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O God, I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams.


– Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 2







VISUALIZE INDUSTRIAL COLLAPSE


– Earth First! Bumper-sticker











Preface


A Mexico City suburb, June 2012


Framed posters of Subcomandante Marcos, with his trademark balaclava and pipe, and of his fellow Zapatista rebels are hung on the walls of her apartment-cum-office.


It’s an uncomfortably nostalgic moment for me. I am briefly distracted from the interview I am supposed to be conducting as I think how I used to have Zapatista posters just like them on my walls. The militant indigenous-socialist group from the southern Mexican state of Chiapas had captured the imagination of the activist left in the 1990s via their resistance to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and helped inspire what came to be called the anti-globalisation movement around the world at the turn of the millennium—a movement I had been heavily involved in as a student before I became a journalist.


I refocus and turn back to the interview. I am speaking to Silvia Ribeiro, the Latin American director of the Action Group on Erosion, Technology and Concentration, more commonly known as the “ETC Group”, pronounced et cetera. ETC is a boutique environmentalist NGO that specialises in critiques of advanced technology, based in Ottawa but with a couple of offices in the Mexican capital and the Philippines. Their substantial international influence belies their small size however, as ETC publications often serve as the foundation of global campaigns mounted by much larger groups such as Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth. The worldwide movement against genetic modification, for example, was largely born of the work of ETC’s co-founder, Pat Mooney. They are fierce opponents of the biotechnology sector in general and currently working hard to build international opposition to cloning, the emerging field of synthetic biology, and a suite of medical interventions they are calling ‘human enhancement’. Neuroscience, geo-engineering and nanotechnology are also the subjects of sharply critical ETC Group publications. It is this last topic, nanotech, that has led me to seek them out.


Over the course of the previous year, a radical environmentalist group taking for itself the strange moniker of Individuals Tending towards Savagery (Individualidades tendiendo a lo salvaje, or ITS, also translatable as ‘Individualities Tending towards the Wild’) has launched a series of bombings and attempted bombings of nanotechnology researchers at a number of universities in and near Mexico City. Five such mail bombs have exploded or been found and defused. The group for its part claims to have engaged in 11 such attempts. Three researchers and a security guard have been injured—one scientist severely. The group would in 2013 also retroactively claim responsibility for the murder of biotechnology researcher Ernesto Méndez Salinas, shot in the head by a mysterious assailant in 2011. In their communiqués, the ITS denounce the scientists as the vanguard of an industrial civilisation that is killing the planet. They wish for a return to nature, a return to the wild. A few weeks before my arrival in Mexico, a loosely allied Italian group calling itself the ‘Olga Cell of the Informal Anarchist Federation - International Revolutionary Front’ has kneecapped—that is, shot in the knee—a nuclear engineer in Genoa working for the industrial conglomerate Finmeccanica. The same group sent a letter bomb to the offices of Swiss pro-nuclear lobbyists in 2011 and attempted to bomb IBM’s nanotechnology laboratory in Switzerland in 2010. “Finmeccanica means bio- and nanotechnology. Finmeccanica means death and suffering, new frontiers of Italian capitalism,” the Olga Cell communiqué read.


As a result of this spate of bizarre attacks targeting scientists, I have been sent to Mexico by Nature, the British science journal, to investigate and write a feature on the violence. I speak to a number of academics who have been affected and meet a pair of molecular biologists whose laboratory and that of a neighbouring researcher have twice been targeted by arsonists that they believe to be part of the same eco-anarchist milieu. The ETC Group for its part is not suspected of any links to ITS and has denounced the bombings. Yet ITS makes repeated references to ETC reports on nanotechnology in its statements, and all the nanotech and biotech researchers I speak to are furious at the NGO. When I ask whether they think ETC is connected in any way, one researcher pauses a long time before answering. She then says carefully, diplomatically: “No, not directly, but they have helped created a climate where these things can happen.”


The ETC Group want a worldwide moratorium on nanotechnology research and warn that the “likely future threat is that the merger of living and non-living matter will result in hybrid organisms and products that are not easy to control and behave in unpredictable ways”. The researchers dismiss such beliefs as crackpot, but worry that these and similar ideas are nonetheless very mainstream, even if most people would not support the violence of a group like ITS.


Ribeiro for her part is very keen to make clear that her group want nothing to do with ITS. The bombings have been a “sick development”, she tells me. “These kinds of attacks—they are benefiting the development of nanotechnology,” she continues. “It polarized the discussion. Do you want nanotech or the bomb?”


The conversation meanders. While I don’t hold the same views on nanotech as ETC, Ribeiro is a trenchant critic of the free market and social injustice, and so am I. Today I may be wearing my science-journalist hat, but I am a lefty myself. For a range of publications, I have written about corporate regulatory capture, lobbyist corruption, and the cruelty of austerity. As a reporter in the European capital for almost a decade, I worked to expose the problems with so many market solutions to global warming, from emissions trading to carbon-capture-and-storage and the fiction of carbon offsets. I’ve written about the dangers from Arctic oil and gas exploration, the decimation of healthcare systems in eastern Europe, and the hollowing out of democracy in the wake of the Eurozone crisis. I discover that like me, Silvia is hopeful about the recent Yo Soy 132 mass student movement in Mexico inspired by Occupy Wall Street and the Arab Spring. There’s a lot, an awful lot, that we agree on.


I leave contemplating about how familiar Silvia seems to me, how I recognised in her face and her way of talking so many comrades that I’ve marched with on hundreds of demonstrations and picket lines, or sat next or listened to at left-wing public meetings or conferences over the years.


