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Chapter 1



Doomed on All Fronts


Introduction: A searing sunrise


In a famous passage from the preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel (1967: 75) calls periods like our own, “a birth-time, and a period of transition,” where the:




spirit of man has broken with the old order of things hitherto prevailing, and with the old ways of thinking, and is in the mind to let them all sink into the depths of the past and to set about his own transformation. … [T]he spirit of the time, growing slowly and quietly ripe for the new form it is to assume, disintegrates one fragment after another of the structure of its previous world. That it is tottering to its fall is indicated only by symptoms here and there. Frivolity and again ennui, which are spreading in the established order of things, the undefined foreboding of something unknown—all these betoken that there is something else approaching. This gradual crumbling to pieces, which did not alter the general look and aspect of the whole, is interrupted by the sunrise, which, in a flash and at a single stroke, brings to view the form and structure of the new world.





Yet the generalized anxiety of our own age is not only caused by “undefined foreboding” that characterizes any period of rapid change, but, more distinctively, even the silver lining of birth-times, the sunrise previews into the new world, are blinding and burn the skin. Our sunrise is uncontrollable fires, more intense and pervasive heat waves, species extinctions, the spread of fascist-lite politics, facial-recognition technology, and other trends that strike us as desirable as they are controllable.


We feel the weight of an old world crumbling while accelerating and bubbling full of unwelcoming possible futures. For similar though distinct historical reasons, Adorno opens Negative Dialectics with a dark rejoinder to Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach— “Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it”—by alluding to Hegel’s other metaphor for periods of transition, that of pregnancy and birth.




Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, lives on because the moment to realize it was missed. The summary judgment that it had merely interpreted the world, that resignation in the face of reality had crippled it in itself, becomes a defeatism of reason after the attempt to change the world miscarried. (Adorno 1973a: 3)





Before exploring the meaning of this passage for dialectics today, let us first stare into our searing sunrise and inspect the swelling of another miscarriage of catastrophic proportions.


Political-economic trends and contradictions


Even after nearly half a century since its onset, it remains impossible to write a word about political-economic trends and contradictions of contemporary capitalism without discussing “neoliberalism.” In response to the contradictions of the Keynesian-Fordist form of capitalism dominant from the Second World War into the 1970s, neoliberalism emerged as a political project to restore the power of the corporate and ruling classes against the relative political and economic power of organized workers and the welfare state (Harvey 2005). In theory, neoliberalism stresses individual freedom, especially to pursue free enterprise, and a state that promotes “strong individual private property rights, the rule of law, and the institutions of freely functioning markets and free trade” (Harvey 2005: 64). In practice, neoliberalism is associated with the deregulation of finance, more “flexible” labor markets (more part-time work, fewer benefits, weaker unions, etc.), reductions in social spending, the privatization of public goods and services, reductions in progressive taxes, and an overall business-friendly state. Neoliberalism as a political-economic program took hold in the 1970s in Chile after General Pinochet’s murderous US- and CIA-backed coup and then found firm footing in the Reagan and Thatcher administrations in the US and UK, respectively. It has since become, and still is, the dominant global ideology of capitalism.


Peak neoliberalism is manifest in the US government’s first organized response to the COVID-19 pandemic, where, amid skyrocketing unemployment and shortages in testing supplies and protective equipment, a $4.5 trillion corporate bailout was passed with little regulatory oversight along with a negligible single check for non-corporations (i.e., adult humans) (Carter 2020). Earlier, the Great Financial Crisis from 2007-2009 was an outcome of neoliberal policies as well as the structural transformation on which neoliberal ideology was erected: a transition from monopoly to monopoly-finance capitalism (Foster and Magdoff 2009). “Late” capitalism, ruled by giant monopolies, is necessarily marked by a lack of profitable investments in the “real” economy (overcapacity) and, thus, is increasingly reliant on debt and financial markets for investments. Finance, once tied to industry, has become a relatively autonomous feature of the economy (financialization). Monopoly-finance capital is marked by a prolonged period of stagnation, which, for the common person, means increased precariousness and inequality (Foster and McChesney 2012).


There are a few direct byproducts of neoliberal capitalism and its acceleration that concern us here: massive inequality, increased precariousness, and the rise of right-wing “populism.”


First, massive inequality. The wealth gap between the top 5 percent and the bottom 90 percent of Americans has steadily increased since the dawn of neoliberalism (Wolff 2017). Here are just three statistics that capture the enormity of inequality in the US (see Inequality.org 2020):


•Three men own as much as the bottom half of Americans (Collins and Hoxie 2018).


