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This very expensive GLOBAL WARMING bullshit has got to stop. Our planet is freezing,
record low temps, and our GW scientists are stuck in ice.
—Donald Trump, January 2, 2014 1

The alarm bells are ringing. The climate-change denialism of the Trump administration,
coupled with its goal of maximizing fossil-fuel extraction and consumption at all costs,
constitutes, in the words of Noam Chomsky, “almost a death knell for the human species.” As
noted climatologist Michael E. Mann has declared, “I fear that this may be game over for the
climate.” 2
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The effects of the failure to mitigate global warming will not of course come all at once, and will
not affect all regions and populations equally. But just a few years of inaction in the immediate
future could lock in dangerous climate change that would be irreversible for the next ten
thousand years. 3 It is feared that once the climatic point of no return—usually seen as a 2°C
increase in global average temperatures—is reached, positive-feedback mechanisms will set
in, accelerating warming trends and leading, in the words of James Hansen, former director of
NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies and the foremost U.S. climate scientist, to “a
dynamic situation that is out of [human] control,” propelling the world toward the 4°C (or even
higher) future that is thought by scientists to portend the end of civilization, in the sense of
organized human society.
4

Although the United States currently contributes only about 15 percent of global
carbon-dioxide emissions, a failure on its part to act to reduce emissions would push the world
more decisively toward the 2°C tipping point. 5 Moreover, in the apparently likely event that
the principal per-capita global emitter and the hegemonic global power chooses to bow out, any
worldwide effort to reduce carbon emissions will be severely jeopardized. For this reason,
climate scientists are increasingly turning from the United States to China as the main hope for
leadership in combatting climate change.
6

At this critical moment in history, three questions need to be answered: What does the latest
scientific evidence tell us about the approach of climate catastrophe? How is today’s
monopoly-finance capitalism—with Donald Trump as its authentic representative—contributing
to this impending planetary catastrophe? And what possibilities remain for humanity to avert
an Earth-system calamity?

Toward a “Fatal Imbalance”
The latest evidence on climate change is jaw-dropping. On November 8, 2016, the day of the
U.S. election, the World Meteorological Organization reported that global average temperatures
have risen to about 1.2°C above preindustrial levels (dangerously close to the initial 1.5°C
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boundary set by the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement), with 2016 the hottest year on record,
surpassing 2015 and 2014, both of which were themselves record-breaking years. 7

The annual Arctic Report Card of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration,
released in December 2016, showed that Arctic temperatures are rising at rates twice the
global average, with an average increase of 3.5°C since the beginning of the twentieth century.
Arctic sea ice is critical for climate stability because of the albedo effect, in which white ice
reflects the sun’s rays. The disappearance of sea ice and its replacement with a heat-absorbing
“dark ocean” thus represents a major climate feedback. In September 2016, Arctic sea ice
dropped to its second lowest level ever recorded. The Greenland ice sheet, meanwhile,
continues its rapid loss of mass, further contributing to sea level rise. The
Arctic Resilience Report
, published in November 2016 by the Stockholm Environment Institute, emphasized that Arctic
temperatures had peaked at around 20°C warmer than normal for that time of year, and
warned of nineteen impending tipping points affecting the stability of the Arctic region, some of
which could “tip” the entire global climate, including much higher releases of methane—a far
more potent greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide—due to the thawing of the tundra.
8

Over the last two years, the scientific community has nearly doubled its projections for sea
level rise during the course of this century. Already it has increased 8 inches, threatening island
communities and low-lying coastal areas throughout the world. The ocean could rise by close
to two meters (more than six feet) by 2100, while, over a couple of centuries, the increase
could reach six meters (twenty feet). By 2500, according to one study in Nature, sea level rise
could be as much as 15 meters (over 49 feet).
9