The same feeling comes over me a few days later. I’m still in Mexico, but now at an anarchist punk and ska show that is raising funds for a fight against jailed political activists. I’m there in the ultimately forlorn hope that I might be able to speak to somebody who knows somebody who knows an ITS member. I’ve lost count how many political benefit gigs that I’ve been to. I may never have faced the same level of government and police repression as the young people at the concert, as activists in Mexico, but I’ve been arrested on a picket line, punched in the face by Italian carabinieri, clubbed by Austrian riot cops and kettled, pepper-sprayed and tear-gassed more times than I can remember. These are my people.


And so I begin to think to myself, my god, how on earth did it happen that environmentalism, the left—anyone with progressive ideas so akin to my own—ended up at such a violent, anti-science, anti-modernist place? A couple of years after I had come home from Mexico, I was furious to find at a local left-wing bookshop a magazine published by activists at the University of Guelph that featured an article celebrating the ITS bombings. A stall at a book fair near where I live that I attended last summer sold a book that had uncritically compiled all the communiqués of ITS.


Of course you can find such barbarity-cheerleading cretins anywhere, and the Mexican bombers are a fringe group, but if you set to one side their terrorism, you have to acknowledge that anti-technology, anti-science and anti-industrial stances are actually pretty mainstream these days. The Mexican eco-terrorists are just the most extreme case of an anti-humanist worldview that has been embraced very broadly across the green left and far beyond. Books and documentaries warning against progress, industry and even civilisation itself are a publishing sensation. We must renounce such hubris if we are to save the planet, we are repeatedly told not just by Mexican eco-anarchists, but by figures as thoroughly establishment as Prince Charles. Abandon the industrial in favour of the organic. Small is beautiful. Retreat to the rural, or at least the local. Restore the natural balance. Live simply. Raise chickens in your backyard.


Yet the left was not always this way. Historically, when we criticised the failings of the market, the left had no particular quarrel with industry, let alone science, technology or medicine. We celebrated modernity. Rather, our demand had always been that the fruits of civilisation should be extended to all of humanity. When did we turn away from the idea that capitalism was the problem, and begin to believe that it was modernity instead, or even the advent of mankind itself, that was the misfortune?


This book is my effort at answering the question as to why all this has come about. In many respects, it is merely a re-casting of traditional leftist arguments about industry, ambition and humanity’s relationship with the rest of nature, but updated for the 21st Century—updated, you might say, for the Anthropocene.


It is a polemic, and at times an angry one. But the frustration comes not from a lack of worry about climate change or pollution or the difficulties thrown up by modern agriculture. It is precisely as a result of my concerns about these topics and my familiarity as a science writer with the reality of anthropogenic global warming that I am frustrated with what I argue are a series of romantic proposals from the green left that at best do very little to deal with the issue and at worst are counterproductive. Climate change is too grave a crisis to leave it to the greens.


At base, the book is a defence of industrial civilisation, scientific and technological progress, and economic growth. Each chapter counters one of a series of common arguments regarding limits to growth, carrying capacity, natural balance, anti-consumerism, local and organic food production, genetic modification, large-scale infrastructure, nuclear power and the notion of a ‘metabolic rift’ between urban and rural. But the book, particularly the final chapter, is also an attempt at intellectual history, exploring the counter-Enlightenment origins of anti-modernist green thought and the sharp divergence between such ideas and those of the left, or at least what the left historically stood for.


It is my hope that my arguments can assist in the revival of a pro-industrial, pro-growth left; that they might help galvanise those who are frustrated with the predominance of hair-shirted, anti-development greenery. I am convinced that our greatest hope in combatting a scale of climate change that significantly inhibits human flourishing lies in a turn away from a neoliberal emphasis on market-based mechanisms; ecological austerity; privatisation; localism; and regressive consumption taxes—but above all, away from Malthusianism, misanthropy and anti-modernism; and a turn toward a renewed enthusiasm for public-sector-led large-scale infrastructure; expansion of access to abundant, cheap energy; and an open-ended, steady raising of everyone’s standard of living. Our best hope is for humans to keep getting happier, healthier, and yes, wealthier—but also more equal.


A renewed, modernist left is best placed to deliver this.
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Ardent thanks are due above all to my parents, Lynda and Duncan, who offered me the space, time, quiet, encouragement, and a fridge sufficiently bursting with food and wine to enable me to finish my writing. The irony of drafting a book that celebrates industry, urbanity, and modernity while retreating to their home on the tiny, largely rural, crow-and-eagle-and-deer-supervised idyll of Bowen Island has not escaped me.


I also want to heartily thank my comrades and friends Eliyanna Kaiser, Ben Hayes, Oscar Reyes and Jason Walsh for their reviews of early drafts of the text and their thoughtful, expert suggestions. At the moment, I am quite confident about the ideas I have put forward in this book, but there is only one thing regarding them of which I am certain, and that is that there will be some positions in the coming years that I will not merely concede are incorrect, but will prove to be so mightily wrong that I will be acutely embarrassed to have believed them and likely try to deny that I ever did. I simply do not know which ideas they will be. I am grateful to the four of you for at least minimising this inevitable mortification.


But it is to Bruno Waterfield that I owe the most gratitude for nudging me in the right direction; for his clever, tight arguments over too many Westmalle Tripels and Lucky Strikes; for the sort of kind, mentoring friendship that everyone deserves but few are fortunate enough to find; for his model, bone-deep commitment to the dirty, scrappy, noble trade of journalism, without which there can be no democracy, no freedom.





1


The Apocalypse Is Bigger than Justin Bieber


When I was at university, during the apogee of what the media had dubbed the anti-globalisation movement1 around the turn of the millennium, there was a group of campus activists that once a year celebrated something called ‘Buy-Nothing Day’. The event took place on Black Friday, the first Friday after American Thanksgiving and the start of the Christmas shopping season. The idea was that everyone should protest our culture of overconsumption by boycotting everything for 24 hours. The activists aimed to ‘raise awareness’ of the environmental and social threat from unsustainable economic growth on the busiest shopping day of the year. ‘We’ should all consume less was the message.


