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Introduction

Jeff Bezos, the world’s richest man, spoke of the Green New Deal with the alpine clarity one would expect from someone steering a company, which if it were a country, would rank around 70th in total CO2 emissions: “There are a lot of different ideas for what the Green New Deal is,” he said, “and it’s probably too broad to say too much about that in particular.”1 Bezos, like all corporate magnates, operates in a world of balance sheets and the pressure to maximize quarterly earnings. He is well aware that Amazon is part of a dizzyingly complex world. Despite perpetual hype and digital chatter about the post-industrial economy or other hallucinations of a humanity – or a capitalism – severed from the world of things, reality remains concrete. In a way, that is an understatement. The footprint of capitalism on the world’s resources is heavier and heavier, now vastly exceeding the planet’s capacity to regenerate itself. This includes the physical impact, in mines and massive energy use, of the not-at-all-ethereal tech-world itself.

Amazon is part of a high-consumption economy based on planned obsolescence. It depends on ensuring people buy what Amazon sells: a deliberately forged culture of consumption, personal loans and personal debt, and manufactures which cannot be repaired except at enormous cost. Consumer electronics and worldwide delivery systems need a huge network of gas stations and publicly subsidized roads. Nearly instant delivery requires a devastated workforce in the core, which will deliver even when the Post Office does not. Furthermore, Amazon relies on a certain way of organizing the human relationship with the environment. Each item for sale on Amazon’s website, its energy-guzzling “cloud” data servers, its gossamer logistical systems which enable same-day delivery, is tied with a million threads to use of carbon sinks and the atmospheric space for CO2 emissions. These occur without the permission of humanity. Furthermore, lives have been lessened in length and quality by the freedom to pollute, especially in the South. Additionally, Amazon needs cheap access to the raw materials which are the inputs for the thousands of knickknacks and gewgaws which, as they flow from factory to family, rip apart the world in which we live, and mound great profit in the pockets of the planet’s Bezoses. It relies on poor people in the planet’s Third World remaining poor, and often landless, displaced to slums, forced to work in factories that produce what Amazon sells.

A Green New Deal (GND) which imagines replacing delivery vehicles which run on oil with those that run on lithium batteries, which imagines a continued closed-loop consumer economy based on recycling every bit of metal and plastic and replacing natural gas with state-subsidized nuclear power, could work for Amazon’s business model and the capitalism in which it fits. It would be no problem at all for Bezos – at least in the short term.

But a People’s Green New Deal based on universal access to renewable energy, climate debt payments, de-commodified public spaces, funding for the arts, 24-hour public libraries, and food sovereignty in the South and the North alike would wreak havoc on Amazon’s supply chain. It would empower the laborers who fill its lower rungs. It would chip away at the coerced and individualized and debt-fueled consumption on which it rests. And it would sever huge portions of people’s needs from capitalist accumulation circuits. Moving to agroecology, or “the application of ecological principles and concepts for the design and management of sustainable agro-ecosystems,” would further break apart the Amazon-friendly structuring of the world.2 If the People’s Green New Deal enfolded demands for political sovereignty in the South, such a plan for planetary just transition would burst apart a capitalist system which rests on super-exploitation of the Third World, using it as a garbage dump and labor supplier. A People’s GND would become eco-socialist: the worldwide decommodification of social life and the conscious and conscientious management by the associated producers, or revolutionary humanity, of our relationship with non-human nature so as to ensure its longevity and well-being.

As Bezos says: it’s probably unhelpful to say too much about the GND in general. Angels and devils dwell in the details. Which GND and why does it matter? What is at stake in one or the next, who has a stake in one or the next, and for whom does it not matter at all? This book is primarily about the GND debate in the United States. But the US resembles an island only in the most literal sense, and the same debates are happening across the imperial states. More importantly, everything the US political elite does or does not do occurs and impacts a sharply uneven world – from Pentagon budgets and the petrodollar which translate into a fire from the sky on Yemeni smallholders, to the decision to demilitarize, to speeds-ofemissions reductions which submerge or stabilize the Seychelles. And from cobalt-laden tech for batteries for fleets of electric cars which rely on the continuing underdevelopment and war-fueled annihilation of the Congo to keep their prices cheap, to the decision to quickly move the population of the US to free electrified public transport, bicycles, and local work.

Any GND aims to change physical production, social power, and how humans interact with the environment. GNDs are plans for preserving, strengthening, remolding, attacking, or abolishing capitalism. None of the GNDs, or programs for degrowth, or programs for green capitalism, restrict themselves to just fixing up a mutilated natural world, or imagines a simple swap of lithium batteries for roaring internal combustion motors or windmills for coal-fueled power plants. GNDs are agendas for governing, for deciding who gets what and how much, who does not get, or how little they get. Since the US economy is connected through its monopolies and its military to oppressed nations and classes all over the world, a US GND is an agenda for governing the nations of the planet. It could also be something else: not an ecological empire but empire’s end, the planet’s other nations ruling themselves, including colonized nations struggling against settler-colonialism.

By now the term Green New Deal spans a sweep of proposals, from the European Union’s GND for Europe, to the dead-letter Bernie Sanders GND, and on to the degrowth-oriented European GND emanating from the nursery of cutting-edge political ecology, Lisbon and Barcelona, also the urban cores of Europe’s own Third World. Then there are the ecosocialist plans of Howie Hawkins and the US Green Party, and the Red Deal for indigenous decolonization from the US’s Red Nation. Some imagine a thorium-and-solar-fueled US military. Some imagine no US military. Some plan for a revamped US workshop-of-the-world exporting clean tech to the Third World. Some fight for climate reparations steadily erasing the economic apartheid between First and Third Worlds, making in its place a world with room for many worlds.

Green New Deals which seek to help other nations shift to cleaner forms of production are GNDs which are more democratic, humane, and just than those which do not, and those which seek to profit from such “help” may not change very much at all. GNDs having a worldwide shift to agro-ecological forms of farming based on food sovereignty and far less trade as their touchstone, and which argue for local democratic economies built on appropriate technologies and sovereign industrialization and local control of renewable energy, catering to human needs, are transformative. They are not compatible with capitalism.

This book clarifies what is at stake in different Green New Deals, whose politics they accommodate and reflect, and how big capitalists might work with or against distinct GNDs. Most fundamental to each GND in the Euro-American sphere, is its relationship to capitalism and imperialism: Are these agendas for governing capitalism, or for destroying it? If the answer is the former, pragmatism and realism can become firehoses dousing in despair the flames of revolutionary hope. If the answer is the latter, as it should be, then questions of “realism” should be dismissed as ideological counterinsurgency against those who not merely hope for, but need, a better world.

WHY ARE WE TALKING ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS NOW?

Why now? After all, the Green New Deal is not a new idea. It is an idea that has been born, reborn, and born again, aborted and living half-lives for 15 years. Although it was bandied around in various circles for many years, it first emerged in the public sphere in that petri dish for Eurocentric bacteria, Thomas Friedman’s New York Times column, wherein Friedman paused from calling for blitzkriegs against Iraqi children to call for a Green New Deal. Friedman was frank. It was meant to be “geostrategic, geoeconomic, capitalistic and patriotic,” because “living, working, designing, manufacturing and projecting America in a green way can be the basis of a new unifying political movement for the 21st century.”3 This was GND as meta-frame for industrial renaissance, shoring up weak points in the edifice of US power. Friedman as the in-house priest of US imperialist neoliberalism was not then or ever shy about telling his readers what he thought should happen or who would benefit. Nevertheless, 2007 was premature. 2008 saw President Barack Obama stumping with mention of a GND for the United States and diverting some of the federal recovery budget to alternative power sources.

2009 saw Europe push a GND as an agenda for rule, development, foreign affairs, domestic reweaving of a frayed social safety net, and other politics that sought to impale neoliberalism and mounting CO2 emissions with a two-pronged fork: new spending for the people and new investments to rapidly ramp down CO2 emissions in favor of new and clean sources of energy. It called for “economic, social and environmental solidarity,” and a Europe acting “for its citizens” in lieu of “narrow industry interests,” alongside a “new economy driven by long-term prosperity, not short-term profiteering,” decent minimum living standards, small increases in development aid, and massive R&D. Finally, “Social and sustainable development clauses in trade partnerships should therefore be binding.”4 This was an early taste of the tendency towards apolitical social management – the governance approach – which tries to dissolve contradictions around class and colonialism, and capitalism’s inability as a historical system to respect the earth-system and the tenuous, delicate, and easily shattered niche it has for many billions of humans. Long-term planning and the equally vague call for “decent minimum living standards” all gesture towards using the GND as a lever to shift the social system to “sustainability,” another voguish word adulterated to meaninglessness through technocratic, bureaucratic, and academic misuse and overuse. The formerly colonized world and its rights to reparations, restitution, and development, summarized in the short and brilliant keyword of climate debt, were not present in this early precursor of current social democratic GNDs. Rather, they imagined managing South– North inequalities not by any kind of recognition that the empire of free trade produced the world-system, but by whittling away at structurally lopsided exchange through this or that melioristic regulatory clause.

The post-2008 recovery, partially based upon small state investment in the green industrial sector, silenced those amongst the vanguard capitalist class agitating for a new system. Neither egalitarian nor ecological, but a new regime with new frontiers of accumulation. Bubbles, quantitative easing, and low-level Keynesian spending by the US and China drowned out anti-systemic talk at the surface level of politics.

But 2008 also produced a kind of quiet revolution. It did not collapse the structures of capitalism nor make good on the arrears of colonial debt. But it jolted the work-a-day hegemony of capitalism. Just ten years after Seattle had delegitimized the World Trade Organization, the 2008 Wall Street Crisis led many to question whether capitalism was indeed the end of history as imagined by its apologists. In 2011 the occupation of Zuccotti Park and the US-wide Occupy movement again questioned and actively challenged capitalism as a political method of rule. Those who lived through these moments and saw the plate-glass shop window of capitalism’s fixity shatter in front of us began and continue to organize.

THE POLITICAL MOMENT

The post-2011 period has been often characterized as one of leftist resurgence. The catastrophic worldwide advance of imperialism during this period has shattered entire states in the Arab world and emplaced conservatives through coup after coup in place of the Latin American radical governments which had been the political fortresses, partially conquered by the people, within which the Cochabamba meetings could assemble or the peasant movement La Via Campesina could grow stronger. These facts should make us hesitate to accept the narrative of radical renaissance. A more correct description would be a slow attempt to restore the level of left practice, theory, and organization achieved in the late 1990s and 2000s, including, with stalactite-slowness, some kind of understanding that people in the North should oppose imperialism. This has manifested alongside far wider unease, taking organizational form, for example, in the Democratic Socialists of America, with capitalism as a system of rule and accumulation, and far wider acceptance of some sort of socialist alternative.

An element of that older movement-of-movements was a rupture with regulatory-technocratic approaches in the North to dealing with climate change. Up until that point it had been the object of neutral policy chatter of emissions controls and carbon credits. From 1999 onwards, North and South started to surge towards one another. Increasingly, climate debt was on the tip of every activist’s tongue, not as a slogan, but as a common-sense way to begin to repay the historical value torn from the South. While alter-globalization, or the idea of a different people’s globalization, at some level knew what it was against more than what it was for, whether ideas of worlds within which many worlds fit, or Samir Amin’s unity in diversity, it did not congeal into a political movement. The disintegrating and moderated forces of foundation funding, the political counterinsurgency of Democratic Party elite capture, and the rising atmosphere of judicial persecution against those who raised the anti-imperialist pennant or dared even to channel funds to children in the Gaza Strip, carried out a leveling operation in the post-9/11 atmosphere of rising domestic repression.5 2016 and onwards has seen, for better and worse, a moment in which crises of organizing and theory coincide with the rise and defeat of great yet greatly flawed and ultimately defeated social democratic avatars Jeremy Corbyn, Jean-Luc Mélenchon, and Bernie Sanders.

This rise-and-fall has also occurred as huge swathes of even domestic populations in the capitalist core are prepared for a more radical, transformative message – one that includes building with rather than ignoring the needs of the social movements and left governments of the South, and which accepts that we in the North also have a unique burden in carrying through worldwide social transformation, specifically in preventing our own governments from imposing by violence their political values on other countries.

These forces have emerged simultaneous to a climate crisis that has broken through into public view. As a result, many forces are seizing on the climate-development-social welfare nexus as a way of packaging their agendas. Against this background, newly elected Congressperson Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (“AOC”) joined with Senator Ed Markey to introduce a non-binding resolution calling for a Green New Deal. With quite a bit of marketing, a millennial fluency in social media, and the lurking institutional backing of the Justice Dems project, an effort, linked to the Sanders candidacy, to put progressive candidates into office, and which plucked out Ocasio-Cortez and crafted her candidacy, she introduced the GND, a concise nearly bullet-point piece of non-binding legislation. I will have more to say later, but for now, what is important to keep in mind are four things. One, Markey/AOC welded climate crisis to social crisis: the 40 years in the desert of “wage stagnation, deindustrialization, and anti-labor policies” appeared alongside the need to keep the climate below 1.5°C of warming.6 Greening social policy or painting environmentalism red is not new, but here became part of setting the stage for a transformative policy package. And grounding social policy in emergency ecological crisis adds urgency, even makes for an emergency. Two, the legislation calls for a “new national, social, industrial, and economic mobilization,” along the lines of World War II. Three, the legislation is not socialist. It does not claim that the people or the working class are in antagonism with capital. It instead calls for “transparent and inclusive consultation…and partnership with…businesses,” and calls for directing “adequate capital… [to] businesses working on the Green New Deal mobilization,” alongside a murky call for public “appropriate ownership stakes and returns on investment” in such capital grants. And four, while it speaks of the “historic oppression” of the poor and low-income workers, it calls for resolving that oppression while keeping the fundamental property structures of the country intact.7 What has been remarkable, then, is how much people have made of what little was said, and furthermore how little attention has been paid to what the legislation actually told us. Capital grants to businesses is exactly the existing policy of US capitalism. To green it is to call for the greenwashing of capitalism. To enfold those policies in warm comfort blankets like “frontline communities” may hide the aims for accumulation at their core but does not change what is inside.

POLITICIZING CLIMATE POLITICS

This book does not defend the AOC/Markey Green New Deal, nor the forces behind it, which need to be addressed forthrightly. Whether that GND has advanced the conversation is a different question, and I am not very sure: at the moment, the forces in the driver’s seat of environmental policy are green capitalist/post-capitalist transition agendas, and many who wish to “push left” the AOC/Markey GND may well end up disorganizing resistance to the broader ruling-class agenda by embracing a false opposition to it. On the other hand, the Red Nation’s Red Deal and the Democratic Socialists of America Green New Deal Principles, each anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist, and in favor of climate debt settlement, stake out far more radical positions.8 I write here then primarily about what the AOC/Markey GND explicitly states, and affirm that a more radical GND is possible. But possibility only emerges when we have greater clarity about what else is on the table and whether those forces can be allied to us – “us” being people who believe in certain universals: everyone in the world deserves free and more or less equal access to electricity, health, education, culturally appropriate food, housing, and reasonable and un-alienated work.

The existing debate about the Green New Deal and climate change tends to follow one of several depoliticizing, opportunist, or reformist analytical approaches. In saying reformist, I do not mean to stake out a position against reforms. Decommodification of production and consumption, or making it so that things we make can be made outside of the schedule of priorities imposed by what “the market will value,” and the things we need we get automatically by virtue of living in a community rather than something we must have money for, is a good goal, wherever and whenever possible. And making sure that doing so does not damage the non-human environment is a good goal, whenever possible. Clean technology grants, including know-how and turning intellectual property rights into the commons of humanity as one form of climate reparations are good things. Reforms are not the same as reformism.

I mean by “reformism” analyses and political programs which refuse to consider that the world we live in and which we analyze and which we want to take part in liberating exists within an ongoing and world-spanning history of class struggle occurring in a divided world.9 An analysis that refuses to consider that the Sana’a or Sheikh Jarrah slum dweller has an interest in ensuring that any “Great Transition” ensures their own liberation, and does not account for how accumulation on a world scale rests on the wreckage of Yemen and the wealth wrested from Sri Lankan tropical monocrops, is flawed. It leads to reformist politics by aiming only for compromise. In this sense, the somber hard-headed pragmatic notion of realism quietly states that certain kinds of suffering and oppression ought not to be dealt with for now. These are all symptoms of opportunism: to politicize climate questions, but only so far. These plans are not eco-socialist.

The common thread of opportunist, reformist, and social democratic approaches is a blind faith in technology, a kind of magical catalyst, stardust sprinkled on the current system and capable of transforming it into a just and sustainable world ecology. I examine this in much more depth and length in Chapter 2, where I discuss green modernization as the fundamental mythology and political practice of domination in an age of climate crisis. Green modernization theory, the touchstone of much of the Great Transitions’ literature, the subject of Chapter 1, which covers plans to rework accumulation so as not to wreck the climate, accomplishes a similar project for an age when technology and the ideology of technology must be rethought and more to the point, reimposed, as a component of the inevitable march of progress towards a green horizon. Modernization theory, including and especially green modernization theory, the subject of Chapter 2, rests on a foundation made of quicksand: the myth of progress, the idea that things overall have gotten better and will continue to get better. This is perhaps most apparent in ideas for various geoengineering gewgaws, which stand in for immediate, sharp, socialist transformations in core living patterns alongside immediate payments of ecological debt. I reject the approach of urging the poor to pay the cost of empire as a way of life, a point of convergence between non-revolutionary GNDs.

A PLANETARY GREEN NEW DEAL?

In thinking through a planetary GND which can accommodate the demands of the majority of the Earth, we should start with earlier proposals that came from the majority world and were touchstones for climate activists before “GND” became a household term and a common shorthand for climate-change politics. This takes us back over a decade, to when the Cochabamba people’s process took place, setting the framework for climate debt discussions. The process emerged from the 2009 success of the peoples of the South. Radicalized states like Cuba, Venezuela, and Bolivia blocked the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change from adopting the Copenhagen Accord. In response, in January 2010 Evo Morales, Bolivia’s president, called for “the organization of the World People’s Referendum on Climate Change,” to “analyze and develop an action plan to advance the establishment of a Climate Justice Tribunal,” and to “define strategies for action and mobilization to defend life from Climate Change and to defend the Rights of Mother Earth.”10 Climate writer Naomi Klein, whose ideas and role I consider later in this book, once called the Cochabamba process which produced the following points of unity “the most transformative and radical vision so far” (she is silent about these points of unity c. 2021).11 The Cochabamba agreement was based on a “project for the Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth” which stated, “Mother Earth and all beings are entitled to all the inherent rights recognized in this Declaration,”12 including:


• The right to live and to exist;

• The right to be respected;

• The right to regenerate its bio-capacity and to continue its vital cycles and processes free of human alteration;

• The right to maintain their identity and integrity as differentiated beings, self-regulated and interrelated;

• The right to water as the source of life;

• The right to clean air;

• The right to comprehensive health;

• The right to be free of contamination and pollution, free of toxic and radioactive waste;

• The right to be free of alterations or modifications of its genetic structure in a manner that threatens its integrity or vital and healthy functioning;

• The right to prompt and full restoration for violations to the rights acknowledged in this Declaration caused by human activities.



Forms of development which dump detritus in reservoirs and fill the air with waste and carbon dioxide, nuclear power, willful genetic tampering, infringement on cultural autonomy, and perhaps above all, industrial processes which spill out and over biomes’ capacities for remediation would be banned. The document states:


Under capitalism, Mother Earth is converted into a source of raw materials, and human beings into consumers and a means of production, into people that are seen as valuable only for what they own, and not for what they are. Capitalism requires a powerful military industry for its processes of accumulation and imposition of control over territories and natural resources, suppressing the resistance of the peoples. It is an imperialist system of colonization of the planet.



It argues for interlocking forms of restitution:


• Restore to developing countries the atmospheric space that is occupied by their greenhouse gas emissions. This implies the decolonization of the atmosphere through the reduction and absorption of their emissions;

• Assume the costs and technology transfer needs of developing countries arising from the loss of development opportunities due to living in a restricted atmospheric space;

• Assume responsibility for the hundreds of millions of people that will be forced to migrate due to the climate change caused by these countries, and eliminate their restrictive immigration policies, offering migrants a decent life with full human rights guarantees in their countries;

• Assume adaptation debt related to the impacts of climate change on developing countries by providing the means to prevent, minimize, and deal with damages arising from their excessive emissions;

• Honor these debts as part of a broader debt to Mother Earth by adopting and implementing the United Nations Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth.13



These are the planks of a southern platform for ecological revolution. They go well beyond the climate, to protecting Mother Earth as a whole, including creatures like insects which face huge threats.14 They are the means to include the South in a just transition. And they are absent or underemphasized in most northern Green New Deals. And if any GND is a sweeping agenda for governing society, who is enfolded in any platform and who is excluded will define who counts and who ought to have their full humanity respected. The right to live is a mammoth demand that spills over from calls for eliminating ecological debt, into all the things that are needed in order to live – freedom from bombs and access to abundant food and shelter. Such breadth is not an obstacle to a wider process of change. Instead, the Cochabamba agreement is a reminder that to create a world where everyone counts, we need to set our sights to revolutionary horizons.

How can such radical demands connect with a GND in the core, which is right now on track to be – but need not be – elitist, separatist, and exclusionary? A GND need not lock in underdevelopment, ecologically unequal exchange, or the historical appropriation of carbon sinks. A GND need not rest on borders brimming with barbed wire and motion sensors. And a GND need not be a document aimed at bridling rather than breaking capitalism, rife with earnest evasive technocratic policy advice, a back-pocket policy guide for capitalists if the hydra of humanity keeps regrowing new heads faster than the forces of repression can decapitate it.

Unfortunately, far too much of the current back-and-forth on the GND does accept such compromises in the name of pragmatism. Or it accepts most of them, or some of them, or is silent on reparations, or most perniciously, makes reparations an afterthought, because (although sometimes this goes unsaid) debt repayments on the scale demanded by the Bolivian government are not “feasible.” “Feasible” is the watchword of reaction and a talisman of oppression. It is the immaculate rhetoric of “objective” judgment and pragmatism, but is very often a cipher for identifying sacrificial victims for a great society that is only capacious enough to hold so many. This book aims to expand the scope of what is understood to be feasible. In so doing, I take as a point of departure four facts. One, existing GND proposals are broadly Eurocentric and rest on continued global inequality. Two, they are not ambitious enough to deal with the broader Earth-system’s crisis. Three, many people in the core are ready for something more radical. Four, if the GND political debate and mobilization, which must be explicitly distinct from riding any specific legislation, is to be considered an agenda for governing and managing the future, it should ensure that the needs of the most oppressed and exploited are woven into its weft from the beginning.

Technical blueprints, discussions, drawing boards, and policy debates which foreclose climate debt, ecological debt, and reparations are not part of a transformative GND. They are more of the same. And any idea for a GND which does not bring “back the national question to the development agenda,” in the words of agrarian researchers Sam Moyo, Paris Yeros, and Praveen Jha, simply cannot advance the struggle for liberation in its many colors and shades.15

(ENVIRONMENTALLY) UNEVEN EXCHANGE

This book takes a theoretical approach which I have tried to use in a way that can inform organizing in the imperialist core towards collective liberation. Its foundation, based on dependency theory, is that the world-system – global capitalism, in the common tongue – is inherently polarizing. In the core, or the wealthy states, in the words of Samir Amin, “development is characterised by the dominance of economic activity to satisfy mass consumer needs and the consequent demand for production goods.” Furthermore, the core has a specific way of organizing access to what people need: “the power of the masses is enlisted in a ‘social contract’ which allows the establishment of a limited economic viability, at a national level.”16 Additionally, capitalism, or the historical process of accumulation on a world scale, is uneven over space and between nations. Wealth and well-being concentrate in the nations called cores, and poverty in places called peripheries and semi-peripheries.17 It is a feature, and not a bug, of capitalism that wealth piles up amongst the few and poverty piles up amongst the many.

These are concepts for interpreting history. They are the appropriate lenses to see features of the historical landscape that other viewing devices do not bring into focus. They help us see that the capacity to produce wealth is not because core countries are exceptional other than in their use of violence against the periphery. These concepts allow us to think of the wealth of the core as based on the poverty of the periphery. In the words of Frantz Fanon, “In a very concrete way Europe has stuffed herself inordinately with the gold and raw materials of the colonial countries…there has flowed out for centuries toward that same Europe diamonds and oil, silk and cotton, wood and exotic products. Europe is literally the creation of the Third World.”18 Capitalism is tied to colonial and imperial value transfer: capital flowing in channels hewn by political violence, from Potosi’s silver mines to Tunisia’s phosphate pits to Congolese cobalt quarries, to India’s jute plantations during the Raj to Haitian sugar plantations.19

In the common narrative, apparently fair or natural “market” forces, produced by supposedly free and equal trading partners, produce the price system. This sanitized story hides how political violence ensures that “consensual” prices preserve power in some places and poverty in others. The illusion that prices are fair or represent anything other than social power allows us to forget that prices and all the bestiary of macro-economic indicators and statistics which are involved in capitalist social engineering, from GDP to growth, are based on an intolerably violent enclosure: the atmosphere, as a dump for the waste products of capitalist industrialization, into which the West has dumped CO2 for hundreds of years now. The price is now coming due, and those who pay it are first of all the world’s poorest, not its richest. For one commodity after another, presented to northern consumers as the necessary trappings of civilization, life and land is lost in the South and profit piles up in the North. This is not just the case for agricultural crops but also the manufactures which are the source of so much northern profit. From the 1970s onwards, the poorer countries, the periphery and semi-periphery, industrialized but without coming close to closing South–North income differentials. The theory which explains differences in access to all the good things the world produces (or use values, in Marxist terms) is called unequal exchange: people in the periphery could produce the same widget at the same speed as someone in the core and be paid radically less for it. And even when we account for differences in productivity, wages in the South are far lower than they are in the North.

Environmentally unequal exchange (EUE) emphasizes that it is not only goods and labor that are enmeshed in unequal exchange. Cotton, for example, requires earth as well as labor. Peppers require fertilizers and in the arid climes of the southern Mediterranean, groundwater. And fertilizers can be safely sprayed from expensive machines in the North – although consumers still eat them – but in the South, it is human beings who spray them. So, it is not merely the natural wealth, the free gifts provided by nature, which are consumed unevenly along North/South lines. It is also the environment itself. Clean water ends up secured for northern populations by regulations which make it expensive to pollute and guarantee clean drinking water, although not everywhere: look at Flint, Michigan. Clean water is scarcer in the South, because regulations are not as strong – nor are governments, especially when they get too strong and carry out policies unfavorable to global capitalism and are tossed out by US coup d’états, like Evo Morales in Bolivia in 2019. The mines of Potosi produced tailings, and phosphate production produces phosphogypsum. Neighborhoods in the sublime Gabès seaside oasis, a unique emerald of the Tunisian south, are devastated by cancer to produce the phosphate products needed for industrial agriculture. The West has systematically shifted its dirtiest industrial plants to the semi-periphery and the periphery. Even in the core, the dirtiest waste processing is often sited close to Black neighborhoods. And centrally for our purposes, the cheap developmental paths enabled by coal and oil – literally the highly concentrated products of the photosynthesis of the distant past, the sun’s energy turned by time and pressure into nuggets and brews of black energy – poured gigatons of carbon dioxide into the Earth’s atmosphere. What had long been the commonwealth of humanity was enclosed as a waste dump for the byproducts of burning, with the benefits going to the core. And for most of capitalist history, outside of the unusual 1945–1973 period, those profits went to a very narrow group of people in the core. Environmentally Uneven Exchange is the theory which helps us to make sense of this injustice, and to continue the claim of Fanon, “So when we hear the head of a European state declare with his hand on his heart that he must come to the aid of the poor underdeveloped peoples, we do not tremble with gratitude. Quite the contrary; we say to ourselves: ‘It’s a just reparation which will be paid to us.’”20 Reparations during decolonization were about capital grants. Capital grants are still needed, but in the age of climate change, reparations must also repay ecological and climate debt.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

Before structure, a short comment on terminology, and what this book is and is not. I freely switch between the set of terms Global North, core, imperialist and wealthy states, on the one hand, and Global South, periphery, subjugated and poorer states on the other. Core and periphery are the most exact for the reasons given above, and because geographically southern countries like Australia and New Zealand are also part of the core. However, the core/periphery couplet is probably unfamiliar, and it gets boring to use the same words.

On what the book is and isn’t: This is not a theoretical treatise on planning for eco-socialist transition, although those books should be written. Nor is it a ready-made road map for local-level transitions in the 50 states, the imperial core, or the entire planet. Those are useful too. Nor is it a recipe book surveying every sector and every possible intervention. In particular, when it comes to industrialization and energy policy, it is meant to gesture at some possible problems with dominant ways of thinking as well as their possible blind spots. Above all, it is a set of extended interventions in an ongoing conversation, informed by the struggles and demands of the countryside and the Third World, and marked by my perception that Green New Deal discussions pay far too little attention to agriculture and climate debt, amongst other issues. Agriculture is indeed ever more urgent given the almost-certain source of Covid-19 in industrial agriculture, and the likelihood that agroecology could buffer such blights. Agriculture is, furthermore, central because it moves the discussion beyond climate reductionism, or reducing environmental crises merely to carbon emissions, to overall landscape management. I hope the book can be useful to organizers, activists, and all people interested in a better world.

The book is divided into two Parts. Part I, Capitalist Green Transitions, deals with proposed models for the green transition. It discusses those Green New Deals, or just green capitalists, which do not aim unequivocally for an eco-socialist world. It includes the following four chapters.

Chapter 1 looks at the proposals for Great Transitions from above: plans for financializing and commodifying nature and creating new kinds of investment vehicles from renewable infrastructure. Demographic fearmongering and engineering, and rising Malthusianism. And land use scenarios for capitalist or post-capitalist but still hierarchical “Great Transitions,” which are attempting to push vegan diets, clearance of land for monocrop tree plantations, biofuels, and the other claptrap and paraphernalia of eco-modernization on the already devastated countrysides and Indigenous peoples of the planet.

Chapter 2 treats green modernization more theoretically and historically, by offering an account of how it came to be that boisterous enthusiasm for high-flying resource intensive technological fixes has soaked the cognitive atmosphere. It traces how major self-defined socialist currents have begun to repeat eco-modernist/modernization talking points, in the process undermining and disabling resistance to the capitalist agenda.

Chapter 3 focuses on the thorny issue of energy use, which in the West is the fulcrum of the transition to a post-carbon society. I discuss degrowth versus energy-cornucopian models based on green Keynesianism, and furthermore analyze the potential for a “new” uneven accumulation which is really the same old colonial division of energy usage baked into left-liberal green transition models. I then examine some of the odd assumptions and hidden ruptures with the precautionary principle baked into the majority of models for transition.

Chapter 4 examines the prominent progressive discussion of the Green New Deal, especially as it has departed from the Markey/Ocasio-Cortez legislation. It takes the opportunity to dispassionately read AOC’s legislation, so that discussion can proceed based on what the text of the legislation states. It considers the merits and demerits of the most prominent volumes that are structuring discussion on the GND and considers whether they reject or affirm support for climate debt payments, how they deal with agriculture and land, and how they interact with emerging popular support in the West for systems change.

Part II, A People’s Green New Deal, enfolds the three chapters which sketch out some elements of an eco-socialist strategy and an eco-socialist end-point.

Chapter 5 begins to set out some elements of what I consider important for a People’s GND. It focuses on the political and social forces that would compose a People’s GND coalition, primarily, but not only, in the North. It then discusses some critical sectors, including industrialization and manufacturing, design and architecture, and enormous shifts in transport to reduce overall energy use and increase pleasure and efficiency.

Chapter 6 focuses on agriculture, carbon drawdown, and land use. I argue that food sovereignty based on agroecological production methods should be at the center of a People’s GND, not merely in the South, where the agrarian path to popular development is more obvious, but also in the North. The chapter moves from an account of pre-colonial agricultural systems to the costs incurred by industrializing US and world agricultural systems – on health, social reproduction, political freedom, and qualitative development. It then shows how a slightly more labor-intensive land use and agrarian path could rapidly draw down global CO2 levels and increase farmers’ and popular well-being, while improving the quality of food in the North and even the quantity of food in the South. It would also build protective dikes against animal-incubated viruses, ever more urgent to head off the next pandemic before it arrives.

Chapter 7 surveys the national question through several manifestations: sovereignty, climate debt, decolonization, and demilitarization. I argue that a peacetime economy and true respect for national sovereignty in the South are keystone elements of a GND in the North. I further argue the political and ecological grounds for decolonization and Land Back, not merely in the remaining “Third World” or abroad settler colonies or post-colonial economic apartheid models of South Africa or Palestine, but also in the imperial core, especially the US.

The Conclusion ties together the political threads from the rest of the chapters, suggests how I think change happens, and clarifies ways that internationalism can be built into environmental justice organizing from the outset.


The people of the valley did not conceive that such acts as they saw and felt much evidence of in their world – the permanent desolation of vast regions through release of radioactive or poisonous substances, the permanent genetic impairment from which they suffered most directly in the form of sterility, stillbirth, and congenital disease – had not been deliberate. In their view, human beings did not do things accidentally. Accidents happened to people, but what people did they were responsible for. So these things human beings had done to the world must have been deliberate and conscious acts of evil, serving the purposes of wrong understanding, fear, and greed. The people who had done these things had done wrong mindfully. They had had their heads on wrong.

Always Coming Home, Ursula Le Guin




PART I
CAPITALIST GREEN TRANSITIONS

The first part of the book analyzes the ruling class agendas, especially the Great Transition literature and its theoretical and historical foundations. It also dissects certain arguments which support that transition, and comments on the political strategy accompanying progressive programs which strongly differ from the Great Transition agenda in many respects, but may offer it insufficient resistance in others.

If we want to go somewhere and people more powerful than us do not want us to get there and have plans for where they want to go, it is urgent to understand the nature of those plans. They offer a contour map of the political battlefield and clarify the means and aims of the opposition. For that reason, the entire first chapter shows what the ruling class intends to do, how it intends to do it, what the costs of doing it will be, who will pay those costs, and what those plans will do to the countryside and its people: the central subject of social transformation and the well-spring of value.

In paying attention to land, I zero in on a topic commonly ignored in writing on capitalist, green capitalist, green social democratic, and sometimes eco-socialist transitions. The focus on land is important on its own terms. However, it is critical in showing how much the outwardly capitalist Great Transitions and the avowedly socialist eco-modernist literatures, alongside the compromises of some social democratic Green New Dealers, create a technological alignment around what to do with the countryside. While these thinkers often, but not always, differ on the nature of rural social relations – I say often, because some accept purging pastoralists, simply eliminating that rural class – their embrace of the capitalist technological agenda leaves such plans acutely vulnerable to co-option. Increased industrialization of agriculture, the removal of labor, even depopulation and use of the land for biofuels and nature reserves are common themes, converging on a radical separation of people from nature.

Because technology is central to all such plans, I have devoted a chapter to understanding the stakes of different conceptions of technology, and pushed back against the tall tale of the categorical neutrality of all technologies.

Finally, some may wonder at my inclusion of social democratic Green New Deals amongst the capitalist Great Transitions. First, the chapter had to go somewhere. More substantively, for reasons the chapter explains, advocating for domestic social democracy while failing to seriously engage with the colonial legacy and neo-colonial and imperial present is an agenda for continuing that present, now and in the future. In conceding space for capitalism to continue, because profits have to come from somewhere, the social democratic agenda undermines its own aims, and forgets how social democracy was achieved: never through parliamentary struggle, and always in the presence of far more radical threats domestically and especially on the Eurasian landmass. For those who want an eco-socialist world, it will not be helpful to aim at horizons well short of that in the name of realism. Such a strategy is not realistic at all.


1

Great Transition – or Fortress Eco-Nationalism?

Concern about the climate crisis has become overwhelming in the Global North. It is no longer the isolated worry of climate scientists, forward-thinking investors, coastal real estate proprietors, or “environmental” activists. From financiers at Davos to McKinsey Consulting, it is everywhere, as the business press and mainstream media emit blizzards of policy papers, communiques, and financial forecasts.1 Why? In part, climate change is now unmissable. Eighteen-degree Celsius days in January in New England. Catastrophic floods and hellish heatwaves across the US Great Plains and Paris. Climate change is no longer in the future tense. It is today. The media is forced to pay attention as people understand more clearly what is happening and why it is happening. Yet most media outlets are owned by big corporations that are part of the capitalist system responsible for climate change.2 So the speed and simultaneity with which the ruling class has changed its tune, from decades of denialism to widely touted tabulations like that of the World Economic Forum “that $44 trillion of economic value generation…is moderately or highly dependent on nature and its services and is… exposed to nature loss,” ought to make anyone curious.3

For climate change does not dictate any specific political response. This chapter considers the rising chorus for “emergency change” from those with their hands on the pulleys and levers of the machine, in order to understand how top-down plans seek to maintain exclusion and exploitation in the world-system. Not the 1 percent but more like the .01 percent, who have seen incomes and net worth scrape the sky during the neoliberal age. They wish to preserve an imperial way of life and the planetary resource base upon which to live it. Their hands, pens, and plans are not idle. Amidst rising awareness of the capitalism–climate nexus, it is only natural that the ruling class would seek to avert a climate crisis which could imperil their power, to displace blame from fossil capitalism to a faceless and structureless humanity, and to make the poor pay the costs of transition.

There is not a whit of concern here for the well-being of the working class, or more than a few grains of worry for non-human life. If that were the case, they would have taken action on climate change 30 years ago. Rather, a constellation of forward-looking right-wing and liberal forces plan for what the global sociologist Philip McMichael calls “managing the future.”4 These range from the Australian Breakthrough Institute – a doppelganger of the Ted Nordhaus think-tank with the same name based in California – the Energy Transitions Commission, and on to figures often associated with the progressive left. Such proposals share a number of leitmotifs: corporate– community and corporate–state/business–state partnerships, warmth to the national security sector, a Promethean enthusiasm for “new tech,” recasting models to integrate variables like climactic risk and enfolding them into investment horizons, and a greened US military. A large number are converging on what the economist Daniela Gabor calls the Wall Street Consensus, reorganizing “development interventions around selling development finance to the market…escort[ing] capital” into bonds, and melting and reforging Third World governments as the “de-risking state,” relegating risks onto states and their treasuries and budgets as sovereign representatives of the people and removing those risks from the mountains of capital which such plans seek to mobilize.5

GREEN SOCIAL CONTROL

Green Social Control aims to preserve the essence of capitalism while shifting to a greener model in order to sidestep the worst consequences of the climate crisis. Because there is no capitalism that exists apart from the violent hand of the state, such plans emphasize the national security sector.

Drawing borders around the people, denizens, or citizens of the nation means exclusion.6 Structural exclusion, from popular development. Ideological exclusion, from concern or care. Physical exclusion, through hardened steel, concrete, razor-wire and motion-sensor kitted-out borders and militarized maritime zones. And temporal exclusion, in the erasure of a past of colonial looting and atmospheric enclosure. Such plans are engineered by the best and the brightest, and we have to take them at their precise word. What they say or do not say about the Third World is what they mean. And because the US is an empire, sitting astride tremendous flows of energy and capital, silences speak. A decision to avoid reparations is a blueprint for world management in which imperial loot remains in the North.

Part of the right’s Great Transition is to match up existing assets such as working-class pensions, or the public resources of the people in the form of the state budget, with new tech to harness and commodify the sun and the wind through solar power and wind energy. Greening the US military is central. Putting prices on “eco-system” services, including a potentially serf-like labor-intensive CO2 drawdown program, is a third pillar of their programs. And because the framework of threat is paramount in securing the consent of the core citizenry to their programs, the alarm bell of emergency blares daily (in this case accurately) to frighten people into accepting any plausible program to preserve a livable Earth.

