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Introduction:
Beyond Ideological Denial

[T]he insanity of the whole absolves the particular insanities and turns 
the crimes against humanity into a rational enterprise. 

– Herbert Marcuse (1964: 52)

Despite overwhelming evidence and increasingly dire predictions, 
world leaders have yet to initiate meaningful and sufficient 

responses to address the climate crisis. While warming has already 
occurred and more warming is inevitable, the outcomes associated 
with a 2 °C versus a 4 °C warmer future are dramatically different 
with increasing loss and suffering associated with each fraction of a 
degree warmer. Yet, with everything at stake, we still do not see the 
bold actions necessary to minimize warming. For decades, action was 
stymied by climate change denial propagated by “vested interests,” or 
those invested in and profiting from the fossil fuels-based system (e.g., 
see McCright and Dunlap 2000, 2003, 2010, 2011). Arguments that 
climate change is not occurring or is not caused by humans confused 
the public and delayed concern, a deliberate tactic used by fossil fuel 
interests, lobbyists, and conservative think tanks as part of a climate 
countermovement (Ferrell 2016). While some people continue to 
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believe that climate change is a hoax or poses no threat, and organized 
denial efforts have continued and increased over the past few decades 
(Stoddart et al. 2021), the majority of people are now concerned about 
climate change (de Bruin 2022). Even in the United States (US), 60% 
believe the government should do something to address global warming 
and 70% believe environmental protection is more important than 
economic growth (Marlon et al. 2019). Yet, denial also exists in new 
forms that hinders the actions necessary to minimize warming.

There is widespread denial about the extent of change necessary 
to minimize warming or even avoid some of the worst outcomes 
of climate change. Using bolder language than ever before, in 2018 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) called for 
significant changes to our social, economic, and energy systems to 
address the climate crisis, specifically stating that “rapid, far-reaching 
and unprecedented changes in all aspects of society” are necessary 
(IPCC 2018). With a 1.1° C average global temperature increase thus 
far, we are already seeing serious impacts including unprecedented 
fires, floods, and hurricanes; and much more severe impacts are 
projected as warming continues. Ripple et al. (2021: 1), representing 
the Alliance of World Scientists, identify “disturbing” vital signs of 
climate impacts that they state “clearly and unequivocally” illustrates 
we are in a “climate emergency.” 

Now is the time to identify what scientists mean by pronouncing 
that we need “rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented changes in all 
aspects of society.” Beyond the IPCC, other scientists are providing 
a clearer picture as to what kind of changes are necessary. Green 
and Cato (2018: 1), representing nearly 100 scientists, argue that 
governments have betrayed us “in failing to acknowledge that 
infinite economic growth on a planet with finite resources is non-
viable.” Steffen et al. (2018: 5-6) argue that “[t]he present dominant 
socioeconomic system... is based on high-carbon economic growth 
and exploitative resource use” and we need “changes in behavior, 
technology and innovation, governance, and values.” Ripple et al. 
(2019: 4) state that:
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Excessive extraction of materials and overexploitation of 
ecosystems, driven by economic growth, must be quickly 
curtailed to maintain long-term sustainability of the biosphere...  
Our goals need to shift from GDP growth and the pursuit of 
affluence toward sustaining ecosystems and improving human 
well-being by prioritizing basic needs and reducing inequality.

More and more scientists are calling for changing our economy 
to curtail never-ending economic growth. For some time, scientists 
have known that a 1% increase in GDP equals a 0.5–0.7% increase 
in carbon emissions (Burke et al. 2015) and that the most notable 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions reductions have occurred 
during economic recession due to a reduction in production and 
consumption (Feng et al. 2015). Based on their analyses of carbon 
budgets, scientists Anderson and Bows (2011, 2012) find that 
overall reductions in economic growth are required to stay within 
global climate targets. As the United Nations biodiversity chief 
Paşca Palmer explains, this means that “[w]e need a transformation 
in the way we consume and produce” (Conley 2019). Scientists 
continue to illustrate positive linkages between economic growth, 
energy consumption, and carbon emissions (e.g., Chen et al. 
2022); bringing to attention the absolute necessity to transform our 
economy to avoid social and ecological breakdown.

Yet, we do not see the far-reaching changes in our economic 
system that scientists continue to state are necessary. Transformation 
remains stymied by political and social barriers, including new 
forms of denial: denial about the scope of social change required. 
This denial conceals the underlying drivers of climate change and 
therefore what is necessary to minimize warming. Drawing from 
critical theory, we call this denial an ideological form of denial 
(Petersen et al. 2019), which fixes attention on minor tweaks to the 
current system rather than the “rapid, far-reaching and unprecedented 
changes” necessary. Even many environmentalists and those deeply 
concerned about the climate crisis have succumb to ideological 
denial, failing to grasp the extent of social change required.  
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Minimizing or even significantly reducing global warming will 
indeed require radical societal change. Radical, from the Latin 
radicalis, means relating to the root. Action is needed to address the 
root causes of the climate crisis, not only to treat the symptoms. As 
scientific evidence continues to illustrate, the root drivers are related 
to our growth-dependent economic system. However, the extent of 
change required continues to be concealed by widespread ideological 
denial – a pattern of thought that veils awareness of the necessity of 
radical system change and social transformation.

What do we mean by “ideological” denial? The term ideology dates 
to the French Revolution (Lichtheim 1967), when it had a positive 
connotation associated with scientific rigor in the study of ideas. 
Here we apply a Marxist negative conception of ideology (Larrain 
1979), one grounded in an understanding of social contradictions. 
In an early formulation, Marx and Engels (1977) referred to ideology 
as a sublimation of material life in ideas that justify and naturalize 
the interests of the ruling class. More specifically, ideology serves to 
obscure or mask contradictions in society that dispel actions towards 
social change. A contradiction refers to “two seemingly opposed 
forces [that] are simultaneously present within a particular situation, 
an entity, a process or an event” (Harvey 2014: 1) and ideology refers 
to “ideas and practices that reproduce contradictory social relations” 
(Gunderson 2017: 271). Ideology ranges from extravagant theological 
and ethical systems that justify contradictory social conditions 
to, more commonly and elusively, the unthinking daily practices 
that reproduce these contradictions by taking the social world 
for granted. Ideology is both reified, taken-for-granted practices 
that conform to social structures and the beliefs and “common 
sense” that assume these structures to be necessary or natural. The 
defining characteristic of all ideology is leaving the contradictory 
and historical nature of society unexamined by ignoring social 
contradictions. While the effect of ideology is to conceal 
contradictions, this does not imply that ideology exists because of its 
effect (Larrain: 1983: 42) - though ideologies have been and continue 
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to be manufactured for this very purpose (e.g., Bell and York 2010).
Although ideology is sometimes a veil created by elites to distract 

the masses from seeing reality clearly and realizing their true 
interests, ideology is far more often the implicit, tacit assumption, 
rooted in everyday practices that conform to existing institutions—
institutions that dominate humans and the environment rather than 
conform to rational goals—and accepted as “just the way things are,” 
as well as the normative, ethical, and political ideas that emerge from 
this originating assumption. Althusser (1971: 165ff) makes the case 
that ideology is not only false consciousness or immaterial, subjective 
beliefs, but has an actual material existence in “un-reflected, merely 
lived practical activity” (Jay 1984: 404), activities governed by rituals 
within specific institutions, or, “Ideological State Apparatuses” (see 
also Žižek 1994: 12ff). In the case of the climate crisis, “ideological 
denial” indeed has a material existence, in ineffective climate action, 
structured by institutions. Gramsci (1971) built on Marx and Engels’ 
conception of ideology to show how culture can create social 
acceptance of ideas that ultimately prevents social change. These 
conceptions of ideology showcase “how the ideas of elite political 
and economic actors come to be seen as common sense to the 
general public, and how control in modern societies is maintained 
though consent to ‘ruling ideas’ rather than through direct 
imposition of force” (Norgaard 2011: 11). This conception of ideology, 
as contradiction-concealing ideas and practices that reproduce 
existing social conditions, also lends itself to a comparison with the 
notion of denial. 

We argue that ideology gives life to forms of denial that 
dramatically limit the suite of options seen as viable solutions to 
climate change. Due to this widespread form of denial, even among 
those concerned about climate change, we must now “preach to the 
choir,” coaxing the already concerned to understand that, due in 
part to ideology, they have both misdiagnosed the problem and are 
relying on so-called solutions that will not solve our problems related 
to climate change. Prominent proposed solutions are not radical in 
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the sense that they fail to address the root drivers of climate change. 
Those who neglect to see this deny the reality of the problem and the 
needed social transformations to address it. 

We recognize that this argument may be interpreted as polemical 
and accusatory, which can sometimes undermine rather than build 
the solidarity needed to create social change. Indeed, both terms 
that make up the organizing concept—ideology and denialism—are 
historically polemical concepts. No one wants to be accused of being 
an ideologue or a denialist, let alone both. Our goal is not to engage 
in counterproductive name-calling, which, when the goal is to sway 
opinion, tends to do the opposite. Nor is our goal to suggest that 
everyone who disagrees with us must be an ideologue or a denialist. 
Indeed, this critique transcends individuals, suggesting instead that 
ideology manifests in society broadly, leading to individuals taking 
actions or believing in certain “truths” that reproduce rather than 
challenge the social order. A tension of hoping-turned-belief—
combined with material interests in continuing existing social 
institutions and, as discussed later, the lack of a powerful movement 
to successfully address climate change—is often how ideological 
denialism functions long before it underpins coherent climate 
policies and debate. In other words, our goal is not to dismiss ideas 
by labelling them with pejorative terms, but, instead, to bring to light 
ideas and practices, ideas and practices the authors are not immune 
from, that delay serious climate action despite good intentions.

Although climate action remains stymied, when a window of 
opportunity opens for bold climate policies and programs, it is 
critical to understand the scope and scale of the changes that are now 
required. This involves overcoming all forms of climate denial and 
embracing the transformation necessary. In this book, we begin by 
addressing this denial in order to focus on the alternatives – the more 
radical changes necessary to get at the root of the climate crisis and 
most effectively and justly minimize associated impacts. 
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Ideological Denial

Denialism has received significant attention due to how it influences 
society’s responses to climate change. Norgaard’s (2011) study, 
looking at climate change perspectives in Norway, reveals how 
denial emerges through social interaction. Rather than focusing 
on the psychological realities that limit humans from viewing 
climate change as an immediate risk that requires action, Norgaard 
develops the idea of “socially organized denial,” in which individuals 
distance themselves from information based on “norms of emotion, 
conversation, and attention” (Norgaard 2011: 211). This leads to 
individual apathy and a situation where people “find real change 
unnecessary” (Norgaard’s 2011: 225). Cohen (2001) identifies three 
denial variants: literal, interpretive, and implicatory. Literal denial 
refers to someone asserting something is not true despite evidence 
to the contrary. Interpretive denial focuses on contesting or 
distorting facts and evidence in an attempt to change the meaning 
associated with ideas or events. Lastly, implicatory denial, the variant 
that Norgaard (2011) focuses on, conceals information such that 
individuals, and society in general, do not act upon it.

John Bellamy Foster (2010, 2015) also draws on the concept of 
denial to diagnose why society has failed to adequately address 
climate change. Foster focuses attention on dominant views held 
by those convinced climate change is happening. He contributes to 
this line of thought by identifying prominent strategies put forth 
by environmentalists as denial. Mainstream strategies are labeled 
a form of denial because the strategies remain woefully inadequate 
to address the systemic factors causing climate change. Recently, 
Foster has said that “the willful delusions here are in some ways more 
dangerous than that of straight-out climate deniers, since they are 
subtler and infect those who are ostensibly on the side of change” 
(quoted in Ferguson, 2018). He marshals evidence that climate 
change poses significant threats to society, notes that the current 
trends represent an unsustainable pathway, and suggests the only 
means by which to address the situation requires radical alternatives. 
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Still, environmental discourses refrain from engaging the gravity, 
scope, and extent of the drivers causing climate change. Foster (2010: 
4) explains:

However, rather than addressing the real roots of the crisis and 
drawing the appropriate conclusions, the dominant response 
is to avoid all questions about the nature of our society, and to 
turn to technological fixes or market mechanisms of one sort or 
another. In this respect, there is a certain continuity of thought 
between those who deny the climate change problem altogether, 
and those who, while acknowledging the severity of the problem 
at one level, nevertheless deny that it requires a revolution in 
our social system.

Further elaborating Foster’s notion of social denial (2015),  
we (Petersen et al. 2019) define ideological denial as ideas and 
practices underlying responses to climate change that:

1 Acknowledge that climate change is real and primarily driven 
by human activities, and that we should take immediate action 
to mitigate its current and projected serious harms.

2 Implicitly or explicitly misdiagnose the underlying social 
drivers of climate change, and that this misdiagnosis is 
embedded in the ineffective prescriptions, actions, and laws.

3 Limit the suite of effective actions that could be adopted to 
challenge the social drivers of climate change. These limits are 
erected by either: (a) assuming that an ineffective strategy (e.g., 
lifestyle changes) are “realistic” and effective themselves or (b) 
adopting ineffective strategies (e.g., carbon markets) in order 
to suppress strategies that would challenge the social drivers of 
climate change (e.g., Lohmann 2005).

4 Maintain, rather than challenge, the current social order that 
drives climate change. 
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While a few remaining dissenters may continue to deny the 
existence of climate change and some neo-skeptics may deny the 
severity of the consequences of global warming (Perkins 2015), 
ideological denial now represents a major obstacle to effectively 
addressing the climate crisis. Ideological denial, as we describe here, 
can take a variety of forms. These forms relate to faith in partial or 
false solutions that divert attention away from the real changes 
necessary that would actually “engage the nature of society” (Foster 
2010). These beliefs in false or partial solutions deter the necessary 
recognition of the radical extent of change that is required. 
Ideological denial exists in different forms as people support a 
range of minor tweaks to the current system, believing they will be 
sufficient to address the climate crisis. These forms include faith in: (1) 
individual behavior change without system-level transformation, (2) 
market mechanisms, (3) “green growth” or being able to “green” an 
ever-growing economy, and (4) technological solutions/techno-fixes 
divorced from social change. Here, we summarize these four variants 
of ideological denial, noting that they are not mutually exclusive.

Individual Behavior Change

It is not surprising that many people and major media outlets 
continue to focus on what individuals can do to reduce their 
personal carbon emissions. Responses to climate change, particularly 
in the US, often focus on individual actions. Norgaard (2011: 
192) attributes this to the fact that “Americans are so immersed in 
the ideology of individualism that they lack the imagination or 
knowledge of alternative political means of response.” The underling 
belief is that individuals can solve the climate crisis through making 
different consumption choices that reduce GHG emissions. This 
involves buying items such as energy efficient appliances and 
lightbulbs, hybrid cars, “green” household products, and rooftop 
solar panels. 

Why is a focus on individual behavior change to address the 
climate crisis a form of ideological denial? On the one hand, it 
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is undeniable that many individuals, especially the rich (Nielsen 
et al. 2021), will have to make significant behavior changes if we 
are to reduce emissions. However, this transformation requires 
changing the social structures in which individual behaviors adapt 
to. Unfortunately, most calls for individual behavioral change 
exclude analysis of how to change these social structures, thereby 
drawing attention to a partial and inadequate solution pathway. In 
fact, the probable reason fossil fuel companies have spent millions of 
dollars on promoting individual behavioral changes as the solution 
to climate change is to insulate their own actions from regulation 
(McFall-Johnsen 2021). Or, in the language of ideology critique, 
they are concealing the underlying structural drivers of climate 
change to maintain current power relations. Assuming that changes 
in individual actions are sufficient or adequate to address the climate 
crisis is a dangerous notion, as the data is clear that systemic change 
is required to reduce the majority of GHG emissions. Here, we 
summarize a few studies to illustrate the limitations of focusing on 
individual actions as the solution to the climate crisis.

The estimates regarding the potential contributions of individual 
behavior changes vary, but all confirm that the majority of emissions 
come from companies and states, not individuals (Heede 2014). 
According to the US Department of Energy, residential use only 
represents 34% of total energy use in the US with commercial and 
industrial sectors using the majority of energy (EIA 2018). Dietz et 
al. (2009) estimate that individual and household-level changes may 
be able to reduce GHG emissions by around 7%. More recently, 
Moran et al. (2018) estimate that a shift to green consumption could 
reduce European GHG emissions by 25%. Williamson et al. (2018) 
estimate that the widespread adoption of 30 different behavioral 
changes could mitigate from 19% to 36% of global GHG emissions 
between 2020 and 2050. Yet, global emissions need to be roughly 
halved by 2030 and reach net zero by 2050 in order to stay within  
1.5°C (IPCC 2018). 

The initial reduction in global GHG emissions due to the 
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Covid-19 pandemic was around 17%. While some claimed this 
reduction showed how individual changes can really add up, 
scientists explained that “at the same time, 83% of global emissions 
are left, which shows how difficult it is to reduce emissions with 
changes in behaviour... Just behavioural change is not enough” 
(Harvey 2020). Despite a global pandemic, which led to worldwide 
lockdowns, a halt to most air travel, drastic reductions in commuting 
and car travel more broadly, and significant reductions in travel and 
entertainment, GHG emission levels in 2020 reached record highs 
and have continued their upward trend throughout the pandemic. In 
other words, because the majority of emissions lie outside the control 
of individuals, behavioral and lifestyle changes alone will not come 
close to reducing emissions at the rate and scale necessary to keep 
global temperature increases within 1.5°C or even 2°C. 

The current growth-oriented system also constrains the emissions 
reduction potential that could be achieved through individual 
behavior changes. A key relationship that undermines the 
effectiveness of green consumerism is that in most cases production 
and marketing drive consumption (Wiedmann et al. 2020). In other 
words, consumer choices rarely reshape production. As explained by 
many scholars, the idea of “consumer sovereignty” is largely a myth 
as increased production and advertising create demand (Gailbraith 
1958, Schnaiberg 1980). In addition, the state continues to allow 
widespread advertising, including advertising aimed at children and 
also subsidizes production industries and encourages consumption 
to stimulate the economy. This creates a context in which constantly 
consuming is the norm as well as consuming more over time – thus 
production and consumption per person has increased over time 
in affluent nations (Wiedmann et al. 2020). Even if there were 
widespread education programs to promote a low-carbon lifestyle, 
increasing production levels, advertising to sell products, and a 
materialist culture would continue to encourage high consumptive 
living and undermine the (already limited) potential of individual 
mitigation efforts. We return to this dynamic in chapter 5. 
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While individual consumption and behavioral changes alone are 
insufficient, this does not mean that they should not be pursued. 
There are clear ethical reasons to pursue a lower personal carbon 
footprint (for a discussion, see Stuart 2022). The danger in focusing 
on individual actions, divorced from prescriptions for social change, 
is if they result in less attention and effort to address the majority 
of emissions that must be reduced to avoid catastrophic warming. 
While some people may be able to pursue both individual lifestyle 
changes and demand systemic change, evidence suggests that in 
other cases adopting personal and household actions to reduce GHG 
emissions can result in reduced support for climate policies (Werfel 
2017). And, as fossil fuel companies have clearly realized, focusing 
more on individual actions takes attention away from the structural 
drivers of emissions. 

Market Fundamentalism

A second form of ideological denial relates to market 
fundamentalism. Thus far, the dominant government responses 
to climate change have focused on market mechanisms. The Kyoto 
Protocol led to the creation of the first international carbon market in 
the European Union (EU). Climate change has been referred to as a 
market failure, most famously by Nicholas Stern (2008), who called it 
the “biggest market failure the world has seen.” A market failure arises 
when “firms have not met the full cost of their production and have 
imposed significant costs arising from pollution on society generally” 
(Andrew 2008: 394). Market-based solutions, thus, attempt to correct 
this failure. However, as the EU’s Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) 
and other emissions trading programs have shown, carbon trading 
prioritizes economic outcomes first and foremost and have had little 
success curbing emissions. Analyses of trading programs continue 
to conclude that without a meaningful cap on emissions and with 
significant levels of fraud, price volatility, and speculators, such 
programs have failed to result in significant emissions reductions 
(Tapia Granadas and Spash 2019, Stoddard et al. 2021).
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Supporting carbon markets as a solution embodies denialism 
as it presents a small tweak to a broken system, rather than 
acknowledging the system is broken and must be remade. Market 
approaches thus far have also been designed with a focus on how to 
economically benefit from climate change rather than how to most 
effectively cut GHG emissions. Lohmann (2010: 237) suggests that 
“carbon markets isolate and objectify a new product that is difficult 
to define,” and in so doing separates emissions from their political 
roots leading to seemingly apolitical actions. Carbon markets create 
a market-based approach to a problem that dissolves the need 
for political and social action. Focusing on carbon markets also 
prevents and delays alternatives with the potential for transformative 
reductions in emissions. For example, Lohmann (2005) provides 
evidence that this happened in the context of the Kyoto Protocol. 
After the US introduced the idea of emissions trading, this redirected 
intellectual and financial resources from innovations and social 
changes that had the potential of reducing emissions. Environmental 
criticisms of Kyoto’s emphasis on establishing a carbon market 
were scorned as taking a “do-nothing” stance, input and ideas from 
nonprofessional and noncorporate groups were minimized, and 
alternative pathways were marginalized. The corporate watchdog 
non-profit Corporate Europe Observatory (2015) argues that 
the existence of the EU ETS has undermined the ability of new 
emissions regulations to take hold and its negligible targets act as a 
“ceiling” rather than a “floor” for national climate policies. In short, 
another function of emissions trading is to deter more direct and 
effective action. 

The creation of carbon markets as a response to climate change 
represents a defensive maneuver to preserve the status quo and to 
also further the accumulation of capital to the wealthy few (Klein 
2014). Supported by Wall Street, it is a political strategy influenced 
by substantial financial interests (Bryant 2016). The further 
commodification of carbon creates profits, and the vast majority 
of these profits are going to the same people already profiting from 
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the current system. Lohmann (2010) details how carbon markets 
are dominated by the same institutions active in derivatives trading, 
including Goldman Sachs and other big banks. Carbon markets 
are controlled by speculators and supported by the largest actors in 
finance as well as industry, who prefer a more flexible and capitalist 
mechanism to address GHG emissions (Kaup 2015). Large banks 
and corporations are already reaping substantial profits from trading 
carbon, as carbon markets represent a way to further financialize the 
environment (Stoddard et al. 2021). 

Markets offer an easy way for those benefiting from the current 
system to slightly tweak it to “solve” climate change while still 
reaping increasing levels of profit. However, due to the underlying 
structural drivers of the crisis, market mechanisms will be unable 
to adequately address climate change. As stated by Hoffmann 
(2011: 13) regarding the EU ETS and similar schemes: “While well 
intentioned at first sight, such measures run the risk that they 
perpetuate the systemic flaws of the system.” Further expanding 
markets to fix problems with markets has resulted in an effective 
wealth accumulation strategy, not an effective climate mitigation 
strategy. Focusing on market-based solutions perniciously provides 
the illusion that we can address climate change while still expanding 
markets and economic growth.

Green Growth

Faith in green growth represents a firm denial that we must 
significantly shift the goals and processes of our economic and social 
relations to address the climate crisis. Widely touted as a “win-win” 
approach, green growth attempts to achieve ongoing economic 
growth and environmental goals simultaneously. Green growth has 
emerged as a central framing in climate and broader environmental 
discourses (Lorek and Spangenberg 2014). The promise of green 
growth relies on decoupling environmental harm from economic 
activity and growth. This means continuing to increase GDP growth 
(and associated production of goods and services), while decreasing 
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total GHG emissions at the pace and scale necessary to meet climate 
targets. Such decoupling has not yet materialized. 

While many studies show examples of “successful” decoupling, 
looking carefully at these studies reveals that they are typically 
focusing on certain sectors or countries and often on relative rather 
than absolution decoupling. Relative decoupling traces environmental 
impacts per unit of economic activity while absolute decoupling 
emphasizes overall reductions (Jackson 2009). To address the climate 
crisis, decoupling would need to be (1) absolute, (2) global, and (3) 
permanent. According to recent analyses, decoupling in these terms 
has not occurred and is very unlikely to occur (Parrique et al. 2019, 
Hickel and Kallis 2019, Vaden et al. 2020).

In a review of the literature surrounding green growth and its 
challenges, Parrique et al. (2019: 3) summarize their findings: “not 
only is there no empirical evidence supporting the existence of 
a decoupling of economic growth from environmental pressures 
on anywhere near the scale needed to deal with environmental 
breakdown, but also, and perhaps more importantly, such 
decoupling appears unlikely to happen in the future.”  They 
pinpoint seven reasons to be skeptical of the future possibility of 
sufficient decoupling:

1 Rising energy expenditures – The amount of energy and 
resources invested in the extraction of cheap resources and 
energy will likely increase.

2 Rebound effects – The potential environmental benefits of 
efficiency gains are often totally or partially compensated by 
reallocating saved resources or money in consuming the same 
given resource or another resource.

3 Problem shifting – Focusing on technological solutions to 
environmental problems often creates new environmental 
problems (e.g., nuclear power).
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4 The underestimated impact of services – The service economy 
does not replace the material economy; the former is built “on 
top” of the latter and has numerous environmental impacts.

5 Limited potential of recycling – Recycling rates are low, require 
energy and resources, and, even if optimized and expanded, 
cannot provide sufficient inputs for a growing economy.

6 Insufficient and inappropriate technological change – Changes in 
productive technologies do not tend to reduce environmental 
pressure, do not displace many ecologically undesirable 
technologies, and are not fast enough to permit speedy 
absolute decoupling.

7 Cost shifting – Some purported instances of decoupling are 
achieved by externalizing environmental impacts via trade.

The viability of the case for green growth requires total reductions 
in global GHG emissions despite increasing economic growth 
(absolute decoupling). While evidence of decoupling depends 
on what is measured and over what time period (some trends are 
temporary), decoupling remains far from global and, in some 
cases, national “success” stories relate only to production-based 
emissions (produced in the specific nation) and fail to include 
significant consumption-based emissions (emissions from imported 
goods). A recent review of national-level decoupling trends found 
that evidence of absolute decoupling of carbon emissions from 
GDP was identified in 32 counties for production-based emissions, 
23 countries for consumption-based emissions, and in only 14 
countries for both production and consumption-based emissions 
– with the authors concluding that “[e]ven countries that have 
achieved absolute decoupling are still adding emissions to the 
atmosphere thus showing the limits of ‘green growth’ and the 
growth paradigm” (Hubacek et al. 2021). In addition, Haberl et al. 
(2020) state that, while absolute decoupling of both production and 
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consumption-based emissions can be found in some cases, it is not 
occurring globally or at the rates necessary:

We conclude that large rapid absolute reductions of resource 
use and GHG emissions cannot be achieved through observed 
decoupling rates, hence decoupling needs to be complemented 
by sufficiency-oriented strategies and strict enforcement of 
absolute reduction targets. 

To summarize, there has “never been a global pattern of absolute 
decoupling of CO2 from economic growth” (Parrique et al. 2019: 
24). Further, if economies continue to grow, the likelihood of 
absolute decoupling occurring at the scale and pace necessary to 
meet climate targets is very low (Hickel and Kallis 2019; cf. Anderson 
and Bows 2012). Given the lack of absolute decoupling of GHG 
emissions from economic growth, Schor and Jorgenson (2019: 322) 
argue that meeting climate targets likely requires that we abandon 
the “growth-at-all-costs mentality.” Thus, relying on hypothetical 
future decoupling remains a very risky gamble.

Green growth represents a denial of the fundamental relationship 
between economic growth and GHG emissions, which remains an 
empirically illustrated positive correlation (Stern 2006, Jorgenson 
and Clark 2012, York et al. 2003). Green growth denies this 
relationship and therefore fails to focus on the root cause of climate 
change: a society structured around ever-increasing production and 
economic growth. Green growth remains a useful myth to support 
ongoing economic growth and profit accumulation for those most 
benefiting from the current fossil fuel-based and profit-oriented 
system. This is largely the wealthiest 10% of the world’s population 
who, as of 2020, has been responsible for nearly half of all emissions 
since 1990, with the wealthiest 1% of the global population 
responsible for more than twice the emissions as the poorest 50% of 
the global population (Kartha et al. 2020). Green growth also relies 
heavily on techno-optimism, or the belief that technologies—and, 
in many cases, non-existing, hypothetical future technologies—will 
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be able to decouple growth from GHG emissions. Without evidence 
that decoupling is possible in a way that is absolute, global, and 
permanent, a reliance on green growth lead by techno-optimism 
remains a dangerous path.

Techno-Optimism

Technological change is an essential lever for climate mitigation; 
however, technology alone will not be enough in a system that 
continues to use more materials and energy per person over time. 
Having faith that technology alone will solve the climate crisis is 
another form of denial – denying that systemic changes are necessary. 
As we will explore in a later chapter, applying certain technologies in 
a new social order would be a highly effective way to minimize global 
warming. While energy efficiency and renewable energy can play a 
key role in climate mitigation, in a system with increasing material 
and energy use, faith in these technologies as the solution to the 
climate crisis represents ideological denial. 

Energy use plays a significant role in GHG emissions. As a result, 
a commonly proposed climate solution focuses on energy efficiency 
improvements with important policy implications (Alcott 2005). 
Although conceptually intuitive, the realities of energy use and 
efficiency do not represent a panacea. Long ago, William Stanley 
Jevons (1865) interrogated the relationship between efficiency gains 
and resource use in the context of coal. Jevons showed that efficiency 
in coal use decreased its costs and led to increased consumption, a 
relationship now known as the “Jevons Paradox.” This paradox has 
been empirically illustrated as it relates to climate change. York and 
McGee (2015) show that countries with greater efficiencies generally 
have higher rates of GHG emissions, energy use, and electricity 
consumption. In addition, York (2006) shows how vehicle efficiency 
in the US did not lead to reduced fuel consumption, in part due to 
changes in vehicle weights and types, drivers, and miles driven. 

The counterintuitive outcome of efficiency gains being partially 
or fully consumed by increased resource use has been termed the 
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“rebound effect.” For example, Freire-Gonzalez (2017) analyzes the 
rebound effect in households using energy efficiency improvements 
in the 27 countries of the European Union. The results from the 
analysis shows that seven countries had rebound effects above 100%, 
in which more energy is consumed than prior to implementing 
improvements, and most countries show at least a 50% rebound, 
meaning the rebound effect neutralized half the efficiency gains. 
Santarius (2012) delineates financial, material, psychological and 
cross-factor rebound effects. Recent evidence supports these findings, 
showing large rebound effects in energy consumption from energy 
efficiency efforts at all levels, from national to household scales (York 
et al. 2022). These and other examples provide insights into how and 
why the rebound effect greatly undermines the emission reduction 
potential from energy efficiency. This evidence suggests that despite 
widespread support, energy efficiency alone will not be an effective 
solution to climate change. Its false promise helps to support 
the continuation of business as usual. Faith in energy efficiency, 
therefore, represents a form of technological optimism supporting a 
denial of the necessary social changes. 