It was first promoted in the late 90s by Adbusters, the Vancouver-based anti-consumerist magazine, and dovetailed perfectly with the publication of Naomi Klein’s anti-branding and culture-jamming bestseller, No Logo, and the Black Bloc smashing of Starbucks and Niketown windows during the infamous Battle in Seattle mass protests against the World Trade Organisation.


But Buy-Nothing Day really irked me. I was one of those marching against the WTO ministerial meeting in the late November of 1999 and getting tear-gassed alongside the Teamsters and turtles. Together with a gaggle of eager young socialists, anarchists and environmentalists, faith community activists and trade unionists, I’d helped organize a series of coaches to come down to Washington state from British Columbia. Yet I was also a student maxing out on student loans and from a family that was really struggling at the time, having recently lost our home. So I was experiencing completely involuntary Buy-Nothing Days on a regular basis. I fervently wished for some ‘Finally-Able-to-Buy-Lots-More Days’.


It was the assumption of equally grandiose levels of wealth in that little word ‘we’ in the demand that ‘we all should consume less’ that bothered me so much, the idea that ‘we’ in the West, every last one of us, were living a life of Riley, of carefree luxury and prosperity. I certainly didn’t feel that I or many of my friends in similar situations were overconsuming at all. Instead, I felt like Tonto in that old Mad Magazine comic where he and the Lone Ranger are besieged by a throng of Indian braves, armed to the teeth. The Lone Ranger says to Tonto “What do we do, now?” And Tonto says back: “What you mean ‘we,’ kemosabe?”


The anti-consumerist, anti-growth argument has only extended itself since those heady street-fighting days. Great sections of the ‘horizontalist’ left have fallen under the sway of such deep-ecology thinkers as Derrick Jensen and Paul Kingsnorth who argue that industrial civilisation must be dismantled to varying degrees if we are to save the planet. The reality of climate change now requires that we overcome some of our most cherished ideas, says ‘degrowth’ guru Naomi Klein, writing in The Nation magazine: “These are profoundly challenging revelations for all of us raised on Enlightenment ideals of progress, unaccustomed to having our ambitions confined by natural boundaries.”2
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Writers with a jumble of doom-mongering-left and survivalist-right ideas can make a comfy living these days cranking out the Collapse Porn. In his peak-everything opus The Long Emergency and its anti-technology follow-up Too Much Magic, the Atlantic Monthly- and Rolling Stone-regular James Howard Kunstler seems to have a veritable hard-on for the end of the world, imagining with relish the coming Peak Oil collapse, a retreat from modernity and an embrace of the medieval. Just up the road from where I am writing this, the local toy store-cum-bookshop stocks Lego, Playmobil sets, Oprah-Winfrey-endorsed middlebrow fiction, Jamie Oliver cookbooks, and copies of Unlearn, Rewild: Earth Skills, Ideas and Inspiration for the Future Primitive by Miles Olson—a primitivist survival guide for the coming industrial apocalypse that teaches readers “radical self-reliance” skills such as animal hide-tanning, “feral food preparation,” “natural methods of birth control” and how to shit in the woods. Above-ground poo-spot design requires no digging, Olson tells me. Covered with organic material such as leaves, moss and sticks, the poo pile can be used for quite a while, as it shrinks considerably as it decomposes. Dimitri Orlov, the Russian-American professional millenarian and author of Reinventing Collapse and The Five Stages of Collapse gives the book a hearty blurb endorsement: “It covers scavenging road kill, which grubs are good to eat and most everything else you need to know to go feral safely and in style.” It’s Scouting for Dystopians. I’ve only skimmed it, mind you, so I have no idea whether it also contains advice on how to deal with the sort of marauding gangs of hillbilly cannibals that you come across in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.


In the spring of 2014, Vice magazine—that ISIS of edgy, cross-platform media empires, built on a combination of fashion photography and hipster war-correspondency—dropped Apocalypse Man, a four-part documentary series profiling the former LAPD officer turned Peak-Oil-evangelist and author Michael Ruppert, who was already the subject of a critically regarded Armageddon-themed pop-documentary in 2009, Collapse. (Wrenching existential despair at the state of the world at least in part pushed Ruppert, also the host of The Lifeboat Hour radio programme, to shoot himself after recording his final broadcast of the show on 13 April, 2014.)


Surviving Progress, a 2011 eco-documentary executively produced by Martin Scorcese and featuring such figures as Stephen Hawking and Margaret Atwood, makes the argument that past civilisations were destroyed by “‘progress traps’ – alluring technologies and belief systems that serve immediate needs, but ransom the future.” Based on Canadian historian Ronald Wright’s bestseller, A Short History of Progress, the film argues that today, once again, “progress is actually spiraling us downwards, towards collapse.” Wright’s pessimism in effect forecloses all possibility of ever improving humanity’s lot: “Hope drives us to invent new fixes for old messes, which in turn create ever more dangerous messes.” A similar conclusion is drawn in ecological historian John Michael Greer’s After Progress: Reason and Religion at the End of the Industrial Age, attacking the “lab-coated high priests” of modernity (Greer seems to suffer a fondness for near-identical straplines: he is also the author of The Long Descent: A User’s Guide to the End of the Industrial Age).