A CLIMATE OF EMERGENCY AND RISING RISK

How we describe a problem helps mold how we will address it. Notions of rising emergency and climate-related risk hide something pointed out by the German philosopher Walter Benjamin: “The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘emergency situation’ in which we live is the rule.”7 Lawlessness, disorder, threat, human insecurity, privation, deprivation, and suffering are the rule for most of humanity. Endless war, primitive accumulation, colonial genocide, neo-colonial depopulation and state-shattering are permanent emergency.

The rhetoric of risk is not a recognition of the emergencies that batter the lives of the world’s majority population. The newly noticed threats, about which the core’s governments have blithely done nothing for decades, are to long-term accumulation: social stress in the South leading to drought and mass migrations, and now a chance of runaway warming. The World Economic Forum, for example, slots risks into “physical,” “regulatory and legal,” “market,” and “reputational”: perils to business. Such parochialism is risk and emergency from the very particular viewpoint of Western monopolies.8 If open and democratic debate about the distribution of wealth can be muffled under the smothering blanket of emergency, those who own the blanket and insist on asphyxiating discussion can preserve existing distributions of wealth.

Other uses of emergency are the canary in the coalmine for an acceleration of the worst of current fortress nationalist regimes, those countries which are increasingly militarizing their littorals and southern borders to stem immigration from countries which they have often made unlivable. Worry about mass migrations is worry about whether the cloistered settler-states and the European capitalist heartland will remain safe. What will Australia do if Indonesia is inundated and monsoons fail across rural India? Mexico, the Caribbean, and the Central American isthmus are even closer to the US, and large-scale Central American migration is already taking place, as hurricanes and brutal heat smash vulnerable farmers in a strip of land long concussed by US interventions.9 Emergency and panic about amorphous threats to life in the Third World have always justified illegal US aggression, much as neo-colonial environmentalists fretted about the forests of the Bolivian Amazon in 2019, to try to blacken the globally unparalleled ecological advocacy of the Indigenous-led left political party MAS.10 Furthermore, the war always boomerangs back to where it started through settler-colonial frontier wars.11 Suspending law, civil liberties, democratic deliberation, and struggles for liberation amidst warnings of a falling sky or “terror” have been common in a post-9/11 world, the pretexts for deepening hierarchies of class and nation.12

Against a renewed imperialist urge to generalize the “state of exception” through new regimes of state–private accumulation, greened and global, we can process the sudden cacophonous concern for climate change amongst the planet’s wealthy and their court intellectuals. Take some examples. A recent Brookings Institute report discusses rising “droughts, fire” and natural disasters. These plagues translate to “risks to economies and livelihoods.” Furthermore, the “current growth path” pressures water, land, and biodiversity, causing “accelerated loss of natural capital.”13 Words like economies and livelihoods are kaleidoscopic. They hint at human needs for food, shelter, and the good life and conflate them with the well-being of the economy. In this discourse, it is simply assumed that the health of “the economy” leads to the health of concrete individual human beings. Their history is important: the blurry notion of livelihoods emerged in force at the Rio+20 Summit, which marked 20 years after the original Rio Earth Summit which set in motion world climate negotiations. At Rio+20, mandates for “sustainable development” of the world’s resources bloomed, alongside sterile calls for a “green economy,” and were adopted by consensus at the United Nations General Assembly.14 Yet in an imperialist world, that which all states agree upon as a program cannot have any emancipatory content. Neither economy nor livelihoods implies any particular distributional pattern: “Class, not as an institutional context variable, but as a relational concept, is absent from the discourse of livelihoods” argues sociologist Bridget O’Laughlin, which is why it studs such reports so frequently.15 They do not wish to question the existing maldistribution of wealth.

Take another example: the Australian Breakthrough Institute, in a May 2019 report, Existential climate-related security risk: A scenario approach, offers a perspective from David Spratt, the institute’s in-house research director, alongside Ian Dunlop, a former international coal, oil, and gas industry executive, and the chief executive of the Australian Institute of Company Directors.16 The foreword by Admiral Chris Barrie calls for “strong, determined leadership in government, in business and in our communities” to combat the cataclysm of climate change (akin to kindred blurring devices like economies and livelihoods, “communities” fuses interests of the rich and poor within nations and is silent on diverging interests between nations). The report warns of “existential risk,” and urges “we must take every possible step to avoid it.” How? Under a scenario better than the current emissions trajectory, with an emissions peak at 2030 and an 80 percent decline by 2050, “Deadly heat conditions persist for more than 100 days per year in West Africa, tropical South America, the Middle East and South-East Asia,” displacing one billion people. Water availability would decrease in the dry tropics and subtropics, parching two billion. Agriculture would become “nonviable in the dry subtropics.” As watersheds and temperature bands within which humans millennially flourished drift north, social structures erected on a more or less stable climactic bedrock would shudder. We could “see class warfare” as the wealthiest “pull away from the rest,” shattered international trade flows, a retreat into autarky, collapses in economic interchange, and the inability of governments to govern.

Such national security bureaucrats and military-defense intellectuals know climactic shifts threaten to shift the planetary ecology sufficiently severely to evaporate the gossamer logistical flows and political scaffoldings of global capitalism. They write, think, and plan accordingly. These reports are not the handicraft of melioristic humanitarians, but diamond-hearted strategists dumbfounded at the sluggishness with which most of their fellow ruling-class and governments have acted.

To avoid the massive human migrations such a scenario would entail, the report calls for “a zero-emissions industrial system [to] set in train the restoration of a safe climate.” The predictable analogy they draw upon is World War II, the crucible of military Keynesianism and worldwide neo-colonialism. The report highlights the “national security sector’[s]” potential role in a vast mobilization of resources. The role of the military in a peacetime transition is unclear, although one chapter of World War II less discussed by its refurbishers, right and left, is the role of the military in suppression of labor unrest, or union agreements to avoid independent labor action.17 Furthermore, they propose enlisting the national security sector to assist resource and labor mobilization. Such help could mean anything, but gestures at forced labor recruitment. To carry out this program, they imagine a new social consensus, based on a triangular relationship between Parliament and “corporate leaders,” and community. The former will provide wisdom and “leadership,” the latter will provide support and internalize and normalize in “everyday discussion” the logical conclusions of emergency planning.

What does that look like? A wholesale renovation of the technological and institutional infrastructure and architecture of fossil capitalism, the new product a lot of the same old capitalism but covered with honeyed rhetoric of sustainability, community, livelihoods, and resilience, so it can be smoothly swallowed by those who might balk at climate crisis as an occasion to socialize risk and privatize profit. There is a logical and political correspondence between the language and strategies they use to address the worsening emergency for humanity, and their positions in society: elite management, links to the most polluting forms of fossil capitalism, and the national security state. We would expect them to frame the problem, identify stakeholders, and propose solutions in ways that do not disturb the patterns of power and powerlessness from which they speak, and which they wish to preserve.

THE RETURN OF MALTHUS

One aspect of the “emergency” discourse that is slightly new, albeit a recurring reflex in the course of capitalist social management, is Malthusian thought. An economist, Thomas Malthus floated the folly that the poor’s food consumption would rise faster than agricultural production, and asserted that the poor had no right to poor relief and no capacity to control their numbers. Giving them alms would undermine one of the checks on their numbers, producing an intractable biological-natural problem: food supply supposedly increased arithmetically, whereas population could increase exponentially.18 These were fabulations heaped on misinterpretations heaped on nonsense.19 Famines tend to occur due to decisions to deprive certain populations of the power to access food, not absolute lack of food.20 Contemporary worries about food production are founded on similar social science fiction, for far more food is produced than humans currently need, much of the food that’s produced is nutritionally hollow, and far more food could be produced than is produced currently.21 Claiming otherwise is a Trojan horse for the entry of capitalist logic into dissident thought. The aim is to prevent the conscious and collectively decided use of what is produced to feed those who need it most: the working class, whose labor directly produces almost everything anyway.

The re-emergence of Malthusianism marks a moment when wealth-holders and their stable of captive thinkers are figuring out how to hoard resources for themselves and to justify the imposition of misery elsewhere on the planet. To take one example, a mass gathering of world scientists recently penned an open letter claiming, “the world population must be stabilized – and, ideally, gradually reduced – within a framework that ensures social integrity.”22 Or take the organization Population Matters, on whose board sit prominent public personalities Jane Goodall and David Attenborough, who recently appeared in a video with Greta Thunberg. It states, “Biodiversity loss, climate change, pollution, deforestation, water and food shortage – these are all exacerbated by our huge and ever-increasing numbers. Our impact on the environment is a product of our consumption and our numbers. We must address both.”23 Such a statement may jibe with an arithmetical common sense built on the axiom that humans necessarily impact the environment, producing the equation: More humans → more impact. In truth, world population is largely irrelevant to the climate change question. CO2 emissions are primarily rooted in capital accumulation, not in too many babies, and emissions are the responsibility of the wealthiest in the wealthy North. Blaming an undifferentiated world population, a demographic phantasm, sidesteps the difference between a Bill Gates and a Bangladeshi small farmer. It also sidesteps that humanity is already well over the carbon budget, and those who continue to spew out more CO2 than the earth-system can metabolize are overwhelmingly the less numerous rich rather than the more numerous poor. The incantation of the Malthusian specter is also a coded call for more brutal forms of population control. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has been front-and-center among the capitalist foundations agitating for African population suppression.24 The demographic modelers are aware, as are the Gates and other foundations, that population growth primarily occurs amongst the planetary poor. In response, “populationist strategies focus on targeting the number of humans on the planet (demo-populationism), the containment and shaping of populations in relation to particular spaces (geo-populationism),” which implies severe intervention into the reproductive lives of women.25

Furthermore, from the perspective of the ruling class, the growth of “relative surplus populations,” or those under- or unemployed, provides a second edge, no longer merely a blade with which to cut into working-class wages, even below the reproduction cost of labor.26 And while surplus populations always represent potentially insurgent and anti-systemic claims to development, under capitalist imperialism they were a useful cog in the social machine in grinding down wages. But under contemporary capitalism, or whatever comes next, the poor sit atop savannahs, forests, and prairies, which can be used for biofuels, and carbon farming through ghost forests of deciduous and coniferous monocultures, each molecule of carbon absorbed through a new tree representing another molecule which can be emitted from incinerated oil, and another dollar of ExxonMobil’s assets secured from environmentally precipitated expropriation.

THE MILITARY AND THE CLIMATE

Capitalism and militarism go hand-in-glove. The age of gunboat imperialism never ended. The need for a robust and nimble military to secure accumulation on a world scale, including through the erasure of Arab, African, Asian, and Indigenous life, has been an unending feature of capitalism.27 From a technical-logistical perspective, as the closed fist of imperialism, the military has long been concerned with its operational capacities in the face of climate change. From one perspective, such concerns are ludicrous. One cannot deal with climate change while preserving the Pentagon system, one of the planet’s primary polluters.28 Furthermore, such concerns should be taken gingerly in other respects. Department of Defense warnings of “terrorism” have long been pretexts for force projection, as with attempts to link Saddam Hussein to Al-Qaeda – the former of whom was a former US client, and the latter which grew out of the US arming of the mujahideen through Pakistani middlemen, which did not prevent the US from annihilating Afghanistan and Iraq.

Many DoD responses to climate change are alibis to advance enhanced military presence domestically and abroad. Still, other concerns include the actual fighting and fueling capacity of the military itself, and the potential of increased population movements, which can only be met by a military response. Again, the social containment and population management framework sets the terms for the response, with words like “risk” and “threat” threaded through the relevant documents.

The Biden administration is already interested in “Invest[ing] in the climate resilience of our military bases and critical security infrastructure across the U.S. and around the world.”29 And such thinking has long permeated the strategic thinking of the US’s military arm of accumulation. Consider a 2015 Department of Defense response to a Congressional Inquiry, framing climate change as a “threat multiplier,” causing cascades of refugees as governments grapple with “meet[ing] the basic needs of their populations.” Amidst accelerated climate disaster, it suggests the DoD may need to carry out “humanitarian assistance and disaster relief” abroad and Defense Support of Civil Authorities at home, which will “likely rise as cities expand to encompass the majority of the global population.” Sea-level rise, the report warns, may imperil ports, while the opening of the Arctic amidst evaporating sea ice is not a cataclysm but an opportunity – “greater access for…shipping, resource exploration and extraction, and military activities.”30 A January 2019 Report on Effects of a Changing Climate to the Department of Defense notes that between 50 and 100 percent of Air Force, Army, and Navy installations are at risk of recurrent flooding, drought, and wildfires. One base in Langley is experiencing “more frequent and severe… flooding.”31 The DoD takes resilience planning extremely seriously, deploying measures from increased minimum height-above-sea-level to adaptive planning measures, to boosting the capacity of servers and back-up generators to work in hotter climates.32

The Elizabeth Warren-authored Department of Defense Climate Resiliency and Readiness Act is the most comprehensive statement of how to change the military to deal with climate change. As Warren announced the need to gird for an age of zero-carbon, “We don’t have to choose between a green military and an effective one. My energy and climate resiliency plan will improve our service members’ readiness and safety.”33 By definition, such planning does not question what the military does or its existence. The Act details the Warren vision, and centers around the baggy euphemism, “net zero energy,” which usually means continued emissions:


A reduction in overall energy use, maximization of energy efficiency, implementation and use of energy recovery and co-generation capabilities at each installation, and an offset of the remaining demand for energy with production of energy from onsite renewable energy sources at such installation, such that such installation produces as much energy as it uses over the course of a year.34



The Act demands development and application of the readiness-and-resilience protocols outlined in earlier Pentagon communiques. Rehearsing post-World War II use of military spending as a Keynesian multiplier and central political mechanism for a semi-command economy under liberal democracy, the Act suggests subcontractors consider whether the industrial plants to which the Pentagon submits weapons and materiel orders produce their own renewable energy or are in violation of environmental legislation. The DoD is to become a hub and laboratory for R&D on “hybrid microgrid systems and electric grid energy storage,” and as part of that, “local generation of zero-carbon fuels,” or biofuels.35 Perhaps most tellingly, shifting internal Pentagon R&D towards renewable energy meshes with private-sector plots to shift the costs of further advances in alternative and purportedly renewable energy systems onto the public.

Finally, the program calls for US states, “Indian tribes,” “regional entities and regulators,” “institutions of higher education, including historically Black colleges or universities and other minority-serving institutions,” and “private sector entities” to do the research with appropriations rising to $250,000,000 by 2026.36 The amounts are picayune by Pentagon standards, but they reflect efforts to envelop in the multicolor cloak of diversity some meagre, patchy-green shifts in the US economy and in core institutions like the Pentagon system. The effort is not merely symbolic. It could establish financial interests for representatives and leaders of communities of color into an elite Great Transition. Such diversity-from-above is part and parcel of the need to acknowledge, incorporate, placate, and vacate the victories of grassroots movements which have succeeded in forcing token recognition of historical grievances related to Black slave labor and conquest of First Peoples’ lands, the original accumulation upon which US capitalism rests. Under the great green transition, the Pentagon system is going nowhere.

We now turn to the broader set of interests in which the Pentagon system is enmeshed, and alongside which the “Great Transition” framework is shifting towards green accumulation.

A NEW ROUND OF ACCUMULATION

Green Transition models plan to mobilize public finance to commodify the free gifts of nature. They go beyond current thefts, through the silent purloining and despoliation which the jargon names as “externalities,” turning those natural gifts directly into a new asset class. This is no new trick. The notion of climate debt recognizes that North Atlantic capitalism enclosed the atmosphere as a dump for its waste eons ago. What is slightly new is how epochal shifts in the natural environment due to capitalist-induced destabilization are pushing the ruling class and its scribes into adapting the apparatus of accumulation and hierarchy. Some of this planning is visible in statements from financial engineers and fund managers. After decades of hedging, hemming, and hawing, many such managers have started to see how shifts in natural processes may push them to shift investments. The British banking sector is one of them. The Economist Intelligence Unit estimates risks to global assets by century’s end could total $43 trillion, and some consider the bell may be tolling for international oil companies, which may be “negatively revalued.”37

But capitalism destroys in order to create. The foreclosure of some fields of investment means prising open others. For the burgeoning “Great Transition,” several arenas are key. First, infrastructure, enfolding the gargantuan electricity and power sectors – the core of industrialization, and a central arena of interest for the Wall Street Consensus. Second, perhaps much more ominous, is the reboot of wrecked REDD and REDD+ agendas. The acronym stands for reducing the emissions from deforestation and forest degradation. The + adds in conserving stocks of forest carbon, sustainable forest management, and the enhancement of stocks of forest carbon. However, these programs often wove deciduous woodlands and tropical rainforests into the price nexus, financializing nature through carbon markets which put a price tag on “eco-system services.”

Now consider three keystone “Great Transition” plans which sketch out the world they wish to see: from the Brookings Institution, from the Climate Finance Leadership Initiative, and from planning impresario and jack-of-all-capitalist-trades wordsmith Jeremy Rifkin. The Brookings report focuses on a new and more “sustainable” infrastructure which will “literally lay the foundation for a new and better growth trajectory and achieving the ambitious development goals.”38 Werner Hoyer of the European Investment Bank adds the EIB should take on the mantle of a dedicated climate bank, targeting “low-carbon investments,” with one trillion Euro over the next decade. As he adds, “the climate crisis…represents an opportunity, because funding for new green infrastructure will create jobs, spur economic growth, and reduce the air pollution that is choking the world’s cities.” A substantial swathe of the new investments should be public, not private. He notes, “we are essentially paying to promote climate change and air pollution through fossil-fuel subsidies,” a phrase which often refers to either the military-industrial infrastructure which allegedly protects fuel supplies, or alternatively the “externalities” of oil and coal incineration. (In fact, oil-fueled fossil capitalism has been a mechanism for maintaining the dollar as the world’s fiat currency, and an element of accumulation on a world scale. It has also been part of the energetically “cheap” development path pioneered by the Western industrial capitalist states.) Those public funds ought to be “redirected toward investments in electric vehicles and other game-changing technologies that will drive the green transition.”39 Left unmentioned is the ownership of such vehicles and other technologies – the people of the planet, or the ruling class.

The most telling because most openly cynical of Great Transition initiatives is the Climate Finance Leadership Initiative (CLFI), the brainchild of United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres. He asked Michael R. Bloomberg, billionaire former mayor of New York City and UN Special Envoy for Climate Action, to chart the path towards a wide mobilization of private finance to respond to the crisis. Executives of seven key institutions – Allianz Global Investors, AXA, Enel, Goldman Sachs, HSBC, Japan’s Government Pension Investment Fund (GPIF), and Macquarie – joined Bloomberg in CLFI. Its agenda? Private finance will enter zones of “availability of risk-adjusted returns matched to investor requirements.” Where returns are “uncertain or higher-risk,” however, “the private sector may work with public finance institutions and their blended finance, risk-sharing, and pipeline development tools.” In particular, CLFI notes, this is because of uncertainty even in “core” markets, where amidst policy reversals, there are not “stable revenue models.” How to ensure stability and suppress risk?


Public budgets can continue to play a central role in clean energy deployment by guaranteeing revenues, especially in new markets and for newer technologies. Revenue security plays a decisive role in making clean technologies more attractive than carbon-intensive alternatives and providing investors with the confidence to deploy capital over longer periods.40



Furthermore, especially in “new markets,” or the global periphery, the build-out of renewables may be more complicated. To reduce those political complexities, “Governments can also review permitting and litigation rules to help minimize project delivery times and avoid cancellations” – permitting and litigation are the ways in which afflicted Indigenous or poor populations can judicially challenge or forestall the installation of high-impact technology. Such rules, rendered in the antiseptic accountant’s prose, will remove the mechanisms which peripheral populations can use to force their governments to subject developmental infrastructure investment to calculations which go beyond dollar value. Meanwhile, the CLFI clarifies it is government’s job to guarantee “revenue security”: the constant flow of value. Some mechanisms for that include “development finance institutions,” to open “new markets” by crafting the appropriate investment climate. North and South differ, partially because extensive guaranteed tariffs in the North have often helped push the costs of solar and wind for new installations below the cost of the new hydrocarbon investments and energy systems. Furthermore, there are well-established mechanisms for pricing and payment of energy costs, which guarantees long-term stability of revenue flows. In the South (“emerging markets”), however, development finance institutions:


can leverage private investment through risk-sharing tools, such as guarantees and political risk insurance, and their ability to source and coordinate catalytic finance from donors and third parties….Policy stability is also critical. Reversals or renegotiations of [Power Purchasing Agreements], tax incentives, or other agreements – particularly in the early stages of market development – can have a long-lasting negative impact on future investor interest.41



Political risk insurance guarantees against expropriation or nationalist governments renegotiating the rates their people pay for electricity. States will become permanently liable in international tribunals for internal redistributive action taken by future governments, placing them under the jurisdiction of courts wherein corporations can sue states for slicing away at their profits. The report notes that one of the risks to be buffered and hedged, and that must be considered by private finance, are “policy risks, such as expropriation [and] sovereign breach of contract.”42 The new green financing mechanisms rest on the northern capitalist enclosure and evaporation of sovereignty, resubmitting the South to colonization through financial chicanery, in turn relying on a legacy of colonial and neocolonial underdevelopment and de-development, such that the North is the storehouse of financial and technical capacity for a southern shift to renewable energy. In this context, it ought to be highlighted that climate negotiations, such as at Copenhagen in 2009, were at perpetual loggerheads over northern unwillingness to imagine technology transfer, or the use of northern-developed technology in the South, on non-imperialist terms – which could include co-development, open access, or other ways of sharing knowledge while increasing southern capacities, rather than heightening southern dependencies.43

Furthermore, the CLIF supports the giveaways of carbon markets, with an assist from public finance “in markets and sectors where the introduction of fully-fledged carbon markets is not yet viable or when carbon market prices are too volatile to support long-term investment.” The introduction of carbon markets suggests carbon absorption, mitigation, or reduction will be part of the Great Transition. Such calls invert polluter-pays principles, paying polluters not to pollute. Public underpinning of private investment also takes the form of the Pentagon–industrial state–private socialization of risks and costs and privatization and enclosure of social wealth by supporting the “commercial viability of earlier-stage, low-carbon technologies through funding for research, development, and demonstration.”44

The proposal is similar to Jeremy Rifkin’s 2019 The Green New Deal, a mix of technobabble and techno-baubles like the information economy, the internet of things, the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and the state-supported morphing of infrastructure to support a new social-industrial system. For Rifkin, the social basis for this new order is “a healthy social-market economy that brings together government, industry, and civil society at every level with the appropriate mix of public capital, private capital, and social capital.”45 The framework protects the prospective profits of private capital, which Rifkin and the CLIF make clear is incapable of taking the lead in clean-industrial transformation. The project’s core is swaddled in the soft promise of a “social market economy,” a 2000s-era technocrat’s invention which gestures at softening the most abrasive impacts of capitalism through a notion that the market might be lightly “embedded” in society.

Rifkin argues for pension-based capital as the vanguard of industrial transformation (bracketing that pensions are small outside of the imperialist core).46 The other sources of monies are small wealth taxes, and a miniscule 4 percent redirection of US Department of Defense spending. The call to reinvest pension funds, alongside other sources of private capital and government spending, is a call to use the remainder of social wealth to invest in a Second New Deal. This is a bald call for state-guided resurrection and transmogrification of the US industrial plant and its infrastructure.

Social guarantees would protect rights of workers to “organize and collectively bargain,” whereas pension beneficiaries would enter the sociopolitical field of the new social-market economy as “little capitalists,” fusing the interests of blue-collar and white-collar workers with magnates.47 A sunny and pristine we-are-all-munchkin-scale-capitalists vision, not very different from that of Ed Miliband of the British Labour Party and Caroline Lucas of the Green Party, who call for “an industrial strategy seeking not just to mitigate climate change but to unlock new opportunities for investment and innovation, tackle inequality, improve quality of life and deliver an environmentally sustainable economy.”48 Nor very different from the rising star of the new industrial policy framework, Mariana Mazzucato: “The Green New Deal must have aspirations far beyond just mitigating climate change, and must be focused on new opportunities for investment and innovation – it must include finding clarity and courage in the policy arena, unlocking investment in the business sector, and supporting workers to acquire new skills.”49 Multiple figures here advocate a prominent role in private finance for the future “green transition,” the state leading while protecting future profits and absorbing “the physical risks of extreme climate events or global pandemics that would strand infrastructure assets.”50 More importantly, this is the basis for a post-carbon social pact, weaving together the industrial and service working class in the core states with the state and private corporations.

GREAT TRANSITIONS AND LAND

CLIF and the Rifkin GND are largely silent on agriculture. But land use is key for their plans, as large capital wants to alchemize arenas now simply poisoned and pulverized with “externalities” into new assets and new use-values, from organic CO2 pumps to capitalized nature. To put a green spin on such world-scale ecological-financial engineering, hand-of-god fantasies about Half Earth are gaining ground, imagining half of “Nature” immured from hordes of polluting souls – the annoying human components of the “Anthropocene” – through wide-scale conversion of human-inhabited areas to CO2-drawdown farms and fortress conservation in which the wealthy world can luxuriate through luxe safaris, while clustering humans into the other half.51

This would be a bad idea even were it to be carried out by liberal humanists who carry in their intellectual satchel endless unseen and unexamined colonial baggage. But big finance and meta-social engineers are not letting melioristic if slightly misanthropic liberal biologists decide what should be done with land which is not remotely “empty” but filled with biodiversity-preserving Indigenous people, pastoralists, and peasants. They have their own ideas and bankroll their own platforms upon which to publish them. Mark Lynas, for example, on the website of the Gates-funded Cornell Alliance for Science, demands that “we” intensify agriculture, and corral off half of Earth to stave off starvation.52 As we shall see, food production is not an issue and will not be an issue, so arguing for further industrialization of agriculture might be the Gates agenda, but has no humanist-scientific grounding – nor does fortress conservation itself.53

Elsewhere, the Nature Conservancy and its partners posit a “financing gap” of close to a trillion dollars to put an appropriate value on ecosystem services, including biodiversity – a new arena of commodification for capital currently sitting in low or negative return bonds, and another state “crowding in” of investment.54 Another use of nature is biofuels.

The means to empty out such lands are Half-Earth fantasies and primitive accumulation of pastoral and grazing lands. By now, it has become faddish to focus on the merits of vegetarianism and veganism for climate change and health alike. Tellingly, then, when it comes to agriculture, these ruling-class institutions reduce the ecological and nutritional Armageddon of industrialized agriculture to methane and other CO2 and CO2-equivalent emissions from large ungulates. As with all colonial atrocity, this civilizing mission is said to be for love of humanity. They hide behind the scientific parapet of the EAT-Lancet report, and demand “plant or culture-based meats,” which now rely on tremendous inputs of energy, and according to lifecycle assessments, may be more carbon-intensive than cows.55 Such Frankensteinian lab-meats, grown in mammoth vats or bio-reactors, do have the merit of something rustic and landrace cows, goats, bison, and sheep do not: they are patented, the property of private corporations, and have big venture capital behind them clamoring to enclose and commodify what is now primarily a petty commodity or peasant-based form of production and turn it into a new high-tech monopoly. They also claim the newly liberated land could be reserved for “increased forest cover and biodiversity or if needed to bioenergy production.” However, as shown below, the technology is hardly neutral. If the problem is industrial animal agriculture, why not simply produce meat using non-industrial methods? And if the problem is we can’t produce enough, we ought to match up consumption with capacity for metabolically restorative forms of animal husbandry, rather than imagine that US leftists can simply “nationalize” venture capitalist enterprises, which will gobble up ever more energy at a moment when the crucial issue is suppressing, not boosting, aggregate energy use.

Furthermore, EAT-Lancet calls for potential “afforestation”: putting forests where they have historically not existed. Or reforestation, referring to restoration of felled forests.56 They sidestep that, historically, afforestation has been the green veil behind colonial advance.57 Even now, planting trash-tree monocrops that may rampage over existing ecologies, severely damaging water tables, is a mechanism of colonial destruction of ecosystems, as in Palestine.58 Additionally, the Edenic vistas of the past which justify such massive socio-ecological engineering may be largely imaginary.59 Europe may never have been the land of blanket forests that lurks behind ideas of large-scale reforestation to put landscapes back to their “natural” state. Finally, these damages are not at all hypothetical: converting grazed grasslands into monoculture timber plantations has pushed the alabaster Indian Gaolao cattle breed close to extinction, destroying gossamer ecosystems and starving households of incomes.60

Once again, we should consider where bad ideas come from. They are not just the fruit of bad thinking. We should follow the money. The report was backstopped by EAT, a non-profit founded by the Stordalen Foundation, funded by Norwegian hotel billionaires, and the Wellcome Trust, on whose Board of Governors sit inter alia Eliza Manningham-Buller, president of the imperial think-tank Chatham House, and Richard Gillingwater, the chair of the renewables conglomerate SEE.61

Others like the World Business Council for Sustainable Development are jumping on the regenerative-agriculture and “vegan” tractor, ensuring it does not enter red-marked domains such as agrarian reform on a global scale. That group, in its own words, is a global, CEO-led organization of over “200 leading businesses working together to accelerate the transition to a sustainable world,” including Unilever, Nestle, and Royal Dutch Shell.62 Alongside the Gates-funded Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa, they published a report behind the veil of the innocuous Food and Land Use Coalition, calling for “the right kind of investment in alternative proteins,” alongside REDD+ and carbon pricing.63 And indeed, the EAT-Lancet report makes many reasonable suggestions for dietary shifts. But within the Trojan Horse of erasing hunger through healthier food is a call for “a Half Earth strategy for biodiversity conservation,” and as they add, “In-vitro meat production from cultured animal stem cells is being developed as an alternative to traditional meat.” (Agrarian reform as an “alternative” to increase access to food in poor countries is not on the Lancet menu).64

Furthermore, the IPCC, merely mandated with supposedly non-normative technical evaluations, puts great stock in bioenergy with carbon capture and storage for many of its transition plans. Such plans are purportedly speculative. But they sketch out and in turn make reasonable or even thinkable certain futures.65 This is so even though the IPCC always assiduously notes biofuels enter direct contradiction with people’s need for food, the reason they have attracted the scorn of Third World peasant and popular movements.

The Energy Transitions Commission, an industry future-sketching outfit committed to green growth, draws up similar plans for forests, fields, and grasslands. On the ETC sit a pantheon of those most invested in fossil capitalism: Dominic Emery, the Chief of Staff of BP, John Holland-Kaye, the CEO of Heathrow Airport, and Chad Holliday, the Chairman of Royal Dutch Shell, the sectors most enthralled and in thrall to a permanent growth model, given gargantuan assets stored in the energetic source of future destructive growth. They do indeed gesture at how biofuels can compete with food, carbon drawdown, and biodiversity – a mandatory homage to the IPCC report, and a customary force field of caveats erected around any discussion of biofuels. But their program pointedly states, “Sustainable biofuels or synthetic fuels will need to scale up from today’s trivial levels to play a major role in aviation and perhaps shipping,” a slippage from cautionary notes to full-throttle embrace, inevitable if these programs are implemented. Likewise, the ETC national manifesto for the Australian leap to sustainability states, “Full decarbonisation for industries such as steel, cement and chemicals require the use of electrification, hydrogen, bioenergy and carbon capture and storage (CCS).”66 The EU’s energy transitions plan calls for massively increasing the biofuel mix in hard-to-decarbonize sectors like maritime and airborne transport.67 The plan from the US Senate’s Special Committee does too, alongside calling for afforestation.68

For India, where farmland for food has been dragooned into use for tropical export crops while Indian peasants starve, biomass is blocked out as a possible input into Indian metallurgy.69 Using land for growing biofuels and planting trees for the express purpose of pulling in CO2 from the atmosphere means not using such land for crops. Even under the most optimistic scenarios, shifting all of the world’s hydrocarbon use to biofuels would cut savagely into agricultural production and water use. Furthermore, the slippage is not hypothetical. One quarter of the bio-based industry (BBI) projects are based on agricultural biomass, while a huge portion of the money from EU projects goes to agriculture-based biomass initiatives. Just 10 percent of biomass-based industries paid coordinators have anticipated positive results from biodiversity, and just a hair more than a quarter anticipate more sustainable management of planetary natural resources.70

The ETC also leans hard on carbon capture and storage: grabbing the CO2 as carbon sources are incinerated or otherwise deployed and injecting it into huge caves underground. More ambitious yet is deploying capture and storage sky-vacuums as carbon scrubbers, pulling CO2 directly from the atmosphere. In its big scope sketches, the ETC calls for capturing and storing “6 to 9.5 Gt of CO2 per year by 2050.” That would require building 20 Mt of capacity monthly for 360 months. In total, carbon capture and storage (CCS) now captures just 33 Mt carbon annually.71 A small hiccough: roll-out of CCS has stalled since it seems neither environmentally nor technologically prudent nor feasible. No less than BNP Paribas’s investment counselor warns the great majority of CSS projects reinject the gas into oil wells in order to enhance recovery, a kind of Ouroboros of fossil capitalism.72 But then, the ETC is helmed by the oil industry. Big money making more bad ideas.

CSS apostles run cover for the fossil fuel industry’s desire to wring every last bit of profit from its petroleum holdings and infrastructure. Yet the broader buy-in relates to broader eagerness to maintain the physical-industrial infrastructure of modern capitalism, and to justify massive state investment in CCS with an eye towards preservation corporate valuations. And the emerging use for the physical land bases of Africa, Asia, and Latin America as carbon farms and for biofuels will allow for CO2 offsets of whatever cannot be decarbonized and may allow for the continuation of a fuel-based modern and hierarchical order, at least for a few of the planet’s people.

THE WORLD THEY WISH TO SEE

The World Economic Forum, the Allianz Global Investors, AXA, Enel, Goldman Sachs, HSBC, Japan’s Government Pension Investment Fund (GPIF), Macquarie, and Michael Bloomberg, alongside Jeremy Rifkin, offer a “Great Transition” as a class project. Each call for an alliance between state finance, private capital/corporations, and communities, a Rorschach dot test in which people see what they wish. The word in fact obscures a central element of human community: communities are not homogenous social units, magmas of common interest, but contain people from different classes.

Goldman Sachs and Bloomberg are clearly part of a broader class project. Rifkin’s call, a touch softer as befits a post-Occupy Wall Street moment, is for a “social market” economy, a riff on the German post-World War II experience. That historical moment rejected in equal measure a free play of market forces and command-and-control welfare of the Eastern bloc. The state would redistribute to protect social welfare only after the free to-and-fro of the market and competition had ensured adequate economic growth. Neither the CLIF nor the Rifkin GND are comprehensive. But their iron core is a form of hierarchy not so very different from the current one. Neither speaks of a turn to agroecology or says much on southern questions of development. Climate debt, the claim to humanity and justice of the southern nations from 1999 to 2009, is absent. If the olive branch of climate debt is noticeably absent from the northern technocratic-capitalist agenda for a green transition, the rifle is not. Rifkin calls for a mere 4 percent sliver of the US DoD spending to go to protecting the Earth. The CLIF does not directly mention military spending but does darkly gesture at southern questions of sovereignty when it notes that one primary concern for northern financiers is ensuring continued legal and fiduciary responsibility of southern governments for any form of green bonds or green infrastructural investment. Such commitments should be juxtaposed with the antipodean Breakthrough Institute’s call for the national security sector to serve the greater good, or bad, of green transition via resource and human manpower mobilization.

There is no real progressive, let alone anti-imperialist, program even possible within a policy that insists on preserving the Pentagon and NATO, which will be necessary for frontier-preservation work when North-South inequalities swell amidst climate change as a “threat magnifier,” and population movements and migration – a future of world-wandering climate refugees – are treated as people who need to be controlled and regulated rather than human beings who deserve dignity and development. More foreboding is silence around the raw material required for transition. Although all the initiatives speak of maximizing efficiency, none speak of reduction and redistribution, domestically and globally, of net energy distribution. Underlying this idea of a technological genie, who with a snap of the fingers can wish away hard choices about who gets what and who gets to live well and who does not get to live at all, is the idea of ecological modernization, the subject of the next chapter.
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Change Without Change: Eco-Modernism

Can everything stay the same, while everything changes? Boeing 747s and Lockheed Martin F-16s burn biofuel from coconut husks and sugarcane in lieu of petroleum. Decommissioned factories recycle every molecule of metal. Internal combustion motors out, and lithium batteries in. Electric cars fill US highways. A national network of charging stations replaces ExxonMobil gas stations. Thorium nuclear reactors provide clean, meltdown-immune and limitless energy. Distributed solar panels and windmills carpet landscapes. Desalinization plants pock shorelines and water crises become a thing of the past. Greenhouses glitter in cold and dry landscapes. Carbon capture and storage machines vacuum CO2 from the sky. Light doses of cloud brighteners and light-scattering particles cool off the Earth. As such technology develops, it gets cheaper. And because cheap and efficient energy was the basis for well-being in the northern industrialized countries, sharing such technological wealth provides for prosperity worldwide. Technological diffusion brings social progress within the framework of social market economies. This vision is the basis of purely technological “Great Transitions,” swapping out the infrastructures of the fossil age for those of the Fourth Industrial Revolution.