Trillionthtonne.org, a climate-tracking website associated with scientists at the University of
Oxford, currently indicates that if present trends continue unchecked, the world will hit the
trillionth-metric-ton mark in total carbon emissions—that is, the amount of total carbon
emissions thought to generate 450 ppm in global carbon concentration, and a 2°C increase in
global temperatures—in just over twenty years. Over 600 gigatons (billions of metric tons) of
carbon have been emitted into the atmosphere so far. The closer the world gets to the trillionth
metric ton, the more drastic the effort needed to avoid breaking the planetary carbon budget.
At present, this would require planet-wide carbon-emissions reductions of around 3 percent a
year, and as much as three times that number in rich, high per-capita carbon-emitting nations,
who account for more than a quarter of the world’s present emissions as well as the vast
majority of its historic emissions—and whose wealth offers them ample material means to
address the problem. 10
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As Mann, best known for developing the famous “hockey-stick” chart showing the sharp rise in
global average temperatures, concisely explains in his 2016 book The Madhouse Effect:

A tipping point is, of course, a point of no return. In the context of climate change, it would
mean that we have warmed the planet enough to set in motion an unstoppable process. In
reality, there is no single tipping point in the climate system; there are many. And the farther we
go down the fossil fuel highway, the more tipping points we will cross. Many observers have
argued that a warming of the planet of 3.6°F (2°C) relative to preindustrial levels (something
that will likely happen if we allow CO2 levels to climb to just 450 ppm) would almost certainly
create dangerous, potentially irreversible changes in our climate. As a reminder, we have
already warmed around 1.5°F (1°C), and another 0.9°F (0.5°C) is likely in the pipeline.
Another decade of business-as-usual fossil fuel emissions could commit us to that 3.6°F (2°C)
“dangerous warming” threshold….

At the current rate of 30 gigatons a year, we’ll burn through our [carbon] budget in about three
decades. To remain within the budget, we have to reduce emissions by several percent a year,
to bring them down to 33 percent of current levels within twenty years. That’s an average
worldwide carbon footprint similar to what prevails in the developing world. By midcentury,
emissions must approach zero. That’s the black double-diamond slope.

One recent analysis determined that achieving these reductions would require that 33 percent
of all proven reserves of oil, 50 percent of all natural gas, and 80 percent of all coal reserves
must remain in the ground. That means we have to phase out coal and leave most if not all of
the Canadian tar sands in the ground (that is, no Keystone XL pipeline). 11

The issue before us, as Mann emphasizes, is therefore not a minor one. It is a matter of a
“fatal imbalance” in the human relation to the planet: the crisis of the Anthropocene. 12

Capitalism versus the Climate
If natural science has taught us that the rapid pace of anthropogenic climate change threatens
to destroy the planet as a home for humanity, then we must turn to social science to
understand the actual social causes of climate change, and the necessary solutions. However,
as a rule, the social sciences are compromised from the start. As shown in particular by the
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discipline of economics, they are ideologically compelled to answer all concrete issues in terms
set by capitalism, excluding any perspective that seriously challenges that system or its
boundaries. Social scientists are thus discouraged from questioning—or indeed even
naming—the fundamental structures and workings of the historical system in which we live.

It follows that the social-scientific contributions most relevant to our understanding of the
causes and imperatives of climate change have originated outside the mainstream of academic
social science, in critical analyses of capitalism. 13 At issue, as decades of research have
demonstrated, is the disjuncture between, on the one hand, the increasing demands put on the
environment by a process of ever-expanding capital accumulation, rooted in class,
competition, and inequality, and on the other, the capacity of the environment to withstand this
assault.
14 The growing pressure on the
climate, moreover, is currently taking an especially acute form, due to the system’s heavy
reliance on fossil-fuel production as a proven engine of capital accumulation
worldwide—together with the vested interests of wealth and power that block any transition to
renewable forms of energy.

In logical-historical terms, capitalism is a system of capital accumulation, a juggernaut in which
each new level of economic growth becomes the mere means to further growth, ad infinitum. In
the course of its history, capital has been able to “shift” the rifts that it has created in the
natural metabolism, displacing them elsewhere, often by imposing such externalities on the
most vulnerable populations. The capital-accumulation system, however, has now expanded its
operations to encompass the entire planet, disrupting the biogeochemical processes of the
Earth system itself, most dramatically in the form of climate change. Even though a conversion
to renewable energy is hypothetically conceivable within the system, capital’s demand for
short-term profits, its competitive drive, its vested interests, and its inability to plan for long-term
needs all militate against rational energy solutions.
15