And the same argument is made by End:Civ—another of these insta-docs you can find tagged ‘Controversial Documentaries’ on Netflix sandwiched between Super-size Me and Zeitgeist and made by filmmakers filled to the brim with outrage but blithely indifferent to journalistic norms of evidence, fact-checking and careful, logical argumentation. Montages of household appliances, pig farms, instant popcorn and Caesar’s Palace casino in Las Vegas are offered up as evidence of the wicked gluttony of civilisation, but without discussion; it is just assumed that the viewer will of course agree with the filmmaker, Franklin Lopez, that such phenomena are abominable, wasteful fripperies. Yet this documentary is laced with more radical conclusions than Wright’s anti-humanist version of liberalism in Surviving Progress is willing to entertain, such as the need for eco-militants to blow up the Shasta hydroelectric dam in California; and indeed, End:Civ is based on deep ecologist Derrick Jensen’s thesis in his own top-selling, two-volume call to arms, Endgame (Volume I: The Problem of Civilization; and Volume II: Resistance), that it is no less than the entirety of civilisation that is destroying life on the planet and so it all needs to come tumbling down. In the film, Jensen sermonizes:




If civilization lasts another one or two hundred years, will the people then say of us, “Why did they not take it down?” Will they be as furious with us as I am with those who came before and stood by? I could very well hear those people who come after saying, “If they had taken it down, we would still have earthworms to feed the soil. We would have redwoods, and we would have oaks in California. We would still have frogs. We would still have other amphibians. I am starving because there are no salmon in the river, and you allowed the salmon to be killed so rich people could have cheap electricity for aluminium smelters. God damn you. God damn you all.”





The film also features interviews with Jensen’s fellow primitivist author Lierre Keith, the marine conservation Sea Shepherd Society’s alpha-male-in-chief Paul Watson, and the aforementioned Rolling Stone anti-modernist scribe James Howard Kunstler. The documentary is a campus green-group film-night favourite across North America, while Jensen’s books seem as mandatory an undergraduate bookshelf requirement these days as textbooks for first-year calculus or English Composition & Rhetoric.


The anti-consumerist, back-to-the-land, small-is-beautiful, civilisation-hating, progress-questioning ideology of degrowth, limits and retreat is hegemonic not just on the green left, but across the political spectrum. Far from being central to progressive thought, this cauldron of seething, effervescing misanthropy is in fact utterly alien to the rich tradition of humanism on the left and must be thoroughly excised from our ranks.
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First, we must to ask these critics, if modern life is indeed rubbish, when was it exactly that humans enjoyed the ‘correct’ or sufficient standard of living? How much is okay and how much is now too much? When was it that we had it about right? Which was the period in the past when everything was copacetic?


Naomi Klein is perhaps the most high-profile of the de-growth, catastrophist and anti-consumerist thinkers. She is an award-winning author who has sold millions of books that have been translated into dozens of languages; regularly appears as a commentator in the media; frequently speaks at trade union conferences, environmentalist gatherings and left-wing teachins; has given talks at both TED and Occupy Wall Street; sits on the board of 350.org—one of the planet’s most prominent climate change campaign groups; and was selected as the eleventh most influential public intellectual by Prospect and Foreign Policy magazines in their 2005 annual ranking of the world’s Top 100 pointy heads.


And on the question of when precisely it was that humans lived in Edenic harmony with the Earth, Klein is all over the map. At one point, she is extraordinarily specific and the answer is surprisingly recent: it’s the disco era. “The truth is that if we want to live within ecological limits, we would need to return to a lifestyle similar to the one we had in the 1970s, before consumption levels went crazy in the 1980s,” she writes in her 2014 bestseller This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs the Climate.3 At another point in the book, she says it was 17764 where we made the wrong turn, moving away from the natural rhythms of water wheels, which were suitably constrained by geography and “the flow and levels of rivers,” to Watt’s coal-fired steam engine, which radically released us from such limits, being deployable anywhere and at any time. But in an earlier essay in The Nation,5 Klein identifies the Scientific Revolution as being our original sin:




Europeans—like indigenous people the world over—believed the planet to be a living organism, full of life-giving powers but also wrathful tempers. There were, for this reason, strong taboos against actions that would deform and desecrate “the mother,” including mining. The metaphor changed with the unlocking of some (but by no means all) of nature’s mysteries during the Scientific Revolution of the 1600s. With nature now cast as a machine, devoid of mystery or divinity, its component parts could be dammed, extracted and remade with impunity. Nature still sometimes appeared as a woman, but one easily dominated and subdued. In 1623 Sir Francis Bacon best encapsulated the new ethos when he wrote in De Dignitate et Augmentis Scientiarum that nature is to be “put in constraint, molded, and made as it were new by art and the hand of man.”6





Elsewhere in This Changes Everything, Klein pushes the correct standard of living even further back to some indefinite but ancient Arcadia, prior to the advent of the Judeo-Christian7 ideology of dominion over nature when we were more in touch with the land and less alienated from each other.


“The expansionist, extractive mindset, which has so long governed our relationship to nature, is what the climate crisis calls into question so fundamentally,” Klein says. “We have pushed nature beyond its limits,” she continues in her essay in The Nation, adding that the solution to not just climate change but all environmental problems is “a new civilizational paradigm, one grounded not in dominance over nature but in respect for natural cycles of renewal—and acutely sensitive to natural limits, including the limits of human intelligence.”


James Howard Kunstler wants to hold down the civilisational rewind button longer than Klein, or at least when she’s arguing that the 1970s was the optimum period after which everything went pear-shaped. In The Long Emergency, he proposes the Amish community as a model. Elsewhere he seems to favour a retreat to essentially a medieval level of development. “I’d propose that the whole world is apt to be going medieval,” he writes in a piece decrying the popularity of French economist Thomas Picketty’s book describing capitalism’s inherent tendency toward inequality. Kunstler says Picketty deludes people into thinking we can still politically organise our way out of the civilisational predicament “as we contend with our energy predicament and its effects on wealth generation, banking, and all the other operations of modern capital. That is, they’ll become a lot less modern.” It is not merely that Kunstler believes a second Middle Ages is just another oil-shock away, but that he welcomes its arrival.