The discourse of technological progress is the siren of industrial and post-industrial capitalism, distracting from political conflict over who gets what, while placing politics beyond the reach of the common person. The sweet but perilous song has two registers. The first lulls elements of a potential insurgency into the delusion that one need not decide in the here-and-now who gets what, since growth and progress will ensure that there will be enough for everyone eventually, if everyone, but especially those now without, just waits a bit. This reduces ecological politics based on what the environmental justice movement calls “distribution conflicts,” to questions of waiting for technological advance.1 The second register seems particularly attractive in northern countries but carries over into the South, claiming that human-made tools can simply be repurposed by those in rebellion against the owners of the means of production. The issue isn’t the knife itself, but who wields it and whose throat it cuts. Those who argue in an absolute way for technology’s categorical social neutrality, especially from the left, forge one of the most dangerous, subtle, and effective instruments of ideological counterinsurgency: they accept the myth of progress and confuse opposition to the capitalist agenda. They suggest that every technology is exactly the same as the knife, the Kalashnikov repurposed by anti-colonial militia, or the printing press.2 They argue that the new engines, machine tools, and social media sites are not welded onto the hands of the ruling class. And this is dangerous, because capitalists do not choose technology willy-nilly, but in order to maximize power, as has been shown time and again by critical historians of technology. Former MIT historian David Noble proved machine tools were designed to deskill workers and concentrate power.3 Such deadly melees do not occur just on one shop floor or industry. Each technological edifice exists within a world-system of uneven accumulation. British textile production, access to cotton and wool, and markets for cloth and clothing, for example, were never merely a parochial British question. As the Indian economic historian Amiya Kumar Bagchi points out, cloth-making wove together social threads spanning the British slave trade, the underdevelopment of Africa, the deindustrialization of India, southern US cotton production, and British industrialization, into one piece of capitalist fabric.4 Coal-fueled industrial take-off in Victorian Britain was one side of a coin whose genocidal reverse-face was Britain’s late Victorian holocausts.5

MODERNIZATION THEORY GOES GREEN

If we follow these ideological growths to their bases, we see that they are not very novel at all. Technicism and its latest model, eco-modernism, are new branchlets from an old branch: ecological modernization theory, which split off the trunk of Cold War modernization theory. The ruling-class response to the climate crisis is not new but first germinated amidst a very different crisis: the threat of Communism, as the Soviet experience of industrialization in a single generation and Maoist agrarian revolution beguiled and bedazzled leaders and citizens of nations newly liberated from colonialism. The theory did not hide for a moment what it was about: The Stages of Economic Growth, by its demiurge Walt Rostow, carried the subtitle A Non-Communist Manifesto.6 Rostow argued that societies would ascend through a series of stages on their way to modernity, roughly imagined as mirroring 1950s America: mass consumption, a mature middle class, suburbs sprawling around urban centers, a sedate and well-behaved political democracy. In this how-to manual for avoiding communism and achieving development, the benighted societies of the South needed a course of injections: Western technology, the book-learning which went alongside it, a proper Protestant entrepreneurial spirit, and a vibrant competitive urge. Markets, innovation, and foreign investment would merge, spiral, lead poor societies to sustained growth within the framework of the international trading system. These were also immunizations against Communism, which planners worried could infect southern countries weakened by debilitating lack of growth, and their leaders and peoples might look elsewhere for better ideas. But modernization theory was a fable. In reality, Western countries developed through catastrophic colonial and settler-colonial looting. And innovation was the collective gift of humanity to future generations, and arose throughout the world.7 Although modern science arose in Europe, human innovation itself has never been the monopoly of the West.8 The power that fueled the “modernization” engine relied on primitive accumulation of atmospheric space.9 Western wealth was largely based on slavery and stolen land used to grow cotton and sugar, and colonial extraction from the agricultures of India and Indonesia.10

Latin America, the chunk of the Third World where direct colonial control had been thrown off earliest, was the nursery for the earliest ideological counterattacks against modernization theory: structuralism, and dependency and world-systems theories, crafted by the great southern economists and historians: Brazil’s Celso Furtado and Vania Bambirra, joined soon after by Egypt’s Samir Amin and Guyana’s Walter Rodney.11 If the dependency theorists mounted one attack against the myth of modernization from the perspective of the South, the ecological movement mounted another, from the perspective of the future and the perspective of those poisoned by pell-mell spilling of toxins. The hydra of the environmentalism of the poor grew many heads: from Black anti-landfill protests in North Carolina to Cesar Chavez’s farmworkers organizing against pesticides in California. These revolts of the 1960s–1980s rose against the world-eater of nuclear apocalypse, rising awareness of the pesticide plague, and swelling understanding of industrial agriculture’s evisceration of soils and their fertility.12 Northern spokespeople included the biologist-philosophers Barry Commoner and Rachel Carson, who called for a humane relationship with the natural world. Countries of the South produced their own spokespeople: Tunisia’s Azzam Mahjoub and Slaheddine el-Amami, India’s Vandana Shiva, Mexico’s Efraín Hernández Xolocotzi and Victor Toledo.13 And others who from an early point developed an anti-colonial ecological discourse with care and caution and worry about how northern ecological chatter was burbling with Malthusianism, eager to turn environmental concerns against rights to development.14

Then came the counterattack. Ecological modernization theory began to grow into a dangerous nightshade in the 1990s. It argued economic growth and ecological health did not need to be at odds. Amidst the “End of History” and the electric triumph of liberal capitalism over the Soviet Union and what it represented, its ideological spinners and spanners tried to rip the thread of ecological thought from its humanist and Marxist fabric and reweave it into a natty green garment for a shopworn and dirtied capitalism. Ecological modernization theory became the basis for a synthetic politics. Not that old dream of swirling the green of radical ecology into the red of socialism, but a cheap fluorescent veneer to cover ideas of growth, modernization, capitalism, democracy, and development. Arthur Mol, an environmental sociologist and chief evangelist of this approach, argues that humans can make “an environmentally sound society” without including other social qualms, such as “the scale of production, the capitalist mode of production, workers’ influence, equal allocation of economic goods,” or any gender criterion.15 The theory of ecological modernization came from speaking “the proper language” of the “dominant institutions,” in the words of Maarten Hajer, a Dutch political scientist.16

The proper language is “the language of business.” Such theories were long on hypotheses and short on evidence. They appear and reappear with mechanical regularity, in new forms and proposing new gewgaws and technofixes, and refusing to engage with the mountain of facts which disprove their claims. As the environmental sociologist and editor of Monthly Review John Bellamy Foster notes, the academic (and certainly popular) prominence of such social science fiction “can be viewed as an indirect acknowledgement of the structure of power itself.”17

ECO-MODERNISM

Ecological modernization theory was and is intended to discredit, encircle, and counterattack against the advance of critical and humane ecological scholarship. Eco-modernism, garbed in communist crimson or nakedly capitalist, has lately ventured outside academic cloisters and advanced in more popular arenas, including those identified with the left, building a theoretical and intellectual bridge between capitalism and purportedly socialist schemes.

Eco-modernism had its early popular sketches in self-described environmental writers Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger’s pamphlet, The Death of Environmentalism.18 The polemic presaged contemporary sneers at the old ecological movement that cleaved social concerns from a nebulous nature (in the process evaporating from consciousness the more widespread if less visible environmentalism of the poor). Ideas need not be directly vanquished if they can be murdered through ignorance. Their book was an assassination attempt against traditional environmentalism, an early gambit to reintroduce Malthusian thought in its place with their worry that “overpopulation” was driving the ecological crisis, and “economic development” ought to be fused with environmental concerns. Here was the intellectual vanguard for the “green jobs” jamboree that became the stock-in-trade of green capitalists and social democrats alike in the late 2000s and 2010s.

Such talk is magnetic for a forward-looking investor class interested in preserving the financial architecture and hierarchical soullessness of capitalism while discarding the blunderingly ecocidal elements of endless accumulation. They soon built a comfortable home at the Breakthrough Institute, where they sit alongside other Breakthrough in-house columnists, such as the Hyatt heiress Rachel Pritzker, who is on the board of the Energy Growth Hub, alongside Francis Fukuyama of end-of-history infamy, and where Toss Moss, a former US Deputy Assistant Secretary of State, is the Executive Director. They are also authors of the Eco-Modernist Manifesto, which grabbed wide media attention in 2015.19

Its foundation stone is decoupling, which argues that human development, a slippery stand-in for growth, can be sheared from environmental impacts. The authors argue that humanity must lighten such impacts “to make more room for nature.” They do not think that “human societies must harmonize with nature to avoid economic and ecological collapse.”20 They consider this a strange romance. Indeed, rather than the immensely complex, artisanal-humane and eco-socialist goal of living with nature, they argue: “Natural systems will not…be protected or enhanced by the expansion of humankind’s dependence on them for sustenance and well-being.” Humanity should dwell in an austere and antiseptic techno-sphere, dematerialized and drawing on phantom technologies that lessen human impact on the biosphere to the lowest possible level. We are already partway to a featherlight impact of farming, energy extraction, forestry, and settlement, as humans are “less reliant upon the many ecosystems that once provided their only sustenance,” although to this day the history of development has “deeply damaged” non-human nature.21 (In this, the eco-modernists have a far less sophisticated ecological analysis than the World Economic Forum or other co-thinking architects of the next prison.)

The platform finds space for every part of the current social order in the world to come: entrepreneurial capitalists, the state, markets, and civil society. They propose a suite of technologies, none of which exist or are scalable, to replace each pillar of human life. For energy, a closed uranium or thorium fuel cycle, or from hydrogen-deuterium fusion or to capture the essentially limitless solar radiation which falls onto the Earth. For settlement, putting humans into cities, which “symbolize the decoupling of humanity from nature,” saving land for the rest of life.22

This peculiarly Western radical separation of humanity from the rest of nature finds its accomplice in the notion of “land-sparing agriculture,” perfectly exemplified in the dizzyingly productive, dazzlingly labor-light industrial agriculture of the US. As farming has become “more land and labor efficient,” rural people have left the countryside for the metropolis. As yields increase, fields retreat and forests advance. Eighty percent of New England is forested today, as compared to 50 percent at the end of the nineteenth century. Such trends, they argue, are the future: human impact on the environment can peak and then decline in the twenty-first century.

While they nod at the notion that resource extraction is still occurring, just over land and sea, they argue that such remaining footprints can be lightened and erased through developing more efficient mechanisms for procuring needed resources: urbanization and nuclear power, desalinization and aquaculture, and agricultural intensification.23 At the core of the manifesto is cheap energy, which makes for cheaper recycling and cheaper capital-intensive and energy-intensive inputs on farms. Finally, these demands are the ore with which a steel sacred calf is cast and at which all subsequent eco-modernist literature worships: meaningful “climate mitigation is fundamentally a technological challenge.” In other words, the only items on the menu are their tech, or a return to a pre-modern atavism, which they bizarrely suture to the very emblem of Cold War dwelling patterns: “suburbanization,” counterintuitively melded with “low-yield farming, and many forms of renewable energy production,” which sprawl out on land, which could be better used as enclosures or colonial fortresses for a pristine nature.24

Much like the various Fortune 500 planners, they want to densify population to preserve “wild” nature. Following their density fetish, they dismiss distributed solar power, a relatively democratic and humane pathway to planetary access to electricity, as mauling nature. Eco-modernism washes itself in green and becomes a backdoor through which nuclear fission becomes not one amongst many technological choices but the only possible technology – a green which glows in the dark. Until then, dams and (imaginary and oil-industry-linked) carbon capture and storage tech attached to power plants are a serviceable backup. They conclude by defending modernization, distinct from capitalism and “corporate power,” and rejoin it when they defend the leading role of entrepreneurial capitalism. Inverting the extensive actual history of modernization, wherein capitalism has led to steadily increasing material thorough-put, appropriation of primary production, and increase on nearly every index of impact on the non-human world, they assert that modernization has allowed human societies to meet “human needs with fewer resource inputs and less environmental impact.”25

As with other new-fangled technocratic musings, these shiny trinkets are not very new at all. The dream of radical separation from nature is an apartheid concept tracing back to early capitalism with its mechanical worldview and extreme violence which disassembled pre-capitalist organic unities.26 Such colonial walls between human and nature took form in the US at least as far back as the creation of Yellowstone National Park on stolen Indigenous land.27 The manifesto, then, offers a fluently mendacious millennial jargon for modernization theory.

These specters reappear in subsequent documents, with their emphasis on technological change as a way to sidestep basic distributional problems, or hard puzzles over how to structure the world in which we live so as to use the means of production to make people’s lives better in the here-andnow. Perhaps the most emblematic example of this type of thought is Aaron Bastani’s Full Automatic Luxury Communism.

ACCELERATIONISM MOVES LEFT

Bastani’s manifesto is at core a communist version of the eco-modernist manifesto. Instead of redistributing ownership and use of what we currently have, we should instead grow wildly and then redistribute that. This is a call for a world in which “abiding scarcity,” or even having to sometimes work hard in order to produce and reproduce human civilization, does not blight “post-capitalism.” Rather than reworking human societies to function better on less industrially sourced energy, we should rethink how we get critical inputs like lithium and metals so that we can build billions of batteries and solar panels and turbines, and use them to fuel a world where we do not have to work very hard at all. How to conjure up this world? “We’ll mine the sky.” He is highly optimistic about the prospects for decreasing costs and increasing capacities for space exploration. Using such cheaply available tech, we can forage amongst the asteroid belt for iron, platinum, and nickel. “According to one estimate,” he notes, “the mineral wealth of NEAs – if equally divided among every person on Earth, would add up to more than $100 billion each.”28 Tellingly, most of Bastani’s copy material is from often government-subsidized venture capital firms. Is sifting through the solar system for platinum, cobalt, and iron really on the cards? Let’s check with NASA. A study provided on its website concludes:


There is no economically viable scenario we could identify that depends solely upon returning asteroid resources to LEO or the surface of the Earth. To be economically feasible, asteroid mining will depend predominantly upon customers in-space who are part of the space industrial economy and infrastructure.29



The report adds, “It is possible that secondary markets on Earth may provide ‘icing on the cake’ for platinum-group metals.” As for other resources, “Rare Earth Elements [REE] are not an Economic Option...Although the initial... proposal included REEs as a potential option, there is not economically advantageous basis for returning REEs from Space to the Earth.”30 So much for asteroid mining.

For agriculture, Bastani somewhat incredibly resurrects the Green Revolution as an exemplar of modern agriculture. Using Green Revolution technologies, he argues, we could make “food so abundant that – as with energy, labour and resources – it would become virtually free,” with value emerging from “informational content” rather than “land or human effort.” Through using capital-intensive and energy-intensive inputs like massive applications of fertilizer, pesticides, and herbicides, and using semi-dwarf wheats that are highly responsive to those inputs as well as added irrigation, “wheat yields have tripled...possibly saving a billion lives.” And he goes on to ask, “What if that Green Revolution...was only the beginning? What if... we had only begun to understand how our mastery of nature could confer almost limitless abundance? ... [W]hy should hunger exist at all?”31

What Bastani means by all of this is hard to say. We now know with surety from the work of scholars like Harry Cleaver, Raj Patel, and Divya Sharma that the Green Revolution was not designed to end hunger, nor did it end hunger.32 Rather, it was intended as one resolution to the resurgent Maoism haunting the Asian continent. In the words of William Gaud, then the head of the US Agency for International Development, a “Green Revolution” in lieu of a “Red Revolution.”33 It was, furthermore, a strategy of “betting on the strong”: diverting state resources to the medium and wealthier farmers capable of more easily using the new technologies. Wheat yields did increase, but so did landlessness. And if you don’t have a wheat plant, increasing wheat yields will not make you less hungry. Decreasing rural labor when there are not urban jobs will, for that matter, make people hungrier, not less hungry. Furthermore, nutrition is not just about quantity of calories, but also their quality. As rice and wheat replaced millet and other “coarse cereals” there was a “deficiency of micronutrients” in Indian diets.34 What it means to save a billion lives is also not clear. As Richa Kumar notes, “There is inadequate evidence to support the claim that India was food-insecure in the 1960s. Moreover, evidence suggests that India’s food and nutritional insecurities today are the aftermath of the green revolution strategy promoted since the 1960s.”35 Other paths were then and remain open: a more labor-intensive smallholder-centered path based on the resurrection not of highfalutin myths about Green Revolution productivity, but of the more traditional landraces of India, and other Third World coarse grains and rice varieties.36

Finally, consider a third artifact of Full Automatic Luxury Communism: lab-meat. Bastani argues that “animals remain energy intensive and inefficient at converting solar energy to food,” comparing Bangladeshis eating a vegan diet to Americans eating 270 pounds of meat.37 Yet, not all is well in Bangladesh. In its rural regions, according to the Food and Agriculture Organization, “Rates of malnutrition...are among the highest in the world. More than 54% of preschool-age children, equivalent to more than 9.5 million children, are stunted, 56% are underweight and more than 17% are wasted,” with pronounced macronutrient deficiencies.38

More to the point, animals do not exactly convert solar energy to food. They eat plants. Different plants grow, however, in different places, and grow differently on different kinds of land, which is why the category “land,” unproblematically deployed by Bastani, does not help us understand what can or should be grown on which types of land. He cites a Cornell study which claims that one-third of the planet’s surface is used for livestock, and 302 million hectares are used for livestock in the US. Meanwhile, just “13 million hectares were allocated to vegetables, rice, fruit, potatoes and beans. Such a huge gap shows that animal products are a highly inefficient way of using finite resources to produce food.”39 This is logic for the illogical. The actual Cornell study states that of those 302 million hectares “272 million hectares [are] in pasture and about 30 million hectares [are] for cultivated feed grains,” and recommends “cattlemen switch...to grass-fed production systems.”40 In 2016, 407 million US hectares went to agriculture and pasturing.41 So, about one-fourth of US cropland goes to feeding animals. That is because cows mostly eat grass, and land used for growing grass is not good for growing other things that humans like to eat. In short, Bastani misrepresents the facts and the argument.

Building on an intellectual foundation made of quicksand, Bastani argues that “it is clear that the world needs to eat far less meat than it does. Preferably, we would completely eliminate it from our diets.”42 He is not talking merely about US or EU meat-gobbling, but about the entire planet: “the world.” What would we replace it with? Cultured meat. Yet cultured meat needs energy to grow, whether from oil, gas, or solar panels. At least theoretically, animals are very good at converting photosynthetically derived energy from the sun into a form usable by humans. As another study notes, “in vitro biomass cultivation could require smaller quantities of agricultural inputs and land than livestock; however, those benefits could come at the expense of more intensive energy use as biological functions such as digestion and nutrient circulation are replaced by industrial equivalents.”43 In other words, in an already overindustrialized planet, Bastani wants to replace further biological-organic with industrial processes. Furthermore, he wants to do this on a planetary basis, which would require massive displacement or intervention in the lives of pastoralists and smallholders who live off sustainably grazed meat across the Third World.

The through line of these three interventions is the assumption of categorical technological neutrality: the issue is not the knife, but what it cuts, alongside any concern for those lives the technology has cut or will cut apart: rural people in the Third World. Whatever the intent of such social science fiction, the result is to splash red paint on capitalist technology, and in the case of the Green Revolution, to actually carry out radical historiographical revisionism and introduce reactionary thought into the left. The other outcome is to disorient and disorganize opposition to the actually existing agenda, outlined in Chapter 1, of the big foundations and their backers, who want to strip poor people of the right to eat any meat at all.

DEBUNKING DECOUPLING

At eco-modernism’s core is the claim that technologies are categorically socially neutral. The foundation stone of these arguments is that it is possible to decouple at speed, to gradually dematerialize the global economy, so that it can eventually run on closed loops, and that green growth is possible. Giorgos Kallis, a Greek ecological economist based in Barcelona, and Jason Hickel, an anthropologist at London’s Goldsmiths, take this argument head-on, asking: “Is Green Growth Possible?”

It is true that a small handful of northern economies are slowly breaking off GDP growth from CO2 growth. But this truth is also the fruit of statistical arbitrage and a form of carbon-chicanery: how international monitoring institutions count carbon emissions.44 They seldom focus on where CO2-laden commodities are consumed, but on where they are produced. Thus, in theory, China, Vietnam, Bangladesh, and the Philippines could be the site of nearly every polluting bit of industrial production currently occurring in Finland and France, while the entire WTO trading architecture and imperialist political engineering, and unequal exchange through which value and wealth concentrate in the North, remain intact. Chunks of high-end programming and marketing, sophisticated work on robotics, and patents could remain in the North. The result would “decouple” GDP from CO2 in the affluent core. Such a sleight of hand is based on imperial trading architecture and carbon accounting procedures. In fact, the trend towards decreasing impact of northern development on northern environments has occurred alongside increasing impact of northern development on the southern environments. Four to eight percent of air pollution in China in 2006, for example, was linked to exports of products to the US. Global particulate matter is increasingly thrown into local atmospheres from local production, whereas the goods produced are consumed elsewhere.45 Contrary to over-hyped claims about the productivity of northern agriculture, food is a huge driver of this breakdown, as the clean and good and low-impact food eaten in some places has enormous impacts elsewhere: in 2007, 50 percent of the EU total consumption of cropland, grazing land, and forest land took place in other countries. EU and USA patterns of consumption lead to nitrogen pollution worldwide in water tables.46

The lightened rural impact of the US population goes hand-in-hand with mounting impact on the potential croplands of the former Third World. Nor is dematerialization of production possible: windmills and solar panels cannot be made without industrial production processes, and windmills have negative effects, which means there should be popular consultation as to where they are sited.47

The core has not at all achieved absolute decoupling if one takes into account how CO2 dumping industries have been relocated to peripheries and semi-peripheries. Relocating smokestacks and smelters to the South has meant factories move, but value flows are the same. North–South income gaps have steadily widened, according to the work of world-systems scholars Giovanni Arrighi and Beverley Silver of the Johns Hopkins University.48 Similarly, Kallis and Hickel show every single model for continued growth alongside reductions in CO2 emissions relies on technologies that do not yet exist. Like the joke of how an economist proposes to open a steel tuna can on a desert island by assuming he has a can-opener, they assume incredibly fast reductions in CO2 emissions in the wealthy core, paired with bio-energetic carbon capture and storage, bio-energy carbon capture and storage (BECSS), a negative emission technology based on tremendous tree monocrops, which are burned for energy. Imagine where BECSS will be sited in a world where national sovereignty and the national question are dismissed as irrelevant? (As the IPCC elsewhere warns, if they are deployed at the multi-gigaton scale, they could lead to “adverse side effects for adaptation, desertification, land degradation and food security”.49) These scenarios allow for “overshoot”: exceeding the carbon budget. Of scenarios which exclude BECSS and target 2°C of warming, global emissions need to hit net zero by 2075. For 1.5°C they need to hit net zero by 2050. These models assume a full shift to renewables, rapid soil regeneration and afforestation, and industrial processes for metallurgy and cement which do not require emissions. It is possible that such technology can be installed fast enough to fully replace the existing emissions-emitting industrial plant. To do so while maintaining growth will be difficult. To do so while sharing justly electricity resources with the Third World is impossible, as I argue in the next chapter.

CONCLUSION: LEFT ECO-MODERNISM AND TECHNOLOGY

So, what is at stake amidst this flurry of confusion? Ideas do not come from nowhere. They emerge from certain contexts. Some flourish and others wither depending on how well they are able to germinate and send their roots into distinct social contexts. And they certainly do not spread by virtue of being correct.

Much eco-modernist theology runs against the grain of everything we know about environmental and economic history, but it gains more and more in popularity. And that includes within the First World Left. That should not shock us. First, ecological modernization theory is counterinsurgency in the realm of thought, meant to contain, dominate, and subvert autonomous thinking about the common life, or communism, by forcing the oppressed to fight on the terrain of the oppressor. Modernization theory accepted the meta-notion that the good life should be democratically shared, but brought with it the coercive falsehood that the good life in the North had not been based on the bad life in the South – capitalist development and colonial de-development as two sides of one historical coin. Ecological modernization theory accepted capitalism was damaging the ecology, but argued such damage could be remedied and was being remedied by the tendencies of the system. Underpinning the older theory and the new were two false claims: one, that capitalism is not inherently polarizing and exclusionary; two, the technologies accompanying specific paths of capitalist development were socially innocent, rather than deliberate weapons in the class war.50

Although these aggressions rest on specific configurations of technology, they are not the same thing as technology, nor do they lead to the political syllogism that because a technology is used to attack the people, the people should reject technology. Indeed, no one this side of John Zerzan or Derek Jensen rejects “technology.” This makes it maddening and muddying that many in the green social democrat camp contribute to rather than clarify such confusion while trying to find a third way between eco-modernists and their critics, as they argue that anyone, anywhere, is against technology. As the historian of technology Noble points out, such frameworks do not do a great deal to help us approach the issues at stake: “Technology as such does not exist. Technology exists only in the particular, as particular pieces of equipment in particular settings.”51 What people can (and should) reject are specific technologies. Technologies are infusions of knowledge into material goods, whether ores, wood, cottons, jute, or jasmine, which have prices, which are the effects of global power relationships.52 Technology is not abstract but concrete. Under capitalism, it is very broadly introduced from above. New technologies are not manna. Management adopts them to control workers and peoples, and to maximize the ceaseless accumulation of capital. The monopoly of the concept of technology by the ruling class and its clergy and its deployment as an abstract justification not merely for the imposition of new technologies but a call for acceleration of their introduction is in form and substance an ideological surrender – one which more cautious contemporary democratic socialists also accept, or certainly refrain from contesting. It is part and parcel of the myth of progress, of things perpetually getting better, which lies at the root of every modernist communique, polemic, and pamphlet, and is a weapon meant to disarm anti-systemic movements of their most potent weapons. To assert that anyone in particular is arguing about technology in the abstract is to sharpen the edge of a weapon designed to disembowel resistance to capitalism.

It is those claiming that technologies are socially innocent who have the burden of proof, for theories of imperialism and environmentally uneven exchange show that they are not socially innocent. Furthermore, more important is how eco-modernist theories, whether of the right or the left, are blind to the needs of the environmentalists of the poor in the peripheries of the world-system, and have neither time for nor interest in the social and ecological demands from the world’s peasant movements. Indeed, politically, eco-modernism and red eco-modernism have been silent on the great achievements of the environmental justice movement from the 1990s to 2015: putting climate debt, ecological debt, and reparations onto the world agenda; enshrining in the highest-level climate summits the idea of common but differentiated responsibility, or that each nation must do something about stopping CO2, but that such responsibilities might differ in accord with historical responsibilities.

CO2 emissions can be stopped. The technology exists to replace portions of unsustainable energy use with sustainable energy use, and to some extent it can be rolled out in time. But it is extremely unlikely that such a massive technological system can be unfurled quickly enough to accommodate the southern countries’ rights to development, which include their own energy systems, and the sovereign preservation of their own ecologies, while keeping the consumption of the North at its present level (a topic addressed in the next chapter). What, then, about other Great Transitions and other visions of the future?
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Energy Use, Degrowth, and the Green New Deal

Societies run on energy. Older societies were powered by the sun. Plants used photosynthesis to convert solar energy into living matter: wood for fuel, feed for animals, and seeds and fruits for people. The widespread use of coal and oil ushered in a different way of organizing human society, based on massively increased growth in energy use, and growth in the human-built paraphernalia that channeled hydrocarbon-based energy. Widespread human well-being in the northern countries went alongside continuous growth in GDP and private property. Predictably, if far from logically, there has emerged an idea that healing the ecology and humankind’s place within it has to be based on continued growth and, it goes usually without saying, private ownership of the means of production, to keep humans healthy, happy, and prosperous.

Against this background, it is no surprise that social democratic GNDs have been about greening growth: green job guarantees, green infrastructure, green tech, green cities, green agriculture, all against a shimmering but elusive background of more. Amidst and against such a notion, a rising European-American degrowth discourse suggests what we need is less. Growth ideology justifies austerity, neoliberalism, and consumerism. It is good to rid ourselves of such a delusion since it dispels the soothing cliché of melioristic tides lifting all boats to show which boats are made from the shattered timbers of other ships.

But actual elite planning is currently ambivalent on growth, given the Malthusian enthusiasm of Western foundations, their fretting that some dark populations are growing a bit too much, and finally their actual practice in places like the Arab regions: de-development, a phenomenon first identified in colonized Palestine, part of a longer history of colonial apocalypse.1

One can imagine three short-term ways of orienting progressive practice, each vying for dominance in the current moment: one, full renewable replacement of current energy use, alongside increased southern energy use, and ongoing capitalist property structures – the left-liberal solution. Two, lower energy use through retrofitting core countries’ infrastructures, substantial domestic redistribution to go back to 1950s-era levels of (in) equality, alongside full replacement of the energy infrastructure, and an ambiguous call for grants to help southern countries transition – the green social democratic and being-nice-to-the-South solution. And three, considerably lower energy use in the core alongside decommodified social infrastructure, guaranteed well-being, and massive technology grants to the Third World. A form of (degrowth?) eco-communism. The paths are stylized. They are more like a million rays, each a hair’s-breadth different from one another. The more redistribution there is in the core, the closer path one looks to path two. The larger the grants are, the more path two looks like path three.

DEGROWTH

Degrowth is a political-ecological call for sufficiency. It is based on understanding that the weight of capitalist technology on the non-human world is more than that world can bear. The intellectuals and activists clustered around degrowth, especially its Iberian promoters, have been massively successful in throwing a series of ideological monkey wrenches in the secular faith in growth, an ideological glue which binds together people in the Western capitalist pseudo-welfare states. The degrowth intellectuals’ perspective carries valuable water in northern industrial capitalist states which must reduce overall material and energy use, and where populations increasingly value the environment over economic growth.2 However, at times, at least, degrowth has also been an ecumenical camp, with some degrowthers focused more on growth rather than accumulation and social hierarchy, while imperialism has not always seriously figured in the degrowth position.3 Furthermore, eco-socialist thought pre-dated degrowth, and movements of the environmentalism of the poor pre-dated the formulation of eco-socialism.4 So, I prefer to frame the question a bit differently.5 Some sectors, such as agroecological food production, public transport, primary healthcare, and renewable energy, need to grow incredibly fast. They must do so while remaining decommodified. Others must disappear: the military, non-renewable energy production, chemical fertilizers.

ENERGY USE AND WHY WE MUST DOWNSHIFT

Energy use is the meta-sector, threading through so many other sectors. Shifting to different patterns of energy use and different sources of energy conditions shifts in every other social sector from consumption to production – corporations to cooperatives, households to individuals. A just anti-colonial socialist resolution to the climate question is not possible without massively and immediately shifting the power systems of industrial civilization.

Shifting technological or social systems means shifting social power. From highways to the automobile industry to the current farming system, an entire world has been built in the core countries on economically “cheap,” physically dense, and easily storable forms of power. Social scientists call this the “fossil energy regime.” As the energy researcher Simon Pirani points out, “technological systems,” like mass automobile use, plastics and petrochemicals, “have evolved in the way they have because of the social and political systems in which they are embedded.” We in the core states live amidst gargantuan systems which are inseparable from the use of the dead, fossilized photosynthesis of eons past, carbonized into black blocks of coal and oily black goo.6

What does that mean for systems change, climate change, and energy-systems change? We have to downshift current US levels of energy consumption for a globally just GND. Recall here that the US uses around 12,000 kilowatt hours per person per year, Japan uses 7,150, and France uses 4,928. Meanwhile, Iran uses 3,072, Nicaragua 571, Sudan 268, and Yemen 91. Such differences are not just.

Different paths for CO2 reduction concern how much harm will be inflicted on the planet and its poorest inhabitants. They pose two explicit questions to people in the North: one, how much are we willing to change our lives to ensure justice for all of humanity? And two, are we willing to change our lives and attack a system of accumulation which will without question lead to the hammer of climate change clanging down hardest on the world’s poorest? They pose a third, implicit question: are we capable of seeing the latent fascism even in halcyon social democratic models which leave open the possibility of intervention, exploitation, or extirpation of the Third World, and by leaving capitalism alive there, give it safe haven for attacking middle classes in the core itself – the phenomenon often called neoliberalism?

MYTHS OF THE CARBON BUDGET

One way climate debates are made legible across the political spectrum is through the idea of the carbon budget, which scientists use to explain how much CO2 we can emit to stay below a pre-determined “crisis point” – in quotation marks because, for most of humanity, the crisis long antedates climate change. One thing about the carbon budget is that the amount of CO2 humans can safely emit keeps decreasing. First, because capitalism keeps emitting CO2. Second, because scientists’ modeling and the way they report their results each have conservative biases.7 Third, because scientists learn more and more about the consequences of each degree of warming, and accordingly reduce the “safe” increase in world average temperatures.

Each of these points highlights how much politics are embedded in the “objective” science of carbon budgeting and temperature limits. Consider that just in the past decade, scientists have switched from a general “consensus” of the need to target 2°C to the need to target 1.5°C, because the social consequences of the higher number versus the smaller one now impel natural scientists and the ultra-conservative IPCC process to understand the logic of at least speaking in the public arena about the need to aim at 1.5°C.8 Others, writing in the flagship journal Nature, suggest even 1.5°C “may cause a substantial thaw of continuous permafrost as far north as 60°N.”9 Such a fact does not prescribe any specific political strategy, but it does clarify the consequences of distinct political strategies and the emissions reductions with which they are paired.

To show why this is the case, we should look more closely at the carbon budget. Take the most recent estimates, or the IPCC SR15. For a 66 percent chance of avoiding a 1.5°C in warming, they allot 420 Gt of CO2. That is around ten years of current emissions, which has given us the media-ready number of 2030 to reduce emissions to zero. For a 50 percent chance of going over 1.5°C, they have a quota of 580 Gt of CO2 or 14 years of current emissions. However, as the report states, “uncertainties in the climate response” to CO2 and non-CO2 “emissions contribute” ±400 Gt CO2. Very simply, there is one-in-three chance that if we burn that much carbon, we will go over, maybe well over, 1.5°C of warming.10

Much of left-liberal climate talk is based on administering rather than eliminating capitalism, and as a result is built on a seldom acknowledged foundation of assumptions regarding the global distribution of wealth and consumption, and the institutions with which it is tied, in terms of why emissions are produced and their consequences, which are intimately related to which lives matter and which lives do not. For that reason, it often does not dig too deeply into these scenarios or the capitalist context in which they unfold, and in which, even focusing merely on climate harm, will continue to disproportionately target the periphery’s poor.

Take an impossible scenario: all emissions stop today. Even if that were to happen, people in the South would continue living in the climate of injustice forged by historical CO2 emissions. For some sense of those killed or made homeless by climate-related disasters, note that from 1980 to 2002, the total was 300,964 killed in Ethiopia, 168,584 in Bangladesh, 150,362 in Sudan, and 101,473 in Mozambique. During that period, 62,553,000 were made homeless in Bangladesh, as were 8,679,282 in Pakistan and 7,823,102 in the Philippines.11 As Oxfam reports, on average, over 20 million people a year were internally displaced by extreme weather disasters over the last ten years. Small island nations like Cuba, Dominica, and Tuvalu, archipelagos like the Philippines, and immiserated states like Somalia are amongst the ten countries where people are likeliest to be afflicted by climate-caused disasters like cyclones and floods. Not one of them is in the top 95 emitters in the world.12 As filmmaker Rehad Desai notes,


Ninety per cent of Mozambique’s second largest city was destroyed, the construction of 300,000 homes is now required and yet to begin, the price tag $600 million, roads and public utilities $700 million. The death toll of 1000 only took into account those killed by the immediate impact of the cyclones. Yet to be counted are those that perished following the spread of hunger and disease. The unpalatable likelihood is that Mozambique will never fully recover from the destruction created by cyclones Idai and Kenneth and that furthermore, the country will be hit again in the near future.13



Elsewhere, there are plans to actually relocate Jakarta, one of the biggest cities in the world. Nor is such disaster limited to the periphery of the planet. Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy hurt poor and especially Black people in the US and were almost certainly made more violent by climate change. The 2019 atmospheric sequence which led to the historic floods in the Midwest, from frozen ground to bomb cyclones, were also probably the product of planetary climactic shifts.14 The seemingly apolitical and technocratic construction of the carbon budget papers over that every decision made by capitalists in the North to continue to emit or to only slowly reduce emissions is a decision which destroys entire cities in southern Africa or sweeping swathes of rural America. Maps of which regions will be most devastated by climate change overlap with poverty, and with relative concentrations of the Black population.15

Furthermore, decisions about carbon budgets tend to ignore that capitalism is a climate of permanent emergency and structural violence for the planetary majority. Probabilistic administrative and technocratic decisions reflect the notion that the emergency is over there, on the far shore, over the horizon, and should not be included in domestic political calculus. The struggle over climate debt, which is the topic of the final chapter, was a partially successful attempt from the world’s periphery to introduce reparations within climate treaties. These were ways to acknowledge and try to repair the historical and contemporary damages inflicted by capitalist accumulation. And these discussions did not sidestep the state of emergency in which the poor periphery lives, not as a result of the climate emissions of today, but because of the emissions of yesterday, the neo-colonialism of the years before, and the colonialism of the years before that.

Furthermore, the structural violence embedded in the sterile arithmetic of carbon budgets reflects an equation that avoids quantifying the interests and aspirations of all relevant parties. There is an intergenerational component of injustice in carbon budget mathematics, which do not adequately weigh and balance questions of happiness and sacrifice in the present and in the future. Political agitation for a just transition would include explaining to people that some kinds of things must be given up in order to secure the world for their grandchildren. Such explanations would expose scarecrow rhetoric of “sacrifice” and “austerity.” Even under capitalism, every human understands the desire and urge to leave wealth to their children in order to make their lives easier and more comfortable. Shifting the entire productive structure takes that common sense of intergenerational care and concern and enshrines it as the ethic of conscious social planning.

Another big problem with carbon budgets: they are probabilistic. They are not certainties. We cannot be sure that a given quantity of carbon will do what the models claim it will do. For that reason, human safety would require politically difficult decisions, which are generally removed from the discussion in advance. Suppose a given quantity of carbon has a 70 percent chance of holding warming to 1.5°C, it might require a far smaller quantity of carbon to have an 85 percent chance of holding warming below 1.5°C. According to existing models, there is no amount of carbon which would give a 100 percent chance of holding warming below 1.5°C. These are not hypotheticals: according to the IPCC SR15 report, the most optimistic models give a carbon budget of 420 GtCO2 for a 66 percent chance of avoiding 1.5°C, 580 for 50 percent, and 840 for 33 percent. They found that “No pathways were available that achieve a greater than 66% probability of limiting warming below 1.5°C during the entire 21st century based on the MAGICC model projections.”16 And to get a sense of the ecological damage which the models bake in, we can see that to have a 66 percent chance of keeping warming below 1.3°C, we would have 80 GtCO2, or two years of emissions. It is understandable that such numbers are difficult to metabolize politically, but it is important to do so from the perspective of those who will suffer from further warming.

THE PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE AS RESPECT FOR WORKING-CLASS AND FUTURE LIFE

These numbers imply a radical scale of change. First, consider not the 66 percent, but the 33 percent, which ought also to be avoided, and furthermore, the nested probabilities in that 33 percent. Some argue there is, for example, a chance we have already entered the stage of “runaway” climate loops, where based on the current amount of atmospheric CO2, the average world temperature will increase 2°, 3°, or 4°C.17 Human response to climate change ought to proceed on the precautionary principle. A group of scientists explain the precautionary principle this way: “The precautionary principle, by calling for preventive action even when there is uncertainty, by placing the onus on those who create the hazard, and by emphasizing alternatives and democracy.”18 If one considers that probabilistic estimates suggest a 5 percent chance of runaway warming given carbon budgets for 1.5°C, the conclusion is to put all human energy to work in a just transition, and to move as fast as possible.

Debates about possibility will necessarily be political and cannot be anything else: people will not move politically on a large scale to reduce emissions so radically if it means real austerity and a pre-industrial and pre-modern lifestyle, without ovens, without any metals, without any industrial forms of transportation at all. Determining what is “as fast as possible” is a political-technical decision, and one that requires political and social power in order to act upon. There is no objective reason why large-scale private property regimes should continue, for example, or that popular classes should be unable to socially plan the present and the future. Those are political decisions. Accepting the continuation of monopoly private property is a political decision. Choosing to struggle against it is a political decision. And choosing to partially reform it or channel it to green production, the social democratic and green growth paths, are political decisions.

Furthermore, a level of warming is inevitable which entails, absent massive climate reparations, suffering for much of the planet, because much of the planet is already suffering. A just conclusion is to put in place massive reparations. Such spillover means the struggle to prevent climate change is over. Now the struggle is to survive and adapt to climate change, and to prevent it going from bad to very bad. The slope from bad to very bad is lubricated by the amount of oil and gas capitalism continues to burn during its transitional period. The fundamental question is, once again: whose voices count in determining the pace of transition and deciding which sources of energy use are necessary and which are unnecessary. This is a question which has no non-political answers.

THE DEBATE

Current debates about clean energy are marred by a false binary between a strawman degrowth versus a dreamland of a state-managed GND run by a progressive, ecologically minded, Silent Spring-toting social democratic administration that can begin to systematically plop in clean energy for dirty, moving at lightning speed to a continental grid.