The imperatives of capital accumulation, as analyzed in radical social-science research over
the last century and half (beginning in 1867 with the publication of Karl Marx’s Capital), are
further complicated by the advent, near the end of the last century, of monopoly-finance
capital. In this phase the system is characterized by higher levels of global economic
concentration, an accumulation regime dominated by financial-asset accumulation and the
globalization of production, and a neoliberal political order—giving rise, in some cases, to
neo-fascism. Structurally related to this, as an underlying cause, is the stagnation of
accumulation in the advanced capitalist economies, and the world economy as a whole.
16
Under this new financialized capitalism, neoliberal policies have sought to remove all
regulations on the free flow and amassing of wealth, siphoning more and more of total income
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into the financial sector, and creating a system of global labor arbitrage or worldwide unequal
exchange, the latest phase of imperialism.
17

All of this is connected in the present historical conjuncture to the declining hegemony of the
United States, the rise of China, and attempts to maintain imperial control via the triad of the
United States, Europe, and Japan. Elements of the U.S. ruling class—garishly personified by
Trump and his advisers—and of the triad as a whole are striving in these circumstances to
resurrect national and imperial power through fossil fuels (and nuclear power), military
buildups, financial control, and the repression of immigrants and racially defined
“others”—enlisting in this new but retrograde imperial project parts of a downwardly mobile and
demoralized white working class.

This countervailing reaction of a system in peril shows the limits of reform in the epochal
crisis—both economic and ecological—in which the world is now entrapped. Reform is only
ever viable under the regime of capital to the extent that it does not come close to threatening
the fundamental conditions that govern accumulation as a whole—and well before that point is
reached, vested interests normally intervene to stop substantive reforms. 18 The social
transformations demanded today by the reality of climate change (as well as economic
stagnation) are of such a scale and significance that large sections of these entrenched
interests perceive such necessary changes as a danger not only to the immediate prospects
for accumulation, and to their own positions of power, but also to the very existence of
capitalism—whose importance, in their accounting, outweighs that of the climate itself.
19

Under these conditions, environmental reforms tend to be too limited to achieve their goals,
and even then face unrelenting opposition from fossil-fuel companies and their investors and
allies—a category that covers much of the global ruling class. Meanwhile, the almost total
failure of centrist-liberal parties and governments, along with their counterparts in the academy,
to remove their self-imposed blinders and perceive the reality of capitalism’s war on the earth
reflects a major moral and ideological default of establishment social science. The result is
climate policies that have proven substantially ineffective, and whose implementation
represents little more than a loss of precious time amid a rapidly worsening planetary
emergency.

It is in the face of this failure of centrist climate policy that Naomi Klein, issuing a wake-up call
for the left, famously declared that, at least on this crucial issue, “the right is right.” That is, the
right is correct in believing that this is a case of “capitalism versus the climate”—though wrong
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in choosing the former over the latter. So far, in its war on the climate, Klein acknowledges,
“capitalism is winning.” 20 The system shows no sign of applying the brakes as the runaway
train of the profit system hurtles toward the climate precipice. The world’s people in these
circumstances are mere hostages—unless they should choose to mutiny.

The Failure of Carbon Reform
Over the last few decades, the chief aim of establishment climate-change policy has been the
ecological modernization of capitalism—but only within limits that remain conducive to capital
accumulation. This approach is represented at the international level by the Paris Climate
Agreement, in which 193 nations came together to sign onto a “plan” to address climate
change that, when measured against the present global emergency, is hardly worth the paper
on which it is written. The commitments made by individual nations are entirely voluntary and
nonbinding, and thus unlikely to be fulfilled, given that there is no overall mechanism for
implementation and no worldwide sanctions—and even then, if implemented, these
independent national commitments would push the climate well beyond the 2°C barrier, into a
world condemned to as much as a 3.7°C increase in global average temperature. 21

The centerpiece of the Obama administration’s climate policy, which formed the basis of the
U.S. contribution to the Paris Agreement, was the Clean Power Plan (CPP). Though the plan is
currently locked up in the courts, its proponents claim that it is designed to reduce U.S. carbon
emissions by 26–28 percent from 2005 levels by 2025. The CPP consists chiefly of a set of
executive orders extending the Clean Air Act to the regulation of carbon dioxide emissions in
electrical power plants, to be implemented by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