•The richest 5 percent of Americans own two-thirds of the wealth (Wolff 2017).


•The top 1 percent and top 0.1 percent of Americans have more than doubled their wealth since 1983 (in 2016 dollars) while the total debts of the bottom 40 percent now exceed their assets (“negative wealth”) (Wolff 2017).


Thanks in part to Occupy Wall Street (Gaby and Caren 2016), the problem of massive inequality has thrust itself into mainstream discourse. Yet, as Robinson (2019: 52ff) states in a clear summation of key indicators of US inequality, the average person does not comprehend the severity of inequality even if they are aware that society is unequal. Norton and Ariely (2011) found that most Americans want relatively egalitarian wealth distributions, and that actual wealth inequality is far greater than what they believe is the case. For example, respondents believed that the top 20 percent of the wealthiest Americans owned around 60 percent of the wealth but that they should own half that. The top 20 percent actually owns more than 80 percent of the wealth.


At the global level, wealth inequality is even more pronounced. One statistic communicates this clearly: eight men own the same amount of wealth as the poorest half of the world (3.6 billion people) (Oxfam 2017). Commentators like Bill Gates like to point out that global poverty has decreased while inequality has increased. However, if one picks a global poverty line that is higher than $2 a day—e.g., living on less than $7.40 a day—, the number of people living under the poverty line has increased (Hickel 2019).


Increased precariousness is massive inequality’s bedfellow. I mean increased precariousness relative to the unionized manufacturing jobs of the Keynesian-Fordist period (cf. Kalleberg 2011).1 In hindsight, the ability to afford a middleclass life working on a factory line during mid-twentieth century capitalism, with its “truce” between capital and labor, should be interpreted as an exception to, rather than the rule of, capitalist social relations. Today, as before this “Golden Age,” those who need to work, work more, or work in better jobs are often faced with an inability to make enough money to buy commodities necessary for survival. The neoliberal “post-Fordist” economy is characterized by “flexible” labor markets of structural unemployment, underemployment, and involuntary part-time and/or temporary work. While I do not believe they are a new class (see Jonna and Foster 2016), Guy Standing’s (2011) popular notion of the precariat helpfully captures the lives of many workers today, including difficulty in finding secure and stable work, low wages, no healthcare, weak or no union protection, irregular working times determined by the employer, and unsafe working conditions. However, even securing precarious employment is “lucky” relative to the global labor force, where over 60 percent of the available working population is inactive, unemployed, or vulnerably employed (e.g., rural subsistence workers), categories that do not even include temporary and part-time laborers (Jonna and Foster 2016).


The rise of right-wing “populism” is another political-economic byproduct of neoliberalism. Right-wing populism is a global tendency, including the administrations of Donald Trump in the US, Boris Johnson in the UK, Narendra Modi in India, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines, and Viktor Orbán in Hungary, the increasing popularity of right-wing populist parties throughout Europe (e.g., Alternative for Germany, the Swiss People’s Party, and Marine Le Pen’s National Rally/Front in France), and the 2019 coup against Evo Morales in Bolivia.


What does right-wing populism have to do with neoliberalism? First, neoliberalism as a political project has little ideological legitimacy today, and is widely viewed for what it is: a political project to redistribute wealth upwards (Harvey 2019). We are in the midst of the most pronounced legitimation crisis since the beginning of the end of the Keynesian welfare state (Habermas 1973). Today, the neoliberal project lives on through right-wing populist movements – neoliberalism is now in “an alliance with neo-fascism” (Harvey 2019).2


There is a second connection between neoliberalism and right-wing populism: the precarious conditions created by post-Fordism produces a desperation that powers right-wing populist movements and parties. Center-left parties, who ostensibly represent the common person, are responsible for pushing many of the neoliberal policies that put so many in desperate situations. In the US, the Democratic Party abandoned a mild social-democratic platform in favor of elite interests decades ago (Frank 2016). Yet the US is not unique here. In Capital and Ideology (2020), Thomas Piketty attempts to explain why, in the face of increasing inequality, people in the US, France, and the UK are turning to nativists instead of, as they did in the past, the left (for summary, see Schechter 2018). Based on voting behavior since the late 1940s, his thesis is that, beginning in the 1970s, center-left parties increasingly represented the interests of the “Brahmin Left” (the highly-educated elite) while the conservative parties continue to represent the “Merchant Right” (the traditional business elite). In contrast to the past, when voting behavior was primarily along class lines, now more educated citizens vote for the “Brahmin Left” parties while high-income and -wealth citizens vote for the “Merchant Right” parties. Both parties are detached from the interests of the common person, who, in an increasingly precarious situation, reacts against “the establishment,” a disdain rising long before scapegoats like immigrants could be used to gain votes against the “globalists.”


