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INTRODUCTION


From Great Acceleration to Great Transformation


THE EARTH IS an unforgiving scorekeeper and an ethically neutral one. The stratigraphic record has silently catalogued key moments in history, taking careful note as we leave behind little sediment markings on layers of rock. At some point, humans ceased to be only one of the billions of species participating in this planet’s dynamic systems and became its defining feature—a geological epoch that since the early 2000s has been known informally as the Anthropocene.


When exactly we became the stars of the show is still the subject of some debate. In 2017, a cross-disciplinary group of scientists in the Anthropocene Working Group (AWG) reached the preliminary conclusion that plutonium fallout from Cold War–era nuclear arms tests marked the start of the Anthropocene around the year 1950.1 The decades that followed were a Great Acceleration of human influence, helped along significantly by the unprecedented burning and unearthing of the long-dead creatures stuffed down into the layers of rock below us: fossil fuels. Three-quarters of the greenhouse gas emissions ever produced on earth have been created during that period by a global economy that grew fifteenfold, in the process depositing the remains of dinosaurs into the atmosphere as heat-trapping gases that help to warm everything below. So far, global average temperatures have risen by about 1 degree above preindustrial levels. Roughly 1 percent of the earth’s surface is currently so hot as to be uninhabitable by humans. By 2070, a fifth of the planet could fit the same definition.2


Like rock formations or atmospheric concentrations of carbon, the causes of that Great Acceleration took time to accumulate. Rejected theories on the origins of our current epoch—Anthropocene precursors, as the AWG calls them—offer clues. Some have suggested a start date of 1784, when James Watt refined the design of the steam engine that, powered by coal, would fuel Britain’s Industrial Revolution.3 Still, others have argued that the Anthropocene began even earlier, and that the Industrial Revolution owes its existence to developments a century and a half before it. “The arrival of Europeans in the Caribbean in 1492,” geographers Simon Lewis and Mark Maslin write, kicked off “a swift, ongoing, radical reorganization of life on Earth without geological precedent.” The Columbian Exchange saw valuable species like maize and tobacco for the first time cross the Atlantic Ocean to be introduced to vast trading networks that already spanned Asia, Africa, and Europe. To European settlers escaping their disease-riddled and war-torn continent, the New World promised unlimited expansion and the freedom of a fresh start. Freedom and limitless growth for some meant annihilation for others, and within decades, the new arrivals had killed between 85 and 90 percent of North America’s existing inhabitants—an estimated fifty million people—through disease, enslavement, famine, and murder. By 1610, the end of farming, fire, and other land use practices that resulted from that genocide led to the regeneration of over fifty million hectares of forest, woody savannah, and grassland across the so-called New World. That newly unfettered plant growth sucked up between 5 and 40 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide, enough to contribute to a Little Ice Age. From the Latin word for world, Lewis and Maslin call this extraordinary moment the Orbis spike, implying that “colonialism, global trade and coal brought about the Anthropocene.” Annexing the Americas made industrialization possible, creating new flows of cheap resources and new markets for manufactured goods, subsidized by slaughter and slavery. The United States’ original sin took an enormous amount of carbon out of the atmosphere. Not all emissions upticks and reductions are created equal.4


The sweeping scientific terms used to describe the climate crisis—of epochs and degrees and parts per million—obscure the sheer amount of human suffering that has fueled it. The largest single cause of climate change is particular humans moving about this earth and doing particular things to it and to one another, including pouring prodigious amounts of greenhouse gases into the sky. Some humans deem some lives more valuable than others in the hunt for profit. An imperfect shorthand for these processes is capitalism.


Capitalism hasn’t tended to be a popular protagonist in stories about the climate crisis. Often, it’s said to be a matter of faulty psychobiology: we humans are hopelessly greedy, hardwired not to deal with the earth-shattering consequences of our wasteful ways. “We have trained ourselves, whether culturally or evolutionarily, to obsess over the present,” journalist Nathaniel Rich wrote in his blockbuster New York Times Magazine story about a failed early round of climate talks. We “worry about the medium term and cast the long term out of our minds, as we might spit out a poison.”5 Facing undoubtedly long odds, it’s tempting to turn inward, too, seeking personal absolution by lowering your carbon footprint: have fewer kids, take fewer flights, and turn off the lights when you leave the room.


Yet, not long after Watt first fine-tuned his steam engine, just ninety corporations—almost all of them fossil fuel producers—have been responsible for two-thirds of all greenhouse gas emissions.6 Since 1965, just twenty shareholder and state-owned fossil fuel producers have spewed out 35 percent of the world’s energy-related carbon dioxide and methane emissions.7 The richest 5 percent of the world’s population, by and large those most insulated from the effects of the climate crisis, consume more energy than the poorest 50 percent.8 In 2015, then ExxonMobil CEO Rex Tillerson’s $145 million worth of shares in his company made the future secretary of state responsible for over 52,000 metric tons of carbon dioxide emissions that year alone—well over 3,200 times that of the average American, 6,400 times of the average resident of China, and 38,400 times of the average Indian.9 Unlike ExxonMobil and other fossil-fuel firms, the average residents of those countries had not funded elaborate disinformation campaigns to spread doubt about whether those emissions were a problem, lobbied governments for their rights to continue extracting, nor spent vast sums painting themselves as the solution to problems they have continued to fuel. Diffusing responsibility for this crisis to the masses—or chalking it up to innate human greed—is a convenient narrative for Tillerson and his ilk. It also happens not to be true.


This book is about various kinds of climate denial and how to overcome them in time to salvage a livable future. Among them is the idea that we humans have collectively dug ourselves into this mess, a fable that distracts attention away from the mountains of evidence that particular humans, industries, and ideologies are still quite proudly holding shovels. Like other myths about the climate crisis, those about collective personal responsibility were mostly cooked up by the fossil fuel industry.10 British Petroleum first popularized the concept in the mid-2000s, telling anyone who navigated to its carbon footprint calculator at the time that it was “time to go on a low-carbon diet.”11 This meshed well, of course, with the warped moral philosophy that had by that point captured political common sense on both sides of the Atlantic. “Too many people,” the Tory British prime minister Margaret Thatcher famously said, “have been given to understand that ‘I have a problem, it is the Government’s job to cope with it!’… they are casting their problems on society and who is society? There is no such thing! There are individual men and women and there are families and no government can do anything except through people and people look to themselves first.”12


How capitalism has developed as an economic and belief system shapes not just the carbon content of the atmosphere but world governments’ continued inability to respond to this crisis with the requisite scale and speed. The way it developed in the United States is an especially important part of that story given its outsized footprint, and the primary focus of this book. Without a major course correction, capitalism will define, for the worse, how the US deals with the consequences of having waited so long, from wildfires to mass migration. Like everything else this country does, those consequences will reverberate well beyond its own borders.


Until recently, the Herculean level of effort required to curb runaway warming has seemed unfathomable. A pandemic put that and a number of other things in perspective. A preliminary analysis by the Global Carbon Project found that global shutdowns to contain the spread of COVID-19 reduced 2020 emissions by 8.8 percent during the first half of 2020, the largest single drop-off since formal record-keeping of that sort began in 1900.13 Much of that, researchers projected, would bounce back as economies restarted, even as many pursued so-called green recoveries. In 2019, the UN Environment Program called for sustained global emissions reductions of 7.6 percent each year between 2020 and 2030 to cap warming at the “well below 2 degrees” threshold outlined in the Paris Agreement, reductions that ought to happen fastest in the parts of the world—like the US—where years of carbon-intensive plunder have helped build national fortunes that allow them to transition out of the fossil age more quickly.14 If the novel coronavirus was a test run for the scale of transformation demanded by the climate crisis, the US has failed it.


IT’S TEMPTING TO lay blame for each of these catastrophic failures solely at the feet of Donald Trump and the GOP. History’s sediments have, however, accumulated in our politics and on both sides of the aisle. Though the question of global warming itself has been polarized along partisan lines in the United States, there has been plenty of bipartisan consensus around the things that have already made navigating this century’s crises more difficult. Since the 1990s, at least, Democrats have been eager collaborators with Republicans in casting doubt on the ability of government to get big, good things done, shifting far to the right on everything from financial reform to trade to immigration in the name of bipartisanship. That’s not to draw some false equivalence between the GOP and the Democrats on either climate or the coronavirus but to point out that the kind of widespread governmental failure that has characterized the US response to the latter took decades, if not centuries, to evolve. That same government now has to respond to a climate crisis that, aside from making pandemics like COVID-19 or worse diseases more likely, could make the casualties the virus racked up look modest by comparison. By 2030, annual climate-related deaths are expected to reach at least 250,000 worldwide, according to the WHO.15


For years, though, this country’s bizarre climate politics have revolved around a single question that has precluded any meaningful conversation about what it will take to stem that destruction: Do you believe the climate is changing or not? Brewed in C-suites and think tanks and universities, climate denial has always been a peculiar American invention, managing to distill so much about this country’s reactionary past and present into one neat, crank-filled spirit: one part paranoid anticommunism, one part corporate capture of politics, and a healthy dose of manifest destiny, funded by the executives with the most to lose in the transition to a low-carbon world.


It’s also waning. Trump has been a shot in the arm to the old-school climate deniers spouting off junk science, but theories about sunspots and global greening aren’t long for this world. Today, the term climate denier is mostly used to set whoever lobs that charge apart from the person it’s being lobbed at, that is: I’m not like them, those uncultured brutes. And yet an imagined enlightened future free of climate deniers could easily be shaped by oil companies, which help write the climate policies that should constrain them, and the right, which responds by strewing the world with fences and cages to keep out refugees from the climate crisis it increasingly agrees is happening. Like Trump himself, climate denial—so often understood as a strange, frustrating sideshow—is a conventional, even predictable product of US politics.