The latter vision relies on physical phantasmagoria and political pipe-dreams. In the first place, there will be no social democratic candidate in any office in the political core outside of Iceland in 2021 able to put in place a social democratic agenda, including the demand for energy democracy. But even were that to be the case, current proposals like those of Robert Pollin, which rest on a full replacement of the current energy system with renewables, are probably not realistic and certainly not just.19

First, these proposals suggest current forms of energy are fully substitutable. While in principle countries could develop enough renewable energy and storage to produce the same amount of energy as they currently do, if not more, one question is how fast this can be done. If overall energy usage is staying constant or increasing, it will take longer to replace all that energy production with fresh physical plant. If overall energy usage is decreasing, it will take less time. The less time it takes to get to zero emissions, the fewer emissions are placed into the atmosphere, and the less the world suffers the effects of climate change. There can be no objective or realistic answer to these questions outside of what political forces decide is the best path. But there is abundant research showing that 1.5 or even 2°C rises are probably impossible to avoid without reducing core energy use.20

A second issue: at a certain point we may face diminishing social returns in certain forms of technology: what is the point of cars when there is too much gridlock for anyone to move? The notion of “energy returned on investments,” or EROI, is how ecological economists and engineers address this kind of question: how much energy is used for a greater amount of energy in return. The merits of fossil fuels are very clear on that front, since digging up coal or drilling for oil takes a small amount of energy and produces a huge amount of energy. At least on that basis, fossil fuels have been incredibly beneficial, although they have also dumped a waste in the atmosphere that human societies are not organized to clean up. Renewable technologies do not merely have a smaller EROI. They also pose different questions related to pollution and trade-offs: what are the costs and benefits of massive amounts of renewable energy when huge portions of society and huge swathes of land are devoted to or despoiled by pumped water storage, redundant windmills and solar arrays to deal with peaks and troughs in sunshine and wind? We have not tried to convert the entire worldwide grid, but some studies indicate that when one includes all the costs of storage and diminishing returns on renewable energy, and if one also accounts for the fact that hydroelectric power is severely ecologically damaging in ways that wind and solar are not, easy claims about 100 percent conversion of current – and in the future, globally increasing – energy use to renewables are unrealistic.21

Storage is knottier, since there is no way – except mining asteroids – to produce enough batteries to store the needed power. Pumped water poses its own problems, not least the amount of redundancy needed to store energy for when wind stops blowing and sun stops shining for days at a time. Huge portions of social and material energy would have to be devoted to such a project: the engineer and energy expert Ted Trainer estimates around 3 percent of Australia’s GDP, in effect eliminating “growth” and the idea of macro-economic management of economic well-being based on growth. In EROI terms, some estimate that whereas now the current energy system has a 12:1 EROI, under a renewable transition it could drop to 4:1 or even 3:1 by mid-century. Although it is not clear such numbers are directly comparable, since solar and wind often lose much less power on their way to being used, such EROIs are “well below the range of the thresholds identified in the literature as necessary to sustain high levels of development in current industrial and complex societies.”22 Since the main trump card of growth-oriented green Keynesian renewable policies is that growth allows for a bigger piece and is thus politically more realistic, such calculations suggest we are wrongly dealing with the problem, even on its own terms. A full-renewable transformation and absolute decoupling, while only using a very small portion of core GDP to finance transitions in the South and the North, all the while maintaining per capita real growth rates at 2–3 percent, does not seem realistic.

Another huge problem is the CO2 “bump” involved in the transition: building all the new industrial-technological-energetic-renewable infrastructure will require energy and that energy cannot for the most part come from renewables. Researchers estimate it would require France’s current yearly consumption to build a replacement infrastructure for the country’s current energy consumption.23 The more clean energy required, the larger the bump. Hence the goal should be reducing energy use in the core. Meanwhile, peripheral states will either receive renewable grants via climate debt repayments, or they will build out a polluting infrastructure, making the climate problem even worse (there is a third option, which is simply denying development at all to states and reducing in that way their energy use nearly to zero, a process underway in the Gaza Strip).

Furthermore, energy comes with costs. Huge solar parks, which many suggest as a chunk of the transitional energy program, require thousands of acres of open land. In India, it is notable that “open” is a political category. Such parks will perforce enclose pastoralists’ common lands, which they need for fuelwood foraging, fodder, and grazing. Indeed, this appears to already be happening in the Gujarat Solar Park and the Kurnool Solar Park.24

The costs of such transitions are even more deranged. Such estimates are based on current prices. But the dollar-cost of raw materials that primarily come from poor Third World nations with histories of colonial depredation or recent US coups d’état, like Indonesia or Bolivia, or the neo-colonial annihilation of the Democratic Republic of Congo, reflects imperial political engineering. Cheap cobalt and other minerals from the Democratic Republic of Congo (which are part of highly disposable iPhones) has meant massive human and material degradation, people suffering with cancer, and an ongoing US-incited war, which prevents the country from exercising national-popular sovereignty over its resources and demanding a just price on world markets.25

The recent coup d’état in Bolivia is inseparable from Western hostility to the Bolivian government’s interest in decolonization, anti-imperialism, and natural resource sovereignty in general, and its holding of lithium in particular, necessary for batteries. And copper, central to a renewable energy transition, is mined with enormous destruction: the copper pit in West Papua, Indonesia, owned by Freeport-McMoRan and Rio Tinto, produces hundreds of thousands of tons of mine waste a day, covering over 90 square miles.26 These facts do not preclude using raw materials for industrialization. They expose Eurocentric silencing of the suffering of the South latent in notions of green Keynesian growth models. Such models and their expectations of continued GDP growth rest upon current terms of trade for primary products. Such terms of trade, in turn, rest on the reduction of the quality of lives in places like West Papua and the Congo. (On the flip side of the coin, Chile’s copper mines are far less ecologically damaging, even if Chile continues to receive nugatory prices for its ore and nuggets on world metal markets.)27 If a GND’s goal is justice, it would also mean that modeling certain ways of life based on denying the good life elsewhere could not stand, and that equal exchange accords, and prior and informed consent for resource extraction, would need to be part of a global GND. Batteries for certain forms of storage would be far more expensive than they are now if those prices were not imposed down the barrel of neo-colonial price engineering but rather reflected demands for just returns to national labor, and what nations decide is a fairer price for the damage extraction inflicts on their environments. The importance of nation here is important: there seems to be no way to ensure just prices outside countries acquiring sovereignty over their resources, and then banding together to ensure just payment.28

There are other ways it seems that energy is not easily fungible in the ways people imagine. As the energy researcher Tim Crownshaw writes, “the manufacturing of silicon wafers in solar PV panels and advanced metal alloys in wind turbines requires a lot of high temperature heat,” currently sourced from natural gas and coal. “Will it be possible to run solar PV panel and wind turbine production lines using solar- and wind-generated electricity in the future? We don’t know, but there are reasons to be skeptical.”29

POLITICAL FEASIBILITY OF OTHER PATHS

Some also suggest that those technical, social, political, and ecological objections might be right and just and worthy, but should not shape what we do, nor mark out the horizons for which we aim. Pollin, for example, argues that although global leveling of emissions and energy use would be fair and just, “there is absolutely no chance that they will be implemented. Given the climate-stabilization imperative facing the global economy, we do not have the luxury to waste time on huge global efforts fighting for unattainable goals.”30 He instead calls for technology transfers – but not climate debt payments – to help Third World nations shift to sustainable energy systems.

But there is no way to know what has “no chance” of being eventually implemented, which goals are “unattainable,” and what is a “waste” of time and what is not. These are arguments that hide in the cloak of pragmatism but are really about political values. Strictly speaking, sharp and immediate reductions in consumption and immediate sustainable energy conversions are possible. Such decisions rest on the political will and social power to force such an outcome. Furthermore, there is no reason climate debt payments must be a no-go zone: they were the lingua franca of the global environmental justice movement until recently. The questions are what horizons are being aimed for; how and why one determines those horizons; whom one’s friends are and whom are one’s enemies. There are no climate politics outside struggle.

Indeed, Pollin and others accept the need for an acute political-social struggle: he notes that ExxonMobil and Saudi Aramco are “powerful vested interests [which] will have to be defeated.”31 The only argument against attacking even larger sectors of US/EU capitalism in order to move to a planned and egalitarian social system is that those powerful vested interests should not be confronted, a bit of a tautology. Or that confronting the massively powerful oil sector is more feasible than confronting capitalism. Such a claim makes sense if one’s overall strategic perspective is based on splitting the antagonists’ camp, and getting certain sectors of capital on board. Getting capital “on board,” though, forgets or suppresses what capital is and where it comes from and who pays the price of getting sectors on board. Historically, social democracy rested on profits from the Third World.32 It also relied on relocating the most polluting industries there.33 Plans for domestic green Keynesianism are not merely bad because they do not adequately take stock of the amount of political and social struggle needed to wrest victories from the domestic ruling class. They are also blind or uncaring about where value, capital, and profit come from. In this inattention, they set the stage for ensuring that concessions to labor from US/EU capital will come from the periphery.

Against such a horizon, eco-socialism is the imposition of a different social logic onto the productive forces – the notion that energy systems should be run to balance the warring needs of avoiding ecological damage and providing necessary energy for human beings. Such goals necessarily conflict with green anti-racist redistribution, in its openly imperialist versions, as well as softer versions based on global social democracy or a global Green New Deal, arguing for managed capitalism in lieu of “hyperglobalization.”34 Social decisions about how to design energy systems so as to accommodate these distinct social needs and values will conflict. And the political forces arguing for different goals will conflict, as well.

ALTERNATIVE PATHS AND A PROSPEROUS WAY DOWN

Imagine a different scenario, based on radical reductions in US energy use, to an amount more than sufficient for a very good life, with plenty of food, excellent housing, healthcare, transport, and a modest and elegant industrialization.

How to do it? The critical sector is energy use. As technology critic, writer, and plant breeder Stan Cox points out, in the most comprehensive and globally just map for how to downshift US power needs, we need to take a series of steps. First, put an “impervious cap” on the total US supply of fossil fuel – oil, gas, and coal. Then put in place mandatory annual reductions, with the target being zero in ten to twenty years (and remember, that by itself means more warming, which means enormous damage to the planet and its poorest peoples). The government would sell permits to companies. Sell, not give. Fuel imports and exports would be banned. Furthermore, offshoring emissions would be eliminated through selling permits to importers and tamping those down to zero as well over a certain period of time.35

Electricity generation overall is around 43 percent of total CO2 emissions, but as with much of the ecological impact of capitalism, responsibility sharply varies depending on wealth. In the US, for example, per capita energy use is about 12,000 kilowatts per year, and in Canada, it is around 14,000. China uses 4,470 kilowatts per person per year, and India uses 1,181. Bangladesh uses 351 and Ethiopia uses 65. The Gaza Strip uses 0.1. Africa and US warzones like Palestine and Yemen are at the bottom of per-capita rankings. South and North do not tell us everything. For example, China and India remain semi-peripheries and peripheries. India especially uses far below what it needs to give adequate human development to its people. But each countries’ electricity-generation paths will have tremendous world-ecological consequences. Still, North and South tell us that access to electricity is an issue of acute uneven development on a world scale. A fifth of the world’s population has no real access to electricity, and the next 20 percent uses just 2 or 3 percent of global electricity.36 And countries like the US in effect import the energy use of countries like China, through import of manufactures which have been very largely offshored.

On the other side of the coin, buried in annexes or murky assumptions in the models for full conversion to renewable energy, is a dirty secret: the claim that some nations deserve more energy than others. For example, the highly touted models from Mark Jacobson, a professor of civil and environmental engineering at Stanford University, show how the US and the world can shift to 100 percent renewable energy. He argues, however, that South America on the whole would use 1,413 watts per person per year, 1,007 for Southeast Asia, 625 for Africa, 755 for India. The current US average is 9,500 watts.37 In theory, such disparities will be partially softened by efficiency improvements. In practice, they are calls for permanent disparities in access to energy. Of course, those numbers assume population growth, which the North increasingly opposes – the Malthusian agenda.

DOES THIS MEAN AUSTERITY?

The North should shrink its energy use, and a People’s Green New Deal would be a plan for that shift. Everyone on Earth deserves the same rights to development, including rights to food, water, appropriate housing and cultural interchange and the power levels needed to secure those rights.

Estimates of how much energy use is necessary for “the good life” vary enormously. The imperfect Human Development Index, a measure of national achievements in human development in three arenas, lifespan, education, and standard of living, is one way of assessing countries’ capacity to give their people decent lives, and the resources needed to do so. The United Nations Development Program slots countries into three groupings: those with low HDI and scores of 0–0.5, medium HDI and scores of 0.5–0.8, and high HDI: scores of 0.8–1. To achieve 0.885, Malta uses 4,400 kilowatt hours per person per year. This number is considerably higher than world per capita energy use, which was 3,081 kilowatt hours in 2018, although many future reductions in energy use should occur due to massive investments in efficiency. But Malta is a capitalist state, riddled with inefficiencies and gratuitous and irrational forms of energy use which exist by dint of it being a private property regime – having energy-gobbling systems of transport, for example.

Consider some other real-world examples of countries which use a lot less energy. Using existing technologies, Cuba and Costa Rica give something equivalent to the good life to their entire populations on the basis of nearly sustainable energy use. Cuba uses a lot of diesel because even though the island is doused in sunshine, it cannot generate enough solar energy to power countryside mass transit, in part because of the vicious economic embargo. Cuba, alone, has an HDI on the threshold of “high” (0.778) with per capita kilowatt usage far below the world average and even estimates of a “vital minimum” of 2,000 kilowatt hours. Some may say people are still poor in Cuba, and that’s true: HDI doesn’t tell us everything. But Cuba is also blockaded, and shows the possibility of high human development with incredibly low environmental impact.

What about hypothetical outcomes? In a modeling exercise, Joel Mill-ward-Hopkins, Julia K. Steinberger, Narasimha D. Rao, and Yannick Oswald show that global final energy consumption could be reduced to the levels of the 1960s in 2050, with thrice the population. Their model allots people food, cooking appliances, cold storage, housing, thermal comfort, and one household computer. Often, those advocating using less energy than is currently used are implied to be evangelists for turning humanity into cave-dwellers. These, in the authors’ words, would be caves with:


highly-efficient facilities for cooking, storing food and washing clothes; low-energy lighting throughout; 50 L of clean water supplied per day per person, with 15 L heated to a comfortable bathing temperature; they maintain an air temperature of around 20°C throughout the year, irrespective of geography; have a computer with access to global ICT networks; are linked to extensive transport networks providing ~5000– 15,000 km of mobility per person each year via various modes; and are also served by substantially larger caves where universal healthcare is available and others that provide education for everyone between 5 and 19 years old. And at the same time, it is possible that the amount of people’s lives that must be spent working would be substantially reduced.



This would require a mere doubling of global renewable capacity, a very realistic goal.38

This might seem like so much social scientific dreaming. It is not, or it is not just that. Too often forgotten is the huge amount of waste that is built into capitalism and the private property regime. Consumer goods, for example, are not produced for people, but for profit: planned obsolescence leads to greater profit rather than planning the production of products for permanence. Remember here that hierarchical social life based on greed and accumulation prevent the human level of society from rising, and prevent humankind from using the existing technological inheritance, including the collective shared and keystone commonwealth of humanity, knowledge, for the collective and egalitarian betterment of society and its poor. We do not know, however, what kinds of technologies an eco-socialist society would produce, or what the struggle for eco-socialism might produce.

And technology is indeed very important. Energy is not just linked to politics: energy technology is itself political. Windmills are broadly capable of being built in many places, but only some places are suitable for serried ranks of industrial-scale mega-wind. However, decentralized wind has its advantages, including that it can be directly connected to industrial plants powered with compressed air, or connected to storage systems.39 Decentralized small-scale compressed air storage may be possible to distribute on a very wide scale in lieu of the mineral extraction inherent in fabricating batteries from shiny white lithium. And compressed air systems last far, far longer than do easily exhausted lithium systems. Their major problem is density: for rural areas, this is not a problem, as there is space aplenty. For urban areas, existing technology will need to be developed quickly – a great example of how the politics of technological development is currently overdetermined by capitalism and colonialism, and how a different social system would sow an entirely different kind of people’s technology.

Another possibility is retooling energy demand to energy supply. Current thinking about energy transitions rests on the notion that we should use energy in a planned eco-socialist society the same way we use it under capitalism. But there is no reason for that to be the case. Factories, which are mostly automated, can work when there is sufficient power and go idle when there is not. Goods can be transported by ships and trains, which move when there is power and stop when there is not. This is not, as I show later, an obstacle to a complex society. It is an obstacle to a complex society that looks like the one in which we currently live.

REALISM AND AUSTERITY

Finally, to circle back to realism. Talk of “realism” does not help to clarify the energy program of a global People’s GND. It covers it in a pall of confusion. There are too many variables, each of which are determined by the ultimate independent variable, that quicksilver-like substance called collective human will, which never stays in any of the neat modeling containers of social democratic-technocratic pragmatism. Is it possible or impossible to create thousands of factories, operating for socially determined ends, and not for profit, and publicly owned, and in the next five to ten years? And is it possible to convince the US public that our current energy system is unjust, and a transition should aim to give everyone on the planet equal access to energy alongside equal rights to living in a clean environment?

These are all political, not technical, questions. Answers to them, which turn on what is “realistic” in a US/EU political context, reflect the values of the evaluators more than any kind of objective assessment of what is reasonable. Much of what is given the convenient label of being reasonable is about presuming the continuation of capitalism and imperialism.

In contrast, a principled program for worldwide energy democracy would rest on very high and rising redistributive carbon taxes, paid at the point of production, not consumption, choking out the coal and petroleum industries; the immediate conversion of all worldwide industrial plant that is currently producing unneeded consumer goods to clean energy technology, including energy-powered transport; technology grants (not tied aid and not loans) to the Third World to build out their renewable energy capacity; prior consultation with communities living on resource pools like cobalt and lithium; just prices for raw materials, with international legal provisions for Third World commodity cartels; the nationalization without compensation of the fossil-fuel companies; the nationalization of privatized grids; the build-out of national and international and transcontinental smart grids; local control vested in the smallest possible deliberative units over where to site renewable energy units, so that they do not end up destroying the lands of small farmers or poor people, especially in the Third World, as is currently occurring in southern Mexico; and finally, massive public-funded research and development, funded by the First World, at least at first. As the Intercultural Dialogue to Share Knowledge, Skills and Technologies of the World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth states, we should


Create in each country and worldwide a bank of knowledge, with technologies aimed at reversing climate change and environmental crisis to ensure truly sustainable development that is available to all peoples of the world, being consistent that knowledge belongs to everyone not those who’ve been wanting to privatize it.

Formation of a platform for exchange of information, knowledge and technology of free assignment, administered and maintained collectively by the people, that is, open knowledge technology in respect of the sovereignty of peoples.40



Such a call should be the basis for a just development and sharing of the world’s collective knowledge.


4

Green Social Democracy or Eco-Socialism?

When Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, alongside Senator Edward Markey, put forward draft legislation for a Green New Deal in early November 2018, it would have been hard to predict that the phrase would become the common shorthand for large swathes of ecological politics in the Global North, displacing and erasing an earlier radical environmentalism tied to demands coming from the Global South. Suddenly, long-time advocates for climate reparations like environmental journalist Naomi Klein were backing non-binding legislation that targeted a sharp reduction in US CO2 emissions by 2030, along with boosting the US as a clean-tech leader. The legislation surfed sentiment about global warming produced by the recent IPCC statement calling for sharp and immediate reductions in global CO2 emissions to avoid the socio-ecological disasters which a 2°C rise as opposed to 1.5°C might cause.1

The Markey/Ocasio-Cortez Green New Deal has become an unexamined reference point for discussion about the GND. The GND and the networks, ideas, and policies it came from, reflected, and contained, suddenly became a kind of orienting pole for progressive discussion of the GND more broadly. This happened in part because it briefly seemed reasonable – or was made to seem reasonable – that AOC and perhaps a progressive Democratic president would put in place radical climate legislation. At the same time, the Markey/AOC program gobbled up ideas and branding and political space from more radical green discourse – from the Third World, but also more radical US GNDs which pre-dated the Ocasio-Cortez/Markey legislation.

There is now a din of technocratic chatter, a blossoming of technical proposals, and a mess of blueprints for the future. A huge array of programs and political forces now vie to fill brand with substance: from just transition or eco-socialist utopia to UN scaffolding for a decaying capitalism or green mask behind which the financialization of nature can proceed with the savage impersonal coldness of carbon calculators, Clean Development Mechanism chits, and corporate quarterly earnings’ statements.

Meanwhile, the role of AOC and the rising progressive, or, if one prefers, democratic socialist, bloc, and the strategy of achieving either eco-socialism or green social democracy through the equation electoral strategies + social movement pressure = radical anti-racist GND is largely unexamined. There is also little debate about how that strategy interacts with the alternative proposals pushed by journalists and intellectuals that seek, in that eternal hallucination of US politics, to “push liberals from the left,” without any clarification of what it would take to push them or who exactly is to do the pushing. Clarifying the roles of different proposals, showing where they intersect, and examining the forces behind them illuminates the contours of the political battlefield. This task also helps us understand the costs and consequences of linking “systems change” to the politics of the US Congress, perhaps the most important consequence of the under-examined idea that eco-socialism can arrive through electing enough allied legislators. Before discussing political strategy itself, it is useful to examine social democracy at a more general level.

WHAT IS (GREEN) SOCIAL DEMOCRACY?

To situate the Markey/Ocasio-Cortez GND or their kin, we should note they were essentially born as green jobs-for-all programs. They crystallized in their current and highly sellable political form from a thickening social democratic ambiance across all sides of the Atlantic, as soon-to-be pummeled icons for social democracy like Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders sought left-populist redistribution, and socialism became largely identified with social democracy. While the thrashing which more conservative elements of the Democratic and Labour Parties delivered to Corbyn and Sanders are well known, social democracy in general and historically is less frequently discussed or debated. Clarity about its origins and limits, even in its heyday, is important.

We must distinguish social democracy as a bundle of policies from social democracy as historical phenomenon. As a bouquet of human rights like free healthcare, a highly functioning infrastructure, extremely low levels of inequality, and freedom of expression, social democracy appeals to many in the wealthier countries for whom life is a barrage of attacks on life, family, nature, health, and dignity.

As a historical form of capitalism, however, social democracy is a very different beast, a barely tamed capitalism which continued to hunt and feed on the periphery throughout its short lifespan, and whose offspring would return to feed on the lives of the middle class and the poor in the core as well in the 1970s. It is distinguished by four traits. One, it is a class compromise between capital and labor in the imperial core. Two, to compromise, social democracies require constant growth, in order to create a bigger pie – the larger piece for capital and the smaller for labor. Three, they survive vampirically off value extraction from the periphery. Four, European social democracies were a prophylactic against the Communist contagion then spreading amongst a devastated and war-weary European working class.2 Each trait is critical for understanding contemporary climate talk.

First, class compromise, key to post-World War II capitalism. A compromise refers to how much of the surplus-value created by a worker they receive, and what kind of things they get for their labor beyond subsistence. This is not a neat number and is best understood either by looking at shrinking wealth differentials, or by the presence of a strong social safety net, as Europe and the US had into the early 1970s. Or comparatively, by looking at capitalist regimes without class compromises. Under colonialism, slavery, or neo-colonial dependent dictatorship, people starved to death or died well before their time. Class compromises convince the core working class to invest in the system, and to see their future as linked to its future. This is not just an ideological investment. It can occur, for example, through pensions invested in corporations.3 People’s future, their ability to be safe and relax in their elder years, becomes tied to further exploitation.

Two, social democracy was a compromise based on growth. Historical capitalism is a system of infinite accumulation of surplus-value. A firm which does not seek to grow will not attract investment and will wither and die, and capitalists expect their wealth to increase. And to try to keep workers woven into the social pact, wages should increase too. Finally, as the population increases, the size of the economic pie must grow hand-in-hand with population growth. All of these dynamics require a growing material base of the economy, or ever more things – more material used means a far heavier impact on the non-human world.

Three, because historical social democracy did not expropriate the ruling class, the value people consumed had to come from somewhere. It came largely from the periphery. The productivity of Honduran, Congolese, or Chinese workers picking and planting coffee and bananas or more recently assembling iPhones or mining cobalt goes largely to the core, where it is the object of social conflict: more profits for the owners of the companies which harvest and import the crops and phones, or higher salaries to boost core populations’ consumption. But whether more of the value goes to capitalists as profit, perhaps to be reinvested in productivity-enhancing metal engines, or to workers as consumption goods, it did not and does not stay in the periphery, where wages were and remain suppressed. This phenomenon is called value transfer. Decolonization, which did much to put a stop to famine and plague, slowed but did not stop the outward flow of value.4 The post-1970 counter-revolution against the peripheral lock-in of value explains why people there are ever further famished amidst much ballyhooed advances in agricultural productivity, what the economist Utsa Patnaik calls a republic of hunger.5

Four, social democracy was not merely legislated into office. And it was not merely the product of surging social struggles in Europe and the United States. It was a child conceived in fear. Marxist national liberation movements, Maoist China, and the USSR convinced the Western ruling class that some bribe to their own working classes, then engaged in radical labor struggles, was necessary for firming up capitalism as a mode of rule. Social democracy was the offspring of bottom-up revolution, not top-down beneficent reform.6

Two models seem possible for green social democracy. One, factories across the wealthy core retool assembly lines and machinery and churn out green tech with a massive boost from the state: made-in-America solar-and-wind, a strong possibility under President Joe Biden. Furthermore, the state could direct large streams of capital towards compensating care work and restorative work. To the extent these blueprints imagine US industry flourishing off global demand, they entail a “workshop of the world” model, a throwback to the US as an “Open Door” export platform. In such a model, they would require physical material from the remainder of the world, priced low enough so as to continue to allow core consumption and green value-added industrial production. So far, this seems to be the path, with the bulk of green jobs in the old imperialist core and China.7 Green social democracy could also slot core laborers into services and other non-industrial labor, while keeping the US largely post-industrial. Both scenarios would play out in ecological imperialism and environmentally uneven exchange: poisoned waters in Chinese rare earth mining zones, slurry ponds pocking areas abutting mining pits. If the industry stays abroad, the core will continue to import labor-time from the periphery: capitalism making consumption and accumulation in the core dependent on eating the hours and lives of people in poorer countries.8 Furthermore, cheap clean-tech products from export zones in southern Mexico could end up being powered by windmills that are already displacing poor Indigenous peasants, as debris from factories pollutes aquifers and cancer rates spiral.9 Indeed, renewable does not mean socially just, with hydroelectric and other installations eliciting vast resistance from Indigenous and other peoples.10

These things do not have to happen. But they will happen unless they are prevented from happening through awareness of the possibility of them happening, and people preventing them through international movements which acknowledge and build on one another’s demands and concerns. Social democracy’s record here, particularly in the US, does not inspire trust. The key issue is historical and current value flaws, or less opaquely, the fruits of colonialism and the issue of climate debt repayments. The tactical, confused, or unintentional but consequential quietude of green social democrats on the key demand of the planetary poor, ecological debt, and not merely the much smaller issue of debt cancellation, is an omission which silences the politics of the periphery, whatever its intent. Ignoring the demands of the periphery for radical change means that capitalism and poverty will prevail there. To the extent the periphery does not restructure its own agrarian systems along socially just and environmentally regenerative lines, it will remain a literal and figurative plague reservoir, from whence inequality and pandemics like Covid-19 can infect the core. Out of humanist empathy and self-interest alike, people in the wealthier countries should wish for a revolutionary transformation in the poorer countries. For all those reasons, clarity is important.

People who are not social democrats – or even earnest social democrats who merely want a softened and constrained capitalism with good social rights for poor people – should for different reasons approach gingerly programs which swaddle a steel-hard capitalist clean-tech core in the soft papoose of eco-socialism or humanist-ecologist notions of non-commodified social reproduction, rooftop gardens, or other beguiling fragments of a green anti-capitalist program. We must inspect these formulas with care and circumspection. Both because they are unlikely to produce social democratic outcomes on their own terms, because social democracy means people continuing to suffer elsewhere, which is not a humane outcome, and because social democracy is clearly a historically fragile edifice, vulnerable to counter-revolution. Because candidates and politicians are the products of one of the industries at which late US capitalism has excelled with aplomb, advertising, we should focus on programmatic planks and not the glossy images and ghostly promises which float in front of our eyes. It is also critical to be clearer about where the idea of the Green New Deal comes from, and what that implies for global class politics in an imperialist world.

AOC AND THE GREEN NEW DEAL

Environmental politics have a history. If the global environmental justice movement, tracing from the Chipko movement in India to Indigenous ecological networks in the US to the Cochabamba statement, has long represented one strand of environmental politics, the notion of eco-modernization has represented another.11 Thus, against deceptive claims that the notion of swirling together the “red” of labor with the “green” of environmental protection has emerged like a divine revelation from Ocasio-Cortez, the idea is old – in fact, it is a mainstay of a sector of the union bureaucracy and mildly progressive NGOs. From the early 2000s, an array of forces from Van Jones to the AFL-CIO, the labor union responsible for supporting US imperialism, have supported a labor–corporate coalition to green the US economy.12 While proposals differ, they included calls for mass weatherization and retrofitting of homes, for “good, green jobs…hardly anti-business,” and a green industrial transition.13 There is a long history of green politics which seeks to align the interest of the unemployed or the poorly employed with decent jobs, social interests in stopping CO2 emissions, and corporate interests in protecting a rejuvenated capitalism. Furthermore, from the far left, the US-based Green Party has long advocated a transformative GND going beyond CO2 reduction to the just transformation of US society and its relationship to the Third World.14 And 2008–2009 saw a bloom of GNDs meant to manage the merging capitalist and ecological crises while maintaining industrial capitalism – a bloom which withered as dollar-inflated bubbles re-boosted global capitalism, temporarily muffling demands from high and low for just transitions to a new social system (one that could be better or could be worse).

The Markey/AOC program essentially upgraded and broadened the earlier liberal programs.15 While their blueprint has been branded as eco-socialist, alongside AOC being marketed as a democratic socialist, the substance of her politics is left-liberal. On its own terms, this is nothing new: left-liberal Democrats have been in Congress for a very long time. The danger lies in identifying an anti-racist Green Keynesian tract as a “transitional program,” anti-capitalist, or related to eco-socialism. Such mislabeling can confuse anti-capitalist politics, by implying the anti-capitalist and eco-socialist movement has far more power than it does, or that the electoral path to eco-socialism is feasible. To take one example, Benjamin Selwyn announces in his strategy his assumptions which he does not defend, the first of which is that “a GND bloc emerges and wins political office through democratic elections in one country,” based on the buzz around the Markey/AOC “Left/democratic-socialist” GND.16

Consider what the Markey/AOC draft legislation stated and what it left unstated. The document acknowledged historic emissions, noting that through 2014 the US had 20 percent of net global GHG emissions and ought therefore to take a leading role in the transition, adopting that get-serious soundbite, “just transition.” The centerpiece is a smart grid and renewable energy, good as far as it goes, although guilty of climate reductionism, or reducing the environmental crisis merely to the climate crisis, a sin of most climate chatter. The plank about local sustainable and carbon-sowing agriculture is also good (and the fruit of an increasingly vibrant, self-aware, environmentally conscientious sustainable farming movement in the US). There is a lot about frontline communities, repairing past harm and fixing exclusions.

However, there were two paragraphs about which the silence from progressives has been deafening. First, the militaristic and Fortress Nationalist framing statements:


Whereas, climate change constitutes a direct threat to the national security of the United States…by impacting the economic, environmental, and social stability of countries and communities around the world; and…by acting as a threat multiplier.



Talk of “national security,” and “threat multiplier” is mimeographed from Pentagon boilerplate. Maintaining the Pentagon system and deploying the ideology of national security means the national insecurity of the southern nations which the Pentagon targets. It is also a gesture of conciliation to the entire national security architecture of the United States, from think-tanks to generals, from liberal nationalists to those entering and leaving the revolving door between the Pentagon and Lockheed Martin: the steel skeleton of US accumulation is going nowhere. Then there is the core of the legislation, which focused on renewables and clean tech:


Promoting the international exchange of technology, expertise, products, funding, and services, with the aim of making the United States the international leader on climate action, and to help other countries achieve a [GND, which] must be developed through transparent and inclusive consultation, collaboration, and partnership with frontline and vulnerable communities, labor unions, worker cooperatives, civil society groups, academia, and businesses…providing and leveraging, in a way that ensures that the public receives appropriate ownership stakes and returns on investment, adequate capital (including through community grants, public banks, and other public financing), technical expertise, supporting policies, and other forms of assistance to communities, organizations, Federal, State, and local government agencies, and businesses working on the Green New Deal mobilization.



The bolds are mine, which are not meant to drown out the rest of the document but to highlight a central but under-remarked element. Its shape should be familiar to anyone who knows how slush funds, subsidies, and tax abatements work in the US: socialize costs, privatize benefits. This is a state industrial policy to shift the global energy system and industrial sector, from CO2-emitting to CO2-neutral tech. Furthermore, the US as “leader” is a rhetoric of nationalist industrialization, gestating in the murmurs of Biden climate plans blueprints for “buying American.”

In certain ways, this was a near-doppelganger of the Australian Breakthrough’s call for community–corporate–state symbiosis to carry forward a Great Transition. It was drafted, however, for a different readership in the imperial core: not the business or national security sectors where a will to power can be out in the open. Its audience was more progressive sectors, especially those charged with coopting and confusing mass movements – the historical task of the Democratic Party.

Still, the inclusion of fortress nationalist language about “national security” was not a random drafting error, the foible of a fresh congressperson. Politicians who use language of national security are politicians who do not wish to confront and usually wish to expand the Pentagon apparatus. Furthermore, the actual foreign policy positions of AOC are relevant, signposting the limits of the progressive foreign policy ambitions of the current crop of legislators. For example, in 2019, when AOC was asked if she saw President Nicolas Maduro as legitimate, she replied, “I defer to caucus leadership on how we navigate this.”17 Caucus leadership under Pelosi stated around then, “I support the decision of the National Assembly, Venezuela’s sole remaining democratic institution, to recognize Juan Guaidó, President of the National Assembly, as the Interim President until full, fair and free elections can be held.”18 Can one have an internationalist Green New Deal, or an eco-socialist GND, which rejects southern self-determination?

As the writer Angela Mitropoulos points out, a politics that adopts rather than challenges the language of national security aims to enfold rather than challenge Global North nationalism.19 This is the case even though the Markey/AOC GND considered extending economic rights to previously marginalized US populations. For it sought to do so while sidestepping how US wealth, which the program sought to redistribute, is based on pillage. Such a notion of nation was based on exclusion. It did not enfold concern for the national rights to sovereignty and liberation of peoples in the Third World. And while the program somewhat remarkably called for “protecting and enforcing the sovereignty and land rights of indigenous peoples,” such calls were severed from the efflorescence of Third World solidarity accompanying the radical strands of the Indigenous movement.

Furthermore, the parts of the document demanding redistribution are ambiguous. That ambiguity is an attempt to please various social forces. Depending on emphases, the focus on public funding for private gain is not very different from the Climate Finance Leadership Initiative roadmap for mobilizing trillions towards a publicly funded and guaranteed Great Transition. Furthermore, “Frontline and vulnerable communities” are not classes. They are clay-like concepts easily molded into the framework of capitalist diversity efforts, placed in the kiln of a capitalist US Congress where they will be hardened into decoration on the imperial agenda. It’s worth repeating that Senator Elizabeth Warren sponsored legislation, in some ways like and in other ways unlike the Markey/AOC document, which envisioned partnering with “Indian tribes [and]…institutions of higher education, including historically Black colleges or universities” for Pentagon-funded clean-tech development. Or that the CFLI suggested “Corporations and investors can also support the just transition of communities and workers by incorporating social criteria into their investment decisions.”20 Words and phrases like “just transition” and “community,” the former forged in the crucible of the global justice movement, can become charms gleaming in the eyes of concerned citizens who mistake the word for the policy.

Furthermore, the legislation symbolically evokes yet substantively elides climate debt. For even Todd Stern, the personification of Obama’s world-killing at the Copenhagen climate negotiations, accepted the US ought to symbolically recognize its historical misdeeds in the course of development: “We absolutely recognize our historic role in putting emissions in the atmosphere, up there, but the sense of guilt or culpability or reparations, I just categorically reject that,” Stern stated.21 Mere recognition of historical fact is meaningless without reparations and can stand in for them, papal indulgences paid to Western public opinion.

Two aspects of the political context into which the legislation was plopped also are relevant. First, AOC’s allies and accomplices. The second, the substantive costs of such nebulous statements becoming identified with democratic eco-socialism. As the Atlantic noted, the legerdemain of a barwoman from the Bronx pulling herself up by her bootstraps is not how AOC came to be a household American name. Justice Democrats, a new progressive organization formed by former Bernie Sanders staffers as a US Political Action Committee, “had recruited Ocasio-Cortez and helped shepherd her campaign to victory.” That group has liberal policies which fall short of social democracy: advocating a $15-dollar inflation-indexed minimum wage, for example, which would be about $31,000 dollars a year, short of a living wage.22 And although AOC is widely described as a democratic socialist, she does not commit to that label herself. When asked if she is a democratic socialist, she said, “It’s part of what I am, it’s not all of what I am.”23

Meanwhile, other evidence points to others who probably had different agendas in putting forward the legislation. AOC’s former chief of staff, Saikat Chakrabarti, stated: “There are literally trillions of dollars of private capital waiting to get invested in anything that is low risk with moderate returns. This is trillions of dollars that would flow into a Green New Deal.”24 From Chakrabarti we learned, “The interesting thing about the Green New Deal is it wasn’t originally a climate thing at all…We really think of it as a how-do-you-change-the-entire-economy thing.”25 In other words, the GND was born a plan for managing the economy, investing idle capital into factories for solar panels and white gleaming turbines, while keeping a big part of the US population in working poverty, and claiming greening capitalism and cleaning up the planet could go hand-in-hand. And when climate legislation is actually implemented, as it almost certainly will be in some form under the Biden administration, we will see a new “green spirit of capitalism,” in the phrase of geographer Jesse Goldstein.26

More than anything, the Markey/AOC legislation has been important as marking the limits of legislating progressive politics, and electoral strategies to socialism with which they are bound. It is less useful then to focus on AOC, who after all co-submitted the legislation, and more useful to see her as the most prominent of a new wave of progressive Congressmen and women, carrying with them ambitions and limits. We would better understand AOC as having consolidated left-liberal agreement around a program for massive anti-racist green Keynesian industrial policy from diffuse discontent, and a rising interest in a sometimes opaque version of socialism.

It was striking, then, to have seen co-authors of a recent book on a left GND, Alyssa Battistoni, who has done valuable work on social reproduction’s role in a green transition, and Daniel Aldana-Cohen, whose urban green transition thinking is also estimable, stating that Ocasio-Cortez’s GND “looks more like eco-socialism than the morbid capitalism we know so well.” The characterization does not tell us what eco-socialism is or what might be so reactionary as to not be eco-socialism. Perhaps most worryingly, the duo defends – rather than criticizes – AOC’s elision and suppression of the pole of unity of the formerly colonized world: climate and ecological debt. Battistoni and Aldana-Cohen praise the legislation: “It acknowledges that the United States is responsible for a disproportionate amount of emissions.”27 But does that matter? Such acknowledgement was also mouthed by that quintessential emissary of climate colonialism, Todd Stern. Acknowledgment is not what people need. In accepting exclusions rather than fighting for inclusions, political horizons are foreshortened before the political battle is really joined. How can one get climate debt on the agenda without fighting for it to be on the agenda? And how can one gloss the spokesperson of a capital–labor alliance for domestic anti-racist green Keynesianism, AOC, as veering towards eco-socialism, and expect a program towards the elimination of capital to emerge from someone who is simply not calling for anti-capitalist struggle?

Labeling the AOC/Markey plan “eco-socialist” when it was not, raises questions for those who advocate an eco-socialism based on the agreements from Cochabamba: what are the costs of fusing one’s ideology and program with those who advocate something considerably to the right of ecosocialism, and labeling the latter close to eco-socialism? What are the costs of allowing the word socialism to describe anti-racist Green Keynesianism? In this context, and as a testament to the tremendous confusion and disorganization dominating the discussion, it is worth noting the wider scope of compromise. For example, the Transnational Institute, a historic institution of the European progressive left, which a decade ago supported the Bolivian demand for climate debt repayments, recently called for US treasury purchase and “decommission [of] major US-based fossil fuel companies,” saying, “Central banks should…purchase corporate bonds to stimulate green investment,” while only in the long run “changing” – not eliminating – the “nature of multinational corporations”: calls for public money to flow to private corporations so that they will cease ecocide.28 Such programs, to say the least, do not help to develop an independent pillar of power which could impress upon the state a transformative GND reflecting the interests of the landless, ranchers, slum-dwellers, unemployed former Rust Belt workers, small farmers, underemployed, underpaid, or suffering teachers, and the Third World.

