW 2012 ObaPa bRaVWed WKaW 
KLV QeZ CRUSRUaWe AYeUage FXeO EcRQRP\ (CAFE) VWaQdaUdV ZRXOd ³dRXbOe fXeO effLcLeQc\´ 

 
7 James Hansen, Storms of My Grandchildren (New York: Bloomsbury 2009), pp. 70, 172-173,  
8 JRKQ M. BURdeU, ³ObaPa Uead\LQg ePLVVLRQV OLPLWV RQ SRZeU SOaQWV,´ New York Times, June 20, 2013. 
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over the next 13 years to 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025, up from 28.6 mpg at present ± cutting 
vehicle CO2 ePLVVLRQV LQ KaOf, VR KeOSLQg eQRUPRXVO\ WR ³VaYe WKe SOaQeW.´ BXW aV WKe CeQWeU 
for Biological Diversity and other critics have noted, Obama was lying. First, his so-called 
³WRXgK´ QeZ CAFE VWaQdaUdV ZeUe VR fXOO Rf ORRSKROeV, QegRWLaWed ZLWK Detroit, that they actually 
encourage more gas-guzzling, not less.9 TKaW¶V becaXVe WKe VWaQdaUdV aUe baVed RQ a VOLdLQg 
VcaOe accRUdLQg WR ³YeKLcOe fRRWSULQWV´ ± the bigger the car, the less mileage it has to get to meet 
LWV ³VWaQdaUd.´ SR LQ facW ObaPa¶V ³WRXgK´ VWaQdaUdV aUe (VXUSULVe) cXVWRP deVLgQed WR SURPRWe 
what Detroit does best ± produce giant Sequoias, mountainous Denalis, Sierras, Yukons, 
Tundras and Ticonderogas, Ram Chargers and Ford F series luxury trucks, grossly obese 
Cadillac Escalades, soccer kid hauler Suburbans, even 8,000 (!) pound Ford Excursions ± and 
OeW WKeVe gURVV gaV KRgV PeeW WKe ³fOeeW VWaQdaUd´. Many of these ridiculously oversized and 
over-accessorized behemoths are more than twice the weight of cars and pickup trucks in the 
1950s.10 TKeVe caUV aQd ³OLgKW´ WUXcNV aUe aPRQg WKe bLggeVW VeOOLQg YeKLcOeV LQ APeULca WRda\ 
(GM¶V SLeUUa LV #1) aQd WKe\ geW ZRUVe gaV PLOeage WKaQ APeULcaQ caUV half a century ago. 
CadLOOac¶V cXUUeQW EVcaOade geWV ZRUVe PLOeage WKaQ LWV cKURPe bedecked tail fin-festooned 
land yachts of the mid-1950s! 11 LLWWOe ZRQdeU DeWURLW aSSOaXded ObaPa¶V QeZ CAFE VWaQdaUdV 
LQVWead Rf daPQLQg WKeP aV XVXaO. SecRQdO\, ZKaW ZRXOd LW PaWWeU eYeQ Lf ObaPa¶V QeZ CAFE 
standards actually did double fleet mileage ± when American and global vehicle fleets are 
growing exponentially? In 1950 Americans had one car for every three people. Today we have 
1.2 cars for every American. In 1950 when there were about 2.6 billion humans on the planet, 
there were 53 million cars on WKe ZRUOd¶V URadV ± about one for every 50 persons. Today, there 
are 7 billion people but more than 1 billion cars and industry forecasters expect there will be 2 
WR 2.5 bLOOLRQ caUV RQ WKe ZRUOd¶V URadV b\ PLd-century. China alone is expected to have a 
billion.12 SR, aW WKe eQd Rf WKe da\, LQcUePeQWaO KaOf PeaVXUeV OLNe CAFE VWaQdaUdV caQ¶W VWRS 
rising GHG missions. Barring some technical miracle, the only way to cut vehicle emissions is 
to just stop making them -- drastically suppress vehicle production, especially of the worst gas 
hogs. In theory, Obama could simply order GM to stop building its humongous gas guzzlers 

 
9 CeQWeU fRU BLRORgLcaO DLYeUVLW\, ³NeZ PLOeage VWaQdaUdV RXW Rf VWeS ZLWK ZRUVeQLQg cOLPaWe cULVLV,´ SUeVV 
release, August 28, 2012 athttp://www.biologicaldiversity.org/news/press_releases/2012/vehicle-
emissions-08-28-2012.html. Also, Common DreamV VWaff, ³NeZ PLOeage VWaQdaUdV eQcRXUage PRUe gaV-
gX]]OLQg, QRW OeVV: UeSRUW,´ Common Dreams, August 28, 2012 at 
https://www.commondreams.org/headline/2012/08/28-8. 
10 A full-VL]e 1955 CKeYUROeW BeO ALU ZeLgKed 3,100 SRXQdV. A ¶55 FRUd F-100 pickup truck also weighed 
3100 (3300 with the optional V-8 motor). Even a 1955 Cadillac El Dorado, icon of fifties conspicuous 
consumption, only weighed 5050 pounds -- chrome bullets, tail fins and all. By comparison, today even a 
compact Toyota Prius weighs 3274 pounds (could it be the batteries?) while your typical full size Ford 
Taurus weighs more than 4,300 pounds, pickup trucks and big SUVs start at around 6,000 pounds and 
go up from there to 7-8000 pounds. Even though the occasional honest driver will concede he/she dReVQ¶W 
UeaOO\ ³Qeed´ aOO WKLV bXON aQd KRUVeSRZeU WR ORad XS aW WKe PaOO, aV a cKeeUfXO Te[aV FRUd VaOeVPaQ QRWed: 
³We KaYeQ¶W fRXQd a ceLOLQg WR WKLV OX[XU\ WUXcN PaUNeW.´ JRVeSK B. WKLWe, ³LX[XU\ SLcNXSV VWUa\ Rff WKe 
UaQcK,´ Wall Street Journal, March 21, 2012. 
11 Your typical 4,428 pound 1955 Cadillac Coupe DeVille got 12.9 mpg in city driving according to Motor 
Trend Magazine ZKeUeaV \RXU W\SLcaO 2013 CadLOOac EVcaOade geWV 10PSg LQ WKe cLW\ (12PSg ³cRPbLQed´ 
city and highway). Your typical 2013 Chevrolet Silverado K15 truck gets just 9 mpg hauling those heavy 
bags of groceries home from the mall. This is after six decades Rf DeWURLW fXeO ecRQRP\ ³LPSURYePeQWV´ ± 
aQd ObaPa Va\V DeWURLW LV gRLQg WR ³dRXbOe LWV fOeeW PLOeage LQ 20 \eaUV´. GRRd OXcN RQ What. Mileage 
figures for the Cadillac are from Cadillac History 1955 at 
http://www.100megsfree4.com/cadillac/cad1950/cad55s.htm. For the Silverado at www.fuel 
economy.gov. 
12 FRU fRUecaVWV Rf CKLQa¶V YeKLcOe fOeeW aQd LWV LPSOLcaWLRQV Vee CUaLg SLPRQV, The Devouring Dragon 
(New York: St. MaUWLQ¶V Press, 2013), p. 200. 
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and switch to producing small economy cars. After all, the federal government owns the 
company! But of course, how could he do any such thiQg? DeWURLW OLYeV b\ WKe PaQWUa ³bLg caU 
bLg SURfLW, VPaOO caU VPaOO SURfLW.´ SLQce DeWURLW KaV QeYeU beeQ abOe WR cRPSeWe agaLQVW WKe 
Japanese and Germans in the small car market, which is already glutted and nearly profitless 
everywhere, such an order would only doom GM to failure, if not bankruptcy (again), throw 
PaVVeV Rf ZRUNeUV RQWR WKe XQePSOR\PeQW OLQeV (aQd deYaOXe WKe GM VWRcN LQ WKe fedV¶ 
SRUWfROLR). SR gLYeQ caSLWaOLVP, ObaPa LV LQ facW, SRZeUOeVV. He¶V ORcNed LQ WR SURPRWLQg WKe 
endless growth of vehicle production, even of the worst polluters ± and lying about it all to the 
SXbOLc WR WU\ WR SaWcK XS KLV SaWKeWLc ³Oegac\.´ AQd \eW, Lf Ze dRQ¶W VXSSUeVV YeKLcOe SURdXcWLRQ, 
how can we stop rising CO2 emissions? 
  
In the wake of the failure of climate negotiators from Kyoto to Doha to agree on binding limits 
on GHG emissions, exasperated British climate scientists Kevin Anderson and Alice Bows at 
WKe T\QdaOO CeQWUe, BULWaLQ¶V OeadLQg cOLPaWe cKaQge UeVeaUcK centre, wrote in September 2012 
that we need aQ eQWLUeO\ ³QeZ SaUadLgP´: gRYeUQPeQW SROLcLeV PXVW ³UadLcaOO\ cKaQge´ Lf 
³daQgeURXV´ cOLPaWe cKaQge LV WR be aYRLded:  
 

We urgently need to acknowledge that the development needs of many 
countries leave the rich western nations with little choice but to immediately 
and severely curb their greenhouse gas emissions... [The] misguided belief 
that commitments to avoid warming of 2 degrees C can still be realized with 
incremental adjustments to economic incentives. A carbon tax here, a little 
emissions trading there and the odd voluntary agreement thrown in for good 
measure will not be sufficient... Long-term end-point targets (for example, 
80% by 2050) have no scientific basis. What governs future global 
temperatures and other adverse climate impacts are the emissions from 
yesterday, today, and those released in the next few years (emphasis 
added).13  

 

And not just scientists. In its latest world energy forecast released on November 12, 2012, the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) warns that despite the bonanza of fossil fuels now made 
possible by fracking, horizontal and deepwater drilling, ZH FDQ¶W FRQVXPH WKHP LI ZH ZDQW WR 
save the humans: ³WKe cOLPaWe gRaO Rf OLPLWLQg gORbaO ZaUPLQg WR 2 degUeeV CeQWLgUade LV 
becoming more difficult and costly with each year that passes... No more than one-third of 
proven reserves of fossil fuels can be consumed prior to 2050 if the world is to achieve the 2 
degree C goal...´ 14 Of course the science could be wrong about this. But so far climate 
scientists have consistently underestimated the speed and ferocity of global warming, and even 
prominent climate change deniers have folded their cards.15   
 
 
  

 
13 ³A QeZ SaUadLgP fRU cOLPaWe cKaQge,´ Nature Climate Change, Vol. 2 September 2012, pp. 639-640  
14 IEA, World Energy Outlook 2012 Executive Summary (November 12, 2012), p. 3 at  
https://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/English.pdf.  
15 For a recent summary of the peer-UeYLeZed OLWeUaWXUe Vee GOeQQ ScKeUeU aQd DaLO\COLPaWe.RUg, ³COLPaWe 
VcLeQce SUedLcWLRQV SURYe WRR cRQVeUYaWLYe,´ Scientific American December 6, 2012 online at 
http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=climate-science-predictions-prove-too-conservative. 
Prominent ex-denier Richard A. Muller published his mea culpa on the Op-Ed page of the New York 
Times: ³TKe cRQYeUVLRQ Rf a cOLPaWe-cKaQge VNeSWLc,´ July 28, 2012. 
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Emergency contraction or global ecological collapse? 
 