Piketty predicts, based on the 2016 elections in France and the US, that the future of political parties may be “globalist” parties (formerly center-left parties, self-described as “progressive”) supported by higher-income and -education voters against “nativist” parties (right-wing populist, self-described as “patriotic”) supported by lower-income and -education voters. The nativists of France, for example, secure working class support by framing the “progressive” globalists, with some accuracy, as “nomadic elites, without roots, always ready to squeeze workers and hire cheap immigrant labor,” in contrast to the “patriotic” nativists who ostensibly “defend the interests of the less advantaged classes against the threats of hypercapitalist mongrelized globalization without borders or fatherland” (Piketty 2020: 797-798). While a social-democratic alternative has emerged in some countries, including the US (the movement surrounding Bernie Sanders), the UK (the movement surrounding Jeremy Corbyn), Germany (the movement surrounding Die Linke), Spain (the movement surrounding Podemos), and other countries, no alternative is large, organized, and powerful enough to turn society on a new track.


In summary, nearly a half century of neoliberalism has led to increases in precariousness, inequality, and reactionary politics. In capitalist societies, which subordinate life to abstract aims like profit-making and administrative goals, political-economic trends have a disproportionate influence on other social institutions, technological design and development, our psychology and identity, and the entire planet. While the rest of the trends and contradictions detailed below are not under the title “political-economic trends and contradictions,” they can only be understood in the context of capitalism in general and post-Fordist capitalism in particular.


Technological contradictions and irrational technologies


Perhaps after skimming the news on one’s smartphone—which, according to a 2016 market study, we “tap, type, swipe and click” 2,617 times a day (Winnick and Zolna 2016)—about the latest innovations in virtual reality, nanotechnology, artificial intelligence, military technology, biotechnology, and robotics, I suspect that one has, at some point, pondered if modern technology is a net good or net harm for humanity and the environment. One may have even wondered, with some embarrassment, if it would be better to live in a preindustrial society, a romanticism symptomatic of every anomic society (see below).


The dissonant feelings many feel toward technological civilization are captured by Freud in his Civilization and Its Discontents (1961: 34-35):




[d]uring the last few generations mankind has made an extraordinary advance in the natural sciences and in their technical application and has established his control over nature in a way never imagined before. … Men are proud of those achievements, and have a right to be. But they seem to have observed that this newly-won power over space and time … has not increased the amount of pleasurable satisfaction which they may expect from life and has not made them happier. … One would like to ask: is there, then, no positive gain in pleasure, no unequivocal increase in my feeling of happiness, if I can, as often as I please, hear the voice of a child of mine who is living hundreds of miles away or if I can learn in the shortest possible time after a friend has reached his destination that he has come through the long and difficult voyage unharmed? Does it mean nothing that medicine has succeeded in enormously reducing infant mortality and the danger of infection for women in childbirth, and, indeed, considerably lengthening the average life of a civilized man?





For thinkers such as Steven Pinker (2018), for whom the very meaning of progress is almost synonymous with technological innovation and economic growth, and sees contradictions in progress as blips that can be smoothly overcome, the answer is straightforward: of course there is a net gain in pleasure and happiness, and to say otherwise is romantic technophobia. In reply to this understandable affirmation of civilization:




the voice of pessimistic criticism makes itself heard and warns us that most of these satisfactions follow the model of the “cheap enjoyment” extolled in the anecdote … If there had been no railway to conquer distances, my child would never have left his native town and I should need no telephone to hear his voice; if travelling across the ocean by ship had not been introduced, my friend would not have embarked on his sea-voyage and I should not need a cable to relieve my anxiety about him. What is the use of reducing infantile mortality when … we nevertheless rear no more children than in the days before the reign of hygiene, while at the same time we have created difficult conditions for our sexual life in marriage …? And, finally, what good to us is a long life if it is difficult and barren of joys, and if it is so full of misery that we can only welcome death as a deliverer? (Freud 1961: 35)





There are two lines of thinking concerning technology, both associated with the Marxist tradition, helpful for explaining common dissonant attitudes toward technology while avoiding the well-known pitfalls of romantic primitivism, on the one hand, and the naïve techno-optimism of those who turn a blind eye to the contradictory impacts of technological progress, on the other. First, sometimes the potential positive impacts of technology are “fettered”—blocked or underexploited—due to existing social relations and, second, technological design and use “embodies” or “materializes” existing social relations. I discuss each argument in turn.