As does Paul Kingsnorth, the author of Uncivilisation: The Dark Mountain Manifesto and organizer of a series of similarly named festivals in the English or Scottish countryside celebrating his anti-modernist vision. The New York Times recently offered up a lengthy and largely flattering profile of Cumbria’s high priest of primitivism and his neo-druidic eco-jamborees:




In the clearing, above a pyre, someone had erected a tall wicker sculpture in the shape of a tree, with dense gnarls and hanging hoops. Four men in masks knelt at the sculpture’s base, at cardinal compass points. When midnight struck, a fifth man, his head shaved smooth and wearing a kimono, began to walk slowly around them. As he passed the masked figures, each ignited a yellow flare, until finally, his circuit complete, the bald man set the sculpture on fire. For a couple of minutes, it was quiet. Then as the wicker blazed, a soft chant passed through the crowd, the words only gradually becoming clear: “We are gathered. We are gathered. We are gathered.”


…The hut was cramped and eerie, decorated with the bones of small animals in illuminated glass cases. Haunting music was piped in from an iPod. You walked through a curtain, sat down and put on a heavy papier-mâché mask — a badger surrogate. Directly across from you, seated behind a window in the back wall, was another person — a volunteer — also wearing a badger mask. He or she sat silently, except when mirroring whatever movements you made, until, driven by emotion, fatigue, satisfaction or plain discomfort, you left.





Let’s ignore for the moment the contradictions of opposing industrial civilisation while taking your iPod into the woods to provide a soundtrack to ‘getting your feral on’ and consider the key elements of Kingsnorth’s anti-civilisational thesis. He is perhaps the most nihilistic of the current wave of popular writers aghast at what man has wrought, arguing that our current environmental problems are not even solvable. Rather, all that is left for us to do as collapse presents itself is to stoically endure (revel in?) our grief, despair and dread. For Kingsnorth, working through his eco-grieving appears to primarily involve giving workshops on the meditative benefits of using a traditional hand-wielded scythe as a low-carbon way to cut fields of hay, grain, grass and weeds.


In his manifesto, he proceeds with the customary doleful docket of (all too true) manmade ecological calamities that this sort of literature must apparently by contractual obligation regurgitate: a quarter of the world’s mammals are threatened with imminent extinction; an acre and a half of rainforest is felled every second; 75% of the world’s fish stocks are on the verge of collapse, etc. etc., alighting finally upon global warming:




And over it all looms runaway climate change. Climate change, which threatens to render all human projects irrelevant … which makes plain more effectively than any carefully constructed argument or optimistically defiant protest, how the machine’s need for permanent growth will require us to destroy ourselves in its name. Climate change, which brings home at last our ultimate powerlessness.





There is nothing to be done. There is no economic or political reorganisation that will change matters; no ‘techno-fix’ that can rescue us at the last minute. Yet Kingsnorth’s eloquent sarcasm (oh, and Kingsnorth is indeed eloquent; perhaps the most eloquent of misanthropes to have dipped his quill in bile since Schopenhauer’s declaration, “Human existence must be a kind of error”) at our ability to convince ourselves we can change course is not smug like Kunstler’s, but merely rueful about our capacity for folly:




Daily we hear, too, of the many ‘solutions’ to these problems: solutions which usually involve the necessity of urgent political agreement and a judicious application of human technological genius. Things may be changing, runs the narrative, but there is nothing we cannot deal with here, folks. We perhaps need to move faster, more urgently. Certainly we need to accelerate the pace of research and development. We accept that we must become more ‘sustainable’. But everything will be fine. There will still be growth, there will still be progress: these things will continue, because they have to continue, so they cannot do anything but continue.





Kingsnorth is the more literary twin of the main character in Into the Wild, the popular and poignant 2007 Hollywood film based on the true story of Christopher McCandless, the unfortunate young man who rejects what he feels are the hypocrisies of his suburban middle-class parents and their profit-driven mass society, gives away his savings to Oxfam, hitchhikes across North American and ultimately retreats to live off the land in the wilderness of Alaska, where he slowly dies of starvation. Where McCandless had a film made about him by Sean Penn with a soundtrack by Eddie Vedder, Kingsnorth writes Booker-longlist-worthy novels about 11th Century Lincolnshire uprisings against Norman ‘ingenga’ (foreigners in Old English), the “fuccan swine in our own land,” and similarly nationalist non-fiction laments for a departed England of village pubs and butchers’ shops. (Tangentially, by the way—how different exactly is Kingsnorth’s Anglo-Saxon nostalgia to the wistful Tory lament of John Major for his country of long shadows on cricket grounds and warm beer?) Underneath it all, Kingsnorth—like Klein, Jensen, the misguided McCandless and the rest—wants to “challenge the stories which underpin our civilization: the myth of progress, the myth of human centrality and the myth of separation from ‘nature.’”




Draw back the curtain, follow the tireless motion of cogs and wheels back to its source, and you will find the engine driving our civilisation: the myth of progress.


The myth of progress is to us what the myth of god-given warrior prowess was to the Romans, or the myth of eternal salvation was to the conquistadors: without it, our efforts cannot be sustained. Onto the root stock of Western Christianity, the Enlightenment at its most optimistic grafted a vision of an Earthly paradise, towards which human effort guided by calculative reason could take us. Following this guidance, each generation will live a better life than the life of those that went before it. History becomes an escalator, and the only way is up.





Kingsnorth has a thing for the English Civil War. That seems to be the period to which he wants the clock turned back. Meanwhile anarcho-primitivist philosopher and Unabomber-confidant John Zerzan in his 1999 anthology of anti-modernist essays, Against Civilization, commonly stocked in your friendly neighbourhood lefty bookstore, sounds like a more writerly Alf Garnett grumbling about kids these days:




It is impossible to scan a newspaper and miss the malignancy of daily life. See the multiple homicides, the 600-percent increase in teen suicide over the past 30 years [sic]; count the ways to be heavily drugged against reality … Little wonder that myths, legends and folklore about gardens of Eden, Golden Ages, Elysian fields, lands of Cockaigne, and other primitivist paradises are a worldwide phenomenon, [a] longing for an aboriginal, unalienated state.