SWLOO, LW¶V RQe WKLQg fRU JaPeV HaQVeQ RU BLOO McKLbbeQ Rf 350.RUg WR Va\ Ze Qeed WR ³OHDYH WKH 
FRDO LQ WKH KROH, WKH RLO LQ WKH VRLO, WKH JDV XQGHU WKH JUDVV,´ WR caOO fRU ³VeYeUe cXUbV´ LQ GHG 
emissions ± in the abstract. But think about what this means in our capitalist economy. Most of 
XV, eYeQ SaVVLRQaWe eQYLURQPeQWaO acWLYLVWV, dRQ¶W UeaOO\ ZaQW WR face XS WR WKe ecRQRPLc 
LPSOLcaWLRQV Rf WKe VcLeQce Ze defeQd. TKaW¶V ZK\, Lf \RX OLVWeQ WR eQYLURQPeQWaOLVWV OLNe BLOO 
McKibben, for example, you will get the impression that global warming is mainly driven by 
fossil fuel-SRZeUed eOecWULc SRZeU SOaQWV, VR Lf Ze MXVW ³VZLWcK WR UeQeZabOeV´ WKLV ZLOO VROYe WKe 
main problem and we can carry on with life more or less as we do now. Indeed, ³gUeeQ 
caSLWaOLVP´ eQWKXVLaVWV OLNe TKRPaV FULedPaQ aQd WKe XQLRQ-bacNed ³gUeeQ MRbV´ ORbb\ ORRN WR 
UeQeZabOe eQeUg\, eOecWULc caUV aQd VXcK aV ³the next great engine of industrial growth´ ± the 
perfect win-win solution. This is a not a solution. This is a delusion: because greenhouse gasses 
are produced across the economy not just by or even mainly by power plants. Globally, fossil 
fuel-powered electricity generation accounts for 17% of GHG emissions, heating accounts for 
5%, PLVceOOaQeRXV ³RWKeU´ fXel combustion 8.6%, industry 14.7%, industrial processes another 
4.3%, transportation 14.3%, agriculture 13.6%, land use changes (mainly deforestation) 
12.2%.16 This means, for a start, that even if we immediately replaced every fossil fuel powered 
electric generating plant on the planet with 100% renewable solar, wind and water power, this 
would only reduce global GHG emissions by around 17%. What this means is that, far from 
launching a new green energy-SRZeUed ³LQdXVWULaO gURZWK´ bRRP, baUULQg VRPe WecK-fix miracle, 
WKe RQO\ Za\ WR LPSRVe ³LPPedLaWe aQd VeYeUe cXUbV´ RQ fRVVLO fXeO SURdXcWLRQ/cRQVXPSWLRQ 
would be to impose an EMERGENCY CONTRACTION in the industrialized countries: 
drastically retrench and in some cases shut down industries, even entire sectors, across the 
economy and around the planet ± not just fossil fuel producers but all the industries that 
consume them and produce GHG emissions ± autos, trucking, aircraft, airlines, shipping and 
cruise lines, construction, chemicals, plastics, synthetic fabrics, cosmetics, synthetic fibre and 
fabrics, synthetic fertilizer and agribusiness CAFO operations, and many more. Of course, no 
one wants to hear this because, given capitalism, this would unavoidably mean mass 
bankruptcies, global economic collapse, depression and mass unemployment around the 
ZRUOd. TKaW¶V ZK\ LQ ASULO 2013, LQ Oa\LQg WKe SROLWLcaO gURXQdZRUN fRU KLV aSSURYaO Rf WKe XL 
SLSeOLQe LQ VRPe fRUP, PUeVLdeQW ObaPa VaLd ³TKe SROLWLcV Rf WKLV aUe WRXgK.´ TKe eaUWK¶V 
WePSeUaWXUe SURbabO\ LVQ¶W WKe ³QXPbeU RQe cRQceUQ´ fRU ZRUNeUV ZKR KaYeQ¶W VeeQ a UaLVe LQ a 
decade; KaYe aQ XQdeUZaWeU PRUWgage; aUe VSeQdLQg $40 WR fLOO WKeLU gaV WaQN, caQ¶W affRUd a 
K\bULd caU, aQd face RWKeU cKaOOeQgeV.´17 Obama wants to save the planet but given capitalism 
KLV ³QXPbeU RQe cRQceUQ´ KaV WR be gURZLQg WKe ecRQRP\, gURZLQg MRbV. GLYeQ caSLWaOLVP, 
today, tomorrow, next year and every year, economic growth will always be the overriding 
priority ± till we barrel right off the cliff to collapse.  
 
 
The necessity of denial and delusion 
 
TKeUe¶V QR technical solution to this problem and no market solution either. In a very few cases 
± electricity generation is the main one ± a broad shift to renewables could indeed sharply 
UedXce fRVVLO fXeO ePLVVLRQV LQ WKaW VecWRU. BXW Lf Ze MXVW XVe ³cOeaQ´ ³gUeeQ´ eQeUg\ WR SRZeU 

 
16 World Resources Institute, WRI Navigating the Numbers, Table 1. pp. 4-5, at  
http://pdf.wri.org/navigating_numbers.pdf.  
17 The Hill blog http://thehill.com/blogs/e2-wire/e2-wire/291787-obama-on-climate-change-the-politics-of-
this-are-tough.  
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more growth, consume ever more natural resources, then we solve nothing and would still be 
headed to collapse. Agriculture is another sector in which reliance on fossil fuels could be 
sharply reduced ± by abandoning synthetic fertilizers and pesticides and switching to organic 
faUPLQg. AQd WKeUe¶V QR dRZQVLde WKeUe ± just the resistance of the agribusiness industrial 
complex. But for the rest of the economy ± mining, manufacturing, transportation, chemicals, 
most services (e.g. construction, tourism, advertising, etc.), there are no such easy substitutes. 
Take transportation. There are no solar powered ships or aiUSOaQeV RU WUaLQV RQ aQ\RQe¶V 
drawing boards. Producing millions of electric cars instead of millions of gasoline-powered cars, 
as I explained elsewhere, would be just as ecologically destructive and polluting, if in somewhat 
different ways, even if they were all run on solar power.18 Substituting biofuels for fossil fuels in 
transportation just creates different but no less environmentally destructive problems: 
converting farm land to raise biofuel feedstock pits food production against fuels. Converting 
rainforests, peatlands, savannas or grasslands to produce biofuels releases more CO2 into the 
atmosphere than the fossil fuels they replace and accelerates species extinction.19 More 
industrial farming means more demand for water, synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. And so 
on. Cap and trade VcKePeV caQ¶W cXW fRVVLO fXeO ePLVVLRQV becaXVe, aV I aOVR e[SOaLQed 
elsewhere20 business understands, even if some environmentalists do not, that 
³dePaWeULaOL]aWLRQ´ LV a faQWaV\, WKaW WKeUe¶V QR ZLQ-win tech solution, that capping emissions 
means cutting growth. Since cutting growth is unacceptable to business, labor, and 
governments, cap and trade has been abandoned everywhere.21 Carbon taxes caQ¶W VWRS gORbaO 
warming either because they do not caS ePLVVLRQV. TKaW¶V Zhy fossil fuel execs like Rex 
Tillerson, CEO of ExxonMobil (the largest private oil company in the world) and Paul Anderson, 
CEO of Duke Energy (the largest electric utility in the U.S.) support carbon taxes. They 
understand that carbon taxes would add something to the cost of doing business, like other 
Wa[eV, bXW WKe\ SRVe QR OLPLW, QR ³caS´ RQ gURZWK.22 Exxon predicts that, carbon tax or no carbon 
tax, by 2040 global demand for energy is going to grow by 35%, 65% in the developing world 
and nearly all of this is going to be supplied by fossil fuels. E[[RQMRbLO LV QRW ORRNLQg WR ³OeaYe 
WKe RLO LQ WKe VRLO´ aV a favour to Bill McKibben and the humans. ExxonMobil is looking to pump 
it and burn it all as fast as possible to enrich its shareholders.23 
 
James Hansen, Bill McKibben, Barack Obama ± aQd PRVW Rf XV UeaOO\, dRQ¶W ZaQW WR face XS WR 
the economic implications of the need to put the brakes on growth and fossil fuel-based 
RYeUcRQVXPSWLRQ. We aOO ³Qeed´ WR OLYe LQ deQLaO, aQd beOLeYe LQ deOXVLRQV What carbon taxes or 
VRPe WecK fL[ ZLOO VaYe XV becaXVe Ze aOO NQRZ WKaW caSLWaOLVP KaV WR gURZ RU Ze¶OO aOO be RXW Rf 
work. And the thought of replacing capitalism seems so impossible, especially given the powers 
aUUa\ed agaLQVW cKaQge. BXW ZKaW¶V WKe aOWernative? In the not-so-distant future, this is all going 
to come to a screeching halt one way or another ± either we seize hold of this out-of-control 
locomotive and wrench down this overproduction of fossil fuels, or we ride this train right off the 
cliff to collapse.  
 
 

 
18 See P\ ³GUeeQ caSLWaOLVP,´ RS cLW. SS. 131-133. 
19 E.g. DaYLd BLeOOR, ³TKe faOVe SURPLVe Rf bLRfXeOV,´ Scientific American, August 2011, pp. 59-65. 
20 SPLWK, ³GUeeQ caSLWaOLVP,´ RS cLW. SS. 117-122. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 ExxonMobil, The Outlook for Energy: A View to 2040 (December 2012) at 
http://exxonmobil.com/corporate/files/news_pub_eo2013.pdf. See aOVR, JRQ QXeaOO\, ³BP¶V BLg POaQ: BXUQ 
LW. BXUQ LW aOO,´ Common Dreams, January 17, 2013 at  
https://www.commondreams.org/headline/2013/01/17. 
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Same with resource depletion:  
 
We LQ WKe LQdXVWULaOL]ed ³cRQVXPeU ecRQRPLeV´ aUe QRW MXVW RYeU-cRQVXPLQg fRVVLO fXeOV. We¶Ue 
over-consuming everything. FURP fLVK WR fRUeVWV, PLQeUaOV WR PeWaOV, RLO WR fUeVK ZaWeU, Ze¶Ue 
consuming the SOaQeW OLNe WKeUe¶V QR WRPRUURZ.24 EcRORgLcaO ³fRRWSULQW´ VcLeQWLVWV WeOO XV WKaW Ze 
in the industrialized nations are now consuming resources and sinks at the rate of 1.5 planets 
SeU \eaU, WKaW LV, Ze¶Ue XVLQg QaWXUaO UeVRXUceV OLNe fLVK, fRUeVWV, ZaWeU, farmland, and so on at 
half-again the rate that nature can replenish them.25 According to the World Bank, the wealthiest 
10% Rf WKe ZRUOd¶V SeRSOe accRXQW fRU aOPRVW 60% Rf cRQVXPSWLRQ e[SeQdLWXUeV aQd WKe WRS 
20% account for more than 76% of global consumSWLRQ ZKeUeaV WKe bRWWRP 40% Rf WKe ZRUOd¶V 
SRSXOaWLRQ accRXQW fRU MXVW 5%. EYeQ WKe bRWWRP 70% Rf WKe ZRUOd¶V SRSXOaWLRQ accRXQW fRU 
barely 15.3% of global consumption expenditures.26 Needless to say, those 70% want and 
deserve a higher material standard of living. Yet if the whole world were to achieve this by 
consuming like Americans, we would need something like five more planets worth of natural 
resources and sinks for all of that.27 Think what this means.  
 
TaNe WKe caVe Rf CKLQa. CROXPbLa UQLYeUVLW\¶s Earth Policy Institute predicts that if China keeps 
growing by around 8% per year, its current rate, Chinese average per capita consumption will 
UeacK cXUUeQW U.S. OeYeO b\ aURXQd 2035. BXW WR SURYLde WKe QaWXUaO UeVRXUceV fRU CKLQa¶V 1.3+ 
billion consume OLNe APeULca¶V 330 PLOOLRQ, WKe CKLQeVe, URXgKO\ 20% Rf WKe ZRUOd¶V SRSXOaWLRQ, 
will consume as much oil as the entire world consumes today, they will consume 69% of current 
world grain production, 62% of the current world meat production, 63% of current world coal 
consumption, 35% of current world steel consumption, 84% of current world paper 
consumption. (See Table 1.)  Well, where on earth are the Chinese going to find the resources 
(not to mention sinks) to support all this consumption? China certainl\ dReVQ¶W KaYe WKe 
UeVRXUceV. TKaW¶V ZK\ WKe CKLQeVe aUe bX\LQg XS WKe SOaQeW. AQd WKaW¶V MXVW CKLQa. WKaW abRXW 
the other four-fifths of humanity? What are they going to consume in 2035?  
  

 
24 E.g. JRKQ PaUQeOO, ³WRUOd RQ cRXUVe WR UXQ RXW Rf ZaWeU, ZaUQV BaQ KL-PRRQ,´ Guardian, May 22, 22013. 
GaLa VLQce, ³HRZ WKe ZRUOd¶V RceaQV cRXOd be UXQQLQg RXW Rf fLVK,´ BBC News Online, September 12, 
2012 at http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20120920-are-we-running-out-of-fish. And as tropical forests, 
biodiversity is being sacrificed even in nominally protected areas at an alarming rate. See William F. 
LaXUaQce eW aO. ³AYeUWLQg bLRdLYeUVLW\ cROOaSVe LQ WURSLcaO fRUeVW SURWecWed aUeaV,´ Nature, no. 489 
September 12, 2012 pp.  290-294. ³WLdeVSUead ORcaO µe[WLQcWLRQV¶ LQ WURSLcaO fRUeVW µUePQaQWV¶´ AOVR, 
ScienceDaily, August 14, 2012 at  
http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2012/08/120814213404.htm.  On minerals and oil see Michael T. 
Klare, 7KH 5DFH IRU :KDW¶V /HIW (New York: Picador 2012). 
25 EcRORgLcaO ³fRRWSULQW´ VWXdLeV VKRZ WKaW WRda\ KXPaQLW\ XVeV WKe eTXLYaOeQW Rf 1.5 SOaQeWV WR SURYLde WKe 
resources we use and absorb our waste. This means it now takes the Earth one year and six months to 
regenerate what we use in a year. Moderate UN scenarios suggest that if current population and 
consumption trends continue, by the 2030s, we will need the equivalent of two Earths to support us. And 
of course, we only have one. Turning resources into waste faster than waste can be turned back into 
UeVRXUceV SXWV XV LQ gORbaO ecRORgLcaO ³RYeUVKRRW´ deSOeWLQg WKe YeU\ UeVRXUceV RQ ZKLcK KXPaQ OLfe aQd 
biodiversity depend. See the Global Footprint Network at  
http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/world_footprint/. 
26 World Bank, 2008 World Development Indicators, p. 4 Table 1J at  
http://data.worldbank.org/sites/default/files/wdi08.pdf.   
27 Worldwatch Institute, 2010 State of the World: Transforming Cultures From Consumerism to 
Sustainability (New York: Norton, 2010) pp. 3-7ff. Also Alan Durning, How Much is Enough? (New York: 
Norton 1992). Avatar. 
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Table 1: 

Annual consumption of key resources in China and U.S., latest year, with projections for  
China to 2035, compared to current world production   
       

  Consumption  Projected Consumption* Production  

Commodity Unit Latest Year 2035 
Latest 

Year 
 

  U.S. China China World  

       
Grain   Million Tons 338 424 1,505 2,191  

       
Meat  Million Tons 37 73 166 270  

       
Oil  Million Barrels per Day 19 9 85 86  

       
Coal  Million Tons of Oil Equiv. 525 1,714 2,335 3,731  

       
Steel  Million Tons 102 453 456 1,329  

       
Fertilizer  Million Tons 20 49 91 214  

       
Paper  Million Tons 74 97 331 394  

 
*Projected Chinese consumption in 2035 is calculated assuming per-capita consumption will be equal to 
the current U.S. level, based on projected GDP growth of 8 percent annually. Latest year figures for grain, 
oil, coal, fertilizer and paper are from 2008. Latest year figures for meat and steel are from 2010. 
 