THE GREEN NEW DEAL MOVES LEFT

Two interlocked manifestos were first out of the leftist gate, structuring portions of debate around the GND: Alyssa Battistoni, Daniel Aldana-Cohen, Kate Aronoff, and Thea Riofrancos’s A Planet to Win (APTW) and Naomi Klein’s Burning Up.29 Both were partisans of the Markey/AOC GND and the much more radical but still limited Sanders GND, which sought full renewables in electricity and transport by 2030, 20 million new jobs, massive investment in restorative agriculture and land management, and in parallel, Medicare for all.30 Each book supported the other, through cross-cutting media appearances and endorsements. In the short run, each aimed to reduce inequality and “discipline…capital,” while later on APTW looked to rupture with capitalism after a “last stimulus.” (A third attention-getter, the Pollin-Chomsky program for a Green New Deal based on eliminating fossil capitalism, which rejected climate debt, structured some liberal-left debate but is unconcerned with socialism or internationalism. I took up some of its technical arguments in previous chapters.)31

Both Burning Up and APTW seemingly emerge from the radical tradition. For Klein, racial capitalism, settler-colonialism, anti-capitalism, and anti-colonialism are omnipresent. But they are an aesthetic, not a diagnostic. They linger as wisps – spectral presences hovering around poor humanity. But they do not precisely name the enemy, nor do they structure strategies to defeat it, nor do they point to comrades in such struggles. Klein nowhere lifts up radical-popular governments or peasant movements, let alone Communist parties, as potential agents of social transformation. Rather, quite unlike an earlier Klein, Klein c. 2019 saw promise for social movements and parties in the North even if they do not wish to build with the South. Part of how she massages this contradiction is to support forces that seek to reinforce green capitalism, like the AOC/Markey legislation, praising them to excess, over-gilding their radical credentials, and essentially sidestepping imperialism and climate debt.

Shapeshifting and strategic ambiguity pock the text. Markets have a “role,” but are not “protagonists”: people are. She ridicules unnamed critics who state, “None of this means that every climate policy must dismantle capitalism or else it should be dismissed,” a position embraced by a scant few, but which allows her to sidestep criticism of the Markey/AOC GND. Yet, at the same time, she urges, we must “embrace systemic economic and social change.” She calls for “democratic eco-socialism,” wealth redistribution, resource sharing, and reparations. She says the top 10–20 percent of emitters need to lower emissions as fast as “technology allows.” However, the power to consume and more importantly private ownership over the means of production, not whether or not our current technology is adequate, is the main obstacle to reducing CO2 emissions from the world’s wealthiest. More specifically, she suggests confronting the fossil fuel sector, keeping the carbon in the ground, keeping an eye on the central role of the US military in driving up emissions, and describing debts owed by the rich to the poor.

Much of this program, at least, is alluring, although salted with excessive baiting of those she sees as to her left. The upshot comes when Klein shifts registers – from the pulpit and its seductive generalities to the technocrat who can get pinned down on little details with their big impacts. Klein proposes a quite small 25 percent cut in US military spending. She suggests a 1 percent billionaire tax – far below average internal rate of returns on Fortune 500 companies. And while she endorses democratic socialism, she softens the diamond edge of class struggle by calling for tending to the “top priorities of the most vulnerable workers and the most excluded communities.” Concern for the vulnerable, caretaking through just-transition, and talk about communities is putty, attaching as well to humanist-enfolded liberal capitalism or to green Keynesianism, as to calls for a Great Transition from Morgan Stanley and the Climate Finance Leadership Initiative.

Whatever the intent of such words, they find their place in a world whose cognitive terrain is structured by capitalist ideology and class power. The “top priorities” of the poor and the colonized are often – at least when organized – to decolonize, to secure mammoth climate reparations, to overthrow capitalism. But cottony phrases like “most vulnerable” and “most excluded,” tell us nothing about class in the North, let alone North–South differentials. Are the “most vulnerable workers” the anti-capitalist South African metal workers or former Boeing mechanics or a future syndicate that brings the two together? And would not the first set of workers also want climate debt repayments, not merely a just transition in general terms? Are the most excluded communities Adivasi forest dwellers or occupied Kashmiris or for that matter Yemeni children who need an awful lot more than a mere 25 percent cut in the US military budget so that fire ceases to burn down their world? The seeming inclusivity of Klein’s book sidesteps that journalists are in no position to lasso together forces with antagonistic agendas, or if they try to do so, they cannot produce analysis which is helpful for political struggle. As Angela Mitropoulos points out, “It becomes possible to bundle together these presumably contradictory ideas together because, once shorn of the material practices that would render them irreconcilable, they simply become another value-point in a spectrum of investments and, thereby, a means of portfolio diversification and hedging.”32 The Klein roadmap lacks a social agent, a subject. Who is to carry out this massive program of change, and demand to be included in such a blurry program?

Opacity is a feature, not a bug. To a large extent, people may see in this journalism what they wish. When it comes to specifics, Klein praises the “social movements” in the core declaring a people’s emergency: The Sunrise Movement, Extinction Rebellion, the People’s Climate March, and 350.org. However, it is a stretch to simply identify these forces as social movements. At best they are largely hybrid NGO movements wherein the top leadership loosely sets priorities and local chapters implement them as they wish. Nor are these groups accountable to working-class constituencies. 350.org has received over one million dollars from the Rockefeller Brothers Fund over the years. It also takes money from the European Climate Fund, whose mission states, “As a free-market democracy and the world’s largest single market, Europe is a key laboratory for innovative business and progressive social reform.”33 Other funds come from the Arkay Foundation, which funds liberal/capitalist NGOs like the Sierra Club and Greenpeace.34 Nor is 350.org anti-capitalist. Bill McKibben of 350.org recently stated, “But there now seems the real possibility of concerted action across the federal government to make sweeping change” because of the Biden administration’s climate team.35 Biden’s actual climate plan aims for net-zero by 2050 – far, far too late – and urges we “Invest in the climate resilience of our military bases and critical security infrastructure across the U.S. and around the world.”36 As for Extinction Rebellion, it stated in September 2020, “We are not a socialist movement. We do not trust any single ideology, we trust the people, chosen by sortition (like jury service) to find the best future for us all through a #CitizensAssembly. A banner saying ‘socialism or extinction’ does not represent us.”37 Such organizations are not anti-systemic. They are more of a cautionary tale of NGO containment, capture, and channeling of massive popular unease. It is incoherent to at the same time identify oneself as fighting for “a new form of democratic eco-socialism,” and lean so heavily on explicitly anti-socialist or pro-Democrat individuals and organizations.38

And while Klein is aware the New Deal was born of worldwide Communist insurgency, she concedes the current moment lacks that impulse, although there are “signs of strength”: the Sunrise Movement, the School Strikes for Climate, movements against mass incarceration and deportation, or fossil fuel divestment. These struggles are important. But to compare the anti-racist campaigns to which she refers, or student-led divestment referenda, never mind ideologically diffuse, NGO-led, nascent, or disorganized formations which largely lack international impulses (the movement against mass incarceration partially excepted) to the Communist Party-linked and led hydra of the 1930s is of little value. It is, in fact, misleading. There will be no social democratic GND unless radical forces are mobilized towards much more liberatory horizons, and we know this because no political force is able to achieve its program even when it achieves state power, and there is zero prospect in the short run of social democratic green forces taking state power (radical processes in the Third World like the Bolivarian movements in Venezuela are, in fact, dismissed as “petro-populism”). Similarly, Selwyn dismisses all radical Third World forces as “authoritarian,” while praising progressive foundation-funded NGOs.39 In dismissing concrete Third World forces actually fighting against capitalism, wealth concentration, and imperialism, are these positions so distant from Ocasio-Cortez’s lack of interest in supporting the proceso in Bolivarian Venezuela?40

Furthermore, many such NGOs interact with the capitalist Great Transition like dimples on a golf ball. Those depressions ensure the Great Transition can cut through a thickening atmosphere of left sentiment, and prevent it from stopping a hierarchical transition and imposing a pro-people program. If Klein, or Selwyn, name such organizations as their social movement, how can they claim to be fighting colonialism or capitalism? This is not about making the perfect the enemy of the good but the much simpler question of agreeing on what to fight for and how to fight for it, and identifying who is fighting for what by their own self-descriptions.

If Klein is content with gestures about the GND program, A Planet to Win thoroughly and eloquently describes sectors that should be grown and better compensated, from teaching to healthcare to public spaces and public luxuries to affordable and alluring public housing. Understandably, the document has informed the Democratic Socialists of America’s climate strategy. The authors propose trusts to remove land from capitalist valuation, cooperatives to increase the power of labor, and utilities to become clean and worker-owned. In the short run, there would be massive redistribution and higher wealth, inheritance, and upper-level income taxes, alongside “worker co-ownership of large private companies.” After the “last stimulus” there would be a break with capital.41 In fact, the book looks closer than either Klein’s or the Markey/AOC document to a transitional program: an ambitious proposal going beyond what any domestic capitalist could possibly tolerate and resting on massive taxes on the rich to enrich the lives of the masses. It is by far too radical for a capitalist Congress to implement.

Indeed, much of the manifesto is more or less unimpeachable, and looks a bit like the Sanders GND, although in a few ways less ambitious. As short-to medium-run strategies, climate campaigners of the radical left can agree with it. But I focus not on what accords with eco-socialism, but what does not, because clarity comes through disagreement and conversation.

And as part of an actual program of rupturing with capitalism, this program runs into obstacles. The primary obstacle is that strategically, it is basically a program for an electoral route to eco-socialism, with social movements applying pressure from outside the state. History has given us a test of electoral routes to social democracy under present conditions. The non-socialist but social democratic Sanders and any other vaguely anti-systemic politician, as with SYRIZA and Corbyn, has so far faced bridling or breaking (breaking, so far, seems the preference). The relationship between short- to medium-term green Keynesianism and long-term eco-socialism is politically incoherent, since European social democracies’ and post-war US governments’ desires to steer a middle path was only motivated by their awareness of the narrowness of the political strait they were navigating, between the Scylla of unbridled capitalism and the Charybdis of Communism. Capitalism if unsoftened would drive social movements to grab the tiller and move to communism. The political vessel in which accumulation was secure would founder. This does not mean it is bad to have anti-racist green left-liberals in office. It means that they will not implement eco-socialism unless massive movements and parties outside the state, and worldwide, are fighting for actual eco-socialism, which Ocasio-Cortez, 350.org, and for that matter the Sunrise Movement, are not.

The authors’ orientation to growth shares these problems of speaking to multiple constituencies, not in the interests of working through hard problems to arrive at a principled synthesis but sidestepping fundamental questions of just transition: distribution and production. Aronoff et al. deploy unfortunate strawmen against eco-socialists from engaging with degrowth: “Who will march for green austerity?” they ask. But which serious parts of the environmental movement march for green austerity? Degrowth, which is the closest to doing anything like that, does not really call for austerity at all. Rather, it has powerfully put the question of material impacts of capitalist production on the table, even if with a sometimes iffy analysis of capitalism. The question anyway should never be framed in terms of austerity, a term out of the capitalist lexicon. The question is which sectors should grow, how to decommodify them, and which sectors should shrink and how they should shrink, with an awareness that northern material use must shrink considerably through eliminating overuse and waste of global resources.

That does not mean the lives of the poor should suffer. Rejecting capitalist organization of healthcare and medical training would lead to a better, more knowledge-intensive health system. Free universal healthcare, with a far stronger emphasis on nutrition, prevention, and primary care – which most degrowthers advocate – is not “austerity.” Rather, it could exemplify how decommodification and socialization could go alongside a sharp reduction in the physical resource use and GDP measure, and still improve qualitative outcomes (an issue I will develop in considering what it means to call entire sectors less material-intensive without considering the international political ecology of those sectors). As I show in the next chapter, macro-scale healthcare outcomes have not that much to do with costs, or the goods used in healthcare. Similarly, the number of calories available to poor people in the US and the nutritive breakdown of the US food supply is a question of distribution and the quality of what is grown, not of whether there is “enough.” Words like austerity do not help us understand the social problem of hungry people and the ecological problem of unsustainable farming practices in the South and the North, nor the imperialist-imposed distribution of hunger. And as Aronoff et al. gracefully show, austerity is not a lens which brings into focus the distinction between luxury communal public transport and decentralized profusions of private cars which cause boundless and burgeoning traffic jams, emissions, accidents, cancers, early deaths, and foul blooms of ecological devastation across ore and manufacturing zones across the Third World.

Coming to technology, it is then not so much wrong as not helpful to state, “We see no reason to arbitrarily decide in advance what technologies will ultimately be sustainable.” First, the authors do decide in advance that mass individualized electric transport is unsustainable: it does not make sense for an eco-socialist society. Equally, other people elsewhere argue that other technologies likewise do not make sense for their own march to eco-socialism. Bioenergy with carbon capture and storage ought to be campaigned against because the movements of the poor in the Third World like La Via Campesina demand it. They are right to resist technologies that assault their lives, and which are not needed for prosperity elsewhere.42 Are they not our comrades?

Much of the problems of Aronoff et al.’s approach to technology lies in that, as they admit, the book does not deal with agriculture and land use, where the costs of technological gadgetry will fall on the South, and where the South has vibrant movements whose demands must mold any northern GND. Furthermore, agriculture is a field where dunderheaded technofixes that would mean apocalypse for the Third World seem to bloom like mushrooms. We are only discussing lab-meat within leftist spaces because it has been oddly evangelized by northern vegan-promoting progressives-of-sorts like Jan Dutkiewicz, Astra Taylor, and Troy Vettese, who call quite explicitly for a “post-meat age,” complaining that livestock “gobbles up 40% of the world’s habitable surface” – primarily rangeland, which would in fact otherwise be occupied by other herbivores (their scope is the world, not just the US). Of course, calling for a post-meat age means actually changing the lives of the hundreds of millions of pastoralists and integrated pasturing-forestry and smallholder-livestock systems across the Third World and replacing them with “large-scale, public-directed investment in both plant-based meat alternatives and cellular agriculture (ie, growing animal tissue from stem cells), which would expand scientific research and employment while spurring a transition to animal-free protein.”43 APTW’s call for R&D into meat replacement rather than rotational-intensive grazing echoes rather than distancing itself from such catastrophic injunctions.

Most importantly, we have to keep in mind that the problem is not meat, but certain kinds of meat production: capitalist concentrated animal feeding operations. These are distinct from grazing, which mostly occurs on non-arable lands and can restore carbon to the soil while improving its health and providing reasonable quantities of meat to core populations. While industrial meat production may propel Americans into endorsing veganism, people in the imperial core especially should be aware that elsewhere meat production does not look like it often looks in the US, nor is meat production everywhere so destructive and industrialized as it is in feedlots with their manure pools and maltreatment of animals, nor is US meat production homogenous.

There are also even more explicit or excluded internationalisms. Whereas capitalist Great Transitions are greenwashed modernization theory, social democratic green internationalism faces squaring inclusion and exclusion. The authors argue a radical US Green New Deal can connect with movements in the periphery through “solidarity with the communities” mining for renewable inputs. The authors call for “new solidarities and partnerships with social movements and governments around the world” – but on what basis and with which governments and to which ends?44

While the overall sentiment is humanist, and we should indeed fight for supply-chain justice through labor internationalism, other elements of an international just transition are more important. What is missing in the First World left is not an abstract commitment to solidarity and partnership but a committed internationalism which takes the anti-systemic struggles of the periphery as the fundamental departure point for solidarity. The phrases “climate debt” or “ecological debt” do not appear in the book’s index. One sentence stating, “We would also prioritize mechanisms to transfer funds and technologies to the countries of the Global South to help them cut carbon emissions and adapt to climate change,” does not really do justice to the anti-colonial and anti-capitalist clarion of climate debt. Near omission of climate debt is particularly harmful since each and every serious northern proposal effectively imagines the fast phase-out of all fossil fuel use. Since 80 percent of fossil fuels are located in the periphery, in the absence of climate debt settlement, such a phase-out in oil-dependent countries like Venezuela, Bolivia, and Iran would lead, in the words of economist Keston Perry, to “massive economic and social displacement and chaos.”45

Similarly absent is recognition of the need for national sovereignty as a sine qua non of peripheral development, which imposes a corollary on northern struggle: not the sentiment of solidarity, but anti-imperialism as solidarity in action.

CONCLUSION

There are four problems with green social democracy. First, it is not achievable through current strategies. Two, even if it were possible, it would be imperialist and rest on devastating the South. Third, it is being marketed as something it is not: namely, eco-socialism, or the conversion of the core and the world to non-commodified and non-hierarchical self-managed social and economic relations, with convergence between the core and the periphery, and permanently sustainable scientific management of the environment. Four, it limits our political imaginations.

First, to point out green social democracy is not possible through current ways of struggling for it is simply to clarify how to force ruling classes to accept decreases in their power, or how social democracy was historically achieved. Those rights were won by a global struggle. US Fordism and Swedish social democracy were implemented amidst the immense prestige, popularity, and power of Communist states, national liberation movements, and domestic Communist forces, including the Communist partisans who were the spear’s tip of anti-fascist resistance in Italy and Yugoslavia. Such forces were the red specter which pushed the core to extend social democratic economic rights at home.

Such struggle is now scant. The anti-systemic states of Latin America are under siege. Communist insurgencies in South and Southeast Asia face US-backed death squads. In the core, fascists are more organized than anti-systemic radical forces of any stripe. A few social democratic legislators do not change this tableau. There is no domestic or foreign social force capable of fighting for green social democracy, despite the understandable popularity of domestic green social democratic programs. Even the Sanders campaign was far from achieving electoral success. When it appeared to pose any kind of threat, the capitalist class consolidated and eliminated him from history’s stage. Furthermore, even were Sanders to have been elected, his agenda would only have been possible to implement amidst tremendous pressure in the streets. So why not organize and write and think to build that pressure?

Two, the green social democratic program is imperialist. This is simply a question of material and where it comes from: the lithium for Sanders’s proposed program for millions of electric cars, for example, could only have come from enormous resource extraction and unequal exchange for the lithium of South America. The tremendous under-emphasis on climate debt in APTW or On Fire is symptomatic of social democracy’s unwillingness to engage meaningfully with colonialism and imperialism. Some authors’ attacks on Venezuela and Zimbabwe, which saw major anti-racist redistributions of wealth in the dawn of the twenty-first century and blocked the ecological imperialist Copenhagen accords, are not an internationalist politics. Furthermore, an open mind towards biofuels is curiosity about an overtly imperialist technology. Perhaps worse is the curiosity towards lab-meat and compulsory global veganism, which could only mean by hook or by crook preventing people in the Third World from herding and raising animals for meat. What is to be done with the hundreds of millions of people whose lives Aaron Bastani and Jan Dutkiewicz do not find ethically appropriate?

Three, supporting Markey/AOC’s GND, or more dangerously labeling it as eco-socialist, misdirects and disorganizes thinking and potential practice around eco-socialist transition. Words which stand in for the world we want to see cannot lose their meaning. We want eco-socialism: non-commodified access to fundamental social rights alongside permanently sustainable production and consumption practices and the elimination of the profit motive and any serious social hierarchies. The Markey/AOC program is not any of those things.

Four, to get anything anywhere close to eco-socialism, one must have a movement which is fighting for eco-socialism (or degrowth communism, ecological Leninism, buen vivir, and so forth). If one is building a struggle that accepts a compromised horizon, one is not going to reach a further horizon. Nor have struggles for communism reached all of their objectives. For that reason, it is important to be clear that much of what is proposed as eco-socialism is green anti-racist social democracy, blighted by its failure to mark out an independent and autonomous social and political path reflecting the interests of poor humanity. So what would an eco-socialist People’s GND look like?


In leaving progress to the machines, in letting technology go forward on its own terms and selecting from it, with what seems to us excessive caution, modesty, or restraint, the limited though complete adequate implements of their cultures, is it possible that in thus opting not to move ‘forward,’ or not only ‘forward,’ these people did in fact succeed in living in human history, with energy, liberty, and grace?

Always Coming Home, Ursula Le Guin




PART II
A PEOPLE’S GREEN NEW DEAL

This part includes three chapters laying out a loosely connected set of points and contributions to the conversation about a vision of a People’s Green New Deal, and a conclusion with some comments on political strategy. It is good to have a reminder here of the ambitions and modesties of what I mean by vision. I don’t mean an exercise in drafting the most detailed blueprints for another way of life. These chapters are instead an effort to stretch the imagination. The final chapter in particular is less about vision and more points to red lines drawn by the periphery and those internally colonized, lines drawn by living and breathing – if struggling for air – political and social struggles of the dispossessed and resisting peoples of the planet.

The chapter on industrialization, manufacturing, transport, and planning is the most explicit about vision. My obvious debt is to Colin Duncan. But Duncan, knowingly and unknowingly, was building or repeating the discoveries of a strain of British socialism linked to William Morris on the one hand, and on the other, the line of thought extending from revolutionary China onto the Arab (especially Tunisian) and Latin American debates about alternative technologies and appropriate technologies. While capitalism is tightly tied to the climate crisis and the broader ecological crisis, industrialization with its ineffable tendency to produce waste and to disrupt the environment needs to be tamped down and boxed in. We need a controlled industrialization. To call for controlling industry is totally different from a world without industry. I emphasize there are many times and places where non-industrial goods, or a heavier use of natural fibers and materials, would make us happier and more content, pollute the environment far less or not at all, and have an affinity with building a more decentralized eco-socialist society. At the same time, a familiar list of heavy industrial products, above all in the transport sector, are required for any just transition.

The chapter on agriculture is the most blueprint-like. Why? First, industrial agriculture is a horror on its own terms. Yet this is perhaps under-known even by many eco-socialists, let alone more broadly. Furthermore, humans do not need industrial agriculture to produce enough food and other materials for us to live good lives. Second, industrial agriculture is closely connected to a bevy of environmental crises, from the climate crisis to the biodiversity crisis to the crisis linked to soil erosion and damage, to pesticides and fertilizers and their byproducts leaching into groundwater and into seas and oceans. Third, agriculture is ridiculously easy to fix. Maybe the easiest to fix at technical and planning levels, through large-scale agrarian reform in most every country on the planet, nationalization and dismantling of agriculture companies, guaranteed purchase prices, production quotas organized regionally or nationally, emphasis on food sovereignty within each country or region, guaranteed living wages for rural producers and those elsewhere in the food system, and state support for a transition to agroecology. The obstacles are political. We do not need to invent new things or even test for proof of concept. We just need to do what needs to be done and what we know how to do. Fourth, agriculture is the periphery’s path to convergence with the core, by producing more of what it needs locally, protecting its own environment, and ensuring large-scale domestic prosperity by distributing the land and increasing rural buying power.

The chapter on the national question and anti-imperialism shows how a Green New Deal needs to be built in a specific way, fully attentive to and heeding the demands of the South, in order to build a world big enough for everyone. This need is structured around two basic demands: one, the payment of climate debt. Two, respect for state sovereignty and, in situations of settler-colonialism, national liberation. This is not a question of tacking things onto the eco-socialist agenda, but the necessary foundations needed for building eco-socialism: how are Arab countries to even contemplate building eco-socialism when occupied by Israeli or US forces? I highlight specifically political levels of action, and how all sorts of peoples need their political right to determine their own path respected in order to carry out the task of constructing eco-socialist civilization in their parts of the world.
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The World We Wish to See

The problem of transition to a socialist society has bedeviled generations of planners, politicians, and revolutionaries. The ecological crisis has layered ever more complexity onto the problem. The forces and relations of production have produced a devil’s brew – industrial colonial-capitalism – which threatens to collapse the ecologically fragile space within which humans have built up interdependent yet savagely hierarchical and murderous civilizations. Socialist and non-socialist utopians, South and North alike, have thought plenty about the world they wished to see: from Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Cities to Ursula Le Guin’s endless utopias, anarchist and otherwise, to Lewis Mumford’s democratic technics to Ivan Illich’s convivial technologies, and from hind swaraj manufacturing renaissance to Ismail-Sabri Abdallah’s basic needs approach in the Arab world.1 Each blueprint has something ineffably local about it, while nowhere rejecting global interdependence. Each sketch has something artisanal while not rejecting industry. Each future finds something to cherish in the old while not lapsing into antiquarianism. And each vision extols neither bucolic idyll nor metropolitan techno-futurism even while seeking to smudge and smooth away the hard lines of a town–country divide.

At their best, thinkers like Samir Amin, Abdallah, and the Gandhian economists theorized underdevelopment as based on drain and uneven exchange. They charted a new path for development on the basis of such economic cartography: auto-centred development and delinking, or subjecting national economies’ relations with the rest of the world to a social logic which reflected the interests of the poor, and not “comparative advantage.”2 Most planners sketched utopias based on a still rural world. Few have been meant for the First World, which while carrying out endless accumulation has benefited from unequal grabbing of planetary production, reckless scattering and dumping of capitalist industrialization’s debris, and gratuitous and ecologically blind consumption. A lopsided world makes for lopsided politics: recurrent imperialist deviations in social democracy. It is tough to knit together political formations from the South with those in the North that can see the long-term interest in delinking from cheap access to tropical foodstuffs, minerals, labor, and atmospheric space. Eurocentrism can prevent people from grasping that unless the Third World has the right to develop, the ecological problem cannot be solved on a just basis in the First World.

Social democratic electoralism, now partially dispelled by the fast work the Democratic Party machine made of Bernie Sanders, has been one way to imagine such change without the slow build-up of political and social power and organization that would otherwise be necessary. It should be clear – at least until 2022, when we can anticipate a bout of profitable amnesia and ludicrous enthusiasm for the latest messiah descending from Mount Grift to occupy the left wing of the Democratic Party – that to grab the tiller of national northern states in the short term is a pipedream. If Green Keynesian New Deals have been part of that intoxication, what does a more sober yet more utopian account of change look like? What are some elements needed for a People’s Green New Deal? One which points towards a liberatory horizon but does not rely on the deus ex electione of voting in social democracy, which can provide the basis for unity in difference and for broad fronts that can evade the tar of mainstream politics?

What follows are some notes to that end. This is not a political program or a blueprint to change the world or a summary of the social forces required to do so. Rather, it is a set of analytical notes which may be helpful for people as they decide how to draft or modify programs and how to combine political forces.

In the short to medium term, and in the North, action needs to be autonomous from national politics and the two-party system. And there needs to be convergence-in-diversity around elements of a shared program. In the slogan of the Black experiment in Mississippi, Cooperation Jackson, we need to “build and fight, fight and build.”3 Such a front needs to work locally for what its people need and how they can produce and resist, nationally for hard and lowering caps on hydrocarbon use, and nationally/internationally for ecological debt repayments and respect for sovereignty of the Third World, prising open the political space for development. Ecological debt repayments and technology and knowledge transfer cannot be separated from that struggle, for they ensure that the right to the good life is shared on a planetary level.

As the to-and-fro of municipal, national, and international struggle escalates, quotas of CO2 and burnable hydrocarbons will shrink. Technological, engineering, planning, and agricultural paths based on dumping waste out into the shared sky will be remade through collective democratic decisions, and it seems likely such processes can only come locally in the metropolitan core. What do fighting and building look like when the core’s working class is caught in the miasma of a toxic and capitalist-built infrastructure and ecological cul-de-sac, where housing is irrational, transport individualized and bewilderingly inefficient, goods production simultaneously highly productive yet making oodles of crappy kitsch, which people buy because it is imposed upon them, and people overworked yet underemployed and underpaid?

A front can only build from existing strengths: the already-existing ecological society in the interstices and shadow-zones of colonial-capitalism, arenas which can or do rely less on imperialism for their social reproduction. Such a front must be wide enough to enfold petty bourgeois farmers and Black nationalist agricultural endeavors fighting for food sovereignty; red ranchers sowing CO2 in soil; the Chicano rural proletariat; Indigenous groupings fighting for Land Back and against mineral extraction scoring and blighting their land; re-localizing manufacturing through fabrication labs and factory takeovers; endogenous development brigades in Appalachia; and the tremendous unpaid work of social reproduction in households (overwhelmingly done by women).

At every step, transitions must empower local labor, and remake development on popular and ecological lines, what the Palestinian development economist Adel Samara calls development by popular protection.4 They must build autonomy and decentralized power into the transition. Technology matters. In the words of the philosopher Ivan Illich, we need specific kinds of tools, not merely any tools, but ones that “foster conviviality to the extent to which they can be easily used, by anybody, as often or as seldom as desired, for the accomplishment of a purpose chosen by the user.”5 Each remade trolley and bicycle network, local farm, repair workshop or carpentry site, artisanal cathedral, bicycle, localized city mega-block, internal linkage, even each power plant built, rejiggered, or reworked means increased popular/working-class power, and decreasing monopoly rule. With suitable tinkering and freshening up, blueprints for auto-centered development still make sense for the Third World, and even the First World, whose own “inner” peripheries have experimented with endogenous or inward-looking development: building local capacities and local economies, safeguarding land from poisoning and people from exploitation.6

NEW LABOR FOR A NEW ECONOMY?

Labor is central. Stefania Barca argues that ecological transitions should aim for democratic and worker-controlled production wherein workers also control the surplus and decide collectively where it goes, “from the workplace to society at large.”7 Control of surplus is vital so that it does not flow towards reinvestment in polluting industries. Worker control and ownership over enterprises through cooperatives is one way to do so, socializing surplus towards joint deliberation over investment, with an eye fixed on the ecology. Industrial plants can be taken over and redirected to renewables or other grassroots Great Transition infrastructure. Consider the Vio. Me self-managed factory in Thessaloniki, Greece, where workers took over the shop from the bosses and started producing ecological cleaners, a kind of lighthouse, operating within the market but offering a way of moving beyond it.8 Of course, better in the long run is public control over what is produced, because some people are excluded from the workplace.

Another approach to placing wealth under democratic control is indirect: wage increases alongside reduced working weeks. People expand their own realm of freedom, walled off from capitalist exploitation, while throwing a wrench in the treadmill of production where increased productivity leads to more production and an economy of accumulation rather than sufficiency and time affluence, since decreased work hours means decreased overall production and therefore decreased environmental impact.9 To ensure workers gain the benefits of increased productivity, historical and present, people can fight in the here-and-now on dual fronts: mandatory workweek caps of 20 hours or less, and massive increases, quintupling or more, of minimum wages. Social wealth will work its way into workers’ hands and homes.10 Of course, a revitalized union movement is absolutely essential to such a project, as is attention to climate debt to ensure that as more wealth concentrates in the hands of workers, it comes from bosses and owners, and not from the people of the periphery.

And there are other important shifts. Visions of a post-industrial economy are mirages. They appear in the air for a specific reason. Industrialization occurs out of sight of the North and often out of mind, in polluted southern cities and semi-urban manufacturing zones. Yet the rise of service and care work is real, a partial shift to a more knowledge and attention-based economy. Ever larger portions of work in the wealthy West are found in sectors like the university, secondary, and primary-school teaching, childcare, and healthcare – social reproduction.

But social reproduction theories seldom study the forms of very concrete production that lie beneath it in the core. We should pay close attention to what it means in terms of physical and ecological impact when we say there is a shift to services. In the United States, in part because of the immense carbon footprints of hospitals and pharmaceuticals, healthcare accounted for around 8 percent of US emissions in 2007.11 Such rampant pollution produces notoriously poor healthcare outcomes per dollar spent, the fruit of hardwired capitalist inefficiency. Cuba’s prevention-based and primary care centered holistic healthcare achieves outcomes the same as if not better than the US’s.12 Since Cuban emissions per person were in 2007 around 1/12th those of the US, it is clear that healthcare in the US or anywhere can be decarbonized with ease. And outcomes would be superb. They would be even better as restoration corps scrub the soil, sea, and air clean of carcinogenic toxins, as we learn to remediate such poisons and pull them from the landscape. And although we should embrace scientific advance in healthcare, from regrowing knee cartilage to organ transplants, the obstacle to world-class worldwide universal healthcare is not technological. It’s social. It demands a social revolution to shatter the capitalist organization of healthcare and to restructure it as primary care-centered, preventative, and decentralized.

Such a shift has South–North dimensions, too. Consider staffing. As the healthcare expert Salimah Valiani points out, US hospitals increasingly imported nurses in the 1990s and 2000s, as part of a class offensive against the gains of domestic nurses, and amidst rising costs due to mounting deployment of technology in medicine. The US came to be a major employer of Filipina nurses.13 Such nurses are reared on the land and labor and wealth of the Philippines. Their childhoods, feeding, time spent learning to read, housing stock, and medical training are part of the Philippines’ CO2 emissions, not those of the US. Such human flows occur through political and economic channels hewn by colonial violence: The Philippines is historically and now a US neo-colony with wages depressed in part because of the massive super-reserves of labor in the cities and countryside, the fruit of a scorched earth counterinsurgency against agrarian change.14 Social reproduction in the North is provided by extremely concrete southern life and land, and woven into an imperialist world-system. Importing nurses means US healthcare development relies on the underdevelopment of Filipino healthcare: the US has 15 nurses per 1,000 people while the Philippines only has five.15 Greater US resources would have to be devoted to raising the human beings who become nurses if they were no longer immigrants within a world-system of unequal labor exchange.

We also need to reclassify what kinds of labor count. For example, the 1970s Wages for Housework movement demanded that women receive payment for the home-bound and made-invisible work of social reproduction: cooking, cleaning, raising the future generation, and caring for the elderly.16 Such work is essential in the production and reproduction of the use-value of human labor. Strikingly, such labor, which can loosely be placed under the umbrella of care work, is often attention-intensive and thought-intensive but not necessarily ecologically intensive. Furthermore, it is notable that almost no one suggests that tending to children and the elderly ought to be made the province of fully automated luxury nannies and nursing robots.

Part of a People’s GND, in the long run, is ensuring that such labor is registered and compensated in municipal labor registries where people receive direct welfare payment for ordinarily non-compensated contribution to human society, in effect socializing such work by ensuring that the budget, the only instrument for collecting human allocation of resources in the Western capitalist oligarchies, ensures that care work of every kind receives its due. Or through direct national payments, and not at the casually degrading minimum wage, but at five times that. But as we will also see, paying labor its due must take place on an international scale, through building with, rather than at a distance from, or over the voices of, resistance movements in places like the Philippines and Cuba. We cannot have a world where care work is compensated justly in the domestic sphere while continuing to suction care workers from desiccated neo-colonies.

A NEW URBAN PLANNING

Because cities increasingly sweep across social and economic landscapes, a People’s GND needs a way to deal with urban forms sprawling from cities to suburbs to exurbs, melding into undulating urban waves: New York-Newark, Los Angeles-Long Beach-Santa Ana, Beijing-Tianjin, Tokyo-Saitama-Yokohama. Such huge urban formations are testament to unequal exchange on a mass scale, metabolic rifts ripping through the socio-ecological fabric, and excessive industrialization. Such over-industrialization is uneven. Some places on the planet lack for electricity. Elsewhere, dozens of daily forty-minute flights arc from New York City to Boston and Washington, DC. Such transport reflects parochial sorts of planning rationalities based on a painstakingly engineered world price system.17 This contrivance allows such technologies to festoon an increasingly networked set of international cities and their upper-class residents while others are deprived of social wealth, or even of states.18

Eco-socialist urban planning does not mean shipping people off to the countryside if they are not willing or do not know how to make their lives there. (Of course, there are those who are willing: consider Ricardo Jacobs’s work on city-dwelling pastoralists in South Africa, who want land for agricultural avocations. Similar dynamics span African cities. In 2005/2006, a third of Black South Africans had a desire for land for agriculture, and a third of those were city-dwellers.)19 So rebalancing city and countryside in the periphery through re-peasantization and re-localization is possible: above all, it depends on how relatively attractive life and work is in the countryside versus cities, even while blurring the differences between the two. Indeed, life needs to be made excellent in both, but part of that means compensatory investments in smaller urban centers and towns. To a smaller extent, this shift is possible in the core: the ongoing enchantment with community gardens suggests people would like to be more involved in doing certain kinds of manual labor, hands touching dirt and grass and trees, than they currently are. And cities pulse, growing and shrinking based on overall patterns of state planning: US suburbs and exurbs are relatively new.

To say first, cities should be re-engineered in ways that do not erase that which makes them cities: their density. Planning could take an eraser and soft grey pencil to hard black and white lines which mark off the human-engineered concrete-stone-metal land of the city from the bucolic or even human-free natural realm of the wild or the countryside. Renewed urban planning means increased public access to living spaces within cities: parks as public affluence, planted with macadamia and pear trees everywhere possible, to supply shade, to regulate temperature in summer and winter, to absorb flood water, and to convert CO2 to wood, bark, leaves, and roots. Reworking drainage systems to channel water towards plantings and through permeable pavement will be enormously labor-intensive and would more smoothly enfold cities into ecological cycles. In more arid zones, cities ought to learn from places like Tunisia’s Jerba, where cisterns lie under houses and the architecture channels and gathers rainwater. Rather than run-off concentrating in inundated sewer systems, it is available for home use and irrigation. And since oscillations between torrential downpours and droughts are ever more likely in a warming world, technology, including housing, ought to seek out a smooth and supple adaptation to that world through graceful low-tech solutions.

Alongside increased support for local agriculture and state compensation for carbon drawdown, one can imagine a hugely revitalized countryside where there is a great deal of useful and non-alienated work to do. The other side of the coin is peppering the countryside with cultural and infrastructural projects, from effective mass public transit to high-speed internet to health clinics. Free housing, single-unit or communal, could be built disproportionately in smaller rather than larger cities, using local materials. The small US towns, hamlets, villages, and exurbs, which are now ground zero for a murderous white opioid epidemic, could be the basis for a productive renaissance. Poorer Black populations, often scattered in smaller metropolises nationwide, could benefit from reparations payments which take the form of state-built housing, or the state paying the cost for houses people can design or commission themselves.20 An important experiment in that respect is the Ewing Street Eco-Village Coop Pilot Project, where a variety of home designs are being considered as part and parcel of the larger program for Black national-popular economic renaissance in Jackson, and where designs come bundled with solar panels, passive solar heating for winter and wind-based cooling for summer.21

PLANNING AND CONSTRUCTION FOR AN ECO-SOCIALIST FUTURE

Such building could be part and parcel of the revitalization of the public institutions that make up a more decentralized urban fabric. Museums, hospitals and health clinics, and public libraries, alongside more schools need not be concentrated in mega-cities. They could also be loosely dispersed into smaller cities and towns, of 15,000, 30,000, 50,000, 100,000, or 200,000 people.22

To the extent that such dispersal of the accoutrements of urbanization in turn entails new building, such new buildings must be carbon negative. And by linking jobs that effectively democratize consumption to the construction and upkeep of such communities, the economy is democratized, and democracy is brought into the planning process. This is not a call to empty out cities, but to remold the smaller cities that nestle neatly into the planet of fields so that they become more alluring to people. Constructing and reconstructing housing, offices, schools, and other public edifices is at the core of a People’s GND in the North. Who builds things, how they are paid, what the codes and requirements for new construction are, and where it is built, will lay down the foundations for the next century.

Some demands can be local and negative, accomplished with new zoning laws: Tall buildings have to stop being built. New York and Dubai’s glass-and-steel towers are energy sumps and cost an immense amount to cool and heat. Their density is actually wasteful. It is hard to work against gravity and swaying, requiring elevators and concrete and steel foundations.23 Density can occur on a human scale.

Currently, running and heating housing and other physical plant uses around half of US energy consumption on an annual basis, and around 40 percent of overall emissions.24 Retrofitting existing buildings for passive solar heating, improved insulation, and other energy-reducing or energy-eliminating features is central. More importantly, that means building with rather than against nature. Such shifts mean retrofitting in the US, and new – but really old – ways of thinking about architecture and design in the Third World. Living roofs and facades, for example, meld the urban with the natural landscape, and can sharply decrease cooling costs.