A focus solely on switching to renewable energy sources, without 
systemic change, also represents a similar form of denial. Few 
solutions to climate change have received as much attention as 
switching to renewable energy. The United Nations Development 
Programme (n.d.) states: “The role of renewable energy solutions in 
mitigating climate change is proven.” Jacobson et al. (2015) provide 
a “roadmap” for each state in the US, arguing that renewables 
can power the entire country. The focus on renewable energy 
development is understandable: it presents an opportunity to 
displace fossil-fuel based energy with less carbon-intensive sources. 
Doing so would enable society to meet energy demand without 
contributing to climate change. Despite its seeming potential, 
however, renewable energy development embedded in current social 
conditions has not materialized into an effective mitigation response 
to climate change.
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The idea that renewable energy development alone will reduce 
GHG emissions relies on the assumption that renewable energy 
production will displace fossil fuels. Empirical analyses suggest 
displacement does not occur and that renewable energy production 
may, in some cases, counterintuitively increase overall energy use 
and emissions, an outcome known as the “energy boomerang 
effect” (Zehner 2012). York (2012) conducted a cross-national study 
to assess whether increases in alternative energy production led to 
fossil fuel displacement. This analysis showed minimal displacement: 
“the average pattern across most nations of the world over the past 
fifty years is one where each unit of total national energy use from 
non-fossil-fuel sources displaced less than one-quarter of a unit of 
fossil-fuel energy use and, focusing specifically on electricity, each 
unit of electricity generated by non-fossil-fuel sources displaced 
less than one-tenth of a unit of fossil-fuel-generated electricity.” 
Later, York (2016) further found that increases in total energy and 
electricity production have occurred in conjunction with carbon 
intensity reductions from renewable energy. Expanding renewable 
energy thus does not necessarily displace fossil fuels and could lead 
to increases in development and energy consumption (Zehner 
2012, York and Bell 2019). Thombs (2017) has coined the term 
“renewable energy paradox” to describe the counterintuitive outcome 
that renewable energy has little influence on GHG emissions in 
developed countries, which he attributes to outcomes associated with 
the treadmill of production. The treadmill of production theory, 
developed by Schnaiberg (1980), suggests that capitalist economies 
demand perpetual growth and expansion, which requires ever 
more production. This production, which never ends, also involves 
increasing material throughput and concomitant energy demands. 
Renewable energy development in current social conditions, 
according to Thombs and supported by York and others, merely 
creates additional capacity for production rather than displacing 
fossil fuel-based energy consumption. Within current growth-
oriented social relations, renewable energy is limited to marginal 
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GHG emission reductions, with increases in total energy use and 
GHG emissions in conjunction with increased renewable energy 
production (Adua et al. 2021).

This evidence suggests that reliance on renewable energy 
development without social change is insufficient to meet GHG 
emission reduction targets. Trends and realities raise additional 
concerns. York (2016) has additionally shown that decarbonizing 
energy supplies and reducing carbon intensity, including increasing 
renewable energy capacity, is associated with both higher energy use 
and electricity production. World energy use is expected to increase 
by 28% and natural gas consumption by 43% by 2040 (IAE 2017). 
Renewables are currently dominated by hydropower and, although 
wind and solar are projected to increase proportionally over this 
timespan, they will still only account for roughly 10% of total energy 
production. The increase in overall energy consumption will rely 
heavily on fossil fuels. Even without the boomerang effect, emission 
reductions from renewables would be minimal. With the boomerang 
effect they will remain marginal. Failing to recognize these 
relationships represents a denial of the limitations of renewables 
without necessary social changes that reduce overall energy use.

In the next chapter, we will discuss techno-optimism further in 
terms of the techno-capitalist climate agenda: a future scenario 
that could emerge as climate impacts increasingly threaten the 
capitalist economic system and social order. This agenda includes 
technological “solutions” that involve risky interventions, attempting 
to reduce or avoid climate impacts while also increasing economic 
growth and wealth accumulation (for the already wealthy few). 
While the evidence indicates that faith in technology to solve the 
climate crisis is misplaced, techno-optimism remains a powerful and 
comforting narrative, especially for vested interests. 

Beyond Ideological Denial 

Denialism, and ideological denialism in particular, obscures the root 
causes of the climate crisis by focusing on solutions that explicitly 
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or implicitly deny the need for social-structural change, thereby 
contributing to the reproduction of the structural drivers of global 
warming. Each form of denial outlined above has a distinguishing 
characteristic in common: they all directly or indirectly focus on, 
maintain, or support continued economic growth and capital 
accumulation. These forms in aggregate represent ideological denial, 
a refusal to diagnose the root causes of climate change and what 
makes currently proposed solutions ineffective (Petersen et al. 2019). 
Ideology, manifested through ideas and practices, reproduces social 
contradictions (Gunderson 2017). These contradictions cannot be 
overcome through technology, markets, or individual actions alone. 
The structure of capitalist social relations and hegemony of economic 
growth have created social norms and worldviews that continue to 
conceal these contradictions and limit viable climate solutions. 

A common thread uniting the strategies that emanate from 
ideological denialism is an inability to envision alternative social 
futures, or an alternative to our current economic system.  Marcuse 
(1964) calls this “one-dimensional” thinking, or an outlook that 
is blind to possibilities latent in present social conditions, with 
a consequence captured in Murray Bookchin’s (1990) statement 
that the “assumption that what currently exists must necessarily 
exist is the acid that corrodes all visionary thinking.” Many remain 
trapped in what Fisher (2009) calls “capitalist realism,” failing to see 
that alternative systems are possible. What is required to minimize 
global warming is to recognize the possibility of and to pursue 
an alternative system, or what Bonneuil and Fressoz (2017) call 
“alternative realism.” In other words, we need to focus on what other 
systems are possible, what they might look like, and how they might 
be achieved. 

By negating the ability to visualize social alternatives that would 
effectively and justly address climate change, ideological denialism 
is both an outcome of, and reinforcer of one-dimensionality and 
capitalist realism. Importantly, this denial has kept environmentalists 
and others who actively want to reduce GHG emissions from 
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promoting effective solutions to the systemic problems causing 
climate change. This includes policymakers, academics, and everyday 
citizens who have difficulty visualizing alternatives outside the 
growth-based capitalist economic order. Rather than merely focusing 
attention on converting non-believers into climate activists who will 
fight for renewables, energy efficiency, and market-based strategies 
while neglecting the need to shift societal priorities in meaningful 
ways, significant effort is necessary to overcome ideological denial 
and increase public support for the systemic changes necessary. 
Only by creating social awareness and solidarity around the need to 
organize society around wellbeing, instead of economic growth for 
the sake of growth, can we have any hope for drastically reducing 
climate change impacts in a just way. 

Book Overview: Toward a Climate Agenda for System Change

Things can also be otherwise.

– Ernst Bloch (1968: 274)

This book begins where ideological denial ends. We begin with an 
understanding that bold system change is necessary and proceed 
to articulate what a system-changing climate agenda might look 
like. While many environmentalists remain in denial that system 
change is necessary, seduced by one or more forms of ideological 
denial, an increasing number are calling for “system change, not 
climate change.” Yet, at the same time, they often fail to articulate 
specific demands or pathways to achieve system change. A large gap 
remains between the complaints and discontent with the current 
system and any agenda that would result in meaningful change 
(Stoner and Melathopoulos 2015). As explained by Spash (2020), 
these “generalized complaints” about the failures of the current 
system remain unspecific and therefore the agenda of environmental 
activists remains “disconnected and incomplete.” A system-changing 
climate agenda is necessary. This agenda requires overcoming 



28

ideological denial and acknowledging that bold systemic change 
is necessary. It also must go beyond generalized calls for change 
and demand specific policies, programs, and pathways for social 
transformation. 

Calls for “system change” must get louder, but also much more 
specific – focusing on strategic ways to move away from the 
economic growth paradigm and capitalist logic that currently 
undermine all climate mitigation efforts. An understanding of 
specific structural changes to create a new system remains a crucial, 
yet missing, element in the climate movement. Like Frase (2011), 
we are interested in what futures could be birthed from the current 
order, though we narrow our focus to alternative, nearer-term 
futures that are explicit positive pathways to address the climate 
crisis. Through adopting a transformative theory- and evidence-
based agenda, we believe society already has the ideas and means to 
justly minimize warming. Climate change is already occurring and 
will continue to occur, but there is still a chance to minimize the 
extent of climate impacts and associated loss, suffering, and tragedy. 
Negative climate impacts are unavoidable, but we can still act boldly 
to minimize the extent of global warming.

In this book, we draw from theory, ideas, and proposals associated 
with ecosocialism and degrowth to support an agenda with the 
potential to bring about systemic change and minimize global 
warming. This agenda represents a collection of ideas grounded in 
social theory and also supported by empirical social science research. 
Crossing over academic and intellectual silos, we draw from diverse 
scholars and scientists to evaluate this agenda and illustrate how it 
could specifically be used to minimize warming. This book is largely 
inspired by the many ecosocialist, degrowth, and other post-capitalist 
thinkers who have not only identified serious problems with the 
current system, but who have also worked to identify specific 
strategies that could aid in a just transition to a more sustainable 
social order. We will synthesize key proposals, add additional 
insights, and piece together key evidence supporting specific 
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strategies. We will also go further and discuss possible pathways to 
achieve social transformation as well as the many challenges that 
would need to be overcome. 

Throughout the book, we also draw inspiration from mid-century 
Western Marxist thinkers who were deeply concerned about the 
priorities and trajectories of the dominant system and imagined 
more rational and sustainable alternatives. Many of these individuals 
offer insightful critiques of the capitalist social order. However, some 
also offer more optimistic visions of alternatives and even specific 
pathways towards a more equitable, just, and sustainable future. 
We especially focus on insights from Herbert Marcuse and André 
Gorz, as their work, in particular, includes visions of a better future 
as well as thinking through specific social changes to achieve this 
better future. Marcuse and Gorz each collectively reimagined systems 
of work and production in order to reduce both human repression 
and negative environmental impacts. Both thinkers’ work guides 
our critique of the technocaplitalist climate agenda as well as our 
discussions of what a climate agenda for system change might look 
like. Here, we briefly introduce Marcuse and Gorz as we will refer to 
their work throughout the book.

Herbert Marcuse was a first-generation member of the Frankfurt 
School who wrote extensively about production, work, human 
repression, and the irrationality of the current social order. He is 
well known for his critique of “one-dimensional thinking” that traps 
society in instrumental and economic rationality, overlooking the 
harms and contradictions in the system (Marcuse 1964). This type 
of thinking limits the realm of the possible and in terms of climate 
change, places us on a clear trajectory for a highly risky techno-
capitalist climate agenda rather than addressing the root causes of 
the crisis. He also offers clear insights regarding changes to work 
and production that are needed to alleviate human repression and 
increase well-being. Marcuse (1964) points out how capitalism has 
negative impacts on nature, stating that overproduction not only 
wastes resources but leads to our own destruction. He argues that 
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the capitalist system “has treated Nature as it has treated man—as 
an instrument of destructive productivity” (Marcuse 1964: 245) and 
that worker-consumers in this system are unknowingly “working 
with and for the means of destruction” (Marcuse 1964: 246). While 
Marcuse acknowledges ecological destruction, Gorz took these 
ideas further, recognizing the increasing risks of environmental 
degradation and the gravity of the climate crisis.

André Gorz in many ways represents a continuation of 
Marcusean thinking, but his work engages more deeply with the 
idea of ecological limits. He was a radical philosopher and proto-
ecosocialist, who is cited as being the first person to use the term 
degrowth (décroissance) (Kallis et al. 2015, Demaria et al. 2019) 
and also proposed the use of policies representing “non-reformist 
reforms” (Gorz 1967) to transition society out of capitalism. 
Gorz was one of the early voices calling for reorganizing the 
social order to stay within ecological limits, stating that “human 
activity finds in the natural world its external limits” (Gorz 1980: 
13). Thus, systems of work, production, and consumption must 
be reshaped to fit within these external limits. In an essay first 
published the year of his death (2007), Gorz (2010) specifically 
acknowledges the catalyzing power of the climate crisis, stating 
that “[i]t is impossible to avoid climate catastrophe without a 
radical break with the economic logic and methods that have been 
taking us in that direction for 150 years.” Later in the essay, Gorz 
explains that the transition out of capitalism has already begun and 
is now unavoidable, yet whether it will be planned and civil or a 
tragic disaster is still yet to be determined. A civil transition will 
require visionary thinking, planning, and solidarity. In addition, 
it will require well-thought-out policies, grounded in theory and 
supported by evidence. 

This book begins with a necessary discussion of the possible 
techno-capitalist future that would emerge if the status quo is 
not significantly altered. This is important to understand as the 
techno-capitalist agenda involves high-risk strategies not supported 
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by evidence that would leave the majority of humans to face 
extensive suffering and loss. After painting a picture of a techno-
capitalist future in chapter 1, we focus the remainder of the book on 
identifying and advancing a system-changing climate agenda guided 
by insights from the ecosocialist and degrowth literatures. While it 
is key to identify what specific strategies and programs would likely 
be most effective, it is also essential to examine how system change 
to minimize warming might be achieved. All of these discussions 
are informed by theory, drawing from the Frankfurt School and 
Western Marxists, and also supported by evidence from a growing 
number of social scientists who have examined specific strategies, 
policies, and pathways for social transformation. 

Chapter 2 describes ecosocialism, degrowth, and their similarities 
and differences. We believe that the ideas associated with 
ecosocialism and degrowth have the greatest potential to guide an 
effective and just response to the climate crisis. Ecosocialism is a 
democratic socialism that recognizes natural limits and abandons 
the vision of socialism as an extension of capitalist productivism. 
It supports an economy based on the production of use values 
that meet human needs and promote human flourishing within 
ecological limits (Kovel 2000, Löwy 2007). Degrowth entails 
reduced material and energy throughput in the economies of 
wealthy or over-consuming nations to a steady state of sufficiency, 
while also helping nations in the Global South to more sustainably 
achieve an improved quality of life (Kallis 2017). Degrowth aims to 
address the environmental crisis while improving social wellbeing. 
While the changes required to reduce total material and energy 
throughput would contract the economy and reduce GDP (Hickel 
2019), a well-planned economic contraction with social policies 
and protections would be very different compared to an economic 
recession. According to ecosocialist and degrowth thinkers, it 
is not a matter of if the economy will contract but when. Only 
forethought, planning, and social changes initiated now can make 
this inevitable transition more civil and less brutal.
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In chapter 3, we identify a suite of strategies that we believe 
in concert would represent a powerful agenda of “non-reformist 
reforms” with the potential to justly minimize global warming and 
transition to a new socio-economic order. Based on the evidence, 
this agenda represents a less risky, more just, and more effective path 
compared to the techno-capitalist climate agenda. We identify a 
climate agenda with six key strategies: (1) economic democracy, (2) 
energy democracy/energy cooperatives, (3) work-time reduction, (4) 
advertising restrictions and sufficiency measures, (5) redistributing 
wealth, and (6) nationalizing and phasing out fossil fuel companies. 
We believe the climate movement could greatly benefit from 
adopting specific demands based on this agenda. While there are 
clearly stigmatisms and issues associated with using the terms 
ecosocialism and degrowth, this agenda and the individual strategies 
outlined can be discussed and promoted without using these 
terms. What is of increasing importance is to share that alternative 
strategies, pathways, and systems are possible and worth pursuing.

Chapters 4 and 5 then explore how the adoption of this climate 
agenda would likely increase the effectiveness of other strategies for 
social and ecological sustainability. As non-reformist reforms, these 
strategies would reshape the landscape of what else is possible and 
achievable. In chapter 4 we examine how in a new social order—
catalyzed by a system-changing climate agenda—technologies to 
mitigate climate change could be used much more effectively to 
minimize global warming. In a different social context with different 
goals, technologies along with structural and policy changes have 
great potential to aid in a civil transition to a low-carbon, post-
capitalist future. In chapter 5, we examine how the culture of 
overconsumption in wealthy countries can be partially addressed 
through key non-reformist reforms, but also how we must confront 
the ideology of overconsumption that has become so pervasive. Both 
structural and ideological transformations are necessary to curb 
excess consumption trends.

The final chapters of the book focus on a key question that is 
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often overlooked in discussions about system change: what are the 
actual pathways to bring about the desired change? In other words, 
how do we actualize a climate agenda for system change? This relates 
to confronting the forces preserving the status quo and challenging 
power in the political sphere. In chapter 6, we discuss the role of the 
climate movement and potential pathways to challenge power and 
trigger a more rapid adoption of a bold climate agenda. Chapter 7 
focuses on a more personal aspect of this question: what can one do 
to bring about a more sustainable and just future? We examine the 
struggle to find authentic hope to motivate action in the face of a 
political-economic system that in many ways renders individuals 
helpless. Identifying the obstacles hindering system change is 
necessary to understand how to overcome these obstacles and to 
pursue the pathways for change that remain or become accessible. In 
the short concluding chapter, we return to the work of Marcuse and 
Gorz and discuss how current struggles are critical to forge a pathway 
for a civil, rather than barbarous, transition out of capitalism. 
Minimizing global warming requires a transformation from a social 
order prioritizing economic growth and wealth accumulation to a 
social order prioritizing ecological and social wellbeing.

A civil pathway to a more sustainable and just future is still 
possible but faces many challenges. The first remains overcoming 
denial that system change is necessary. To erode this denial, we not 
only need to increase calls for system change, but to articulate what 
system change would entail and what it could look like. Identifying 
the specific pathways for change is key. As Speth (2015: 25) explains, 
when events open pathways for system change we must be ready – 
which “means having those initiatives well-developed and supported 
by large and active constituencies.” We must continue to advance 
the awareness that alternatives are possible and increase support for 
specific system-changing strategies. With everything at stake, it is 
essential to continue to challenge denial and to identify and pursue 
alternatives for a more livable future.
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Chapter 1:
The Techno-Capitalist 

Climate Agenda

Contemporary positivism… define[s] and filter[s] the universe of dis-
course for the use of technicians, specialists, and experts who calculate, 
adjust, and match without ever asking for whom or for what.

– Herbert Marcuse (1989: 122)

The current trajectory of global responses to climate change 
includes increased investments in renewable energy, energy 

efficiency, and technological development to mitigate global warming 
while continuing to increase levels of production and consumption 
to support a growing economy. However, as we explained in the 
introduction, there is a clear and widely recognized positive correlation 
between increasing levels of production and GHG emissions. As 
currently supported strategies prove ineffective at limiting warming, 
additional technological “solutions” will very likely be developed, 
considered, and deployed. Before we focus on the development of 
an alternative climate agenda based on ecosocialism and degrowth, 
we must first understand the possible implications and outcomes 
associated with the current trajectory. 

Kellner (2002) uses the term techno-capitalism to describe 
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capitalism’s increasing reliance on science, computers, automation, 
and information technology to accumulate capital, thereby 
increasing growth. We develop this notion of techno-capitalism, 
focusing on how capitalism increasingly relies on developing and 
marketing technologies as solutions to the contradictions caused 
by its own internal dynamics – climate change, for example. These 
technological solutions must fit within the constraints of the 
capitalist system and promote, or at least not hinder, economic 
growth. Promoting technological solutions to problems caused by 
social forces remains a social reproduction strategy consistent with 
capitalist realism. A techno-capitalist system, in terms of the climate 
crisis, maintains the goals of production for the sake of economic 
growth and wealth accumulation and attempts to use technology 
to reduce the impacts of climate change. It aims to address climate 
change—or at least to pretend to address climate change—while 
keeping the production/consumption engine running at full steam. 

As warming continues, the techno-capitalist climate agenda will 
include additional technological responses, likely geoengineering and 
even space colonization. These strategies represent an extension of 
the current capitalist system and, in lieu of social transformation, a 
suite of technological “silver bullets” to attempt to address, or literally 
escape, the climate crisis. Already we see a rise in proposed techno-
fixes to the climate crisis, and some dangerous trajectories have 
emerged. Geoengineering strategies are being taken seriously, with 
the IPCC holding an “Expert Meeting on Geoengineering” in 2011 
and IPCC reports increasingly discussing geoengineering for climate 
change mitigation (IPCC 2012, 2014, 2018). Geoengineering 
includes both carbon geoengineering, most often referring to “carbon 
dioxide removal” that aims to sequester atmospheric carbon dioxide, 
and solar geoengineering or “solar radiation management” that aims 
to deflect solar radiation to reduce global temperatures. Both forms 
of geoengineering are receiving increased attention and funding 
for development. In addition, space colonization research is being 
funded and developed with clear intentions to create (elite) human 
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chapter one

settlements when Earth becomes inhospitable due to climate change 
and escalating ecological degradation.

Carbon geoengineering is now considered essential in limiting 
warming due to increasing levels of GHG emissions. The 
effectiveness of geoengineering strategies in mitigation depends 
on negative emissions technologies (NETs) – strategies that result 
in the net movement of carbon from the atmosphere into the 
Earth’s surface. However, many carbon geoengineering strategies 
being promoted as climate solutions fail to result in negative 
emissions. Others have yet to be proven effective or viable at the 
scale necessary. Yet this has not stopped investment, development, 
and the promotion of carbon geoengineering strategies – touted as 
“win-win” solutions for business and the environment. Some carbon 
geoengineering strategies are supported by fossil fuel companies, as 
they also represent a means to rationalize or justify continued fossil 
fuels use. 

Increasing attention is being given to solar geoengineering 
strategies that aim to reflect solar radiation away from Earth, yet 
could cause famine in the Global South, among other serious 
risks. Stratospheric Aerosol Injection (SAI) has received the most 
attention, promoted as a way to create a dimmed and cooler Earth. 
This strategy is supported by those who see systemic change through 
political action as unrealistic or unlikely and, thus promote SAI as 
a back-up plan. It is also supported by those who wish to master 
and dominate nature, maintain the status quo, and/or stave off any 
transformative social-structural changes that might be proposed 
in response to the climate crisis. Increasingly, SAI and related 
technologies have become part of Plan A for techno-capitalists, who 
prioritize technological rationality and profit-maximization over 
addressing the root drivers of the climate crisis. 

In addition, space colonization is supported by powerful billionaires 
as an exciting next step for humans – one that could provide a new 
place to live when Earth becomes inhospitable. Colonizing space to 
avoid a future catastrophe that social systems are still causing (and can 
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still be reorganized to reduce or minimize) represents one of the many 
irrational aspects of space colonization, given that it is also more 
expensive, riskier, and exclusionary – only some people would likely 
be able to join the new colonies. A concerted effort to rapidly reduce 
GHG emissions on Earth is a much more just and effective approach 
if the goal is saving humans and other forms of life. Thus, additional 
reasons to colonize space emerge including conquest and control, the 
possibility of off-planet profits, and, once again, vested interests in 
protecting the current system.

In this chapter, we first discuss relevant insights from Marcuse that 
serve to contextualize the techno-capitalist climate agenda. These 
patterns of using science and technology to maintain the status quo 
and master nature, rather than liberate humanity and bring it into a 
sustainable relationship with nature, are not new and were discussed 
in depth by Marcuse. A focus on the means of techno-scientific 
achievement often overshadows any concern for consequences 
and can be used to reinforce current power dynamics and social 
relations. In addition, these trends make the techno-capitalist climate 
agenda appear neutral, rational, and even inevitable, as the only 
path forward, obscuring the possibility of alternatives that would 
have more just and sustainable outcomes. The bulk of this chapter 
examines geoengineering and space colonization in this context 
– as specific techno-scientific solutions used to maintain current 
power relations and the status quo. We focus on geoengineering and 
space colonization because both proposals represent the extreme 
yet conceivable lengths that the techno-capitalist climate agenda 
may go to sustain business as usual despite social alternatives with 
far fewer risks. Although the strategies discussed below may seem 
farfetched, they are actively researched and promoted, and some of 
the technologies have already been developed and applied. Exploring 
the risks associated with techno-capitalist strategies reveals a pathway 
that would economically benefit the already powerful few, while 
leaving the majority of the global population to face increased harm, 
suffering, and loss.
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Science, Technology, and Social Reproduction

Marcuse (1964) offers a nuanced perspective on technology that is 
neither technophobic nor Promethean. In his view, technology is 
mediated by society and vice versa. Technology is neither inherently 
good or bad, but outcomes depend on the purpose of development 
and use. Domination and mastery (of nature and humans) have 
shaped much of technological development and use. Specific 
technical achievements can reinforce or alter the ways in which 
domination takes place. Marcuse also points out how technological 
rationality tends to focus on means rather than ends. In other words, 
it is more focused on questions of how technological endeavors 
can be achieved rather than the outcomes and consequences of 
technological use. In this way, the techno-scientific project is often 
centered around desires for scientific achievements and progress 
without considering what can sometimes be destructive outcomes 
(cf. Horkheimer 1947). The inability of reason to justify the ends of 
action leads to a number of interrelated contradictions, including the 
inversion of means and ends and the undermining of the organizing 
aim of instrumental reason: species survival. The inversion of means 
and ends is a byproduct of a society in which capital and technology 
dominate the lives of humans. Despite massive gains in productivity 
and the fact that we have the technical capacity to meet all basic 
survival needs today, the vast majority of humans are living to 
survive rather than surviving to live because capitalist relations of 
production continue to be structured around the profit motive.

Of particular relevance is Marcuse’s work linking the use and 
development of technology to ruling interests and the maintenance 
of the current social order which supports those interests. Science 
and technology are not independent, autonomous forces, but are 
organized in societies to serve the dominant interests and the interest 
of capital. “Technology is always a historical-social project,” Marcuse 
(1968: 223-24) claims, and “in it is projected what a society and its 
ruling interests intend to do with men and things.” Marcuse argues 
that technical achievements can be used to support giant industries 
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benefiting from the status quo and prevent actions that could usher 
in a qualitatively different society – one that may improve social 
and ecological wellbeing. In other words, specific technologies are 
developed, promoted, and utilized because they preserve the existing 
system in ways that benefit powerful actors.

Most perniciously, these forces act to diminish and undermine 
alternatives that may have more just and sustainable outcomes. 
The inability to contrast what is possible with what is actual and 
to, instead, accept the actual as necessary or the best of all possible 
worlds—what Marcuse (1964) calls “one-dimensional thinking”—
continues today. This relates to capitalist realism (Fisher 2009: 
2), which creates a narrow mindset where it is “impossible even to 
imagine a coherent alternative.” Captured by capitalist realism, 
there seems to be no real alternative to the current social order: 
“[c]apitalism seamlessly occupies the horizons of the thinkable” 
(Fisher 2009: 9). On the one hand, capitalist realism assumes that 
any environmental problem can be solved within the bounds of 
capitalist processes (e.g., new techno-fixes without simultaneous 
social changes) and always assumes that resources are infinite. On the 
other hand, the real prospects and consequences of environmental 
catastrophe for capitalism are “too traumatic to be assimilated into 
the system” (Fisher 2009: 18) precisely because environmental 
problems like climate change are endemic to the basic processes of 
capitalism, namely its need for constant growth (see also Foster et al. 
2010; Stuart et al. 2020).

Here we examine how the techno-capitalist climate agenda focuses 
on the use of science and technology as a means to maintain the 
current growth-oriented economy, to protect and advance fossil 
fuel interests and others vested in the capitalist system, and to 
diminish or extinguish any efforts to recreate the social order – even 
if it would more effectively and justly minimize global warming. 
Focusing attention on how to further master nature (geoengineering) 
and dominate new places (colonization of space), overlooks the 
extensive risks involved and the injustices associated with these 
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solution pathways when compared to alternatives. The techno-
capitalist climate agenda is seductive because it promises to offer 
techno-fixes that further human “progress,” yet as we will illustrate, 
evidence indicates that many of these promises are misleading or 
false and serve to benefit powerful interests while putting the vast 
majority of people as well as the planet at great risk.

Carbon Geoengineering: Imaginary Negative Emissions and 
Increased Profits

Carbon geoengineering, in contrast to solar geoengineering 
(discussed below), comprises negative emission technologies 
and interventions that directly remove carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere. Included in the majority of integrated assessment 
models used to guide climate policy and international agreements, 
carbon geoengineering has taken on greater importance in climate 
change discussions. However, as we will illustrate, most of these 
strategies do not result in negative emissions as promoted. Therefore, 
without evidence that these strategies can effectively remove 
carbon on a wide-scale, carbon geoengineering remains a risky 
techno-optimist gamble. Assuming that carbon removal will play a 
significant role in addressing climate change is a key component of 
the techno-capitalist climate agenda, as it justifies maintaining the 
current fossil fuel-based capitalist system grounded on an assumption 
that we will later be able to use technology to remove enough carbon 
to avoid catastrophic warming. 

Many strategies are associated with carbon geoengineering, but 
they vary greatly in their approach, aims, and results. Like others 
(e.g., Robock 2008, Matthews 2010), we include carbon capture and 
storage (CCS) as a geoengineering strategy, though some argue that 
it is more accurately defined as a mitigation strategy (e.g., Vaughan 
and Lenton 2011). Post-combustion CCS is a widely discussed and 
promoted strategy, yet it is not a NET. It refers to capturing CO2 
at sources of fossil fuel combustion, such as coal or gas-fired power 
plants (Pires et al. 2011, Leung et al. 2014, Wennersten et al. 2015, de 
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Coninck and Benson 2014). Post-combustion CCS can theoretically 
result in carbon neutrality for fossil fuel-based power plants. 
However, recent evidence suggests CCS remains “net-additive” 
(Sekera and Lichtenberger 2020). 

Despite the potential for carbon neutral energy production, very 
few post-combustion CCS examples exist. Scientists and engineers 
have been developing post-combustion CCS technology since 
the 1950s (Keith et al. 2018); however, it was not until the late 
1990s and early 2000s that industrial scale post-combustion CCS 
projects began to emerge (de Coninck and Benson 2014). To date 
only a handful of demonstration projects exist and after decades of 
research have yet to show that these projects are economically viable: 
they cost approximately $1 billion and, without carbon pricing or 
technology mandates, both private and government investment 
has remained minimal (Reiner 2016). While post-combustion CCS 
could be designed to create carbon neutral power plants with direct 
storage, development of this strategy has largely stagnated (National 
Academy 2018). This is primarily due to the remaining challenges 
to commercial use involving high energy consumption and high 
operating and capital costs, yet scientists continue to explore 
alternatives to address these challenges (Otitoju et al. 2021). 

Even more misleading is the promotion of CO2 enhanced oil 
recovery (CO2-EOR) as a technological solution to climate change. 
CO2-EOR involves injecting CO2 into near-depleted oil and gas 
reserves in order to extract otherwise unrecoverable reserves (Leung 
et al. 2014). It has been used for decades in the oil and gas industry. 
CO2-EOR continues to be promoted as part of the solutions 
portfolio to address climate change (Biello 2009, IEA 2015). The 
“net” carbon storage referred to by proponents of CO2-EOR is 
defined within the boundaries of the stand-alone EOR project and 
fails to consider the CO2 emitted from the combustion of the oil 
recovered (Jaramillo et al. 2009). With related GHG emissions 
from life-cycle assessment, EOR projects at best remain a strategy to 
reduce emissions but are not NETs (Mavar et al. 2021). As explained 
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by Farajzadeh et al. (2020): “From a thermodynamics point of 
view, CO2 enhanced oil recovery (EOR) with CCS option is not 
sustainable, i.e., during the life cycle of the process more energy is 
consumed than the energy produced from oil.”