The first line of argument—that some technological artifacts could be used for more rational ends if embedded in different social conditions—is most famously expressed in Marx’s notion of the contradiction between the forces and relations of production. Humans have enslaved themselves to techniques that could free them from unnecessary toil. Thinking about the rationality and goodness of technological use as contingent on existing social relations helps evade the blind spots of both technophobia and techno-optimism as well as clarify today’s technological contradictions. For example, we currently have the technological ability to reduce greenhouse gas emissions given different social conditions and priorities, but, instead, we are constantly increasing total energy use, including fossil fuel-based energy (Gunderson et al. 2018; York and Bell 2019). The question, returned to in chapter 5, remains the same: Will we become slaves to our own technics or use them for rational aims?


The case that there is a contradiction between the forces and relations of production assumes that technological development and use are social, not neutral and inevitable. This is also assumed in the second Marxist claim about technology, that it “embodies” the social order and its ideology. This argument is at least as old as Marx (Malm 2018), an insight later expanded by thinkers such as Herbert Marcuse (1964) and Erich Fromm (1968), and, more recently, by Andrew Feenberg (1999) and Adam Greenfield (2017). In short, the goals of profit-maximization and cost-effectiveness condition the design and use of many technologies: “design embodies only a subset of the values circulating in society at any given time” and capitalism is unique in that the range of possible valuemediations of technology are reduced due to “conflict[s] with a narrow pecuniary interest” (Feenberg 2005: 105). If this is true, that technology is shaped by social conditions, this also means that, if we assume that some social conditions are irrational, there may be some technological artifacts that would remain irrational even if embedded in a rational society. That is, there may be technologies that would be made unnecessary or actively abolished by a rational society. For example, “[w]hat sense would it make to try to turn the assembly line into a scene of self-expression, or to broadcast propaganda for free thought” (Feenberg 2005: 98)? Such “irrational technologies,” for want of a better term, not only serve destructive and repressive ends in the current order, but also, due to their design, are inherently antithetical to human flourishing and ecological wellbeing.


Before shrugging off this line of argument—that some technologies are inherently destructive and could never serve rational ends—as technophobic, consider two concrete examples of contemporary irrational technologies: facial-recognition technology and stratospheric aerosol injection (SAI).


It is easy to envision frightening future worlds with the spread of facial-recognition software.




One worries what happens when facial-recognition technology improves and proliferates ever further, enabling relative conveniences like Amazon’s automated brick-and-mortar stores while ensuring that people can be identified, by a host of unknown actors, wherever they go. One dark scenario is the “Minority Report” option, as in the film where public advertisements, cameras, and sensors scan Tom Cruise’s eyes and provide him with personalized offers and ads wherever he goes, with advertising flowing from one interface to another. (Silverman 2017: 159)


[W]hen walking down a city street, we still tend to nurture the unconscious assumption that we are somehow insulated in our privacy by the others surrounding us. But the advent of powerful facial-recognition algorithms, and particularly the escape of those algorithms from their original context, threatens our ability to remain anonymous in this way—and by extension, our ability to assemble in public, demonstrate collective grievances and assert popular power. (Greenfield 2017: 240)





Yet these nightmarish scenarios are not far-offfictional dystopias. In the case of the Minority Report dystopia, Silverman (2017: 159) continues, “[m]uch of this technology already exists, and advertisers are focused on tracking users wherever they go, including across devices, and (by closely tracking behaviors) distinguishing between multiple users sharing the same device” (Silverman 2017: 159). And following the problem of maintaining anonymity, Greenfield (2017: 241f) notes that FindFace, an application available in Russia, already allows users to upload pictures of strangers, which it compares with hundreds of millions of users of Russia’s major social networking site VKontakte. Although the Chinese state is currently at the forefront of frightening applications of facial-recognition technology, there are concerning parallel trends in the West (Wong and Dobson 2019). For example, a recent New York Times exposé details how a previously obscure and unregulated tech startup, Clearview AI, has amassed an enormous database of billions upon billions of photographs and images milled from the internet without consent (Hill 2020). Law enforcement agencies pay to access this database to compare suspect photos. Matches are provided with links to the webpages from which the photos were extracted.