New construction needs to be built using local materials, which would vary in lockstep with the variety of environments within which people live. In fact, the how, who, and where of construction is a place where the red of labor can meet the green of holistic ecological planning, while creating a mélange of both to increase people’s power and to put a stop to local exploitation and break international chains of environmentally uneven exchange.

Local materials are by their nature far less carbon-intensive than trucked or otherwise transported materials, especially because they are extremely heavy. Wood, bamboo, and rammed earth construction all use much less energy than the extremely energy-intensive steel and concrete industries. They have other merits, too. Guadua bamboo in Colombia, for example, is highly earthquake resistant. It can be stronger than steel or concrete. It is a grass and grows almost explosively: up to a meter a week. And as it is grown, it absorbs CO2 from the atmosphere.25 When wood replaces concrete in home frame construction, and when the wood waste is used as a biofuel when the house reaches the limits of its lifespan, it makes construction net carbon negative. In integrating construction with landscape management, two fundamental features of these building materials are important. The first is that they are culled from natural processes and husbandry: bamboo and wood are harvested and then they regrow in the same place, leading to net negative carbon emissions, but also requiring the active management of the lands from whence those materials come. Hence, municipal, state, governorate, or federal mandates to use local materials would promote decentralized human populations, since someone would need to husband the land from whence materials come, people would need to extract it, and people would need to know how to manage it in perpetuity to replace existing housing stock as materials wear out. By linking material production to local materials use, construction is woven into the landscape management strategy, through local ecological management and towards global CO2 sequestration.

Such changes in construction patterns would not be coercive. People adore wood and bamboo homes and masonry, and they can be aesthetically pleasing, beautiful and comfortable places to live and work: the wheaten basket-weave Luum Temple, a bamboo pavilion in Tulum, Mexico, for one. For another, rammed-earth construction has produced stunning alabaster geodesic domes, as the ShamsArd design studio is doing in Palestine.26

Furthermore, vernacular building practices and retrofitting practices can be effectively decentralized, particularly when state-level planning encourages such practices. Experiments in milling bamboo, for example, have led to a prototype machine the size of an old microwave, which can cut bamboo into any shape desired. The vision is a field-usable and self-contained box that could design, fabricate, and build on site: “Whereas most digital fabrication technology is high cost and requires economies of scale, this project seeks to develop an affordable DIY machine that can leverage technology to make use of the irregularity of bamboo,” says Katie MacDonald, an architecture professor researching bamboo at the University of Tennessee Knoxville.27 All of this implies relatively more localized if not self-reliant economies at a much smaller scale, with various interwoven sectors. Furthermore, it implies a decentralized distribution of extremely skilled labor, whether foresters, harvesters, or home builders. One example is the recent resurgence of wood as “mass[ive] timber”: clumping together chunks of softwoods like pine or spruce or sometimes birch or beech to form larger blocks. Cross-laminated timber made of boards glued together can form huge slabs, up to 90 feet wide, 18 feet long, and a foot thick, and which can replace concrete and steel in building construction.28 Biochar in clay plasters, hemp building blocks, and straw bale buildings are other carbon dioxide negative options.29

As homes and public buildings become artworks, vernacular or otherwise, we open the door to more local and circular economies. Walking through one door brings us to another: a return to aspects of the past, but towards a very different future. Masonry, carpentry, iron-working, glass blowing, ceramic-working, weaving, all the necessary skills for artisanal-style home construction and decoration generally rest on the transformation of local or agriculturally produced materials (iron and steel are obvious exceptions). Even under capitalism, such work is often extremely highly compensated. The problem is not that people do not desire to do such work, and the problem is not that people do not desire to purchase that work. The problem is that our capitalist social institutions have created a world in which the very best work is far beyond the economic reach of poor people and the types of homes in which the poor live.

A socially just non-capitalist planning period would turn every craftsman into an artist, every home-dweller into an art collector and every home into a piece of art. Such homes and other living spaces would also be extremely durable. And because they are based on natural materials, they would incur net-negative CO2 emissions – “net” because some industrial processes which produce CO2 may well endure. But part of controlling industrialization is ensuring in the longue durée that carbon sinks outpace sources.

TRANSPORT

Moving things and people around at a decent pace is a major part of our modern social systems. Transport enfolds multiple realms of human life. It enables complex human life and human linkage across towns, cities, regions, and continents. It moves people and objects. It is a major sector of employment. Warehousing and transport involve around 14 million people in the US. It is also the leading US emissions sector: around 29 percent of total US emissions, and 20 percent of global emissions.30 As with all emissions, these are tightly bound to national-class position: around 10 percent of the world’s population accounts for 80 percent of total motorized passenger kilometers.31

Eco-modernism imagines electric cars can swap in one-for-one for internal combustion vehicles, and air travel can be easily decarbonized using biofuels. While “supply” of raw resources is usually not limited, it does often face increasing difficulty in terms of the energy required to extract it. Such increases in energy required for extraction decrease the efficiency of those processes, in ways which resemble our earlier discussion of renewable energy: it can end up being possible to build a society which looks like a Rube Goldberg device designed around maximizing energy use or car use itself (an alien cosmonaut examining our funky orb would wonder if cars had colonized us. If she were an economic anthropologist, she might discover that in fact the car companies have done so). A recent letter written by a collective of earth scientists noted, for example, that to meet UK electric car targets in 30 years, the islands would need twice current world annual production of cobalt. It would swallow up current world production of neodymium, gobble three-fourths of world lithium production and at least half the world’s copper. If mileage did not shrink, to charge that monster fleet an additional 20 percent of current UK-generated electricity would be needed.32

Furthermore, “supply” is not summoned up by pristine economic processes but deluged in blood and baptized by fire. Cobalt, one necessary mineral, is kept cheap by a half century of neo-colonial massacre in the Congo, and lithium extraction turns on the mangling of Latin American water tables. Even now Microsoft, Tesla, and Dell are being sued for being party to child labor in the Congo mines that supply material for the batteries that keep their doodads cheap and briskly selling.33

However, there are other options, what the philosopher of technology Ivan Illich called convivial technologies, which allow “autonomous and creative intercourse among persons, and the intercourse of persons with their environment,” and which would lessen the impact of industrial processes on the environment.34

A very large portion of EU, US, and East Asian imports and exports would not occur under eco-socialist planning. Petroleum is by far the heaviest traded good on international markets. Ore is second, and foods of various kinds, especially cereals, and lumber are important. Industrial goods are imported and exported. For the US, the picture is similar: cereal grains, ore and various mineral products, gravel, and hydrocarbons of various kinds absolutely dominate freight by weight. By value, electronics and industrial goods dominate, again alongside the pricey and dense black gold which fuels global development.35 Since food sovereignty is a key plank of an eco-socialist GND, food trade would be minimized. Since hydrocarbons would no longer be burnt, trade in them would be essentially eliminated. And gravel, for example, ought to be replaced as much as possible with local materials. We would very likely transport far less ore than is currently the case, since ore and metals would be used only when renewable and local materials are not available. This does not mean rejecting goods transport on a large scale and a socially complex, modern, and interwoven world. It could mean, however, that cargo transport for most goods would occur with available renewable sources, whether wind or solar, powering ships and trains. There are already Swedish plans for a wind-powered cargo ship which can traverse the Atlantic in twelve days, only twice as long as current fossil-fuel-powered journeys, or to use wind, solar, and skysails.36 That would mean long-distance shipping would have to be undertaken more deliberately than it is now.

Even more importantly, intra-urban transportation would occur on bicycles, electronic bicycles, and mass transit, from trolleys to trains, where possible. Private cars would be most often reserved for ambulances and emergency transport – the times and places where society can collectively decide to use the fruits of inherently damaging industrial production in order to protect and convenience human life. Many cities are taking steps to reroute and restrict cars from urban cores via congestion pricing or banning automobiles’ entry. In convivial planning, more work would be centered closer to people’s homes. Commuting distance is a primary indicator for happiness at work. Under a rationally planned and egalitarian social system there is no reason for people to work outside their neighborhoods, outside of extreme specialization, e.g. physics professors or historians or archivists, those working at necessarily specialized institutions. So planning and transport are intermingled. Planning and urban landscapes should be contoured so as to reduce to a minimum energy- and time-intensive commuting. Studies show that swapping in walking and cycling for short car trips would cut US domestic consumption up to 35 percent and make people healthier, thus reducing healthcare costs: urban planning as a public health measure.37

A GND in North and South should invest massively in easily electrified forms of public transports: buses, trams, trolleys, monorails, and subways within cities. They ought to also invest in national and international railroads between cities and between countries, alongside tremendous investments in high-speed rail. And there should be investments in dirigibles and solar sails and other ways to replace flying with zero-carbon aerial or oceanic transport, all decommodified and freely accessible to people by virtue of birthright and managed democratically at the smallest possible scale. Aviation will need to be scaled down while protecting jobs and ensuring a just transition for all of the workers in the industry. Such a transition is easier if access to health care, food, and housing become social rights.

For the countries of the South, such investments could leapfrog over the “car-intensive” modernization model which prevails in the North and increasingly has spread to the South, instead investing public wealth and even more so, climate reparations from the North, into the transportation systems which are the knitting which weaves humans into economically complex forms of social life.

INDUSTRY AND MANUFACTURING: WHO MAKES THINGS?

A central goal of most GNDs is using the state as “master planner” Keynesian-style in order to control what is produced, how it is produced, and the quantity and quality of jobs. In fact, this has been omnipresent in the GNDs because they are the outgrowth of earlier programs for job guarantees. A just global GND would imply a globally just US GND.

A People’s GND would imply a series of major changes in production. First, important re-localization of production, since it is only by dint of unequal global power relations that US consumers can make claims on what is produced elsewhere in ways that global and poorer populations cannot make claims on what is (decreasingly) produced in the US. In Victoria’s Latrobe Valley, the Earthworker Energy Manufacturing Cooperative is working on solar hot water heaters to shift from fossil fuels to renewables, while the Redgum Cleaning Cooperative, Earthworker’s second worker-cooperative, offers residents of Melbourne green-cleaning services.

 Second, Fabrication labs, or decentralized manufacturing hubs of various kinds, along the lines of the bamboo box, allow for sharing knowledge and tools to decentralize production, so long as that production is able to access local material – which is why husbandry practices are so central.

Third, shifting from industrialization, or transformations of abiotic material like steel, and back towards manufacturing, working on living material like wood and cotton. We don’t really think about it, but as Colin Duncan notes, “Perfectly cheap and profitable projects are refused a hearing in our type of modern economy if they are very long-term.” Lake Ontario is rimmed with nuclear plants instead of cheap but slowly growing oak forests. In turn, Ontario’s universities and schools c. the mid-1990s had mostly steel furniture, which uses a huge amount of energy to make. “Inattention to long-term projects,” he adds, “makes our lives now, and later, simply more expensive than they need be.”38 Within the construction industry, a major consumer of manufactured inputs, studies show that shifting from brick cladding, vinyl windows, asphalt shingles, and fiberglass insulation to a wood-frame house which substitutes those other products with cedar shingles and siding, wood windows, and insulation made from cellulose can convert such a home into a net absorber of CO2 emissions provided that when the house is demolished, the material is recycled instead of entering a landfill.39 Such a shift has “above” and “below” aspects. Local social movements, municipalities, and ordinances could mandate different kinds of materials use for what is done locally. At the same time, as the movements demand and achieve declining quotas on hydrocarbon burning, state-mandated bans on pollution, and gradually strengthening Third World state capacity, this would create incentives “from above” to shift away from materials whose “cheapness” rests on a right to pollute which any GND would revoke. The cheapness of all kinds of hydrocarbon-based materials, from concrete to plastics, rests precisely on those other cheap or unpaid costs.

Fourth, GNDs need to impose bans on planned obsolescence and shift instead to planned longevity as a collectively imposed standard for manufacturing, alongside easy capacity to repair all kinds of products. Currently, capitalist production makes things which break quickly and are unrepairable or only fixable at great cost or within the vertical service chains of the monopolies themselves – think of your Apple Genius Bar. Capitalism as an irrational and entropic social order has no interest in people being able to repair their own things or a decentralized network of technicians able to do so with their own skills, materials, and tools. A People’s Green New Deal would here be in line with the social logic of mass movements. Planning and production are the class struggle. Every change ought to decentralize production where possible and rip away at the socio-physical processes through which monopolies accumulate power and profit. Accordingly, a central plank would be imposing right-to-repair legislation locally and nationally. A People’s GND could also impose moratoria on planned obsolescence, or rework industrial manufacturing schematics and materials so that stuff lasts a long time. Once again, it is necessary to note that the easy availability and decisions to discard rather than repair devices like iPhones stems from engineered prices: for minerals, for labor, for the ecological damage which results from extraction, refinement, manufacturing, and export, both directly and indirectly via CO2 emissions. It is for those reasons that people in the core regularly get new iPhones. If people in the core had to do the labor that builds iPhones we would either need to find sustainable ways to automate entire chunks of the production process (not likely) or we would make them as durable as possible, and as repairable as possible – precisely the opposite of their current traits. Empowering local labor outside monopoly extraction would be easier once repair and fixing is radically decentralized and democratized.

Fifth, there is an aesthetic question, with a relationship to mass production and needed consumer commodities which should be the object of critical exploration and conditional embrace. In many ways the planet is over-industrialized. At the same time, it is striking that objects considered luxuries, only available to those with more social power, are often objects which come from time, skill, love, artisanal attention, and in one way or another emerge from the land. Handmade leather goods rather than mass-produced plastic jackets and bags. Wooden and glass rather than plastic furniture. High-end cashmere and cotton rather than polyester and acrylic. Goat’s cheese rather than Polly-O. Artisanal bread rather than Wonder Bread. Those with class power prefer consumer goods from smaller-scale manufacturing rather than industrial sectors, keeping in mind the blurry line between industry as working on abiotic, or dead, matter like ore while manufacturing works on biotic matter: cotton, linen, wood (it is blurry because one can make cotton textiles, to take one example, in decentralized and less industrialized, or highly centralized and industrialized ways). Mass-produced industrial tchotchkes are relegated to the poor people of the core. To get much more of what we currently get by industrial processes through artisanry, smaller-scale and decentralized manufacturing, and judicious land-tending does not imply a reversion in anyone’s quality of life. It would be an anti-capitalist qualitative advance: communal low-tech luxury.

A sixth shift is the temporal and organizational logic of industrial manufacturing. Questions of energy use, labor, manufacturing, and industrialization merge here. If eco-socialist planning relies in a larger measure on understanding that current patterns of production are structured based on a certain kind of constantly available energy, a more supple approach to manufacturing might solve a large portion of the intermittency problem. Globally, industry uses around half of end use energy. Some of these processes rely on purely mechanical energy: turning, polishing, milling, hammering, crushing, sawing, and cutting. These could be run with intermittent power, as can great parts of food production like olive pressing, or hulling and grinding grains, rock and ore crushing, or textile work, such as preparing fibers, weaving, and knitting. As Kris Decker notes, “intermittent energy input does not affect the quality of the production process, only the production speed,” and, “Running these processes on variable power sources has become a lot easier than it was in earlier times. For one thing, wind power plants are now completely automated, while the traditional windmill required constant attention.” Factories could run on a mix of wind and solar. Such shifts do not mean reducing production or consumption. They simply mean fitting industry and manufacturing into the vicissitudes of non-hydrocarbon energy sources. Producers could make items in seasons or moments of abundant energy, and store them “close to consumers for sale during low energy periods,” effectively turning clothing or furniture or cotton into “energy storage.”40

CONCLUSION

A People’s Green New Deal is about building eco-socialism. Building a new world does not happen overnight, but to build a new world one must have an idea of the world one wishes to see and take steps to get to that world. There is no iron law which states people need to work a certain number of hours per week or that they should be paid far below the value of what they produce. Demands for living wages on weekly or annual bases – say something like $40–100,000 a year – could dovetail with demands for vastly decreased working hours. In this way, workers would immediately acquire a huge portion of historical productivity increases, and further productivity increases would go to decreased working hours and climate debt settlement. The value reacquired from capital would turn into carbon-free free time. Such massive minimum wages would be and always have been the fruit of political demands and social struggle. There is no reason such demands are unreasonable.

Comprehensive social rights, especially housing and healthcare, the largest budget items for working families, are also necessary. Affordable housing – with prices capped at 15 percent of salaries – could be the child of severe rental control laws, housing cooperatives as the property of unions, or government vouchers for housing. Real estate speculation and real estate investment would disappear. Furthermore, housing could be built locally, owned by the state or city or town, and contracted out to living-wage-paying cooperatives using locally sourced and renewable materials. Governments can set their own standards for securing materials, and can include environmental costs and consequences.

Similarly, healthcare should be more or less free or available at token cost. It could be transformed into an environmentally soft-footed, knowledge-intensive system reminiscent of Cuba or India’s Kerala. Transport would also be decommodified locally, and paid for via wealth and real estate taxes, set fairly low – $500,000, or more in metropolises with elevated housing costs – so that the wealthiest would pay the costs of universal free access to transit. Longer-distance travel could be similarly decommodified, although probably it would have to be rationed – which it already is by the market. With manufacturing and construction work paid a high wage, more people would be interested in such work and more value would circulate locally, creating wider local internal markets, and creating ever more socially useful and carbon-free or carbon-negative work locally. People would be paid for the work of caretaking and teaching and rearing children at the same rates as other skilled labor, further enhancing the power of labor against capital and carbon-free work against carbon-intensive work.

Many of these demands are actually basic core social democratic demands, although we need to pay more attention to the technologies which go alongside redistributions of social power. They clearly go far beyond the current elected progressive policy platforms. But we should not redefine socialism or eco-socialism by identifying it with the left wing of the possible. Rather, we should sharply distinguish socialism from political programs which seek to confront some sectors of capital, contain others, and preserve still others in an attempt to arrive at an entente of sorts with the latter. None of the more radical demands are objectively impossible. They are only difficult, because social and political power is in the hands of wealth-holders.

Where a People’s Green New Deal substantially differs from the social democratic green programs is when it comes to land planning, agriculture, and the relationship to the Third World through climate debt and the national question. The next two chapters deal with those two sets of topics.
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A Planet of Fields

Imagine a world of cities with mottled yards full of chestnut, pecan, or breadfruit trees, below them perennial raspberry bushes or the dusky crimson and pale yellow of pomegranates, trellises wrapped in grapes and squash, and lower, lifting out from healthy obsidian soil, a palette of landrace tomatoes and peppers. Roofs are coated with patterned raised beds. Side-yards feature fishponds, which receive all kinds of manure, fattening up their inhabitants. Greenbelts surround all cities, as popular planning converts sprawling suburbs into farmed swards. High-speed trains link bigger cities to smaller ones, smaller ones to capillary lines leading to outlying hamlets kitted out with high-speed internet. Ranchers manage grasslands roamed by a bouquet of native breed animals that churn cellulosic matter into the soil, producing negative-CO2 milk and meat. Intercalated forest-fields overproduce walnut, fodder, and myriad maize and wheat varieties. In some places, the burgeoning low-tech of perennial cereals inject root structures far deeper than people are tall into prairies. There is a lot to do beyond farming: Skilled technicians live in the countryside and smaller villages and estates, and manage high-voltage smart grids, local renewable storage systems, and decentralized windmills, while artisans and decentralized manufacturing processes local agricultural materials, supplementing and replacing – where it makes sense – large-scale mass-market industrial goods.

How to get there? Land Back restores Indigenous treaty rights and decolonizes the continent. Land-to-the-tiller agrarian reforms shatter large capitalist plots into smaller ones workable by non-patriarchal familial units or organized in cooperatives. This is done with due attention to the history, especially, of Black land loss. Prices change. They are fixed by political decisions that reflect popular needs. Nations set parity prices for their agricultural goods, so that prices reflect the labor needed to do ecologically restorative farming. In turn, within countries, agriculture and manufacturing and services – to that extent they would remain separate and specialized tasks – would exchange using prices based on labor inputs, including the labor needed to protect the environment.

Living wages alongside a gift bag of social democratic rights for former itinerant farmworkers ensure jobs are good everywhere, so people do the work they wish to do. And if not enough people want to do land-based work, they would be paid more, reflecting the infinite social utility of protecting the environment through land management, including that involved in farming. Land restoration, agroecology, and pasturing are the social labor which ensures CO2 absorption, saving the planet and safeguarding the future, and is cherished. Food is excellent and uniformly ecologically farmed, a form of preventative medicine which prevents diet-based pathologies. Because food is also generally more locally procured, people see the value of producing good food and the impacts such production has on the landscape. No deforestation. No catastrophic soil losses. No mercenary economists summoning up Malthus. No demographic chart-mongering about starvation. No more zoonotic disease reservoirs from concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), clear cuts, and genetic doppelgangers multiplying amongst animal populations from the sorcerer’s apprentice of industrialized animal agriculture. And the real magic is not magic at all: atmospheric CO2e descends in notches, each one a small miracle, to its late-industrial safe zone of 300 parts per million.

Those shifts would be revolutionary. And like nearly all of the revolutions that ripped apart the capitalist-colonial chains of the twentieth century, the one yet to come depends on socialist agriculture. Because poor people would control their lives and labor and environments and lands, they can staunch the ecological and value hemorrhages of unequal exchange, while in the core, part of the burden of transformation is shifting to a system of land management which is popular, socialist, just, and makes pulling CO2 from the atmosphere into the land part of the labor of a socialist civilization.

Planning for a Planet of Fields means putting more agriculture in cities, a total shift to agroecology, making agriculture more pleasant and rural areas a little more urban, encouraging cities to have a sustainable relationship with their hinterlands, reorienting national-level planning and laws of value to ensure the priority of humanity is locking CO2 into the Earth, and using agriculture to produce food as use-values for people rather than exchange-values to enter the maw of Western accumulation. It means drawing on the best of the past, not as curio, retrograde traditionalism, or out of nostalgia, but to find the way to a better future.

Such a mission requires a lot. First up is dispelling or simply transcending calcified anti-rural prejudice, the millstone inherited by Western Marxist and liberal thought from the colonial worldview in which it was born and bred. What if utopia was a little less urban and a little more rural – more like a Planet of Fields?1 This should only be jarring to some. For others, it would not shock at all. In the words of anthropologist Kyle Powys Whyte, “food and medicine” were always “among the most heavily covered topics in relation to climate change” for the Indigenous.2 Agriculture is important because food is important, one of “those recognized elements of a ‘good life’ that are most strongly cross-cultural,” bound to people’s identities, a way people cherish time together.3 This universality has made food sovereignty an important radical banner in the South and North.4 As the banner of Land Back is flown more and more, perhaps it is time to listen more attentively, not as posture, but to actually learn and take political and ecological guidance, from those who are holding that banner high: the victims of the West’s visions.

TRADITIONAL AGRICULTURE: YIELDS

Before describing our current capitalist-imperialist food system, it is good to remember just how different it is from the pre-colonial world. Before the colonial conquest, much of the US was a managed forest-garden. Through controlled burns, bison runs, terracing, earth works, and farming, the entire continent ranged in between what used to be understood as hunter-gathering and settled agriculture. It was not a pristine “first nature,” wilderness, or unsettled.5 People lived in and remade nature.

In the Western areas, consumption was astonishingly varied: “the sweet, thirst-quenching taste of manzanita cider, the puckery sour taste of sourberries, the pungent taste of saltgrass, the salmony taste of bracket fungi, the spiciness of tar-weed seeds, and the slightly bitter taste of Mormon tea bread.”6 Yields per unit of labor, per unit of land, and per unit of energy were impressive. Indigenous farming before the settler-colonial invasion in the eastern United States returned an estimated 5–15 calories per calorie input.7 Further west, managing the landscape included methane-belching bison, to the tune of some tens of millions alive at any given time. Production of the Three Sisters involved intercropped maize, beans, and squash on mounds. The fields were not plowed, decreasing oxidation of soil organic matter and soil erosion and boosting fertility. The combined yields of the three plants increased through complementarities and synergies, yielding more than if each were a monocrop: 12.2 million calories and 349 kilograms of protein per hectare.8 (By comparison, contemporary corn production yields around 30 million calories per hectare; not nearly all of which is used for humans.) Such mixes provided myriad nutritional benefits for their eaters. In Hawaii, taro, sweet potato, and stone fishponds provided enough food for close to a million people.9 As a consequence, “Native North Americans were among the healthiest in the world.”10

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF INDUSTRIAL AGRICULTURE

The modern agriculture and food system is the fruit of settler-colonial advance, capitalist primitive accumulation, and accumulation on a world scale, leading to ecocidal landscape destruction and devastating health outcomes. From the outset, the huge plains of Australia and the Americas, including Canada, the world’s breadbaskets, came into being as a result of colonial genocide inflicted upon Indigenous peoples.11

The US food system, and to a lesser extent, the world food system, is oriented to production not for people, but for profit. On a world scale, 84 percent of farms are smaller than two hectares, but they only operate around 12 percent of farmland. The largest 1 percent of global farms operate over 70 percent of global farmland. And the trends North and South are worsening, not improving: in the US, the largest 7 percent of farms produce 80 percent of production value. In the EU, fewer than 3 percent of farms cover over 50 percent of the farmed land. In agricultural Tanzania, 108 recently imposed large farm investments control more land than the smallest two million total farm entities.12 The foundation of capitalist agriculture is private and highly concentrated ownership of the most basic element in production: the land.

Despite all that, on the one hand, on the global level, at least 50 percent of food, maybe more, is grown on smaller family farms, using various amounts of capital-intensive inputs.13 Many of these farms have at least a foot in agroecology.14 The remainder is grown by massive agribusiness corporations, or far larger farms which sell directly to those corporations. These farms are ever growing, gobbling up neighboring land and leading to ever more marked property concentration worldwide. And they use highly capital-intensive methods. Their aim is to produce as cheaply as possible in terms of dollar prices. At the same time, they are woven into a global corporate system. Seed, fertilizers, pesticide, farm equipment, and irrigation-technology companies are highly concentrated. Those firms want as many farmers as possible to buy and use and rely upon their technology. The buyers of agricultural commodities – soy, wheat, corn – and those companies which supply supermarkets want to buy farm products as cheaply as possible. None of those companies are interested in farmers or farmworkers earning a living wage or ensuring that the food people eat comes from healthy crops.

Furthermore, because margins are often very low, the companies need to buy and sell a lot of crops to make money. In this way, as capitalism enters and reshapes agricultural production, larger and smaller farmers alike produce and overproduce, in part because they are often trying to get out of debt. Government subsidies for cereals also lead to overproduction. Such cereals – corn, for example – are often processed into highly unhealthy corn syrup. Or soy into soy oil. Overproduction of wheat and soy led to US dumping of wheat and soy oil onto the Third World, from the 1950s onwards. In countries like Colombia, Tunisia, and Egypt, this policy damaged smaller farms, held land-to-the-tiller agrarian reform at bay, and destroyed national capacities to feed themselves, while Africa from the 1970s onwards became a structural food importer.15 In the Third World, most countries opted for focusing on agro-export. They emplaced Green Revolutions in their cereal sectors from the late 1960s onwards, using input-intensive methods, rather than trying to develop in different ways using their own capacities. This northern-assisted decision, too, was a great boon to the huge northern conglomerates which cornered the supply of those inputs. In the 1980s and the 1990s, this process accelerated. Southern agricultures, under pressure of the international financial institutions, opened up even more as a result of structural adjustment policies. Countries stopped supporting even medium-sized farmers and dismantled strategic grain reserves, while the Western-celebrated collapse of the Soviet bloc led to a collapse in world grain demand, helping keep prices lower at the costs of shattered lives in the former Second World.16 In 1995, the World Trade Organization began to promote “intellectual property rights” worldwide for genetically modified soybeans and maize, making southern agricultures even more dependent on northern inputs. In the process, major monopolies such as Monsanto, Bayer, and Syngenta, as well as Cargill, Coca-Cola, ArcherDanielsMidland, Tesco, Walmart, and Carrefour compounded their power over the world food system.17 They are, of course, sited in the North.

Finally, there is the imperial division of labor. During the colonial period, the Third World produced commodities like spices or coffee which could never be grown under any conditions in the First World. They were then drained from the Third World, producing widespread famine.18 That process slowed but did not stop with decolonization – which raises the centrality of national liberation to a reformed food system. With the advent of neoliberalism, dollar-cheap but land-and-labor-intensive tropical food imports, such as out of season fruits, vegetables, and other tropical goods, have been grown ever more on Third World lands.19 These crops simply cannot be produced in the North (except in small quantities in greenhouses). They rely on ultra-cheapened labor in the periphery and represent claims on the land and water and lives of those countries. Part of how that labor is made cheap is through vast labor reserves, which are maintained, and land cordoned off for export crops, through ruinously unequal rural agrarian structures, widespread malnourishment, and of course, punishment and siege against countries which defy the capitalist or colonial agrarian structure.20 The prerequisite for such a system of feeding has been preventing agrarian reform. As we will see, changing the food and agriculture system means changing who owns land.

The ecological and social consequences of these policies have been enormous. Modern agriculture uses artificial and resource- and energy-intensive fertilizers, which leach into water tables, poisoning groundwater. They produce massive run-off, inciting algal blooms at riverine termini. Modern agriculture compacts or over-tills the soil, causing erosion or other forms of soil damage. The land can no longer absorb water, in contrast to healthy soil, which is produced by mixes of animals and poly-crops, cover crops, and no-till farming. The effects in the US are not hypothetical: the massive 2019 floods that inundated the Midwest would largely have been avoided if the soil had been healthier. Whereas traditional agriculture suppresses pests through promoting predator-healthy habitats, industrialized agriculture soaks fields and their watersheds in pesticides, leading to bird and insect apocalypse, and infiltrating human tissue.21 Losing insects leads to declines in pollination and nutrient cycling. As insects die, so do the creatures that rely on them for food, including birds which play a vital role in seed distribution.

Furthermore, agriculture’s energetic basis is now topsy-turvy. So-called “traditional” agriculture relies on plants’ capacity to efficiently gather solar energy and convert it into forms usable by humans, an organic machine of absolute brilliance and grace. The new energetic basis of agriculture turns that logic on its head, using past flows of heat and light from the sun in the form of fossil fuels: “a change from ‘using sun and water to grow peanuts’ to ‘using petroleum to manufacture peanut butter.’”22 Corn in the US in 1970 produced just 2.6 calories per calorie invested.23 People estimate that now, advanced industrial societies use 4 and 15 calories for each unit of food they produce (interestingly, as little as 8 percent from mechanization).24 Such energetic inefficiency is only very partially due to industrialization. Of the energy used in the food system, a third is for production, a third for processing and packaging, and a third for distribution and preparation. Importantly, such interlinked chains do not manacle peoples and environments nearly as much in the “underdeveloped” countries.25

The North is “adept” at growing cereals, provided we do not mind topsoil blowing and silting up rivers, nitrogen fertilizers inciting hypoxic dead-zones in the Gulf of Mexico, and the specter of silenced springs as biodiversity evaporates in such factories-in-the-field. Such farming skill is one that treats living soil as dead. When we do so, we ought not to be surprised when the graveyards spread.

Furthermore, the quality of much of the food we eat lacks taste and nutrients, blights that worsen along lines of class and race: the poor with highly processed fast food (served to them by other segments of the poor) or other food soaked and laden in trans fats, doused in sugars, and otherwise ludicrously unhealthy even if affordable in dollar terms. It is furthermore overwhelmingly the poor who are forced to eat the products of the US agro-industrial food system: grain-stuffed and hormone-pumped animals versus the sustainable and grass-fed steers which are better for the environment but cost far more than poorer consumers can afford.

Modern food chains are also wasteful, substantially because of capitalist overproduction: if we produce more than we need, much of it will go to waste, whether (over)processed into ethanol or nutrient-free spongy bread, or fruits and vegetables discarded for not meeting aesthetic standards of one kind or another.26 In the US, around 6,000 calories of food are produced per person per day; 30–40 percent of it is lost, including in the many stages of capitalist production and transport, and around 10 percent goes to animal feed. This leaves around 3,700 calories per person. Humans need far less than that, although perhaps a more active and nature-engaged population would be a hungrier one, too. On a global basis, total calories available per person are closer to 3,100, with less food waste, especially in the Third World, including China and Greece. Food waste is intimately related to the syndrome of production that links industrial monocrops to urban and slum consumers. Elongated production chains are blighted with weak links and rust. They only make sense from the perspective of the monopolies that forge them and use them to strangle the planet and its poor. In rural areas, food waste is far lower. The longer the commodity loops are, the more food is wasted, the more such waste cannot return to the soil to restore its fertility, and the more carbon dioxide is produced when shipping and flying such foods around the world. City planning plays its part in inducing more food waste, while also removing that waste from the nutrient cycle.

Industrial agriculture has also meant farms without people. From 1940 to 1970, the push-pull factors of oil replacing rural labor, the seductions of suburban modernity, and evermore onerous difficulties of rural life halved the number of US farms. They went from about six to three million, and from 23 percent of the US population to 4.7 percent by 1970. By 1995, it was 2.2 million and 1.8 percent. Along racial lines, de-agrarianization was even sharper – Black farmers were 14.3 percent of farm operators in 1920 and 1 percent in 2000.27 Farmworkers themselves are predominantly Latino – a workforce partially made by the attack on the Latin American countryside through free trade agreements.28 Additionally, while the US has literally de-agrarianized, if one counts the number of workers elsewhere occupied in the food chain – in slaughterhouses mechanically ripping at chicken carcasses until their hands are quivering with carpal tunnel syndrome, as vividly recounted in the work of feminist geographer Carrie Freshour – or in the fast food industry, or for that matter at Walmart, the US’s largest employer, then the proportion of the US population working in the food industry overall is not all that much lower than the percentage of some Third World countries working in the agriculture sector.29 Labor in the food process has been displaced by machines, but labor is still quite present in the food system, and once again, it is very tough labor. “Modernization” has hardly meant the bettering of peoples’ lives.

Finally, “modernization” of agriculture has not saved people from hunger. Worldwide in 2019, two billion people did not have regular access to nutritious, safe, and sufficient food. Overwhelmingly, those people are concentrated in the Third World, including in countries which have seen a great deal of agricultural “modernization,” like India’s Green Revolution.30 Fourteen percent of India and the Philippines are undernourished.31 In Yemen, under a US-planned assault, 16 million people are food insecure, a telling example of why “the national question,” or freedom from foreign intervention, is still the foundation of popular development.32 Meanwhile, the capitalist organization of food supply doesn’t just produce problems of quantity, but also quality. As the Food and Agriculture Organization reports, “overweight increases in lower-middle-income countries are mainly due to very rapid changes in food systems, particularly the availability of cheap, highly processed food and sugar-sweetened beverages.”33

STEPS TO PUT AGROECOLOGY AT THE CENTER OF PLANNING

Agriculture must be at the center of popular planning if a People’s GND in the core is to be internationalist and eco-socialist, and if popular provision is to break with neo-colonial commodity chains. From each according to their ability means the US will have to produce more of what it consumes, without foisting that labor onto an illegalized working class. Wrangling world-looping commodity circuits onto the continental US means that hard work cannot any more be the work of the world’s poorest for which they receive the worst salaries. Instead, that labor will have to be either eliminated – the techno-futurist tomfoolery of heaping more energy-gluttonous technology onto a world in which we need to shrink core energy use – or distributed fairly amongst all people in the US.34

A new planning system is the basis for such a transition. Shifts will occur partially through command-and-control measures based on shrinking quotas for carbon emissions, and the need for a high degree of organization in order to achieve the progressive socialization of property and planning. If social wealth is generally allocated based on labor inputs, relatively labor-intensive agroecology will receive more compensation. And since radical agrarian reforms will break apart large estates, in periphery and core alike, matching up labor and land is eased considerably. Command measures ought to extend to phase-outs of industrial agriculture, which has no justification for existing, and wholesale shifts in research spending away from conventional agricultural research and towards agroecology.

Farms should stop producing as much as possible, especially in the northern capitalist states. Instead, farms should have quotas based on how much they can produce using permanently sustainable production methods, including crop rotations and conservation plantings which regenerate soil and shield biodiversity. Corporate agribusiness should be simply dismantled through the nationalization of such corporations, and the use of their labs for people-centered agroecological research. Land should be redistributed everywhere. Each country should have total control over the food import and export trade, so that food dumping is impossible. Communities rather than farms should be in control of water, seed, and eventually land.35 This is the agenda of food sovereignty.36

Modern agriculture, including agroecology, really has one tough thing about it: the difficulty or extent of hard manual labor as a part of humanity’s common labor. Whether this is truly a trade-off depends on perspective. It will seem onerous from the perspective of the Western anti-peasant and anti-manual labor convention (although people do love going to gym). The need for a higher percentage of humanity to be engaged in agriculture than the US’s currently picayune 2 percent may seem not such an apocalyptic shift not merely when one considers the alternatives, but even when one looks to how so many people fill their free time when not under the lash of the wage system: in the core we care for home gardens, food and ornamental. We gather in community gardens and we go berry picking. And we cook, a central element of social reproduction, one which few seriously suggest automatizing, and one that is overwhelmingly the task of women and the lower class.37 Furthermore, with prices for produce reflecting labor costs, farmers will work a lot less hard than they do today. They will work even less hard as labor-saving, appropriate-scale technologies become more widely available and become the object and beneficiaries of more and more research.

Putting agriculture at the center of planning is not a call for a return to a pre-industrial civilization. It rests on recognizing that capitalists have over-industrialized the planet, blanketing it in a gratuitous technostructure and swamps of metallic and chemical waste. The species-specific things humans need and enjoy, necessary in adequate quantities and in as-good-as-possible quality, are shelter, food, medical care, and the industrial or manufacturing processes which help us access the first three. We also need the means of culture. Most of them, like books, arts, literature, and theater, are not themselves strongly dependent on industry.38 Aspects of medical care, of course, and computers, and transportation are absolute priorities for industrial processes.

MOVING TO AGROECOLOGY

National-popular control over food and farming is an entry point into restructuring our world. Food is not merely an entry point into social reproduction, the hidden abode of home and hearth. It is also a hatch which when opened up, allows us to see and manage an even larger element of social reproduction: the human relationship with the non-human world. Agriculture is unique among production systems in that it can be smoothly integrated into natural cycles and can offer a warning when one thing or another goes awry. And unlike almost any other productive sector, agriculture requires minimal trade-offs. It doesn’t require people to weigh and sift merits of efficiency versus cancer plagues, more and newer tech versus slurry ponds from ore processing. It is not just that agroecology does not have those kinds of trade-offs. It can turn homesteads into sanctuaries for much broader realms of the ecology. Because animals are mostly indifferent to ecologically managed landscapes versus non-yielding forests and grasslands, agroecological production is a sanctuary for biodiversity, and is a “firebreak,” in the words of biologist Rob Wallace, against new plagues.39 And such biodiversity-boosting and water guarding, ceteris paribus, should not affect food availability.40 Properly tending to the land improves resiliency against floods, mudslides, and drought. Furthermore, agriculture, through harnessing photosynthesis, is the most brilliant and effective way we have to gather solar energy and convert it into a form usable by human society.

Agriculture is also, potentially, highly democratic and decentralized, having a kind of elective affinity with a centrifugal planned eco-socialism. Sustainable farming is knowledge-intensive and self-organized at the level of the producer. Agroecology is the technological keystone of this Great Transition from below. The term refers to applying scientific experimentation to and the formalization of the processes underlying traditional farming systems.41 From poly-cropping to cover crops, from multiple-storied forest-gardens to raised beds, from Vietnamese Vuon–Ao–Chuong integrated fish-garden-pork plots to the maritime gardens of Gabès, these systems have a number of traits which could combine to be the wattle and daub of a revolutionary transformation in the world agricultural system.42 The very best kinds of farming reduce work from the amount of toil demanded by run-of-the-mill industrial farming as with no-till techniques. Such “low-tech” agroecological methods rest on truly astounding collective wells of local knowhow. The challenge is finding analogues of such practices that try to reach equivalent labor-energy input-output rations, yet can support far higher population densities, through a transition to a knowledge-intensive agriculture.