Whatever its ambitions, Obama’s climate initiative falls far short of the emission reductions that
wealthy states would need to have introduced if humanity were to maintain a safe and secure
relation to the climate. The year 2005 was chosen as the baseline for emission reductions
precisely because it represented the peak level of U.S. carbon emissions. As Mark Hertsgaard
has pointed out in the Nation, the stipulated cuts in U.S. carbon-dioxide emissions, although
ostensibly exceeding 25 percent according to the 2005 baseline by 2025, would nonetheless
be only 7 percent if measured against the original 1990 baseline of the Kyoto Protocol. The
latter agreement mandated that U.S. carbon-dioxide emissions should drop by 7 percent
by 2012
. This original reduction target, which the United States was supposed to have put in place
under the Kyoto Protocol but ended up abandoning, was initially conceived in the 1990s as
merely a first step in reducing carbon emissions. The CPP’s seemingly large projected
emissions reductions are thus primarily an outcome of moving the goal posts, with the result
that the actual cuts in emissions would still be at a level grossly inadequate to protect humanity
from catastrophic climate change, with time fast running out. Further, these prospective
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reductions would rely primarily on market-friendly carbon-trading schemes that have previously
proven ineffective.
22

The weakness of Obama’s centrist-capitalist approach is thrown into stark relief in the Economi
c Report of the President
for 2017, where one finds such statements as: “The economic literature suggests that some
impacts of climate change, particularly the rise in extreme temperatures, will likely be partly
offset by increased private investment in air conditioning, and that movement to avoid
temperature extremes, either spending more time indoors in the short run, or relocating in the
long run, could also reduce climate impacts on health.” Such “Let Them Buy Air Conditioners,
Let Them Stay Indoors, and Let Them Move” stances can hardly be considered serious—or
ethical—responses to climate change.
23

Already in 2015, Hansen declared that because the actions outlined in the CPP would “do
nothing to attack the fundamental problem,” they were “like the fellow who walks to work
instead of driving, and thinks he is saving the world.” Such measures, he stressed, were
“practically worthless.” Instead, steps must be taken both nationally and globally to ratchet up
the price of carbon and to keep it in the ground. “As long as fossil fuels are allowed to (appear
to be) the cheapest energy,” and no intervention is made to increase their cost, he continued,
“someone will burn them.” 24 Ironically, measures that are designed simply to reduce the
demand for carbon in one locale tend only to lower fossil-fuel prices elsewhere (assuming a
constant supply of such fuels) thereby ensuring that they will find a market somewhere in the
global economy.
25

It is therefore highly significant that even the meager efforts represented by the Paris Climate
Agreement and Obama’s Clean Power Plan—which have avoided addressing the fundamental
problem, and can scarcely be said to pose, at this level, a threat to the system as a
whole—have nonetheless provoked enormous resistance from the vested interests of
fossil-fuel capitalism. Not only did Obama have to circumvent Congress to enact the CPP (and
to sign the Paris Agreement, which was possible without congressional approval only because
it contained no binding requirements), the whole climate initiative was immediately blocked in
court, since the twenty-four states closest to the fossil-fuel industry launched a lawsuit—aided
by the U.S. Supreme Court’s order that the EPA suspend enforcement of the CPP until a lower
court could arrive at a decision. Even this may all be a dead letter, however, since the Trump
administration has vowed to rescind or otherwise dismantle the CPP and to withdraw from the
Paris accords. 26
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Trump, in a version of the “big lie,” has repeatedly called climate change a “hoax.” 27
Accordingly, he has filled the ranks of his transition team and cabinet with climate science
denialists and fossil-fuel industry shills. Myron Ebell, director of energy and environmental
policy at the Competitive Enterprise Institute and a leading climate contrarian, headed up
Trump’s transition team. He publicly accused the respected scientist Kevin Trenberth, a senior
climate researcher at the National Center for Atmospheric Research (famous for accounting for
the apparent hiatus in global-warming acceleration, using evidence of increased
below-surface-level ocean heating) of being “part of a gang” guilty of “cooking the data” on the
climate. Financier Anthony Scaramucci, a Trump adviser and an executive member of his
transition team, compared the notion of anthropogenic climate change to geocentrism, the
belief that the sun revolves around the earth. In Scaramucci’s own words: “I’m saying people
have gotten things wrong throughout
the 5,500-year history of our planet
” (italics added). David Schnare, who left the EPA to start an oil-industry-funded non-profit that
specialized in suits against the EPA and attacks on climate science, was named to the
transition team and charged with revamping the EPA. Schnare gained special notoriety as the
attorney who, while working for the right-wing American Tradition Institute (now the
Environmental and Energy Legal Institute), targeted both Hansen and Mann, along with other
climate scientists, seeking to force them to release private documents and emails. Thomas
Pyle, head of the American Energy Alliance, a group with strong links to the oil
industry—including Koch Industries, for which he worked as a lobbyist—was chosen to lead the
transition team for the Department of Energy. A leaked memo by Pyle lists the immediate goals
of the Trump administration’s climate policy: (1) withdrawing from the Paris Climate
Agreement, (2) dismantling the Clean Power Plan, and (3) expediting approval of pipeline
projects.