While facial-recognition software could serve the rulers of any repressive society, it should currently be examined in the context of “surveillance capitalism.” Surveillance is a necessary feature of every mechanism monopoly capitalist societies have adopted to absorb excess surplus since the Second World War: military expansion, marketing, and, with the dawn of neoliberalism, financialization (Foster and McChesney 2014). The capacity to monitor entire populations entered a new era with information technologies. According to Shoshana Zuboff(2015: 75, 76), surveillance capitalism is a “new logic of accumulation” that “aims to predict and modify human behavior as a means to produce revenue and market control” as well as turning everyday life into a “commercialization strategy” (cf. Greenfield 2017). The “raw material” of surveillance capitalism is behavioral data, which is accumulated as a “behavioral surplus” that is used, via machine intelligence, to predict what people will do in the future in order to sell them products, creating “behavioral futures markets” (Zuboff 2019: 9). For Facebook, facial-recognition technology opens “infinite” marketing possibilities and, thus, they actively fight against laws to regulate facial recognition (Zuboff 2019: 251ff). This new logic of accumulation in which, for example, Google “extracts” voice samples, emails, online search histories, smartphone location data, etc., without consent, allows the firm to undermine the real or illusionary past “structural reciprocities between the firm and its populations” and makes way for an emerging form of absolute power: a totally controlled and constantly monitored world of automaton-like humans who exist as a “hive mind” from which there is “no escape” (Zuboff 2015: 80, 2019: chs. 16 and 17).


To provide another example of inherently irrational and destructive technics, consider plans for solar geoengineering, strategies to reflect incoming solar radiation back into space (US National Research Council 2015). SAI, the most widely discussed form of solar geoengineering, is a plan to emulate volcanism by releasing particles into the stratosphere to increase albedo (Keith 2013). While cheap compared to carbon emissions reductions (mitigation) and potentially effective at cooling the planet, SAI is extremely risky, as emphasized even by scientists who support more SAI research (e.g., Keith 2013). Risks include unknown impacts on weather, clouds, and plants; the potential for more severe and frequent droughts; increases in air pollution and acid rain; potential to worsen the ozone hole; problems resulting from possible military use or commercial control; and, most frighteningly, the possibility for a “termination effect,” where, if SAI cannot be maintained after being implemented, temperatures could increase rapidly due to a build-up of background emissions (see Robock 2008a, 2008b, Robock et al. 2009, Robock et al. 2010; Boucher et al. 2013, Ferraro et al. 2014).


Like facial-recognition technology, SAI is difficult to understand without political-economic context. While solar geoengineering scientists who support SAI research push for increasing mitigation efforts and are usually cautious about their support (Reynolds et al. 2016), there is partial though illuminating evidence that SAI may be implemented in order to reproduce capitalism, the social order that drives climate change (Gunderson et al. 2019). Not only are economic justifications for SAI common (e.g., unlike mitigation, SAI does not immediately threaten industry), which will appeal to those with the power to implement climate policy, but there is some evidence of support for SAI from the elite (e.g., Bill Gates), fossil fuel industry representatives, and even climate denialist organizations (e.g., the Heartland Institute) because it is perhaps the only potentially “effective” climate change strategy, the catastrophic risks be damned, that is simultaneously “economical” and capable of reproducing the status quo (Ott 2018; Surprise 2018; Gunderson et al. 2019; Foster 2019).


Both facial-recognition technology and SAI are examples of technologies that, embedded in current social conditions, “leave existing modes of domination mostly intact” (Greenfield 2017: 8). Yet the point of labeling them “irrational technologies” here is to ask the reader to reflect on the following question: Can or will either technology “ever truly be turned to liberatory ends” (Greenfield 2017: 8)? It is difficult to imagine social conditions in which the capacity to compare a photograph of someone’s face with billions of face-photographs, which were likely obtained and stored without consent, would increase human flourishing.3 What use would a non-repressive society have for such an inherently repressive technic of arbitrary power? Similarly, a rational society, which would immediately and dramatically reduce carbon emissions, would never conceive of implementing SAI. Only an irrational society would inject millions of tons of sulfate aerosols into the stratosphere rather than reduce emissions.


There are many emerging and rapidly developing technologies that should be subjected to similar analysis: Are they only destructive due to the social conditions in which they are embedded or are they inherently destructive, regardless of social conditions? But most of us on a typical day would prefer to look away from such troubling questions. Fear of the future due to rapid technological change— “future shock” (Toffler 1970)—is one of the rots on which despair spores.


Despair, anomie, and alienation


With over a century to digest Nietzsche and Freud, it should not surprise us that there is widespread despair in a society that insists upon individual happiness:


•Around 1 in 6 American adults took a psychiatric drug in 2013 (Moore and Mattison 2017).


•Nearly 1 in 5 American adults had a mental illness in 2017 (National Institute of Mental Health 2019).