Meanwhile the author of the book’s foreword, psychotherapist Chellis Glendinning, writes admiringly of the simplicity and superstition of Chicano village life in New Mexico:




[A]n ancient and, until recently, undisturbed way of life. Men hunt elk and turkey. Women know plants. Curandera-healers with their potent prophetic powers live among us. Everyone knows how to build a mud house, dig the irrigation ditch, grow corn, ride a horse, and navigate through the forest on a moon-lit night … there is more happiness here than in any place I have known. It’s a simple happiness, nothing fancy.





Delving deeper still into this ideology, arriving at the maximum misanthropy terminus, the ‘Deep Green Resistance’ minions of Derrick Jensen meanwhile have fever dreams of a total collapse of human civilisation. Jensen would not stop at the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution. Like Zerzan, Jensen prefers a neo-lithic jam. For him, agriculture itself was the original sin: “the only sustainable level of technology is the Stone Age.”
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But, I hear you ask, indignantly clutching your signed, bright blue copy of This Changes Everything, is it really fair to place all these thinkers in the same degrowthist, anti-modernist basket (a basket that is presumably locally woven using only organic rattan and willow)? Isn’t there something of a difference between the broadly social-democratic and liberal politics of the Guardian-or-New-York-Times-reading followers of a Naomi Klein or Bill McKibben that focuses upon civil disobedience and electoralism, and the anarcho-primitivism of the dreadlocked, soap-dodging myrmidons of a Derrick Jensen or John Zerzan, with its calls to insurrection and not infrequent terrorism apologetics? Or between the Anglo-mystic, scythe-bothering, mushroom-foraging, Wicker-Man aesthetic of a Paul Kingsnorth and the gonzo, shotguns-and-whiskey, profanity-and-spittle-spangled American off-grid individualism of a James Howard Kunstler? Klein and Jensen may have written pieces for Kingsnorth’s beautiful hardbound journal, Dark Mountain (promoted on the apparently pre-industrial YouTube)8; and Kunstler may appear alongside Jensen in End:Civ (available on Pleistocene-era DVD from PM Press); and Zerzan, a sometime-comrade, sometime-rival of Jensen’s, may have contributed to Ronald Wright’s Surviving Progress; all of which suggests a rough cohort if not quite a school of anti-growth co-thinkers—but aren’t there real ideological differences between them? Jensen, Kunstler and Kingsnorth appear to have given up all hope, while Klein feels that ecological collapse is not a foregone result, and that Kingsnorth-style grief can lead to change, arguing for things like public transport as a solution, not Scything for Beginners teach-ins.


At the most extreme end, some like Jensen make no apologies for the billions of human deaths that would accompany such a retreat; indeed, they welcome such a “die-off” as necessary. Jensen writes in the first volume of his 931-page doorstopper diptych of doom, Endgame: The Problem of Civilization, that he is even quite relaxed about no longer being able to access the modern medicine he needs to deal with his Crohn’s disease, that he could be amongst the billions of humans to die:




The truth is that I’m going to die someday, whether or not I stock up on pills. That’s life. And if I die in the population reduction that takes place as a corrective to our having overshot carrying capacity, well, that’s life too. Finally, if my death comes as part of something that serves the larger community, that helps stabilize and enrich the landbase of which I’m a part, so much the better.





Why concern ourselves with such manifestly human-hating, even proto-genocidal philosophy? Surely Deep Green Resistance eco-warrior militants advocating violence are on the margins of eco-activism? Kingsnorth’s retreats in the wilds of Dartmoor (or, ahem, stately homes in Lanarkshire), with their smattering of neo-paganism and a hint of English nationalism that pines for a time before democracy, certainly do not attract the following that the much more moderate eco-multinationals such as Greenpeace and the Sierra Club do.


Certainly, yes, we can distinguish between these different public intellectuals and their acolytes based on their tactics, strategy, degree of pessimism, and how often they bathe. And we can unquestionably cheer many of their campaigning efforts against pollution, biodiversity loss and other very real ecological challenges. My argument with them is not a critique of environmentalism per se. I myself write regularly about the science of climate change. I march against Albertan tar sands. I am a conscientious recycler. I ride a bike.


Rather, what unites all these thinkers—and what I want to contest—is the idea that we have gone too far, that there are natural limits to human flourishing beyond which we can never cross. Every last one of them believes there are fundamental boundaries to economic growth. Every last one of them is a haruspex inspecting the entrails of industrial society and prophesying a frightful reckoning as a result of the hubris of man. Every last one of them lights a candle to venerate Icarus and Pandora, the patron saints of finger-waggers, doom-mongers and wet blankets.


Where they really differ is merely where these limits should be set. That is to say, which epoch they choose to have been the perfect time, when we “had enough”: the 1970s, Amish Pennsylvania, the 1650s of the English Civil War, pre-Judeo-Christian civilisation, hunter-gatherer society, or some other time. Each author has their favourite era. But each of these preferences is as arbitrary as any other. What makes one particular period superior to another appears more to be based on aesthetic affinity rather than any evidence of resource equilibrium between humans and their surroundings. Moreover, the reality is that thousands of young (and not so young) environmentally inclined activists are deeply influenced by these writers and the degrowth, anti-Enlightenment zeitgeist they have established.


And it’s not just crusty anarcho-liberals in black hoodies with wonkily stitched-on ‘ACAB’ patches who argue that humanity has extended beyond the Earth’s carrying capacity and that we need an economy that maintains a steady state or ‘degrows’. Most environmental NGOs, progressive think-tanks from the New Economics Foundation to the Worldwatch Institute, Green parties and many left-wing and centre-left thinkers such as international anti-carbon campaign group 350.org’s Bill McKibben, and the former economics commissioner of the British Labour government’s Sustainable Development Commission, Tim Jackson, take it as given that economic growth is the central problem to be overcome if we are to avoid climate chaos and even the end of life on Earth. In 2011, the late Ramon Fernandez Duran, a founder of Ecologistas en Accion—the 34,000-member Spanish environmentalist federation—and like Klein a leading figure in the anti-globalisation movement, published The Breakdown of Global Capitalism: 2000–2030 – Preparing for the beginning of the collapse of industrial civilization. It is an unremittingly disconsolate, secular Book of Revelation. Duran writes at one point: “The endless progress of modernity is no longer a way to build heaven on earth and is becoming the construction of Gaia’s hell. Hell has returned!”