Source: Earth Policy Institute 
 
 
CKLQD¶V FDSLWDOLVW HQYLURQPHQWDO QLJKWPDUH 

 
As Beijing has been choking on smog this year, Deutsche Bank analysts gloomily conclude 
that, barring extreme reforms, Chinese coal consumption and increased car ownership will push 
pollution (http://chinadigitaltimes.net/china/pollution/) levels 70% higher by 2025. They say that 
eYeQ Lf CKLQa¶V ecRQRP\ VORZed WR 5% gURZWK eacK \eaU, LWV aQQXaO cRaO cRQVXPSWLRQ ZRXOd 
still rise to 6 billion tons (5.4 tonnes) by 2022, from the current 3.8 billion tons. Car ownership 
is expected to increase over the years to 400 million in 2030 from the current 90 million. With 
those two figures, it will be very difficult for the government to reduce the national average of 
PM2.5, or air pollution that is small enough to enter the bloodstream. The current national 
average is 75 micrograms per cubic meter. In January, PM2.5 levels in Beijing reached 900 
micrograms per cubic meter. 
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Already, as resource analyst Michael Klare reviews in his latest book 7KH 5DFH IRU :KDW¶V /HIW, 
around the world existing reserves of oil, minerals and other UeVRXUceV ³aUe beLQg deSOeWed aW 
a terrifying pace and will be largely exhausted in the not-too-diVWaQW fXWXUe.´ TKLV LV dULYLQg 
PLQeUV aQd dULOOeUV WR WKe eQdV Rf WKe eaUWK, WKe bRWWRP Rf RceaQV, WR WKe aUcWLc. We¶Ue UXQQLQg 
RXW Rf SOaQeW WR SOXQdeU VR faVW WKaW VeULRXV SeRSOe OLNe GRRgOe¶V LaUU\ Page aQd EULc ScKPLdW 
have partnered with film director James Cameron to make life imitate art, to explore the 
possibility of mining asteroids and near planets. Avatar ± the perfect capitalist solution to 
resource exhaustion (but the Marines will be Chinese). 28 
 
 
³:LOG IDFWV´ DQG XQTXHVWLRQHG DVVXPSWLRQV 
 
In mainstream discourse it is taken as an absolutely unquestioned given by scientists like 
James Hansen, environmentalists like George Monbiot, not to mention CEOs and presidents, 
that demand for everything must grow infinitely, that economies must grow forever. TKaW¶V ZK\ 

 
28 Michael T. Klare, 7KH 5DFH IRU :KDW¶V /HIW, S. 12 (P\ LWaOLcV). AP, ³TecK W\cRRQV LQ aVWeURLd PLQLQg 
YeQWXUe,´ Guardian, April 20, 2012. 

 
 

 
 

 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue100/whole100.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386


real-world economics review, issue no. 100 
subscribe for free 

 

64 

Hansen, Monbiot, James Lovelock and others tell us thaW, FXNLVKLPa QRWZLWKVWaQdLQg, Ze ³KaYe 
WR´ go nuclear for energy production. In their view, the human population is headed for 9 billion, 
all these billions want to consume like Americans so we will need more power for their washing 
machines, air conditioQeUV, LPadV, TVV aQd (eOecWULc) SUVV, Ze caQ¶W bXUQ PRUe fRVVLO fXeOV WR 
SURdXce WKLV SRZeU becaXVe LW ZLOO cRRN WKe SOaQeW, UeQeZabOeV aUe gUeaW bXW caQ¶W UeOLabO\ aQd 
eYeU\ZKeUe PeeW UeOeQWOeVVO\ gURZLQg ³baVe ORad´ dePaQd fRU eOecWULcLW\ 24/7 ± therefore they 
tell us, Ze KaYe ³QR cKRLce´ bXW WR WXUQ WR QXcOeaU SRZeU (BeVLdeV, ZKaW cRXOd gR ZURQg ZLWK 
WKe ³QeZeVW´ ³VafeVW´ ³fRXUWK geQeUaWLRQ´ UeacWRUV? WKaW LQdeed?).29 But not one of these people 
stops to ask the obvious question, which is where are all the resources going to come from to 
support insatiable consumption on a global scale? In the capitalist lexicon there is no concept 
Rf ³WRR PXcK.´ TKe ZRUd ³RYeUcRQVXPSWLRQ´ caQQRW be fRXQd LQ EcRQ. 101 We[W bRRNV e[ceSW aV 
a temporary market aberration, soRQ WR be eUaVed aV ³SeUfecW cRPSeWLWLRQ´ PaWcKeV VXSSO\ WR 
demand and shortages and surpluses vanish down the gullet of the consumer. The fact that we 
live on one small planet with finite resources and sinks is just beyond the capitalist imagination 
because, aV HeUPaQ DaO\ XVed WR Va\, WKe ³ZLOd facWV´ Rf eQYLURQPeQWaO UeaOLW\ dePROLVK WKeLU 
underlying premise of the viability of endless growth on a finite planet. So inconvenient facts 
must be denied, suppressed or ignored. And they are. When, on May 10th 2013, climate 
VcLeQWLVWV aQQRXQced WKe OaWeVW ³ZLOd facW´ WKaW WKe OeYeO Rf KeaW-trapping CO2 concentrations in 
the atmosphere had passed the long-feared milestone of 400ppm, an event fraught with 
ominous consequences for us all, this was met with total sileQce fURP WKe ZRUOd¶V ecRQRPLc aQd 
political elites. President Obama was busy preparing his own announcement -- that he was 
clearing the way for accelerated natural-gas exports by approving a huge new $10 billion 
FUeeSRUW LNG facLOLW\ LQ Te[aV. ObaPa¶V DeSt. of Energy gave Freeport LNG the green light 
becaXVe LW ³fRXQd WKe SURVSecWLYe beQefLWV fURP e[SRUWLQg eQeUg\ RXWZeLgKed cRQceUQV abRXW 
possible downsides.´ NR VXUSULVe WKeUe. FUeeSRUW LNG cKLef MLcKaeO SPLWK ZaVQ¶W aQWLcLSaWLQg 
downsides or any change iQ ObaPa¶V SULRULWLeV. He VaLd: ³I KRSe WKLV PeaQV WKaW PRUe facLOLWLeV 
will get approval in due time, sooner than later. The country needs these exports for jobs, for 
trade, and for geopolitical reasons...´30 TKaW¶V ZK\, eYeQ WKRXgK, aW VRPe UeSUeVVed OeYeO, PRVW 
Americans understand that fracking the planet is disastrous, even suicidal for their own children 
in the long run, yet still for the present they have to make the mortgage payments, fill the gas 
tank, and so they have little choice but to live in denial and support fracking.31 And so we go, 
down the slippery slope.  
 

 
29 Hansen, Storms, cKaSWeU 9. IQdeSeQdeQW VRLceV: ³JaPeV LRYeORcN: NXcOeaU SRZeU LV WKe RQO\ gUeeQ 
VROXWLRQ,´ Independent, May 24, 2004 at http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/commentators/james-
lovelock-nuclear-power-is-the-only-green-solution-6169341.html. George Monbiot the Guardian 
cROXPQLVW KaV aUgXed WKLV LQ PaQ\ YeQXeV bXW Vee LQ SaUWLcXOaU KLV bORg SLece: ³TKe PRUaO caVe fRU QXcOeaU 
SRZeU,´ AXgXVW 8, 2011 aW http://www.monbiot.com/2011/08/08/the-moral-case-for-nuclear-power/. Also, 
Ted NRUdKaXV aQd MLcKaeO SKeOOeQbeUgeU, ³GRLQg gUeeQ? TKeQ gR QXcOeaU,´ Wall Street Journal op-ed, 
May 23, 2013.  
30 KeLWK JRKQVRQ aQd BeQ LefebYUe, ³U.S. aSSURYeV e[SaQded gaV e[SRUWV,´ Wall Street Journal, May 18th, 
2013.  
 
31 JRKQ VRgeO, ³MeWKaQe gaV µfUacNLQg¶: 3 SROOV VKRZ SXbOLc OeaQLQg WR WRZaUd \eV,´ American 
Agriculturalist, April 9, 2013 at http://farmprogress.com/story-methane-gas-fracking-3-polls-show-public-
leaning-toward-yes-9-96948. KaUeQ DeWLWW, ³PROO VKRZV LQcUeaVed VXSSRUW fRU fUacNLQg,´ North Country 
Public Radio, September 13, 2012 at 
 http://www.northcountrypublicradio.org/news/story/20474/20120913/poll-shows-increased-support-for-
fracking.  
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NR RQe VWRSV WR aVN ³ZKaW¶V LW aOO fRU?´ WK\ dR Ze ³Qeed´ aOO WKLV eQeUg\? WK\ dR Ze ³Qeed´ aOO 
the stuff we produce with all this energy? IW¶V KLgK WLPe Ze VWaUW aVNLQg WKLV TXeVWLRQ. EcRQRPLVWV 
tell us that two-WKLUdV Rf APeULca¶V RZQ ecRQRP\ LV geaUed WR SURdXcLQg ³cRQVXPeU´ gRRdV aQd 
services. To be sure, we need food, clothing, housing, transportation, and energy to run all this. 
But as Vance Packard astutely observed half a century ago, most of what corporations produce 
today is produced not for the needs of people but for the needs of corporations to sell to people. 
From the ever-more obscene and pointless vanities of ruling class consumption ± the Bentleys 
and Maseratis, the Bergdorf Goodman designer collections, the penthouses and resorts and 
estates and yachts and jets, to the endless waste stream of designed-in obsolescence-driven 
PaVV PaUNeW faVKLRQV, cRVPeWLcV, fXUQLWXUe, caUV, ³cRQVXPeU eOecWURQLcV,´ WKe RbeVe 1000 
calorie Big Macs with fries, the obese and over-acceVVRUL]ed SUVV aQd ³OLgKW WUXcNV,´ WKe RbeVe 
and ever-growing McMansions for ever-smaller middle class families, the whole-house central 
air conditioning, flat screen TVV LQ eYeU\ URRP, LTKLQgV LQ eYeU\ KaQd, H&M dLVSRVabOe ³faVW 
faVKLRQ´ WRR cKeaS WR bRWKeU WR cOeaQ,32 the frivolous and astonishingly polluting jet and cruise 
ship vacations everywhere (even Nation magazine cruises with Naomi Klein!), and all the retail 
malls, office complexes, the packaging, shipping industries, the junk mail/magazine/catalogue 
VaOeV cRPSaQLeV, WKe adYeUWLVLQg, baQNLQg aQd cUedLW caUd ³LQdXVWULeV´ WKaW NeeS WKLV SeUSeWXaO 
consumption machine humming along, not to mention the appalling waste of the arms industry, 
which is just total deliberate waste and destruction, the vast majority ± I would guess at least 
three quarters of all the goods and services we produce today just do not need to be produced 
at all. ,W¶V DOO MXVW D UHVRXUFH-hogging, polluting waste. My parents lived passably comfortable 
ZRUNLQg cOaVV OLYeV LQ WKe 1940V aQd 50V ZLWKRXW KaOf WKLV VWXff aQd WKe\ ZeUeQ¶W OLYLQg LQ caYeV. 
We could all live happier, better, more meaningful lives without all this junk ± and we do not 
need ever-more energy, solar or otherwise, to produce it. We could shut down all the coal-
powered electric generators around the world, most of which, especially in China, are currently 
dedicated to powering the production of superfluous and disposable juQN Ze dRQ¶W Qeed aQd 
replace them with ± nothing. HRZ¶V that for a sustainable solution? Same with nuclear. Since 
the 1960s, Japan built 54 nuclear power plants. But these were built not so much to provide 
electricity for the Japanese (their population is faOOLQg) aV WR SRZeU JaSaQ¶V PLgKW\ 
manufacturing export engine producing all those disposable Gameboys and TVs and Toyotas 
aQd HRQdaV WKe ZRUOd dReV QRW Qeed aQd caQ QR ORQgeU affRUd WR ³cRQVXPe´. 
  