The nominal opposition to these forces has been sorely lacking. By now mostly devoid of the really committed free-market ideologues of the Bill Clinton–era New Democrats, the Democratic Party establishment today operates according to a set of aesthetic sensibilities about what constitutes reasonable policy. They express a quasi-religious belief in climate science, contra Trump and the GOP. At the same time, they laugh off the transformative measures many climate scientists urge are needed as unrealistic fantasies. What drives these politicians forward isn’t an ideology or vision for a better world so much as an all-encompassing urge to defend shrinking turf against challenges on their right and left. They’ve gotten both the politics and the policy wrong. During the same period in which Democrats tailor-made climate measures to win over the GOP, they lost over a thousand seats in statehouses around the country and control over every branch of government. Aside from their general uneasiness about big, egalitarian government, politicians in both parties have avoided a head-on confrontation with a fossil fuel industry whose business model is incompatible with a livable future. Meanwhile, lawmakers who have taken millions of dollars in campaign contributions from them—mostly Republicans—still liken anything tinted green to Stalinist five-year plans.


The same interests and institutions that propagated climate denial—a small if phenomenally successful piece of their overall project—have constrained imaginations about what climate action could look like, too. In order to starve the parts of the state now most needed to avert climate chaos, the right mainstreamed radical ideas about how economies and states work that have placed the most straightforward means of curbing emissions on the fringe. So long as that broader consensus remains intact, the fact that more people than ever believe climate change is real is basically irrelevant to whether it’s dealt with successfully.


If Beltway climate politics can feel a little hopeless, these last few years should also serve as a warning to anyone looking for a billionaire or a silver bullet new technology to save the world—or even just the US—from rising tides. To assume the 1 percent has some master plan for a greener future, even a grossly unequal one, gives too much credit to this demographic’s planning abilities. Smash-and-grab profiteering can extend onward forever until there’s no one left to scam. Burn all the fossil fuels because there’s money to be made off them now. Whenever that stream runs dry, buy up the distressed assets of flailing electric utilities and oil and gas companies for pennies on the dollar and litigate the hell out of any restructuring deals. Or fashion a new speculative financial product out of the risks of them not paying back their exorbitant debts. If all else fails, bet on how bad the weather will get. Then bet on those bets. Invest the profits in a plan to inject reflective aerosols into the atmosphere to block out the sun and cool the planet. Have a twenty-three-year-old McKinsey analyst making six figures design the rollout plan. There’s no secret long-term vision for what the world will look like in thirty or three hundred years, just a series of mostly disconnected schemes for how to make as much money as possible at any particular point in the stratigraphic record. The vultures will come, and they will leave richer than they came, whether the planet happens to be running on fossil fuels or not. Extraction predated the age of fossil fuels and may well outlive it.


Neither is there any accumulation of feel-good corporate and personal climate epiphanies that will convert all of the country’s cooktops and space heating systems to run on electricity or string the thousands of miles of transmission lines necessary to support that transition. Voluntary pledges will not rewire the grid to accept electrons from millions of people rather than distributing them from fossil-fueled power plants, or change the antiquated laws governing the power sector that have made that so difficult, even as rooftop solar has proliferated. Personal responsibility will not erect electrified mass transit systems, nor will it transform the toxic and unwieldy supply chains that comprise the methane-spewing disease vector that is the world’s food system. And it will not, by 2050, wind down global coal, oil, and natural gas usage by 97, 87, and 74 percent, respectively—the levels of reduction the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a clearinghouse for climate science from around the world, suggests are needed to cap warming at the 1.5 degree Celsius outlined by the Paris Agreement, a threshold low-lying island nations and other climate vulnerable countries have long urged is critical to their survival.16 Sufficiently motivated individuals will not keep that carbon buried. Leaving these changes up to the planning prowess of the market is a good way to make sure they never happen. If there is to be such a thing as a low-carbon society, it will be the government’s job to build it.


In the US, at least, that will take a very different kind of government than the one we’ve got. Thanks to persistent pressure from social movements around the world, fighting against fossil fuel infrastructure and for a Green New Deal, among other things, there is now broad agreement among Democrats that government standards and investment need to play a leading role in curbing emissions. Where Barack Obama’s top advisers balked at the notion of a more than $1 trillion stimulus to prevent the United States from slipping into a depression after the 2008 financial crisis, Joe Biden—who ran his primary campaign as a climate moderate—pledged to spend $2 trillion on climate priorities alone: to decarbonize the power sector by 2035, zero out emissions from buildings five years before that, install 500 million solar panels within four years, create a Climate Conservation Corps, and allocate 40 percent of all clean energy and infrastructure investments to communities living on the front lines of climate change and fossil fuel development.17 Though modest compared to Bernie Sanders’s $16 trillion plan for a Green New Deal, it was the most sweeping and ambitious suite of climate measures ever championed by a Democratic presidential candidate.


It’s not nearly enough. As old-school climate denial loses ground, a new denialism that’s every bit as dangerous is taking its place: that building more of the stuff that’s needed to create a low-carbon future will replace the stuff that’s killing us. Today’s deniers don’t spread misinformation about the reality of the crisis so much as what’s needed to curb it. Painting decarbonization as a hopelessly complicated, indefinite undertaking—one that only today’s polluters are fit to lead—isn’t so far removed from questioning whether it needs to happen at all. My argument in this book is not that capitalism has to end before the world can deal with the climate crisis. Dismantling a centuries-old system of production and distribution and building a carbon-neutral and worker-owned alternative is almost certainly not going to happen within the small window of time the world has to avert runaway disaster. The private sector will be a major part of the transition off fossil fuels. Some people will get rich, and some unseemly actors will be involved. Capitalist production will build solar panels, wind turbines, and electric trains. But whether we deal with climate change or not can’t be held hostage to executives’ ability to turn a profit. To handle this crisis, capitalism will have to be replaced as society’s operating system—setting out goals other than the boundless accumulation of private wealth.


The trouble is that growing private wealth is what the US government does best. Prison abolitionists Craig Gilmore and Ruth Wilson Gilmore have summed this dynamic up aptly: “The history of the United States is, in large part, the history of capitalists figuring out how to develop and use large-scale complex governmental institutions to secure their ability to get rich.”18 Despite all the right’s cloying rhetoric about the virtues of small government, its leaders have creatively expanded the functions of the state to suit their own ends. Bipartisan statecraft has helped birth supranational institutions like investor-state dispute settlement systems that allow corporations to sue sovereign governments should they dare to infringe on profits—provisions used most frequently to protect investments in energy.19 Coal, oil, and gas companies collected an estimated $5.2 trillion worth of direct and indirect subsidies in 2017 and were generously showered with support from the Federal Reserve during the most recent downturn even as local and state governments plunged into fiscal crises.20


There’s a reason why the US government is so good at helping corporations extract fossil fuels, starting wars, and locking people up and so bad at providing health care and restricting carbon emissions, to name a few. As safety nets were starved and regulations rolled back, the right poured money into prisons and police departments throughout the country as part of wars on crime and drugs, which have treated the residents of predominantly working-class Black and brown communities around the country as if they were enemy combatants. In the last forty years, the number of people warehoused in state and federal prisons has risen by 500 percent.21 Though it’s home to just 5 percent of the world’s population, the US is home to 25 percent of its total prison population; African American adults are nearly six times as likely to be incarcerated as whites. Liberal cities like Minneapolis and Oakland spend as much as 50 percent of their budgets on police departments.22 The US has spent $6.4 trillion on wars in the Middle East and Central Asia since 2001, complemented by an elaborate build-out of domestic surveillance operations. Over the same period, the US has spared no expense to militarize the southern border with Mexico and erect new federal agencies devoted to extending the border into communities around the country, conducting raids aimed at detaining and deporting migrants. Government hasn’t gotten smaller in the past several decades. It’s gotten meaner, keeping capital free and people contained.


In this context, a lower-carbon society—should such a thing take shape—won’t automatically be a more decent one. Driving these skewed investment priorities is an ugly, antidemocratic throughline in American politics. Similar logic stretches from the murder and dispossession of indigenous people to slavery; from the Redeemer governments of the post–Reconstruction South to Jim Crow apartheid to mass incarceration; and from the public choice theory economics so popular with fossil fuel billionaires like the Koch brothers to the Trump administration. The Founding Fathers themselves warned of “mobs” and “majorities” and wrote a Constitution intended to keep them at bay. All these forces have, through various means, looked to enshrine the minority rule of white property owners against persistent attempts to transform the United States into an egalitarian, multiracial democracy and squash movements pursuing similar aims abroad.


The 1 percent’s most effective tactic for solidifying their power has been to divide the 99 percent against itself within and beyond our borders, deploying racism to justify the enormous inequalities baked into an economic system built around the extraction of labor and land. The public policy products of these brutally successful efforts—sclerotic safety nets, voter suppression, defanged regulations, and punishing trade deals, among others—stand directly at odds with the relatively narrow goal of decarbonization, much less building an enjoyable or sustainable twenty-first century. Bringing down emissions means declaring trillions of dollars worth of fossil fuel assets—all those reserves that can’t be safely burned—worthless. If carried out, this would represent the single largest evaporation of private wealth since the Emancipation Proclamation. There are many more forces standing in the way of that than the Republican Party, and many more things wrong with capitalism than the fact that it runs on fossil fuels.