•Nearly half of American adolescents aged 13-18, including the majority of girls, had a mental health disorder between 2001-2004 (Merikangas et al. 2010).


•The national suicide rate increased by 24 percent from 1999 through 2014 (Curtin et al. 2016).


•19.7 million Americans aged 12 or older had a substance use disorder in 2017 (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 2018).


•70,237 Americans died from drug overdoses in 2017, 47,600 of these deaths involved opioids (National Institution on Drug Abuse 2019).


The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated these trends. A poll conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in June 2020 found that 4 in 10 respondents reported at least one of the following: “symptoms of anxiety disorder or depressive disorder (30.9%), symptoms of a trauma- and stressor-related disorder (TSRD) related to the pandemic (26.3%), and having started or increased substance use to cope with stress or emotions related to COVID-19 (13.3%)” (Czeisler et al. 2020). Astonishingly, a quarter of respondents aged 18-24 reported that they had seriously considered suicide in the past 30 days.


Data points like these are difficult to interpret for those raised in a society that individualizes problems such as mental illness. (In fact, there is even a campaign that we increase our “acceptance” of mental health issues, as opposed to altering the social conditions that produced the mental health crisis.) Of course, biographical, psychological, and/or genetic variables are indispensable for explaining individual cases of mental health issues, suicides, and drug abuse, but these micro-level variables cannot explain such high rates of mental health issues, suicides, and drug abuse. The goal of this section is not to make the extravagant claim that capitalism is responsible for all mental health issues, suicides, and overdoses, but, instead, to point out that these trends are incomprehensible without zooming out to see their social context.


There are connections between capitalism, especially in its neoliberal form, and mental health issues, drug abuse, and other indicators of despair. The normal processes of capitalism, such as brutal competition, materialism, inequality, and selfinterested pseudo-individualism, create the richest soil to grow mental pathologies in individuals (Fisher 2009; Verhaeghe 2014; Monbiot 2016; Tweedy 2017; Kovel 2018; Matthews 2020). For example, perceived and experienced job insecurity and poverty are associated with increased risk for mental illness (Marmot et al. 2001; Sverke et al. 2002; Lund et al. 2010) and there is increasing evidence that income inequality is a driver of various mental illnesses, drug abuse, and related issues (Wilkinson and Pickett 2010; Burns 2015). The political-economic forces conditioning mental health issues, suicide, and drug abuse are clearest in Case and Deaton’s (2015) well-known paper on “deaths of despair”: a dramatic increase in mortality rates since 1999 among white middle-aged Americans without a college degree. The likely underlying cause in increased mortality rates driven by suicide and drug and alcohol abuse is simple: a lack of good jobs (Case and Deaton 2017). Indicators of despair can even remain for portions of the population whose basic needs are met. For example, relatively high substance use and mental health issues of children of affluent parents may be caused by emotional and physical isolation from parents as well as familial and internalized obsession with achievement (Luthar 2003; Luthar and Becker 2003).


What also needs explaining is the generalized anxiety of our era even when it does not manifest or morph into substance abuse, depression, suicide, and other “maladjustments.” There are two classical sociological concepts that shed light: alienation and anomie.


Alienation is a Hegelian term usurped by the young Marx (1964) to describe the state of being dominated by one’s own material and immaterial artifacts, of a world created by humans becoming an alien force, a condition epitomized by wage labor, where humans are alienated from their product, productive activity, species being, and fellow humans. Alienation is unfreedom, an unfreedom created and reproduced by the very authors who desire to be free. Although alienation is a term used to describe an objective condition of a world of subjects dominated by their own artifacts, it is the lived world of the subject that is estranged. Freudo-Marxists like Marcuse and Fromm argue that the alienation caused by the instrumental rationalization of production and leisure, which stifles creativity, cooperation, and freedom, was at the center of modern mental illness (see Matthews 2020). Fromm (1955) argues that mental health issues are common in affluent capitalist societies because, even when the basic needs of citizens are met, individuals are encouraged to meet their “existential needs,” such as a sense of identity, unity, and relatedness to others, in pathological ways. For example, consumer capitalism conditions a ubiquitous “marketing character,” a personality type that experiences the world and the self as a commodity. One must sell their fluid and pseudocheerful “personality package” at work and fulfill the need for meaning through consumption and shopping. Yet, for Fromm, even the normal processes of capitalism are a collective insanity. For example, food production and distribution are restricted to save “the economy” despite the reality of malnourishment; there are high rates of education, literacy, and a massive infrastructure of advanced communicative technology coupled with increased leisure, yet most time free from wage labor is spent consuming childish entertainment; and poverty and homelessness continue to exist in the face of abundance and empty homes.