 
32 Clothing designer Eliza Starbuck says of ultra-cKeaS SURdXceUV OLNe H&M ³IW¶V WKURZaZa\ faVKLRQ RU 
µWUaVKLRQ.¶ If WKeLU SULceV aUe WKaW cKeaS WKaW SeRSOe aUe WKURZLQg WKeLU dLVSRVabOe LQcRPe aW WKeP ± only to 
find that the clothes fall apart on the hangers after a wash or two ± WKe\¶Ue MXVW cUeaWLQg gaUbage. . . IW 
takes such a huge amount of human energy and textile fibers, dyes, and chemicals to create even poor 
quality clothes. They may be offering fashions at a price anyone can afford in an economic crunch, but 
WKe\¶Ue beLQg LUUeVSRQVLbOe abRXW ZKaW KaSSeQV WR WKe gRRdV afWeU WKe cRQVXPeUV SXUcKaVe WKeP.´ Jasmin 
MaOLN CKXa, ³IV H&M¶V QeZ ORZeU-SULced cORWKLQg eQcRXUagLQg dLVSRVabOe faVKLRQ?´ ecouterre, September 
28, 2010 at  http://www.ecouterre.com/is-h-m-new-lower-priced-clothing-encouraging-disposable-
fashion/2/. AQd H&M WaNeV ³dLVSRVabOe´ OLWeUaOO\. AV WKe New York Times UeSRUWed LQ 2012, H&M¶V 
employees systematically slash and rip perfectly good unsold clothes before tossing them in dumpsters 
aW WKe bacN Rf WKe cKaLQ¶V 34th St. store in Manhattan ± to make sure WKe\ caQ¶W be VROd bXW WKXV addLQg 
pointlessly to landfills rather than donating them to charity. It is little remarked that capitalism is the first 
economic system in which perfectly serviceable, even brand new goods from clothes to automobiles 
(recall WKH ³FDVK IRU FOXQNHUV´ UHEDWHV) DUH GHOLEHUDWHO\ GHVWUR\HG VR DV WR SURPRWH SURGXFWLRQ RI WKHLU 
replacements. I¶OO e[SORUe WKLV LQWeUeVWLQg WKePe fXUWKeU eOVeZKeUe. See JLP DZ\eU, ³A cORWKLQg cOeaUaQce 
ZKeUe PRUe WKaQ MXVW WKe SULceV aUe VOaVKed,´ New York Times, January 5, 2010. Also, Ann Zimmerman 
aQd NeLO SKaK, ³TaVWe fRU cKeaS cORWKeV fed BaQgOadeVK bRRP,´ Wall Street Journal, May 13, 2013. 
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Endless growth or repair, rebuild, upgrade, recycle? 
 
So, fRU e[aPSOe, aW WKe ULVN Rf VRXQdLQg ULdLcXORXV, Ze dRQ¶W UeaOO\ need a global automobile 
industry. AW OeaVW Ze dRQ¶W Qeed aQ LQdXVWU\ cUaQNLQg RXW KXQdUedV Rf PLOOLRQV Rf QeZ caUV eYeU\ 
year because the industry is built on the principle of designed-in obsolescence, on insatiable 
UeSeWLWLYe cRQVXPSWLRQ, RQ adYeUWLVLQg aQd ³caVK fRU cOXQNeUV´ SURgUaPV WR SXVK \RX WR cUXVK 
\RXU SeUfecWO\ gRRd SUeVeQW caU fRU a ³QeZ´ ³LPSURYed´ ³bLggeU´ ³PRUe OX[XULRXV´ PRdeO WKaW LV, 
in reality, trivially different, sometimes even inferior to the one you just junked. What we need 
is a different approach to transportation. To build a sustainable transportation system, we would 
have to divert most resources from auto production to public transportation, trains, busses, and 
bic\cOLQg. BXW Rf cRXUVe bLNeV aQd SXbOLc WUaQVSRUW aUeQ¶W feaVLbOe eYeU\ZKeUe aQd fRU eYeU\ 
task, particularly for those who live in the suburbs or the country or in the mostly rural developing 
world. So we would still need some cars and trucks ± but many feZeU Lf Ze ³degURZ´ WKe 
economy to produce just what we need instead of for profit. As the VW ads below point out, 
properly designed and engineered cars can be sturdy but simple, economical to drive, easily, 
even DIY serviceable and repairable, perpetually rebuildable and upgradable as needed. I¶P 
not suggesting an ecosocialist society should produce this particular ³SeRSOeV¶ caU.´ We Qeed 
something with modern safety features. But to the extent that we would need cars in a 
sustainable society, we could save immense resources and GHG emissions by producing 
massively fewer cars and keep them running for decades if not practically forever. Reducing 
global car production to something like, say 10 percent of current production ± and sharing 
those ± would not only save vast resources and eliminate massive pollution but also free up 
labor and resources for other uses, let us shorten the working day ± and take longer vacations! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The same goes for all kinds of industries.  
 
 
  

 
VW ads from the sixties 
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Apple could easily build you iPhones and iMacs, in classic timeless designs that could last for 
decades, that could be easily be upgraded. This would save mountains of resources not to 
mention the lives Congolese kids and Foxconn assembly workers. But how much profit is there 
in that? Apple could never justify such a humane and environmentally rational approach to its 
VKaUeKROdeUV becaXVe VKaUeKROdeUV (ZKR aUe VeYeUaO VWageV UePRYed fURP WKe ³VRXUcLQg´ 
process aQd dRQ¶W UeaOO\ caUe WR NQRZ abRXW LW) aUe caSLWaOLVW UaWLRQaOO\ ORRNLQg WR Pa[LPL]e 
UeWXUQV RQ WKeLU SRUWfROLRV, QRW WR Pa[LPL]e WKe OLfeVSaQ Rf WKe cRPSaQ\¶V SURdXcWV, OeW aORQe WKe 
lifespan of Congolese or Chinese. So to this end, you have to be convinced that your G4 phone 
is not good enough, WKaW \RX ³Qeed´ aQ LPKRQe5 becaXVe \RX Qeed a SKRQe WKaW VWUeaPV 
movies, that talks to you and more, and next year you will need an iPhone6. And even if you 
RZQ aQ LPad3 \RX ZLOO VRRQ ³Qeed´ aQ LPad4, SOXV aQ LPad Mini, and how will you live without 
iTV? This incessant, exponentially growing demand for the latest model of disposable electronic 
gadgets is destroying societies and the environment from Congo to China and beyond. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IKEA could easily manufacture beautifully designed, high quality, sturdy and durable furniture 
that could last a lifetime, that could be handed down to your children or passed on friends or 
aQWLTXe VKRSV fRU RWKeUV. TKaW ZRXOd VaYe a SLbeULa¶V ZRUWK Rf WUeeV, OaNeV Rf WR[Lc d\eV aQd 
finishes, and vast quantities of other resources. But why would they do that? IKEA is not in 
business to make furniture or save the planet. IKEA is in the business to make money. As 
Ingvar Kamprad, founder and CEO of IKEA, long ago discovered, the way to maximize profits 
(besides employing semi-slave forced labor in Stalinist regimeV aQd PRYLQg KLV ³SZedLVK´ 
company from high-tax Sweden to low-tax Holland and Switzerland)33 is to relentlessly cheapen 
production by, among other tactics, building flat pack disposable particleboard furniture in 
accRUdaQce ZLWK WKe IRON LAW OF MARKETING WR VeOO ³WKe cKeaSeVW cRQVWUXcWLRQ fRU WKe 
bULefeVW LQWeUYaO WKe bX\LQg SXbOLc ZLOO WROeUaWe´ so IKEA can chop down more Siberian birch 
trees and sell you the same shoddy $59 bookcase all over again that will last you as long as 
the first one did ± SeUKaSV a bLW ORQgeU WKLV WLPe Lf \RX dRQ¶W acWXaOO\ ORad PaQ\ bRRNV Rf WKRVe 
flimsy shelves. As an IKEA cRPPeUcLaO, dLUecWed b\ SSLNe JRQ]e, WeOOV XV: ³aQ ROd OaPS (RU 
bRRNcaVe RU WabOe) dReVQ¶W KaYe aQ\ feeOLQgV; aQ\ SLece Rf fXUQLWXUe caQ aQd VKRXOd be UeSOaced 
aW aQ\ WLPe.´ TKe ad, aQd WKe ZKROe IKEA aSSURacK, VXggeVWV WKaW RbMecWV KaYe QR OaVWLQg 
meaQLQg RU YaOXe. TKe\¶Ue dLVSRVabOe; ZKeQ Ze WLUe Rf WKeP, Ze VKRXOd MXVW WKURZ WKeP RXW.34 

 
33 JXaQ O. TaPa\R, ³STASI UecRUdV VKRZ CXba deaO LQcOXded IKEA fXUQLWXUe, aQWLTXeV, UXP aQd gXQV,´ 
McClatchy Newspapers, Ma\ 9, 2012. JaPeV AQgeORV, ³IKEA UegUeWV XVe Rf EaVW GeUPaQ SULVRQeUV,´ Wall 
Street Journal, November 16, 2012. 
34 I aP TXRWLQg KeUe fURP SWeSKaQLe ZacKaUeN¶V e[ceOOeQW ³IKEA LV aV bad aV WaO-MaUW,´ Salon.com, July 
12, 2009: 12:11PM at http://www.salon.com/2009/07/12/cheap/singleton reviewing Ellen Ruppel Shell, 
Cheap: The High cost of Discount Culture (New York: Penguin, 2009), chapter 6.  

 

Miners near village of Kobu in 
north-eastern Congo 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture credit:  
FLQbaUU O¶ReLOO\/ReXWeUV, LQ WKe 
New York Times March 20, 2012. 
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This is how IKEA got to be the third largest consumer of wood in the world, most of it from East 
Europe and the Russian Siberia where, according to the World Bank, half of all logging is illegal 
eYeQ b\ WKe RXVVLaQ NOeSWRcUac\¶V VWaQdaUdV Rf OegaOLW\. IKEA¶V ZKROO\-owned Swedish 
subsidiary Swedwood has even been condemned by Russian nature conservancy 
organizations and the Global Forest Coalition for clear-cutting 1,400 acres a year of 200±600 
year old old-gURZWK fRUeVW QeaU WKe FLQQLVK bRUdeU, a SURceVV WKaW ³LV KaYLQg deeS UaPLfLcaWLRQV 
RQ LQYaOXabOe fRUeVW ecRV\VWePV.´35 TKLV LV KRZ IKEA¶V bXVLQeVV SOaQ baVed RQ eQdOeVV 
³UeSeWLWLYe cRQVXPSWLRQ´ LV ZLSLQg RXW OLfe RQ earth. Here again, the capitalist freedom to make 
VXcK MXQN ZRXOdQ¶W PaWWeU ± Lf LW ZeUeQ¶W cRVWLQg WKe eaUWK.36  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

GLYeQ caSLWaOLVP, WKeUe¶V QR Za\ WR ³LQceQWLYL]e´ GM WR VWRS SURdXcLQg QeZ caUV eYeU\ \eaU, 
IKEA to stop making its disposable furniture, Apple to stop pushing you to lose your iPhone 4 
aQd bX\ a 5. TKaW¶V ZKaW WKe\¶Ue LQYeVWed LQ. CRPSaQLeV caQ¶W cKaQge, or change much, 
becaXVe LW¶V WRR cRVWO\, WRR ULVN\, VKaUeKROdeUV ZRQ¶W aOORZ LW. AQd gLYeQ caSLWaOLVP, PRVW 
workers, most of the time, have no choice but to support all this suicidal overconsumption 
because if we all stop shopping to save the planet today, Ze¶d aOO be RXW Rf ZRUN WRPRUURZ. AVN 
your nearest six-year ROd ZKaW¶V ZURQg ZLWK WKLV SLcWXUe. 
 
 
Capitalism and délastage in the richest country of poor people in the world 
 
YeW eYeQ aV cRUSRUaWLRQV aUe SOXQdeULQg WKe SOaQeW WR RYeUSURdXce VWXff Ze dRQ¶W need, huge 
social, economic and ecological needs ± housing, schools, infrastructure, health care, 
environmental remediation ± go unmet, even in the industrialized world, while most of third 
world lacks even basic sanitation, clean water, schools, health care, ecological restoration, not 
to mention jobs.37 AfWeU 300 \eaUV Rf caSLWaOLVW ³deYeORSPeQW´ WKe gaS beWZeeQ ULcK aQd SRRU 
has never been wider: today, almost half the world, more than 3 billion people, live on less than 
$2.50 a day, 80% of humanity liveV RQ OeVV WKaQ $10 a da\. TKLV ZKLOe WKe ZRUOd¶V ULcKeVW 1% 

 
35 Ida KaULVVRQ, ³IKEA SURdXcWV Pade fURP 600-\eaU ROd WUeeV,´ IQWeU PUeVV SeUYLce, Ma\ 29, 2012  
Common Dreams.org at https://www.commondreams.org/headline/2012/05/29-1.  
36 E.g. Fred Pearce, ³INea²\RX caQ¶W bXLOd a gUeeQ UeSXWaWLRQ ZLWK a fOaWSacN DIY PaQXaO, Guardian, April 
2, 2009. Also: Greenpeace, Slaughtering the Amazon, July 2009 at  
http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/publications/reports/slaughtering-the-amazon/.  
AOfRQVR DaQLeOV, ³BaWWOLQg SLbeULa¶V deYaVWaWLQg LOOegaO ORggLQg WUade,´ BBC news online, November 27, 
2009. 
37 Michael Davis, Planet of Slums (London: Verso 2006). 

6LEHULD¶V IRUHVWV RQ WKHLU ZD\ YLD 
China to an IKEA store near you. 
 