COVID-19 AND THE protests that emerged during the summer of 2020 laid bare the consequences of this country’s radically misguided, typically bipartisan priorities. Nurses crowdfunded for protective equipment as tanks rolled through the streets of US cities on the prowl for unarmed protesters. Oil and gas companies were bailed out for months as they fired employees who had no safety net to catch them when the shaky foundations of fracking finally began to buckle under the weight of the industry’s massive debt overhang. As tens of millions of people lost their jobs, they lost their health care, too. Hospitals told by management consultants to operate on razor-thin margins were overwhelmed, as cities considered digging mass graves to intern the dead. Around the world, more functional economies gradually eased back to something like normal, having implemented large-scale lockdowns and contact tracing systems. For the US, at least, normal was the problem.


When the Green New Deal first emerged with its goal of equitably decarbonizing the US economy within ten years, critics on the right and the center-left whinged about its pledges to “counteract systemic injustices” and its commitment to “repairing the historic oppression of indigenous peoples, communities of color, migrant communities, deindustrialized communities, depopulated rural communities, the poor, low-income workers, women, the elderly, the unhoused, people with disabilities, and youth.”23 Sure, they conceded, climate change is a big problem. And justice is nice. But isn’t all this talk of a federal job guarantee and Medicare for All a bit distracting?


“Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s Green New Deal appears to take every big spending idea that has emerged on the political left in recent years and combine them into one large package deal, with little notion of how to pay for them all,” Bloomberg columnist Noah Smith wrote in one such take after Ocasio-Cortez introduced H.R. 109, a nonbinding resolution laying out the principles of a Green New Deal. Smith complained that “although a big push for renewable energy is needed, the Green New Deal’s vast program for economic egalitarianism could make it unworkable.”24 He wasn’t alone. Conventional wisdom in Washington had to that point wagered that the best route to climate policy was to sneak it in, hiding provisions in omnibus bills and lathering up proposals with enough bureaucratic jargon to make them virtually incomprehensible. A carbon price here. Some clean energy tax credits there. Eventually, the thinking went, it would all add up to cap warming at 2 degrees. Just don’t shake the boat too much.


The problem was assuming the boat didn’t already have holes. They were obvious to the people forced to live with polluting fossil fuel infrastructure in their backyards, some of whom have spent decades organizing in climate and environmental justice groups to push for an end to fossil fuel extraction and infrastructure build-outs. Energy Transfer Partners’ $3.8 billion, 1,172-mile Dakota Access Pipeline had originally been slated to run through Bismarck, North Dakota, which is 90 percent white. After residents raised a fuss, the US Army Corps of Engineers rerouted it farther south, to cross just upstream of the Missouri River and under the main water source of an 84 percent Native residential area, through the unceded territory of the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty.25 In response, Native residents from several tribes constructed a network of camps along the proposed path to block construction; the largest of these—the Oceti Sakowin encampment—at one point housed as many as fifteen thousand people. The sites would become a flashpoint for indigenous sovereignty and environmental justice both, attracting Native and non-Native visitors eager to stop the pipeline and media coverage from around the world. Water protectors faced down police water cannons, snarling guard dogs, and hired company thugs through the harsh North Dakota winter.26 Eventually, they won a major victory in having the pipeline rerouted, though many had hoped it would be scrapped entirely; in 2020, it was emptied of oil pending a full environmental review.27


It’s not some great historical accident that some of the places worst hit by the pandemic and police violence are also the fossil fuel industry’s sacrifice zones. Organizers in Indian country and other communities on the front lines of climate change and extraction have for years pushed predominantly white-led green groups to take fights from the Unist’ot’en Camp to Protect Mauna Kea seriously, in both their opposition to extraction and vision for what can come after it. As scholar, organizer, and Lower Brule Sioux Tribe citizen Nick Estes explains, these varied encampments “rise against colonial and corporate extractive projects. But what’s often downplayed is the revolutionary potency of what Indigenous resistance stands for: caretaking and creating just relations between human and nonhuman worlds on a planet thoroughly devastated by capitalism.”28


That the Green New Deal reflects long-held demands for justice is a credit to that intramovement organizing. Its limitations—and ambivalence about fossil fuel phaseouts, in particular—are a testament to the fact that there is more work to be done. Encouragingly, it is a living and open source document. Rather than a suite of preordained policies, the Green New Deal is a framework for reimagining the fractured social contract upon which this country was built. As I draw out in the second half of this book, there are more lessons and cautionary tales to be drawn from its namesake in the New Deal and the domestic mobilization around World War II, invoked frequently as a model for the scale of industrial policy and administrative coordination needed to build a clean energy future. There are less common reference points, too—in the democratic experiments during Radical Reconstruction and the Freedom Budget’s ambitious plan for a full employment peacetime economy, crafted by leaders in Black Freedom struggles seeking to extend the gains of the civil rights movement into the realm of economic democracy. Yet if it’s to live up to its lofty promise, the Green New Deal won’t be limited to history.


The past decade has seen a resurgence of social movements teeming with visions and policy proposals about what a better world can look like, from Occupy Wall Street to waves of teachers strikes, to Native-led uprisings against fossil infrastructure, and the ongoing movement for Black lives. An expansive coalition including fisherfolk, racial justice groups, labor unions, environmentalists, tribes, and college activists came together in 2019 to launch the Gulf South for a Green New Deal Policy Platform. Born out of facilitated sessions across Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, and Florida, it includes demands for reparations and land redistribution, the repeal of regressive “Right to Work” and “At Will” employment laws, and the cleanup of toxic lands polluted by the area’s extractive industries. “Relocation processes must be self-determined by communities and must assure the social, cultural, and economic requirements for a transitioning community to survive and thrive,” the platform states; Louisiana is home to the United States’ first officially internal climate migrants, whose home on Isle de Jean Charles is being rapidly inundated.29 The Red New Deal, drafted by Red Nation—the indigenous resistance organization Estes cofounded—similarly outlines a plan for restoring indigenous land to indigenous people, keeping fossil fuels in the ground and defunding the police and military to build a caretaking economy. There’s resonance here, too, in the Movement for Black Lives Policy Platform, developed over more than a year of thorough collaboration among M4BL network members. Released in 2017, its invest-divest plank demands “investments in Black communities, determined by Black communities, and divestment from exploitative forces including prisons, fossil fuels, police, surveillance and exploitative corporations.”30


Through the fall and early winter of 2020, the Sunrise Movement and Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement brought together Iowans in cities and rural areas to map out what their state could look like in 2030, focused largely around farm policy and regenerative agriculture.31 Aside from adapting the Green New Deal framework to local contexts, painting a vision for what a world with it can look like helps people connect with and imagine a different reality. Shawn Sebastian, from Ames, Iowa, who worked to convene the visioning sessions in his home state, likened that translation challenge to a box of brownies. “You don’t put the ingredients on the front of the box. When you look at brownie mix in the grocery store, you don’t see a list of ingredients,” he told me. “What you’re seeing is a completed, luscious, moist brownie. I think as policy people we tend to list out the ingredients and say, ‘We need x and y and z.’ But we don’t put the whole picture together of what we’re fighting for.”32


ACROSS THE POLITICAL spectrum, mitigating and adapting to climate change has been framed as a problem of scarcity. The right fearmongers about the Green New Deal coming to take your airplanes and hamburgers. On the left, scarcity arguments can occasionally take on a Puritanical bent: the earth can only hold so many people, and so those of us on it need to forgo our earthly pleasures in service of planetary salvation. Economists translate this as a trade-off between ecological preservation and economic prosperity, wherein any efforts to curb those inherently valuable activities that produce emissions now represent a tax on the earnings of generations down the line.


There are things those of us living comfortably in the Global North have come to expect and that won’t have a place in a sustainable future: Amazon Prime’s two-hour delivery, perhaps, or lawns in desert suburbs and diets rich in factory-farmed meats. Still, it’s worth asking who today is really prospering, even just in the US. Between 1973 and 2013, productivity rose by 74 percent as wages stayed roughly flat.33 A staggering racial wealth gap means that the typical Black household owns just ten cents for every dollar owned by whites.34 The annual incomes of the top 0.01 percent have grown by 343.2 percent since 1979. And all this has happened as greenhouse gases have been poured into the atmosphere with abandon. Whatever this economy and its prolific carbon emissions are making, it is not a more prosperous life for most people.


The most meaningful trade-offs for building a low-carbon future, I’d wager, aren’t the ones economists generally have in mind. The business model of the fossil fuel industry can’t continue to exist in one that’s tackling the climate challenge head-on. A world where Jeff Bezos can accumulate $13 billion in a single day isn’t one that’s compatible with valuing the work of teachers, nurses, and other essential, low-carbon workers. A US attempt to jingoistically dominate clean energy export markets and have its companies hoard intellectual property isn’t consistent with a rapid global energy transition. The economists might also do well to remember the risks of failing to mitigate emissions, the real costs of which could easily creep into the range of hundreds of trillions of dollars. The climate debate is less an issue of how to distribute the planet’s scarce resources and more of how to share its abundance more equitably. That also means reassessing what sorts of activities are really valuable in a just and sustainable society. We, broadly speaking, can have nice things—including a habitable planet.


I use the word we here and in the subtitle of this book advisedly. We did not somehow land ourselves in this mess: they did, though its effects are distributed unevenly. As dirty a word as populism has become, a low-carbon populism—defining an encompassing we to go up against the polluting elites—may be our best shot at a decent future. One of the scarier concepts in the science of global warming has to do with feedback loops: disasters that feed on and exacerbate one another, like California’s wildfires in 2020 unleashing thirty million more tons of carbon dioxide that year than the state’s power sector.35 We can harness a different kind of feedback loop: by prioritizing climate policies that make people’s lives better in the short run and grow the power of democratic institutions like labor unions, a Green New Deal can swell the multiracial, working-class coalition invested in designing and fighting to expand those programs as they scale back emissions and build up a fairer, cleaner economy. And it can create durable electoral majorities that ensure those changes stick for decades to come.