Despite this evidence, CO2-EOR continues to be promoted as an 
effective and profitable CCS solution. For example, the profitability 
of CO2-EOR was highlighted by the International Energy Agency 
(2015) in their report titled Storing CO2 through Enhanced Oil 
Recovery: Combining EOR with CO2 Storage for Profit, stating that, 
“[n]ovel ways of conducting CO2-EOR could help achieve a win-
win solution for business and for climate change mitigation goals.” 
They encourage “co-exploiting the storage of CO2 with oil extraction 
to generate more profits.” These arguments fail to consider the total 
increase in GHG emissions from the fossil fuels extracted through 
EOR. EOR is not an NET (Tanzer and Ramiere 2019), and its 
misleading promotion as a climate change “solution” is being used 
strategically to support the continued extraction of fossil fuels.

Bioenergy with CCS (BECCS) is the strategy most widely 
incorporated into current integrated assessment models used to guide 
climate policy and international climate agreements. The National 
Academy (2018) explains that the inclusion of BECCS rather than 
other strategies in integrated assessment models is a result of BECCS’s 
potential affordability and that models for other removal technologies 
remain undeveloped. As described by Fridahl and Lehtveer (2018), 
BECCS involves carbon being sequestered in plants (trees, shrubs, 
grasses) that are then harvested and burned for power generation, 
while capturing and storing the carbon emissions from combustion. 
BECCS has the potential to result in negative carbon emissions (Pour 
et al. 2017), however, it remains primarily theoretical as the technology 
has not been deployed at scale – only partially or experimentally.

Analyses of BECCS illustrate that it may not be as effective as 
hoped and there are many challenges involved with widespread 
deployment. Finding suitable land, storage basins, and biomass 
availability limits potential negative emissions, as well as issues 
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related to the transportation of biomass and CO2 and social and 
political barriers (Baik et al. 2018, Fridahl and Lehtveer 2018, Turner 
et al. 2018). Plants or crops grown for energy also could compete 
with food crops for available agricultural lands (National Academy 
2018) and modelling indicates that BEECS is likely to result in 
negative consequences for the environment (Fajardy et al. 2018). To 
date, there has been no “at scale” implementation of BECCS, and it 
remains an “effective” strategy only in theory. Based on their analysis, 
Fajardy et al. (2019: 10) find that BECCS “cannot deliver the scale 
or negative emissions required in current emissions projections” 
and can be expected to offer only limited contributions to meeting 
climate change targets. Given the evidence, the reliance of BECCS in 
emissions scenarios and policy formulation is highly risky and diverts 
attention away from other mitigation strategies. A blind reliance on 
BECCS as a future NET can be used as yet another justification to 
continue to use fossil fuels.

Direct air capture (DAC) and storage has been called the only 
high-tech carbon geoengineering strategy that could be truly carbon 
negative (Siegel 2018). It has substantial negative emissions potential. 
However, it requires a significant amount of energy: one estimate states 
that DAC requires 0.3 megawatt-hours per metric ton of captured 
CO2, roughly equivalent to 35% of the total output of a typical power 
plant (Senftle and Carter 2017). Total negative emissions, therefore, 
depends on the source of energy used. As explained by the National 
Academy of Sciences (2018), DAC remains energy intensive, even if 
using renewable sources: one study found that DAC would require 
up to one quarter of global energy supplies (Realmonte et al. 2019). 
Stone (2018) explains that DAC may have the most potential for 
negative emissions, but it remains largely undeveloped due to higher 
costs and no profitable product for sale. Therefore, the companies 
that have created DAC facilities (including Carbon Engineering, 
Climeworks, Global Thermostat, Infinitree, and Skytree) have focused 
on converting CO2 into a usable product for sale, or direct air capture 
and utilization (National Academy 2018, Siegel 2018).
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Direct air capture and utilization (DACU) turns the captured 
carbon into a usable product. The degree of carbon sequestration 
depends on what kind of product is produced. Products are only 
carbon-negative if atmospheric CO2 is used to make a solid material 
for long-term storage. Otherwise, products in the form of chemicals 
or fuels offer only temporary storage and are therefore carbon neutral 
(Bui et al. 2018). However, due to the higher costs associated with 
conversion into a solid (Keith et al. 2018), most DACU projects 
involve turning CO2 into a short-lived liquid product. The most 
developed use is turning CO2 into fuel products, reusing carbon to 
substitute for extracted fossil fuels (Bruhn et al. 2016). Start-up firm 
Carbon Engineering has been working on a “low-cost” method to 
turn CO2 into usable fuels or “carbon-neutral hydrocarbons” (Keith 
et al. 2018; Meyer 2018). As stated by Bui et al. (2018), in the current 
political and economic system, DAC is not a rational investment 
and therefore remains limited to producing a product and carbon 
neutrality, rather than representing a NET. 

Propagating the belief that carbon geoengineering strategies can 
be successful and widely deployed NETs reduces motivation for 
rapid emissions reduction and increases potential climate risks 
(Markusson et al. 2018). In addition, there are potentially negative 
environmental and political impacts of carbon geoengineering 
related to storage, land use, and food production (e.g., de Coninck 
and Benson 2014, Carrington 2018, National Academy 2018), as 
well as the continuation of fossil fuel-based electricity generation, 
with all its direct and indirect consequences. Relying on future 
NETs also remains highly risky: a report from the European 
Academies’ Science Advisory Council warns that policy depending 
on NETs instead of cutting emissions could fail and result in 
severe warming (Carrington 2018). The clearest potential economic 
benefit of carbon geoengineering for the fossil fuel industry is that 
it “provides a vision” of a “carbon-constrained future” that still 
allows for fossil fuel use (Stephens 2009: 36). 

While carbon geoengineering remains an unreliable “solution” to 
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climate change, what we do know is that promoting these strategies 
allows companies and governments with fossil fuel resources to 
continue to reap profits and accumulate wealth (Kruger 2017). 
Therefore, some forms of carbon geoengineering are supported 
by governments and fossil fuel companies. Recent studies show 
increasing financial support from fossil fuel companies for CCS 
projects (Chalmin 2021). As a key part of the techno-capitalist 
climate agenda, companies are already profiting from carbon 
geoengineering projects. In addition, CCS in particular is falsely 
promoted as a solution and used by the fossil fuel industry to justify 
status quo maintenance: the application or anticipated application 
of a technology to reproduce fundamental processes and social 
structures – or social reproduction. Fossil fuel companies explicitly 
state that CCS can be used as a way to expand or maintain their 
business and associated profits (Gunderson et al. 2020). Thus, 
propagating faith in carbon geoengineering strategies represents 
a defensive maneuver used by those vested in fossil fuels as well as 
those who stand to financially benefit from the techno-capitalist 
climate agenda through other means. While narratives of being able 
to keep burning fossil fuels now and remove GHG emissions from 
the atmosphere later appeals to many people as an easy solution, 
evidence does not support that this is a realistic scenario. Thus, 
beliefs that these approaches can effectively address the climate crisis 
are shortsighted and extremely risky.

Solar Geoengineering: “Plan A” for Techno-Capitalists

As stated by Surprise (2020), “solar geoengineering is not a futuristic 
‘plan B,’ but a rapidly developing pillar of capital’s climate ‘plan A.’ ”  
While once on the fringe of the climate change discussion, solar 
geoengineering is receiving increasing funding and much more 
serious attention as a viable option to the worsening climate crisis. 
The US National Academy of Sciences released a report in March 
2021 in support of federal funding to advance geoengineering 
research, along with new plans for outdoor experiments from 
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Harvard University’s Bill Gates-supported Solar Geoengineering 
Research Program (Biermann et al. 2021). Not only is solar 
geoengineering associated with catastrophic risks and possibly unjust 
consequences, it also reinforces a system of concentrated wealth 
and power, perpetuating power imbalances and associated global 
injustices (Stephens and Surprise 2020). 

Solar geoengineering is most often discussed in the context of 
stratospheric aerosol injection (SAI), generally, or stratospheric 
sulphate injection (SSI), using sulphur specifically (Markusson et al. 
2014, Horton 2015, Sillmann et al. 2015, Fragnière & Gardiner 2016). 
This geoengineering strategy was first put forth by Crutzen (2006) 
based on evidence from volcanic eruptions. Volcanic eruptions 
have provided a way to assess the effect that sulphur particles 
in the atmosphere have on incoming solar radiation and global 
temperature. The Mt. Pinatubo eruption in 1991 led to dimming that 
cooled the earth by 0.5°C for a year (Robock et al., 2010). Injecting 
sulphur particles (sulphur dioxide, hydrogen sulphide, sulphuric 
acid) into the stratosphere represents an attempt to emulate this 
process. Aerosols can be put into the stratosphere by release from 
planes, balloons, or ground canons. For example, one estimate would 
use “95 aircrafts flying 41 flights per day (60,109 flights per year) from 
four ‘bases’ to deliver 1.5 million tons of sulphur” (Stephens and 
Surprise 2020). Once in the atmosphere the particles combine with 
dust and water, creating aerosols that increase atmospheric albedo. 
Aerosols would likely last for about one year; therefore, this strategy 
requires continued sulphate deposition (Keith 2013).

Scientists have long warned of likely and possible risks associated 
with an SAI strategy. It remains unclear how SAI may affect 
weather patterns, especially precipitation and therefore ecological 
and agricultural systems (Robock 2008). Pumping aerosols into 
the stratosphere may result in drought in South America, Asia, and 
Africa (Ferraro et al. 2014). As stated by a leading geoengineering 
scientist (Keith 2013: 58): “used recklessly, geoengineering could 
threaten billions with starvation.” Others have highlighted how 



48

aerosols do nothing to address ocean acidification and could 
exacerbate the ozone hole problem, increase acid rain and air 
pollution, have unknown impacts on plants and clouds, and reduce 
radiation for solar power –in addition to risks associated with human 
error, commercial control, military use, and many other possible 
risks (see Robock 2008, Robock et al. 2009, Boucher et al. 2013, 
Ciais et al. 2013). 

Perhaps the most significant risk associated with SAI relates to 
continued GHG emissions during SAI activities and the likely 
consequences of a future cessation of these activities, known as the 
“termination effect.” SAI could reduce incoming solar radiation and 
global temperatures, allowing for continued GHG emissions. If the 
intervention works initially but falters or if the project cannot be 
maintained, temperatures could increase rapidly due to a build-up 
of background GHG emissions (Robock et al. 2010). One modelling 
study found that implementing SIA for 25 years and then stopping 
aerosol deposition could rapidly increase temperatures by 4°C, with 
severe impacts to agriculture and biodiversity (McCusker et al. 2014). 

Despite the risks, SAI has been discussed and framed for decades 
as a necessary “Plan B” to employ if mitigation efforts focused on 
emissions reduction failed. In its simplest form, the Plan B frame 
presents geoengineering as a backup plan to address climate change 
in case there is a failure to sufficiently reduce GHG emissions (Plan 
A). The frame can be thought about as part of a larger family of 
“insurance” frames of geoengineering (“last resort,” “backup plan,” 
etc.) (Fragnière & Gardiner 2016). Two other geoengineering frames 
are regularly used along with the Plan B frame: the “emergency 
measure” and “need for research” frames (Harnisch et al. 2015).   
The “emergency measure” or “argument by emergency” frame 
(Nerlich & Jaspal 2012) calls for geoengineering as Plan B because 
there may be a climatic emergency if Plan A fails (e.g., Crutzen 
2006). The prescription either implicit or explicit in the Plan B and 
emergency measure frames is a call for research on geoengineering 
now in preparation for the climatic emergency if Plan A fails, 
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or even to “arm the future” to tackle climate change when Plan A 
fails (Gardiner 2011). Although SAI research is promoted through 
diverse frames—even as a way to provide humanitarian relief to the 
world’s poorest in the Global South (Horton and Keith 2016)—
the most common “story line” for SAI runs as follows: “although 
risky (as mitigation is likely to fail to prevent dangerous climate 
change), CE [climate engineering] could be needed to prevent a 
climate emergency, and that research into the risks and benefits of 
CE is needed now to allow informed decisions about deployment if a 
climate emergency situation arises” (Harnisch et al. 2015: 61-62). This 
narrative is “condensed” in the Plan B frame. While the Plan B frame 
continues to be used to support research, this research is already 
underway and as GHG emissions continue to rise, SAI is shifting 
from Plan B to a key part of Plan A (Surprise 2020). 

In our previous analysis of SAI, we identified several other primary 
rationales for pursuing SAI rather than less risky alternatives to 
address global warming (Gunderson et al. 2018, Gunderson et al. 
2019). Corresponding with previously mentioned insights from 
Marcuse, we find that SAI allows for three objectives of the techno-
capitalist agenda to be pursued simultaneously: (1) the further 
domination and conquest of nature, (2) a status quo maintenance 
strategy – reinforcing and furthering power and wealth inequalities, 
and (3) using irrational techno-rationality to suppress and thwart 
alternatives that might challenge power dynamics and support a less 
warm and more just future. 

Focusing on domination, conquest, and scientific achievement, 
many in support of SAI focus more on how it can be achieved than 
the possible risks, let alone less risky alternatives. Although David 
Keith (2013: 173-174) is aware of the risks, he states: “We may use 
these powers for good or ill, but it is hard not to delight in these 
newfound tools.” The development of geoengineering technology 
represents the advancement of scientific achievement and progress. 
Those promoting and funding geoengineering are often techno-
optimists who believe that humanity can invent its way out of all 
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problems. Keith (2013) also argues that humans have a long history of 
successfully using techno-fixes to address problems and suggests SAI 
is the next big techno-fix. Bill Gates is the world’s leading financial 
supporter of geoengineering innovations and is known for viewing 
climate change as a technical problem that can be fixed through 
innovation. Gates donates to Harvard’s Solar Geoengineering 
Research Program and has invested in geoengineering technology 
companies. Companies including Silver Lining, Carbon 
Engineering Ltd, and Intellectu all have Gates’ name on at least one 
geoengineering patent. Gates has dismissed or belittled approaches 
relying on renewable energy, calling these strategies “cute” with solar 
power being the “cutest” (quoted in Romm 2010), and supports 
efforts to discover technological breakthroughs that will transform 
our relationship with the climate (Romm 2011). For Gates and 
other techno-optimists, society can address climate change simply 
through identifying the appropriate high-tech fixes. Scientists and 
entrepreneurs are also discussing moving beyond geoengineering as a 
way to address climate change, exploring how to use geoengineering 
technology to tailor the climate and create the desired and optimal 
climatic conditions (Hamilton 2013). 

SAI as a status-quo maintenance strategy becomes clear if one 
investigates who supports SAI, its funding, and future development 
and possible deployment. As Hamilton (2013) revealed almost a 
decade ago, some geoengineering supporters have ties to the oil 
and gas industry, including Royal Dutch Shell, British Petroleum, 
and Exxon Mobil. The Geoengineering Monitor (2021) has 
highlighted that ExxonMobil, for example, has a senior scientific 
advisor who focuses on geoengineering. They have much to lose if 
world leaders decide to aggressively reduce GHG emissions. This 
explains their participation in campaigns to counter climate science 
and deny that climate change is occurring (McCright and Dunlap 
2011). Geoengineering represents an approach to address climate 
change while continuing fossil fuel extraction and consumption. 
Geoengineering may buy these companies time to extract the 
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remaining accessible fossil fuel resources (especially new sources in 
the arctic) and maximize profits from this extraction. At the very 
least, geoengineering discussions could further delay emissions 
reductions approaches. SAI allows unfettered capitalism to continue 
potentially indefinitely. Modifying human behaviour could address 
climate change but the policy intervention necessary to support 
these changes threatens free market ideology, a core conservative 
belief (Klein 2011). Keith (2013: 143) asks in his book: “Must we fix 
capitalism in order to fix the climate?” While he does not see a direct 
connection between capitalism and environmental degradation, 
others have answered this question with a resounding “yes.” GHG 
reduction would require significant political and economic changes, 
changes that remain very undesirable to vested interests.

Finally, SAI undermines the possibility of other more 
transformative responses to mitigate climate change. The “moral 
hazard” argument is a common case against geoengineering 
research, which runs as follows: “major efforts in geoengineering 
may lead to a reduction of effort in mitigation and/or adaptation 
because of a premature conviction that geoengineering has provided 
‘insurance’ against climate change” (Royal Society, 2009, p. 39).  
Because society is “insured” by geoengineering research and that 
the hazards associated with climate change may be reduced by 
geoengineering, societies are (1) less likely to implement emissions 
reduction strategies, (2) invest fewer resources in adaptation 
strategies (Royal Society 2009: 44-45), and/or (3) increase GHG 
emissions above business-as-usual projections (Hale, 2012). A critical 
theoretical position casts the moral hazard argument in a different 
light: because the purpose of SAI is to reproduce the current 
social order, it redirects attention from alternative social futures 
that have the potential to reduce emissions. The same background 
conditions and form of rationality that caused climate change 
are the same that make SAI a viable option: prioritizing a growth-
dependent and resource intensive economy that serves powerful 
interests. Indeed, the primary geoengineering proponents frame the 
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problem so as to not engage with the social dimension. Harvard’s 
Solar Geoengineering Research Program (n.d) states on its website: 
“Carbon geoengineering seeks to remove carbon dioxide from the 
atmosphere, which would address the root cause of climate change 
– the accumulation of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.” But as we 
argue above, this misdiagnoses the root cause as a merely technical 
issue rather than an outcome of a social system. This subtle, yet 
profound, change in framing dramatically shifts how climate change 
is perceived and, thus, how society seeks solutions to address it. 

Alternatively, the social-structural changes required to minimize 
warming would be much less risky and more effective. Powerful 
interests continue to successfully undermine these alternatives, 
proposing options such as SAI instead. Indeed, what sense would 
it make to inject millions of tons of sulphate aerosols into the 
stratosphere in a society capable of casting off growth-dependence, 
organizing production to meet needs, and interacting with the 
biophysical world in non-destructive ways? SAI attempts to treat the 
symptoms of climate change, while leaving the root driver in place. 
Marcuse would view SAI as an inept—and, of course, highly risky—
means to solve problems through the same instrumentality that 
helped cause them. 

Despite increased funding, support for funding, and ongoing 
research, solar engineering projects continues to face opposition. 
In June of 2021, Scandinavian indigenous groups challenged 
and deterred Harvard’s research group and the Swedish Space 
Corporations’ plans to test solar geoengineering technology in 
Sweden. In addition, in an open letter, Frank Biermann and 18 other 
scientists criticized increasing support for SAI research and proposed 
an International Non-Use Agreement on Solar Geoengineering 
(Biermann et al. 2022). The authors’ main arguments focus on how 
solar geoengineering at a global level is not governable in a just and 
inclusive way and that recent normalization of these strategies is 
dangerous as the risks and efficacy are poorly understood, based on 
models, and are therefore impossible to know. 
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Both solar and carbon geoengineering strategies allow climate 
change deniers a means to paradoxically refute the reality of the 
seriousness of climate change while also embracing a response to 
the climate crisis. By supporting geoengineering, techno-capitalists 
may be able to protect free market capitalism while still appearing 
to be addressing the increasingly visible impacts of climate change. 
Thus, certain conservative groups began simultaneously denying 
climate change and supporting geoengineering. As explained by 
Kintisch (2010), geoengineering offers a strategic middle ground 
for climate change deniers to finally agree that the world is getting 
hotter but to continue to argue that this is not caused by humans, 
or more importantly, fossil fuels. To counter warming they can 
propose a low–cost geoengineering strategy while at the same time 
dismiss critics for opposing what they claim will be a quick and 
effective solution. As Stephens and Surprise (2020) explain, those 
who benefit most from the current fossil fuel-based capitalist system 
are deeply threatened by prospects of radical change to reduce 
emissions, thus geoengineering approaches are attractive to not only 
preserve and reinforce current wealth and power dynamics but also 
because they offer an opportunity to increase profits and further 
power imbalances.

Space Colonization: Furthering the Reach of Capital

Lastly, we examine techno-capitalist support for, and increasing 
steps being taken toward, space colonization. While the idea of 
space colonization may seem in the realm of science fiction to some 
people, others believe that a trajectory for space colonization has 
already begun and that colonies on Mars, the Moon, or on giant 
space stations are an inevitable part of the future. There are multiple 
proposals being seriously considered, invested in, and developed for 
space colonization, including ones led by billionaires Elon Musk 
and Jeff Bezos. 

Elon Musk and his company SpaceX aim to make humans a 
multiplanetary species (SpaceX 2020). Musk envisions starships 
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carrying cargo to Mars in up to 1000 trips per year. These starships 
could carry around 100,000 people every 26 months when the 
Earth and Mars are best aligned for the 6-month journey. The 
vision is a Martian city with over a million people. Musk describes 
abundant jobs, solar powered hydroponic farms, direct democracy, 
and fewer laws. The self-sustaining city will be covered by a glass 
dome so people can walk around without a space suit to enjoy 
its “outdoorsy, fun atmosphere.” SpaceX had planned to send an 
unmanned rocket to Mars with cargo by 2022, but various factors 
precluded that goal. More recently, Musk has set a 2029 goal to 
send a crew to Mars (Torchinsky 2022). Musk has stated that by 
2050, he will send a million people to Mars (Locke 2020). Musk 
has also stated that such colonies will be necessary to save the seeds 
of human civilization in the face of “another dark age” or planetary 
apocalypse (Carson 2018). 

Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos is also moving forward plans for space 
colonization with his company, Blue Origin. Bezos imagines 
multiple space colonies orbiting Earth holding over a trillion 
people. As described by Foer (2019), the space stations would be 
colonized with soil and biodiversity from Earth, allowing up to 
trillions of people to live in flourishing societies. Blue Origin plans 
to first land on the moon, bring in cargo loads, and create a lunar 
settlement to extract resources. In addition to fulfilling a life-long 
dream, creating space colonies for Bezos represents a way to address 
humanity’s growing energy and resource demands. Bezos has stated 
that if we have to stop growing, “that will be a very bad future,” and 
that “[w]e have to go to Space to save Earth” (quoted in Foer 2019).

Space colonization as a means to avoid species extinction from 
catastrophe on Earth is not a new concept. This notion follows 
what Abney (2019) calls the “interstellar doomsday argument”: 
if something is going to destroy Earth, we must move off-
planet. Thus, engaging in space colonization represents a morally 
obligatory risk mitigation strategy: not putting all your eggs 
(humans) in one basket (Earth). Both quotes from Musk and Bezos 
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indicate that the interstellar doomsday argument is likely one of 
their motivations, or least one of their stated reasons, for pursuing 
space colonization. Musk, Bezos, and others continue to work 
towards space colonization. Both of their companies, Blue Origin 
and SpaceX, received government contracts in 2020 to work on 
lunar landers for a 2024 mission to the Moon (Scheetz 2020).

It is unlikely that the sole motivation of those promoting 
space colonization is saving a portion of the human race from 
catastrophe. Space colonization is also seen as a tremendous 
human achievement. As Bas Londrom has states, “[i]f humanity 
can send humans to Mars, is there anything we cannot do?” 
(MarsforMany.com, cited in Stoner 2017). Elon Musk explains 
that staying on Earth is not a “bright future” and that “the thing 
that is super important in the grand scale of history is, are we on a 
path to becoming a multi-planet species or not?” (Marino 2019: 15). 
With current space projects, we also see motivations that include 
“gaining political and economic leadership” (Schwarz 2019: 56). 
Firms are already competing to see who will receive government 
contracts and who will be the first to take key steps toward 
building a space colony. DeVito (2019:54) explains that one force 
pushing space colonization is “the egos of some people.” Others 
believe that through space colonization humans will “make the 
universe a better place” (Green 2019: 37). Yet, how can we make the 
universe a better place when we cannot address the problems here 
on Earth?

Digging even deeper into the rationale for space colonization we 
find that it represents an irrational response to the climate crisis 
and a byproduct of capitalism’s need to expand. We previously 
highlighted (Gunderson et al. 2021) the following three arguments: 

(1) That alternatives to Earth are obviously far more inhospitable 
for human life than Earth and, thus, preserving Earth is more 
instrumentally rational.
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(2) If the goal of space colonization is to preserve the human 
species, then it is more instrumentally rational to save many 
more lives on Earth than create space colonies for a small 
population who can afford the ticket; and, most importantly. 

(3) There is reason to predict that humans would take an 
irrational rational logic with them to space, the same 
rationality that oversaw the destruction of Earth and brought 
them to space in the first place.

Supporting the first reason, Stoner (2017) explains (specific to a 
colony on Mars) that the same risks as well as new risks make the 
colony very dangerous and protective measures would be immensely 
expensive in a cost-benefit analysis. In other words, it is not rational 
in economic terms or in terms of protecting people from harm: 

If the goal is species survival, and given that the Martian 
environment is much less survivable than even a post-strike 
Earth would be, then there is no remotely realistic budget point 
at which the marginal dollar would be more effectively spent on 
Mars colonization than on protecting Earth and the creatures 
and civilizations that evolved to live within its shelters. 

Second, only a portion of Earth’s population would be able to 
escape Earth and live in space as it seems unlikely that all would 
be invited or able to go. As depicted in Adam McKay’s 2021 movie, 
Don’t Look Up, a possible scenario is economic elites leaving behind 
the vast majority of humans on an inhospitable Earth. Billings (2019: 
45) wonders,

how many poverty-stricken Bangladeshis, how many sub-
Saharan Africans, how many permanently displaced Syrian 
refugees, how many disabled and unemployable workers could 
come up with $200,000—or $2,000,000 for that matter—to 
move to another planet and start a new life. What are the ethics 
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of giving the rich yet another advantage over the poor? What 
are the ethics of ignoring the need to check the rapid pace of 
climate change on our own planet? 

As Kovic (2021: 6) states, “[g]iven these acute problems, pursuing 
space colonization today could be a misguided use of limited 
resources.” He poses the following questions: If the goal is to save as 
many lives as possible and to maximize overall wellbeing, then why 
focus on an alternative that only benefits a very small group, while 
the vast majority struggle to survive or perish? Given the rate of 
climate change, how much time is there to develop this technology 
and transport all people and enough other organisms off-planet? If 
the goal is species survival, the time and resources could be spent in 
more effective ways to benefit all people and species. 

Lastly, if humans colonize space with techno-capitalist rationality 
and goals, these colonists are very likely to find themselves in a  
very similar situation in time. As Marino (2019: 15) explains 
(emphasis added), 

[i]n Musk’s view we need a back-up planet. But he doesn’t 
acknowledge that we ourselves are the cause of this dire 
situation. And therein lies the problem and the reason we, as 
a species, have no business trying to colonize another planet. 
Musk’s reason for wanting to colonize Mars is to save ourselves 
from ourselves and it is self-evident that this alone recommends 
we should not be going anywhere.

There is no reason to assume that societies that colonize space will 
adopt a new social order that prioritizes wellbeing over profits and 
increases their chances of survival. There is no indication that any new 
civilizations in space would ultimately result in better outcomes, when 
the same system and drivers continue to dominate the social order.

Not only could a space colony unintentionally recreate the same 
social conditions that lead to its formation, but there is evidence 
that this may be precisely why space colonies would be formed 
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in the first place. For example, Jeff Bezos envisions the Moon as 
the future “manufacturing sector of the universe” (Liberto 2019).  
Or take the case of keeping a Martian colony warm: fossil fuels 
extracted on Earth could be burned in space transport and at colony 
sites, increasing fossil fuel profits. Relatedly, there are plans to mine 
Mars and the Moon for minerals to increase wealth accumulation 
(Dello-Iacovo and Saydam 2022). In addition, the companies 
working on space colonization projects are private companies with 
“pecuniary reasons” for their projects beyond saving (some of ) 
humanity (Kovic 2021: 5).

The case for space colonization is a social-reproduction strategy 
in the sense that, if successful, it could maintain the current system 
and even allow those profiting from the current system to continue 
to benefit as Earth faces increasing threats. It also detracts attention 
from social alternatives that have the potential to actually address the 
ecological crisis. Like other “false solutions” to climate change that 
deter attention and resources from the need for systemic change 
to reduce emissions (Stuart et al. 2020b), hopes of escaping Earth’s 
problems through a future ticket to a space colony weakens the case 
for solving Earth’s problems. Why not trash the planet if a Golden 
Ticket to Musk’s Mars awaits? In summary, the case for space 
colonization is another silver bullet narrative that is shortsighted, 
illogical, risky, and serves to benefit the wealthy few. As with carbon 
and solar geoengineering strategies described earlier, we believe a 
focus on space colonization also detracts attention, resources, and 
energy away from the need to rapidly adopt systemic changes to 
minimize global warming.

A Techno-Capitalist Agenda for Whom and for What?

If there is no alternative to capitalism, then the only path forward is 
to use technology to attempt to fix or escape the increasing harms 
of capitalism. This rationality is a one-dimensional thinking where 
the only options are to pursue within-system strategies. Thus, carbon 
engineering, solar geoengineering, and space colonization become 
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the “rational” responses to the climate crisis. Any viable solutions 
must support increasing levels of production, consumption, and 
economic growth. If it fails to do this, it is not considered a viable 
or feasible strategy – it just won’t work. If one is stuck in capitalist 
realism, which remains despite capitalism’s contradictions being on 
full display, then this is acceptable and rational. However, if one 
examines the likely consequences and outcomes of these strategies, 
one will realize that remaining stuck in one-dimensional, capitalist 
thinking leaves the majority of humans facing repeated, extensive, 
and escalating catastrophes and tragedies. As put by Marcuse (1989: 
122), we remain surrounded by “technicians, specialists, and experts 
who calculate, adjust, and match without ever asking for whom or 
for what.” Yet, focusing on techno-capitalist climate “solutions” 
distracts us from the horrific implications of this trajectory. Indeed, 
the focus on how these technological feats could be achieved 
overshadows questions regarding for whom and for what ends these 
technologies will serve.

First, let us briefly discuss for whom. While support for 
geoengineering and space colonization among elites does not mean 
that all elites support these strategies, or that these strategies are 
necessarily supported for vicious reasons, it lends evidence to the 
argument that these strategies appeal to those who have a vested 
interest in continuing business as usual (i.e., burning fossil fuels 
for capitalist expansion). Regardless of the personal motivations for 
pursuing space colonization and geoengineering, we predict these 
strategies will gain support for structural reasons: capitalism’s need to 
expand, an aim fueled by fossil fuel combustion. The rulers of this 
system, economic and political elites, will benefit the most from the 
techno-capitalist climate agenda. In other words, this is whom the 
techno-capitalist agenda serves. This also includes the same people 
who have most contributed to climate change, as the wealthy in 
the Global North have contributed by far the most GHG emissions 
and continue to do so. Here are some figures to consider: the richest 
10% of the global population are responsible for half of all GHG 



60

emissions, the poorest half of the global population is responsible for 
12% of GHG emissions (World Inequality Report, 2022), and the 
richest 1% of the global population uses 175 times more carbon than 
the poorest 10% (Oxfam 2015). 