Modern agroecological systems have a number of key traits relevant to guarding the environment. One, they recycle biomass. Two, such a style of farming strengthens the “immune system” of the larger farming system by promoting natural enemies of pests. Three, they promote healthy soil, adding soil organic matter. Four, they minimize loss of water, energy, or nutrients by conserving and regenerating soil, water, and biodiversity. Five, they promote species- and genetic-level diversity over time and space. And six, they enhance synergies amongst various ecological and biological processes. Such systems work within rather than against the tendency of natural systems to grow polycultures and recycle wastes. On marginal lands agroecology may also out-yield conventional systems, whether for cereals or agroforestry. They also fail far less frequently than do mono-crops in reaction to climate change-induced disasters and better tolerate or bounce back from extreme weather events.43 Furthermore, agroecology introduces firebreaks that prevent the passage of animal viruses to human populations.44 Finally, agroecology works against scientific and technological dependence of the South on the North – a form of development by popular protection.

There are a number of immediate social and technical changes which can be made to move away from the current system. To eliminate chemical fertilizers, we should replace them with organic or green manures, or even night soil. This is easier to accomplish in the South. It must also be done in the North to close the nitrogen cycle. That implies ensuring larger human population concentrations can recycle waste rich with nitrogen and phosphate, whether through urban gardening, peri-urban plots, or restructured suburbs or exurbs. Edo-Tokyo did this several hundred years ago. The Chinese collected waste in terracotta jars.45 Shattered nitrogen cycles would be replaced by composting toilets which would sew shut metabolic rifts. A partial re-localization of agriculture and urban farming can facilitate such ecological closed cycles, as distinct elements interlock into a seamless network.

Furthermore, urban planning ought to be nested into the surrounding ecology: as many parks as possible, gardens instead of lawns on every square inch of the city, green roofs. Urban planning transforms cities. They would still be relatively non-agricultural places. But they would also be elements of what biologists Ivette Perfecto, John Vandermeer, and Angus Wright call Nature’s Matrix: a lustrous patchwork wherein high-quality agroecological swathes are intercut with agroforestry and non-farmed land where climax communities can bloom.46 The urban fabric comes to be threaded with wildlife patches of daub olive and forest green. Streets ought to be lined with trees. Every home and street-lined boulevard, rooftop, façade, brown lots, should become a communist victory garden. Urban agroforestry should fill green spaces currently occupied by that idiocy of post-war American life, the lawn, or purely ornamental trees, community or public parks, rooftops, backyards, and for that matter, most golf courses. Chestnuts, honey locusts, and carobs could replace cereal brought in from elsewhere. Urban farming should be accelerated through agroforestry: chestnuts, walnuts, almonds, and woody perennials in the northern hemisphere, bananas, figs, coconut, and breadfruit in the southern hemisphere. Urban mushroom gardens should be used to process urban waste. Such work would not only be socially and environmentally rational. People would love it, as they already love parks and community gardens.

Annual vegetables like tomatoes or perennials like pear trees would replace goods trucked in from elsewhere – trucking which requires fuel for the trucks and a larger fleet of trucks than would otherwise be the case. Havana’s urban gardens, especially the organoponicos, provide 70 percent of the city’s fruits and vegetables.47 Urban farming in Tongaat, South Africa increases food security, and is part and parcel of social reproduction for large percentages of the urban population in South Africa, Ghana, and elsewhere on the continent, with a large role for women.48 Bologna could produce 77 percent of its vegetable needs, super-dense Boston 30 percent.49 To the extent that food is produced locally, people could apprentice in agriculture, and learn that some portion of each year or decade would be spent on farms – unless farm work turns out to be something enough people adore that there’s no need to allocate it fairly based on voluntary-collective decisions. Furthermore, chronically underemployed labor would instead go towards decommodified urban food production.

Cities with more greenery are cooler, lessening electricity costs and population displacement, and leaving energy to be used for other urgent non-replaceable necessities.50 Such tools would tamp down heat island effects, provide shade and reduce energy costs directly through ambient cooling and indirectly through reduced need for energetically cooled places and spaces. In turn, cities would be at least relatively more self-sufficient, although metropolitan areas would be more so, since some cities are too big to grow much of their own food, and no one wants to forcibly relocate people out of cities.

They would drawdown urban CO2 emissions through locking carbon dioxide in cellulose. Intercutting and seeding trees, shrubs, wildflowers, and non-chemical-doused polyculture gardens within cities chip away at the austere, hard, industrial “citiness” and turn them more into the types of rich matrices which nurture biodiversity. Green spaces as small as 150m2 increase bird diversity within cities. Rooftop gardens provide similar benefits, which is crucial when we consider that roofs are around half the impermeable surface of cities. Green living roofs absorb CO2 and can sharply reduce buildings’ energy use – up to 50 or even 70 percent in southern Mediterranean cities. They also clean up pollution and lighten urban sewage systems’ load during deluges, slated to be one the key climactic shifts of global warming.51 They also reduce the heat island effect and could potentially be sites of food production, and finally could be part of urban “extensions” of nature’s matrix if walls and roofs are woven together into a connected green fabric.52 In Singapore, large and low urban roofs, the calling card of a non-dense city, with large low-slung buildings uninterrupted by roving automobiles, were home to bird and butterfly populations, boosting biodiversity.53 Overall, making cities greener would not be a simple question of this or that urban garden, but could seek as much as possible to make cities part of the thatch of complex matrices which add to biodiversity, moderate temperatures, and allow for some food to be grown at home – agroecological victory gardens in the North as part of a planned economy and environmental management.

CARBON DIOXIDE DRAWDOWN AND FARMING

Most beguiling for climate change prophylaxis, agriculture and land management can draw CO2 from the atmosphere, using current technology as part of a holistic drawdown path. Right now, major agricultural emissions come from land use changes, including the destruction of peat and deforestation, and methane and nitrous oxide emissions from fertilizer use, rice, and livestock – bracket, for now, livestock and the myth of methane. Deforestation and the eradication of peat primarily occurs for oil palm plantations in Indonesia or soy plantations in Brazil, sold to northern consumers via agribusiness, or incorporated into production chains as low-cost food items, which maintain the prices of labor relatively low on a world scale (most soy is part of the animal production chain, and a Planet of Fields rejects feeding animals soy). So we could stop many emissions relatively easily.

Trickier but more interesting is absorbing the CO2 already in the atmosphere. The capacity of degraded soils, deforested terrain, damaged grasslands, and other biomes to absorb excess CO2 is staggering. The IPCC’s estimates for what is possible from natural climate solutions range extremely widely, from less than one GtCO2e of mitigation, or prevention of current CO2 emissions alongside absorption of CO2 already in the atmosphere, to over 20.54 Other estimates put the total for natural carbon solutions as between 20.3–37.4 GtCO2e, although not all of that is “cost-effective.”55 For reference, the world currently produces around 36.4 GtCO2 per year, not including land use change.56 Including land use change, the total is around 50 GtCO2e. The vast range of what is possible using the land is the child of our great ignorance about just how successful CO2 absorption through land management and better farming and pasturing could be, with epistemology having its own political economy – the money has not, until recently, been in natural carbon drawdown.

If research and social planning went fast in this direction, we could possibly reduce total emissions between 21 and 37 percent, and at the very high-end estimates, have negative emissions totaling around one-third of current emissions.57 If we wish to get back to pre-industrial CO2 levels, we need to pull a trillion gigatons of CO2 from the atmosphere, or around 70 years at 15 gigatons a year. At the current state of knowledge, it is unclear what is or is not possible. What is clear is that such measures tend to not involve real trade-offs: instead, they can simultaneously improve environmental and social outcomes. Technically, the possibilities are myriad. Soil is a huge terrestrial storehouse of carbon, and small changes in soil’s carbon count could cascade into massive reductions in atmospheric CO2. Of the 100 best climate remedies on the Drawdown project website, around 85 are linked to permaculture, and they “essentially condense to one: simply saving our soils.”58 Other measures include restoring degraded and abandoned farmland through artisanal replanting, whether of wild grasses or of trees, the labor-intensive work of “rewilding” through introduction of keystone species, whether decimated predators or herbivorous “ecological engineers” who can remake degraded or destroyed territories into shifting pasture-forests, maintained by grazing.59

FOREST-GARDENS

One of the first critical steps to using nature-based carbon drawdown and mitigation is forest tending. Ceasing cutting down trees yields a bouquet of benefits. Old-growth forests store far more carbon within their biggest trees than fast-growing genetically engineered monocrop tree plantations and are replete with biodiversity.60 Management and tending of forests is critical: forests as places where people get wood, non-forest wood products, and other gifts. Leaving forests to become untrammeled old-growth stands is best. But there are other paths: reduced harvest rates and increased rotation times. More importantly and bringing us to the manufacturing stage of the production chain, wood production needs to be made as efficient as possible and wood use should move to longer-lived products. No more plywood or Ikea built-to-break products that shatter when moved an inch. Furthermore, forests should not be used for fuel, which brings us to the synergistic and systems-level approach: conserving forests as a peak and precious CO2 stowing technology relies on advanced technology and power distribution and demands a certain level of industrialization. It also relies on reskilling and locally transforming wood into furniture through carpentry becoming the dominant means for furniture-making.

Reforestation of previously deforested areas is a keystone of CO2 drawdown strategies. This need not be done using nature preserves, let alone their hyperbolic expansion into half the earth which in the Third World would brutalize poor consumers and producers alike.61 Nor should we be planting trees where they have never been, or where some misleading models imagine they were some hundreds of years ago.62 Instead, reforestation ought to be done in large part through forest-gardens, a valuable element of a polyculture-based development model, and by restoring forests or mixed growth to places that have been clearly shown to have been deforested. Social development and environment protection should go hand in hand. To take a southern example, in the arbors of Sumatra, former industrial workers have set up land occupations, planting “diverse agroforests of high-value fruit, spice, and hardwood smallholder commodity tree crops.”63 Elsewhere, the krui tree produces the damar resin, a translucent lemon chiffon. As one forest farmer explains, “Damar trees are productive for hundreds of years. It is not heavy labor, like construction wage work or oil palm.” Kayapo poly-cropped forest-gardens in Bahia, Brazil, have a mix of bananas, jackfruit, cocoa, and pineapple under close to zero input management: a bit of sawdust and lime, as opposed to nearby monocrop cocoa plantations which rely on extensive fertilizer inputs. The former produce equivalent coca yields as the latter, while on a per-land-area basis the “overall productivity of the forest garden is higher,” and at the same time, creeks began to ripple across the area during the period under study, showcasing how such forms of farming began to improve the water cycle.64 In Western Java, diverse agroforestry systems producing cajaput oil sequester far more CO2 than monocrops.65 Forest-based home gardens can lock as much carbon into the surface- and subterranean carbon cycle as secondary growth forests, putting to rest concerns about the need to recreate or lop off land for nature in lieu of humans in order to achieve maximum CO2 drawdown.66 Similarly, Brazil’s Bahian cacao forest-gardeners seal great quantities of carbon in their soils through perennial agroforestry.67 In India, scientists estimate a hybrid Napier and mulberry silvopasturing system on three million hectares would supply 72 million additional tons of dry matter and protein, a third of the deficit of the Indian livestock industry, and absorb CO2 equivalent to 1/10th of India’s current annual emissions.68

Agroforestry more broadly allows for unclear but massive replacement of cereals with perennials, which fix more CO2. Banana and coconut intercropping yields more calories than rice (a major source of methane emissions, although methane is not the problem it is made out to be) and commercial apple production produces 24 million calories per hectare, whereas corn produces 14-30 million.69 Breadfruit, a tropical staple, produces at least three times as many calories per hectare as corn.70

Agroforestry would be harder to implement in the US or other “First World” nations, primarily because it is more labor-intensive. However, as a way of managing the land it is not new at all, and was long part of Indigenous husbandry practices. Some researchers calculate that through five strategies – silvopasturing, or integrating trees into pasturing systems, or planting forage under trees, alley cropping, which inserts trees into fields, windbreaks, riparian and upland buffers, next to streams, and forest farming – the continental US could absorb CO2 to the tune of 530 teragrams per year, or around 11 percent of 2019 emissions. Such measures bring with them a host of social and ecological benefits beyond their excellence in pulling gases from the atmosphere: habitat restoration, fire protection, increased incomes and yields, erosion control, watershed protection, diversification of income.71 Silvopasturing moderates temperatures for grazing animals, and they require less forage, while trees can increase the amount of forage available to animals – doubling it under walnuts, for example. They also produce more value in price terms.72 Indeed, through coppicing, in which trees are cut to the stump and shoots allowed to sprout out from it, the leaves of trees can be part of animal forage.73

Trees also can produce a lot of food in the North. Chestnuts produce two-thirds of the calories as wheat per hectare, and seed far more CO2 in their trunks and roots and soil. Walnuts produce more oil although a little less protein than soy, with far more CO2 storage.74 In Illinois, modeling output based on Chinese chestnut, European hazelnut, blackcurrant, and a hay alley crop could reach more than half of the yield of modern maize/soybean plots when they are mature. Nor is this merely scratching and lab work.75 The Savanna Institute is (re)introducing agroforestry in the Midwest with excellent economic, ecological, and social results. Yields on nut trees are based on far less agronomic research than has been devoted to industrialized cereal monocrops, which means a people-centered agroforestry research program would almost certainly lead to more nut production.

Such changes in farming imply partial shifts away from so much cereal production. This should not be alarming, for two reasons. One, certain types of trees or poly-cropping parcels produce as much or more per acre as cereals. Two, far more food is currently produced than human beings need, even while many farmers produce far less than they could if they were supported through low-tech extension and participatory research and breeding.76 Cereal farming is so widespread because cereals produce a lot of caloric output relative to the amount of labor which goes into growing it, because it is pretty dense calorically speaking – although far from the densest – and because it stores well. And because under modern settler-capitalism, there are huge subsidies for it, and huge profits to be made from selling cereal farmers their fertilizers and seed, and buying their grains and corn and processing it into not very nutritious but highly calorically dense food.

A shift from annual cereal monocultures to more agroforestry in large parts of the world will be a large part of a transition to worldwide agroecological production. The substantial remainder of cereal farming should in no way be discarded, nor cereal farming necessarily minimized, but instead transformed. A wide range of experiments show that adopting agroecological methods will reduce northern yields of corn, wheat, and rice by about 25 percent, while, of course, cutting CO2e emissions related to dolloping fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides onto fields to zero.77 Furthermore, taking a very different approach, a wheat relative has been successfully perennialized, as part of the Land Institute’s 50-year plan to reconvert US and global cereal farms into consumable equivalents of the perennial prairies of old, with root structures meters deep, another way of doing agroecology which involves direct biological mimicking of prairie production with its huge elongated tangle of roots, the jet dirt underlying them, and the cacophony of biodiversity which sat atop them.78

AGRICULTURE AND MEAT

Although cereals are the major issue when it comes to what people eat, they are not the major issue when it comes to emissions. Here, animal agriculture is front and center, with rising demands for global veganism and the slicing out of animal flesh from the human diet. These requests come from liberals like George Monbiot, who insist that “Meat and dairy are an extravagance we can no longer afford,” or self-styled Marxists who call for a half-earth strategy based on a “meatless society.”79 Whether these are calls for compulsory veganism is up to the reader. Claiming a meatless society is a good thing creates an immediate moral justification for doing things to stop people – especially pastoralists in the Third World – from ceasing to raise or eat meat. Perhaps more importantly, this is the agenda of many in the ruling class, as we saw in Chapter 1, a fact which goes almost universally unacknowledged amongst contemporary “red” vegan scribblers, but which speaks directly to the role such writers play in confusing and disorganizing leftist opposition to the explicit agenda of the ruling class.

Let us consider the arguments: is this in any way, shape, or form a good idea?80 Start with the simple points of agreement. The conversion of grasslands and forests to croplands and the stuffing of cows full of petroleum-laced corn must stop. Confined animal feeding operations, where tens of thousands of pigs and poultry are packed together, should also be entirely eliminated.

But there are also disagreements: calls for command-and-control war communism-style ceasing of meat-eating are a horrific idea. First, they are ecologically illiterate. In the beautiful days of the bison, herbivores stampeded all over the landscape. They and other grazing animals are part of the ecology: “soil microbial and associated plant communities in grazing ecosystems did not evolve under abandonment, they coevolved as complex, dynamic ecosystems comprising grasses and soil biota, the grazers, and their predators.”81 Even if human-bred ungulates were removed, other large animals would probably fill in their niche, and we would have a very similar methane cycle. Indeed, because herbivores have long roamed over grasslands in the US and worldwide, it is odd that their burping and flatulence and manure should suddenly be the sign of human-made carnivorous devilry. The great meat purge almost certainly starts from the wrong baseline, asserting that the “natural” state is a dreamland ecology without herbivores, when in fact those estimating baseline methane emissions should try to figure out the historical level of methane emissions from herbivores and termites and start from there.82 Before the colonial invasion, the level of methane emissions from bison, elk, and deer was around 86 percent of present-day emissions from “farmed ruminants” in the United States.83 Furthermore, new methods of counting gasses are putting the anti-meat crusade on uncertain footing. Methane, unlike carbon dioxide, is a very short-lived gas. Even small reductions in annual animal-sourced methane based on small year-on-year herd shrinkage would very shortly lead to reductions in methane’s overall global warming effect.84

Additionally, the seemingly neat category “meat” as a cause of emissions obscures the ecological, political, and social differences between Sahelian herders, Kansan artisanal animal husbandrymen practicing intensive rotational grazing, and those sitting atop pyramidal monopoly-capitalist cow plantations or the pig concentration camps of North Carolina. Each of these are fundamentally different forms of life.85 The demand that meat-eating cease, coming from powerful academics and even more powerful institutions surveyed in Chapter 1, is a suggestion that people who are currently producing and eating meat stop eating it. Such a suggestion’s effect, whatever its intent or its purported purely normative content, creates northern consensus around encouraging, coercively or otherwise, transformations of how people live. It also creates a justification for unnatural “climate solutions” based around biofuels and bioenergy or “afforestation” based on trash-tree plantations which will allow the great petroleum corporations to keep burning their assets, to great profit. And it will be the poor who will suffer. In South and Southeast Asia, most ruminants are the property of smallholders, who use them as draught beasts and for milk, meat, and to store capital. In semi-arid West Africa, livestock are crucial for the well-being of rural people, and in the Maghreb, animals are disproportionately the property of the poor and used in mixed farms.86 The injunction to stop eating meat can also imply either the displacement or erasure of Inuit and Sámi people. There are, of course, few or no jobs for those people who would be displaced from pasturing, which would lead to further wage depression and further human suffering. These things can easily occur whatever the subjective intentions of advocates for “mandatory global veganism,” all the more reason to focus on industrialized animal agriculture far more than that shapeshifting thing, “meat.”87

Furthermore, some of the anti-meat mission rests on Malthusian notions that we are running out of resources, whether water, land, or feed. But as ever, Malthusianism rests on sloppy empirics. Dried apricots and almonds are the primary water-guzzlers in the Australian diet, for example.88 And 86 percent of what meat animals eat is inedible by humans, and even in the US, most cattle eat grass for most of their lives. The idea of a great trade-off between animal food and human food relies on myths of insufficiency on the one hand and simple lack of knowledge of what animals eat on the other. This is another reason not to rely on the broken crutch of veganism to deal with the phantom injury of running out of food.89

Instead, animals can and should be part of landscape management, helping store CO2 in soil, and enriching it and making it more resilient in the face of climactic perturbations, which will come with more climate change. There are agroecological options for the northern animal husbandry arena, aiming at integrated animal health management, and eliminating CAFOs or other hellish incubators for plagues rippling out from capitalist agriculture. We should increase species diversity within livestock systems as to increase resilience – remember, nature abhors a monoculture – preserving biological diversity, and building in firewalls against virus transmission that happen when all animals share the same DNA. Animals can and should be part of farms.90 These best practices include integrated agro-pasturing operations, integrating poultry into farms, and a grazing technique that seeks to mimic how animals used to eat offer the most optimistic projections. These techniques are called mob or adaptive multi-paddock (AMP) systems in which animals eat the grass voraciously for a few hours or days, trample seeds and manure into the soil, then move on to the next paddock. These systems mimic the natural grazing of wild ruminants. They are also in use by the Maasai and Barbaig communities in Kenya and Tanzania.91 They require active herd management rather than irrational colonial fences, and they allow grass to regrow before it is grazed again, in effect regrowing its solar panels, or its leaves, like a self-replicating organic machine.92 Such systems produce dense and fibrous roots that help store CO2 in soil. Such systems invert the balance of CO2e emissions on a lifecycle basis, potentially turning animal tending from a net-positive to a net-neutral or net-negative sector in overall CO2e emissions.93

We have many examples of animals being smoothly woven into complex production systems, with benefits for humans and the environment alike. In Spain, for example, the Iberian pig is the keystone piece of the dehesa system: human-made oak savannahs peppering the peninsula, rich with cork and holm oak, and producing cork, cerdo iberico, game, mushrooms, and honey. This agroecosystem is 4,500 years old, a revamping of human-made-with-fire nut tree savannahs from the Mesolithic period, and replaces wild boar and aurochs with pigs and cattle.94 A study in southern Spain showed that on cow farms using a variety of sustainable methods, carbon sequestration was 89 percent of total CO2e produced. For dairy goats, the total was 100 percent, and the same for Iberian montanera pig farms (these studies accept traditional methane accounting).95 Experiments in Michigan have shown that for the “finishing” phase, adaptive multi-paddock grazing reduced emissions from 9.62 to −6.65 kg CO2-e kg of the carcass weight, although these experiments also showed that this type of finishing required more land per unit of meat than other kinds of finishing. As the researchers concluded, this “challenges existing conclusions that only feedlot-intensification reduces the overall beef GHG footprint through greater productivity.”96 Experiments in the southern Great Plains echo these findings.97 Because lands good for grazing are not necessarily, or at all, suitable for crop growing, AMP methods are not in a zero-sum game with food crops for people.

They also produce other ecological benefits. In studies involving bison in the upper Great Plains – yes, bring back the bison! – AMP produced greater water infiltration, improved land composition and forage availability, and a decrease in invasive plants. Water infiltration is particularly crucial in warding off storm-borne erosion due to the enormous and sudden rainfalls slated to increase in a warming world.98 AMP also allows for higher stocking rates amidst climactic uncertainty, or more animals per unit of land.99 Furthermore, carbon stored in rangelands is locked up far more securely than carbon stored in burnable tree trunks.100

What about the economics? In one French farm which converted from a high-input to a low-input system, nitrogen loads plummeted, pesticide applications fell by two-thirds, and energy consumption fell by one third. Milk production decreased around 5 percent but because input costs were far lower, the farms became more profitable. Other surveys show uniformly increased profits for farmers since they rely less on off-farm inputs, and even less labor needs.101 In El Hatico reserve in Colombia, which has used these techniques for decades, stocking rates have increased and milk production has more than doubled, while chemical fertilizers are no longer used.102 We know less about whether people in the US and Europe will have to reduce their meat consumption. It absolutely feels intuitively correct to claim that there will have to be reductions, possibly sharp reductions, in meat consumption in the core. Some claim that if meat were produced sustainably, people would need to eat up to 70 percent of it.103 A few agronomists and herders estimate that the US could produce more than it currently does.104 That remains to be seen. As with so much of what is or is not possible with farming which rides rather than wrestles with ecological cycles, we just do not know, in large part because we have never tried to have a farming system, or used techniques, or heavily researched techniques, whether in the US or the world, which aim to serve all people rather than the few and the powerful.

AGROECOLOGY AND YIELDS

Now consider yields and production, to establish that this farming mega-shift would not incite starvation. First, currently the world produces, even by conservative estimates, around 3,100 calories per person of available food. About half is grown using relatively CO2 light methods, by smallholder farmers in the South. The other half is grown using CO2 intensive technologies – pesticides, herbicides, soil tilling, no cover crops, and artificial fertilizers.105

Although the emphasis is on a northern People’s GND, it’s important to briefly note that food sovereignty, based on agroecology and radical land-to-the-tiller agrarian reforms, is the cornerstone for Third World eco-socialism. From an environmental perspective, agroecology pulls CO2 from the atmosphere, without a need to invent a high-energy machine for doing so. Existing knowledge will do it for us, with estimates from La Via Campesina that worldwide agrarian reform coupled with agroecology could suffuse the soil in organic matter and vacuum CO2 from the air in massive amounts.106 Calorie yields from more labor-intensive polycultures on a per-hectare basis are not that much lower than monocultures. Monocultures do better when one compares, say, the yield of a hectare of corn doused in the most extreme growth-promoting fertilizers with corn which grows perpetually in a Mexican milpa, nourished only by nitrogen-fixing black beans – two of the “three sisters,” alongside squash, which compose a balanced, healthy, non-carcinogenic and permanently sustainable diet for huge swathes of the Mexican campesino world. And the yield differences for crops like corn or wheat, the mainstays of industrial farming, are high but not too high, around 25 percent reductions.107

In Cuba, the beacon of agroecology, yields have continuously increased in major crops like beans, rice, plantains, and potatoes since 2007.108 Agroecological techniques ranging from vermiculture, soil conservation, innovation of intercropping designs, seed saving and recovery of local races and varieties, peasant seed selection and crosses, participatory plant breeding, increased crop/livestock integration, improving of local animal feeds and pastures, have coincided with vast contributions from the peasant sector to national feeding. And furthermore, in Sancti Spiritus province, intensely agroecological farms as opposed to farms just lightly applying agroecology produced four times more per hectare and three times more per worker-hour.109 And all of this occurs while rapidly reducing if not erasing CO2 emissions from the food system and increasing sequestration.

 Elsewhere, Mexican chinampas in the mid-1950s produced 3.6–6.3 tons per hectare using traditional farming techniques. If a hectare produces enough food for 15–20 people, one farmer working year-round could feed 12–15 people. Maize, squash, and beans – the “three sisters” of traditional Mexican campesino farming – can produce as much food on one hectare as 1.73 ha planted with maize under equivalent conditions. Peruvian bench terraces have increased potato and barley yields by 40 percent. In Bolivia, intercropping with Lupine produces potato yields of 11.4 metric tons per hectare, at far higher energetic efficiency and improved income for the farmers as even though yields are lower than in “modern” high-input systems, costs are far lower, while the “externalities” of decreased soil quality and use of non-renewable fertilizers evaporate. In Brazil in Santa Catarina, small farmers have used green manures, contour ploughing, and intercropping and have increased maize yields from 3 to 5 tons per ha, and soybeans from 2.8 to 4.7 tons per ha, while soils are darker and brimming with biological activity, and reduced weeding and ploughing needs have meant increased yields go along with lower labor inputs.110 Farmers in Bangladesh have seen 4–11 percent yield increases in rice, alongside sharply reduced yield oscillations and 25 percent reductions in cost, while producing fish in the rice fields and vegetables grown on dikes has increased farmer income. Fish and vegetable consumption has doubled for many families.111 In El Paraiso, Guatemala, drainage ditches and chicken manure applications increased bean and maize yields by 700 percent, sometimes over five tons/ha for the latter, and allowing families to shift to fruit, vegetables, and coffee – and in some cases dramatically out-producing kindred farms which relied on chemical fertilizers. Soil became rife with earthworms, with overall biodiversity blooming.112 At least, until chicken farmers charged too much for the farmers to be able to afford the manure.

In Andhra Pradesh, India, farmers using the Zero Budget Natural Farming (ZBNF) method of mulching, Bijamrita, a treatment of cow dung and urine to seeds and seedlings, and Jivamrita, liquid and solid inoculants to head off fungus and increase soil organic matter, have increased yields by around 16.5 percent and decreased production costs for rice, maize, groundnut, and millet, leading to 50 percent increases in farmer incomes alongside increased ability to resist the shocks of droughts and cyclones. Increases in living creatures in the soil have been astonishing: in comparing ZBNF yields with non-ZBNF yields, researchers found 232 versus 32 earthworms per square meter, as well as huge numbers of beneficial insects, from pollinators to pest antagonists, from honeybees to lacewing bugs, “an antagonist to aphids, leafhoppers, whiteflies and mealybugs,” as well as ladybugs.113 In Tripura, India, the system of rice intensification using agroecological techniques for fertilizer, water management, and weed management, doubled yields and had vastly increased returns-to-labor-and-cost, all while boosting the ecology.114 Experiments with manure applied during double rice cropping showed this is the best way to increase carbon matter in the soil, which means leaching it from the atmosphere.115 In Karnataka, Orissa and Madhya Pradesh, SRI increased yields by 99 percent and incomes by 109 percent.116 In Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania, the “push-pull” pest control technique, which uses plants that repel pests from crop fields and attract them elsewhere, increased maize yields from 1 ton/ha to 3.5 tons/ha and sorghum from 1 to 2 tons/ha.117

These are southern miracles, but they relate to a People’s GND in the North. They make clear that the South is capable of more than feeding its own populations, if there are radical agrarian reforms and state support for agroecological research as well as strong state infrastructure to support these efforts. Indeed, it seems likely that a people’s ecological-agricultural socialism in the Third World would produce more food, higher incomes, on the same amount of land, and using less labor. US/European food surpluses are not needed. In fact, they have been harmful to Third World food systems.118

A CARBON-FREE US FOOD SYSTEM: SOME EXAMPLES

What kinds of shifts would a carbon-dioxide-negative agroecological US food system imply? The statistics I cited above about shifts to agroforestry and conscientious grazing show that an agriculture which does not go alongside, but is land management, is possible. Modeling from Britain done by Chris Smaje projects that even with abysmally low cereal yields, 25 percent of current ones, Britain could feed a population of 20 million more people than it currently has, using just 15 percent of its labor force, or seven million agricultural workers out of a projected 83 million people in 2050.119 Roughly mapping those figures onto the US, that would be around 23 million people. That sounds like a lot – way too many, I think, absent the collapse of modern social systems, which is beyond my scope here. But that’s OK: a People’s Green New Deal should in no way advocate putting unwilling people into the countryside. Instead, consider there are around 2.6 million farmers in the US, plus 2-3 million migrant agricultural laborers.120 Consider furthermore the time US citizens currently spend on backdoor or community gardening or lawn care, usually on their own dime: around ten minutes a day, per adult. Imagine that was self-directed labor for which people received a social wage, and it is easy to imagine scaling up that number. These numbers do not remotely mean everyone would be involved in food production. They simply demonstrate that there is a social basis upon which to make land-healing labor, including environmentally restorative agroecology, fully as attractive if not more attractive than other kinds of work. Such a decision would need to be established through comprehensively planning how much labor is needed to carry out land restoration and agroecological farming, making sure such work was fairly distributed, and working from there.

Of course, the dream of a master-planning state is quite far from the current capacities of anti-systemic forces in the North. Agrarian municipalism is a more likely possibility, made more feasible once we note that food ideally anyway ought to come from local foodsheds, mapping roughly over the watersheds, which are the ecological basis for a more bioregional vision.121 Indeed, soil itself is profoundly local:


By creating locally or regionally unique crops with their own “terroir”, evolutionary breeding is in line with a re-connection between producer and consumer on a regional level…For this link to be made, a requirement is that the evolutionary breeding process should be de-centralised, i.e., that populations are developed on-farm rather than being maintained centrally and distributed to multiple locations.122



Examples abound of agroecological experiments in the imperial heartlands: The Savannah Institute patiently developing agroforestry systems and the Land Institute in Kansas experimenting with grain perennials. The Sustainable Iowa Land Trust trying to decommodify land. Cooperation Jackson is another one, part of a very long heritage of Black nationalist agrarianism, which has forever been woven into the fabric of Black revolutionary activity.123 A third is Soul Fire Farms, using Haitian and Namibian farming techniques to feed the people, build up the movement, and train farmers. A fourth is Hawai’i’s ‘Ike ‘Ai Consortium, working to build up a solid and secure foundation of locally owned and family-sized farms which used ecological production practices and local inputs, paired with the “biocultural restoration of traditional Hawaii land and seascapes,” including its low-tech masterworks of stone fishponds.124 In the current context, more striking than the small numbers of people involved in food production is how many groups and organizations and collectives are devoting their lives to a form of labor dismissed as patriarchal, laborious, back-breaking, or otherwise despicable. Consider the words of Leah Penniman of Soul Fire Farms, who states that after a summer working at a farm, “I had made something and had fed some people with my hands. I think there’s so much we’re trying to do, but fundamentally it comes back to the fact that all of us want some dignity and all of us want to be able to produce something of value and to be something.”125

WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

The foregoing suggests the problem of an agroecological transition is not yields, nor is it ecological rationality. It is probably not the absolute impossibility of enough people finding the work “objectively” likeable. Rather, the obstacle is structural: it is capitalist and imperialist organization of the food and agriculture system. The solution is anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist structural change.

The most basic agricultural elements of a People’s Green New Deal are:


1) The dismantling or nationalization and retooling of the large corporations involved in agriculture, like ArcherDanielsMidland and Monsanto. They should become worker-owned laboratories for agroecological innovation and appropriate-scale mechanization.

2) Large-scale agrarian reform, breaking huge farms into units which can be tended by families using agroecological methods, or lassoed into cooperatives.

3) Parity pricing, so that farmers do not need to overproduce, and so that prices give a good return to labor, so that people have excellent lives in the countryside, and so that the ecological benefits of non-industrial farming are fully reflected in the pricing system.

4) Abolition of the subsidies which support industrial agriculture, including those which support monocultures, and even more those monocultures used for biofuels and animal feed.

5) Massive investment in a green transition to get farmers “over the hump” of a transition to agroecological production.

6) Public investment in all the needed infrastructure to re-localize food systems, including local processing, abattoirs, and other needed physical plant. Such a move would also empower local non-farming labor.



In a People’s Green New Deal, high-quality social housing, healthcare, and organic food are decommodified and are rights. Social planning to compensate people for adding to social wealth through creating use values or restorative work on the “free gifts” of nature is feasible. And would people wish to do it? Consider what people do with their free time, when they are not coerced: community and home gardens when possible. Artisanry and art. Such programs could be part of an eco-socialist transition alongside increasing elimination of private ownership of the means of production that make food and housing and healthcare only accessible through the price nexus. The People’s GND is also a call for seed sovereignty. Genetic material should remain in the hands of the people and not in the hands of corporations. And of course current US and global maldistribution of land is intolerable. The US and the world more broadly should have their own agrarian reforms, based first of all on land back, or decolonization of the settler land base.

Go on to soak the countryside in culture. At least one aspect of the information revolution has been beneficial: democratic and decentralized access to culture. In a flash, the entire encyclopedia of human knowledge is available to everyone on Earth, at least in principle. Promote massive and democratic access to free high-speed internet on a global basis. Secure full and equal access to electricity. Secure and respect sovereignty for Third World countries, which will redistribute land, cease using it for export crops, and be able to lock in surplus locally, including through locally sovereign agroecological research lighthouses, now beaming hope from southern India’s Zero Budget Natural Farming, to Havana, to La Sociedad Científica Latinoamericana de Agroecología in Colombia, to the Agro-Ecology and Research Corps in the US. Technology transfer should include grants for further development of national-sovereign agricultural research and extension systems (and this is where we return to the national question, since land-to-the-tiller agrarian reform has been the surest way to attract the attention of US capital and its military). Such a shift must also include breaking the “free trade” steals which shatter southern agricultures and allow for tariff walls and subsidies based on nurturing food sovereignty, not chasing the chimera of food security.

For the South, such an agroecological revolution would be a gift beyond dreams. But not just there. In the US’s domestic “Fourth World,” there is a bloom of interest in “resilience gardens”126 amongst native communities, to youth growing heirloom guayaba, maiz, and frijol in South Central Community Garden, where:


[f]or thirteen years, the community – including native peoples of Mixtec, Tojolobal, Triqui, Tzeltal, Yaqui, and descent – has relied on a rare piece of urban open space to grow food while becoming self-reliant and building a sense of community. South Central Farmers Feeding Families is a grassroots organization of 360 families.127



Many of those communities, to be sure, are no strangers to struggling against apocalypse. Nor, on the other hand, are these struggles purely or even primarily defensive. They are also, potentially, the dress rehearsal for a better world, a wattle of institutions which could be the basis for an entirely new way of organizing not only the US food system, but the US as a society – a way of building up a food system which is not vulnerable to virus and blights, which safeguards the health of the poor, and which does not demand the exploitation of southern lands and peoples. Indeed, writes farm leader Jim Goodman, “We have always had the solution.” The challenge is taking it up.128


7

Green Anti-Imperialism and the National Question

The foundation of a People’s Green New Deal is the national question: the right of self-determination towards political and economic sovereignty. The national question is the set of political problems concerning oppressed nationalities within nations, colonialism, self-determination, and national liberation. The “question” surfaced historically throughout the history of the socialist movement. In particular, it arose as the 3rd International, led by Lenin, was trying to achieve a principled policy towards the colonized and dependent nations. In this context, the national question was a way of understanding the political topography of imperialism. One central “national question” emerges out of the “distinction between the oppressed, dependent and subject nations and the oppressing, exploiting and sovereign nations.” The second set of nations carried out the “colonial and financial enslavement of the vast majority of the world’s population.”1 That is, the national question articulated with the class struggle and the search for popular emancipation. Today, the national question takes a variety of forms: ongoing struggles for decolonization and self-determination towards political and economic sovereignty within settler-colonies like Israel and the United States.2 And furthermore, struggles to stanch South– North value drain are also part of the national question, as are struggles which connect to combating the flows of value which are the essence of the relationship of oppressing and oppressed nations.3

For those reasons, the national question arises in South and North alike. It is the foundation of a People’s GND. This might seem an odd foundation stone for a people’s agenda in a settler-colonial empire. The United States rides roughshod over the sovereignty of other states. But that is precisely the point. Other peoples’ national questions, especially those of Indigenous peoples, must form the basis of a People’s GND within the territory of the United States and in other settler-colonies, since building ecological societies requires popular control by the most excluded over their national productive resources.

It can be all too easy to sidestep or suppress the national question, in favor of a sort of easy ecologism, or a compression or reduction of fundamentally political questions to environmental management. To that end, one response has been to argue that reducing the rate at which the imperial core spills out CO2 and other environmental toxins into the world is internationalist by definition, and that we had therefore better focus on that mission. Many then suggest that degrowth in the wealthier world, which would reduce its material impact on the remainder of the planet, is the most effective internationalism, leaving more space for others to live.4 But there is a thin line between modesty and myopia, an inwards-looking ostrich syndrome, in a country marked by imperial modes of living.5 Such a move may reduce political choices and demands about paths forward to simply retooling the machinery of growth. Such an internationalism can inadvertently silence demands for climate reparations. A similar but more Eurocentric arrogance claims that an ecological politics for “the working class” means a politics for the northern industrial and service sectors (cotton farmers in India, pomegranate farmers in Iran, phosphate miners in Tunisia, and many others do not in this view figure as “working class” but as odd curios who somehow are not part of the world capitalist system and its prices, even though the capitalist system pays plenty of attention to some of them via sanctions). This approach disdains any transformative aspirations. It effectively erases ecological debt, offering another version of green pseudo-social democracy in its praise for the Markey/Ocasio-Cortez GND.6 A third approach looks to supply chain justice and cross-national worker solidarity for just transitions “from below” as the basis for developmental convergence and unity-in-difference, while equally eliding entirely the historic language of climate debt, and transmogrifying the national question into aesthetic gestures about imperialism and colonialism.7 And a fourth and final approach, coming from institutions like the UN Conference on Trade and Development,8 imagines “ideologically foist[ing] Northern ideas and framings of ‘green transitions’ centered on techno-optimist imaginings about renewable energy futures which are either unsuited to the realities of the global south, do not center justice, [or] have any serious Global South consensus.”9

While supporters of degrowth are the most sympathetic if not outright supportive of payment of climate debt, and are the most open to Third World Marxism, other internationalisms sidestep serious engagement with the past, present, and future of a hierarchical international system organized around nation-states. These other internationalisms deny that polarization is inherent in the capitalist world-system, green or otherwise. And they reject the national question as necessary for organizing thinking about autonomous forms of resistance towards emancipatory horizons. Discussion about GNDs in the United States are never – and can never simply be – about the United States, because US capitalism is not and never has been just about the United States. US wealth was built on a continental process of primitive accumulation of the land, and continuous wars which transmute lost lives into the stock market valuations of US corporations.10 Its circuits of accumulation cut across borders and crosshatch the world. Its long tradition of burning cheap petroleum and coal to build up an immense and convenient infrastructure came at the cost of denying other countries the capacity to opt for the same resource-use path. That history of large-scale burning of resources cascades into developmental disarray and de-development even now, from millennial cyclones in Mozambique to deluges in Bangladesh and the looming submersion of the Seychelles. And future decisions about how much lithium to use, to pay or not pay climate debt, and how much energy to allot to each inhabitant of this territory inevitably reverberate globally.