 
 
 
Picture credit:  
BBC News Online (EIA picture) at 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8376206.stm 
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RZQ 40% Rf WKe ZRUOd¶V ZeaOWK. TKe ULcKeVW 10% RZQ 85% Rf WRWaO gORbaO aVVeWV aQd KaOf WKe 
world barely owns 1% of global wealth. And these gaps have only widened over time.38 Tell me 
again where Karl Marx was wrong? In Congo, one of the lushest, most fertile countries on the 
planet, with untold natural wealth in minerals, lumber, tropical crops and more, its resources 
are plundered every day to support gross overconsumption in the north while poverty, hunger 
and malnutrition are so widespread that Congo is now listed dead last on the 2011 Global 
Hunger Index, a measure of malnutrition and child nutrition compiled by the International Food 
Policy Research Institute. While European and American corporations loot its copper and cobalt 
and coltran for iPhones and such, half the population eats only once a day and a quarter less 
than that. Things have reached such a state that in places like the capital Kinshasha parents 
can only afford to feed their children every other day. CRQgROeVe caOO LW ³délastage´ ± an ironic 
take-off on the rolling electrical blackouts that routinely hit first one neighbourhood then the 
Qe[W. IQ WKLV cRQWe[W LW PeaQV ³TRda\ Ze eaW! TRPRUURZ Ze dRQ¶W.´ ³OQ VRPe da\V,´ RQe citizen 
told a New York Times UeSRUWeU, ³VRPe cKLOdUeQ eaW, RWKeUV dR QRW. OQ RWKeU da\V, aOO WKe 
cKLOdUeQ eaW, aQd WKe adXOWV dR QRW. OU YLce YeUVa.´ 39 This, in the 21st century, in one of the 
resource-richest countries on earth.  
 
 
Contraction or collapse 
 
If WKeUe¶V QR PaUNeW PecKaQLVP WR VWRS SOXQdeULQg WKe SOaQeW WKeQ, agaLQ, ZKaW aOWeUQaWLYe LV 
there but to impose an emergency contraction RQ UeVRXUce cRQVXPSWLRQ? TKLV dReVQ¶W PeaQ 
we would have to de-industrialize and go back to riding horses and living in log cabins. But it 
dReV PeaQ WKaW Ze ZRXOd KaYe WR abaQdRQ WKe ³cRQVXPeU ecRQRP\´ ± shut down all kinds of 
unnecessary, wasteful, and polluting industries from junk food to cruise ships, disposable 
Pampers to disposable H&M clothes, disposable IKEA furniture, endless new model cars, 
phones, electronic games, the lot. Plus all the banking, advertising, junk mail, most retail, etc. 
We ZRXOd KaYe cRPSOeWeO\ UedeVLgQ SURdXcWLRQ WR UeSOace ³faVW MXQN fRRd´ ZLWK KeaOWK\, 
QXWULWLRXV, fUeVK ³VORZ fRRd,´ UeSOace ³faVW faVKLRQ´ ZLWK ³VORZ faVKLRQ,´ bULQg bacN PeQdLQg, 
alterations, and local tailors and shoe repairmen. We would have to completely redesign 
production of appliances, electronics, housewares, furniture and so on to be durable and long-
lived as possible. Bring back appliance repairmen and such. We would have to abolish the 
throwaway disposables industries, the packaging and plastic bag industrial complex, bring back 
refillable bottles and the like. We would have to design and build housing to last for centuries, 
to be as energy efficient as possible, to be reconfigurable, and shareable. We would have to 
vastly expand public transportation to curb vehicle use but also build those we do need to last 
aQd be VKaUeabOe OLNe ZLScaU RU PaULV¶V PXQLcLSaOO\-RZQed ³AXWROLb´ VKaUed eOecWULc caUV. These 
are the sorts of things we would have to do to if we really want to stop overconsumption and 
save the world. All these changes are simple, self-evident, no great technical challenge. They 
just require a completely different kind of economy, an economy geared to producing what we 

 
38 World Bank Development Indicators 2008, cited in Anup Shah, Poverty and stats, Global Issues January  
7, 2013 at http://www.globalissues.org/article/26/poverty-facts-and-stats#src1. World Institute for 
DevelopmenW EcRQRPLcV ReVeaUcK Rf WKe UN cLWed LQ JaPeV RaQdeUVRQ, ³WRUOd¶V ULcKeVW 1% RZQ 40% 
Rf aOO ZeaOWK, UN UeSRUW dLVcRYeUV,´ Guardian, December 6, 2006. As for trends, in 1979 the richest 1% in 
the U.S. earned 33.1% more than the bottom 20%. In 2000 the wealthiest 1% made 88.5% more than the 
poorest 20%. In the Third World, polarization has grown even worse, especially in China which in 1978 
Kad WKe ZRUOd¶V PRVW eTXaO LQcRPeV ZKLOe WRda\, LW KaV WKe PRVW XQeTXaO LQcRPeV Rf aQ\ OaUge VRcLeW\. 
Who says capitalisP dReVQ¶W ZRUN?! 
39 AdaP NRVVLWeU, ³FRU CRQgR cKLOdUeQ, fRRd WRda\ PeaQV QRQe WRPRUURZ,´ New York Times, January 3, 
2012.  
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need while conserving resources for future generations of humans and for other species with 
which we share this planet.  
 
 
3. ,I FDSLWDOLVP FDQ¶W KHOS EXW GHVWUR\ WKH ZRUOG, WKHQ ZKDW DOWHUQDWLYH is there but to 

nationalize and socialize most of the economy and plan it directly, even plan most of 
the global industrial economy?  

 
With 7 billion of us humans crowded on one small planet running out of resources, with cities 
disappearing under vast clouds of pollution, with the glaciers and ice caps melting, and species 
going extinct by the hour, we desperately need a PLAN to avert ecological collapse. We need 
a comprehensive global plan, a number of national or regional plans, and a multitude of local 
plans ± and we need to coordinate them all. When climate scientists call on governments to cut 
CO2 ePLVVLRQV WR VWa\ ZLWKLQ a gORbaO ³caUbRQ bXdgeW´ Lf Ze ZaQW WR NeeS a liveable SOaQeW, LVQ¶W 
WKaW LQ effecW caOOLQg fRU ³SOaQQLQg,´ LQdeed, SOaQQLQg RQ a global scale? When governments 
pump money into research projects like nuclear power or biotech or the internet or clean energy 
SURMecWV, LVQ¶W WKaW SOaQQLQg? WKeQ VcLeQWLVWV Va\ WKaW Ze Qeed WR PaVVLYeO\ UedXce aQd OLPLW 
consumption of oil, coal, trees, fish, all kinds of scarce resources, or stop dumping chemicals 
LQ WKe ZRUOd¶V RceaQV ± LVQ¶W WKaW LQ effecW SK\VLcaO SOaQQLQg aQd UaWLRQLQg? AQd dRQ¶W Ze ZaQW 
WKaW? IQdeed, VLQce Ze aOO bUeaWKe WKe VaPe aLU, OLYe LQ WKe VaPe bLRVSKeUe, dRQ¶W Ze UeaOO\ ZaQW 
and Qeed VRPeWKLQg OLNe a ³RQe-ZRUOd gRYeUQPeQW´ aW OeaVW RQ eQYLURQPeQWaO LVVXeV? HRZ eOVe 
caQ Ze UegXOaWe KXPaQLW\¶V cROOecWLYe LPSacW RQ WKe gORbaO bLRVSKeUe? HRZ eOVe caQ Ze 
reorganize and reprioritize the economy in the common interest and environmental rationality 
except in a mostly planned and mostly publicly owned economy? 
 
 
What would we have to do to save the humans? 
 
If Ze ZaQW a VXVWaLQabOe ecRQRP\, RQe WKaW ³PeeWV WKe QeedV Rf SUeVeQW geQeUaWLRQV ZLWKRXW 
compromising the ability of future generatLRQV WR PeeW WKeLU QeedV,´ WKeQ Ze ZRXOd KaYe WR dR 
at least some or all of the following: 
 

1. Put the brakes on out-of-control growth in the global North ± retrench or shut down 
unnecessary, resource-hogging, wasteful, polluting industries like fossil fuels, autos, 
aircraft and airlines, shipping, chemicals, bottled water, processed foods, unnecessary 
pharmaceuticals, and so on. Abolish luxury goods production, the fashions, jewelry, 
handbags, mansions, Bentleys, yachts, private jets etc. Abolish the manufacture of 
dLVSRVabOe, WKURZ aZa\ aQd ³UeSeWLWLYe cRQVXPSWLRQ´ SURdXcWV. AOO WKeVe cRQVXPe 
resouUceV Ze¶Ue UXQQLQg RXW Rf, UeVRXUceV ZKLcK RWKeU SeRSOe RQ WKe SOaQeW deVSeUaWeO\ 
need, and which our children and theirs will need.  
 

2. Discontinue harmful industrial processes like industrial agriculture, industrial fishing, 
logging, mining and so on.  

 
3. Close down many services ± the banking industry, Wall Street, the credit card, retail, 

PR aQd adYeUWLVLQg ³LQdXVWULeV´ bXLOW WR XQdeUZULWe aQd SURPRWe aOO WKLV 
RYeUcRQVXPSWLRQ. I¶P VXUe PRVW Rf WKe SeRSOe ZRUNLQg LQ WKeVe VR-called industries 
would rather be doing something else, something useful, creative and interesting and 
personally rewarding with their lives. They deserve that chance.    
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4. Abolish the military-surveillance-police state industrial complex, and all its 

manufactures as this is just a total waste whose only purpose is global domination, 
WeUURULVP aQd deVWUXcWLRQ abURad aQd UeSUeVVLRQ aW KRPe. We caQ¶W bXLOd deceQW 
societies anywhere when so much of social surplus is squandered on such waste.  
  

5. Reorganize, restructure, reprioritize production and build the products we do need to 
be as durable and shareable as possible. 

 
6. Steer investments into things society does need like renewable energy, organic 

farming, public transportation, public water systems, ecological remediation, public 
health, quality schools and other currently unmet needs. 

 
7. De-gORbaOL]e WUade WR SURdXce ZKaW caQ be SURdXced ORcaOO\, WUade ZKaW caQ¶W be 

produced locally, to reduce transportation pollution and revive local producers.  
 

8. Equalize development the world over by shifting resources out of useless and harmful 
production in the North and into developing the South, building basic infrastructure, 
sanitation systems, public schools, health care, and so on. 

 
9. Devise a rational approach to eliminate and/or control waste and toxins as much as 

possible. 
 

10. Provide equivalent jobs for workers displaced by the retrenchment or closure of 
unnecessary or harmful industries, not just the unemployment line, not just because 
otherwise, workers cannot support the industrial we and they need to save ourselves. 

 
 
³1HFHVVDU\´, ³XQQHFHVVDU\´ DQG ZKR¶V WKH ³GHFLGHU´? 
 
NRZ Ze PLgKW aOO agUee WKaW Ze KaYe WR cXW ³RYeUcRQVXPSWLRQ´ WR VaYe WKe KXPaQV. BXW ZKR¶V 
WR Va\ ZKaW¶V ³QeceVVaU\´ aQd ³XQQeceVVaU\?´ HRZ dR Ze decLde ZKaW WR cXW? AQd ZKR¶V WR 
decide? Under capitalism goodV aQd VeUYLceV aUe UaWLRQed b\ WKe PaUNeW. BXW WKaW¶V QRW 
VXVWaLQabOe becaXVe WKe PaUNeW caQ¶W UeVWUaLQ cRQVXPSWLRQ, WKe PaUNeW caQ RQO\ acceOeUaWe 
consumption. So we need a non-PaUNeW aSSURacK. I dRQ¶W cOaLP WR KaYe aOO WKe aQVZeUV. TKLV 
is a big question aQd I¶P VXUe WKeUe aUe RWKeUV beWWeU TXaOLfLed WKaQ Pe WR fLgXUe RXW VROXWLRQV. 
But I would think the short answer has to be a combination of planning, rationing, and 
democracy. I dRQ¶W Vee ZK\ WKaW¶V VR KaUd. TKe U.S. gRYeUQPeQW SOaQQed VLgQLfLcaQW SaUWV of 
the U.S. economy during World War II and rationed many goods and services. And we 
managed just fine. Actually, far from suffering unduly, Americans took pride in conservation and 
VKaULQg. BeVLdeV, ZKaW¶V WKe aOWeUQaWLYe? WKaW RWKeU cKRLce dR Ze KaYe? There are only so 
many ways to organize a modern industrial economy.  
 
The challenges of physically planning the world economy in the interests of the 99% instead of 
for the 1% ± reorganizing and reprioritizing the world economy to provide every person 
sufficient, nutritious, safe and delicious food, providing every human with high quality, 
pleasurable, and aesthetically appealing housing, consolidating our cities to maximize the 
feasibility of public transportation, building great schools to enable every student to reach her 
or his fullest potential, providing top-notch health care for everyone on the planet, reorganizing 
and reprioritizing work so that everyone can find constructive, enjoyable, interesting, 
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cKaOOeQgLQg aQd UeZaUdLQg ZRUN, ZRUN WKaW¶V UeZaUdLQg LQ PaQ\ Za\V be\RQd VLPSOe 
remuneration, providing fun, enlightening and inspiring entertainment, reducing the workday so 
people can actually have time to enjoy themselves and pursue other pleasures, while, not least, 
how to limit our collective human impact on the planet so as to leave space and resources to 
all the other wonderful life forms with which we have the pleasure of sharing this unique and 
amazing planet ± aOO WKeVe aUe QR dRXbW bLg cKaOOeQgeV. TKe\¶Ue YeU\ bLg political challenges. 
BXW WKe\¶Ue QRW aQ economic cKaOOeQge. TKLV LV QRW SRYLeW RXVVLa LQ 1917. I¶P not proposing 
MaRLVW aXVWeULW\. TRda\, WKeUe¶V PRUe WKaQ eQRXgK ZeaOWK aQd SURdXcWLYe caSacLW\ WR SURYLde 
every person on earth a very satisfactory material standard of living. Even more than half a 
ceQWXU\ agR, GaQdKL ZaV ULgKW WR Va\ WKeQ WKaW ³WKeUe¶V PRUe WKaQ eQRXgK ZeaOWK fRU PaQ¶V 
Qeed bXW QeYeU eQRXgK fRU VRPe PeQ¶V gUeed.´ I dRXbW WKaW LW ZRXOd eYeQ be PXcK Rf a technical 
cKaOOeQge. GRRgOe¶V LaUU\ Page SUedLcWV WKaW WKe YLUWXaOO\ eYeU\RQe LQ WKe ZRUOd ZLOO KaYe acceVV 
to the internet by 2020. Quantifying human needs, global resources, and global agricultural and 
LQdXVWULaO caSacLWLeV LV, I ZRXOd WKLQN, a faLUO\ SedeVWULaQ WaVN fRU WRda\¶V cRPSXWeUV, ZLWK aOO WKeLU 
algorithms. 
 