Second, to what end or for what end is the techno-capitalist 
agenda leading us toward? Techno-capitalist strategies seem very 
unlikely to “save humanity” as there are significant risks involved 
in geoengineering, and space colonization (also risky) would 
likely only save a small and select portion of humanity. Instead, it 
serves to advance “progress” and domination through techno-
scientific achievements and to increase wealth accumulation for 
vested interests. The techno-capitalist agenda would thus result in a 
widening of current wealth and power imbalances. Climate change 
is predicted to dramatically increase global poverty, disease, famine, 
and death, especially for the world’s most marginalized people and 
the techno-capitalist agenda holds the potential to worsen these 
impacts. Meanwhile, those who can profit from climate disaster or 
climate techno-fixes will seek out every opportunity to do so. The 
techno-capitalist agenda would likely result in what the United 
Nations (Carrington 2019) calls a “climate apartheid,” where wealthy 
people may be able to avoid (and even financially benefit from) some 
of the impacts of climate change while others face the full burden 
of loss and suffering. That means the inability to escape deadly heat 
waves, floods, hurricanes, mudslides, famine, and more. At the same 
time the wealthiest individuals will have the ability to move to safer 
locations, build safer places to live, and possibly even escape Earth to 
space colonies. The outcomes of the techno-capitalist agenda could 
very possibly involve the loss of most of humanity as well as the 
collapse of global ecosystems. While these techno-fixes are appealing 
to many people, they are not supported by evidence and remain 
extremely risky. There are real alternatives that would be less risky, 
more effective, and much more just.

Although we think some carbon geoengineering strategies have 
the potential to help address climate change if embedded in different 
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social conditions (see chapter 4), we reject the idea that capitalism 
can continue to grow in the long-term while addressing the negative 
climatic impacts of growth through technological development (i.e., 
the techno-capitalist agenda). The remainder of this book defies 
capitalist realism and one-dimensional thinking by imagining and 
describing in detail alternatives already existing in current conditions 
that can offer much more just and sustainable outcomes. Embracing 
the possibilities for social transformation, we draw from scholarship 
related to ecosocialism and degrowth to articulate an alternative 
trajectory, one that can still involve the use of technologies to 
mitigate global warming, but uses technologies for the specific 
purpose of protecting people and ecosystems – not for domination 
or increasing capital accumulation. While we will return later to the 
challenges and obstacles that must be recognized, confronted, and 
overcome to create this alternative path, first we need to understand 
the specific goals, strategies, and social-structural changes necessary 
to minimize warming and create a more just and livable future.
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Chapter 2:
Ecosocialism and 

Degrowth

[T]he ecological perspective is incompatible with the rationality of 
capitalism.

– André Gorz (1980: 18)

Leading up to the 2021 United Nations Climate Change 
Conference (COP26), we heard calls for bold change from world 

leaders intermingled with statements indicating that very little will 
change. Representatives from the US may illustrate some of the 
clearest examples of this contradiction. For example, the US Special 
Presidential Envoy for Climate, John Kerry, said that the climate 
crisis is an “existential” threat and the “test of our time” requiring 
world leaders to step up and make bold changes (quoted in Harvey 
2021). Yet Kerry also claimed that the American “quality of life” need 
not change because we can rely on untested future technologies to 
reduce half of necessary carbon emissions (quoted in Murray 2021). 
This clearly illustrates continued ideological denialism and a techno-
capitalist agenda, using faith in future technology as a rationale for 
minimal changes now and maintaining the current system.
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Among climate movement groups calling for “system change,” 
such as Extinction Rebellion (XR) and Fridays for Future (FFF), a 
large gap remains between the complaints and discontent with the 
current system and any agenda that would result in meaningful 
change. These complaints without agendas to reach alternatives 
leaves environmental concerns open to manipulation, dilution, and 
cooptation by those actively maintaining the current system. Leading 
up to COP26, XR activists organized to express their demands to 
world leaders. Yet, XR’s demands remain “beyond politics” as they 
call for governments to tell the truth about climate change and act 
boldly to reduce emissions without supporting any specific policies 
or programs. As pointed out by Spash (2020), these generic calls 
for change fail to connect with any agenda or program to facilitate 
change and fail to confront the very real political powers that 
continue to protect the status quo.

These two challenges—(1) denial that system change is necessary 
and (2) failure to articulate what system change involves—both 
stem from a societal inability to adequately engage with the fact that 
different socio-economic systems exist and are possible to create. This 
inability is partly a response to ineffective political structures and 
insufficient social mobilization to create change, barriers discussed 
later in the book, and partly a failure of imagination. As stated in 
the introduction, we are trapped in the “pervasive attitude” of 
“capitalist realism” (Fisher 2009), where most people implicitly 
affirm or explicitly believe that there is no alternative. Instead, we 
must embrace what Bonneuil and Fressoz (2017) call “alternative 
realism,” focusing on what could be and the possible alternatives 
that could bring about a more sustainable and just future. To 
change our system in ways that minimize harm to current and 
future generations, the majority must shift from the captivity of 
capitalist realism to the open-mindedness of alternative realism. 
There is a critical need to connect alternative realism—knowledge of 
alternatives, why they are desirable, and how they can be achieved—
with the climate movement. Those trapped in the belief that system 
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change is unnecessary will remain in denial, especially if those calling 
for system change do not advocate for specific policies and present 
rough blueprints of alternatives. Again, we argue that calls for 
“system change” in the climate movement must not only get louder, 
but also much more specific. Gorz (1964) gives the same argument 
about calls for socialism: generic calls for socialism would not be 
enough without a clear idea of the specifics, tangible intermediate 
goals and improvements, and clear strategies for positive change.

In the footsteps of critical theorists, we aim to identify alternative 
social futures that exist in the cracks of current contradictions. 
With the threat of catastrophic climate change on the horizon, this 
involves searching for specific strategies and pathways to create a less 
warm, more just, and sustainable future. Critical theory can play a 
role in this. As Marcuse (1967) states:

By logical inference from the prevailing conditions and 
institutions, critical theory may also be able to determine 
the basic institutional changes which are the prerequisites 
for the transition to a higher stage of development: "higher" 
in the sense of a more rational and equitable use of resources, 
minimization of destructive conflicts, and enlargement of the 
realm of freedom. 

André Gorz’s work also examines the potentialities for a better 
society, linking theory to specific reforms that could catalyze 
a social transition out of capitalism. As a predecessor to both 
ecosocialist and degrowth thinking, Gorz (1980) grounds his 
arguments in a new sense of realism, what he calls “ecological 
realism.” Ecological realism acknowledges the external limits of the 
biophysical world and that we must change our system to protect 
current and future generations from the destruction that ensues 
from ignoring these limits. Gorz’s (1980: 77) position on growth in 
these terms is clear: “the logic of profit has led it to produce for the 
sake or production, to demand growth for the sake of growth, to 
waste irreplaceable resources, to plunder the planet.”
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In this chapter, we examine ideas and proposals associated with 
ecosocialism and degrowth to identify prerequisites, concrete 
pathways, and specific key levers for the “system change” required 
to minimize global warming. Negative climate impacts are 
now unavoidable, but governments and global movements can 
still act boldly in an attempt to minimize the extent of global 
warming and the associated loss and suffering. Yet this will require 
overcoming ideological denial that systemic change is necessary 
and also connecting calls for system change to specific policies, 
programs, and strategies. We first briefly describe the origins and 
primary positions associated with ecosocialism and degrowth, 
acknowledging that this review captures only a fraction of the 
plurality of views that exists within each area of scholarship. We 
then focus on the synergies or overlapping ideas supported by both 
ecosocialists and degrowth thinkers.

Ecosocialist Visions and Strategies 

While holding and governing resources in common are prehistoric 
practices and socialistic ideas are recorded in ancient and Medieval 
texts, modern socialism and its many branches emerged following 
the French and industrial revolutions (for overviews of early modern 
socialism and the emergence of anarchism and Marxism, see Cole 
1953, 1954; Kołakowski 2005: ch. 10). The word “socialism” was first 
used in print in 1832 by Pierre Leroux, a devotee to the doctrines of 
the French socialist Saint-Simon (Cole 1953, Kołakowski 2005). Early 
on, socialism referred to the 

collective regulation of men’s affairs on a co-operative basis, 
with the happiness and welfare of all as the end in view, and 
with the emphasis not on ‘politics’ but on the production and 
distribution of wealth and on the strengthening of ‘socialising’ 
influences in the lifelong education of the citizens in co-
operative, as against competitive, patterns of behaviour and 
social attitudes and beliefs. (Cole 1953: 4-5)
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Despite general agreement on some essential points (see below), 
socialism has always been, and still is, a diverse politics (Wolff 
2019), with two centuries worth of discussion and disagreement over 
fundamental questions, including:

1)  Should, or can, the state be abolished or, instead, used 
as an instrument to transition to socialism? If the latter, 
will state power be won through the ballot or through 
force? Can incremental reforms build socialism, or is 
revolution necessary?

2)  What social groups will play a key role as historical 
subjects for building socialism?  

3)  What will socialism look like, and will it be a transition 
to a “higher” social stage of communism?  

4)  Is socialism a natural inevitability built into the laws of 
history or a collective choice?  

5)  Can socialism be built in one country or region, or is 
its international spread a prerequisite for success?  

The wide-ranging answers to these and related questions accounts 
for why socialism is a broad political label adopted by seemingly 
opposed political factions, from moderate social democrats 
interested in securing a more robust welfare state, without aspiring 
to socialize property, to insurrectionary anarchists who seek to 
abolish the state and private property through revolution. These 
questions are being revisited today due to a growing and relatively 
widespread interest in socialism, especially among young people, a 
renewal rising out of the multiple crises created and sustained by 
capitalism (Foster 2020).

Despite its many variations, socialism was united from the start by
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the conviction that the uncontrolled concentration of wealth 
and unbridled competition were bound to lead to increasing 
misery and crises, and that the system must be replaced by 
one in which the organization of production and exchange 
would do away with poverty and oppression and bring about 
a redistribution of the world’s goods on a basis of equality. 
(Kołakowski 2005: 150)

This early conviction is echoed in a definition of socialism 
proposed in a recent popular primer:

[Socialism is an] egalitarian political tradition characterized by its 
skepticism of wealth inequality and private, for-profit ownership. 
There are many strands of socialist philosophy, including 
Marxism, anarchism, and the less radical “Fabian” socialisms. 
Some are in favor of centralized states, some are against the 
state entirely. Some are revolutionary and some are reformist. 
Some believe that markets, money, and some private ownership 
will be necessary, while others believe the world should be held 
in common and shared by all. But each has a radical vision for 
a more fair and equal social/economic landscape, and is trying 
to shift control of the production of goods and services from 
rich owners to ordinary workers. You are not a socialist if you 
do not aspire to drastic changes in the existing arrangement of 
economic power, meaning it is not enough simply to affirm 
vague rhetorical support for “equality.” (Robinson 2019: 139-140)

Common though not universal themes and goals in socialism 
include the abolition of private property (not personal property) 
through its “socialization,” which ambiguously refers to 
nationalization and/or democratization/cooperatization; the 
democratization of the workplace; the reduction of inequality; 
wealth redistribution through high progressive taxes and welfare 
programs; the realization of freedom and equality; and using 
technological progress to reduce working hours. 

No one has had a more acute and sustained intellectual influence 
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on socialism than Karl Marx. His writings and debates with, and 
critiques of, leading socialists of his time, such as the anarchists 
Mikhail Bakunin and Pierre Proudhon and the socialist Ferdinand 
Lassalle, set the stage for the international development of socialist 
doctrine and strategy. For Marx, “socialism means more… than a 
welfare society, the abolition of competition and want, the removal 
of conditions that make men an enemy to man: it is also, and above 
all, the abolition of the estrangement between man and the world, 
the assimilation of the world by the human subject.” (Kołakowski 
2005: 183). Marx’s ideas were central to the codification of socialist 
doctrine during the Second and Third Internationals and many 
major socialist parties and states have claimed to follow Marxism. 
Given that many of the horrors committed by failed and still-existing 
“socialist” states that officially adhered and adhere to Marxism, some 
readers are likely and understandably skeptical of socialism, let alone 
Marxism. Further, readers are likely aware of some of the ecological 
devastation caused by “socialist” states. 

On the one hand, it is misleading to conflate the many socialist 
experiments of the twentieth century, from Stalin’s Russia to 
Yugoslavia’s experiments with democratic workplaces, in the same 
box and to overlook the massive gains in education, literacy, welfare, 
housing, and medicine experienced by many “socialist” states (see 
Saed 2021). Wright (2010), argues that the applications of socialism 
in authoritarian examples is not socialism at all, but what he calls 
undemocratic and oppressive “statism.” These examples missed the 
mark and failed to be directed by the people for the benefit of the 
people. Many socialists today modify socialism with “democratic” to 
unambiguously communicate a commitment to democracy and anti-
authoritarianism (Robinson 2019: 140). Relatedly, contemporary 
socialists who are committed to saving the environment from what 
they see as the inherently anti-ecological dynamics of capitalism 
often call themselves “ecosocialists.” It is these two overlapping 
variants of socialism—democratic socialism and ecosocialism—that 
we summarize below.
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The Democratic Socialists of America (DSA) (2021), the largest 
socialist organization in the US, defines democratic socialism as 
“a system that extends bottom-up democracy to our workplaces, 
neighborhoods, and society.” One of DSA’s founding members, 
Michael Harrington (1989: 9, emphasis removed) similarly conceives 
of socialism as “democratic control from below by the people and 
their communities,” in contrast to what currently exists: top-down 
capitalist control. Bhaskar Sunkara (2020), editor of Jacobin, a 
popular democratic-socialist US-based magazine, supports social-
democratic reforms but believes they are only a starting point to 
transition to democratic socialism. Along with guaranteed public 
jobs and strong social welfare programs, democratic socialism 
entails the end of labor and capital markets while retaining markets 
for goods and services. The goods and services are produced by 
nationalized firms that are simultaneously governed by their 
workers, despite being owned by the state. In a thought experiment 
Sunkara (2020: 20) describes it this way: “Collectively you and your 
coworkers now control your company. You’re more like citizens of a 
community than owners. You just have to pay a tax on its capital 
assets (the building and the land it’s on, machinery, and so forth), in 
effect renting it from society as a whole.” He argues that democratic 
socialism is well-placed to counter capitalism’s attempt to expand 
infinitely despite the finite limits imposed by nature:

There are reasons to believe that democratic socialism would do 
far better at keeping humanity flourishing along with the wider 
ecology in which we’re enmeshed. Worker-controlled firms don’t 
have the same “grow or die” imperative as capitalist ones. A 
more empowered citizenry, too, would be better able to weigh 
the costs and benefits of new development. At the very least, 
more democracy means a better chance to argue for a politics 
that defends the interests of our children and grandchildren. 
(Sunkara 2020: 241)

Further, public ownership of firms allows for technological changes 
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to be used to reduce work hours rather than increase profits. The 
ecological significance of this is discussed further in the next chapter 
in terms of work time reduction policy.  

Although Sunkara (2020) is clear that democratic socialism 
would better allow for society to address climate change, some of 
the details of how this would be achieved remain unclear. These 
details are important because some democratic socialists maintain 
a techno-optimistic, Cornucopian wish-image of a socialist future 
as one of endless excess and abundance (for critique, see Foster 
2017). In contrast, ecosocialists argue that it is capitalism’s inherent 
growth imperative that lies at the root of the ecological crisis (e.g., 
Foster et al. 2011):

Capital…is nothing but self-expanding value, and is 
indistinguishable from the drive to accumulate on an ever-
increasing scale…This ceaseless drive for the amassing 
of greater and greater wealth, requiring more and more 
throughput of energy and resources, as well as reserves of labor, 
generating more waste, constitutes “the absolute general law of 
environmental degradation under capitalism [Foster et al. 2011].” 
Today the scale of the human economy has become so large that 
its everyday activities, such as carbon dioxide emissions and 
freshwater use, now threaten the fundamental biogeochemical 
processes of the planet. (Foster and Clark 2020: 246-247)

Although there are differences between ecosocialists like Ted 
Benton, James O’Connor, Joel Kovel, John Bellamy Foster, and 
others (e.g., see White et al. 2017; Foster and Clark 2020: ch. 8), 
two common strands running through ecosocialism include (1) the 
argument that capitalism is inherently unsustainable (see above) and 
(2) a prescriptive case that socialism would allow society to produce 
to meet human needs within ecological limits. Others have shown 
that these arguments stretch back to Marx’s analysis of the “rift” 
capitalism ruptures in biogeochemical cycles and the need to build 
a society in which “socialized man, the associated producers, govern 
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the human metabolism of nature in a rational way… accomplishing 
it with the least expenditure of energy” (Marx 1981: 959, see Foster 
2000, Saito 2017).

As an alternative to capitalism’s structural necessity to increase 
energy and material throughput, ecosocialism has been defined as:

[A]n attempt to provide a radical civilizational alternative to 
what Marx called capitalism’s ‘destructive progress’. It advances 
an economic policy founded on the non-monetary and extra-
economic criteria of social needs and ecological equilibrium. 
Grounded on the basic arguments of the ecological movement, 
and the Marxist critique of political economy, this dialectical 
synthesis… is at the same time a critique of ‘market ecology’, 
which does not challenge the capitalist system, and of 
‘productivist socialism’, which ignores the issue of natural limits.  
[The aims of ecosocialism] require: (a) collective ownership of 
the means of production (‘collective’ here meaning public, 
cooperative or communitarian property); (b) democratic 
planning, which makes it possible for society to define the goals 
of investment and production, and (c) a new technological 
structure of the productive forces. (Löwy 2007: 294)

In this definition, ecosocialism is a democratic socialism that 
recognizes natural limits and abandons the vision of socialism 
as an extension of capitalist productivism. Collective ownership 
and democratic planning open the possibility of, though do not 
guarantee, an economy based around the production of use values 
that meet human needs and promote human flourishing within 
ecological limits (see Kovel 2000). The guiding assumption is that 
democratically controlled firms free from the profit motive who 
collectively and discursively decide, with surrounding communities 
(Löwy 2007), what should and should not be produced—as 
opposed to leaving these choices to supply and demand and a tiny 
elite—will be better positioned to take ecological impacts and social 
welfare into consideration. As Lawrence (2022: 21) states boldly in  
Planet on Fire: A Manifesto for the Age of Environmental Breakdown, 
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we need to replace the economics of extractivism with a twenty-
first-century ecosocialism: the collective effort to democratise 
our economic and political institutions, repurposing them 
towards social wellbeing and individual flourishing, rooted in 
an abundant and thriving natural world... If you do not like the 
word ‘ecosocialism’, then use something else.

Degrowth Visions and Strategies

While it does not date back as far as socialist thinking, degrowth is 
not a new concept. It is widely described as having emerged from 
a question posed by Gorz in the early 1970s (Kallis 2015a, Paulson 
2017). Giorgos Kallis’ book Degrowth (2018) includes a detailed 
history of the evolution of degrowth that we will not repeat here, but 
it should be noted that key contributors to degrowth’s development 
include Gorz, radical Catholic priest and philosopher Ivan Illich, 
bioeconomist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, radical economist and 
political-scientist Serge Latouche, as well as Joan Martinez-Alier, 
Herman Daly, Tim Jackson, Peter Victor and other ecological 
economists. Barcelona, Spain, has become an epicenter for current 
degrowth research, education, and activism, as the Autonomous 
University of Barcelona is home to prominent degrowth scholars and 
now offers a graduate program in degrowth. The academic collective 
“Research & Degrowth” also coordinates networking among 
degrowth scholars and activists and holds an international degrowth 
conference at least every other year in various locations. 

The primary goal of degrowth is to equitably reduce total resource 
and energy use to a sustainable level that provides enough for 
everyone and corrects for the current level of ecological overshoot 
causing our environmental crisis. Kallis (2017: 10), one of 
degrowth’s most prolific scholars, defines degrowth as “an equitable 
down-scaling of production and consumption that increases human 
wellbeing and enhances environmental conditions.” Degrowth 
entails reduced material and energy throughput in over-extended 
economies to reach a steady state of “enough” or sufficiency, while 
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at the same time helping nations in the Global South to more 
sustainably achieve an improved quality of life (Kallis 2017). 

Degrowth faces many challenges as a movement (Liegy and Nelson 
2020) and is still widely misunderstood as simply a decrease in 
GDP and, therefore, misinterpreted as recession. The overall goal of 
degrowth is not to reduce GDP; however, the changes required to 
reduce total material and energy throughput to stay within planetary 
limits would most likely result in a contraction of the economy and 
a reduction in GDP (Hickel 2019). Yet, degrowth is planned and 
is therefore not the same as an economic recession. The “degrowth 
hypothesis” posits that through prioritizing distribution, equity, and 
having enough, wellbeing and quality of life can improve even as 
total material and energy throughput decreases (Kallis 2018). With 
an increasing number of new degrowth books written for a general 
audience (e.g., Hickel 2021, Liegy and Nelson 2020, Schmeltzer et 
al. 2022) and associated media coverage, interviews, and lectures; 
degrowth is receiving increased attention. And in 2022, for the first 
time, an Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report 
mentioned degrowth 15 times in discussions of pathways to stay 
within climate targets (Parrique 2022).

As capitalism is growth dependent, degrowth represents an 
anti-capitalist position. Kallis (2015:1) explains that “[d]egrowth 
challenges not only the outcomes, but the very spirit of capitalism. 
Capitalism knows no limits, it only knows how to expand, creating 
while destroying.” Degrowth values and principles challenge key 
components of neoliberal capitalism including consumerism, 
individualism, and greed and, instead, focuses on sufficiency, 
sharing, common resources, relationships, conviviality, and care 
(Kallis 2018). In addition, rather than supporting a culture of 
always needing more and more material goods (largely propelled 
by advertising and a constantly expanding production engine), 
degrowth promotes a “culture of self-limitation” that values restraint 
to enhance social and ecological wellbeing (Kallis 2019: 270). In all 
these ways, degrowth in theory and practice is incompatible with 
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capitalism, which remains dependent on economic growth and 
increasing levels of production and consumption. 

While degrowth scholars and activists have developed diverse 
interpretations of degrowth (Chertkovskaya 2019, Liegy and Nelson 
2020), much of the literature illustrates clear overlapping principles 
and agendas. For example, Jarvis (2019: 7) states that 

a degrowth perspective can be identified in the literature 
with respect to four transformations: extending human 
relations instead of market relations; deepening democracy; 
defending ecosystems; and realizing a more equal global 
distribution of wealth.

Gabriel and Bond (2019: 328) identify three primary agendas 
associated with degrowth: (1) to decrease material and energy 
throughput, (2) to emphasize social justice, wellbeing, and 
inclusion, and (3) to create voluntary democratic channels 
to participate in decision-making. Degrowth thrives on the 
multiplicity of perspectives and approaches, yet core values include 
“care, cooperation, mutual aid, solidarity, conviviality, autonomy, 
and direct democracy” (Barca et al. 2019: 4). Kallis (2018) 
emphasizes several key principles of degrowth: equality, democracy, 
relocalization, diversifying economic forms, decommodification, 
care, sharing, building relationships, conviviality, celebration, and, of 
course, reducing throughput. Others similarly describe degrowth as 
reorienting priorities from growth to wellbeing (Paulson et al. 2020). 

Casting off the hegemonic capitalist goal of GDP growth is 
a prerequisite for degrowth. However, the call to abolish GDP 
as an indicator of progress is coming not only from supporters 
of degrowth, but also from an increasing number of scholars, 
economists, and political pundits. As explained by Nobel laureate 
and economist Joseph Stiglitz (2019): “If we measure the wrong 
thing, we will do the wrong thing” and currently what we are 
measuring and prioritizing is leading us further into global crisis. 
GDP has failed to be a good indicator of wellbeing and quality of life 
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(O’Neill 2012, Stiglitz 2019). Alternative indicators, including the 
Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare, Gross National Happiness, 
and the General Progress Indicator, illustrate that GDP remains 
a poor indicator of social progress in terms of health, education, 
wellbeing, and happiness. However, degrowth entails much more 
than simply abandoning the use of GDP as a metric of progress. 
It also requires changing the way we live, work, and organize our 
societies. From household behavior to global governance, everything 
must change. Scholars have outlined degrowth-oriented policy 
proposals for national and international-level structural changes as 
well as strategies and programs to guide community-level planning 
to reduce material and energy use. 

Degrowth living requires a shift away from consumer culture and 
toward a culture of sufficiency where quality is valued over quantity 
and new forms of abundance emerge. This cultural transition is in 
line with what Juliet Shor (2010) calls Plentitude and involves simple 
living yet feeling satisfied with enough rather than always wanting 
more. Degrowth involves a cultural and paradigmatic shift where 
collective social and ecological values are placed before personal 
wealth accumulation (Brossman and Islar 2019). It also involves 
fostering a “culture of self-limitation” that, in contrast to austerity, 
is chosen through self-awareness and ethical rationale: “social needs 
are constructed and can be deliberated on, negotiated, regulated or 
limited” (Kallis 2019: 270). In this way degrowth blurs and reshapes 
cultural norms and values into forms that are more relevant and 
appropriate for addressing our environmental crisis (Perkins 2019). 
If we cast aside economic growth and hyper-individualism (which 
promotes excessive personal consumption and fuels economic growth), 
then sharing material resources, housing, and spaces allows for 
reducing environmental impacts and increasing social connectedness. 
Jarvis (2019: 257) states that sharing in line with degrowth principles 
involves prioritizing “intentional ‘we’ thinking and ethical purpose” 
instead of “cultural norms… such as hyper-individual dwelling and 
conspicuous consumption.” As Paulson (2017) explains, 
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degrowth call us to shift value and desire away from productivist 
achievements and consumption-based identities toward visions 
of good life variously characterized by health, harmony, pleasure 
and vitality among humans and ecosystems. 

Yet degrowth is not merely another call for changes in values and 
culture, but also refers to an array of policy strategies at multiple 
scales that, together, offer a pathway to stay within climate targets 
and increase wellbeing.

It should be emphasized that degrowth scholars agree that 
production and consumption should not be reduced in places where 
many people’s needs are still not being met. For example, Demaria 
et al. (2019) argue that in cases where people are living with less 
than enough, there is clearly a need to increase production and 
consumption. In other words, degrowth is “not a material process 
of lowering consumption, an irrelevant demand for those who 
live within conditions of poverty” (Demaira et al. 2019: 439). The 
authors also argue that poverty and “underdevelopment” are not 
necessarily a consequence of the absence of economic growth. In 
fact, in many cases, poverty is the consequence of economic growth 
and development interventions. In contrast to growth being seen as 
alleviating poverty, it should be recognized that growth can result in 
poverty. Recent analyses suggest that developing countries have been 
net-creditors to the Global North, sending money out at a rate well 
beyond the “aid” received from the developed world (GFI 2016). As 
Demaria et al. (2019: 439) argue:

The ideology of growth disguises continued colonial relations 
with a pretense of generalized betterment, while securing 
the unequal exchanges and the access by capital to cheap raw 
materials and human labour that is necessary for sustaining 
growth for some at the expense of others.

Meeting the needs of people in the Global South is critical, but the 
goal should not simply be economic growth, which Hickel (2017) 
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illustrates goes largely to the wealthy few or is exported. A more 
appropriate goal is meeting the needs of people and supporting health 
and wellbeing. Growth to meet those needs could be done with the 
goal of sufficiency in mind, rather than never-ending economic 
growth and wealth accumulation for the elite. In other words, we 
must refocus and improve “the development model to make it more 
efficient at converting resources into well-being” (Hickel 2019). Some 
degrowth scholars argue that degrowth can open alternative pathways 
for development in the Global South that could result in more 
beneficial outcomes for all. As Kallis (2015) explains, degrowth can 
liberate “conceptual space” for countries to identify their own ideas 
of wellbeing and “can provide space for the flourishing of alternative 
cosmovisions and practices in the South, such as buen vivir in Latin 
America or ubuntu in Africa.” In these ways, it may open pathways for 
countries in the Global South to achieve high(er) levels of wellbeing 
on a different path that does not simply prioritize growth.

The term degrowth was specifically chosen by activists and scholars 
because it is a negative word or “missile word” that directly confronts 
and challenges the hegemony of growth (Kallis 2015, Liegy and 
Nelson 2020). As argued by Kallis (2019: 273), 

[c]apitalism and its institutions are legitimated and reproduced 
in the name of growth. The imaginary and pursuit of growth 
survived even communist states’ attack on capitalist relations. 
Unless we start changing the words we use and the images 
that come with them, we will remain stuck in the capitalist 
imaginary of growth.

Drews and Antal’s (2016) study on the use of the term illustrates 
that the word “degrowth” does have a downward connotation that 
fosters negative feelings, including fears of having less or forced 
austerity. They also found that the term in some cases “backfires” 
because it misleadingly suggests a recession, which is different than 
a planned economic contraction. However, others argue that the 
movement must be explicitly against growth and that the term 
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“degrowth” is much less likely to be coopted than more positive 
terms (Kallis 2018). Despite criticisms, many scholars and activists 
continue to support the use of the term degrowth for these reasons 
(Liegy and Nelson 2020).

Addressing inequality while reducing overconsumption and 
mitigating environmental harm are key goals of degrowth and 
involve the redistribution of wealth and resources (Hickel 2019). 
This would reduce environmental harm, as wealthy individuals have 
a much higher environmental impact. For example, according to 
Chancel and Piketty (2015) those in the top 1% income bracket in 
the US emit over 300 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent per 
capita compared to 20 metric tons for the average North American 
and well above the 6.2 global average. Due to the extreme level of 
current inequality, ensuring that human needs and social goals 
can be met without growth will require that wealth is more fairly 
distributed (Hickel 2019). Therefore, a wealth tax, income cap, or 
other redistributive reform is critical (see Buch-Hansen and Koch 
2019). Other policy proposals associated with degrowth—including 
work time reduction, advertising restrictions, economic democracy, 
energy democracy, and nationalizing fossil fuels—that have 
significant mitigation potential will be discussed in the next chapter 
focused on specific strategies to minimize global warming.

Synergies Between Ecosocialism and Degrowth 

Ecosocialism and degrowth have overlapping yet distinct intellectual 
and political histories. However, they both aim to subordinate the 
economy to social and ecological goals. As noted long ago by Karl 
Polanyi (2001), capitalism attempts to embed social relations in the 
economic system even though the economy should be “embedded in 
social relations” (2001: 60). Kaup (2015) extends this notion, arguing 
that the economy needs to be re-embedded in both the social and 
natural spheres. Rather than society and nature being subject to a 
growth-dependent and relatively autonomous economic system, 
we must make economic goals subordinate to ecological limits and 
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social wellbeing if we are to avoid social-ecological collapse.