In addition to alienation, our society is also characterized by what the great French sociologist Émile Durkheim terms “anomie.”4 Anomie simultaneously describes normless social conditions following rapid social changes and the psychological state Durkheim (1951: 369, 247) thought normative in these periods: a “collective sadness” and “constantly renewed torture” formed by an “[i]nextinguishable thirst” that roams free of any concrete and attainable goals. It is the collective ennui and “undefined foreboding of something unknown” (Hegel 1967: 75) mentioned in the opening lines of this book. Chris Hedges (2018) skillfully applies Durkheim’s concept to diagnose today’s despair and cultural pathologies that he believes foreshadow the collapse of the American empire. While the following claim is difficult to corroborate empirically, there seems to be a robust sense, especially among young people, that the current era is culturally barren and morally bankrupt, that one cannot locate a solid frame of reference to orient one’s self, that life is “out of control” and irrational, and that the future is unwelcoming if not inevitably disastrous. This is anomie, manifest today in the nostalgia for past cultural forms, the bored yet hurried pace through which one skims the ever-expanding cosmos of algorithmically-selected digital “infotainment,” a craving for unshakable certainties (a necessarily fruitless search terminating in skepticism or dogmatism), the fleeting hope that shopping will rid one of a nagging desire rather than producing a new one (Meštrović 1991), and the dread in imagining a future world where emerging trends such as surveillance technology and wristbands that track movements at work are so familiar and ubiquitous that they are as taken-for-granted as toaster ovens and advertising.


As with past metamorphoses in capitalism, the underlying social relations that drive technological and cultural change are reproduced and strengthened through these changes. In other words, the most essential roles and dynamics of capitalist society stay the same despite capitalism’s unique ability to constantly transform itself. I suspect that contemporary anomie is partly caused by the end of the legitimacy of the neoliberal project even though it continues to guide the state and economy (Harvey 2019). This strain between ideology and social contradictions produces a feeling that “the old is dying and the new cannot be born,” a tension that forms “a great variety of morbid symptoms” (Gramsci 1971: 276; see Fraser 2019). While our morbid symptoms include the use of authoritarian power rather than consent to rule, as Gramsci predicted, the most unnerving experience feeding neoliberal anomie is knowledge that the new world that must be born will likely be catastrophic.


Ecological destruction


A 2015 Science article outlines nine “planetary boundaries” that, when crossed, may threaten the ability of Earth to maintain a “safe operating space” for social development (Steffen et al. 2015). Of the planetary boundaries that can be quantified, we are already in the “zone of uncertainty” of “increasing risk” for climate change and land-system change, and “beyond the zone of uncertainty” of “high risk” for biosphere integrity, specifically genetic diversity and biogeochemical flows. Here, I focus on two already-crossed planetary boundaries: biodiversity loss and climate change.


Genetic diversity is necessary for the biosphere to adapt to long-term changes yet human activity, such as the basic processes of capitalist expansion, is rapidly wiping out many species and using ecosystems unsustainably. For example, the World Wildlife Federation (2016) estimates a 58 percent decline in vertebrates since 1970. That is, over half of vertebrate populations have been terminated since the transition from Keynesian to neoliberal capitalism. In fact, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005: 1) found that “[o]ver the past 50 years, humans have changed ecosystems more rapidly and extensively than in any comparable period of time in human history” and that 60 percent of ecosystem “services” are “being degraded or used unsustainably.” The current extinction rate is interpreted as high risk because of uncertainty about when biodiversity loss will “trigger non-linear or irreversible changes to the Earth system” (Steffen et al. 2015: 1259855-6).


If the current impacts of climate change caused by around 1°C warming above preindustrial levels only constitute an “increasing risk,” what would pushing this planetary boundary into “high risk” look like? The goal of the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement of the 21st Conference of the Parties of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (2015) is “ keeping a global temperature rise this century well below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase even further to 1.5 degrees Celsius.” A recent Special Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), Global Warming of 1.5°C (2018; for readable overview, see Buis 2019), details reasons why a 1.5°C warmer world would be much less risky and undesirable than a 2°C warmer world, including lower mean temperatures in most regions, fewer hot extremes in most inhabited regions, a lower probability of drought in some regions, lower sea-level rise, less biodiversity loss, and fewer health, food, water, security, and other risks to humans. The social and ecological forecasts of a 2°C world are grim, including:


•37 percent of Earth’s population exposed to severe heatwaves at least once every 5 years.


•“The deadly heatwaves India and Pakistan saw in 2015 may occur annually” (Buis 2019).