There is also a growing international ‘décroissance’ (French for ‘degrowth’) movement advocating for the contraction of production and consumption, centred on the writings of Serge Latouche, a professor of ecological economics at Paris-Sud 11 University and drawing on earlier work of Romanian economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen and well-known US ecologist and former senior World Bank economist Herman Daly. A largely Latin-centric front, the décroissance movement (‘decresimiento’ en espagnol; ‘decresita’ en italiano) has had four conferences as of the time of writing, in Paris, Barcelona, Montreal and Venice. (More on their ideas later.) Traditionally, socialists have had no time for such arguments, but in recent years, a handful of leftist grandees such as John Bellamy Foster and David Harvey have come to concur that endless economic growth is not sustainable, even if they diverge somewhat from the conclusions of the more crunchy end of the degrowth spectrum.
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Beyond green left campaigners, these ideas are firmly planted in mainstream consciousness. Klein’s books, including This Changes Everything, are available from any high-street retailer. Walmart sells The Derrick Jensen Reader at a discount. In the New Statesman, pessimistic right-liberal philosopher John Gray gave his backing to the “stoical acceptance” of the insolubility of our environmental difficulties in Kingsnorth’s Uncivilisation, while Roger Ebert described Surviving Progress as a “bone-chilling new documentary” worth three-and-a-half stars out of four that “tells the truth.” A former director of the University of Toronto’s Trudeau Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies, Thomas Homer-Dixon, published The Upside of Down in 2006, a similarly themed bit of apocalyptica predicting the breakdown of civilisation, but for the Financial Times set. Former war correspondent and liberal commentator Chris Hedges says “growth is the problem,” as does leading environmentalist and member of the Order of Canada David Suzuki. Not one but two books titled The End of Growth have climbed the best-seller lists, one by former chief economist with CIBC World Markets Jeff Rubin, the other by journalist Richard Heinberg. The latter critic of growth is not only a senior fellow (alongside 350.org’s Bill McKibben) with the California-based Post-Carbon Institute think-tank, but also an advisor to the king of Bhutan, and one of the series of lip-pursing ‘thought leaders’ to appear alongside former CIA director James Woolsey and top former-Soviet person Michael Gorbachev in The 11th Hour, yet another end-of-humanity documentary, this time from Leonardo diCaprio—the noted superyacht aficionado and UN Ambassador of Peace with a Special Focus on Climate Change. Heinberg seems to have made his career as a Peakist cassandra, also authoring The Party’s Over: Oil, War & the Fate of Industrial Societies; The Oil Depletion Protocol: A Plan to Avert Oil Wars, Terrorism & Economic Collapse; and Peak Everything: Waking Up to the Century of Declines. Meanwhile, the aforementioned Post-Carbon Institute puts out reports with titles like Climate After Growth: Why Environmentalists Must Embrace Post-growth Economics and Community Resilience, and Overdevelopment and the Delusion of Endless Growth.


There are simply too many books to mention on this topic. English humorist Alan Coren was surely wrong when he said that the only books guaranteed to sell well were those about cats, golf and the Third Reich. His book Golfing for Cats, adorned with a Swastika, could also have done with some Peak-Oil pie-charts and a centerfold pull-out of a topless Martin Heidegger.


Meanwhile, establishment figures such as Sir David Attenborough and Prince Charles repeatedly admonish us all for our overconsumption and the madness of infinite growth on a finite planet. The former is also a patron of the anti-natalist Optimum Population Trust, recently renamed Population Matters, along with primatologist Jane Goodall, earth scientist and originator of the Gaia hypothesis James Lovelock, and former director of Friends of the Earth Sir Jonathan Porritt, as well as a glittering covey of other members, officers, commanders and knights grand cross of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire and related orders of chivalry. The venerable Lester Brown, the octogenarian pioneer environmentalist and founder of the Earth Policy Institute, was hosted by the Smithsonian in 2012 at a symposium on the “unprecedented urgency” to act imposed by natural limits to growth. Geographer and WWF board member Jared Diamond warns us in his 2005 bestseller, also titled Collapse, that we are all headed the way of the extinct Easter Island civilisation as a result of overpopulation with respect to the carrying capacity of the planet. Writing in Science, the journal of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, Australia’s former chief commissioner of its Climate Commission, Tim Flannery, called Diamond’s tome “probably the most important book you will ever read.”


And of course Hollywood pumps out eco-themed apocalypse blockbusters every summer, from The Day After Tomorrow to Wall-E, while an entire genre of film-making, the documentary, seems to have been all but colonised by collapse porn. The idea that we are living in the end times as a result of our consumptive greed and technological hubris—or as Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek puts it in his book on the topic, we are “approaching an apocalyptic zero-point”—has taken over popular culture and consciousness. We see it in the viral popularity of articles such as the March 2014 Guardian article by Nafeez Ahmed breathlessly reporting that a NASA-funded study in just eight equations had mathematically proven industrial civilisation was on track to “irreversible collapse” (13,000+ shares on Facebook as of writing; 8,800+ tweets)9. We see it in that grating internet meme ‘First World Problems’, which assumes that all Westerners are equally, lavishly affluent these days and so the most harrowing experience we can undergo is having too much goat cheese in our salad, and that we have nothing in common with people in the developing world. And we see it in the hectoring craze for ‘local’ food and the rise of the Transition Town movement, eagerly readying itself for the eco-rapture by building backyard chicken coops, water wheels and sawdust-and-pathogen-encrusted compost toilets. There’s a dedicated ‘Collapse of Civilization’ subreddit (http://reddit.com/r/collapse). Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway, the great historians of late capitalism’s phenomenon of scientists working as shills for Big Tobacco and Big Oil in their excellent, top-selling Merchants of Doubt, have recently published a new book: The Collapse of Western Civilization: A view from the future. Even the relatively sober New Scientist magazine in 2008 published a cover story entitled: “The Collapse of Civilization: It’s more precarious than we realized,” complete with a Stygian, sepulchre-hued painting of a city built on a precipice.