What critics of the Green New Deal have tended to miss is that its policy ambitions are one and the same with its political strategy. It’s an opportunity to plan out a vision for a future that isn’t either some parched Mad Max–style dystopia or a techno-optimist fantasy, where fleets of Tesla EVs ferry between sprawling single-family suburban smart homes. A Green New Deal won’t stop climate change; at this point, nothing can. Yet even as those effects of the climate crisis already coming our way play out, a low-carbon future can be a more leisurely, abundant, and democratic one. Shorter workweeks can make more time for trips on electrified trains to beaches along remediated coastlines, spent sipping wine grown by vintners paid to sequester carbon. Those transitioning from work in carbon-intensive sectors like coal or oil can take advantage of free college and five years of guaranteed wages to retrain in a new field, or make just as much as they were plugging up orphaned wells, reclaiming abandoned mines for nature preserves, or weatherizing old housing stock. Single-payer health care and full employment can give workers the freedom to leave jobs and bosses they don’t like and participate in the energy transition, whether as a solar engineer or a preschool teacher or a playwright, one of the many living wage, low-carbon jobs on offer through a federal job guarantee. Instead of new prisons, the government will invest in millions of new units of energy efficient schools and affordable housing in cities, suburbs, and rural areas.


As they trend away from old-school denial, right-wing politicians are likely to keep making their favorite jabs: that Democrats’ climate policies are an unwieldy lefty wish list and a Trojan horse for big entitlement programs. Why not give them and their fossil fuel industry donors something worth being scared of?
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CHAPTER 1



CLIMATE DENIAL IS DEAD



STANDING BEFORE THE hundred and fifty-odd people gathered in a Dusseldorf hotel conference room on a November afternoon in 2017, Wolfgang Müller, the general secretary of the European Institute for Climate and Energy, asked attendees to return from lunch a few minutes early so they could take a group photo. About one hundred of them did. As they gathered to take the shot, Müller walked around, distributing stemware and pouring champagne. On camera, they toasted: “To Donald Trump pulling out of the Paris Agreement!”


They clinked their glasses at the 11th annual International Conference on Climate Change, cohosted by the Müller’s organization (EIKE, in the German abbreviation), the Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI, an American outfit), and a handful of smaller groups of self-identified climate skeptics. Billed as a contra-COP23, it was about an hour’s train ride from the twenty-third annual Conference of the Parties (COP23) of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Bonn, the first such gathering since Donald Trump took office and pledged to pull out of the Paris Agreement the preceding summer.


There’s more than one way to be a climate denier, and just about every kind was floating around Western Germany that November. Müller and company fit the stereotype: cranks poking holes in the scientific consensus, railing against the pointy-headed academics—often, though not in Müller’s case, with generous industry funding. His kind are a dying breed. Explaining that EIKE couldn’t provide translation into languages other than English and German, Müller quipped that “the check from ExxonMobil keeps getting lost in the mail.”


It’s easy to see why EIKE sits on the margins. In one presentation, a historical building preservationist argued that medieval construction—castles with two-foot-thick stone walls—was better suited to insulate heat than Germany’s apparently tyrannical energy efficiency standards, in a talk that included an extended, only half-joking anecdote involving sex and boar skins. A session on renewables pleaded sympathy for wildlife; literature handed out by the earnest young Swiss presenter featured a picture of a dead bird at the foot of a wind turbine. The sole caption, in German, asks: “Bird shredder?”


It’s all pretty pathetic. The US is one of the few countries on earth where climate deniers making similar claims have enjoyed access to the reins of power. Given its status as the world’s largest economy and its second-largest polluter, that’s not something to be taken lightly. Former EPA administrators, including Christie Todd Whitman and Gina McCarthy, estimate that the damage wrought by their Trump-era successors could take three decades to repair.1 Clearing the way for new fossil fuel exploration and infrastructure was a key priority for the Trump administration, serving not just to legitimize the kinds of climate denial that had been on the outs before him but also to lock in toxic coal, oil, and gas projects and—via regulatory rollbacks—make them tougher to shutter down the road.


Yet an hour’s train ride from the EIKE confab, at a sprawling UN campus along the Rhine River, was a preview for the kinds of climate politics that could soon dominate in the US. Unfortunately for the rest of us, they are only marginally more in touch with scientific reality than our German revelers.


The EIKE diehards’ conclusions may not be empirically grounded, but they go down easy: relax, everything will be OK. Another version of that message was being marketed across COP23. As climate scientists called for a dramatic transformation of the world’s economy, a different set of deniers started to coalesce around plans to tackle the climate crisis that acknowledge its urgency but concretely offer only market tweaks, technological quick fixes, and hopeful messaging as an alternative. These plans, in other words, may well still not avert disaster. Unlike Müller, these softer deniers have been at the center of the climate policymaking debates the world over. Exhibition halls at COP23 in 2017, as in the years before and since, were dotted with stalls sponsored by fossil fuel companies proselytizing carbon capture and storage technology; international investment banks eager to discuss the central role of private finance in driving the new green revolution; and polluter-backed researchers exploring the necessity of spraying particulates into the air to block out the sun.


That climate change exists, is man-made, and presents one of humanity’s most pressing challenges is common wisdom for the attendees of UNFCCC talks, including some of the world’s most right-wing heads of state. The relevant question for them isn’t whether the earth is heating up but what we intend to do about it: to reduce emissions domestically, push other countries to do so, close off borders to climate migrants, or some combination of all three. That’s a radically different conversation about climate change than the one that’s been going on in the United States for most of my lifetime and an approach only just starting to creep into the national debate. Here, decades of propaganda from the fossil fuel industry and the think tanks they support have forced the debate to orbit around whether there’s a problem at all, prying open the Overton window of acceptable policies to accommodate conspiracy theorists and Nobel Prize winners alike.


As Naomi Oreskes and Eric Conway document in Merchants of Doubt, there were several staging grounds that built the playbook for climate denial in the US: defending cigarettes, acid rain, and more against regulation. Many of the scientists recruited by industry to be early soldiers in these fights started their careers researching weapons technology for the Pentagon, meant to keep the world safe from the Soviet Union. “When the Cold War ended,” Oreskes and Conway write, “these men looked for a new great threat. They found it in environmentalism.”2 That their funders in organizations like the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) and the Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI) did too isn’t incidental. As Naomi Klein has noted, these free-market propagandists rightly saw in the climate crisis a problem that could only be dealt with through the sorts of big government interventions they hated most.3 Republican congressman Tom McClintock summarized the sentiment during his keynote address to the Heartland Institute’s 2019 conference: “If the earth truly hangs in the balance, well then no measure is too extreme. No cost is too great. No governmental excess is too oppressive to enact their agenda,” he told the crowd. “How much of a sacrifice is it if the alternative is a dead planet?”


In what Klein has called an “epic case of bad timing,” public awareness about climate change coincided with the zenith of a wide-ranging political project known as neoliberalism, which lays out an often loosely defined set of rules for and beliefs about how capitalist economies should function.4 The advocates who spearheaded the neoliberal revolution on either side of the Atlantic Ocean after the oil and inflation crises of the 1970s—familiar names include Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek—didn’t sell lower corporate tax rates or rollbacks of labor protections on their own merits; they sold freedom and small, responsible government, realized through markets. In this country, American business leaders offered sage guidance and cold hard cash, eager, with a little coaxing, to get behind a program that was looking out for their profits. Rather than seeking a wholesale scale back of government, neoliberalism’s various strains coalesced around theories of state design, seeking to deploy laws and supranational institutions like the World Trade Organization in closing markets off from alleged threats—including and often democracy.5 Central to the success of that project was breaking the power of unions, whose national policy priorities and power in the workplace posed a threat to unmitigated corporate profits. In the US, antidemocratic militants were especially aggrieved by the claims of nonwhite people to ballots and public budgets, fearing that a majoritarian democracy might vote to distribute the hoarded wealth of white plutocrats to multiracial masses. To get the word out about such dangers, neoliberal stalwarts in the US took over economics departments at places like the University of Chicago and George Mason University, convened closed-door confabs, built institutions like AEI, CEI, and the Heritage Foundation, and participated in global forums like those hosted by the Mont Pèlerin Society, an international organization of neoliberal thinkers founded in 1947. They cultivated promising talent for higher office, including Barry Goldwater and Ronald Reagan; wrote and published books, like The Limits of Liberty and The Road to Serfdom; and founded magazines and radio shows, like National Review and The Manion Forum, aimed at spreading the gospel.


Fossil fuel fortunes, in particular, would be generous backers of these policy entrepreneurs. Young, fiercely ideological, and newly at the helm of his family’s fossil fuel empire, Charles Koch took a particular liking to James M. Buchanan, whose public choice theory—as described in rich detail by Nancy MacLean’s Democracy in Chains—offered a sort of cleaned-up continuity with the racist John Birch Society conspiracy theories his father had imbued in him from a young age. One of the earliest fights Buchanan took on from his post at UVA’s Thomas Jefferson Center in Charlottesville was against the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education. He hoped to preserve the apartheid order of the Old South against the prospect of integration and the slippery slope it presented to a multiracial democracy—and he’d dismantle the state’s system of public education in order to do so. Destroying such a cornerstone public good was more than a means to an end, though. For Buchanan, MacLean writes, “venal self-interest was at the core of human motivation.” Public choice theory took the ensuing position that a government run democratically by more humans could only hope to reflect the venal self-interest of the politicians they put in charge to—as he saw it—provide for voters so as to win reelection. “Why,” Buchanan wondered in The Limits of Liberty, “must the rich be made to suffer?” He asked what set “simple majority voting” that might raise taxes on wealthy men apart from “the thug who takes his wallet in Central Park?”6 Democracy, in his estimation, bore a fatal flaw: “How can the rich man (or the libertarian philosopher) expect the poor man to accept any new constitutional order that severely restricts the scope for fiscal transfers among groups?” To adequately safeguard property rights, he argued, there needed to be a “generalized rewriting of the social contract,” keeping the few in charge at the expense of the many.