 
3ODQQLQJ FDQ¶W ZRUN?  
 
Right-wing economists like Milton Friedman denied the very possibility of planning any 
ecRQRP\, eTXaWLQg aOO SOaQQLQg ZLWK SWaOLQLVP. I dRQ¶W bX\ WKaW. TKe TXeVWLRQ LV, SOaQQLQg b\ 
whom, for whom? Stalinist central planning was planning from the top down, by and for a 
totalitarian bureaucracy. It completely shut out workers and the rest of society from the planning 
SURceVV. SR LW¶V KaUdO\ VXUSULVLQg WKaW SOaQQLQg dLdQ¶W ZRUN VR ZeOO LQ WKe USSR. BXW I dRQ¶W Vee 
what that tells us about the potentials of planning from the bottom up, of democratic planning. 
Besides, capitalists indirectly plan the national and global economies all the time. They meet 
every year at Davos to shape the world market for their benefit. They conspire to privatize 
medicine, schools, public WUaQVSRUWaWLRQ, fRUce XV WR bX\ ³WKeLU´ ZaWeU RU eaW GMO fRRdV. TKe\ 
use the IMF and World Bank to shackle countries with debt, then open them up to U.S. 
cRUSRUaWe WaNeRYeU. TKe\¶Ye beeQ XVLQg WKeLU VWaWeV fRU ceQWXULeV WR e[SURSULaWe SeaVaQWV aQd 
tribes, even to exterminate them when necessary as in the Americas, to steal and privatize 
common lands, break up pre-capitalist societies, re-organize, re-plan whole continents to set 
XS WKe ULgKW ³bXVLQeVV cOLPaWe´ fRU caSLWaO accXPXOaWLRQ. LaWe deYeORSeUV OLNe Japan and South 
Korea used their state-backed MITIs and Chaebols to hothouse their own industries, protect 
them, and strategically plan their integration into the world market. Capitalists are very good at 
planning ± for their own interests. SR ZK\ caQ¶W we plan the economy for our own interests? 
 
 
GRYHUQPHQW ³FDQ¶W SLFN ZLQQHUV?´ 
 
Disingenuous capitalist apologists like the Wall Street Journal are quick to condemn any 
SeUceLYed gRYeUQPeQW fXQded ³faLOXUeV´ OLNe WKe UeceQW baQNUXSWc\ Rf VROaU VWaUW-up Solyndra 
CRUSRUaWLRQ baQNUROOed b\ WKe ObaPa adPLQLVWUaWLRQ aV SURRf WKaW ³gRYeUQPeQW caQ¶W SLcN 
ZLQQeUV.´ BXW SRO\QdUa dLdQ¶W faLO becaXVe VROaU LV a ORVLQg WecKQRORg\. IW faLOed becaXVe, 
ironically, capitalist Solyndra could not compete against lower-cost state-owned, state-directed, 
and state-subsidized competitors in China. Besides, since when do capitalists have a crystal 
baOO? CEOV aQd cRUSRUaWe bRaUdV beW RQ ³ORVeU´ WecKQRORgLeV aQd SURdXcWV aOO WKe WLPe. LRRN aW 
the recent collapse of electric car start-up Fisker Automotive, or Better Place, the Israeli electric 
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vehicle charging/battery swapping stations venture.40  These join a long list of misplaced private 
beWV fURP SRQ\¶V BeWaPa[ WR PROaURLd, FRUd¶V EdVeO, TXcNeU Automobile, DeLorean Motor 
Company and all the way back to White Star Lines Titanic and the Tulip Mania. CEOs and 
boards not only pick losing technology and products, they also lose money for their 
shareholders and even drive perfectly successful companies into bankruptcy every day:  Jamie 
Dimon at JP Morgan, Lehman Brothers, Washington Mutual, Enron, World Com, Pan Am, 
SwissAir and on and on. Who knows if Facebook or Zipcar or Tesla Motors will ever make 
money? Government-backed Solyndra lost $500 million. But when Jamie Dimon lost $12 billion 
fRU JP MRUgaQ, I dRQ¶W UecaOO WKe Journal KRZOLQg WKaW caSLWaOLVWV ³caQ¶W SLcN ZLQQeUV´. When 
EQURQ cROOaSVed I dRQ¶W UecaOO KeaULQg aQ\ bOaQNeW cRQdePQaWLRQ Rf WKe ³LQeYLWabOe 
LQcRPSeWeQce´ Rf WKe SULYaWe VecWRU. H\SRcULV\ LV VWRcN aQd WUade Rf caSLWaOLsts, lazy media, and 
fact averse capitalist economists who want to make the facts fit their simple-minded model no 
PaWWeU WKe WUXWK. TKaW¶V ZK\ LW¶V eQWLUeO\ LQ cKaUacWeU WKaW WKe Wall Street Journal has never 
bothered to applaud government when it picked indisputable winners: when government-
funded, government-directed applied research produced nuclear weapons, nuclear energy, 
radar, rockets, the jet engine, the transistor, the microchip, the internet, GPS, crucial 
breakthroughs in biotechnology, when government scientists and government industries 
launched the Apollo space crafts that put men on the moon, when government-developed and 
produced ballistic missiles terrorized the Soviets and government-designed and operated 
bombers bombed the Reds in Korea and VLeWQaP WR ³cRQWaLQ cRPPXQLVP´ aQd VecXUe 
American dominance of the Free World for corporate subscribers of the Wall Street Journal to 
exploit -- where then was the cri de coeur WKaW ³gRYeUQPeQW caQ¶W SLcN ZLQQeUV?´ AQd ZKaW abRXW 
those government-run drones? Anti-government big mouth Rand Paul filibustered for a whole 
da\ agaLQVW WKe WKUeaW Rf VZaUPV Rf gRYeUQPeQW dURQeV RYeU APeULcaQ cLWLeV bXW I dLdQ¶W KeaU 
him complain that government drones GRQ¶W ZRUN. TKaW ZaVQ¶W KLV SURbOeP. AQd ZKeQ, afWeU aQ 
eight-year long mind-bogglingly difficult, complex and risky 150 million-mile MRXUQe\, NASA¶V 
government-built Curiosity space ship landed a (government-built) state of the art science lab 
the size of a Mini Cooper within a mile and a half of its target on the surface of Mars, and then 
immediately set off to explore its new neighbourhood, even the Ayn Rand-loving government-
KaWLQg ReSXbOLcaQV LQ CRQgUeVV ZeUe aZed LQWR VLOeQce. AV DaYLd SLURWa¶V KeadOLQe LQ 
Salon.com read on August 13, 2012 just after Curiosity VeW dRZQ RQ WKe Ued SOaQeW: ³LeVVRQ 
fURP MaUV: GRYeUQPeQW ZRUNV!´ AQd ULgKW QRZ, aV I¶P ZULWLQg WKLV LQ ASULO 2013, PRVW Rf a \eaU 
later, that government-run Mars explorer is happily roving around drilling core samples to find 
out if there is now or used to be, water and possibly even life on Mars ± this while back home, 
SKeOO OLO¶V private capitalist-run arctic drilling platform ran aground in an arctic storm and is now 
beLQg WRZed aZa\ WR AVLa fRU UeSaLUV ZKLOe SKeOO OLO¶V VKaUeKROdeUV aUe KaYLQg VecRQd WKRXgKWV 
abRXW WKeLU CEO¶V ZLVdRP LQ ³SLcNLQg ZLQQeUV´ b\ VTXaQdeULQg $5 bLOOLRn on this fools¶ errand of 
drilling for oil under Artic ice.41  
 
 
  

 
40 IVabeO KeUVKQeU, ³IVUaeOL YeQWXUe PeaQW WR VeUYe eOecWULc caUV eQdLQg LWV UXQ,´ New York Times, May 27, 
2013. RRQaOd D. WKLWe, ³OQe RZQeU, ORZ PLOeV, ZLOO fLQaQce: VeOOeUV WU\ WR XQORad FLVNeUV,´ Los Angeles 
Times, ASULO 26, 2013. RacKeO FeLQW]eLg, ³EOecWULc-car maker Coda files for bankruptcy,´ :DOO 6WUHHW 
Journal, May 1, 2013. 
41 KeQQeWK CKaQg, ³MaUV cRXOd KaYe VXSSRUWed OLfe ORQg agR, NASA Va\V,´ New York Times, March 12, 
2013. AQd SKeOO OLO LVQ¶W WKe RQO\ cRPSaQ\ KaYLQg  VecRQd WKRXgKWV abRXW ZKaW LW¶V bULOOLaQW CEO WKRXgKW 
ZaV a VXUe WKLQg: COLffRUd KUaXVV, ³CRQRcRPKLOLSV VXVSeQdV LWV AUcWLc dULOOLQg SOaQV, New York Times, April 
11, 2013.  
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One planet, one people, one economy for the common good 
 
 
For better or worse, Ze aUe ZeOO LQWR ZKaW VcLeQWLVWV caOO WKe ³AQWKURSRceQe´. NaWXUe dReVQ¶W UXQ 
Earth anymore. We do. So if we aUe, afWeU aOO, MXVW ³RQe SeRSOe RQ RQe SOaQeW,´ LW¶V WLPe Ze begLQ 
to make conscious and collective decisions about how our economic activity affects the natural 
world ± aQd I dRQ¶W PeaQ ³geR-eQgLQeeULQg´ WKe SOaQeW b\ ZUaSSLQg gOacLeUV LQ WLQ fRLO WR VORZ 
their melting while capitalism goes right on cooking and pillaging the planet. Since the rise of 
capitalism 300 years ago, more and more of the world has come to be run on the principle of 
market anarchy, RQ AdaP SPLWK¶V Pa[LP WKaW eYeU\ LQdLYLdXaO VKRXOd just maximize his/her 
own interest ± ³ORRN RXW fRU NR. 1´ ± aQd WKe ³SXbOLc LQWeUeVW,´ WKe ³cRPPRQ gRRd,´ ZRXOd WaNe 
caUe Rf LWVeOf. WeOO, WKaW KaVQ¶W ZRUNed RXW VR ZeOO. IW ZaV aOZa\V a dXPb WKeRU\ bXW LW¶V ZRUNed 
OK for the 1% who could mostly manage without the commons. For the rest of us, the more 
capitalism, the more the common good gets trashed. And now globalized market anarchy is 
destroying not just humanity and society ± but even life on earth.42 TKe SURbOeP ZLWK SPLWK¶V 
WKeRU\ LV WKaW WKe aggUegaWe Rf SULYaWe LQWeUeVWV dRQ¶W add XS WR WKe SXbOLc LQWeUeVW. TKe SURbOePV 
Ze face ZLWK UeVSecW WR WKe SOaQeWaU\ eQYLURQPeQW aQd ecRORg\ caQ¶W be VROYed b\ LQdLYLdXaO 
choice in the marketplace. They require collective democratic control over the economy to 
prioritize the needs of society, the environment, other species, and future generations. This 
requires local, national and global economic planning to reorganize the world economy and 
redeploy labor and resources to these ends. And it requires an economy of guaranteed full 
employment because if we would have to shut down ExxonMobil and GM and Monsanto43 and 
Walmart and so on to save the world, then we have to provide equal or better jobs for all those 
laid Rff ZRUNeUV becaXVe RWKeUZLVe WKe\ ZRQ¶W VXSSRUW ZKaW Ze aOO Qeed WR dR WR VaYe RXUVeOYeV.  
 
 
Ecosocialism and the salvation of small businesses 
 
This does not at all mean that we would have to nationalize local restaurants, family farms, 
farmers markets, artisans, groceries, bakeries, repair shops, workers co-ops and the like. 
Small-scale self-managed producers based on simple reproduction are not destroying the 
world. Large-scale capitalist investor-owned corporations based on insatiable accumulation are 
destroying the world. So they would have to be nationalized, many closed down, others scaled 
back, others repurposed. But an ecosocialist society would rescue and promote small-scale, 
local self-managed businesses because we would need them, indeed, we would want many 
more of them whereas, today, capitalism is driving them out of business everywhere.  