Derrick Jensen is fond of talking of his battle against “the dominant culture,” a term taken from anthropology and sociology, believing himself to be a soldier in some sort of Gramscian counterhegemonic battle. Quite the contrary is the case. It is the counter-Enlightenment credo of that clutch of related concepts—degrowth, anti-consumerism, catastrophism, technophobia, localism and small-is-beautiful limits—that so dominates in contemporary culture.


It’s time for progressives to remind themselves of the dark origins of anti-modernism, and understand that however well-meaning many of its supporters may be, this ideology is reactionary with respect to social progress and ultimately won’t ‘save the planet’ anyway.





2


Austerity Ecology


The campaign against economic growth and overconsumption should have no place on the left. While its current austerity-ecology incarnation appears to many progressives as a fresh, new argument fit for the Anthropocene, it is in fact the descendent of a very old, dark and Malthusian set of ideas that the left historically did battle with. It is not that our species does not face profound environmental problems. Indeed, it is precisely because human society confronts such genuine ecological threats that the focus must be on the real systemic gremlins responsible for our predicament, not growth, let alone progress, industry or even civilisation itself.


Quite the opposite of all this misanthropy is what is imperative. There will need to be more growth, more progress, more industry and, above all, we will need to become more civilized, if we are to solve the global biocrisis.


To be clear, many of those on the green left who are concerned about the alleged problems of economic growth mean well, and for the most part, there should be no smug, sectarian derision directed their way. It’s an absence of understanding of political economy that is at fault rather than conscious malevolence.


(Or at least that’s what the po-faced and sensible little angel on my right shoulder tells me. The little devil on my left, a far more charismatic fellow at times, whispers instead: “Grant these hair-shirted GMO-free granola-druids no quarter. Remember that poster advertising a woodland gathering reading poetry ‘to our brothers and sisters the trees’? I rest my case.”)
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Naomi Klein distils so much of this anti-humanist line of thinking into her 2014 bestseller, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs the Climate, as well as in a handful of very widely shared essays appearing in The Nation, The Guardian and the New Statesman10 from 2011 on that served as precursors to her recent opus. Let me note briefly that there is much that she says that I agree with. Above all, I doff my cap to her regular, robust promotion of trade unions and the rights of workers, something that too many other green-minded folks forget (most egregiously the world’s most successful Green Party, Germany’s Die Grünen, who together in government with the social democrats at the turn of the millennium broke the back of the country’s union movement, laying the neo-mercantilist foundations of the current ongoing Eurozone crisis, a crisis in which the sizeable Die Grünen faction in the European Parliament has regularly backed EU policies that favour central European financial interests over those of the ordinary people of Greece, Spain, Portugal, Italy and Ireland). The single most important task for the left right now is a revival of the confidence of labour and a reversal of the working class’s historic defeat by the forces of neoliberalism in the 1980s and 1990s. Nonetheless, due to Klein’s prominence as a degrowthist thinker, and how representative she is of a much wider current, her arguments are going to figure prominently in this book’s critique of anti-modernist ideology. Further, as we’ll see, her degrowth arguments stand opposed to the interests of working people, and are a barrier to labour’s advance.


In these texts, she puts forward the idea that climate change is actually something of a gift, a way for progressives to push through everything we’ve ever wanted but have never achieved. We can do this now because science tells us it’s the only way to save the planet.


In her Nation essay, “Capitalism vs the Climate,” she appears to make a revolutionary case against the market system after visiting a climate-sceptic conference hosted by the hard-right Heartland Institute.




If you ask the Heartlanders, climate change makes some kind of left-wing revolution virtually inevitable, which is precisely why they are so determined to deny its reality. Perhaps we should listen to their theories more closely—they might just understand something the left still doesn’t get … [C]limate change supercharges the pre-existing case for virtually every progressive demand on the books, binding them into a coherent agenda based on a clear scientific imperative.





She makes a similar argument in her New Statesman piece, “How science is telling us all to revolt.” Here, Klein alights on the work of a pair of scientists with the Tyndall Centre—Britain’s premier climate-research body—Kevin Anderson and Alice Bows, who have concluded: “We are now facing cuts so drastic that they challenge the fundamental logic of prioritising GDP growth above all else.” Klein says that this in turn means that:




[F]or any closet revolutionary who has ever dreamed of overthrowing the present economic order in favour of one a little less likely to cause Italian pensioners to hang themselves in their homes, this work should be of particular interest. Because it makes the ditching of that cruel system in favour of something new (and perhaps, with lots of work, better) no longer a matter of mere ideological preference but rather one of species-wide existential necessity.





A shortcut! All these past 200-plus years of systemic critique and political struggle from what we call the ‘left’, of campaigning, debating, voting, marching, picketing and on occasion revolting—in other words, the grand effort involved in putting forth our “mere ideological preference”—was insufficient because this was political rather than scientific. Now however, the men and women in lab coats have a secret weapon more effective than any boycotts, sit-ins, leafleting or electioneering; more certain to be victorious than any blockades, occupations or general strikes. All we have to do is present these facts and our ancient enemies will concede. Because all along, the problem in overcoming injustice has been that elites just didn’t know the facts.
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