Trump’s choices of nominees for major cabinet posts follow the same pattern. Oklahoma
Attorney General Scott Pruitt, his pick to lead the EPA, is still another lawyer who has fought
the EPA on behalf of the fossil-fuel industry, and is also an outspoken climate-change denier,
who wrote in 2016 that the debate on climate change was “far from settled.” Ignoring the 97
percent consensus among scientists on the anthropogenic sources of climate change, Pruitt
claimed that “scientists continue to disagree about the degree and extent of global warming
and its connection to the actions of mankind.” Former Texas Governor Rick Perry, Trump’s
nominee to head the Department of Energy—a department that, as a Republican presidential
contender, Perry promised to eliminate altogether—is a stalwart ally of the fossil-fuel industry.
He went so far as to declare in his 2010 book that “we have been experiencing a cooling trend.”
His administration in Texas deliberately removed all references to climate change in a report
addressing rising sea levels. Congressman Ryan Zinke, from coal-producing Montana, Trump’s
nominee for secretary of the interior, likewise asserts that climate change has no firm scientific
basis. Attorney General nominee Jeff Sessions has repeatedly insisted, against all evidence,
that carbon dioxide is not a pollutant.
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Ironically, Trump’s pick for secretary of state, Rex Tillerson, the CEO of ExxonMobil, stands
out in the new administration for his acknowledgement of the reality of climate change.
However, as recently as 2013, Tillerson declared that any alternative-energy movement was
doomed to fail, and predicted that renewables such as “wind, solar, biofuels,” would supply
only 1 percent of total energy in 2040. Faced with the demands of environmentalists and
protests against the Keystone XL Pipeline, Tillerson simply stated his capitalist creed: “My
philosophy is to make money.” ExxonMobil under his leadership not only funded climate
denialism, but fought to remove all obstacles whatsoever to the increased extraction and
burning of fossil fuels. 28

Most alarming for climate scientists in the first weeks of the Trump transition was a
74-question survey issued in early December to employees in the Energy Department,
designed to determine which scientists and officials had been most involved in advancing
Obama’s Clean Power Plan and other measures to contain climate change. This was widely
regarded as the warning shot of a new McCarthyite inquisition against climate scientists,
prompting a frantic effort by scientists across the country to archive their data, placing it on
widely accessible nongovernmental data bases, lest climate data in government hands be
disappeared under Trump. The incoming administration soon disavowed the questionnaire, but
the damage was done. 29

In addition to singling out scientists who advanced Obama’s climate initiatives, the
questionnaire had a more specific target: the social cost of carbon (SCC), currently estimated
at $40 per metric ton of carbon, a category used by the Obama administration to quantify the
economic impact of climate change and thus to justify the regulation of carbon emissions in
cost-benefit terms. The SCC is by now part of established case law and cannot simply be
undone. The Trump administration, however, has made it clear that it will alter basic premises
used to calculate the SCC, such as the discount rate that relates present dollars to future
dollars, thereby shrinking the calculation of the costs. Employing a higher discount rate could
make the economic costs of climate change appear to vanish, even turn negative—so that
climate change appears not only economically benign, but beneficial. In this way the numbers
can be manipulated so that any restrictions on greenhouse-gas emissions fail the economic
cost-benefit test required by law. 30