Figure 1: A nested depiction of sustainability from ecological economics that 
illustrates the economy embedded within society and the environment.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nested_sustainability-v2.gif

This is also supported by the popular concept of doughnut 
economics, where the economy must fit inside the boundaries 
(doughnut) of the ecological and biophysical world (Raworth 2017). 
However, in contrast to degrowth, doughnut economics is described 
as being “growth agnostic” (Spash 2021). In other words, the concept 
is not explicitly against growth and does not specifically call for a 
reduction in overall production and consumption. In contrast, both 
ecosocialism and degrowth specify the need to reduce production and 
consumption in wealthy countries to stay within ecological limits.

There has been a vibrant discussion between ecosocialists and 
degrowth thinkers for around a decade (Andreucci and Engel-Di 
Mauro 2019). A common criticism of degrowth from a Marxist 
perspective is that degrowth has not developed a coherent theory of 
capitalism and, thus, cannot develop an adequate political response 
to its inherent growth engine (e.g., Foster 2011). Some ecosocialists 
want to preserve concepts like “growth” and “development,” arguing 
that the meaning of these terms would qualitatively transform in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Nested_sustainability-v2.gif
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an ecosocialist society (e.g., Vergara-Camus 2019, cf. Löwy 2007). 
Kallis (2019) argues that degrowth is inherently incompatible with 
capitalism and that any true socialist alternative should seek to 
simmer rather than fuel productivism. In Minima Moralia, Theodor 
Adorno argues that socialist productivism, with its calls for boundless 
production and consumption, is a byproduct of, rather than an 
alternative to, a society dominated by commodity production. He 
asks us to imagine an achieved utopia as one of peace and rest rather 
than more “frantic bustle” and unbridled production:

If we imagine emancipated society as emancipation from 
precisely such totality, then vanishing-lines come into view that 
have little in common with increased production and its human 
reflections… [A] society rid of its fetters might take thought that 
even the forces of production are not the deepest substratum 
of man, but represent his historical form adapted to the 
production of commodities. Perhaps the true society will grow 
tired of development and, out of freedom, leave possibilities 
unused, instead of storming under a confused compulsion to the 
conquest of strange stars. A mankind which no longer knows 
want will begin to have an inkling of the delusory, futile nature 
of all the arrangements hitherto made in order to escape want, 
which used wealth to produce want on a larger scale… Rien 
faire comme une bête [Doing nothing, like an animal], lying on 
water and looking peacefully at the sky, ‘being, nothing else, 
without any further definition and fulfilment’, might take the 
place of process, act, satisfaction, and so truly keep the promise 
of dialectical logic that it would culminate in its origin. None of 
the abstract concepts comes closer to fulfilled utopia than that of 
eternal peace. (Adorno 1978: 156-57)

Much of the debates over possible conflicts between ecosocialist 
and degrowth thinking stems from different interpretations, 
especially of degrowth. While degrowth indeed celebrates pluralism, 
most degrowth proponents and scholars now agree that degrowth 
is clearly an anti-capitalist position (Schmelzer et al. 2022). The 
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Eco-Marxist Foster (2021) explains, that, if interpreted as focusing 
only on an anti-growth position, degrowth falls short as it fails to 
capture the scope of the problem. However, if degrowth is an 
acknowledgement of the inherent relationship between capitalism 
and economic growth, then any notions of degrowth being 
compatible with capitalism ends. It is not a matter of shrinking the 
scale of production and consumption, but a matter of reconfiguring 
social relations completely. As Foster (2021) warns, it is not enough 
to turn the concept of growth upside down, we need a new system 
of production and consumption all together, with different goals and 
different ends.

Like many others increasingly interested in these topics, we 
believe ecosocialist and degrowth thinking provide critical insights 
necessary for creating a livable future and offer the best possible 
path forward to create a more just and sustainable world. Despite 
some misconceptions and different interpretations, especially 
regarding what degrowth means, we agree with Andreucci and 
Engel-Di Mauro (2019) that there are important and fertile overlaps 
between degrowth and ecosocialism.  In fact, as mentioned above, 
the term “degrowth” (décroissance) itself was first discussed by the 
proto-ecosocialist Gorz (Kallis et al. 2015) and, for Kallis (2019), 
degrowth is “socialism without growth” (Andreucci and Engel-
Di Mauro 2019). Further, a fundamental ecosocialist argument is 
that the unsustainability of capitalism is due to its inherent growth 
engine and, thus, either explicitly or implicitly agree with degrowth’s 
premise that overall production and consumption must decline to 
meet ecological targets.

In addition, Saito’s (2022) overwhelmingly popular book, titled 
Marx in the Anthropocene: Towards the Idea of Degrowth Communism, 
represents an important connection between Marxism and degrowth. 
Saito makes a compelling argument that, in his later work, Marx 
supports a form of degrowth communism. Drawing from overlooked 
manuscripts, Saito (2022) reveals how Marx’s vision of post-capitalism 
evolved since he wrote Capital. His views had shifted to focus more 
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on the natural environment and cyclical relationships, supporting the 
idea of a “stationary and circular economy without economic growth” 
(Saito 2022: 170 emphases in original). Through illustrating Marx’s 
likely support for degrowth thinking, Saito (2022) effectively opens 
the door for increased dialogue and collaboration between Marxists 
and degrowth thinkers. This reinforces the positions of those who 
already connecting these ideas, such as Latouch who “accepted the 
idea of ecosocialism as a basis for degrowth” (Saito 2002: 217). While 
many academics may have once viewed degrowth as a third option, 
an alternative to both capitalism and socialism, degrowth scholars 
have become increasingly anti-capitalist, revealing clearer synergies 
between ecosocialism and degrowth.

Based on the principles and theories that guide ecosocialist and 
degrowth thinking, we will next examine what specific strategies 
and programs could be adopted to transition to a new society, a 
new order that is capable of minimizing global warming. Rather 
than calling for system changes and a generic transition, we draw 
from a growing body of literature pointing us in specific directions 
based on convincing evidence. While specific strategies and policies 
have been outlined in diverse contexts, they will need to be pushed 
forward collectively and simultaneously to have the most potential. 
Thus, the need for a new comprehensive, theoretically informed and 
empirically supported, climate agenda for system change.
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Chapter 3:
A Climate Agenda for 

System Change

[P]olicy should be made on the basis of robust empirical evidence, rather 
than on the basis of speculative theoretical possibilities, particularly 
given the severity of the crisis that is at stake.

– Jason Hickel and Giorgos Kallis (2019)

We believe the climate movement needs to solidify a clear agenda 
to commence “system change” and that this would serve to 

strengthen the movement’s ability to influence effective and just 
climate policy. Ecosocialism and degrowth, as examined in the previous 
chapter, represent a fruitful guide to create a new climate agenda. Here 
we examine how ideas and proposals from ecosocialist and degrowth 
scholars can inform concrete agenda items to help support the goal 
of justly minimizing global warming. Scholars in these areas have not 
only developed policy and program proposals based on the theoretical 
foundations of ecosocialism and degrowth, many have also illustrated 
through evidence that these pathways will likely be a successful way 
to justly mitigate climate change. While many such examples exist, 
we highlight a selection of proposals that we feel are both grounded 
in theory and well-supported by empirical evidence. Here we share 
the policies and programs that other scholars have evaluated and 
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convincingly illustrated would be effective and just pathways not only 
to address the climate crisis, but also to foster system change towards 
a more egalitarian and sustainable world. 

Before describing policy applications in detail, it is helpful to 
illustrate the symbioses between ecosocialism and degrowth by 
comparing two concrete political proposals: Richard Smith’s (2019) 
ecosocialist plan to avoid catastrophic warming and James G. 
Speth’s (2015; Speth et al. 2018) proposals to address the ecological 
crisis by reaching a “new political economy.” The proposals are 
helpful illustrations here as one uses the terms “ecosocialism” and 
“degrowth” (Smith) while the other avoids using either term despite 
supporting democratic control of the economy and reductions in 
total throughput (Speth). Smith (2019) proposes an “Emergency 
Plan,” designed for the US, to stay with 1.5°C warming. The plan 
consists of four proposals: (1) phase out fossil fuels by nationalizing 
the fossil fuel industry as well as “downstream” industries and those 
whose entire existence is dependent on fossil fuels (e.g., airlines), 
(2) a guaranteed jobs program for those who are put out of work, 
(3) a large-scale and rapid national development of renewables, 
and (4) a phase-out of ecologically destructive industries (e.g., arms 
production, single-use plastics, factory farming, etc.). Smith sees 
capitalist growth dependency as the primary obstacle to avoiding 
catastrophic warming and defends socializing massive corporations 
as opposed to small businesses and family farms. Speth et al. (2018: 
2) argue, like Smith, that we need “system change” to transition out 
of “our current system of political economy.” They promote three 
strategies to begin transitioning out of current power structures that 
block climate action, all of which overlap with Smith’s Emergency 
Plan: (1) buying out fossil fuel companies and phasing out fossil fuel 
production, (2) transferring energy utilities to public ownership and 
control, and (3) partnering with “anchor institutions” (public or 
nonprofit institutions who have a long-term stake in communities, 
such as universities and hospitals) to fortify democratically controlled 
energy grids. While these visions provide the beginning of a “system 
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changing” climate agenda, there are additional strategies that we 
believe are key to justly minimizing global warming.

Upon reviewing the degrowth and ecosocialist literature relevant 
to climate change, we find at least six policies and programs that 
many degrowth and ecosocialist thinkers support as part of a 
solution pathway to address the climate crisis while increasing 
human wellbeing. We propose that a climate agenda for system 
change should include:  

1) Economic democracy 

2) Energy democracy and energy cooperatives 

3) Work time reduction

4) Advertising restrictions and sufficiency measures 

5) Reallocating excess wealth

6) Nationalizing and phasing out fossil fuel companies 

Below, we describe each of these strategies and explain why they 
represent key levers and programs for effective and just climate 
mitigation. We agree with Hickel and Kallis (2019: 15) that “[p]olicy 
should be made on the basis of robust empirical evidence, rather than 
on the basis of speculative theoretical possibilities.” Compared to 
theoretical and hypothetical green growth strategies (given the lack 
of empirical evidence of absolute, permanent, and global decoupling 
of growth and GHG emissions – see the introduction), the strategies 
described below break away from the paradigm of growth and offer 
well supported and less risky mitigation pathways that also provide the 
co-benefit of improving equity, justice, and wellbeing. These strategies 
are also grounded in the theories, principles, and goals associated with 
ecosocialism and degrowth – namely to increase equity, justice, and 
human security while staying within ecological thresholds. In other 
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words, they prioritize human wellbeing and ecological sustainability 
over economic growth and profit accumulation. While some of 
these strategies can be pursued individually, we will highlight the 
relationships between specific agenda items and why they would be 
most effective if implemented together.

1. Economic Democracy

Economic democracy refers to “a system of governing firms in which 
direct control is redistributed... out of the hands of the capitalists and 
into the hands of their workers” (Archer 1995: 69). The democratic 
control of firms allows for the possibility of addressing environment 
problems: “If work were under the control of workers, human work 
would be much more likely to be environmentally friendly, since 
under capitalism’s property rules and the imperative of growth, 
labor is forced to be environmentally harmful” (Bayon 2015: 191, see 
also Boillat et al. 2012, Johanisova and Wolf 2012, Wolff 2012: 133-
134, Gunderson 2019). Democracy in the workplace or “economic 
democracy” is critical for addressing worker alienation and opening 
opportunities to use productivity gains in ways other than expansion 
and increasing levels of production. 

Models of economic democracy already exist and vary in degree 
of worker control and ownership, including worker control of 
privately-owned firms, worker control of publicly owned firms, 
and worker control of worker-owned firms (e.g., worker-owned 
cooperatives). Worker decision-making power ranges from workers 
receiving a notification that a decision is being made to a majority 
representation in the forum or body that makes decisions (Archer 
1995, Schweickart 1992, Boillat et al. 2012). There are also hybrid 
models, such as requiring worker representation on a firm’s board 
of directors (Gorton and Schmid 2004). In a democratic system, 
workers would directly participate in decision-making or have 
elected representatives participate in all decisions that have impacts 
on workers and the future of the firm. This includes schedules, 
work speed, allocation of work duties, technologies and tools used, 
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hiring and firing employees, product quality and quantity, profit-
distribution, and investment (Schweickart 1992). 

It is important to note that the structure of economic democracy 
does not necessitate climate mitigation. For example, one of the 
long-known limitations of worker cooperatives is that they must, 
if operating in a larger capitalist system, conform to this system’s 
pseudo-natural laws (e.g., Marx 1981: 571). However, democracy in 
the workplace is a prerequisite to opening more opportunities for 
changes in production systems. It can create conditions favorable 
to new priorities that allow for the shrinking of throughput in 
a socially just way (e.g., Boillat et al. 2012, Johanisova and Wolf 
2012). As Bayon (2015: 191) argues, “[i]f work were under the 
control of workers, human work would be much more likely to be 
environmentally friendly.”

Economic democracy would allow for reduced environmental 
impacts by allowing more goals beyond private gain to be 
considered in investment decisions, moving beyond the requirement 
to advertise and sell more products, and by permitting people to be 
involved in decisions that impact their lives and the environment 
(Boillat et al. 2012). Therefore, it represents a strategic pre-
condition to allow for alternative goals to guide production systems. 
Increasing economic democracy within production systems can 
be seen as an interstitial strategy occurring in the cracks of the 
dominant capitalist system (Wright 2010) or as grassroots action 
towards ecosocialism or degrowth from below; however, it can 
also be directed by policy interventions that support organizations 
pursuing economic democracy.

2. Energy Democracy and Energy Cooperatives

Energy democracy is a three-prong project centered around popular 
sovereignty over, participatory governance of, and civic ownership 
of energy systems (Szulecki 2018). Most fundamentally, energy 
democracy is a movement to reformulate social structures and 
consciousness in ways that allow energy to be treated as a commons 
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instead of a commodity (Martinez 2017). The Mercator Research 
Institute on Global Commons (2017) argues that energy should be 
a common good as it is essential for human wellbeing and is often 
underprovided. Energy use affects the global commons through 
carbon emissions and climate change. Treating energy as a commons 
could help facilitate a transition to renewable energy and also to 
reduce overall energy consumption through just and democratic 
means. We agree with Byrne and others (2009: 90) that: 

[A]lthough commons institutions do not in and of themselves 
guarantee eradication of environmentally exploitive practices, 
they do offer elements for recovery of political agency in the 
formation of choices regarding energy and environmental 
futures and the foundation for a normative reconstitution of the 
good life. 

Energy democracy initiatives challenge capitalism and particularly 
fossil capitalism. As explained by Carrol (2020: 18), energy democracy

can open space for democratization and decolonization of 
economic, political and cultural life. In such a transformation, 
corporate power would give way to popular power and 
participatory planning in production and allocation, to 
environmental stewardship and authentic reconciliation, to a 
revitalized public sphere and inclusive community development. 

A centerpiece in this challenge to capitalist models of energy 
production and distribution is the expansion of renewable energy 
cooperatives or community energy projects, like those growing 
primarily in the EU (e.g., Kunze and Becker 2015). Existing energy 
cooperatives and related community energy projects have been 
shown to allow for carbon emissions reductions while meeting 
social needs (Kunze and Becker 2015). However, like economic 
democracy (see above) and fossil fuel nationalization (see below), 
the collective ownership of energy systems does not guarantee 
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reductions in carbon emissions. As Kunze and Becker (2015) 
explain, “[i]n contrast to conventional private corporate ownership, 
public and collective ownership opens up possibilities for the social 
and ecological transformation that degrowth is calling for, though it 
does in no way automatically guarantee the implementation of such 
goals” (Kunze and Becker 2015: 427). Like economic democracy, 
energy democracy, precisely because it is collectively governed, is 
more adaptable to goals beyond constant energy increases (Byrne et 
al. 2009) and therefore is another strategic pre-condition to open 
pathways for systemic change.

Although community energy projects are often implemented at the 
local level, they can be scaled up to at least the city level through 
municipal funding and support for energy cooperatives, city-level 
educational programs, energy sharing programs, whereby profits 
made through renewable cooperatives are donated to energy funds 
for the “energy poor,” municipalization of energy systems, and 
related programs. For example, Seoul, South Korea, launched a 
relatively successful city-wide energy reduction program in 2012, 
alongside grassroots environmental movements, that implemented 
a number of programs consistent with energy democracy, including 
support for energy cooperatives and programs to help communities 
become energy self-sufficient through renewables development 
and energy use reduction (Yun 2018, Gunderson and Yun 2021). 
Although still restricted to local- and city-levels, energy-democratic 
models of ownership and decision-making provide the blueprints for 
how to meet energy needs justly and effectively in a future society in 
which fossil fuels are almost wholly absent (Gunderson et al. 2018).

3. Work Time Reduction

Both Marcuse and Gorz were strong proponents of changing work 
in society. Marcuse (1955) argues that while humans historically may 
have needed to work many hours each day to fulfil human needs, due 
to technology and increased productivity, humans no longer need 
to work so much to survive. In many cases, unnecessary work is also 
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demeaning and repressive, leaving little time or energy for creative 
activities. Thus, excess productivity becomes “oppressive productivity” 
(Marcuse 1964: 17). In agreement with Marcuse, Gorz (1973) states: 
“[w]e could live better producing less.” Gorz (1976) further identifies 
that excess production becomes “destructive production” as “the 
disutilities and costs of a productive act exceed the useful effects” and 
we “wreak ever more destruction to combat the destructive effects 
of their production.” Thus, excess work not only leads to human 
repression but also to destruction. These arguments lay a strong 
foundation for more recent calls for reducing worktime. 

Work time reduction (WTR) is associated with significant 
reductions in GHG emissions, ecological footprints, and resource 
use (e.g., Rosnick and Weisbrot 2006, Knight et al. 2013, Fitzgerald 
et al. 2015, Fitzgerald et al. 2018). Additionally, WTR has numerous 
social benefits such as increased autonomy and lower structural 
unemployment (see LaJeunesse 2009, Gunderson 2019). By using 
productivity gains to increase social and ecological wellbeing rather 
than increase production, WTR may help address the underlying 
problem of climate change: capitalism’s inherent growth engine 
(Stoner 2021).

WTR would involve reducing annual working hours to a new 
standard, without decreases in pay or loss of benefits, and would 
likely also involve work sharing models. Work sharing allows less 
hours worked while avoiding unemployment (Schor 2015). As 
explained by Pullinger (2014: 14), there are multiple avenues for 
WTR including limiting the number of working hours per week, 
increasing holidays each year, increasing time for maternity and 
paternity leave, increasing sick leave, and offering pre-retirement 
transitions. Examples of WTR already exist. Most examples 
have been temporary policies during economic downturns, but 
increasingly WTR is occurring in European countries (LaJeunesse 
2009). There are both social and environmental benefits associated 
with WTR.

WTR has been shown to reduce carbon emissions (Knight et al. 
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2013, Fitzgerald et al. 2018). Shorter working hours involve lower 
rates of production and reduce pressure on resource and energy use. 
WTR can result in reduced total energy use, as working hours are 
associated with energy consumption (Fitzgerald et al. 2015). Rosnick 
and Weisbrot (2006) estimate that if working hours were reduced 
instead of using productivity gains for increased production, the US 
would consume 20% less energy. Rosnick (2013: 124) also posits that 
if we reduce working hours 0.5 % annually over the next century we 
can “eliminate about one-quarter to one-half, if not more, of any 
warming that is not already locked in.” 

In general, because longer working hours are associated with 
increased carbon emissions, ecological footprints, and energy use, 
WTR represents a potentially powerful climate change mitigation 
strategy. Fitzgerald et al. (2018: 1851) examined correlations between 
carbon emissions and working hours among US states and found a 
strong positive relationship, concluding that WTR is a “key policy 
lever to reduce emissions as well as protect employment.” In addition, 
Fitzgerald et al. (2022) find that the influence of working hours on 
emissions in US states increases in magnitude when there are higher 
levels of economic inequality. Therefore, policies aimed at reducing 
inequality could increase emissions reductions along with WTR.

WTR can also offer a range of social benefits including helping to 
increase levels of full employment, address alienated labor, improve 
quality of life, and enhance human flourishing (Heikkurinen et al. 
2019). As Hickel (2019) explains, WTR would enhance wellbeing: 

[W]ith more free time people would be able to have fun, enjoy 
conviviality with loved ones, cooperate with neighbors, care 
for friends and relatives, cook healthy food, exercise and enjoy 
nature, thus rendering unnecessary the patterns of consumption 
that are driven by time scarcity.

Other social benefits include time to do creative work, gardening, 
and self-provisioning including canning and processing home-
grown foods, sewing, knitting, art, and pottery. Lastly, as explained 
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by Heikkurinen et al. (2019), there are clear benefits related to 
increased employment and addressing alienated labor:

The generalized reduction of working time amounts to a choice 
as to the kind of society we wish to live in. This can be seen 
from its two inseparable objectives: (a) that everyone should 
work less, so that everyone may work and may also develop 
outside their working lives the personal potential which 
cannot find expression in their work; (b) that a much greater 
proportion of the population should be able to have access to 
skilled, complex, creative and responsible occupational activities 
which allow them continually to develop and grow. 

It is important to recognize that WTR does not necessary 
guarantee reduced carbon emissions because leisure could 
conceivably be spent doing more environmentally harmful activities 
like shopping or travel (Knight et al. 2013, Gunderson 2019). 
Advertising restrictions (see below) are one way to counteract this 
possibility and to help encourage low-impact activities. However, 
with widespread economic democracy and WTR, there would 
likely be more diverse goals, less marketing and advertising, and less 
pressure on individuals to consume unnecessary goods. More free 
time also allows for the self-provisioning activities mentioned above 
that are low-impact but do take more time.

Stoner (2021) discusses WTR in the context of a Green New 
Deal to address the climate crisis. In the US, a Green New Deal 
(GND) resolution was introduced in the House of Representatives 
by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in 2019. While the goals of the 
resolution included reducing emissions to net-zero by 2050 while 
increasing jobs, it did not include any mention of WTR which 
would likely be highly effective to address both. This absence 
and other features of the GND indicates a failure “to grasp the 
dynamic of capital as a primary driver of contemporary social 
change” (Stoner 2021: 14). WTR would represent a “concrete step 
towards overcoming capitalism” (Stoner 2021: 15). To address these 
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shortcomings, Mastini et al. (2021) discuss what a GND without 
growth might entail and in terms of work, explain that the job 
guarantee mentioned in the GND Resolution could be key to the 
implementation of WTR, and propose that the state could initiate 
WTR through shorter working weeks or fewer working hours per 
year, which would then pressure private employers to do the same. 
Samper et al. (2021), point out that the European Green Deal (2019) 
fails even to mention work or guaranteed employment, let alone 
WTR or worker-controlled production systems – all key elements of 
a GND without growth. 

4. Advertising Restrictions and Sufficiency Measures

Advertising restrictions are critical for reducing carbon emissions 
driven by overproduction and overconsumption. In fact, research 
has found that social norms to encourage low-carbon choices for 
individuals were effective but only in the absence of advertising: 
Castro-Santa (2022) found that “advertising dominated choice 
and counteracted the positive effects of the social norm,” meaning 
that “low-carbon norms have a limited effectiveness in changing 
consumer preferences in a world dominated by advertising.” In 
other words, efforts to change consumption and overconsumption 
remain counteracted by advertising, which continues to strongly 
influence choices. Advertising restrictions can include banning 
advertisements for high-carbon products or activities, status goods, 
goods targeting children, luxury goods – as well as bans on false or 
misleading labels and restrictions placed on certain media outlets 
(Nyfors et al. 2020). 

Marketing not only restricts human freedom by controlling and 
stupefying consciousness (e.g., Marcuse 1964), it also contributes to 
ecological destruction by greasing capitalism’s need to produce for 
the sake of producing (e.g., Löwy 2007: 303f ). Galbraith (1958) long 
ago identified how advertising plays a key role in creating the desires 
that fuel consumption. Advertising and the media are used to create 
“false needs” through manipulation (Marcuse 1964). Debord (1983) 
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calls them “pseudo-needs” created specifically to maintain the 
growing economy. Advertising influences individuals’ perceptions of 
themselves and their social status, compelling them to buy products 
to address manufactured dissatisfaction (Horkheimer and Adorno 
1969). Buying alternatives and “voting with your dollar” supports a 
belief that through different purchasing one can alleviate negative 
impacts, yet still fuels overconsumption. We return to this relation 
between production, consumption, and advertising in chapter 5.

While restricting advertising seems “un-American,” even in the 
US, advertisements aimed at children were heavily regulated until 
1984 (Molotsky 1988). Banning advertising for harmful or status 
commodities and commodities for children could significantly help 
reduce overconsumption. Other restrictions could include banning 
advertising in public spaces (Hickel 2019). Advertising restrictions 
complement other proposals discussed above: democracy in the 
workplace would likely reduce the imperative to advertise, and 
reduced advertising would help ensure that increased free-time due 
to WTR did not result in increased levels of consumption. 

Advertising regulation may also be a vehicle for undermining 
capitalist realism. As Serge Latouche (2015: 120) argues, “denouncing 
the aggression of advertising” is a “starting point” for stepping out 
of the restricted imaginary of late capitalist societies. Marcuse 
([1964] 2013: 245–246) similarly states that “the mere absence of 
all advertising and of all indoctrinating media of information and 
entertainment would plunge the individual into a traumatic void 
where he would have the chance to wonder and to think, to know 
himself... and his society.”

Parrique et al. (2019) and Nyfors et al. (2020) argue that, in 
addition to efficiency gains, effective climate policy must include an 
array of sufficiency measures to curb consumption and counteract 
rebound effects. In addition to advertising restrictions, sufficiency 
policies can include banning planned obsolesce (Hickel 2021): the 
act of purposefully manufacturing short-lived products so that they 
need to be replaced, maintaining higher levels of sales. For example, 
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due to planned obsolescence, Apple’s AirPods are designed to last 
only 18-36 months of daily use before they are no longer effective 
(Taffel 2022). Also, carbon taxes, subsidizing low-impact goods and 
activities, as well as information campaigns and “nudging” can be 
used. Nudging “includes making low-carbon choices more easily 
accessible or default; framing; consumption monitoring; social 
comparison; and personalised sufficiency advice” (Nyfors et al. 2020: 
14). Phasing out animal agriculture would be an especially impactful 
sufficiency measure. Eisen and Brown (2022) estimate that phasing 
out livestock production has the potential to provide “half of the net 
emissions reductions necessary to limit warming to 2°C by the end 
of the century.” These policy changes combined have the potential to 
curb unnecessary overconsumption in wealthy countries, a necessary 
step to effectively and justly reduce GHG emissions. In addition to 
policy changes, in chapter 5 we will also discuss ways to counter the 
ideology of overconsumption that is so widespread in wealthy or 
overdeveloped countries.

5. Reallocation of Excess Wealth

Excess wealth is a key driver of GHG emissions that must also be 
addressed through policy change. Evidence consistently shows 
that GHG emissions in all countries increase with income 
(Hubacek et al. 2017). Inequality in terms of both income and 
wealth are consistently positively associated with GHG emissions 
and are especially concentrated at the top of the income and 
wealth distribution, with global elites having a carbon footprint 
approximately 14 times that of the lowest global income group 
(Jorgenson et al. 2018). There is no question that excess wealth 
increases GHG emissions and specific mechanisms are likely 
associated with increased access to frequent and private forms of 
travel (cars, jets, and yachts), owning/building multiple and larger 
homes, and increased material purchasing and consumption. 

As explained by Green and Healy (2022: 1), because the wealthy 
are disproportionately contributing to the climate crisis, any 
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effective climate policy must not be carbon-centric, but also 
address wealth inequality and associated political influence:

[S]ocioeconomic inequalities drive emissions-intensive 
consumption and production, facilitate the obstruction of 
climate policies by wealthy elites, undermine public support 
for climate policy, and weaken the social foundations of 
collective action.

Policies must be implemented that reduce the extent of excess 
wealth and also help those whose needs are not being met. Both 
degrowth and ecosocialist thinkers have proposed a range of means 
to curb excess wealth and redistribute it to increase necessary social 
protections. Wealth redistribution can take place in various forms, 
including a progressive tax, wealth tax, income cap, carbon tax 
and dividend program (where tax money is redistributed to low-
income households), luxury taxes, and other mechanisms. The 
most appropriate mechanism can be chosen based on the specific 
social context, yet the primary goal should focus on curbing excess 
wealth. Reducing excess wealth would represent an effective climate 
mitigation strategy in itself, as the wealthiest individuals remain the 
largest GHG emitters and also set a standard for others to pursue 
affluent livelihoods that involve much higher GHG emissions. 

In addition to curbing excess wealth associated with GHG 
emissions, the surplus can be redistributed to address climate 
change and increase average wellbeing. While some funds from 
wealth reallocation should be used for climate mitigation and 
adaptation programs, it can also be used for increasing social 
protections, such as providing universal basic income (UBI) or 
universal basic services. UBI is a very prominent policy proposal 
within the degrowth literature (Fitzpatrick et al. 2022) and many 
ecosocialists argue that UBI could be an effective means to reduce 
environmental harms in certain social conditions. It should be 
noted that UBI can and has been coopted by conservative thinkers 
and political parties, who propose replacing other social safety nets 
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with a low UBI and using UBI to suffocate demands for a fair wage 
(Zamora 2017). However, UBI could be paid for through some  
of the mechanisms of curbing excess wealth mentioned above 
and without replacing any social services or involving reducing 
any social protections. Mulvale (2019) explains how UBI is in line 
with both degrowth and ecosocialist thinking yet underscores 
the importance of other policies to ensure high quality housing,  
health care, food security, and education. As explained by Lawhon 
and McCreary (2021), evidence suggests that the overall benefits 
of UBI are most realized when the state also provides a high  
standard of public services: thus, progressive support for UBI 
(in contrast to conservative support) is often contingent on the 
continuation or enhancement of public services or the provision of 
universal basic services. 