 
42 Citing a recent study by an international team of researchers in Nature Climate Change in May 2013, 
WKe BBC UeSRUWV WKaW Lf ³UaSLd acWLRQ´ LV QRW WaNeQ WR cXUb gUeeQKRXVe gaVeV, VRPe 34% Rf aQLPaOV aQd 
57% of plants will lose more than half of their current habitat ranges. Dr. Rachel Warren, the lead scientist 
of the study said that "Our research predicts that climate change will greatly reduce the diversity of even 
very common species found in most parts of the world. This loss of global-scale biodiversity would 
significantly impoverish the biosphere and the ecosystem services it provides. There will also be a knock-
on effect for humans because these species are important for things like water and air purification, flood 
control, nutrient cycling, and eco-WRXULVP." MaWW McGUaWK, ³¶DUaPaWLc decOLQe¶ ZaUQLQg fRU SOaQWV aQd 
aQLPaOV,´ BBC News Online, May 12, 2013 at 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-22500673.  
43 On the existential threat Monsanto Corporation poses to humanity and the planet, see the Green 
SKadRZ CabLQeW: ³WKaW PXVW be dRQe abRXW MRQVaQWR cRUSRUaWLRQ, aQd ZK\.´ Ma\ 23, 2013 aW 
http://greenshadowcabinet.us/statements/ecology-what-must-be-done-about-monsanto-corporation-and-
why. 
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4. Rational planning requires democracy: voting the big questions 
 

SROaU RU cRaO? FUacN WKe SOaQeW RU ZRUN RXU Za\ Rff fRVVLO fXeOV? DUeQcK WKe ZRUOd¶V faUPV LQ 
toxic pesticides or return to organic agriculture. Public transportation or private cars as the 
PaLQVWa\? LeW¶V SXW WKe bLg TXeVWLRQV XS fRU a YRWe. SKRXOdQ¶W eYeryone have a say in decisions 
WKaW affecW WKeP aOO? IVQ¶W WKaW WKe eVVeQWLaO Ldea Rf dePRcUac\? TKe SURbOeP ZLWK caSLWaOLVP LV 
WKaW WKe ecRQRP\ LVQ¶W XS fRU a YRWe. BXW LW QeedV WR be. AgaLQ, LQ AdaP SPLWK¶V da\ LW PaWWeUed 
less, at least for the environment, because private decisions had so little impact on the planet. 
But today, huge decisions that affect all of us, other species, and even the fate of life on earth, 
are all still private decisions, made by corporate boards on behalf of self-interested investors. 
Polls show that 57% of Chinese feel that protecting the environment should be given priority, 
even at the expense of economic growth, and only 21% prioritize the economy over the 
environment.44 BXW, RbYLRXVO\, WKe CKLQeVe dRQ¶W geW WR YRWe RQ WKaW or anything else. Polls show 
Americans opposed to GMO foods outnumber supporters nearly two to one and 82% of 
Americans favour labelling of GMO foods.45 BXW APeULcaQV dRQ¶W geW WR YRWe RQ ZKeWKeU Ze geW 
GMOs in our food or get told about it. Well, why not? Corporate boards vote to put GMOs and 
aOO NLQdV Rf WR[Lc cKePLcaOV LQ RXU fRRd. We¶Ue WKe RQeV ZKR cRQVXPe WKLV VWXff. We caQ¶W aYRLd 
GMOs simply by refusing to purchase them ± WKe ³PaUNeW VROXWLRQ´ ± becaXVe WKe\¶Ue 
eYeU\ZKeUe, WKe\¶Ue LQ 80% Rf WKe fRRds we consume, and Monsanto and the rest of the GMO 
industrial complex bribe politicians and regulators with campaign contributions and lucrative 
revolving-dRRU MRbV WR PaNe VXUe \RX dRQ¶W NQRZ ZKaW fRRdV WR aYRLd.46 Well, why should we 
accept this? Why shoXOdQ¶W Ze KaYe a Va\ LQ WKeVe decLVLRQV? We dRQ¶W KaYe WR be e[SeUWV; 
cRUSRUaWe bRaUdV aUeQ¶W cRPSRVed Rf e[SeUWV. TKe\¶Ue PaLQO\ cRPSULVed Rf PaMRU LQYeVWRUV. 
They discuss and vote on what they want to do, then hire experts to figure out how to implement 
WKeLU decLVLRQV. WK\ caQ¶W Ze dR WKaW ± fRU KXPaQLW\¶V LQWeUeVWV?  
 
 
Every cook can govern 
 
From Tunisa to Tahir Square, Zacotti Park to Gezi Park, Madison Wisconsin to Kunming 
Yunnan, Songjian Shanghai, Shifang Sichuan, Guangzhou and thousands of sites and cities 
and towns all over China, ordinary citizens demonstrate remarkably rational environmental 
sense against the profit-driven environmental irrationality and irresponsibility of their rulers. 47 
IQ TXUNe\, ³SXOWaQ´ EUdRgaQ¶V decree to tear up IVWaQbXO¶V OaVW PaMRU SaUN WR UeSOace LW ZLWK aQ 
Ottoman-style shopping mall provoked mass outrage. Protestors complained, as one put it: 
³WKeQ ZeUe Ze aVNed ZKaW Ze ZaQWed? We KaYe WKUee WLPeV aV PaQ\ PRVTXeV aV Ze dR 
schools. Yet they are building new mosques. There are eight shopping malls in the vicinity of 
Taksim, yet they want to build another« Where are the opera houses? The theatres? The 
culture and youth centres? What about those? They only choose what will bring them the most 
profit without consideULQg ZKaW Ze Qeed.´48 When, in a bid to mollify the protestors, a 

 
44 Gallup, June 8, 2012 at http://www.gallup.com/poll/155102/majority-chinese-prioritize-environment-
economy.aspx.  
45 Huffington Post, ³GMO SROO fLQdV KXge PaMRULW\ Va\ fRRdV VKRXOd be OabeOed,´ MaUcK 4, 2013 aW 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/03/04/gmo-poll_n_2807595.html. 
46 See again, Green Shadow CabLQeW, ³WKaW PXVW be dRQe abRXW MRQVaQWR, aQd ZK\?´ RS cLW. 
47 E.g. JeQQLfeU DXggaQ, ³KXQPLQg SROOXWLRQ LV WKe WLS Rf ULVLQg CKLQeVe eQYLURQPeQWaO acWLYLVP,´ Guardian 
blog post May 16, 2013 at 11.59EDT at http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/chinas-
choice/2013/may/16/kunming-pollution-protest-chinese-environmental-activism. 
48 TLP AUaQgR aQd Ce\OaQ YegLQVX, ³PeacefXO SURWeVW RYeU IVWaQbXO SaUN WXUQV YLROeQW aV SROLce cUacN 
dRZQ,´ New York Times, May 31, 2013. 
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spokesman for the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) floated the excellent idea of a 
SXbOLc UefeUeQdXP RQ WKe LVVXe Va\LQg ³We PLgKW SXW LW to a referendum... In democracies on 
the ZLOO Rf WKe SeRSOe cRXQWV´ Erdogan considered this option for a moment but when protestors 
doubted his sincerity, he proved them right by calling in his riot squads to crush the protests 
instead.49 In Brazil, on the heels of the Turkish protests, mass protests erupted over announced 
bus fare hikes but soon morphed into more sweeping social protest as hundreds of thousands 
of Brazilians turned out in cities across the country to denounce the irresponsible waste of 
public funds on extravagant soccer stadiums in the run-up to the World Cup in 2014 when 
schools, public transportation, hospitals, health care and other public services are neglected: 
³PeRSOe aUe gRLQg KXQgU\ aQd WKe gRYeUQPeQW bXLOdV VWadLXPV,´ VaLd EOeXQWLQa ScXLOgaUR, a 
pensioner. ³I ORYe VRcceU, bXW Ze Qeed VcKRROV´ VaLd EYaOdLU CaUdRVR, a fLUePeQ aW a protest 
with his seven-month-ROd VRQ. ³TKeVe SURWeVWV aUe LQ favour of common sense´, argued 
SURWeVWRU RRbeUWa da MaWWa, ³We Sa\ aQ abVXUd aPRXQW Rf Wa[eV LQ BUa]LO, aQd QRZ PRUe SeRSOe 
are questioQLQg ZKaW WKe\ aUe geWWLQg LQ UeWXUQ.´50  
 
If cRUSRUaWLRQV aQd caSLWaOLVW gRYeUQPeQWV caQ¶W aOLgQ SURdXcWLRQ ZLWK WKe cRPPRQ gRRd aQd 
ecological rationality, what other choice is there but for society to collectively and democratically 
organize, plan and manage most production themselves? To do this we would have to establish 
democratic institutions to plan and manage our social economy. We would have to set up 
planning boards at local, regional, national/continental and international levels. Those would 
have to include not just workers, the direct producers, but entire communities, consumers, 
faUPeUV, SeaVaQWV, eYeU\RQe. We KaYe PRdeOV: WKe PaULV CRPPXQe, RXVVLaQ VRYLeWV, BUa]LO¶V 
participatory planning, La Via Campesina, and others. Direct democracy at the base, delegated 
authority with right of recaOO fRU KLgKeU OeYeO SOaQQLQg bRaUdV. WKaW¶V VR dLffLcXOW abRXW WKaW?  
 
As Greg Palast, Jarrold Oppenheim, and Theo MacGregor described in Democracy and 
Regulation: How the Public Can Govern Essential Services (2003), it is a curious and ironic fact 
that the United States, foremost protagonist of the free market, possesses a large and 
indispensable sector of the economy that is not governed by the free market but instead, 
democratically, by public oversight ± and that is utilities: the provision of electricity, heating fuel, 
water and sewerage, and local telephone service. Not only that, but these are the most efficient 
and cheapest utility systems in the world. The authors note that British residents pay 44 percent 
more for electricity than do American consumers, 85 percent more for local telephone service 
and 26 percent more for natural gas. Europeans pay even more, Latin Americans more than 
EXURSeaQV. TKe\ ZULWe WKaW ³APeULcaQV Sa\ aVWRQLVKLQgO\ OLWWOe fRU KLgK-quality public services, 
yet low charges do QRW VXSSUeVV ZageV: APeULcaQ XWLOLW\ ZRUNeUV aUe WKe QaWLRQ¶V LQdXVWULaO 
eOLWe, ZLWK a KLgKeU cRQceQWUaWLRQ Rf XQLRQ PePbeUVKLS WKaQ LQ aQ\ RWKeU SULYaWe LQdXVWU\.´ 
Palast, Oppenheim and MacGregor attribute this to the fact that, unlike Britain and most of the 
rest of the world, utilities are not unregulated free market corporations like ExxonMobil or 
Monsanto or Rio Light or British Water. Instead, they are tightly regulated industries, mostly 
privately owned, but many publicly owned by local municipalities. Yet even when utilities are 
privately owned like Con Edison in New York or Green Mountain Power in Vermont or Florida 
PRZeU aQd LLgKW (WR WaNe VRPe eaVW cRaVW e[aPSOeV), LW¶V UeaOO\ KaUd WR caOO WKLV ³caSLWaOLVP.´ IW¶V 
more like state capitalism, even quasi-socialism. Either way, public or investor owned, they are 
highly regulated, subject to public oversight, involvement and control: 
 

 
49 ³TXUNLVK gRYeUQPeQW PRRWV UefeUeQdXP RQ Ge]L PaUN,´ Deutsche Welle, June 12, 2013 at 
http://www.dw.de/turkish-government-moots-referendum-on-gezi-park/a-16877383.  
50 SLPRQ RRPeUR, ³PURWeVWV gURZ aV BUa]LOLaQV bOaPe OeadeUV,´ New York Times, June 19, 2013. 
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³Unique in the world (with the exception of Canada), every aspect of US 
regulation is wide open to the public. There are no secret meetings, no 
secret documents. Any and all citizens and groups are invited to take part: 
individuals, industrial customers, government agencies, consumer groups, 
trade unions, the utility itself, even its competitors. Everyone affected by the 
outcome has a right to make their case openly, to ask questions of 
government and utilities, to read all financial and operating records in detail. 
In public forums, with all information open to all citizens, the principles of 
social dialogue and transparency come to life. It is an extra-ordinary 
exercise in democracy ± and it works... Another little known fact is that, 
despite the recent experiments with markets in electricity [the authors 
published this book in 2003, just three years after the Enron privatization 
debacle], the US holds to the strictest, most elaborate and detailed system 
Rf UegXOaWLRQ aQ\ZKeUe: SULYaWe XWLOLWLeV¶ SURfLWV aUe caSSed, investments 
directed or vetoed by public agencies. Privately owned utilities are directed 
to reduce prices for the poor, fund environmentally friendly physical and 
financial inspection« Americans, while strongly attached to private property 
and ownership, demand stern and exacting government control over vital 
utility services.´51 (Greg Palast, Jerrold Oppenheim, and Theo MacGregor 2003 ± 
emphasis added) 

 
TKe aXWKRUV aUe caUefXO WR QRWe WKaW WKLV LV ³QR UegXOaWRU\ GaUdeQ Rf EdeQ.´ IW KaV PaQ\ faLOLQgV: 
regulation is constantly under attack by promoters of market pricing, the public interest and the 
profit motive of investor-owned utilities often conflict with negative consequences for the public, 
and so on.52 But even so, this long-established and indisputably successful example of 