Whereas Koch considered the likes of Milton Friedman and Alan Greenspan “sellouts,” Buchanan—a fellow member of the Mont Pèlerin Society—was a true believer. They would join forces sometime after the latter’s failed crusade against Brown v. Board of Education and pursue similar ventures that ranged from school privatization to climate denial, which Koch’s Cato Institute would play a foundational role in seeding.7 Other Koch-sprouted outfits—including the American Legislative Exchange Council, State Policy Network, and Americans for Prosperity—would work diligently in the decades to come, turning Charles Koch’s most hard-line dreams of market supremacy and minority rule into reality.


Beyond enthusiastic efforts by the US Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufacturers to spread doubt about the existence and causes of global warming, the Olin Foundation—seeded by a chemical and munitions fortune—was instrumental through the 1970s and ’80s in spreading a like-minded law and economics movement, “an intellectual enterprise that approached law using the tools of neoclassical economics.”8 As legal scholars Jedediah Britton-Purdy, David Singh Grewal, Amy Kapczynski, and Sabeel Rahman write, law and economics “simultaneously recognizes and embraces the fact that law makes markets, while demanding that the satisfaction of markets becomes the aim of politics,” at the exclusion of, say, environmental protections. Neither this ecosystem of right-wing of thinkers, think tanks, and academic departments that took root after the New Deal nor their funders were a monolith, but in the US especially, they pushed forward a few core ideas. If they didn’t oppose democracy on philosophical principle, they certainly opposed the version of it in which the civil rights movement expanded the electorate and the environmental movement demanded more safeguards against polluters’ economic liberty. An insurgent right created institutions to do battle with both and more at every level imaginable. In many cases, the bodies that translated white reaction into public policy were those that most aggressively pushed a neoliberal agenda and climate denial. Frequently, it has been difficult to draw clear lines between those projects, helmed as they were by the same institutions and even the same people.


When it came to climate denial, the right’s media strategy was especially effective. That the cranks and credentialed scientists spent years cohabitating on the same cable news panels meant that the climate debate has played out on deniers’ terms. And once broad swaths of the American public had become convinced that market forces are society’s best problem solvers while state action is an only occasionally necessary evil, any discussion of reasonable, large-scale climate solutions—stringent regulation, massive public investment, an economy planned around reducing emissions—was off the table. As the US political landscape shifted more dramatically to the right once Reagan took office, these two phenomena produced a parade of utopian market-based solutions for everything from health care to climate policy, dreamed up by the likes of Milton Friedman and eventually embraced by left and right alike. In the climate debate, neoliberals have successfully insisted that the fossil fuel industry is a good-faith partner in policy formation rather than an actor who must be brought to heel. The same disinformation campaigners that created a debate over the reality of climate change have hedged their bets and have now staked a claim to solving a problem they tried to convince the world didn’t exist.


In the spring of 2018, Royal Dutch Shell—Europe’s biggest oil company—released a pathway to meeting the low-bar commitment laid out in the Paris Agreement to cap warming at 2 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels. The plan, to reach net-zero emissions by 2070, is by most accounts hugely ambitious. It’s also premised on two big fantasies: that fossil fuel production and consumption can continue at roughly similar levels for the next several decades and that at some point between now and then we will have figured out how to suck massive amounts of carbon from the atmosphere with so-called negative emissions technologies, which remain unproven and uneconomical at scale after decades and billions of dollars in research investments.


The wishful thinking baked into Shell’s decarbonization scenarios, though, also plagues the research compiled by the UN’s IPCC, where the “least-cost” pathways to decarbonization are also those anointed to keep warming below catastrophic levels. It’s an admittedly tough line to walk between the right’s decades of attacks on scientific authority and the reality that scientific knowledge is itself the product of heated debates and rigorous process—all of which is vulnerable to being taken out of context by bad-faith actors. I appeal on occasion in this book to scientific research and also recognize that climate scientists can agree with one another about the broad strokes of a problem—for instance, the existence of climate change and the urgency of decarbonization—while disagreeing about which particular policy prescriptions work best, for reasons that may or may not directly relate to their academic research. Scientists are humans, and like all fields, the various disciplines included under the broad umbrella of climate science have their own internal politics and microdynamics that naturally find their way into bodies like the IPCC, shaped as they are by the political debates playing out around them. It’s my view that climate science helps to define the boundaries within which policy should happen, but that policy will necessarily be the product of political choices and democratic processes that look to meet any number of other criteria. Political scientists, sociologists, historians, economists, and members of other academic disciplines have a lot to offer those conversations, as do grassroots organizers, storytellers, investigative journalists, and the many other experts on various subjects who devote their lives to understanding this vast problem.


The fossil fuel industry, I argue, can only play a destructive role in the climate policymaking process—and are actively angling for it to be a major one. A study by the London-based watchdog InfluenceMap found the world’s five largest oil companies have spent $1 billion rebranding themselves as “green” since the Paris Agreement, all the while pushing aggressively to access new supplies of oil and undermine climate rules and regulations at various levels of government.9 Shell alone has sent 111 representatives to UN climate talks in the last several years, where there is still no formal conflict of interest policy.


As carbon-guzzling multinational corporations stand ready to play hardball, the debate over what to do about climate change is much harder to win than the one over whether it’s happening. Major polluters, keen to have that climate debate play out on their terms, are coming to the table at international climate talks with ready-made plans. Forty years into the neoliberals’ long march through our institutions, even well-intentioned policymakers have had trouble coming up with alternatives. With precious few years left to course-correct away from catastrophe, political theorist Fredric Jameson’s most famous, probably apocryphal quote has taken on a more literal meaning: “It’s easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism.”


TITANS OF INDUSTRY are nothing if not good materialists, ready to adapt when they sense a change in the political weather. That they’re now changing their tune on climate is also why the likes of EIKE are starting to seem more like living anachronisms on the world stage. Perhaps more than anywhere else, the vein of outright climate denial on display in Dusseldorf that winter has long been a marginal force in Germany. While hardly without its flaws, that country’s state-led Energiewende, or energy transition, has been lauded as a model for other industrialized countries looking to get off fossil fuels. As of 2020, they had passed a rule to entirely phase out coal production by 2038. It’s all part of a larger plan for the country to reduce its carbon emissions by 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020, even if that is a goal it will almost certainly miss. The tenor around warming is different in Germany, where even conservative political parties don’t tend to question either the existence of climate change or the fact that something needs to be done about it. Among EIKE’s biggest concerns is what they see as a blackout in the German media around climate skeptic points of view. “They act as if we don’t exist,” Müller lamented. The notable exception to Germany’s climate groupthink—and a rare friend to EIKE’s top brass—is Alternative for Deutschland (AfD), the upstart far-right party that, as of my writing, remains the biggest opposition party in the Bundestag, Germany’s national parliament. Founded in 2013 by a handful of academic economists, the AfD rose to prominence and electoral success largely by filling the gap in right and center-right politics created by German chancellor Angela Merkel and her ruling coalition’s drift leftward on issues such as immigration, LGBTQ rights, and climate change. “Carbon dioxide… is not a harmful substance but part and parcel of life,” the AfD manifesto asserts, before laying out a handful of common denier talking points. “The IPCC and the German government,” the party contends, “conveniently omit the positive influence of CO2 on plant growth and world nutrition. The more CO2 there is in the air, the more plant growth will be.”10


The AfD’s ascendance coincided with the revival of France’s National Rally, the nationalist Austrian Freedom Party’s short-lived entry into a governing coalition, Viktor Orbán’s Nazi-curious prime ministership in Hungary, and Poland’s ruling Law and Order Party, as well as right-wing strongmen outside the European Union like Jair Bolsonaro, Vladimir Putin, Rodrigo Duterte, and Narendra Modi. For most of these parties, the climate crisis has been an afterthought. Rather than denying global warming outright, they filter their response to it through their other reigning beliefs. Similarly, in the US, climate denial is at this point much less central to the right’s agenda than its racism and xenophobia. But climate denial is still nonetheless at home in the Republican coalition, where its conspiratorial mind-set fits neatly alongside John Birchers and QAnon rantings about child sex trafficking rings. An American keynote speaker at the EIKE conference, Mark Morano, made headlines at COP22 in Morocco for walking around the convention center in a Make America Great Again hat.


While Morano didn’t have the ear of the Trump administration, so far as we know, plenty of people saying similar things certainly did. Climate skepticism under Trump was the ruling party line in the US, aped by congresspeople and the heads of key regulatory agencies. The director of CEI’s Center for Energy and Environment, Myron Ebell, was tapped by Trump to head the transition effort at the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). William Happer—a physicist who got his start in denial casting doubt on the ozone layer in the 1990s—briefly served as Trump’s senior director on the National Security Council. Trump’s EPA and Department of Interior have opened the door to extraction and rolled back regulations on mining and drilling at breakneck speed, fulfilling in a matter of months many of the priorities industry groups have advocated for years. HuffPost’s Alexander Kaufman reported that top Interior officials cited the work of prominent deniers in official communiques.11 Beyond chiding Obama’s supposed “war on coal,” Trump himself has been known to flirt with denialist talking points. Visiting California amid the West Coast’s destructive 2020 wildfire season, he said it’s “going to get cooler,” when presented with evidence about the links between the blazes and rising temperatures. When a state official disagreed, he said, “I don’t think science knows, actually.”