Lawhon and McCreary (2020) make a compelling argument that 
UBI represents a strategic lever to bring about a social-ecological 
transition in line with both ecosocialism and degrowth. They 
envision a long-term strategy for UBI that serves as a mechanism 
to redistribute wealth globally, across national borders. In terms 
of socialism and ecosocialism, Lawhon and McCreary (2021) 
argue that UBI can be a key strategy to move beyond capitalism 
and, drawing from the work of Erik Olin Wright, they explain 
the possible role of UBI in decommodification. They also explain 
how “in redistributing wealth, a UBI provides access to capital for 
alternative, worker-owned facilities” (Lawhon and McCreary 2021: 
465). Regarding degrowth, the authors discuss how UBI not only 
helps to reduce economic inequality but, depending on its design, 
can also support reduced working hours and reduced ecological 
impacts. Lastly, Gorz supported UBI, specifically calling for a move 
away from focusing on the salaried worker as the agent of change 
for the transition out of capitalism and the need to accept the 
possibilities of work automation, the phasing out of undesirable 
and demeaning work, and simultaneously using basic income as a 
means of increasing social support (Lawhon and McCreary 2021).
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6. Nationalizing and Phasing Out Fossil Fuel Companies

Despite all that is known and all that is at stake, fossil fuel companies 
continue to plan to extract and sell fossil fuel reserves, plans that 
would eliminate any chance of staying within global climate targets. 
They are beholden to shareholders and will continue to squeeze 
every last cent possible out of fossil fuel extraction (Paul et al. 
2020). Because fossil fuel companies are not going to stop extracting 
on their own, nationalizing and phasing out oil, gas, and coal 
companies is one route to keeping fossil fuels in the ground (e.g., 
Gowan 2018, Aronoff 2020). We stress the phasing out part of this 
agenda item, as nationalization to accelerate fossil fuel extraction 
would obviously worsen the climate crisis. This approach also allows 
for a just transition of workers to new forms of employment in, for 
example, renewable energy. In addition to fossil fuel companies, 
nationalization may be a potential strategy for phasing out other 
carbon-intensive industries in a way that reduces harm to workers 
and more justly transitions them to other industries (Smith 2019). 

Alperovitz and others (2017) detail a policy proposal similar to the 
2008 financial crisis response: creating new money (“quantitative 
easing”), but instead of bailing out banks, using the money to buy 
out fossil fuel companies. They argue that government buyouts are 
not uncommon and have occurred throughout US history, including 
the buyout of tobacco companies between 2004 and 2014. Gowan 
(2018) also proposes nationalizing fossil fuel companies, which has 
already been proposed in the United Kingdom and is taking place 
in Norway. According to US takings laws, governments can purchase 
fossil fuel companies at market value. Gowan (2018) states that 
purchasing 51% of fossil fuel shares (a majority stake) would cost 
about $410 billion and argues that this cost is small compared to the 
long-term costs of the climate crisis. 

Similar to the qualifiers above about collective control and 
ownership, nationalizing fossil fuels only creates social conditions 
that open up the potential to reduce carbon emissions and, alone, 
is not a solution (Paul et al. 2020). Nationalized fossil fuel firms 



101

chapter three

could just as easily be used to increase fossil fuel production and 
distribution. Indeed, many of the largest fossil fuel firms in the world 
are state-owned or majority state-owned (e.g., in China). Although 
nationalization is an insufficient condition to phase out fossil fuel 
companies, it is likely a necessary condition because the social 
relations that underlie the growth imperative driving emissions are 
bolstered by the legal institution of private property (Gunderson and 
Fyock 2022). Any successful fossil fuel phase-out via nationalization 
would require a political movement and party committed to this goal 
and a large-scale transition to renewables.

Why a New Climate Agenda?

We believe the climate movement would be better positioned to gain 
power if leaders identified and promoted clear policies and programs 
aimed to effectively and justly address climate change. While they are 
certainly raising awareness, concern, and participation in activism, 
even the most well-known leaders in the climate movement too 
often forgo proposing concrete and transformative alternatives. 
This failure takes at least two forms. First there are calls for system 
change coupled with strategies that maintain rather than transform 
the system driving climate change. For example, strategies like 
divestment represent symbolic and financial nudges to reduce 
fossil fuel use but do little to change the system that continues to 
increase production, consumption, and energy use. System change 
rhetoric, however, remains a key part of these efforts. For example, 
Bill McKibben (2019) stated “while I don’t know how to change 
the ‘system,’ the urgent nature of the climate crisis doesn’t let us 
simply put off action.” Without a clear idea of what system change 
would entail, many environmentalists focus on strategies like 
divestment and increasing renewable energy sources – representing 
partial solutions that maintain a system of increasing production, 
consumption, and energy use. We do not aim here to criticize 
environmental leaders, but instead call for all environmentalists to 
give increased attention to specific pathways to achieve the “system 
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change” they call for, the system change truly required to effectively 
and justly address the climate crisis. 

A second way the climate movement has failed to push forward 
transformative alternatives involves calls for system change without 
describing how the system should and could change at all – calls 
for system change with no direction as to what to do (cf. Kenis 
and Mathijs 2014). System change is a key demand in the climate 
movement, yet most people are uncertain or vague about what 
is to be done. Greta Thunberg told the United Nations that “if 
solutions within the system are so impossible to find, then maybe we 
should change the system itself." In addition, climate protest signs 
commonly call for “system change.” Yet, there is a strategic flaw in 
demanding system change without at least a rough conception of 
a desired destination and concrete roadmap to begin the journey. 
Further articulation is essential to describe what particular changes 
are necessary. While system change rhetoric is gaining ground in the 
heart of the climate movement, calls for system change must become 
much more specific. 

One goal of this chapter is to close the gap between demanding 
that the system must change and identifying strategies to achieve this 
aim. The six strategies outlined above, grounded in both ecosocialist 
and degrowth thinking, are a beginning. They are concrete demands 
and policies currently absent among general calls for system change. 
While there are clearly stigmatisms and issues associated with using 
the terms ecosocialism and degrowth, the six strategies outlined in 
this chapter can be pursued and promoted without using these 
terms. What is of increasing importance is to share that other 
strategies, pathways, and systems are possible. Advancing alternatives 
and being able to articulate what a new system would look like 
remains critical to minimizing global warming. Based on the 
evidence, we urge the climate movement—its leaders and activists—
to consider this climate agenda and to begin to demand the specific 
policies and programs necessary for system change.  

In addition to the strategies summarized above, The Next System 
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Project and The Great Transition Initiative are two online sources 
with many compelling cases for system change as well as specific 
policy proposals and structural changes to create a new system. As 
Speth (2015: 11), one of the co-founders of The Next System Project, 
clearly explains: 

The current system is simply not programmed to secure the 
well-being of people, place, and planet... If we are to escape the 
crises now unfolding all around us, we must create a new system 
of political economy where outcomes that are truly sustainable, 
equitable, and democratic are commonplace. This is certainly 
one of the most important tasks any of us can engage in at this 
moment in history... and system change is not starry-eyed but 
the only practical way forward.

However, Speth (2015) also explains that when events open 
pathways for addressing these crises, system-changing strategies must 
already be designed and ready to be pushed forward by a large and 
vocal group of supporters. 

While these strategies may seem politically unfeasible, planting seeds 
of possibility today is a prerequisite for consideration, deliberation, 
and adoption. Many politicians remain tied to vested interests and 
therefore promote small reforms to a broken system. This power 
has yet to be meaningfully challenged, as the climate movement 
continues to lack the power necessary. Changing the system requires 
taking power, as it is unlikely that politicians who aggressively defend 
the status quo are going to install a serious mitigation program. An 
important step in gaining power is articulating clearer and concrete 
“first steps” through which a systemic transition can occur. Given 
what is at stake, there is no time to waste and calls for system change 
must continue to be urgent but, at the same time, more exact in terms 
of proposed policies and programs. The climate movement needs to 
propose concrete steps with clear benefits. On this last point, strategy 
remains crucial to realizing these policies. Although many have 
proposed policies, the recommendations often lack precision or fail to 
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consider the interactions across proposals (WTR linked with economic 
democracy, for example). We propose the above interventions, in part, 
to call into question the current approach to climate change but also 
acknowledge that reaching these goals requires concrete strategy and 
specificity around these proposals (Fitzpatrick et al. 2022).

Despite the current inhospitable political context and massive 
obstacles, which we examine in forthcoming chapters, further 
developing and articulating these strategies and working to connect 
them to the climate movement is a worthy endeavor. It is important 
to remember that many social struggles throughout history at first 
seemed unfeasible and impossible to overcome. As Marcuse (1967: 
3) explains,

unfeasibility shows itself only after the fact. And it is not 
surprising that a project for social transformation is designated 
unfeasible because it has shown itself unrealized in history... the 
criterion of unfeasibility in this sense is inadequate because it 
may very well be the case that the realization of a revolutionary 
project is hindered by counterforces and countertendencies that 
can be and are overcome...

As mentioned before, we consider the climate agenda described 
above to be a suite of “non-reformist reforms,” as described by Gorz 
(1976). They represent bold policies to catalyze a transformative 
pathway out of capitalism. Non-reformist reforms differ from 
“normal” reforms, because they create structural changes that open 
up many more possibilities for transformative change. As stated by 
Kallis (2018: 136), these are 

reforms that, if they were to be implemented, would 
require the very contours of the system to change radically 
to accommodate them. And reforms that, simple and 
commonsensical as they are, expose the irrationality of the 
system that makes them seem impossible. 
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We believe that if carefully crafted and implemented in concert, 
these agenda items would serve to catalyze a social transition to a 
radically different social order. This order, based on the principles 
of ecosocialism and degrowth, would curtail overproduction and 
consumption for the sake of profit maximization and open pathways 
for democratic decision-making based on new priorities. Thus, 
implementing this suite of reforms would not only serve to directly 
mitigate the climate crisis, but would also transform the larger social 
context and introduce new possibilities for more effective and just 
climate mitigation options.  
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Chapter 4: 
Mitigation Tools in a  

New Social Order

[I]n order to become vehicles of freedom, science and technology would 
have to change their present direction and goals. 

– Herbert Marcuse (1969: 19)

In chapter 1, we criticized some of the tools promoted by techno-
capitalists as inherently dangerous and unjust, such as solar 

geoengineering, when compared to less risky and more equitable 
alternatives. Other mitigation tools promoted by techno-capitalists are 
not inordinately risky or inherently ineffective, but simply insufficient 
without concurrent social changes. In this chapter, we explain how 
technology-based mitigation strategies, including energy efficiency, 
renewable energy, and certain approaches to carbon dioxide removal, 
could be much more effective in a system based on the principles and 
goals of ecosocialism and degrowth. For simplicity, we will call this new 
system based on ecosocialism and degrowth (and spurred by the climate 
agenda in the last chapter) “the new social order” moving forward. 

Drawing from critical theorists, we first explain how the social 
context of technological use and design matters. While we critique 
blind techno-optimism, we argue that certain technologies have an 
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important role to play in mitigation and could be utilized to meet 
their full potential in a new social order. Yet, in the current system, 
they remain constrained and undermined by the ever-growing 
levels of material production and energy use. Indeed, scientists are 
increasingly calling for reducing GPD growth in order to harness the 
full potential of climate mitigation technologies and assert that these 
degrowth pathways have the lowest risks moving forward (e.g., see 
Keyßer and Lenzen 2021).

In this chapter, we begin by discussing how technology is 
neither a savior nor a force of destruction, as its development 
and implementation is conditioned by the social relations and 
priorities determining how technology is designed and used. While 
some scholars and environmentalists enthusiastically adhere to 
techno-optimism and the view that technology is the solution 
to environment problems, others associate technology with 
environmental destruction and social harm. We draw from the 
work of critical theorists to examine a more nuanced understanding 
of science and technology in society – as neither a predetermined 
solution nor an agent of harm. Scientific advances and technologies 
can be used to achieve different ends depending on their design and 
use, which is determined by social context. We then apply these ideas 
to examine the potential of technologies to mitigate climate change 
in the new social order, where production and consumption levels 
in wealthy countries are decreasing. We argue that in this new social 
order technologies can be used differently and to different ends, 
guided by the central goals of enhancing human wellbeing and 
staying within ecological limits.  

Science and Technology in Social Context

While there are a range of different public attitudes about technology 
(e.g., see Kerscher and Ehlers 2016), dominant positions on the 
relationship between science and technology and environmental 
outcomes can be simplified and divided into two primary camps. 
First, there are those who claim science and technology will 
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fundamentally improve society’s relationship with the biophysical 
environment and solve problems. In contrast, there are those who 
argue science and technology are foundational to human attempts 
to dominate and control nature and represent the ecological 
destructiveness of modern societies. Here, we briefly explore these 
positions and examine a more nuanced position on technology as 
proposed by Herbert Marcuse. 

Techno-optimists believe “technological breakthroughs will serve 
as the means to address each and every environmental problem that 
arises, allowing society to overcome natural limits and all socio-
ecological challenges” (York and Clark 2010: 481). Within social 
theory, ecological modernization theory (EMT), an influential 
normative and theoretical assessment of environmental reform, 
is perhaps the quintessential example of the techno-optimistic 
camp. EMT proposes that greener technologies, in concert with 
economic reforms, are the principle means for securing sustainability 
(e.g. Mol 1995; 1997, Mol and Sonnenfeld 2000). EMT maintains 
that technological innovation and reforms within contemporary 
social formations will fundamentally improve society’s relationship 
with nature (e.g. Mol 1997, Mol and Sonnenfeld 2000). Indeed, 
technological innovation is the “linchpin” of EMT (York and Clark 
2010: 483). As Mol (2001: 58) explains, “environmental deterioration 
is conceived of as a challenge for socio-technical and economic 
reform, rather than the inevitable consequence of the current 
institutional structure.” 

York and Clark (2010) identify three fundamental problems 
with the techno-optimist position. First, techno-optimists frame 
environmental problems as purely technical problems that 
demand purely technical solutions. This overlooks a vast body 
of research from the environmental social sciences that shows 
that environmental problems are not only mediated by social 
influences but are further directly caused by the structure of socio-
economic systems. Second, technical fixes often cause unintended 
consequences and additional problems. Third, as we explained in 
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the introduction of this book, advances in technical efficiency can 
paradoxically increase consumption and resource use (the Jevons 
Paradox and rebound effects).

In opposition to the techno-optimists, others argue that science 
and technology are the principal culprits of environmental harm 
(Yearley 1997). They argue that science and technology reduce the 
natural world to a passive object to be dominated by the active 
subject; there is a moral and epistemological distancing between 
scientific-technological thought and the environment, thereby 
reifying the active subject/passive object distinction; and science 
and technology are reductionistic in a way that breaks apart the 
real interrelations of ecological systems. There are also empirical 
and practical arguments: science often serves the society in which it 
operates (e.g., for economic gains) and scientific and technological 
innovation is primarily concerned with exploiting rather than 
benefiting the natural environment.

We draw from the theories of the first-generation Frankfurt 
School, particularly from Marcuse, who we believe not only largely 
transcended this debate, but still offers applicable theories, especially 
for understanding the relations between science, technology, and the 
environment. Our goal is to further projects that bridge the debate 
between techno-enthusiasts and -skeptics (Kerschner et al. 2018), as 
we believe that pathways to most effectively address the climate crisis 
will need to embrace technology, yet in a new social context and with 
new end goals. Members of the Frankfurt School argued that science 
and technology in capitalist societies—as embedded social projects—
are largely utilized to dominate and exploit the environment and 
human beings; however, they maintained that these institutions have 
the potential to be reformed in a more rational society. In a new social 
order, science and technology can be used for different ends. As stated 
by Marcuse (1967), “I believe that the potential liberating blessings of 
technology and industrialization will not even begin to be real and 
visible until capitalist industrialization and capitalist technology have 
been done away with.”



111

chapter four

In Horkheimer and Adorno’s well-known Dialectic of 
Enlightenment (1969), they argue that the historical project of using 
reason to dominate nature and free humanity from the binds of 
nature’s authority, a project rooted in antiquity but taking full form 
in the modern era, had paradoxically resulted in the enslavement 
of human beings along with nature (or the rest of nature). What is 
considered progress in Western civilization “runs in a single strand, 
on the rails of the mere domination of nature” (Adorno 1998: 212), 
an instrumental rationality “reproduced” in society and the self. 
With the spread and domination of instrumental reason, incapable 
of formulating substantively rational ends, we see the development 
and spread of capitalism, unreflective technical progress, and a 
context where reason has lost its aim resulting in the domination 
of humans and nature as an end in itself. Reason remains irrational 
when it endures as “frantic development of productivity, conquest 
of nature, [and] enlargement of the mass of goods” (Marcuse 
1968: 207). The development of modern science was theorized 
as a significant development in the project of domination. As 
Horkheimer (1993: 314-15) states,

[t]he foundation of modern natural science was established 
during the Renaissance. The aim of this science is to identify, 
with the support of systematically employed empirical 
knowledge, regularities in nature’s course, by means of which 
one can then either effect or hinder certain effects as are 
required – in other words, to dominate nature to the greatest 
extent possible. 

Marcuse (1989: 123) argues that viewing the development of 
modern science and technology as a process that was separate from 
the development of capitalism was naïve, as in both developments 
everything that exists must be reduced into something that is 
measurable, calculable, and quantifiable so that it can be mastered in 
terms of efficiency and productivity. Marcuse (2011: 154) explains that 
modern science, even “pure” science, is always “potentially applied 
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science [technology]” because the potential of using and shaping 
nature is inherent in the structure of modern scientific method, 
where nature is one-sidedly regarded as “stuff” to be manipulated for 
human ends.  

Science and technology are organized within capitalist societies—
their pregiven reality—as a medium for the domination of humans 
and nature. Therefore, they are far from being autonomous or 
independent forces. Technological use and its outcomes are 
determined by the “pregiven empirical reality” (Marcuse 2011: 
152), or, “in line with the prevalent interests in the respective 
society” (Marcuse 2001: 44). Thus, in a society organized around 
mastery and domination, humans use technology to further the 
domination of both nature and other humans. Also, in a society 
organized to assure capital accumulation for the ruling class, 
technology will often be used in ways to increase profits for those 
in power, even if this entails hampering its ability to achieve other 
goals. As explained by Marcuse (1968: 223-24), “[t]echnology is 
always a historical-social project: in it is projected what a society 
and its ruling interests intend to do with men and things.” Stated 
differently in An Essay on Liberation: there is nothing inherently 
repressive about technologies, but only due to the “presence” 
of ruling interests “in” them, determining “their number, their 
life span, their power, their place in life, and the need for them” 
(Marcuse 1969: 12). 

However, Marcuse is also aware that the creation and adaptation 
of new productive forces can radically transform social relations. 
He argues that technical achievements reinforced and altered 
the way in which domination took place in social relations and 
between society and nature. In short, “the technological power of 
the apparatus affects the entire rationality of those whom it serves” 
(Marcuse 1978: 141). While critical of technology used to further 
domination in capitalist societies, Marcuse sees the liberatory 
potential of technology that remained stymied and obstructed in 
capitalist societies. He believes the “ultimate purpose” of technology 
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was to free humans from excess toil, yet this could not be realized 
in the current social order. Indeed, Marcuse’s earliest essays argues 
that technology ought to be utilized to increase human happiness 
and one of the deepest contradictions of capitalism is that it is used, 
instead, to increase unhappiness (see Kellner 1984: 120).  

Marcuse states that to fully utilize the potential liberatory 
potential of technology, humanity must develop a very different 
relationship with the natural world, or what he calls an “aesthetic 
ethos” or “the new sensibility” (Marcuse 1969, 1972). Drawing from 
Marx (1964: 181), Marcuse argues that this new ethos would attend 
to the aesthetic qualities of nature, an attention that could help 
alter human-nature interactions: the “human appropriation” of 
nature “would be nonviolent, nondestructive: oriented on the life-
enhancing, sensuous, aesthetic qualities inherent in nature” (Marcuse 
1972: 67). He hopes for a new “liberating” form of mastery that 
“involves the reduction of misery, violence, and cruelty” (Marcuse 
1964: 236). For example, 

[c]ultivation of the soil is qualitatively different from 
destruction of the soil, extraction of natural resources 
from wasteful exploitation, clearing forests from wholesale 
deforestation. Poverty, disease, and cancerous growth are natural 
as well as human ills – their reduction and removal is liberation 
of life. (Marcuse 1964: 240)

As a social-historical human activity, Marcuse explains that the 
aesthetic attitude toward nature would foster a new science and 
technology that could be used to preserve, support, and enhance 
life rather than dominate, exploit, and destroy it. Marcuse (1969: 19) 
states: “in order to become vehicles of freedom, science and technology 
would have to change their present direction and goals; they would 
have to be reconstructed in accord with a new sensibility.” Thus, any 
radical change in values, science, and technology was dependent upon 
a radically different social order, a non-capitalist order based on a new 
aesthetic attitude.
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Having examined the overlapping principles, goals, and agendas 
associated with ecosocialism and degrowth in the previous 
chapters, we argue that under the new social order—guided by 
these principles, goals and agendas—technologies could be used 
for different purposes and result in different ends. In other words, 
not for the purpose of domination and mastery over nature, nor 
the purpose of capital accumulation for those in power, but to 
most effectively and justly minimize global warming and to protect 
human wellbeing and ecological integrity.

In this radically different social order, technologies would no 
longer be undermined by the economic growth imperative and 
would have the potential to more effectively and rapidly mitigate 
climate change. Freed from the profit imperative and the goals 
of ruling interests, technologies could be designed as vehicles to 
prioritize social wellbeing and ecological sustainability and could 
be harnessed to the greatest extent possible for the ends of justly 
minimizing global warming. In this new social order, technologies 
would have much greater potential to result in sustainable, just, 
equitable outcomes, especially when compared to the techno-
capitalist agenda. 

In the following sections, we examine the potential of 
technological advancements and tools already being used and 
developed to more effectively mitigate climate change in a new 
social order. This includes energy efficiency, yet in a social context 
where sufficiency efforts are reducing total energy use (Parrique et 
al. 2019). This also entails a true renewable energy transition, in a 
system where fossil fuels are being rapidly phased out and collective 
ownership and management of new renewable energy systems 
allows for reduced energy use and just access to energy governance. 
Lastly, this includes the use of certain “negative emissions 
technologies” designed and used to maximize carbon capture and 
permanent storage rather than remaining limited and constrained 
by the profit imperative and market conditions. 
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Efficiency and Sufficiency

In their report Decoupling Debunked, Parrique et al. (2019: 3) explain 
that decoupling based on green technology and efficiency gains is not 
enough to stay within ecological limits because it ignores the effects 
of increasing levels of production and consumption:

Existing policy strategies aiming to increase efficiency have 
to be complemented by the pursuit of sufficiency, that is the 
direct downscaling of economic production in many sectors and 
parallel reduction of consumption that together will enable the 
good life within the planet’s ecological limits. 

They explain that, while many policies already focus on efficiency, 
they should focus on sufficiency as well, because reducing overall 
production and consumption is even more important than efficiency 
gains. Sufficiency requires producing and consuming what we 
need, not infinitely more and more simply for the sake of economic 
growth and profit accumulation. 

In the introductory chapter, we briefly discussed the limitations 
of green technology as a solution to the climate crisis and the role 
of the Jevons Paradox and the rebound effect. The Jevons Paradox 
was named after the economist William Stanley Jevons for his 
finding that improved efficiency of steam engines increased total coal 
consumption (Clark and Foster 2001). It refers to the commonly 
found association between increased resource use despite improved 
efficiency. It is called a paradox as a reasonable assumption in that 
improvements in efficiency will decrease total resource use because 
fewer resources are used per economic unit. The adjoining concept of 
a “rebound effect” refers to when the benefits of efficiency gains are 
partially consumed by increases in resource use due to improvements 
in efficiency (Santarius 2012). A full realization of the environmental 
gains of improved efficiency means that there is no rebound effect 
(a 0% rebound effect). Rebound effects above 100% are termed 
“backfire effects” or “backfires.” This means that total resource use 
is higher after the improved efficiency was implemented due to 
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improvements in efficiency. Some use the term the Jevons Paradox 
to refer strictly to backfires while others use the term to refer to any 
paradoxical association between increases in resource use despite 
efficiency improvements. The underlying quandary of the Jevons 
Paradox is that total resource use increases despite efficiency gains.

Scholars have put forth a number of possible direct and indirect 
causes and pathways that may explain the Jevons Paradox. York and 
McGee (2015) summarize the most common hypotheses (cf. Sorrel 
2007, Santarius 2012):

- Direct association explanations: The most common explanation 
of a rebound effect is that improved efficiency reduces the 
price per unit of production and/or consumption, thereby 
stimulating production and/or consumption and, thus, 
resource use.

- Indirect association explanations: The most commonly theorized 
indirect explanation is when the money saved by producers 
and/or consumers due to efficiency gains is spent on other 
forms of resource use. Another proposed indirect association 
points to new high-resource use pathways following structural 
transformations in production and consumption due to 
efficiency improvements.

- Structural explanation: Capitalist societies aim to maximize 
profits through two routes: (1) reduce costs of production and 
(2) produce/sell more, requiring resource use. Improvements 
in efficiency reduce costs, thereby increasing profits, which 
are reinvested to expand production, requiring higher rates of 
resource use.

We agree with others that it is important to place the Jevons 
Paradox in social-structural context (e.g., Foster 2000, York et al. 
2011, Foster et al. 2010, Freeman et al. 2015, York and McGee 2016). 
Economic growth as a necessary condition of the Jevons Paradox is 
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emphasized in York and McGee’s (2015: 85) theory that improved 
efficiency may form and/or strengthen “developmental pathways that 
over time lead to rising resource consumption.” For example, resource 
efficiency is a cost-reduction strategy that, by increasing profits, 
increases production. That is, rebound effects may operate through 
an indirect structural mechanism, which partially explains the 
common association between economic growth and environmental 
stress despite higher levels of efficiency, especially at the national level 
(e.g., York et al. 2011, Jorgenson and Clark 2012). Indeed, nations 
with higher levels of efficiency generally have higher rates of carbon 
emissions, electricity consumption, and energy use (York and McGee 
2015). Although the causes of the Jevons Paradox are likely diverse 
and multi-layered, it is significant that all explanations presuppose 
the existence of continued economic growth.

We argue that policies and strategies associated with degrowth and 
ecosocialism are central to minimizing the Jevons Paradox/rebound 
effects. However, simply having a non-growing economy may not 
be enough to maximize the climate mitigation potential of efficiency 
improvements, as additional social context matters. Drawing from 
neo-classical economic assumptions, Saunders (2014) develops a 
model to illustrates that in a zero-growth market economy, when 
efficiency gains in technology are introduced, rebounds persist in full 
force. However, Saunders’ (2014) model assumes an unchanging labor 
force and unchanging household preferences. In this case, efficient 
technologies in a zero-growth economy increase salaries and translate 
into increased household consumption. However, if implementing 
the climate agenda outlined in the previous chapter, especially work 
time reduction (WTR) and interventions to discourage consumption 
(e.g., advertising restrictions), the results would change. Saunders 
(2014) argues against Herman Daly’s (2005, 2008) view that 
technology gains can be used while resource use remains at a steady 
state. However, in a different social context, we agree with Daly that 
it is possible for a steady state economy and efficiency gains to exist 
concurrently, and that this would be a desirable pathway to address 
the climate crisis. Policy interventions and social changes related to 
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production and consumption, as outlined in chapter 3, could alter 
how efficiency gains and technological development can translate into 
effective climate mitigation.

Others agree that the Jevons Paradox/rebound effects could 
be minimized or even eliminated through policy interventions. 
According to York and McGee (2015: 4), 

[i]t is important to emphasize that there is no necessary reason 
that the Jevons/rebound effect must occur. In principle, 
policies can be designed to ensure that efficiency gains are 
converted into lower resource consumption rather than higher 
levels of production.

WTR plays a key role in harnessing the benefits of technological 
efficiency gains. As York and McGee (2015: 4) explain, “since worker 
productivity is a measure of labour efficiency, and it seems intuitive 
that if workers are becoming more efficient they should need to 
work less.” Yet in a capitalist system this has not been the case as 
increased efficiency leads to the expansion of production. In contrast, 
in a new social order, efficiency gains could result in fewer working 
hours. Reducing the time dedicated to production, production 
infrastructure, and the private ownership of resources would all help 
to address rebound effects (Gunderson and Yun 2017). 

In addition, reducing consumption and consumption-encouraging 
infrastructure is also key to reducing the Jevons Paradox and rebound 
effects (Gunderson and Yun 2017). Policy interventions can be used 
to direct these changes including advertising restrictions and bans, 
luxury taxes, wealth taxes, carbon taxes, and promoting a culture of 
sufficiency and simple living. As Freire-Gonzalez (2021: 3) explains, 
the “economic perspective is the assumption that human wants 
are essentially infinite, and the desire for commodities in general is 
taken to be insatiable.” Yet, the assumption of human insatiability 
undermines human wellbeing. Capitalism drives what Freire-Gonzalez 
(2021) calls “systemic insatiability” and, thus, increased resource use 
and ecological destruction. To enhance human wellbeing and stay 
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within ecological limits, a new system of sufficiency is required, as well 
as a system that addresses inequality. As greater wealth is associated 
with higher GHG emissions and resource use, addressing inequality 
through income caps or wealth taxes would serve to reduce emissions 
while also curbing consumption and reducing rebound effects. 
Therefore, interventions to reduce both production and consumption 
are necessary to minimize rebound effects.

To illustrate this point further, we extend York and McGee’s (2015: 
82-83) fruitful thought experiment meant to clarify the social drivers 
of the Jevons Paradox and rebound effects. They ask us to imagine 
two worlds akin to contemporary society, one in which people drive 
extremely efficient personal vehicles (50 kilometers per one liter 
of fuel) and the other in which people drive extremely inefficient 
personal vehicles (one kilometer per 50 liters of fuel). Other forms of 
transportation would also have similar disparities in fuel efficiency. 
One may initially assume that less fuel would be consumed in the 
extremely efficient world (hereafter, World 1). However, if one 
considers human behavioral adjustments to social structure, they 
argue that in the extremely low-efficiency world (hereafter, World 2) 
more people would walk and ride bikes and very few people would 
drive due to the high financial expense and how immobile engines 
would become (cf. Owens 2011). More importantly, World 2 would 
also likely look significantly different: 

In the low-efficiency world, it is possible that there would be no 
sprawling suburbs, innumerable roads, and expectations that 
people travel far for work, entertainment, or shopping. In the 
world with high fuel efficiency, there would likely be very little 
constraint on driving, so that the infrastructure much like our 
own world but more so, would be designed around cars and 
innovation would be directed to further develop car-centric 
technologies. (York and McGee 2015: 83)

Their point is not to make a case for fuel inefficiency, but to 
illustrate the social drivers of the Jevons Paradox. They do not 
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make a case for fuel inefficiency as Owens (2011) does due to an 
important qualifier: these are not inevitable outcomes and would 
change in different conditions. Applying the principles of degrowth 
and ecosocialism (see chapter 2) to guide our economy would be 
such a condition.

In addition to imagining the very high-efficiency (World 1) 
and very low-efficiency (World 2) hypothetical worlds, in which 
a growing economy is assumed, we ask the reader to imagine two 
more hypothetical worlds: a very high-efficiency world with a 
degrowing economy (hereafter, World 3) and a very low-efficiency 
world with a degrowing economy (hereafter, World 4). Of these four 
worlds—(1) efficient-growing (World 1), (2) inefficient-growing 
(World 2), (3) efficient-degrowing (World 3), and (4) inefficient-
degrowing (World 4)—which would consume the lowest total 
amount of fuel?  We agree with York and McGee that it is very 
probable that World 2 would consume less fuel than World 1. 
However, if one compares World 2 to a high-efficiency world in the 
new social order (World 3), the outcome changes.  