 
51 Greg Palast, Jerrold Oppenheim, and Theo MacGregor, Democracy and Regulation: How the Public 
can Govern Essential Services (London: Pluto, 2003) pp. 2-4. The authors point out yet another irony of 
this system of public regulation, namely that it was created by private companies as the lesser evil to fend 
Rff WKe WKUeaW Rf QaWLRQaOL]aWLRQ: ³MRdeUQ US XWLOLW\ UegXOaWLRQ LV SUeWW\ PXcK WKe LQYeQWLRQ Rf APeULcaQ 
Telephone & Telegraph Company (AT&T) and the National Electric Light Association (NELA) ± the 
investor-owned telephone and electric industries at the turn of the twentieth century. They saw regulation 
as protection against Populist and Progressive movements that, since the economic panic of 1873 and 
later disruptions, had galvanized anti-corporate farmer and labor organizations. By the turn of the twentieth 
century, these movements had galvanized considerable public support for governmental ownership of 
utilities« ´ S. 98.   
52 In the case of nuclear power plants, local public regulation has often been subverted and overridden by 
the federal government in its zealous drive to push nuclear power even against the wishes of the local 
public. Thus in the aftermath of the Three Mile Island nuclear accident in 1979, social scientists Raymond 
Goldsteen and John Schorr interviewed residents around Three Mile Island about the history of the power 
plant, why it was built, what voice they had in the decision to build it, and about the decision to restart the 
plant after the accident. It turns out that, as one resident, a Mrs. Kelsey put it, they had no choice. They 
ZeUe YLUWXaOO\ fRUced WR acceSW LW: ³TKe\ [MeW Ed WKe XWLOLW\, aQd WKe NXcOeaU RegXOaWRU\ CRPPLVVLRQ] NeeS 
saying we need this nuclear. They keep pounding that into our heads with the news and everything. We 
need it. We Qeed LW. We caQ¶W dR ZLWKRXW LW.´ ReVLdeQWV WROd GROdVWeLQ aQd ScKRUU WKaW WKe VXUURXQdLQg 
communities petitioned against restarting the plant after the accident but lost again. Another resident, Mrs. 
BRVZeOO, VaLd´ We dRQ¶W ZaQW WR be gXLQea SLgV . . I still think that we should have a say, too, in what goes 
RQ. I UeaOO\ dR, becaXVe Ze¶Ue WKe YLcWLPV.´ MUV. BURZQ: ³TKe cRPSaQ\ MXVW ZaQWV [WR UeRSeQ WKe SOaQW fRU] 
the money «´ MUV. CaUPeQ: ³NR, WKe\¶Ue gRLQg WR dR ZKaW WKe\ ZaQW . . . I dRQ¶W WKLQN [cRPPXnity feelings] 
ZRXOd bRWKeU WKeP aW aOO.´ MUV. HePPLQgZa\: ³I feeO YeU\ aQgU\ abRXW LW UeaOO\, becaXVe I MXVW feeO WKaW 
there is so much incompetence on the part of the utility, on the part of the NRC, on the part of the local 
gRYeUQPeQWV«´ ReVLdeQWV VaLd that if they had been honestly informed about the risks, and if they had 
had a choice, they would have investigated other technologies, and chosen differently. Mrs. Hemingway 
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democratic public regulation of large-scale industries offers us a real-world practical example 
Rf VRPeWKLQg OLNe a ³SURWR-VRcLaOLVP´. I see no obvious reason something like this model of 
democracy and transparency could not be extended, expanded, fully socialized, and replicated 
to encompass the entire large-scale industrial economy. Of course, as I argued above, to save 
WKe KXPaQV, Ze ZRXOd KaYe WR dR PXcK PRUe WKaQ MXVW ³UegXOaWe´ LQdXVWULeV. We ZRXOd KaYe WR 
completely reorganize and reprioritize the whole economy, indeed the whole global industrial 
economy. This means not just regulating but retrenching and closing down resource-consuming 
and polluting industries, shifting resources out of them, starting up new industries, and so on. 
Those are huge tasks, beyond the scope of even the biggest corporations, even many 
governments. So who else could do this but self-organized masses of citizens, the whole 
society acting in concert, democratically? Obviously, many issues can be decided at local 
levels. Others like closing down the coal industry or repurposing the auto industry, require large 
scale planning at national if not international levels. Some, like global warming, ocean 
acidification, deforestation, would require extensive international coordination, virtually global 
SOaQQLQg. I dRQ¶W Vee ZK\ WKaW¶V QRW dRabOe. We KaYe WKe UN COLPaWe CRQYeQWLRQ ZKLcK PeeWV 
annually and is charged with regulating GHG emissions. It fails to do so only because it lacks 
enforcement powers. We need to give it enforcement powers.  
 
 
5. Democracy can only work in context of rough socio-economic equality and social 

guarantees.  
 

WKeQ LQ WKe PLdVW Rf WKe GUeaW DeSUeVVLRQ, WKe gUeaW ³SeRSOe¶V MXULVW´ SXSUePe CRXUW JXVWLce 
Louis Brandeis said ³We can either have democracy in this country or we can have great wealth 
concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can't have both´ he was more right than he knew. 
TRda\ Ze KaYe b\ faU WKe gUeaWeVW cRQceQWUaWLRQ Rf ZeaOWK LQ KLVWRU\. SR LW¶V KaUdO\ VXUSULVLQg 
that we have the weakest and most corrupt democracies since the Gilded Age. If we want 
dePRcUac\, Ze ZRXOd KaYe WR abROLVK ³WKe gUeaW ZeaOWK cRQceQWUaWed LQ WKe KaQdV Rf WKe feZ.´ 
That means abolishing not just private property in the means of production, but also extremes 
of income, exorbitant salaries, great property, and inheritance. Because the only way to prevent 
corruption of democracy is to make it impossible to materially gain by doing so -- by creating a 
society with neither rich nor poor, a society of basic economic equality. 
 
Does that mean we would all have to dress in blue Mao suits and dine in communal mess halls? 
HaUdO\. LRWV Rf VWXdLeV (WLONLQVRQ aQd PLcNeWW¶V Spirit Level, WKe UK¶V New Economics 
Foundation studies, and others) have shown that peopOe aUe KaSSLeU, WKeUe¶V OeVV cULPe aQd 

 
agaLQ: ³IW MXVW VeePV WR Pe WKeUe aUe VR PaQ\ aOWeUQaWLYeV Ze cRXOd e[SORUe . . . We obviously need 
aOWeUQaWe eQeUg\ VRXUceV, bXW VROaU cRXOd SURYLde KeaWLQg fRU KRXVeV aQd ZaWeU [aQd VR RQ].´ ReVLdeQWV 
said they would have preferred other choices even if it meant giving up certain conveniences: Mrs. Caspar: 
³I dRQ¶W UeaOO\ PLQd cRQVeUYLQg aOO WKaW PXcK. If SeRSOe caQ cRQVeUYe gaV [fRU caUV] ZK\ caQ¶W WKe\ cRQVeUYe 
eQeUg\? NRZ I dRQ¶W PeaQ I ZaQW WR gR bacN WR WKe VcUXbbRaUd . . . BXW I dRQ¶W dU\ P\ cORWKeV LQ WKe dU\eU. 
I hang them . . . on the line. . . and I do try to conserve as far aV WKaW gReV.´ (SS. 181-183,212).  One of 
the most interesting results of this study, which is well worth reading in full, is that it illustrates how ordinary 
citizens, given the chance, would make more rational decisions about technology, safety, and the 
eQYLURQPeQW WKaQ WKe ³e[SeUWV´ aW WKe XWLOLW\, MeW Ed, aQd WKe NXcOeaU RegXOaWRU\ CRPPLVVLRQ. IW¶V QRW WKaW 
they were more knowledgeable about the technology than the experts but that the experts were not 
impartial. They were representing the industry and profits and the NRC, not the public, so they could not 
help but systematically make wrong decisions, decisions that in this case not only violated the public trust 
and but put huge numbers of lives in danger. Raymond L. Goldsteen and John K. Schorr, Demanding 
Democracy After Three Mile Island (Gainsville: University of Florida Press 1991).  
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violence and fewer mental health problems in societies where income differences are small and 
ZKeUe cRQceQWUaWed ZeaOWK LV OLPLWed. We dRQ¶W KaYe fLYe SOaQeWV WR SURYLde WKe UeVRXUceV fRU 
WKe ZKROe ZRUOd WR OLYe WKe ³APeULcaQ DUeaP´ Rf eQdOeVV cRQVXPeULVP. BXW Ze KaYe PRUe WKaQ 
enough wealth to provide every human being on the planet with a basic income, with a good 
job at pay sufficient to lead a dignified life, with safe water and sanitation, quality food, housing, 
education and healthcare, with public transportation -- all the authentic necessities we really 
need. These should all be guaranteed as a matter of right, as indeed most of these were already 
declared as such in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948. 
 
Freeing ourselves from the toil of producing unnecessary and/or harmful commodities ± the 
WKUHH TXDUWHUV RI FXUUHQW 8.6. SURGXFWLRQ WKDW¶V D ZDVWH ± would free us to shorten the work 
day, to enjoy the leisure promised but never delivered by capitalism, to redefine the meaning 
of the standard of living to connote a way of life that is actually richer, while consuming less, to 
realize our fullest human potential instead of wasting our lives in mindless drudgery and 
shopping. This is the emancipatory promise of ecosocialism. 
 
 
6. This is crazy, utopian, impossible, never happen 
 
PeUKaSV. BXW ZKaW¶V WKe aOWeUQaWLYe? TKe VSecWUe Rf SOaQeW-wide ecological collapse and the 
collapse of civilization into some kind of Bladerunner dystopia is not as hypothetical as it once 
VeePed. AVN WKe CKLQeVe. CKLQa¶V ³caSLWaOLVW PLUacOe´ KaV aOUead\ dULYeQ WKaW cRXQWU\ Rff WKe 
cliff into headlong ecological collapse that threatens to take the whole planet down with it. With 
virtually all its rivers and lakes polluted and many depleted, with 70% of its croplands 
contaminated with heavy metals and other toxins, with undrinkable water, inedible food, 
XQbUeaWKabOe aLU WKaW NLOOV PRUe WKaQ a PLOOLRQ CKLQeVe a \eaU, ZLWK ³caQceU YLOOageV´ 
metastasizing over the rural landscape and cancer the leading cause of death in Beijing,53 
CKLQa¶V UXOeUV face KXQdUedV Rf PaVV SURWeVWV, RfWeQ YLROeQW, aURXQd WKe country every day, 
more than a hundred thousand protest a year, and even with all their police-state instruments 
Rf UeSUeVVLRQ, WKe\ NQRZ WKe\ caQ¶W NeeS WKe OLd RQ fRUeYeU (LQdeed, KXQdUedV Rf WKRXVaQdV Rf 
Communist Party kleptocrats can see the writing on the wall through the smog and are moving 
WKeLU faPLOLeV, WKeLU PRQe\ aQd WKePVeOYeV RXW Rf WKe cRXQWU\ befRUe LW¶V WRR OaWe). TRda\ WKe 
Chinese and we need a socialist revolution not just to abolish exploitation and alienation, but to 
derail the capitalist train wreck of ecological collapse before it takes us all over the edge. As 
China itself demonstrates, revolutions come and go. Economic systems come and go. 
Capitalism has had a 300 year run. The question is: will humanity stand by and let the world be 
destroyed to save the profit system?  
 
 
The spectre of eco-democratic revolution 
 
That outcome depends to a great extent on whether we on the left can answer that question 
³ZKaW¶V \RXU aOWeUQaWLYe?´ ZLWK a cRPSeOOLQg aQd SOaXVLbOe YLVLRQ Rf aQ ecR-socialist civilization 
± and figure out how to get there. We have our work cut out for us. But what gives the growing 
global eco-socialist movement an edge in this ideological struggle is that capitalism has no 
solution to the ecological crisis, no way to put the brakes on collapse, because its only answer 
to every problem is more of the same gURZWK WKaW¶V NLOOLQg XV. ³HLVWRU\´ ZaV VXSSRVed WR KaYe 

 
53 EdZaUd WRQg, ³ALU SROOXWLRQ OLQNed WR 1.2 PLOOLRQ SUePaWXUe deaWKV LQ CKLQa,´ New York Times. April 1, 
2013. JRKQaWKaQ KaLPaQ, ³IQVLde CKLQa¶V µcaQceU YLOOageV,¶´ Guardian, June 4, 2012.  
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³eQded´ ZLWK WKe faOO Rf cRPPXQLVP aQd WKe WULXPSK Rf caSLWaOLVP WZR decadeV agR. YeW WRda\, 
history is very much alive and it is, ironically, capitalism itself which is being challenged more 
broadly than ever and found wanting for solutions. Today, we are very much living in one of 
those pivotal world-changing moments in history, indeed it is no exaggeration to say that this is 
the most critical moment in human history. We may be fast approaching the precipice of 
ecological collapse, but the means to derail this trainwreck are in the making as, around the 
world, struggles against the destruction of nature, against dams, against pollution, against 
overdevelopment, against the siting of chemical plants and power plants, against predatory 
resource extraction, against the imposition of GMOs, against privatization of remaining 
common lands, water and public services, against capitalist unemployment and precarité are 
gURZLQg aQd bXLOdLQg PRPeQWXP. TRda\ Ze¶Ue riding a swelling wave of near simultaneous 
gORbaO PaVV dePRcUaWLc ³aZaNeQLQg,´ aOPRVW gORbaO PaVV XSULVLQg. TKLV gORbaO LQVXUUecWLRQ LV 
still in its infancy, still unsure of its future, but its radical democratic instincts are, I believe, 
KXPaQLW\¶V OaVW beVW KRSe. LeW¶V PaNe KLVWRU\! 
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