In the middle of what would seem to be an organizational high point, the vibe at the Heartland Institute’s 2019 conference—held, symbolically, in the gaudy ballroom of Washington’s Trump Hotel—wasn’t much more optimistic than the one at EIKE’s conference in Dusseldorf. The median age of the crowd at each was about sixty-five, though a few young staffers dutifully manned information desks. It’s hard at places like the EIKE and Heartland Institute conferences to feel like these shrinking groups of old men are much of a threat, commanding smaller audiences than when cable news networks regularly trotted them out to give contrarian takes on global warming. Previous conferences had brought in senators helming powerful committees. This year’s big draw was Tom McClintock, a House backbencher. Before it was postponed by COVID-19, the 2020 Heartland lineup didn’t feature any sitting politicians to speak of. With beleaguered funding and clout, what’s driving deniers now is a variation on what’s driving their opponents: preserving their way of life. The denier network has become a kind of community for people shocked at the possibility of a threat so big it might threaten even them, and for the network’s funders, it provides a way for aging cranks to pay the bills. Some believe what they’re saying, and some don’t, and there’s no point trying to find any coherence in it. What they all firmly believe, though, is that—whether from climate “alarmists” or #MeToo or the Black Lives Matter movement—the world they have known is under attack. For this one day, the Trump International Hotel is their safe space, a category that, for them and few others, used to envelop most of the country and, thanks to various colonial adventures, the world.


I asked Pat Michaels, a conference circuit veteran who had just been ousted by the Cato Institute and one of the few credentialed climatologists in the bunch, whether the age of the crowd made him worried that there wasn’t much fresh blood being injected into the so-called climate realist movement. Puffing out his chest a bit, Michaels made a point of informing me that he “hangs out with quite a few young people” because “my wife is quite a bit younger than me.” And yes, he conceded, there is a generational difference when it comes to climate. But the moment we’re in is unique since the earth, as opposed to a decade ago, is actually warming. A little. But, he insisted, it won’t last! Once we’re through with this particular and very normal cyclical variation in temperatures, everyone will calm down, and he and his friends will be vindicated by the truth. Like the tobacco industry’s manufactured insistence that the link between smoking and cancer is spurious—a crusade Michaels joined in on—the main function of climate denial has never been to convince the public of any particular point of view, just to cast doubt on reality, positioning the deniers as brave truthtellers willing to buck dogma.12


By the time we spoke, Michaels had spent decades going against the grain of established science. In doing so, he was nurtured by the same institutions that had sponsored other reactionary ideas. It was in his capacity as a professor at the University of Virginia—where he taught environmental studies for nearly thirty years—that he attended a 1991 Cato Institute conference entitled Global Environmental Crises: Science or Politics?, one of many such events to follow. In a 2013 blog post railing against public funding for scientific research, Michaels lamented that Buchanan had been too optimistic in seeing science as insulated from the same public sector rot that had infected other knowledge fields. “In reality, public choice influences on science are pervasive and enforced through the massive and entrenched bureaucracies of higher education,” Michaels countered.


While Buchanan’s minoritarian ideas have flourished these last few years, Michaels and his cohorts’ contrarian science has withered in the public eye. Partway through our conversation, we got interrupted as an old buddy of Michaels’s walked up and started to chat, reminiscing about old times. Until 2015, Fred Palmer, now in his late seventies, had served as the senior vice president of Government Relations at Peabody Energy and before that in various other positions at coal industry lobby groups and trade associations, following a stint in government. As we spoke, he lit up describing a new project of his that he called “propeople, proenvironment, pro-CO2.” It’s not all coming up roses, though. “My frustration level has been very high, seeing everybody in the industry just pull back,” he told Michaels. “People have gone to ground because of the stigma associated with resisting,” referring to climate science. “It’s finished.” When I asked Palmer to explain, he paraphrased his former colleagues in the coal industry: “While we’re not going to get out of the fossil fuel business, we’re just going to be invisible. And we will make do with what we can and try to get things put in place that are good for us in the meantime and let this pass, or not. But not be activist against it.” Funds that once flowed to denier groups from the fossil fuel interests, including coal companies, have dried up, he said.13


Circa 2010, Michaels estimated that roughly 40 percent of his funding came from the oil industry.14 By 2015, the George C. Marshall Institute—a legacy denier think tank whose papers George W. Bush’s administration used to justify more lax climate policies—folded into the Center for Strategic and International Studies, which still collects generous checks from the oil industry but has gotten out of the denial business. “You can forget about asking money from Exxon; they send all their money to Stanford [University] or to Princeton [University] for greenwashing,” Happer, former chair of the Marshall Institute’s board, told E&E News when asked about the merger.15


“Coal has pulled back,” Palmer said. “Coal now talks about ‘reducing our emissions,’” through methods like carbon capture and storage or sequestration. “But the game has changed… You cannot find any public advocacy on behalf of coal like you used to. I was at Peabody… I haven’t changed. I happen to think more CO2 in the air is good and not bad. You cannot find one executive at a coal company that will say that.” Asked how all this has impacted his work, Palmer was circumspect. “Well, we’re still here. But the funding… you’ve got to be more clever in terms of hustling,” adding that he hoped to raise money for his new venture through crowdfunding and Facebook.


Stephen Milloy—a blogger at JunkScience.com and another member of the small crew that frequents these gatherings—voiced similar gripes to me about oil funding drying up, railing against ExxonMobil for having abandoned the fight when it stopped funding Heartland more than a decade ago.16 This set apparently couldn’t count on the White House, either. Happer ended up leaving the National Security Council about a year after taking his post, reportedly facing internal dissent over his attempts to conduct an “adversarial” review of climate science, in which he has no formal training.17 Onstage, Ebell fretted that their side was losing the battle inside the administration. Trump’s inner circle was allegedly full of people who are “squishy” on climate questions.18


In the months after the conference, things got even more dire for Heartland. Though the dark money group Donors Trust stepped in with support for denier groups after polluting industries began to walk away, Heartland in March 2020 laid off several staff as part of a “reorganization.” The shedding followed both the loss of funds and repeated sexual harassment scandals involving senior staff. As one longtime staffer put it bluntly in a leaked text message, “Heartland is broke.” The smart money on climate denial has moved on.


THOUGH THE DENIERS are struggling, their footprint lives on. Among the most pernicious effects of just how toxic the climate debate in the US has become is the dangerously low bar it has set for what constitutes progress. Simply believing well-established science has been enough for Republicans to garner breathless news coverage, and a steady trickle of them have started talking in word salads about innovation and tree planting. Notorious GOP pollster and strategist Frank Luntz—who helped the Koch brothers build their fossil fuel empire and counseled George W. Bush’s administration to rebrand global warming as climate change—issued a mea culpa in the summer of 2019, stating that “I was wrong” and pointing to rising support among young Republicans for something called climate action.19 “That was a lifetime ago,” he pleaded. “I’ve changed.” Mitch McConnell has said bravely that he does “believe in human-caused climate change,” and a trickle of Republican-sponsored bills addressing climate change has appeared, attempting to stake out some ground. Congressman Matt Gaetz—who at one point called to dismantle the EPA—put out the vague Green Real Deal in 2019, aimed at creating “market-driven clean energy solutions.”20


If the fossil fuel industry’s recent history offers any indication, Republican climate plans will become more common in the coming years, not less, as Republicans look to distance themselves from the old-school denialism quickly falling out of fashion and follow the lead of corporate donors, who recognize the need to say the right things about climate change to investors and voters increasingly alarmed about the risks of rising temperatures. Economic historian Philip Mirowski, whose work has focused on the network and institutions he calls the neoliberal thought collective (NTC), suspects that conventional denialism has always been more of a useful distraction than a belief system for the right. “I don’t think most of these people really believe in denialism,” Mirowski told me. “The left can feel all noble fighting them because they’re fighting ignorance. But I think denial is just a feint to absorb all that energy while they push forward the stuff they really believe.” He suggests climate denial is—more than anything—a short-term strategy to buy time while industry-aligned lawmakers and think tanks work out a longer-term plan. Fossil fuel companies’ performative shift toward caring about the climate would seem to bear out his theory.


The climate crisis wouldn’t be the first blow the NTC has improbably weathered. Mirowski’s book, Never Let a Serious Crisis Go to Waste, tracks the rise of neoliberalism and how its biggest ideas—the primacy of the market and the veiled but active role of the state—survived what should by all accounts have proven its death knell: the 2008 financial crisis. Mirowski argues that what made neoliberal doctrines so resilient was the ideology’s decades-long project of institution building and eventually statecraft, bit by bit shifting the terms of economic common sense. Though it is the water economics departments and public policy debates swim in today, so-called free-market ideas were once fringe, supported by a minority of economists when men like Friedman and Hayek first started trying to spread their doctrine via the Mont Pèlerin Society, comprised of economists, philosophers, and scientists. Drowned out by the Keynesian post–World War II consensus, they and their collaborators around the world began developing new ideas, and working through internal ideological divisions and developing what would become a multifaceted worldview, to be unveiled on the world stage by—among others—the administrations of Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Reagan in the US. All those decades of work paid off. As Reagan settled into the Oval Office in 1980, he handed every member of his prospective cabinet a copy of a 1,100-page Heritage Foundation document that detailed some two thousand conservative policy priorities. The document, which would later be published as the Mandate for Leadership series, served as the cornerstone of right-wing leadership; in his first year alone, Reagan would take up nearly two-thirds of its proposals.