In the new social order guided by degrowth and ecosocialist 
strategies (World 3), production and consumption standards and 
behaviors can address many rebound effects. People travel to work 
fewer times per week, share and/or publicly own far fewer personal 
vehicles (those used would be highly efficient), rely much more 
on walking, biking, and highly efficient public transportation, 
restrict long-distance travel, place a high value on local enjoyments, 
prioritizing local production and consumption of agricultural 
and other goods (i.e., less distance between production and 
consumption), producing fewer total products, etc. In this scenario, 
it seems reasonable to assume that not only would World 3 (efficient-
degrowing) consume less fuel than World 2 (inefficient-growing), 
but would almost certainly experience a much lower intensity of 
rebound effects than World 1 (efficient-growing) because the reduced 
consumption of resources is an organizing societal principle. While the 
example here is transportation, this argument holds for other forms 
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of resource use, such as electricity production.
One could make a reasonable case that World 4 (inefficient-

degrowing) would consume fewer resources than World 3 (efficient-
degrowing). While this may be valid, we assume that even in a 
shrinking economy many modern uses of energy would, while 
used less, perform functions that a degrowing society would likely 
desire to maintain for social development. For example, in the case 
of transportation, if a degrowing society desires to continue using 
less environmentally harmful forms of transportation, such as light 
rails, street cars, and railways, as well as more environmentally 
harmful forms, such as planes and personal vehicles (even if total 
use is significantly reduced), it would be more desirable to use more 
efficient energy conversion technologies because the environmental 
gains of efficiency can be realized in a the new social order. Thus, the 
Jevons Paradox would disappear, or at least lessen.

Supporting a Genuine Renewable Energy Transition

A new social order based on ecosocialism and degrowth would also 
be much better positioned to realize the potential environmental 
gains of renewable/alternative energy. This is because the energy 
boomerang effect, discussed in our introductory chapter, is 
predicated on the imperative to increase energy throughput using 
money saved through the reduced costs of energy. Due to this effect, 
we have not seen a true transition to renewable energy but instead an 
overall increase in total energy use with renewables slowly taking up 
a larger slice of an ever-growing energy pie (York and Bell 2019). In 
contrast, what is necessary to mitigate climate change is a rapid and 
genuine transition to renewable energy sources with a deliberative 
and fast strategy to reduce fossil fuel extraction and use. 

An ecosocialist/degrowing economy would have the potential 
to contain the energy boomerang effect for two reasons. First, this 
new social order supports the absolute reduction of carbon energy, 
e.g., through a progressively tightening carbon cap (Lorek 2015). 
This means that society would avoid scenarios in which fossil-fuel 
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based energy expands despite the expansion in renewable energy 
(e.g., Ernsting 2015). In other words, alternative energy development 
would have the opportunity to expand without a simultaneous 
expansion in carbon energy. Diverse measures could be adopted 
to progressively reduce fossil fuel use, including ending fossil fuel 
subsidies, taxing carbon emissions, introducing public education 
programs concerning carbon budgets, adopting the use of “post-
growth” indicators instead of GDP, and redirecting public spending 
from high- to low-carbon infrastructure. 

The second reason this new social order would mitigate the 
energy boomerang effect is because it involves reductions in total 
energy use. As Trainer (2012: 591) argues, “[renewables] cannot fuel 
a consumer society for all” (cf. Alexander 2014: 13–14, Trainer 2010). 
In other words, using less energy in wealthy countries must be part 
of the energy transition. Shorter working hours is one way to reduce 
total energy use as working time increases energy consumption and 
this relationship has intensified over time (Fitzgerald et al. 2015). 
However, this potential depends on what activities people engage 
in during their expanded free time (Knight et al. 2013). In the new 
social order, low-energy/carbon activities would be encouraged and 
incentivized as well as lifestyle changes that reduce total energy use.

Examining the potential of lifestyle changes to reduce household 
energy use, Alexander and Yacoumis (2016) identify a diversity 
of behavioral changes including: increasing walking and biking, 
using solar shower bags for hot water, insulating housing, dressing 
appropriately to reduce heater use, using clotheslines rather than 
dryers, and shifting toward non-electronic based entertainment. 
They estimate that these changes can reduce total household energy 
consumption by 49% and are easy ways households can support 
an overall energy descent. However, significant and widespread 
behavioral changes often presuppose structural changes. This 
system would not only limit how much electricity can be produced 
through fossil fuel sources via appropriate ownership and governance 
structures, but would result in less total residential electricity, 
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including alternative energy-generated electricity (Lietaert 2010).
In addition, we agree that many “problems of technology can be 

overcome through open access and elimination of undemocratic 
control by corporations and elites” (Kerschner et al. 2015: 31). 
Because growth-dependency is predicated on the private ownership 
and control of productive technologies, addressing the issue of 
ownership and control is especially important to begin intentionally 
contracting total energy use. Collective ownership usually refers to 
two different models: (1) worker and/or cooperative ownership (i.e., 
ownership and democratic control directly in worker/public hands) 
and (2) state ownership (i.e., nationalization and bureaucratic state 
control). However, Kunze and Becker (2015) argue that ownership of 
energy infrastructures need not be limited to the state vs. cooperative 
dichotomy, and it is more important to explore how ownership 
structures achieve wider social and environmental goals (cf. Thombs 
2019). For example, the nationalization of fossil fuel companies may 
be the best form of collective ownership for shrinking fossil fuel 
production and use (e.g., Gowan 2018).

Collective ownership, on its own, is not a sufficient condition to 
resolve the energy boomerang effect. However, collective ownership 
is likely (1) a necessary condition to intentionally and sustainably 
degrow an economy (and reduce total energy use) and (2) a 
condition conducive to passing policies that limit the use of fossil 
fuel-based energy. Byrne et al. (2009: 90) discuss reframing energy as 
a collectively owned commons, explaining that 

although commons institutions do not in and of themselves 
guarantee eradication of environmentally exploitive practices, 
they do offer elements for recovery of political agency in the 
formation of choices regarding energy and environmental 
futures and the foundation for a normative reconstitution of the 
good life.

In the new social order, specific social and environmental goals 
would govern energy systems that are local and democratic (Tsagkari 
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et al. 2021). The goals of local energy systems can go beyond a 
commitment to reducing fossil fuel-based energy and increasing 
the production of electricity from alternative energy sources to 
include specific goals and strategies for positive social change and 
environmental and social justice (Kunze & Becker 2015).

“Community energy” (also called “community renewable energy” 
or “community owned renewable energy”) represents an emergent 
means to foster local decision-making and guide genuine energy 
transitions. This entails “projects where communities (of place of 
interest) exhibit a high degree of ownership and control, as well as 
benefiting collectively from the outcomes” (Seyfang et al. 2013: 
978). Such initiatives have proliferated in the past few decades 
with examples across the globe, and some have chosen goals and 
strategies in line with ecosocialism and degrowth (Rommel et al. 
2018). Whether explicitly oriented with these agendas or not, these 
energy initiatives have the potential to choose pathways to transition 
to renewables in a decentralized, democratic, and collective way 
while also reducing total energy consumption. Byrne et al. (2009: 
91) state that with community energy, “we have the chance to do 
something impossible in the era of energy obesity: relocate energy-
ecology-society relations in a commons space.” More than simply 
providing energy from a different source, viewing energy from a 
collective ownership or a commons perspective focuses attention on 
sovereignty and empowerment for communities who can direct their 
own energy transitions.

In summary, the energy boomerang effect could be contained 
given measures to progressively reduce carbon energy use, reductions 
in total energy use, and if there was no imperative to increase total 
energy throughput using money saved through alternative energy 
development. The energy boomerang effect is not an outcome of 
alternative energy development per se, but only of alternative energy 
development in a particular kind of society. In the new social order, 
one that promotes and funds community energy development, it is 
possible to have a genuine renewable energy transition. 
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Negative Emissions Technologies

Lastly, we examine the potential for atmospheric carbon removal and 
storage to serve as a mitigation tool in a new social order. In contrast 
to some techno-optimists, we do not believe carbon removal is the 
solution to the climate crisis (see chapter 1). However, in a new 
social order, grounded in the goals of ecosocialism and degrowth, 
carbon removal strategies could be used more effectively and could 
be one tool among many used to minimize global warming. As 
discussed in chapter 1, technologies to capture and store carbon 
are widely supported by the fossil fuel industry as a way to address 
climate change while continuing to use fossil fuels. However, in the 
new social order, rapidly phasing out fossil fuels would be a priority 
and capturing and storing carbon (known as negative emissions) 
could be used in conjunction with other mitigation strategies. Here 
we focus on Direct Air Capture (DAC) as a negative emissions 
technology, as it is being increasingly called essential to meet the 
terms of the Paris Agreement and new sources of funding continue 
to expand research and development (Verma 2022).

Before we discuss the mitigation potential of DAC, it is important 
to note that there are less technologically sophisticated ways to 
remove carbon from the atmosphere. These are often referred to as 
“nature-based” or “natural” climate solutions (NCSs). NCSs increase 
carbon storage “naturally” through reforestation, forest conservation, 
fire management, cropland and grazing management, and coastal and 
peat restoration. NCSs also have the added co-benefit of protecting 
and enhancing biodiversity (Griscom et al. 2017, Mori et al. 2021). 
However, as with many other climate mitigation strategies, NCSs 
alone are not sufficient to keep temperature within global targets 
and should not be used as justification to delay cutting energy and 
industry emissions. NCSs, like tree planting, are widely supported by 
the public yet also have certain limitations, uncertainties, and risks 
(Bellamy and Osaka 2020). Some studies indicate NCSs can tackle 
up to 30% of mitigation needs while others argue that competition for 
land will significantly constrain this potential (Griscom et al. 2019). 
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While there are many reasons to support NCS, here we focus on how 
technology is being used to remove carbon, performing the work of 
trees with much lower land requirements.

As discussed in chapter 1, DAC has, in principle, the potential to 
result in negative emissions, reducing atmospheric concentrations 
of carbon. Total negative emissions, however, depend on the source 
of energy used to power DAC. A DAC facility would need to be 
powered by renewable energy (e.g., solar or wind) to maximize 
negative emissions. Currently, DAC remains largely under-developed 
due to the high costs and limited profitable products for sale (Stone 
2018). Investment from government and private funders continues 
to increase and many hope that as carbon prices increase DAC will 
become a profitable enterprise (Verma 2022). Most operations today 
must create a usable product for sale in order to make the operation 
financially sustainable. For example, some companies with DAC 
facilities have focused on converting CO2 into a liquid fuel, which 
results in a carbon neutral rather than a carbon negative operation. In 
the current social order, for most companies, DAC is not a rational 
investment without a profitable product to sell.

However, in the new social order, where a central goal is to stay 
within ecological limits, we can imagine extensive public investments 
in DAC and state-owned and even community-run DAC facilities as 
a part of a diverse mitigation plan. Increasing evidence suggests that 
DAC implemented widely and powered by solar or wind energy for 
long-term storage could result in meaningful carbon sequestration. 
Wohland et al. (2018) find that DAC powered by variable renewables 
is a promising approach that can result in negative emissions of up 
to 500 Mt CO2/year in Europe, using excess renewable energy only. 
Breyer et al. (2019) examine a regional model for DAC fully powered 
by wind and solar and conclude that possibilities for implementation 
and the benefits of these systems have been widely overlooked. 

Widespread implementation of DAC powered by wind or solar 
energy could contribute to carbon removal; however, there are 
two current obstacles. The first is political-economic: extensive 
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government intervention would be necessary to make this possible, 
as current market conditions constrain this possibility. Incentivizing 
negative emissions projects through the right carrots and sticks 
could make conditions more favorable (Bellamy and Osaka 2020). 
In a different social order moving beyond the profit imperative and 
market-based approaches, more direct and effective policies could be 
implemented. For example, following a model of public ownership 
over energy systems (see Gunderson et al. 2018), DAC could be 
designed in conjunction with solar and wind projects to support a 
negative emissions network. In the immediate future, a conceivable 
option is a national program that hires scientists to research and 
develop wind- and solar-powered DAC technology with participatory 
democratic decision-making. 

Freed from the growth and profit imperatives, DAC could be 
used in a way that maximizes carbon removal. In other words, with 
publicly funded programs free from current market constraints, 
DAC could be used in ways that contributes to meaningful negative 
emissions. While we do not believe DAC is a “silver-bullet” or the 
solution to the climate crisis, in the new social order it could be 
used (along with reductions in totally energy use) as part of a diverse 
portfolio of mitigation strategies.

Technology for Different Ends

A critique of widespread techno-optimism should not spill over 
into a rejection of the potential positive employment of modern 
technology for contributing to the creation of an ecological society. 
Otherwise, one falls prey to the same ideological assumptions as 
the techno-optimists who presuppose that technology is an entirely 
autonomous force, unconditioned by social context. While we 
agree with the sound reasons that we ought to be skeptical of quick 
technological fixes to environmental problems (e.g., Dentzman 
et al. 2016, Foster et al. 2010, Gunderson et al. 2018, York & Clark 
2010), there are also good reasons to predict that altering social 
conditions would change the kinds and range of harmful or helpful 
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environmental effects of already-existing technologies as well as open 
new possibilities for technology design. 

Technology in general can be specifically used for protecting 
nature and society, yet this requires liberation from the profit motive 
and use based on new substantive goals (Marcuse 1964). Whether 
a technology could be used for more rational ends in different 
social conditions requires an analysis of the given technology, an 
approach to technology assessment that is neither Promethean nor 
technophobic (Gunderson et al. 2019). As awareness of these social 
relations and constraints increases, so do calls for social-structural 
transformation, for shifting priorities to put social and ecological 
wellbeing before profit, and for reducing total material and energy 
throughput to stay within ecological limits (Foster 2010, Kallis 2018, 
Kallis et al. 2012). In a society that no longer operates under the logic 
of profit maximization, the full potential of technological solutions 
to climate change may be realized. In concert with the policies and 
programs outlined in the previous chapter, we believe technological 
investments in efficiency, renewable energy, and DAC could all be 
harnessed to their full potential in terms of reducing atmospheric 
carbon concentrations. None of these technological strategies alone is 
sufficient to address the climate crisis, yet with no time to waste there 
are many mitigation tools that we can use in new ways that will make 
them much more effective. 
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Chapter 5: 
Confronting 

Overconsumption

The point is not to refrain from consuming more and more, but to 
consume less and less - there is no other way of conserving the available 
reserves for future generations. This is what ecological realism is about.

– André Gorz (1980: 13)

Overconsumption by affluent individuals is a significant driver 
of GHG emissions (Jorgenson et al. 2018, Wiedmann et al. 

2020). We believe this can only be partially addressed by policies 
related to advertising restrictions and wealth redistribution in the 
new climate agenda. In this chapter, we acknowledge that more lies 
beneath the surface. There are key ideological elements of widespread 
overconsumption in wealthy countries as well as structural drivers. Both 
structural and ideological aspects of overconsumption must be addressed. 
First, adopting the “non-reformist reforms” discussed in chapter 3 would 
shift the social context. The resulting new social order would then open 
possibilities for the ideological transformation necessary to transition to 
a culture of sufficiency rather than ever-increasing levels of consumption. 

We do not conceive of overconsumption as a blanket problem, 
seeing as much of the world is in dire need of more consumption. 
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We acknowledge that there are many people globally whose needs 
are not being met and who require higher levels of consumption. 
It is those who are most affluent who are most responsible for 
consumption-based GHG emissions. However, we do not blame 
individuals for overconsumption. In this chapter, we examine the 
underlying causes of overconsumption related to both structural 
drivers as well as the ideologies of overconsumption that reinforce 
individual consumptive behavior. 

Overconsumption can be understood as excess purchasing of 
non-necessary, positional, or luxury goods that increase GHG 
emissions and contribute to other harmful environmental and social 
impacts. A good portion of these impacts come from the wealthiest 
individuals (Jorgenson et al. 2018). As mentioned before, those in 
the top 1% income bracket in the US emit over 300 metric tons 
of carbon dioxide equivalent per capita, compared to 20 metric 
tons for the average North American and well above the 6.2 global 
average (Chancel and Picketty 2015). While our discussion in this 
chapter applies to people and governments across the globe, we use 
the US as a primary example to better understand the drivers of 
overconsumption. The US represents a highly consumptive country. 
For example, the US has less than 5% of the global population but 
uses a quarter of global fossil fuels (Worldwatch 2018). As other 
countries increasingly attempt to emulate the “American lifestyle,” 
these trends in production, consumption, and GHG emissions 
continue to spread globally. 

What does overconsumption look like? Over the 20th century, 
American families spent a larger share of their income on luxury 
goods and what Brown (1995) calls positional goods: those material 
items purchased to mimic the spending of wealthier families. The 
US now has more cars than licensed drivers (Worldwatch 2018), 
and, since 1973, US homes have increased in size from 1660 to 2740 
square feet on average (US Department of Housing and Urban 
Development 2015), despite having fewer people per household. 
However, material wealth has not necessarily increased wellbeing. 
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After a certain level, studies have shown a negative correlation between 
consumption and wellbeing (Lee and Anh 2016). Despite widespread 
“moderate” levels of overconsumption in many wealthy countries, 
it is the wealthiest individuals that contribute the greatest GHG 
emissions through extravagant high-carbon lifestyles (Green and Heely 
2022). The wealthy global elite tend to have much higher levels of 
overconsumption including multiple large homes, multiple cars, and 
private transportation means such as private airplanes and yachts. As 
stated in Jorgenson et al.’s (2019: 5) review of drivers of climate change: 

Globally, households with incomes in the top 10% are 
responsible for 36% of carbon emissions, while those in the 
bottom 50% are responsible for only 15% of emissions. The 
average annual carbon footprint of global elites is about 14 times 
that of the lowest income group. 

Thus, overconsumption generally, but especially among the 
wealthiest, is critical to address. 

In the previous chapter, we identified technologies that could 
be harnessed to mitigate climate change; however, gains from 
these technologies continue to be “diminished or cancelled out” 
by growing levels of overconsumption globally (Wiedmann et al. 
2020). As supported by ecosocialism and degrowth, production 
and consumption must be reduced below current levels to address 
the climate crisis. Without this contraction, the economy will, in 
the long run, likely collapse due to the contradiction of continually 
increasing production on a finite planet (Schmelzer 2016). Based on 
the biophysical limitations of the Earth, Jackson (2009) argues it 
is not a matter of if the economy will contract but when. We agree 
that to effectively and justly mitigate climate change the underlying 
drivers of overconsumption must be identified and addressed 
(Wiedmann et al. 2020). In this chapter, we explain why this must 
involve moving beyond a focus on individuals as the cause of 
overconsumption and instead must simultaneously address both the 
structural as well as the ideological drivers of overconsumption. 
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Beyond Individual Consumer Change 

It is not surprising that many people continue to focus on what 
individuals can do to reduce their personal GHG emissions. 
Fossil fuel companies have spent millions of dollars on promoting 
individual behavioral changes as the solution to climate change to 
insulate their own actions from regulation (McFell-Johnsen 2021). 
This focus on individual actions is not surprising for several reasons: 
it is used to shift blame away from industries and governments and 
it is in line with neoliberal ideologies that continue to shape how 
the climate crisis is perceived as a problem and the identification of 
appropriate solutions. 

If we live in a world where outcomes are determined by aggregate 
freely-made individual decisions, then solutions to problems should 
focus on these individual decisions. Neoliberal ideology and the 
sanctity of individualism have become naturalized in capitalist 
societies over the past several decades. For many people these 
notions are now commonsense, as neoliberalism has become the 
dominant “hegemonic” ideology (Gramsci 1971). Individual choice 
is sacred and emphasized through a focus on entrepreneurship 
and consumerism (Harvey 2007). The neoliberal project has also 
socialized the individualization of subjects in ways that undermine 
collective action and organized efforts to improve societal wellbeing. 
Lastly, neoliberal ideology continues to promote skepticism about 
government programs and policies or other collective endeavors to 
address social problems.

Green consumerism emerged as the ultimate neoliberal solution to 
climate change. As explained by Swafield and Bell (2012: 258), this 
creates a “neoliberal environmental citizen” who... “promote pro-
environmental behavior but only in ways that were consistent with 
a neoliberal account of how social or behavioral change can be and 
should be achieved.” The underling belief is that individuals can solve 
the climate crisis through making different consumption choices that 
reduce GHG emissions. This involves buying items such as energy 
efficient appliances and lightbulbs, hybrid cars, and solar panels. In 
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media responses to the IPCC special report (IPCC 2018), reporters 
focused on changes people can make in their individual behaviors 
and personal consumption. For example, a CNN article highlighted 
“what consumers can do,” listing changes in personal transportation 
(e.g., buy a hybrid car) and housing (e.g., buy a more efficient air 
conditioner), among others (Mackintosh 2018). This solution 
approach supports increasing consumption and profits but in a way 
that is supposedly environmentally sustainable (“green” growth). 

In addition to green consumption, many environmentalists 
consume less or change lifestyle behaviors to reduce personal GHG 
emissions. This includes buying fewer material goods or no new 
material goods – what Greta Thunberg calls “shop-stop” and others 
call “buycott.” This also includes driving less or not at all, limiting 
or refraining from air travel, and reducing or eliminating the 
consumption of animal products. According to a study by Doherty 
and others (2020), the vast majority of Extinction Rebellion 
activists surveyed had adopted a range of pro-environmental 
behaviors including: buycotting, changing their diet, consuming 
less, reusing products, reducing energy use, and buying used or 
second-hand goods.

Yet, those who live a low-carbon lifestyle do so with difficulty, 
as their lifestyle goes against the dominant economic and cultural 
tide, and they must carefully maneuver against the forceful current. 
In addition to the personal challenges involved in changing one’s 
lifestyle to reduce GHG emission, evidence indicates that individual 
changes will not be sufficient to address the climate crisis (see the 
introduction). It is not that these actions would not be beneficial 
and contribute towards emissions reductions, but they will not be 
enough to keep warming within 1.5°C or 2°C. Even coordinated 
individual actions at a massive scale would leave the industries, 
infrastructures, and production processes that create the majority of 
emission intact. 

As illustrated with evidence in the introduction of this book, 
individual behavior and lifestyle changes alone will not come 
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close to reducing emissions at the rate and scale necessary to keep 
emissions within 1.5°C or even 2°C. While individual consumption 
and behavioral changes are insufficient, this does not mean that 
they should not be pursued, only that they are far from a panacea. 
In addition, evidence suggests that in some cases adopting personal 
and household actions to reduce carbon emissions can result in 
reduced support for climate policies (Werfel 2017). Lastly, individual 
lifestyle and behavior changes are not occurring at the scale and pace 
necessary to achieve the full potential of these estimates.

Despite these realities, there are clear ethical reasons for individuals 
to seek to reduce their personal carbon footprints. Even if individual 
actions are not enough to address the climate crisis (and in some 
cases may serve as a distraction from systemic change), many 
individuals believe that low-carbon living is the right thing to do. 
One justification is articulated by Knights (2019: 529), who argues 
that even though individual actions are relatively “inconsequential,” 
that personal GHG emissions reduction is still “morally obligatory” 
based on the following argument: 

A. To remain a member of a harming group is a moral 
wrongdoing; 

B. The performance of consumption actions constitutes 
remaining a member of a harming group; 

C. Therefore, the performance of consumption actions is a moral 
wrongdoing. 

In other words, by living a high-consumptive and carbon-intensive 
lifestyle, individuals are members of a harming group, and a “virtue-
based” perspective illustrates the “moral wrong-doing of remaining 
a member of such a group” (Knights 2019: 544). Baatz and Voget-
Kleschin (2019) develop a different justification for individual actions 
to reduce emissions (even when “inconsequential”) based on a 
notion of moral equity and not exceeding an individual’s “fair share” 
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of GHG emissions entitlements. Baatz and Voget-Kleschin (2019: 
577) argue that an individual’s (e.g., A’s) GHG emissions are morally 
wrong if: “1. A exceeds her fair share of emissions entitlements, and 
2. By emitting, A contributes to a harmful activity.” Indeed, there 
are clear moral justifications for personally pursuing a low carbon 
footprint. However, in addition to low-carbon living, it remains 
critical that activists demand the systemic changes that are required 
to address the majority of emissions driving the climate crisis. 

The only way to limit global warming to 2°C or below is to 
implement systemic changes. Because efforts focused solely on 
individual-level changes often represent pseudo-action (Gunderson 
2021), where actions “contribute to the stabilization of the order 
which they intend to attack” (Blühdorn 2017), we focus here on the 
need to address the structural drivers of overconsumption as well 
as the ideologies (largely promoted by producers and the state) that 
drive individual consumptive behavior. 

The Structural Drivers of Overconsumption

A key relationship that undermines the effectiveness of green 
consumerism is that, in many cases, production and marketing 
drive consumption. In other words, consumer choices rarely 
reshape production and therefore “buying green” or “voting with 
your dollar” is far from an effective mechanism of social change. As 
Galbraith (1958: 136) explains, there is a “dependence effect,” where 
consumption is driven by desires created by producers through 
advertising: “wants thus come to depend on output.” In this section, 
we emphasize that overconsumption is a necessary product of an 
expanding, growth-dependent capitalist system. 

Neoclassical economics portrays production as responding to 
consumer demand. However, this is not always the case. Evidence 
contradicts this relationship and supports the Marxist notion of 
structured consumption where worker-consumers play a key role 
in keeping aggregate consumption high to maintain the growth of 
the economic system. For example, Schnaiberg (1980) explains that 
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consumption “cannot be treated as independent of the changing 
structure of producer power and producer technology” and therefore 
there are “limits to a consumption oriented environmental reform 
policy” (Schnaiberg 1980: 161). Schnaiberg (1980: 192) concludes his 
analysis by stating that “consumption cannot be the leading factor 
in the expansion of production. Increased consumption may permit 
expanded production, but it does not generally cause it.” 

Scholars before Schnaiberg (1980) reach the same conclusion. 
Contradicting the economic theory that “it is the marginal consumer 
who determines the direction of production,” Max Weber (1978: 
92) argues that, “given the actual distribution of power, this is only 
true in a limited sense for the modern situation. To a large degree, 
even though the consumer has to be in a position to buy, his wants 
are ‘awakened’ and ‘directed’ by the entrepreneur.” This relationship 
between capitalist production and consumption is also described well 
by the Marxist phenomenologist Enzo Paci (1972: 436-437):

[I]n an affluent society... men become consuming animals or 
a commodity which consumes those commodities that abstract 
capitalism needs to have consumed. From the very beginning, 
capitalism has put aside use-value in order to produce 
commodities need not by consumers but by exchange-value. 
… The [consumer of the affluent society] is forced to become 
a machine for preestablished consumption. Eventually, he 
spontaneously desires what capital wants him to desire, even 
alienation, on every level of life.

Members of the Frankfurt School also describe how capitalist 
production requires and therefore creates increasing rates of excess 
consumption. While the standard explanation is that production 
increases to meet the needs of consumers, “[i]n reality, a cycle of 
manipulation and retroactive need is unifying the system ever more 
tightly” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1969: 95). Without increasing 
levels of consumption, “the established mode of production could 
not be sustained” (Marcuse 1964: 246). To support capitalist 
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production, the individual must become a consumer who buys more 
and more, “redefined by the rationality of the given system” (Marcuse 
1964: 12). As explained by Horkheimer and Adorno (1969: 106):

The consumers are the workers and salaried employees, the 
farmers and the petty bourgeois. Capitalist production hems 
them in so tightly, in body and soul, that they unresistingly 
succumb to whatever is proffered to them. 

In this way, the individual is transformed into a consumer who 
helps to perpetuate the capitalist system. 

To increase rates of consumption, media is harnessed to advertise 
goods and create false needs. Through advertising, individuals 
are subjected to the “manipulation of needs by vested interests” 
and instructed “to behave and consume in accordance with the 
advertisements, to love and hate what others love and hate” and 
to fulfill “false needs” (Marcuse 1964: 3,5). Similar to Marcuse’s 
description of false needs, the French Marxist and Situationist Guy 
Debord (1983: §51) discusses the propagation of “pseudo-needs” 
which serve to increase wealth for the ruling class:

The satisfaction of primary human needs is replaced by an 
uninterrupted fabrication of pseudo-needs which are reduced 
to the single pseudo-need of maintaining the reign of the 
autonomous economy.  

Advertising changes individuals’ perceptions of themselves and 
their status, compelling them to buy products to address their 
dissatisfaction. Even when individuals know they will not be 
fulfilled, they still consume: “The triumph of advertising in the 
culture industry is that consumers feel compelled to buy and use 
its products even though they see through them” (Horkheimer and 
Adorno 1969: 167). In the US, total expenditures on advertising 
have risen to over $205 billion annually (Griner 2017). Not only has 
advertising greatly increased in recent decades but public policies 
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have shifted, enabling greater advertising reach (Schor 2014).
As described by Western Marxists, the structure of the capitalist 

system compels ongoing expansion in production and economic 
growth and requires increasing levels of excess consumption. Yet, 
this is not sustainable in a finite world with biophysical limits. 
Increasingly, scientists are concluding the entire economic system 
and the way it is organized must change. For example, as Wiedmann 
and others (2020: 7-8) explain, “the profit-driven mechanism of 
prevailing economic systems prevents the necessary reduction of 
impacts” and we must “replace GDP as a measure of prosperity” 
and “[e]xpect likely shrinking of GDP if sufficient environmental 
policies are enacted.” More and more scientists agree, economic 
growth must be curtailed. This means abandoning capitalism, which 
is inherently growth-dependent, and considering the strategies and 
programs described in this book from proponents of ecosocialism 
and degrowth. In other words, addressing overconsumption 
requires a structural change to a new social order. However, we also 
acknowledge that in order to gain the support for structural changes 
and a transition to a more sustainable social order, we must also 
identify and confront the ideology of overconsumption that remains 
a barrier to change.

Overconsumption as Ideology

Confronting overconsumption requires recognizing the powerful role 
of ideology (see the introduction). The creation and internalization 
of ideologies was essential to create the worker-consumer of 
monopoly capitalism, who has become essential for sustaining 
high rates of production and economic growth. Martinez (2017) 
describes strategic decisions aimed to create worker-consumers. 
For example, following industrial disputes in 1919 and a surge in 
socialist and anarchist supporters, US industry leaders decided to 
reduce the chances of a worker rebellion by giving workers increased 
wages, bank credit, and more leisure time – all for the purpose of 
encouraging increased rates of consumption. They believed increased 
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consumption would more than offset increased wages and would 
serve to pacify workers, distracting them with material pursuits 
and deterring labor rebellions. In this way, workers are made into 
“a commodity that consumes” – a key cog keeping the treadmill of 
production increasing in scale and speed (Schnaiberg 1980). 