•The coldest nights in high latitudes will be about 6°C warmer.


•Increased amount, intensity, and/or frequency in heavy precipitation, increased flooding and runoff in most areas, and heavier rainfall from tropical cyclones.


•A less secure food supply, including areas that are already very poor such as the African Sahel and Western and Southern Africa.


•13 percent of land areas are “projected to see their ecosystems shift from one type of biome to another” (e.g., a land-area covered in rainforest shifting to a new form of vegetation) (Buis 2019).


•The potential of thawing 1.5 to 2.5 million square kilometers of currently frozen permafrost.


⚬Arctic permafrost contains 1.8 trillion tons of carbon, twice as much as there is currently in the Earth’s atmosphere, much of which will be released as methane, a greenhouse gas far more potent than carbon dioxide (Wallace-Wells 2017).


•The climatically determined geographic range of 18 percent of the insects, 16 percent of the plants, and 8 percent of the vertebrates will be reduced by more than half.


•More than 70 percent of the Earth’s coastlines will experience sea-level rise greater than 0.2 meters, increasing salinization of water supplies, beach erosion, and coastal flooding.


•Increased ocean acidification, leading to the loss of almost all coral reefs (> 99 percent).


•An ice-free Arctic Ocean once a decade.


The IPCC (2018: 21, 17) emphasizes that societies would need to fundamentally and immediately alter the status quo to remain within 1.5°C warming: “rapid and far-reaching transitions in energy, land, urban and infrastructure, and industrial systems” are required, changes that are “unprecedented in terms of scale.”


How close is society to making these “unprecedented” and “far-reaching” changes to combat climate change? Not close at all. Climate scientists Kevin Anderson and Alice Bows (2011: 41) predicted that there is “little to no chance” of even staying within 2°C, which they consider the border between “dangerous” and “extremely dangerous” climate change. According to Climate Analytics, a think tank that tracks the emissions and climate policies of over 32 countries that produce around 80 percent of total emissions, only two countries, Morocco and the Gambia, are on track to keeping global temperature rise within 1.5°C warming (Climate Action Tracker 2019). In fact, even if all countries achieved all of their current pledges and targets, which is highly unlikely, we can expect temperature increases of 3.5°C (Climate Action Tracker 2019). This is well-above catastrophic range. There is high confidence that 3°C warming relative to preindustrial levels would result in extensive biodiversity loss, very high risks to unique and threatened systems, and high risk of “large and irreversible sea level rise from ice sheet loss” (IPCC 2014: 72). Earth has not been that hot for around 3 million years, during the Pliocene Epoch, an epoch that the director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies, Gavin Schmidt, describes as a time where “there was almost no ice anywhere. The sea level was 20 meters (65 feet) or so higher, and forests went to the edge of the Arctic Ocean where there is now tundra … It takes a long time for those changes to manifest, but if we see 3 C … it pushes us in that direction” (quoted in Lewis 2015).


If countries do not achieve all their current pledges and continue with current policies, Climate Action Tracker (2019) predicts a temperature rise of 2.3°C to 4.1°C above preindustrial levels by 2100. Thankfully warming above 4°C is less likely than previously estimated, though this depends on future coal use (International Energy Agency 2019; Wallace-Wells 2019b) and potential warming-induced feedbacks (Steffen et al. 2018; see below). However, it is important to examine risks related to higher-end projections. Risks of a 4°C or warmer world “include severe and widespread impacts on unique and threatened systems, the extinction of many species, large risks to food security and compromised normal human activities, including growing food or working outdoors in some areas for parts of the year, due to the combination of high temperature and humidity” (IPCC 2014: 65).


The World Bank’s Turn Down the Heat: Why a 4°C Warmer World Must be Avoided (2012) is devoted to projecting the possible future hell of a 4°C warmer world, including:


•Extreme heat waves becoming the “new normal.”


•“In regions such as the Mediterranean, North Africa, the Middle East, and the Tibetan plateau, almost all summer months are likely to be warmer than the most extreme heat waves presently experienced” (World Bank 2012: xv).


•A 150 percent increase in ocean acidity, a concentration likely unparalleled in Earth’s history.


•0.5 to 1 meter average sea-level rise (highly asymmetrical based on region).


•A significant exacerbation of water scarcity in many regions, especially “northern and eastern Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia, while additional countries in Africa would be newly confronted with water scarcity on a national scale due to population growth” (World Bank 2012: xvi).


•Increased risks of “ecosystem disruption” due to extreme weather events like wildfires, forest dieback, and ecosystem transformation and shifts.
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