“One of the reasons that the neoliberals have come to triumph over all their ideological rivals in recent decades is that they have managed to venture beyond any simplistic notion of a single ‘fix’ for any given problem,” Mirowski writes, “but always strive instead to invent and deploy a broad spectrum of different policies,” argued for and rolled out by a revolving door of industry groups, think tanks, and lawmakers.”21 Neoliberals have always operated within a world of contradictions, arguing in public that the market offers freedom and that it needs to be insulated from democracy; painting the market as a natural part of human existence while pushing to pass policies that keep it functional. Just like climate denial, there are some dupes who truly believe in laissez faire and the invisible hand, but the real movers and shakers have always been more pragmatic than dogmatic.


The Cato Institute, Heritage Foundation, and AEI have all, at one point or another, held strong ties to NTC members and accepted vast sums of money from the coal, oil, and gas industries to curry favor for proextraction policies. Several of those same organizations, however, also devote resources to drafting climate policy, including some—carbon taxes, carbon trading markets, and carbon capture and storage—that have been championed by progressive Democrats. The AEI regularly publishes papers fleshing out plans for levying fees on pollution, even while its staff attend Heartland Institute gatherings.22


Politically savvy oil companies have done the same. Like Shell, most multinational petrol firms have dropped old-school denialism altogether. Even the US-based producers that have tended to have less progressive messaging on the climate have changed their tune. ExxonMobil has for years factored some level of carbon pricing into its long-term projections and in recent years has been vocal about its support for such a policy. In the lead-up to the Paris climate talks in 2015—the ones that resulted in the Paris Climate Agreement—BP, Eni, Royal Dutch Shell, Statoil, and Total all called on the UNFCCC and world governments to adopt a carbon-pricing scheme, the shortcomings of which will be explored in depth in the chapters to come. The American Petroleum Institute (API), the lobbying arm of the oil and gas industry, followed suit. In line with API member oil and gas companies, the group’s president and CEO, Jack Gerard, in 2015 invited world leaders to develop a “market-driven blueprint that achieves emissions reductions without sacrificing jobs, economic growth and energy production.”23 Since then, API has created a Climate Change Task Force. European oil producers, especially, have gone so far as to talk about the need for an energy transition—however far off. If they’re listening to their donors, savvy Republicans aren’t likely to keep bucking their fossil fuel industry donors by spouting outright denial for too much longer. Before long, more of them will start writing climate policy.


If carbon-pricing and trading schemes really are part of neoliberals’ medium-term plan for pretending to address climate change, progressive lawmakers have been more than happy to play along. Former California governor Jerry Brown spent much of his time at COP23 championing his state’s freshly renewed cap-and-trade program—drafted in part by the state’s oil and gas lobby—as a model for state-level action in the Trump era, despite what many experts have described as its negligible role in reducing the state’s emissions relative to standards and regulations.24 A carbon tax proposal first introduced by climate hawks Democrat Senators Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island and Brian Schatz of Hawaii in 2017 mirrored several conservative proposals for the same thing, citing as a positive its similarity to a plan endorsed by ExxonMobil and former Bush and Reagan cabinet members. Fittingly, it was unveiled at the AEI’s headquarters in Washington, DC. Even within UNFCCC processes, talk of market-based solutions to climate change—unleashing private financing for renewables, letting the market itself phase out carbon-intensive coal plants, rolling out emissions trading schemes—is now dominant, with a growing buzz around prospects for carbon removal schemes and geoengineering.25


Lawmakers’ imaginations aren’t only constrained when it comes to reducing emissions. For about as long as I’ve been alive, a belief that markets composed of rational actors are the best tool for solving the world’s most pressing issues has been at the heart of Democratic and Republican agendas. Big government spending packages on infrastructure and entitlements and stringent industry regulation were, until fairly recently, standard operating procedures for Western politicians across the political spectrum. But if, per Thatcher, there is “no such thing as society,” then what obligation could the government possibly have to it and its myriad problems? Perhaps the most serious constraint on ambitious government action has been fearmongering about the size of the federal deficit. Although it’d be virtually impossible for the US government to default, the right has cast big spending programs as an intolerable burden on future generations, despite its presidents’ penchants for driving up big deficits while in power through both wars, tax breaks for the wealthy and corporations, and the realization that big budget items like Social Security are actually popular. As with climate denial, trying to find any coherence in deficit hawk rhetoric is a fool’s errand.


Though it sprouted on the right, Republicans and Democrats alike echoed these sentiments during tense budget debates in the nineties, when Luntz advised lawmakers to evoke images of “parents sitting around the kitchen table going over bills” in their efforts to curb spending.26 If hardworking Americans have to balance their budgets, after all, then why shouldn’t their government? Of course, Mom and Dad don’t have access to central bank monetary policymaking. That fact hasn’t stopped Democrats from adopting similarly wrongheaded lines about budgets. Before retaking the reins as Speaker, Nancy Pelosi wrote a so-called pay-go provision into the rules of the 116th Congress after Democrats retook the House in 2018, pledging a commitment to not enact policies that would add to the federal deficit. “We all have responsibility for reducing the debt for our children,” she had urged. “Democrats believe that you must pay as you go. Whatever you want to invest in, you must offset.”27


Neoliberalism’s best trick may not have been convincing a few useful idiots in high places that climate change isn’t a problem but convincing both sides of the political spectrum that an all-powerful market is the best way to deal with the crisis it created—and that a big, active government is bound to do more harm than good.


At a dinner party in 2002, Thatcher was allegedly asked by a guest what she saw as the greatest achievement of her political career. Her answer, an attendee of that event reported, was “Tony Blair and New Labour. We forced our opponents to change their minds.”28 Shortly before his election in 1997, Thatcher was similarly rosy about the future Labour leader’s prospects, saying the UK had “nothing to fear” from a Labour government ready to enforce spending cuts and mirror the Tories’ supply-side economics. By the early 2000s, Reagan’s mind had largely succumbed to Alzheimer’s. Had he been cogent, his answer to the same question might have been similar: Bill Clinton and the modern Democratic Party. That the same party is now tasked with decarbonizing the economy should make us all nervous.


THE CLIMATE CRISIS has come along at the worst possible moment: amid starved public spheres and anemic economic thinking in the Global North and an ascendant, xenophobic far-right. It would be naïve to blame global warming on neoliberalism, but still more so to say it hasn’t crippled our ability to deal with it in a way that’s anything other than dystopian.


The upside is that reasonable solutions to climate change lend themselves well to today’s populist times, and these kinds of redistributive policies could help stem the rise of the far-right. Transforming the electric grid, fortifying coastlines against sea-level rise, and manufacturing solar panels on a large scale could form the backbone of the biggest jobs program America has ever seen and set millions of people up with well-paid, fulfilling work. On the left and the right, populism is built on pitting us against them; climate change makes those sides all too clear, and they will only become clearer as storms and droughts continue to batter poor communities worst. That people like Michael Bloomberg were until recently some of the most visible faces of the climate fight—offering their own support for piecemeal market-based solutions—does little to diminish the idea that only elites have the luxury of caring about climate change. Billionaires jet-setting around to UN climate talks and the World Economic Forum make it almost too easy for right-wingers to call out their hypocrisy: Why do they get to travel the world while asking us to give up our jobs, vacations, and hamburgers?


The Sunrise Movement and politicians like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez have begun to articulate a kind of left populist climate politics here in the US, building largely on longtime demands from climate and environmental justice groups. They understand that the scale of changes climate science demands will require doing something the neoliberals early on recognized as crucial: taking state power, then using it to radically rethink the relationship between the state and the economy—in this case, toward building a more equitable, low-carbon world.


But the right has its own rising climate populism, pushed forward by fresher faces than the EIKE set. In the lead-up to the 2019 European elections, AfD leaders had doubled down on climate denial, mounting a bizarre campaign against Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg, who inspired the youth-led climate strikes that had helped turn the climate crisis into one of the election’s top issues.29 The party grew modestly, garnering 10.8 percent of the vote, but fared poorly compared to the Green Party’s surge to second place there with over 20 percent. In a furious open letter to party leadership, Young Alternative Berlin chair David Eckert urged higher-ups to “refrain from the difficult to understand statement that mankind does not influence the climate,” warning that the party risks losing touch with younger voters and that climate issues move “more people than we thought.”30 During the same election, France’s National Rally (Rassemblement National in French, or RN) took a different tack than AfD, unveiling a climate change policy platform in advance of the European election.31 “Borders are the environment’s greatest ally,” twenty-three-year-old RN spokesperson Jordan Bardella told a right-wing paper. “It is through them that we will save the planet.” Marine Le Pen herself has argued that concern for the climate is inherently nationalist. Those who are “nomadic,” she’s said, “do not care about the environment; they have no homeland.” In 2020, Austria’s right-wing People’s Party formed a coalition government with the country’s Greens.32 Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, a millennial, called their deal a “breakthrough,” boasting that it “is possible to slash taxes and make environment-friendly tax policies. It is possible to protect the environment and protect the borders.”33


This exclusionary logic has infected some center-left parties, too. In running against that country’s far-right People’s Party, Denmark’s Social Democrats adopted a kind of green-tinged xenophobia, promising a “sustainable future” alongside harsher immigration restrictions. Before taking office, charismatic forty-one-year-old party leader Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen embraced legislation hardening rules around the official “ghettos” housing predominantly Muslim migrants, including harsher sentencing for crimes committed within them.34 And she has linked her stance on migration explicitly to climate change: “Denmark and the world are facing a genuinely difficult situation. A new situation. Record numbers of refugees are on the move,” she wrote. “Climate change will force more people to relocate. And add to that the fact that the population of Africa is expected to double by about 2050.”35


If the end of climate denial and partisan polarization on climate sounds like welcome news, consider what might succeed it. There’s no reason to think a GOP shift on climate will cause it to abandon the party’s overarching commitments; it is simply more committed to white supremacy than it is to climate denial, and any postdenial turn can be expected to reflect that. Through travel bans and hardened borders ready to halt refugees fleeing heat, drought, and disaster, the GOP has already been writing big government climate policy. Should it start to openly embrace something like climate action, the party would almost certainly retain the racism and xenophobia that has animated it for decades.