In a parallel development, Trump aerospace policy adviser Bob Walker, a former congressman
from Pennsylvania (a coal state), informed the Guardian that the new administration would seek
to defund NASA’s Earth-system research, the most important single source of global climate
data, compelling the agency to focus instead on deep-space exploration. Walker accused
NASA of engaging in “politically correct environmental research” in its climate-change
investigations. “The models that the scientists have used on global warming,” he declared,
“have been extremely flawed.”
31
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As Hansen usefully pointed out a decade ago, the problem is not the climate denialists as
such—since such contrarians, in or out of government, are mere “court jesters” whom no one in
the end will take seriously. The problem is “the court” itself—that is, capital:
the captains of industry, CEOs in fossil fuel companies such as Exxon/Mobil, automobile
manufacturers, utilities, all of the leaders who have placed short-term profit above the fate of
the planet and the well-being of our children. The court jesters are their jesters, occasionally
paid for services, and more substantively supported by the captains’ disinformation
campaigns…. The captains of industry are smarter than their jesters. They cannot pretend that
they are unaware of climate change dangers and consequences for future generations. 32
In the new Trump administration, however, fossil-fuel courtiers like Tillerson and their court
jesters are now in power, sitting side by side.

It would be wrong, then, to see this administration as simply a cabal of ignoramuses, beginning
with the climate-change-denier-in-chief himself. Rather, these efforts to undermine even
modest regulations and to discredit sound science are necessary parts of an attempt by carbon
capital to proceed undeterred with burning of fossil fuels, as if this did not constitute a dire
threat to the human species. The motive here is quite simply the institutionalized drive for ever
more
, at virtually any cost to society as a whole. It is analogous, but on a much larger scale, to the
decades-long campaign of misinformation by tobacco companies claiming that their products
were not killing their customers—even though their own internal scientific research, which they
kept hidden, showed the opposite.
33

Not surprisingly, it is fossil-fuel capital that has already benefitted most from Trump’s election.
The stocks of oil and gas companies spiked the moment the 2016 election results were
announced. Peabody Energy, the leading U.S. coal company, was pulled from the brink of
bankruptcy by an immediate 70 percent increase in the value of its shares. Harold Hamm, the
billionaire fracking mogul and Trump adviser, expects Trump to slash oil and gas drilling
regulations: “Every time we can’t drill a well in America,” Hamm threatens, “terrorism is being
funded.” For the alt-right website Breitbart News, whose chairman, Stephen Bannon,
masterminded the later stages of the Trump 2016 presidential campaign, there is no global
warming, only global cooling. Breitbart greeted Trump’s election with the headline: “The Left
Just Lost the War on Climate Change.” 34

Significantly, Trump’s promise to “build a wall” along the border with Mexico to block “illegal
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immigration” can be read at least in part as a reaction to climate change, even as the latter is
being denied—just as sea walls are hypocritically being proposed by climate deniers in parts of
the South as a means to protect coastal real estate. The Trump plan for a more militarized
border involves the building of a thousand-mile wall (most of which already exists, in the form of
security fences), with the rest of the nearly two-thousand-mile border largely impassable due to
natural barriers. The wall would be tightly guarded, monitored by a fleet of aircraft and drones.
Here it is impossible not to be reminded of a 2003 Defense Department report, An Abrupt
Climate Change Scenario and Its Implications for United States National Security
—written for the Pentagon by Peter Schwartz and Doug Randall of the Global Business
Network—which argued that the catastrophic effects of abrupt climate change would compel
wealthy nations like the United States and Australia to construct “defensive fortresses” along
their perimeters to shut out climate refugees. “Military confrontation,” the report warned, “may
be triggered by a desperate need [particularly in the global South] for natural resources such as
energy, food and water,” creating new national security threats to which the “have” nations
would need to respond—militarily.
35

The Fire This Time
“Revolution,” in the words of Malcolm X, “is like a forest fire. It burns everything in its path. The
people who are involved in a revolution don’t become a part of the system—they destroy the
system, they change the system. The genuine word for a revolution is Umwälzung which
means a complete overturning and a complete change…. The only way to stop a forest fire
from burning down your house is to ignite a fire that you control and use it against the fire that
is burning out of control.”
36
This controlled backfire is the meaning of counterrevolution. Today virulent
anti-environmentalism, tied to a broader neo-fascist politics linked to white supremacy, is the
backfire being ignited against both efforts to combat climate change and the larger movement
for social and environmental justice.