THE NATIONAL QUESTION: THEORY

In an imperialist world, environmental politics have a specifically national aspect.11 Because imperialism, the transfer of value from South to North and the uneven development accompanying it, continued long after the end of the major wave of formal decolonization, the national question is not a historical relic, antiquated and anachronistic.

First, colonialism itself is not over. It endures de jure in a plethora of settler-states, and its afterlives haunt the periphery.12 As formal and legal decolonization gave way to neocolonialism, nations lost control over their economic sovereignty, the pot of gold they had hoped to find at the end of national liberation. Nation-states, the political containers through which accumulation on a world scale and uneven development endure, persevere, and deepen, structure uneven access to the fruits of world production. Countries like the Democratic Republic of Congo, Iraq, Venezuela, and Yemen face national losses in their productive forces, through sanctions and the threat of war or war itself. For these reasons, the national question endures. On the other hand, the nation is one of the political and social units within which people organize to resist oppression. A large number of the most dynamic struggles from the 1980s to the present, from Venezuela to Bolivia, have used a national-popular idiom to articulate their politics and place domestic wealth at the service of the peasantry and working and marginalized classes.13 It is perhaps underappreciated that the most globally cherished struggle for liberation and justice in today’s world, that of the Palestinians, is that of a subjugated nation fighting for land, liberation, and return. And there is no hope that Palestinians – or Yemenis – will receive and control climate debt reparations unless they have de facto and de jure national sovereignty, the political shells within which thinking about the future can occur.

It is in and through the national political sphere that decisions about rates of investment and disbursement of social goods must be made, alliances built, and internationalisms constructed. It matters, for instance, who is at the helm of the Bolivian state. It was Bolivia, a sovereign and national-popular Indigenous-led nation-state, that was the sanctuary for the Cochabamba documents, which emerged from meetings in late April 2010, and demanded wide-ranging payments from North to South alongside a radical climate agenda to meet the needs of Mother Earth and poor humanity alike.14 And it is through the state system that ecological debts are calculated and demands for debt repayments are made in world political fora. Focusing on the national question underscores the right to regain control of a people’s historical process, for people to decide how and with whom they want to live, and not to have that decision made for them by a superior class or a more powerful colonizing state. And this includes Indigenous peoples, which cannot be reduced to any kind of beneficiary of a restored prelapsarian ecology, but who are, as Indigenous scholars Andrew Curley and Majerle Lister write, emphatically “modern peoples whose greatest threats are political marginalization at the hands of continued colonial processes.”15

Insisting on the importance of the national question does not require denial of social or democratic questions: who gets what within nations, who decides who gets what within nations, and who gets to shape the environmental architecture of production and distribution within and across nations. Such an insistence simply reflects the hierarchical structure of the world-system. The United States’ assertion and exercise of extra-territorial sovereignty has created a significant “sovereignty deficit” in many other states, limiting their power and authority. This is a continuous feature of settler colonialism, pacted decolonization – or decolonization which occurred only through extensive dialogue with the colonial force and led to significant surrenders of national sovereignty – and neo-colonialism, which has reduced the physical resources available for poor people to build up their own lives.16 Indeed, even during the brilliant noon of decolonization from 1947 to 1980, farmlands, forests, banks, currencies, factories, salt, iron mines, quarries, and oil fields remained in the hands of the colonizers. Almost never was decolonization so successful as to allow peoples to fully determine their own histories, even within their own nation-states.

Furthermore, the national question is a coin with two faces, imposing distinct political and social burdens of transformation, planning, and struggle in the North and the South, including the “Fourth World” of Indigenous peoples.17 That is because rights are neither possessions nor abstractions. Rights are relationships. Any right of the Third or Fourth World implies First World respect for that right, including the political struggle to secure such respect. That is, rights imply responsibilities – Sioux rights at Standing Rock meant people of all kinds had to go and stand with the Sioux, Lakota, and other Indigenous to fight for those rights. If one believes that Palestinians have a right to national liberation and self-determination, there is an implied obligation for everyone, from their own specific locations, to assist that struggle, including identifying the manacles forged by core nations that enchain the Palestinians. Whether GNDs take the form of local planning or a new global architecture for just transition, all parties must shoulder the burden of that transformation, which involves assessing how much the First World as it currently exists – its skyscrapers, mass transit systems, beautifully wired metropolises of marble and granite, and a countryside increasingly sanitized of ecologically ruinous industrial production – has been based on a relationship which denies many rights to Indigenous peoples and peoples on the periphery of the world economic order, and trying to make amends for those denials.

At least three elements of the national question are central to just transition. First, the push to have the concepts of climate and ecological debt taken seriously. Second, movements in favor of demilitarization and the construction of a peacetime economy in the metropolitan core. Third, struggles against settler colonization, which are connected to attempts to reinvigorate sovereignty and safeguard our common home: the world and the global environment. These three elements overlap in their promise of an entirely different world. Demilitarization redirects social spending away from destructive and towards productive (and even creative) endeavors, liquidating the material foundations for the core’s denial of peripheral sovereignty and popular development. “Land Back” projects do so too, since land is the principal physical basis for decolonization. By definition, reinvigorated sovereignty means Land Back. Ecological debt is the means whereby sovereign and suitable industrialization, and increasingly humane and popular development itself, becomes possible for peripheral countries looted through generations of colonial and neo-colonial drain. It is the organic fertilizer which allows economic sovereignty to bloom.

CLIMATE AND ECOLOGICAL DEBT

The concept of ecological debt is based on the diagnosis that capitalist production and consumption have vastly overrun the world’s space for waste, including the atmospheric space for that all-important by-product of fossil capitalism, carbon dioxide. The concept of climate debt concerns the appropriation, or enclosure, of the world’s capacity to absorb greenhouse gases, with staggering implications for the development prospects and pathways of the world’s poor. Some also refer to what is often termed “adaptation debt,” the resources needed for poor countries to control or otherwise respond to rising sea levels, increased typhoons, and other outgrowths of ecologically destructive capitalism.18

Settling climate debt is a material implementation of the international legal principle of “common but differentiated responsibilities,” which stipulates that all states are responsible for addressing the destruction of the global environment, but they are not all equally responsible. Economic and other disparities between countries must be considered when designing legal obligations or responsibilities appropriate to their economic resources and institutional capabilities.

The frequent erasure or muffling of calls for climate debt from much northern climate discourse is inseparable from the contemporary rise of social democracy, with avatars like Jean-Luc Mélenchon, Jeremy Corbyn, and Bernie Sanders. Accompanying policy intellectuals have put forward a climate discourse which largely is silent on climate debt. And if social democracy in its classic form has been a prophylactic against revolution, it makes sense that climate debt, a Third World working-class demand par excellence, has been largely absent from most GND manifestoes. For while genuflections to internationalism abound, and programs refer frequently to settler colonialism, global racism, and apartheid, beneath them lies a denial of responsibility for colonialism, neo-colonialism, and imperialism.

These new positions are in stark contrast to previous left climate politics. Over a decade ago, the Cochabamba people’s process took place, setting the framework for climate debt discussions. That meeting devoted a working group to tackling the issue of climate debt, building upon two of the core principles of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change: the principle of common and differentiated responsibilities, and the principle of equity. This multilateral treaty, first opened for signature in June 1992, reflected state-of-the-art political and scientific understandings of a remarkable array of different topics: climate change; uneven incorporation into the capitalist world-system; the complex and multiple legacies of colonialism; the state-based organization of global politics; the sovereign rights of states to develop their resources; and these states’ obligations to ensure that such rights were not exercised in such a way as to harm their neighbors “beyond the limits of national jurisdiction.”19 The 1992 Framework Convention declared that the climate must be safeguarded:


[f]or the benefit of present and future generations of humankind, on the basis of equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities. Accordingly, the developed country Parties should take the lead in combating climate change and the adverse effects thereof.20



Countries listed in Annex I of the 1992 treaty were industrialized members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) or “economies in transition” (i.e. undergoing transition from state socialism). These countries were categorized as having historic responsibility for emissions and were required to commit to specific emissions reduction targets. Bolivia and other so-called “petrostates” committed to “extractivist” industries and seeking to lift millions of people out of poverty are not categorized as Annex I countries. Nor is China.

Building upon the treaty, the Cochabamba working group laid out a five-point program based on honoring climate debts, focused not merely on finance, but on “restorative justice,” or “[a] means by which all peoples – particularly those who are mainly responsible for causing climate change and with the capacity to correct it – can honor their historical and current responsibilities, as part of a common effort to address a common cause. Ultimately, the compensation of climate debt is about keeping all of us safe.”21 An internationalist and eco-socialist updating of “from each according to their ability, to each according to their means,” and an extremely material and working-class demand: what do oppressed people want and need more than to be safe in life and home? The five key demands were, first, the Olympian task of returning “occupied” atmospheric space – that is, to “decolonize” the atmosphere by reducing and removing emissions, to allot atmospheric space fairly, and to account for dual and potentially dueling needs for “development space and equilibrium with Mother Earth.” The second such demand was to honor the debts that reflect lost development opportunities, since the cheap development paths blazed by the wealthy countries to build up their infrastructures cannot be walked again by poor countries. The third was to honor debts related to the destruction caused by climate change, including lifting migration restrictions. The fourth was to honor “adaptation debts,” the costs of providing people with the resources to stay at home and have decent lives within their own countries. The fifth and final demand was to repudiate all efforts to segregate the climate crisis from the broader ecological crisis, and to honor adaptation and climate debts as a promissory note on the “broader ecological debt to Mother Earth.”22

The history of battles over international debt at climate change-related conferences is the history of battles over the poor’s right to the future. In Bolivia, the radical leadership of Evo Morales and Álvaro Garcia Linera was deposed by a US coup. (Their party has since returned to power in a brilliant display of popular organization.) That coup was preceded and made possible by a discourse of their ecological mismanagement, a mixture of outright falsehoods and quarter truths about the burning Amazon. Indeed, on a world-scale, Bolivia’s environmental programs are not damaging but dazzling. Part of Bolivia’s contributions to the fight for humanity’s future was a call for far larger transfers of technology and financial resources than have traditionally been considered. Their proposals were designed to curb emissions in developing countries while realizing their right to development.23

A Swedish social scientist, Rickard Warlenius, has taken the Cochabamba positions as the basis for quantifying the climate debt. He argues that if space in the atmosphere had been calculated fairly, on the basis of how much CO2 could have been safely emitted and absorbed by sinks, “the North” (or Annex I countries) would only have emitted 15 percent of what it actually has emitted. “The South,” by contrast, could have emitted more carbon dioxide than it has so far emitted, but not a lot: only about 4.4 percent more in total. In numerical terms, as of 2008, the North had over-emitted 746.5 GtCO2 (gigatons of carbon dioxide).24 As of 2008, at a carbon price of $50 per ton of CO2, the value of the historical carbon debt would have been around $37.325 trillion. The International Panel on Climate Change estimates that a carbon price of between $150 and $600 is required to keep global warming below 1.5° Celsius. Those numbers would increase the size of the debt owed to the South enormously – to $111.975 trillion, at the low end, or to $447.9 trillion, at the high end.25 More concretely, Bolivia has demanded “[p]rovision of financial resources by developed countries to developing countries amounting to at least 6% of the value of GNP of developed countries, for adaptation, technology transfer, capacity building and mitigation.”26 The GNP of the United States in 2019 was $21.584 trillion, 6 percent of which is $1.29 trillion. In that same year, the GNP of the entire OECD, comprising the bulk of Annex 1 countries, was about $54 trillion, 6 percent of which is $3.24 trillion per year.

Two facets of those mind-bogglingly huge numbers are especially important. First, they indicate that the former Third World taken as a collective, including the mammoth China, had clean hands c. 2008 when it comes to the climate crisis (although China’s continued emissions since then change the picture). It had not emitted CO2 beyond its fair share of the environment’s capacity to absorb it. So, the climate crisis is basically the child of northern imperialism, pure and simple. Second, 6 percent of GNP per year far exceeds annual “growth” in the industrialized world. Although numerical indicators of growth are messy and map untidily over increases in the amount of physical material usage per unit of GNP, it is clear that considerable quantities of assets, technology, and rights (to timber, water, farmland, wheat, pomegranates, shawls, and transistors, the things for which GNP stands) would pass from North to South under such an arrangement.

The numbers in the Bolivian proposal are staggering – and probably deliberately so. They are compatible neither with capitalism nor with a polarized and highly unequal world-system. They are the arithmetic proof of the need for worldwide ecological and socialist revolution, and a revolution in North–South relations. Indeed, climate debt has been described as a “bomb.”27 The violence of the metaphor is appropriate because it is very hard to imagine a world system based on polarization between the South and the North enduring amidst massive debt payments going from North to South. And because these numbers cannot be argued with or dismissed, the North has generally ignored them, or tried to muffle and stifle them through the most effective way possible, a coup d’état. If the South has no strong and sovereign states, but merely neo-colonies, climate debt loses some of its most powerful champions and social agents.

DEMILITARIZATION AND A PEACETIME ECONOMY

For any serious response to the climate crisis, a key arena of structural transformation in the North is the removal of the US military from its role as a global police force and the United States’ concomitant conversion into a peacetime economy. That shift must be part and parcel of the augmentation of southern sovereignty, the furtherance of decolonization, and widespread acceptance of the need to take climate debt seriously. Such struggles are interwoven, composing the social and political fabric of profoundly systemic changes.

Aside from the fact that the US military is a means of constraining the sovereign power of southern states, it is a tremendous fountain of CO2 pollution. If the US military were an independent state, it would be the 47th largest polluter in the world, slotted between Peru and Portugal.28 It produces uncounted quantities of waste the world over: heavy metals and pollution in waterways and grasslands. Jet fuel contaminates drinking water. Military bases are frequently Superfund sites – locations polluted so thoroughly that they require a long-term process of cleaning up hazardous materials. White phosphorus and depleted uranium are left behind by US weaponry in Fallujah, Raqqa, and the Gaza Strip, with a dark bloom of birth defects. The Grants Mineral Belt in New Mexico remains one of the best endowed uranium deposits anywhere, providing the raw material for the world-killing weapons. The mining takes place close to homes and communities of the Diné people, and those who have labored in the industry include Diné, Acoma, Laguna, Zuni, and Hispanic peoples, forcing upon them the social and ecological costs of US colonial-capitalist domination.29

It is urgent that the US military be eliminated as a major producer of waste in every sense, and to retool the labor it employs and the industrial plants it keeps occupied into socially useful goods, like solar panels and wind turbines and high-speed trains. This demand connects to the timescale of change. If far too much CO2 has already been spilled into the atmosphere – and there has been, needless to say, far too much death at the hands of imperialism and capitalism – then the Pentagon system of global security must be eliminated immediately. The Pentagon produces not merely physical waste, but the waste of destroyed human lives. This churn of waste is the flipside of accumulation on a world scale. Furthermore, much of US industrial capacity should be devoted to producing clean technology for global systems change. As a fundamental demand of the climate justice movement, the Pentagon system and its sprawling manufacturing nodes ought to be converted to clean-tech plants.

In this context, it is worth recalling the appeals to security in the Markey/Ocasio-Cortez “eco-socialist” GND. Indeed, that GND is virtually silent on the national security state. Similarly, but also dissimilarly, consider Bernie Sanders, who recommended “[s]caling back military spending on maintaining global oil dependence.”30 In fact, Sanders called more broadly for redirecting the $1.5 trillion in annual global military spending towards a clean fossil fuel infrastructure. But that number was not the basis for policy.31 Meanwhile, the incoming Biden administration wallows in national-security appeals: “regional instability…could make areas more vulnerable to terrorist activities,” it warns. The response? “Invest in the climate resilience of our military bases,” which will be needed in case there is a need for “military response.”32 The US Green Party GND has been clearer and firmer, advocating that the Pentagon budget be halved from its current titanic one trillion to a paltry $500 billion.33 The Indigenous grouping The Red Nation is bolder still, declaring that “capitalism-colonialism on a global level” must be brought to an end, and that this includes “divestment away from police, prisons, military, and fossil fuels.”34 These differences matter. They have to do with whether the GND will be a vehicle for green social democracy in the United States, alongside superficial and largely tokenistic forms of anti-racism and “decolonization,” or whether it will instead belong to a broader anti-imperialist program, involving the decolonization of settler-states in the Western hemisphere and elsewhere, alongside opposition to imperialism and the Pentagon system.

SOVEREIGNTY

Latin America, the Arab region, and Africa suffer under foreign intervention from the imperialist core, which plainly retains the right to determine who should rule other peoples, as it has done for centuries. Under colonialism, peoples were denied their right to history – their right to control their historical process and their social and economic life, including what to do with the land, mines, and trade of their territories.35 The consequence of this denial of history in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was often late Victorian holocausts and massive wealth drain and colonial famine.36 People were super-exploited: they were paid wages below those needed for their day-to-day survival and prospering.37 The anti-colonial struggle, in the words of the outstanding anti-colonial theorist and leader Amilcar Cabral, was the “national liberation of a people,” the “regaining of the historical personality of that people. It is their return to history through the destruction of the imperialist domination to which they were subjected.”38 And such domination did not end with the extirpation of formal colonial rule.

Even in the eyes of those who had led the most glittering and brilliant struggles for national liberation, formal decolonization was only an initial step. Shattering direct colonial shackles shifted the political apparatus. But it often left the economic apparatus under the de jure control of the “former” colonial power.39 Across the South, many understood that independent development – in the Arab region, al-tanmiya al-mustaqila – was the logical continuation of breaking the colonial apparatus.40 Struggles over the contours and shape of development stepped into the space previously occupied by calls for liberation.41

The world counter-revolution soon unfurled from the imperial core to the Third World and the heartlands of actually existing socialism. It dispelled dreams of development, most of which imagined, as did the Bandung projects, a non-aligned third way for the Third World, national-capitalist development within, against, and beyond the world-system.42 Indeed, wars, invasions, hot capital flows, financialization, and coups burnt such hopes to ash. Or the heat of US global counter-insurgency warped even the steeliest nationalist-communist projects, setting some on the way to “market reform” and “market socialism,” inciting full-bore Thermidor in others.43 These national liberation struggles and non-aligned socialists were, for the most part, far too radical for the imperialists and not radical enough to ride out the imperialist storm (the lodestar of Cuba, the most ecologically advanced state on the planet, has been exceptional in its resilience).44

Slowly, imperialists, through the financial hook of neoliberal reforms and adjustment or the violent crook of war, sanctions, siege, and coup undid these governments.45 They rejected their right to set their political and economic paths, to choose their alliances and friends, to weigh in on colonialism elsewhere on the globe, to carry out redistributive reforms, to take land from settler-thieves. As the 1990s dawned, rights to protect and intervene, responsibilities to protect, and the rest of the cant of imperialism had become the dominant chatter of a new “civilising mission.”46 In the dawn and dusk of the 2010s, increasingly, accusations of ecological mismanagement and extractivism soften up Western public opinion for the twenty-first-century’s gunboat diplomacy and coup d’états.47 By the dawning of the third decade of the second millennium, there exists very little substantive right to self-determination or sovereignty for the Third World amongst large swathes of Western public opinion. Of course, no one says as much. Such rights are formally accepted. But the notion that the US and EU must be prevented from abridging those rights through Western peoples taking on the burden of transformation by actively preventing their states from exercising unilateral coercion is scarcely present in Western politics.

A major element of the emerging imperialist consensus is the political organization of extraction from nature: green accumulation, environmental service commodification, monocrop tree plantations, and biofuels.48 This occurs by gutting national states and reconfiguring their inner mechanics to turn them into conveyor belts for northern capitalist interests, narrowing “the scope for a green developmental state that could design a just transition to low-carbon economies.”49 When southern states have to pay off foreign investors when they exercise their sovereignty through nationalization or heavy taxes, this represents a shrinkage of sovereignty. It is turned into faded words on tattered paper, as its substance returns to the monopolies and the northern nation-states with which they are intertwined.

The struggle against such institutions and classes requires complementary and interlacing South–North struggles to open political space for and prevent reprisals against southern states which nationalize their productive plant, emplace humane wages, widen the scope of national control over productive forces, and ensure popular classes within the nation are the ones to exercise that control through their increased social power. Sovereignty must be strengthened because states are necessary vehicles for popular interests at our current historical moment. This is especially the case when it comes to climate, for which legal covenants take the state as central. Countries cannot demand let alone receive climate reparations unless they act freely and collectively on the world stage to get them. From the South, that means national-popular environmentalism of the poor and eco-socialism. From the North, it means acknowledging and struggling against state violation of southern self-determination. It is not meaningful to discuss debt payments without respect for the sovereignty of the countries owed those debts. Otherwise, unless their leadership is sufficiently armored, it will simply be decapitated.50

SETTLER COLONIALISM

Sovereignty connects to a different national question: settler colonization and decolonization within the First World, and the breaking of the social order in the settler-colonies of the Third World. This concerns land and environment, the two very tightly bound, since land alienation through settler-colonialism has had a very direct environmental impact. It has often meant the catastrophic and deliberate collapse of entire worlds.51 As a political process, Kyle Powys Whyte argues, “Settler colonialism can be interpreted as a form of environmental injustice that wrongfully interferes with and erases the socioecological contexts required for indigenous populations to experience the world as a place infused with responsibilities to humans, nonhumans and ecosystems.”52 Anti-colonial struggle for control of the land is, then, a pathway to worldwide environmental restoration and renaissance. And in other settler states or politically decolonized settler states, nation demands concern first and foremost land. In Zimbabwe, for example, the most radical post-Cold War agrarian reform occurred, eliciting a “cold” campaign of demonization, isolation, and possibly, rollback.53 In South Africa, agrarian reform is on the table, and is a vibrant political demand in cities, slums, and countryside alike.54

In the North American settler-states, Indigenous struggles at Standing Rock and through Idle No More have been catalysts for far broader consciousness amongst non-Indigenous radicals of the simmering and bubbling national question.55 More broadly, it has been amongst the Indigenous that rights to access and use of the environment are intertwined with rights to land and Land Back. The Anchorage Declaration, which assembled Indigenous representatives from North America, the Arctic, Asia, Pacific, Latin America, Africa, and the Caribbean, called for states to “recognize and implement the fundamental human rights and status of Indigenous Peoples, including the collective rights to traditional ownership, use, access, occupancy, and title to traditional land, air, forests, waters, ocean, sea ice and sacred sites.”56 The Anchorage Declaration calls for restitution: to “return and restore lands, territories, waters,” and “sacred sites that have been taken from Indigenous Peoples.”57 To call upon a state to do something demands that decolonization be a banner for action, including struggle from populations living in settler-colonial states to demand their governments restore land and treaty rights. And since land is the relationship underlying settler-colonial state formation, a relationship created by colonial primitive accumulation, restitution implies revolutionary change in world property structures. Similarly, the International Indigenous Peoples Forum on Climate Change connect such calls to their criticism of REDD and other carbon-offsetting and Clean Development Mechanism projects, noting that “land and resource rights” of Indigenous peoples need to be respected before any consideration of REDD or REDD+ carbon compensation.58 That is, they recognize Indigenous peoples’ need to be able to determine the political paths to decide how to structure their internal socio-ecologies. Similarly, the Red Nation demands:


Treaty rights and Indigenous rights be applied and upheld both onand off-reservation and federal trust land. All of North America, the Western Hemisphere, and the Pacific is Indigenous land. Our rights do not begin or end at imposed imperial borders we did not create nor give our consent to.59



Furthermore, the Red Nation explicitly draws the connections between politics and environmental management. They highlight how national self-determination is elemental and prior to acting ethically as custodians of nature: “We must first be afforded dignified lives as Native peoples who are free to perform our purposes as stewards of life if we are to protect and respect our nonhuman relatives – the land, the water, the air, the plants, and the animals.”60

DECOLONIZATION AND SAFEGUARDING NATURE

In an under-remarked bit of historical poetic justice, biodiversity most flourishes in Indigenous-held parts of the planet. Rather than the idea that we should protect species by surrounding them with political or legal walls or placing them on preserves only accessible to the monied, non-human nature can be lived in and among.

Indigenous lands worldwide have equal to or higher biodiversity than “protected areas.”61 As the ecologist Victor Toledo points out, twelve countries – Brazil, Indonesia, Colombia, Australia, Mexico, Madagascar, Peru, China, Philippines, India, Ecuador, and Venezuela – have the highest number of species and endemic species, including mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, freshwater fishes, butterflies, tiger-beetles and flowering plants. Of those twelve countries, nine of them are on the list of 25 nations with the greatest number of endemic languages. Of the 233 marine, freshwater, and terrestrial bioregions with the fullest diversity of habitats and species, Indigenous peoples live in 136 of them. Half of the world’s 3,000 Indigenous groups live in these eco-regions.62 More recent work on Canada, Brazil, and Australia, three countries which have historically or continue to carry out genocide against the Indigenous, shows that biodiversity, from grizzly bears to kangaroos, frogs to songbirds, is highest and richest in Indigenous-managed lands.63

Protecting and respecting land treaty rights – Land Back – is the fast route to safeguarding the future. This is not because of some primordial and timeless capacity of Indigenous people to live in nature in peace and harmony. It is because Indigenous people are often engaged in primary production in the general sense. They have cosmologies based on a humane relationship to the land. And they carry out forms of production, from hunting to husbandry to horticulture, based on ancestral knowledge about how to live in, on, and with the land and to ride and work with and gently remold ecological cycles rather than chemically wrench and rework them with genetic tinkering and tampering and dousing plants in chemicals.64

This does not mean primary production should be the eternal lot of Indigenous people. As with every other people on Earth, they have rights to sovereign industrialization. It means Indigenous land management is superior to settler land management. Defense of Indigenous treaty rights and the restoration or restitution of land creates a safer world for all of humanity.65 (In western Canada, for example, the members of the West Moberly and Saulteau are working to restore the caribou, a lesson in the merits of Indigenous landscape management and biodiversity conservation.66)

In a bit of historical poetry, I write these words as apocalyptic wildfires have dyed the skies of the US West Coast a hazy orange. Indigenous techniques of land management, including controlled burns based on a holistic method of living in, rather than above or in control of nature, used to use fire to maintain “basketry materials, medicinal plants, acorn trees and hunting grounds,” says Elizabeth Azzuz, a member of the Yurok Tribe. Before the settler invasion, large and frequent burns immolated fuel, which ensured that unintentional fires spread slowly, having no fuel on which to feed. The settler-capitalist invasion banned burning and built monoculture timber plantations in lieu of a tapestry of grasslands and agroforestry. In northwest California’s Klamath basin, members of the Karuk and Yurok tribes have continued to carry out controlled burns, retaining their knowledge of fire science and transmitting that knowledge between generations. Jackie Fielder, a candidate for the California senate, and an Indigenous socialist, recently praised the Karuk efforts. A new revolutionary land-tenure regime, decolonization, and swift changes in land management practices drawing on rather than discarding Indigenous technical knowledge could avoid the next conflagration.67 Land Back is neither surrender nor sacrifice, but the shift which makes the world big enough for all of us.


Conclusion

This book is about a People’s Green New Deal. And not just any bundle of programs. A People’s Green New Deal should be eco-socialist, and should explain what eco-socialism is, identify it as where we want to go, and think about how to get there. Eco-socialism is not green social democracy. Eco-socialism aspires to egalitarian redistribution, public ownership of the means of production, respectful, modest, and humane management of the human interaction with non-human nature, and decommodification of social life globally, not merely locally. And it aspires to eliminating capitalism not merely locally, but globally. And it is explicitly anti-imperialist, and pro-Third World state sovereignty, because states are necessary containers in our historical moment for Third World popular development, and for managing climate debt payments.

But getting to where we want to go means understanding properly where we are. The North and the South are not set up the same way, even though they are part of one world capitalist system. But even though they are different, they are not at different stages of development. The North is not more advanced than the South. The North is wealthy in its current form because the South is poor, and to keep the North wealthy under capitalism requires the South to remain poor and subject to imperialism. Furthermore, northern accumulation and development is qualitatively different from accumulation in the South. It relies on a broad-based domestic market, and its capitalists produce for that market. Southern accumulation rests much more on exporting its goods to the North. In this way, people in the South are generally more exploited than they are in the North. First, by super-exploitation. Second, by wholesale eradication and destruction of their societies, as is occurring in the Arab region, or has occurred under settler-colonialism, including in the United States. Third, by primitive accumulation, including use of atmospheric space, giving rise to climate debts. And fourth, by appropriation of their resources on a large scale.

Eco-socialist strategy has to contend with these fundamental differences. That does not mean northern or southern perspectives are in a zero-sum game any more than gender oppression suggests women and men are in a zero-sum game or Black and white populations are in zero-sum games. Rather, it suggests that to have inclusive socialist projects, the perspectives and demands of those most oppressed and dispossessed have to be the foundation of analysis and strategy.

Yet, this brings us to a fundamental problem in Global North climate politics, environmental politics, and politics more broadly. Being has a tendency to determine consciousness. Northern beings tend to be less oppressed than southern beings, because northern societies are far wealthier on average, and also have substantial middle classes accustomed to an imperial mode of living. For that reason, it is an Olympian task to detangle northern social democracy from imperialism. As a result, many choose to avoid the difficult and focus on the pragmatic. Pragmatism appears as a recurring tendency in northern climate politics and left politics more broadly to not take on the anti-imperialist burden of transformation. They kick climate debt payments down the road. And anti-imperialism – committed opposition to Western wars and sanctions – is weak or non-existent in contemporary left climate politics.

This tableau is not inevitable. The arc of struggle extending from the Battle of Seattle to the opposition to the War on Iraq to the Cochabamba People’s Agreements shows that North and South can move towards one another ideologically, organizationally, and politically. A committed anti-imperialism and internationalism emerges from humanism and decency, radicalized in a way which incorporates the needs of the planet and everyone on it. North–South distance is produced historically by people in struggle or out of struggle or in surrender. It can also be un-made by people in struggle, as long as we do not surrender.

But how? It is increasingly common to argue that social democracy is so distant a horizon that getting there would be good enough, or from another perspective, that the insurgent Sanders, Corbyn, and Mélenchon efforts prove social democracy is practically peeking over the horizon. Being so close, why not throw dozens of self-styled socialist candidates in office, press through a populist social democratic Green New Deal, and then fight capitalism and imperialism a bit later? Such a call has a huge understandable appeal in the North, when it and especially the United States see people in prison, on the streets, going hungry, and dying in huge numbers from a failed medical system even before the pandemic. The core states are not humane societies even for their own citizens.

It is true that the situation is bad and that efforts to change it are enormously alluring – although it is not true at all that social democracy was in any way imminent merely due to the understandable popularity of Sanders or other kindred candidates and movements, across Europe and the United States. Indeed, the absolute devastation, failure, and defeat of one such movement after another, from SYRIZA to Podemos to Corbyn to Sanders, should be taken as a warning. That is why I explained the historical circumstances across the core which gave birth to social democracy, or the 1940s–1960s social welfare programs. Most writing on those topics attributes the reason to their success to labor movements, peoples’ movements, and opaquely, “the Cold War.” The Cold War means simply that 1917 and especially the success of the USSR in smashing the Nazi armies gave Communism incredible legitimacy in South and North alike. To avoid Communism in the South, the North encouraged the “development project” and coldly tolerated national-popular leaders as a domestic buffer against the left, at least until it dealt with the leftists via the Jakarta Method of mass murder, and coup d’état against national-popular leadership.1 To avoid Communism in the North, political leaders were elected on reformist programs to emplace social-welfare states of every kind. There was little other option to prevent the red shadow from falling across Europe and elsewhere.

We can take three points from this. One: popular development is the outcome of class struggle. It is an achievement from below, not a grant from above. Two: class struggle is global, even if the lines of causality are hard to see. Three: global class struggle historically included those fighting for the abolition, not the softening, of capitalism.

What does that imply for the present? In essence, the struggle for domestic green social democracy as a transitional stage, and shorn of genuine anti-imperialist internationalism, is doomed to fail. No popular development of any kind has ever occurred in the North or South without a fight for something far more radical on the home front and abroad. On the other hand, if one builds a struggle around a theory and ideology that takes as its end point a foreshortened horizon, one will not get even to such a compromised target. Even avowedly revolutionary parties which come to take direct state power do not achieve their goals. If far more reformist-oriented parties or individuals occupy portions of the parliament, or even the executive of the state itself, they will be prevented even from reaching less radical horizons. This is the nature of change in a capitalist world. We cannot trick capitalism and we cannot legislatively gnaw away at accumulation circuits in the purely parliamentary fashion currently in vogue.

Furthermore, those who are not included and their programs accepted as non-negotiables will suffer the costs of northern reformism and opportunism. If capital is under pressure from social movements or political parties and needs to find a way to give something away to domestic middle classes, that something has to come from somewhere. And that somewhere will be those not included in the social and political struggles: in other words, the South. This warning is not a hypothetical. The exclusion of climate debt repayment from northern Green New Deal talk already shows that some northern leftists are preparing programs that will exclude the most fundamental and unified demands from the South: the People’s Agreement of Cochabamba. The Sanders’s plan’s heavy emphasis on raw materials extraction, the under-emphasis on climate debt repayments, and the continued commitment to the military budget means that such a plan – anyway, now a dead letter – was never aiming to transform the world system. Its emphasis on heavy extraction of minerals meant the South would suffer the costs of a northern clean transition. So, what is the alternative?

TOWARDS A MOVEMENT OF MOVEMENTS?

For a People’s Green New Deal to be planetary and eco-socialist, it has to build anti-imperialism and internationalism in from the outset. The difficulty for this process lies in how much northern capitalist and northern consumerism rest on South–North value flows: capital and the claims to plains and savannahs and pine forests, to cheap strawberries and apples and sugarcane and soy beans, manganese, lithium, copper, and oil, water and privileges to pollute, and the super-exploited labor of picking fruits and vegetables, mining minerals, and crafting iPhones – the myriad things for which northern wealth exchanges.

Fighting amidst, amongst, and against the continuation of those capital flows can take economic, productive, and political forms. In fact, they need to be combined. The more production can occur in the North, without relying on extracting and despoiling land, labor, and life from the South, the more the productive basis of the North can be rebuilt in a way which complements that of the South, and the more the North can free up resources for the settlement of climate debts. At the same time, in focusing on reworking northern productive sectors, we will see the glimmers of the political agent for just transition, based on building from existing strengths, getting labor on board for the green shift, and showing people how life can be made better even while combating imperialism. The more we can show that such shifts can be combined with overt internationalism in the form of climate debt payments and respect for peripheral political sovereignty, the more it will be feasible to forge the necessary alliances and social bases for a mass-based internationalist project of permanent social change.

Such a transition does not imply a reduction in northern quality of life. Indeed, the current social system is based on massive looting from the South, and northern quality of life is horrible. Instead, it means removing some sectors and growing others. And it means controlling industrialization, for the sake of humanity, the planet, and the South. To control industrialization does not mean to eliminate industrialization, let alone modern social life with complex forms of economic interchange and interdependence. It means understanding how on the one hand, the North is gratuitously over-industrialized, and not to the benefit of working-class life. And it means accepting how much northern industrial capital, and the consumption which it encourages, rests on de-development or underdevelopment of the South. Industry is part of a global process, where more advanced goods concentrate in the core and waste, pollution, and poverty concentrate in the periphery. Much of this is what the degrowth conversation refers to, and we all can agree that there are sectors of the core economies which should be vastly retooled or eliminated.

An analytical foundation stone of this approach is that capitalism is not a system of production of useful things, but a system for the production of waste.2 Under capitalism, people die before they should given the possibilities of existing technologies and productive forces, and they die before they should because of which technologies are emphasized and how they are distributed. Eventually capitalism fetters the productive forces. Eliminating capitalism means eliminating the myriad inefficiencies and irrationalities which exist because of a system of production for profit. Changing the kinds of things we have and produce, from agriculture to manufacturing and industrialization to means of transportation to healthcare to education would mean producing more things useful for humanity, using fewer resources, and reducing waste to what we are willing and able to spend the resources to clean up and remediate.

DEVELOPMENT BY POPULAR PROTECTION

To begin to carry out popular development in the North in a way that makes people’s lives in the North better while also making people’s lives in the South better, we need to look towards sectors and industries where we can increase the production of things which are useful to poor people without causing further social or environmental harm to the South. There are lots of easy targets, those many things only needed in order to protect capitalism’s capacity to produce for profit. First of all, we should eliminate the use of northern productive capacity to produce pure waste: the military. With that huge logistical and material sinkhole closed up, it will be much easier to devote northern productive resources to northern human needs.

Using solely domestic sources of renewable energy and building the machinery domestically would be preferable to emerging forms of green-energy colonialism, biofuel land-grabbing, nuclear, or oil and coal. And the inputs from such machinery should as much as possible be sourced locally (to the extent they are not, they become subject to price negotiations on the international market. There are ways to make those fairer, as well). Labor and production converge, since this would create more jobs for unemployed or underemployed people in the core, while ensuring that those jobs’ material basis is not looting from the South via primitive accumulation or unequal exchange.

Shifting to less industrial and more knowledge-centered forms of healthcare would give people in the core more jobs, for training healthcare workers and for healthcare workers themselves. We could achieve much better healthcare outcomes with less use of industrialized and reactive medicine, focusing instead on community-centered preventative medicine focused on primary care, including nutrition. This is without even getting into what the modern medical research system could look like if it were focusing on goals like near-zero environmental impact and maximizing human well-being on a global level, rather than how it is generally organized now: for profit.

Agriculture is central, precisely because it can be done without using any material or labor from the periphery. And in so doing, using agroecology, we can protect the natural environment and biodiversity, take care of the land, and ward off or build buffers against viruses that are used to further impoverish the poor on a global scale.

And who is to do what is to be done? Community energy coops cascading countrywide; doctors, nurses, and common people agitating for national preventative and free healthcare; displaced and often illegalized forced-migrant and refugee communities at the beating heart of Third World solidarity; Leninist and autonomist formations focused on serving the people; research clusters and agronomic research institutions rebuilding the intellectual foundation for responsible landscape management; ecological populist designers and architects, artists and artisans working with appropriate materials; municipal efforts to graft cellulosic CO2 absorbing greenery onto gray spaces; and village, town, and city-level popular referenda for massive investments in public transportation and shifts to biking and walking – human-scale cities. All of this can be done with an internationalist perspective, while demanding climate debts be paid and national sovereignty in the Third World respected and settler-states decolonized. Will it be done? That is a matter of politics, which is to say it is a matter of struggle and choice.
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