Before exploring that possibility, though, it’s worth asking the question: As undesirable as a market-oriented, neoliberal climate agenda might be, could it actually get the job done and bring down emissions? There’s plenty not to like about the right-wing ideologues preaching market gospel, of course. Still, faced with an existential threat, the fact that there’s some plan on offer to bring down emissions is certainly better than nothing—even if it might leave the wrong people in charge. Having witnessed the Trump administration in action, it’s understandable for those rightly concerned about the future of life on earth to welcome any move away from denial in the United States as one in the right direction. Unfortunately, the climate policies on offer from a postdenial business-as-usual stance aren’t likely to leave the planet much better off.

















CHAPTER 2



LONG LIVE CLIMATE DENIAL!



There is no alternative.


—Herbert Spencer, apocryphally; Margaret Thatcher, popularly


There is basically no alternative to the market solution.


—William Nordhaus1


WHAT DOES A world warmed by 6 degrees Celsius look like?


Just 2 degrees of warming—the ambitious goal inscribed in the Paris Climate Agreement—could see hundreds of millions more people die of climate-related causes than in a world warmed by 1.5 degrees.2 Coastal cities and whole nations will be swallowed by rising oceans. Heat waves could make areas around the equator uninhabitable, as an estimated 400 million people live without regular access to water. Three degrees would bring six times as many wildfires to the United States than it currently experiences and droughts persistent enough to cripple the world’s food supply. Kevin Anderson, climate scientist and deputy director of the Tyndall Center for Climate Change Research, has called 4 degrees of warming “incompatible with an organized global community,” although the United Nations estimates that continuing on with business as usual will heat the earth by at least 4.5 degrees Celsius come 2100. The last time the earth warmed by 5 degrees was 252 million years ago, when a feedback loop of increasing carbon concentrations triggered a sudden burst of methane emissions and caused the fifth mass extinction. According to science writer Mark Lynas, in his 2007 book on the subject, 6 degrees of warming would see most of the earth’s surface become “functionally uninhabitable.… It’s pretty much the equivalent of a meteorite striking the planet, in terms of the overall impacts.”3


Economists tend to see things differently and in different terms altogether. As recently as 2017, Yale economist William Nordhaus’s widely used climate and economy model—detailing the effect of climate policies and impacts on GDP growth—predicted that “damages are 2.1% of global income at a 3 °C warming, and 8.5% of income at a 6 °C warming.” To put those numbers in perspective, GDP in the US fell 6.4 percent in 1931 and 12.9 percent in 1932. According to an earlier version of the same model, warming of 19 degrees Celsius would cut global GDP in half.4 There is no life in a world warmed by 19 degrees Celsius, though perhaps the few remaining phytoplankton will continue compiling our national accounts.


Widely credited with having created the 2 degree target, Nordhaus now contends that a more optimal level of warming sits somewhere around 3.5 degrees, to be achieved through a $35 per ton price on carbon dioxide that nudges polluters and consumers toward lower carbon behaviors. Unveiling its report on what it would take to cap warming at 1.5 degrees in October 2018, the IPCC suggested a carbon price between $135 and $6,005 per ton by 2030.5 During a press conference about the report in South Korea, its lead authors laughed at one reporter’s question about whether a carbon tax alone would be enough to stay within the 1.5 degree threshold.6


The next day, William Nordhaus won the Nobel Prize in economics. Most economists don’t deny that climate change exists or that humans are causing it. That doesn’t make recommendations like Nordhaus’s any more reassuring. Sadly, they’ve been empowered to make an outsized share of the decisions about how to deal with it.


THAT NORDHAUS AND his ilk are neither on the dole of the fossil fuel industry nor committed right-wing ideologues shows the success of the decades-long project to see all problems through the eyes of the market. Accordingly, their red line vis-à-vis climate policy isn’t a certain amount of death or destruction wrought by rising temperatures. It’s a slowdown in GDP growth.


Why is that number so all important to economists and just about every policymaker on earth? Until fairly recently, they turned to more intuitive metrics like unemployment to judge the health of the economy. But when the mobilization around World War II looked to churn out bullets and clothes to arm soldiers, the focus of national accounts shifted from measures of well-being to measures of productivity. And the new array of economic data spawned by wartime planning efforts helped create what we today know as an indicator called gross domestic product (GDP): household consumption plus business investment, government spending and imports minus exports, with the value of each reflected by prices.7 Something without a price has no value, and the price of something reflects its value, as well as whether it gets included in national accounts.


Until the 1970s, the GDP more or less reflected the flow of real goods and services. As the financial sector grew in the 1970s alongside deregulation, this extraordinarily rapid growth of new economic activity—previously considered unproductive, intermediary transactions—wasn’t being reflected in national accounts. Then, almost overnight, it was. Now, the rest of the economy had to keep pace. Unlike in the financial sector, which profited off ceiling-less fees tacked onto various banking activities, the exponential growth of the real economy was premised on using real resources like coal, food, and steel. Ecological economists like Herman Daly suggested there might be less destructive goals to chase than exponential growth, but they were outliers in their field. Those in the profession’s mainstream cast these notes of caution as misguided Malthusianism. The idea of boundless growth and resource use meshed well, after all, with much older ideas in the West about nature as an external force to be mastered and exploited rather than the foundation on which all life depends. Even those neoclassical economists who bothered to think about climate change (there weren’t many of them) saw exponential GDP growth as an engine of emissions reduction rather than a leading driver of it. Peak oil—a fixation of early growth critics—was not the crisis it was thought to be in the 1970s; if anything, there was too much oil. But treating nonhuman nature as little more than a productive input to an exponentially expanding economy has birthed catastrophic consequences.


More so than GDP growth, it was prices that took on a mystical quality for many members of the neoliberal thought collective. Perhaps the main prize of their broad-based revolution was to crown markets as the world’s ultimate arbiter of knowledge and truth, deeming them uniquely capable of harnessing the collective wisdom of the masses to guide decision-making in ways that governments, by this tale, are simply unable to accomplish.


That’s a compelling idea: we only vote every so often and—in most places—not everyone does it or can. But we shop constantly. Every transaction made on the market feeds it another piece of data with which it can make decisions about everything from sourcing to wages, as companies produce supply to meet demand in striving toward equilibrium. From the sum of these interactions emerge prices, which will ultimately reflect the value of whatever is being produced—from goods to services to wages. It’s an awe-inspiring premise to expand to the scale of a whole country, let alone humanity. And the whole process seems more rational than trusting some disconnected group of bureaucrats to determine what people want. These bureaucrats, they argued—the economic planners, socialists, and New Dealers the neoliberals wanted to defeat—mistakenly assigned value to things with regulations and price fixing rather than letting a neutral accumulation of market forces pick winners and losers, thus distorting prices and throwing the whole system out of whack.


If a problem arises within the matrix of market transactions, then, the neoliberals asserted, the market has been fed bad information. The solution that flows from that problem—any so-called market failure—is simple: correct the misinformation. That’s where the government should step in: not with burdensome regulations but to tweak or in extreme cases shape markets so that the prices of what is flowing through them are more accurate and they can start running efficiently again. The state’s job is simply to set the rules within which the market can function, insulating it from unhelpful distortions. An ever-growing GDP would reflect the success of market actors unencumbered by any such barriers to their profits, to be gained through the rising price of the goods and services they produce.


Economists more generally describe one major source of bad information as externalities—costs or benefits not reflected in prices. Pollution—in the form of, say, a cancer-causing refinery—is among the most famous examples. Factories and mining operations, for instance, traditionally haven’t paid for the chemicals they unload into the air and water, meaning the prices of their products, from cars to truckloads of coal, are inaccurate. As these costs become visible, it’s up to the state to step in and correct for that with what’s called a Pigouvian tax.8


As the concept’s namesake Arthur Pigou put it in his influential 1920 book The Economics of Welfare, companies are always looking to make as high a profit as possible (what he called marginal private net product), a goal that doesn’t always align with what’s good for society as a whole (marginal social net product). In one direction or another, that ultimately drives down the “national dividend,” the rough equivalent of what we now know as aggregate demand and that is still a major indicator of an economy’s health.9 “In these cases,” he wrote, “certain specific acts of interference with normal economic processes may be expected, not to diminish, but to increase the dividend.”10


These include instances when one party—an industrialist or a landowner, for example—performs services or disservices that either help or hurt some other party, from whom the provider can’t either easily extract a fee for the service rendered or compensate the offended party for a disservice. For our purposes, a disservice might be Chevron not paying the health care bills of the people who live near its refinery in Richmond, California, and suffer disproportionately high rates of asthma, cancer, and heart disease.11 For services, Pigou gives the example of afforestation (e.g., planting trees) on private land, “since the beneficial effect on climate often extends beyond the borders of the estates owned by the person responsible for the forest.”12,13


The concept of Pigouvian taxes has lived many lives since across the political spectrum. The most common example when it comes to the climate is the carbon tax. Today, much of the right still maintains that it is a leftist idea, even a Marxist one; Heritage Foundation analysts Brian Cosby and Katie Tubb have called a carbon tax a plot for “centrally-planned taxation and wealth redistribution.”14 They might be surprised to learn that one of the earliest backers of pricing pollution in the US was none other than Milton Friedman. Asked during a televised forum in 1977 about how to deal with pollution, he told a shaggy, flannel-clad audience member that he would “like to tax those activities that create pollution, but we’re going about it in a very unwise fashion. We’re going about it by trying to regulate the equipment which people use.… Far better to impose [a tax] and then leave it to the ingenuity of people to minimize the cost.
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