The urgent task before us in these dire circumstances was explained by Eric S. Godoy and
Aaron Jaffe in an op-ed piece for theNewYorkTimes in October 2016, headlined “We Don’t
Need a ‘War’ on Climate Change, We Need a Revolution.” “Following Marx, contemporary
[radical ecological] theorists,” Godoy and Jaffe note, are investigating “our changing and
dangerously unstable metabolic relationship with nature. Humans are a unique species in that
we form complex relationships to regulate this metabolism as we produce our food, water,
shelter and more robust needs.” But the larger reality of class and social inequality identified
with capitalism, means that “the affluent can afford an increase in food prices, ship in bottled
water during droughts and relocate businesses and homes when the seas rise, while those
without access to such privileges have fewer options and disproportionately suffer.” The same
logic applies to access to basic technologies and other means of environmental defense. For
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these and other reasons, climate change endangers the oppressed and underprivileged
first—both within nations and globally.

The only conceivable answer today to cascading planetary catastrophe is a broad-based
ecological and social revolution, in which the population mobilizes to protect the future of
humanity: a revolutionary war for the planet. For Godoy and Jaffe, the “crucial” goal in this
respect “is gaining social control over the private, exploitative and even irresponsible direction
of the human-nature metabolism,” which has generated a metabolic rift in society’s relation the
planet. Overcoming this rift requires a majoritarian revolt on a global scale, the like of which the
world has never seen. A “green revolution,” they argue, “would center the human-nature
metabolism over and against the drive for profits.” The goal would be to “transform the
relationships that regulate our metabolism with nature, relationships that now allow some to
profit by denying this right to others.” From this perspective, “Exxon and its climate science
obfuscation is not so much an enemy as a paradigmatic symptom of the worst kinds of
behavior generated by profit-driven systems. The enemy is the violence perpetrated by [the]
racial, gendered, political, juridical and existing economic metabolisms with nature.” 37

Godoy and Jaffe’s stance aligns closely with Klein’s argument in This Changes Everything.
Behind the right’s climate denial is the economic reality that seriously combatting capitalism’s
war on the planet, requires the defeat of the system. Thus the only alternative for the right and
its until-death-do-us-part defenders of capitalism is to invert reality and abandon science. Like
Dostoevsky’s Underground Man, the right “vomits up reason,” rejecting “the laws of nature” and
“two times two is four.”
38

The right must deny science and reason precisely because they point to the need for radical
social, economic, and ecological transformation. Klein quotes leading British climate scientist
Kevin Anderson of the Tyndall Institute for Climate Change Research, who writes that, “today,
after two decades of bluff and lies, the remaining 2°C budget demands revolutionary change
to the political and economic hegemony.” As Klein argues, “revolutionary levels of
transformation to the market system” are “now our best hope of avoiding climate chaos.” 39

A world climate movement aimed at countering climate change, Klein states, can be a
“galvanizing force for humanity,” a “People’s Shock, a blow from below,” compelling us to
create at last the world of social and economic equality that is so much needed in the world
today. She rightly stresses the radical groundswell itself, placing her faith in the leading edge
of climate activism, in the form of what she and others call “Blockadia”—a “roving transnational
conflict zone” in which climate and environmental-justice activists, indigenous peoples,
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workers, socialists, and other groups throw up barriers to resist the system. 40

An example of Blockadia in this sense is the courageous struggle of Native American “water
protectors” and their allies—including two thousand military veterans who arrived in the final
days to provide a “human shield”—at Standing Rock in North Dakota in the summer and fall of
2016. The Standing Rock water protectors endured weeks of state violence in the form of
water cannons in freezing temperatures, non-lethal bullets, and tear gas, and succeeded in
stopping, at least for the time being, the construction of the $3.8 billion Dakota Access Pipeline,
intended to stretch over a thousand miles from the Bakken and Three Forks production areas
in North Dakota, through South Dakota and Iowa, and into Illinois, with the aim of transporting
up to 570,000 barrels of oil a day. The pipeline required drillng under the Missouri River,
threatening water supplies due to possible pipeline leakages. The drilling permit was rejected in
early December by the Army Corps of Engineers, but the battle will likely soon erupt again,
since the Trump administration has made no secret of its determination to see the pipeline
completed. 41

A Two-Stage Ecological Revolution
The primary efforts of radical climate activists in the present historical conjuncture have
focused on blocking coal and unconventional fossil fuels, such as oil sands, tight oil, shale gas,
oil shale, and oil from ultra-deep-sea wells. 42 This approach is based on a complex
climate-change exit strategy articulated most definitively by Hansen, who has argued that in
order to limit the consumption of fossil fuels in today’s society while promoting the switch to
non-fossil-fuel energy sources, it is necessary to increase the price of fossil fuels substantially
through a carbon-fee-and-dividend system. Under such a plan, a fee on carbon, imposed and
ratcheted up in stages, would be levied at the mine shaft, wellhead, or point of import, and 100
percent of the funds collected would be redistributed as dividends to families on a per capita
basis. The result would be that the vast majority of individuals, with lower carbon footprints at
lower income levels, would come out ahead, even under the assumption that the corporations
would pass on the full cost of the fees—since the costs net of dividends would fall on those with
higher carbon footprints and higher income levels. The beauty of Hansen’s scheme is that it
would help mobilize humanity as a whole on a class basis with regard to carbon footprints.

However, a higher price for carbon, Hansen insists, is not itself sufficient. It is also necessary
to focus on the more dangerous carbon fuels, proscribing their use. Hansen has argued that a
key to any exit strategy has to prioritize direct action aimed at shutting down existing coal
plants, as well as a moratorium on any new coal plants, and the blocking of the Alberta tar
sands—since coal and tar sands oil represent the dirtiest fossil fuels, which could quickly break
the global carbon budget. True to his strategy, Hansen has put himself on the line and has
been arrested in protests against both coal and tar sands oil. 43
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Nevertheless, the Hansen exit strategy, though influential within the movement—particularly in
its call for direct action to block coal and unconventionals—is weakened by its overemphasis
on carbon prices. Anderson has argued that the affluent, who have the highest carbon
footprints, can always afford to pay higher carbon prices. More effective would be direct
governmental intervention to establish stringent maximum-emissions standards for high-energy
consuming devices. This is not a technological problem, he points out, because the
energy-saving and alternative-energy technologies already exist, and in many cases can be
immediately substituted at little long-term cost to society as a whole. It does mean, however,
confronting the “political and economic hegemony” of the system, including neoclassical
economics, which is subservient to the capitalist order. 44

All of this reflects a narrowing of the options for humanity and the earth. In the current climate
conjuncture, the historically necessary ecological and social revolution, in which humanity as a
whole would seek to once again take history in its hands, this time to stave off the impending
catastrophes of an irrational system, would have to take part in two stages. The first would
involve the formation of a broad alliance, modeled after the Popular Front against fascism in
the 1930s and ’40s. Today’s Popular Front would need to be aimed principally at confronting
the fossil-fuel-financial complex and its avid right-wing supporters. In this first stage of the
struggle, manifold demands could be made and broadly agreed on within the existing
system—ways of eliminating carbon emissions and economic waste while also promoting
social and environmental needs—which, although inimical to the logic of capital, and
particularly to the fossil-fuel industry, would not call into immediate question the existence of
the capitalist system itself. 45

However, in the long run, capitalism’s threat to planetary boundaries cannot be solved by
stopgap reforms, however radical, that leave the system’s fundamental features intact while
simply transcending its relation to fossil fuels. The danger to the planetary environment posed
by the accumulation of capital is all-encompassing. 46 This means that the ecological
revolution will have to extend eventually to the roots of production itself, and will have to
assume the form of a system of substantive equality for all: racial freedom, gender and LGBTQ
equality, a classless society, an end to imperialism, and the protection of the earth for future
generations.

In the long run, the struggle is therefore synonymous with the movement towards socialism.
The more revolutionary the struggle, the more it is likely to emanate from those whose needs
are greatest, and thus from the global South. It is in the periphery of the system, rather than in
the center, that humanity is most likely to mutiny against the existing order. Hope today
therefore lies first and foremost in the revolt of “the wretched of the earth,” opening up fissures
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at the center of the system itself.

But even if all of this were to fail, and our present hopes were to go unrealized, with the world
pushed to the planetary turning point, it would remain true, then as now, that the only answer is
ecological and social revolution. There is no next time. It is the fire this time. 47
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