Ideology conceals the role of the consumer and the drivers of 
overconsumption. Producers rely on consumers for increasing 
economic growth and use ideology, primarily communicated in 
the form of advertising, to create willing subjects. These subjects 
keep consuming because they believe that increasing consumption 
results in increased happiness, consumption is part of the “good 
life,” consumption relates to their identity and status, and they 
“need” certain commodities to address dissatisfaction. In addition, 
the message that consumers have total freedom and power in their 
consumption choices supports the notion of “voting with your 
dollar” and addressing problems through changing consumption 
patterns. Thus, consumption becomes the answer to many social 
issues and a convenient answer for those profiting from increased 
consumption. This relates to environmental issues including climate 
change, where consumer-oriented approaches do little to address 
the ongoing production driving us toward ecological collapse. 
These messages continue to conceal that capital is perpetuating 
overconsumption for the irrational end of self-accumulation, 
keeping consumers on the treadmill of consumption to reap 
increasing profits.

These ideologies were recognized long ago, and their prevalence 
have only increased over time. The transformation of consumption, 
in relation to larger changes in the structure of capitalism, was a 
central concern of the Frankfurt School and Debord. To illustrate 
overconsumerism as a form of ideology in wider social-structure 
context, we draw on two concepts from this line of thought: 
Marcuse’s “false needs” and Debord’s “spectacle” to better understand 
how ideology has and continues to promote overconsumption 
through promoting specific false messages and narratives. 
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Marcuse’s (1964: 5) “false needs” refers to needs “which are 
superimposed upon the individual by particular social interests 
in his repression” (Marcuse 1964: 5). Although the notion of false 
needs, because it is contrasted with “true needs,” has been criticized 
for its elitism and universalism (for review, see Fitzgerald 1985), the 
concept sheds light on the external, manipulative, and structurally 
necessary expansion of desires characteristic of monopoly 
capitalism, a form of social control that perpetuates growth and 
the existing social order. Marcuse argues that the vast majority of 
modern consumption takes place to satisfy manufactured false 
needs. Critical to this argument is how the expansion of needs 
“perpetuate a system whose continuation impedes the fulfillment of 
individual and social needs and potentials” (Kellner 1983: 68).

The deceptions of false needs also relate to false notions of 
freedom and attaining “the good life” (Marcuse 1964: 49). While 
“the good life” is about freedoms, these are “deceptive liberties 
[such] as free competition at administered prices, a free press which 
censors itself, free choice between brands and gadgets” (Marcuse 
1964: 7). This false liberty hides the repressive domination of the 
ruling class. Debord (1983: §§47, 48, 56) describes this deceit as the 
“consumer illusion,” living a “counterfeit life,” and a “spectacular 
sham.” Freedom is an illusion and “false choice is in spectacular 
abundance” (Debord 1983: §62). Buying more or different things 
also offers “false models of revolution to local revolutionaries” who 
believe that through their purchasing choices they can change the 
world. The lie that consumers are free and can attain “the good 
life” results in false notions of satisfaction and a “pacified existence” 
(Marcuse 1964: 242). However, “the good life” always remains out 
of reach, as “[t]he culture industry endlessly cheats its consumers 
out of what it endlessly promises” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1969: 
111). Unnecessarily high levels of both work and consumption only 
serve to alienate and repress worker-consumers. As Gorz (1988: 22) 
explains:
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The economic rationalization of work will thus sweep away the 
ancient idea of freedom and existential autonomy. It produces 
individuals who, being alienated in their work, will, necessarily, 
be alienated in their consumption as well and, eventually, in 
their needs. Since there is no limit to the quantity of money that 
can be earned and spent, there will no longer be any limit to the 
needs that money allows them to have or to the need for money 
itself. These needs increase in line with social wealth. 

Thus, a progression of ever-increasing work, production, wealth, 
and consumption traps individuals in this cycle, stifling a fulfilling 
life (and emitting ever more GHGs).

While this deception goes unnoticed by the majority of people, 
they unknowingly feel its impact. Most people “cling to the myth 
of success” and “insist unwaveringly on the ideology by which they 
are enslaved” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1969: 106). As Marcuse 
(1964) explains, overconsumption becomes a way of life, a part of 
personal identity, and a sign of success. It is no longer questioned 
and “the result is the atrophy of the mental organs for grasping 
the contradictions and the alternatives” (Marcuse 1964: 79). 
Unfortunately, Marcuse explains, the nourishment from increasing 
unnecessary consumption is not the same nourishment required by 
the human soul. This results in what Debord (1983: §42) similarly 
calls, “alienated consumption.” Living for consumption, as opposed 
to consume in order to live, degrades our lives and produces 
isolation- imprisoned by what he calls “the spectacle.” 

Debord’s “spectacle” refers “to the vast institutional and technical 
apparatus of contemporary capitalism, to all the methods power 
employs, outside direct force, to relegate subjects to passivity 
and to obscure the nature and effects of capitalism’s power 
and deprivations” (Best and Kellner 1999: 132). The two arenas 
commonly associated with the spectacle are mass consumption and 
mass media. It is difficult to disentangle the media from “consumer 
culture,” as images are usually commodities and commodities are 
peddled through images. For example, the distinction between 
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news and entertainment is indistinguishable or, at best, fuzzy in an 
“infotainment” society (Kellner 2003). Further, the effects of the 
spectacle in these two arenas are interrelated:

The spectacle is the notion that all human relations are mediated 
by images from advertising, film and other sections of the 
mass media, driven towards controlling people’s activities and 
consciousness. The need for the production and consumption 
of commodities (both material and cultural) is ensured by the 
reign of the spectacle, which is the enemy of a directly-lived and 
fully human life. (Barnard, 2004: 106-107)

Indeed, Debord (1983) describes the spectacle as “the moment 
when the commodity has attained the total occupation of social life” 
and a “permanent opium war which aims to make people identify 
goods with commodities” (§§42, 44, see also §§65-69). 

In these ways and others, ideology promotes overconsumption 
while masking the irrationality of the capitalist system of never-
ending production, consumption, and destruction. Gorz (1980: 
23) echoes these sentiments stating that the goal is growth, at the 
expense of human well-being and ecological degradation:

This is the nature of consumption in affluent societies: it ensures 
the growth of capital without increasing either the level of 
general satisfaction or the number of genuinely useful goods... 
Production becomes more and more destructive and wasteful; 
the destruction or obsolescence of products is built into them – 
their rapid deterioration is programmed. 

In his essay titled A Sick Planet, Debord (1971) also specifically 
addresses the environmental impacts of this irrational system. 
Years before climate change became a prominent environmental 
issue, Debord (1971: 85) claims that capitalist production is now in 
“its final stage” and “what is now produced, directly, is death.” As 
global temperatures increase and conditions near tipping points, the 
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expanding capitalist economy continues to produce more and more, 
yet what many fail to see is that it is now increasingly producing 
death and destruction.

Dismantling the Drivers of Overconsumption 

Examining the structural and ideological drivers of overconsumption 
reveals the fallacy in placing the onus of change on individual 
“consumers” who will force producers to follow their lead. 
These strategies will not be effective, as those benefiting from 
increasing levels of production continue to encourage and promote 
overconsumption. In other words, whenever one rhetorically 
asks, “Do we really ‘need’ all of this?” in reference to a megamall 
or consumerist lifestyles, the answer is “Yes,” so long as capitalism 
lumbers on. Overconsumption is a necessary and secondary 
byproduct of capitalist production. Specific to climate change, 
continued widespread support for increasing levels of production 
and economic growth will undermine efforts to reduce GHG 
emissions and limit catastrophic warming. Given the relationships 
between production and GHG emissions, effective mitigation 
efforts will require significant systemic changes in work, production, 
consumption, advertising, and social norms. 

Ending overconsumption requires both unmasking the underlying 
ideologies that are guiding the masses on a path towards destruction 
and also implementing the structural changes necessary to curtail 
endless growth and live safely within ecological limits. The structural 
changes outlined in chapter 3 (including WTR, job sharing, 
income caps, wealth taxes, and banning planned obsolescence) 
would all contribute towards reducing unnecessary production and 
consumption. Advertising restrictions and “simple living” campaigns 
could play a key role in curtailing the ideology of overconsumption, 
or the ongoing systemic propagation of false needs and illusionary 
spectacles of material satisfaction. Instead of promoting materialism, 
cultural norms could shift to support sufficiency and living with 
enough rather than always more. 
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Any impactful and socially desirable changes would require 
interrelated changes in production, consumption, and consciousness. 
Thus, worker cooperatives, WTR, and advertising limits, among 
other parts of the climate agenda outline in chapter 3, should be 
pursued together. For example, one reason Boillat et al. (2012: 602) 
support economic democracy on environmental grounds is there 
would be no structural imperative to advertise to meet manufactured 
“needs.” Excess wealth is a key driver of overconsumption that must 
also be addressed through multiple policy changes. As inequality 
of both income and wealth are positively associated with GHG 
emissions both income caps and wealth taxes could be effective means 
to reduce excess wealth. Policies must be implemented that reduce 
the extent of excess wealth, curbing overconsumption and associated 
GHG emissions. This can also help ideological transformation. 
Addressing excess wealth and overconsumption at the top can set an 
example for the majority, who often are convinced by the spectacle 
of affluence and manipulative advertising to seek out more and 
more wealth and material accumulation. As Gorz (1980: 27) put it, 
anticipating Jason Hickel’s (2021) degrowth book Less is More: 

the link between ”more” and “better” has now been broken. 
“Better” may now mean “less”: creating as few needs as possible, 
satisfying them with the smallest possible expenditure of 
materials, energy, and work, and imposing the least burden on 
the environment.

While Western Marxists were generally pessimistic about the 
possibilities for social transformation to liberate the “advanced” 
capitalist countries from useless toil, on the one hand, and 
overconsumption during “free time,” on the other, Marcuse 
offers some affirmative guidance for moving forward, supporting 
prescriptions that are in line with degrowth and ecosocialism. 
Marcuse (1964) argues that we need new institutions that let 
“individuals work for themselves and speak for themselves” and that 
society requires a “redefinition of needs” to identify and put aside 
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false needs as well as freedom from repressive advertising (Marcuse 
1964: 206, 245). Marcuse (1964: 4) states that “[t]he unrealistic sound 
of these propositions is indicative, not of their utopian character, but 
the strength of the forces that prevent their realization.”

As powerful forces protect and maintain capitalist interests and 
the growth imperative, the destructive impacts of this system are 
becoming ever clearer to an increasing number of individuals. 
Addressing overconsumption must be a part of any ethical response 
to climate change. Gorz (1980) was among the first wave of people 
arguing for intergenerational justice and this, for him, involves 
changing the way we consume today so that those in the future will 
have what they need to live. To counter the structural and ideological 
drivers of overconsumption (and climate change), individuals 
must reclaim their status as citizens, not simply consumers being 
strategically used to keep the growth-dependent capitalist system 
lumbering along. These citizens must recognize the ideologies for 
what they are, identify and promote systemic alternatives, and 
organize enough political power to implement change. 
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Chapter 6: 
Pathways for 

Transformation

Who are the realists and who are the dreamers? 

– André Gorz (1980: 86)

As it is increasingly clear that society cannot carry on with the status 
quo, there are a growing number of scholars and activists calling 

for social transformation beyond capitalism. While there are differences 
between degrowth and ecosocialist thinking, we have explored 
both areas of scholarship and have identified a synergistic agenda to 
prioritize ecological and social wellbeing. We acknowledge there are 
stigmas associated with terms like “ecosocialism” and “degrowth.” 
However, the specific policies and programs can be pursued without 
using these terms. While we join a large group of scholars now calling 
for a shift to a post-capitalist system, we also join a smaller group who 
have gone further through articulating specific policies and programs 
to be pursued. Yet, in many of these cases what is often still lacking is 
a thoughtful exploration or even some general ideas as to how these 
desired changes might become a reality. What pathways for change 
should be pursued? What are the possible pathways for change? In this 
chapter we examine these critical questions.
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As explained by Gorz (1967) and others (Foster 2019, Kallis 2020), 
revolutionary reforms, like those described in chapter 3, can advance 
radical social change, and may act as part of a “transitional program” 
(Löwy 2015: 37) out of capitalism. In this way, bold policy responses 
to climate change could in fact “change everything” about society 
(Klein 2014). However, Gorz (1967: 6 emphasis added) also makes 
clear that while much thought is put into the question of what to do 
“[w]hen we are in power... the whole question is precisely to get there, 
to create the means and will to get there.” This remains a tremendous 
challenge as powerful actors and institutions continue to use ample 
resources to maintain the status quo. However, we know that social 
transformation has happened in the past. Indeed, unexpected events 
can occur that ultimately catalyze positive change. We also recognize 
that the fact that environmental and social conditions are worsening 
does not necessary mean that things will start to get better. As Beck 
(2016: 47) explains, we cannot assume that “the positive side effects 
of negative side effects automatically create a better world.” A better 
world has to be made. Despite the paramount challenges ahead, we 
believe it is useful and necessary to explore the possible pathways 
and routes for positive change that exist, even if they seem unlikely. 
Context also matters. We are three scholars from the US, where 
aspects of this agenda would face far more opposition than in other 
regions of the Global North, especially in some European countries. 
Still, we find it a critical part of the conversation to begin to examine 
how this agenda could become a reality through specific pathways 
for change.

We also must acknowledge that, in contrast to other crises that 
might trigger radical social change, the time lag between GHG 
emissions and global warming presents a clear predicament in terms 
of implementing an effective and just response. Social change often 
occurs when people’s needs are not being met to a degree that is 
drastically inconsistent with expectations, and it is becomes clear 
that society must be radically transformed. As Foster (2018) explains, 
if climate change continues unmitigated the impacts could trigger 
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a large-scale revolution, yet “[t]he worry is that by the time the 
catastrophic conditions are felt on a wide enough scale, and by the 
time people mobilize, the situation may be immeasurably worse, 
with much of it out of our control. That is of course our greatest 
fear.” Waiting for impacts to trigger a social response leaves us locked 
into significant warming. By the time there is a social revolution in 
response to climate impacts we may have already reached critical 
tipping points altering ecological systems in irreversible ways.

While there may be critical thresholds that should be avoided, we 
do not know exactly what these are and when they will occur. As 
David Wallace-Wells (2019) explains, 

global warming is not binary. It is not a matter of “yes” or “no,” 
not a question of “fucked” or “not.” Instead, it is a problem that 
gets worse over time the longer we produce greenhouse gas, 
and can be made better if we choose to stop. Which means that 
no matter how hot it gets, no matter how fully climate change 
transforms the planet and the way we live on it, it will always 
be the case that the next decade could contain more warming, 
and more suffering, or less warming and less suffering. Just how 
much is up to us, and always will be.

There is still a possibility for a less bad future, with less loss and 
suffering, that is worth pursuing. This future requires a new climate 
agenda for system change. Thinking through this agenda, discussing 
it with others, and demanding it politically serves to increase the 
chances of it becoming a reality. Despite our pessimism that these 
reforms will be adopted anytime soon (especially in the US), we 
find it worthy to articulate why they should be pursued and also to 
explore how this level of social change might be achieved. 

As those in power are very unlikely to cede that power, more is 
required of civil society to demand change through encouraging 
or forcing federal governments and international organizations to 
take bold action. We agree with Kallis (2018: 141) that “expecting 
that the dominant classes will somehow release their power and 
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forgo their immediate interests in the name of a broader common 
good is unrealistic.” Collective actions from civil society can have 
a range of possible impacts, from very little to triggering radical 
change. Social movements have the potential to address global 
crisis through pressuring governments, elites, and international 
governing bodies to adopt new policy platforms and goals (Almeida 
and Chase-Dunn 2018).

We now have a global “climate movement” or “climate justice 
movement” which has emerged in response to the increasing threats 
of global warming (Almeida 2019). While the climate movement 
remained marginal and ephemeral over the last few decades, 
starting in 2018 and 2019, we saw the initiation of a more visible 
and permanent climate movement emerge globally. Galvanized 
by the IPCC’s special report on 1.5°C (2018), groups already in 
existence became more active, with Extinction Rebellion (XR) and 
Fridays for Future (FFF) emerging first in Europe and then globally 
and the Sunrise Movement pushing for a Green New Deal to be a 
top priority in the US. Swedish teen Greta Thunberg became a 
spokesperson for climate action uniting young activists across the 
globe. In September 2019, youth-led organizations coordinated 
the largest climate strike in world history (with at least 4 million 
participants) and the “Global Week for Future” involved between 
7 and 8 million participants (Fisher 2022). This wave of new action 
and momentum led Foster (2019) to state: 

We are seeing today what appear to be the beginnings of an 
ecological revolution, a new historical moment unlike any 
humanity has experienced... The meteoric rise of Thunberg and 
the student climate strike movement, the Sunrise Movement, 
Extinction Rebellion, and the Green New Deal, all within 
the brief span of a year, coupled with the actual protests and 
strikes of millions of climate change activists, the vast majority 
of them young, has meant a massive transformation of the 
environmental struggle in the advanced capitalist states. 
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Despite the stagnation in climate activism caused by the global 
Covid-19 pandemic, climate activist groups continue to organize 
direct actions, demanding bold climate responses from world leaders. 
XR and FFF continue to hold seasonal rebellions and school strikes 
on Fridays, respectively. Other groups have increased direct actions, 
such as Ende Gelande blocking coal mines in Germany and Just Stop 
Oil delaying the transport of fossil fuels in the United Kingdom. 
There is no doubt that a climate movement has emerged that is 
larger, more diverse, and growing more rapidly than ever. Yet it is still 
so far from what is necessary to challenge power and push forward an 
effective and just climate agenda. How can this movement become 
large enough and strong enough to bring about positive social 
change? While we do not presume to have all the answers, we find 
this question worth examining. 

In this chapter we start with a short overview of different theories 
of social transformation that inform our understanding of how social 
change occurs and what is possible moving forward. Other authors 
have more deeply examined these theories elsewhere and we will 
include key citations that can help the reader learn more regarding 
the origins and specifics of each perspective. Here, we aim only to 
illustrate a few key concepts, some old and some new, that guide 
our understanding of what pathways can be pursued to catalyze and 
guide positive social transformation. We then focus specifically on: 
(1) the importance of identifying and confronting forces of social 
reproduction, (2) eroding the legitimacy of current powers, and (3) 
specific strategies that could be adopted by a larger and more unified 
social movement. 

What Can We Learn from Theory?

Specific to the climate crisis, and more generally in terms achieving 
a post-capitalist future, scholars have turned to specific theories of 
social transformation to guide their understandings of possible 
paths forward. While Marcuse and Gorz offer helpful critiques of 
the capitalist system as well as insightful programs for a new social 
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order, many questions remain regarding how this transformation 
might be achieved. Gorz (1967) argues that being specific about 
programs and policies is essential and focuses on non-reformist 
reforms – yet how do concerned citizens effectively challenge 
power to make these reforms possible? Many theories of change 
stem from Marx’s portrayal of the capitalist system as inherently 
contradictory, leading to crises and, ultimately, a transformation 
from capitalist modes of production to socialism or barbarism 
(Foster 2019). Others, including Gramsci, Polanyi, and Wright, have 
elaborated upon this model of system change and routes for positive 
transformation. In addition, more recently scholars have focused 
specifically on social change in the context of the climate crisis to 
understand how it presents new challenges in terms of triggering 
effective and just social responses. Here, we briefly summarize some 
key concepts related to several different theories of transformation, 
as they will inform our discussion of barriers and opportunities 
throughout the rest of this chapter. 

Gramsci (1971) built on Marx’s conception of ideology to show 
how culture can increase the social acceptance of ideas that can 
prevent social change. Beliefs can become “hegemonic” or accepted 
norms that shape society and what is possible. From a Gramscian 
perspective, social change involves countering and challenging 
hegemonic beliefs that are reinforced in political and civil society. 
Gramsci distinguished between the “political society,” or coercive 
power centers, including police, military, government institutions, 
and “civil society,” non-coercive actors across society, including 
families and workers (D’Alisa and Kallis 2016). This bifurcation in 
society creates power differentials enabling those in power to create 
“common senses,” which “are articulated, embodied and performed 
every day in practice” (D’Alisa and Kallis 2020). Civil society can 
organize to strategically counter hegemonic beliefs that stymie 
positive social change. However, Gramsci also warned of “passive 
revolution,” in which social actors seek change in ways that actually 
maintain and extend existing political and economic powers (Trantas 
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2021). This process defuses the potential for transformative change. 
This diffusion emerges through cooptation from elite political actors 
and institutions, not through coercion but through discourses 
that privileges elite interests. Although the policies and practices 
emanating from these discourses do not benefit them, civil society 
takes them on as their own, which can undermine positive social 
change. What this means for a new climate agenda: (1) a climate 
agenda will require countering hegemonic beliefs about economic 
growth and neoliberal governance, and (2) the climate movement 
must identify and resist passive revolutionary pathways that serve to 
maintain the status quo and current power relations.

Polanyi’s seminal book, The Great Transformation (2001), reflects 
upon two historical waves of market expansion and the counter-
movements that emerged to protect society from the negative 
impacts of commodification. As explained by Burawoy (2015), we 
now find ourselves amid yet another wave of market expansion 
that entails the commodification of nature, with the climate crisis 
representing the ultimate negative impact to society. In response, a 
double-movement emerges including a countermovement calling 
for social protections from climate change and the ecological crisis. 
In contrast to market-based solutions to the climate crisis that 
serve to further commodify nature, a true countermovement to the 
climate crisis would involve less commodification or, in other words, 
solutions discussed in this book related to collective ownership and 
cooperative governance (Stuart et al. 2019). The climate movement 
must demand actions that make the economy embedded within (or 
subservient to) ecological and social goals, where social priorities 
for sustainability and wellbeing dictate economic relations. In 
comparison to the double-movements that Polanyi wrote about, 
the current struggle differs in the increased temporal delay in the 
development of social harms from global warming. It remains 
unclear whether a sufficiently powerful countermovement can 
mobilize to address the climate crisis and transform society before 
we pass a threshold towards uncontrollable and irreversible warming. 
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A bold climate movement could represent part of a Polanyian 
countermovement, yet inclusion and expansion to include other 
movements experiencing broader yet related social harms associated 
with inequality, race, and health would increase the power of this 
countermovement (Fraser 2014). What this means for a new climate 
agenda: effective responses to the social harms of climate change 
will need to go much further than market-based mechanisms and 
must include making economic relations serve the greater goals of 
ecological sustainability and social wellbeing (a countermovement 
must be system changing).

An increasing number of scholars and activists have drawn from 
the work of Wright (2010) to understand how social change occurs. 
In Envisioning Real Utopias (2010), Wright uses historical patterns 
to articulate a theory of social transformation that includes: (1) 
identifying and challenging forces of social reproduction that 
maintain the status quo, (2) creating and politicizing problems 
with the current social order (eroding its legitimacy), (3) taking 
advantage of unintended consequences and unexpected events, and 
(4) simultaneously adopting multiple transformational strategies 
that involve creating alternatives/“building the new” as well as 
eroding the old through a series of reforms (Wright 2010, 2019). 
While Wright (2010) called the latter “synergistic” strategies, which 
are based on class compromise and incremental policy changes, 
the temporal characteristics of climate change leave little time for 
compromise and incremental change. In this case, Wright’s (2010) 
ideas on the “logic of rupture” would support using strategic 
disruption to pressure the state to adopt more rapid and bold policy 
changes. Wright does not support violent uprisings based on the 
negative historical outcomes, but does support using disruptive logic. 
What this means for a new climate agenda: (1) powerful actors and 
vested interests continue to maintain current relations and must be 
identified and overcome, (2) efforts must focus on undermining 
the legitimacy of ruling actors and institutions, (3) recent climate 
policies that infuse money into building up low-carbon alternatives 
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but must do more to erode the current fossil fuel infrastructure 
protected by vested interests, and (4) the logic of disruption or 
non-violent disruptive strategies may be necessary to pressure bold 
climate action. 

More recently, Fisher and Jorgenson (2019) articulate the idea of 
an AnthroShift triggered by the increasing risks of global warming. 
Drawing from Ulrich Beck’s (1992, 1999) concepts of risk society 
and reflexive modernization, they explain how social change and 
radical transformation is often driven by responses to crisis, war, or 
economic depression. Like these other threats, global warming can 
also trigger a societal response. Yet, to instigate the radical response 
to climate change necessary, a mass mobilization from civil society is 
likely necessary using either nonviolent or confrontational strategies 
(Fisher 2022). As explained by Fisher and Jorgenson (2019: 50), “risk 
drives a reconfiguration among social actors that in turn leads to a 
different relationship between society and the natural environment.” 
However, they explain that risk motivated societal pivots may 
not necessarily lead to improved conditions as portrayed by more 
optimistic ecological modernization and reflexive modernization 
theorists. In fact, increasing risks to society can result in multi-
direction rather than unidirectional shifts in society-environment 
relations. For example, rather than directly responding to global 
warming threats through effective and just mitigation, other 
responses (e.g., geoengineering) could make things worse for the 
majority of people. Just because risks are increasing and threats are 
widely perceived does not mean unidirectional efforts will emerge 
that effectively address these risks. Indeed, we see the possibility of 
risks increasing even more if solutions are in line with the techno-
capitalist climate agenda. There is also the possibility of directions 
shifting in a “pendulum of society-environmental relationships” 
brought about by changes in leadership or other conditions – 
moving towards protection or further harm and back again (Fisher 
and Jorgenson 2019: 343). What this means for a new climate agenda: 
(1) just increasing awareness about risks is not enough, (2) we need 
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a carefully directed response to risk led by mass mobilizations in civil 
society, and (3) one step forward may be followed by two steps back.

Guided by the insights and concepts highlighted here, the 
following section discusses three dimensions of social transformation 
that might be the most useful to the climate movement. First, we 
explore overcoming ongoing forces of social reproduction – or 
the vested interests that maintain the status quo and reinforce 
hegemonic beliefs about what our system can and should be. Second, 
we discuss already emerging pathways to challenge the legitimacy 
of these powers and how this might be further pursued to enlarge 
cracks and fissures in current power structures. This could result in a 
much larger and cohesive movement demanding change. Lastly, we 
examine what kinds of direct action and specific strategies for change 
could be employed and discuss differing views on these strategies and 
their possible effectiveness.

Countering Forces of Social Reproduction

As Wright (2010: 276) explains, “social structures and institutions 
that systematically impose harms on people require vigorous 
mechanisms of active social reproduction in order to be sustained 
over time.” Therefore, social change requires identifying the forces 
of social reproduction maintaining the status quo and countering 
these forces. Many discussions about forces of social reproduction 
and the climate crisis refer to these forces as “vested interests.” Vested 
interests typically include the fossil fuel industry, but also actors in 
transportation, energy, development, finance, or politics currently 
benefiting from maintaining a fossil-fuel-based infrastructure 
and a neoliberal capitalist economy. As Wright (2010) points 
out, identifying and countering forces of social reproduction is a 
prerequisite to social transformation. 

Vested interests maintain the current fossil-fuel-based and profit-
oriented system through various means, including think tanks that 
create policy, funding corporate-friendly political campaigns as well 
as campaigns against left-wing politicians, and entering politics. 
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There are also more subtle strategies, such as greenwashing. Some 
of these strategies take place secretly and behind closed doors, 
such as the removal of any references to “vested interests” and the 
redaction of other portions of recent IPCC reports. As Foster and 
Clark (2022) explain, a scientific-consensus version of the “Summary 
for Policymakers” of Working Group III in the IPCC’s AR6 report 
on mitigation was leaked to the media in the summer of 2021. 
Comparing this version to the officially released version approved 
by governments illustrates how all criticisms of vested interests 
including the term “vested interests” were deleted from the report. In 
addition, missing was a statement about the radical nature of change 
necessary: “We need transformational change operating on processes 
and behaviours at all levels: individual, communities, business, 
institutions and governments. We must redefine our way of life and 
consumption.” Foster and Clark (2022) list other statements also 
removed from the IPCC report including the need to:

(1)  eliminate all coal-fired plants worldwide this decade, 
in order to avoid greatly surpassing the 1.5°C target; 

(2)  carry out immediate, rapid transformational change 
in the political-economic regime affecting production, 
consumption, and energy use; 

(3) shift to low-energy solutions; 

(4) implement plans for “accelerated mitigation”; and 

(5)  support mass social movements against climate change 
rooted in the most vulnerable sectors of society, 
advancing a radical just transition

They add that “the redacted governmental-consensus report went 
so far as to claim that the number of coal-fired plants could be 
increased due to the promise of carbon capture and sequestration – a 
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view that the scientists had rejected” (Foster and Clark 2022).
As this illustrates, vested interests are very real and are actively 

coopting and taking over the scientific and political processes 
that have been created to inform the public about climate change 
and protect people from climate catastrophe. Actors with vested 
interests in maintaining the system driving climate change have 
been dubbed the climate change countermovement (CCCM) (Brulle 
2022). As described by Srivstav and Raferty (2021), “members of the 
CCCM may include industry associations, carbon-exposed firms, 
utilities, workers, unions, corporate-funded think tanks, state-owned 
enterprises and, government ministries with strong incentives to 
protect carbon-intensive interests,” and these actors engage in “tactics 
to prevent, repeal, weaken or delay existing and proposed climate 
policies.” Resources in the CCCM greatly overshadow those available 
to the climate movement (Brulle 2018). The CCCM has successfully 
delayed climate action, including the widely supported (low-hanging 
fruit) act of ending fossil fuel subsidies.

Much of what the CCCM does falls under what Wright (2010) 
calls active forms of social reproduction – actively reproducing 
the current social order through specific tactics and strategies that 
maintain structures and power relations. Brulle (2018) found that 
between 2000 and 2016 over $2 billion were spent on lobbying 
over US climate policy, the vast majority from corporations in the 
utility, transportation, and fossil fuel industries. This also occurs 
at the state level in the US. For example, a ballot initiative in 
Washington state to institute a carbon tax failed to get enough votes 
in 2018 after the fossil fuel industry spent a record $30 million to 
defeat it (Groom 2018). Representatives in the US Congress receive 
massive sums of money from fossil fuel companies, some more 
than others. In the Senate, those who do not support a GND have 
received, on average, seven times more money from the fossil fuel 
industry compared to those who publicly support the resolution 
(Kauffman 2019). Active social reproduction also includes agency 
and regulatory capture and misinformation campaigns to confuse 
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the public about specific policies (Fisher 2022).
Fossil fuel companies, especially those identified as the “carbon 

majors,” are spending an increasing amount of money to block 
climate policy while misleading the public. A 2019 report found 
that fossil fuel companies spend around $200 million each year 
to block meaningful climate policy through lobbying and an 
additional $195 million each year on advertising campaigns that 
falsely suggest they are devoting significant funds to green initiatives 
(Laville 2019). Others have found that fossil fuel companies will 
publicly support alternative energy and efforts to reduce GHG 
emissions while simultaneously lobbying to undermine climate 
legislation (Grumbach 2015 – in Brulle 2018, Laville 2019) and that, 
based on scientific reviews of financial data, claims of fossil fuel 
companies “going green” are completely false (Li et al. 2022).

There are also more passive forms of social reproduction that 
reinforce social norms and dampen motivation for collective 
action. High carbon consumption levels in everyday life have 
been normalized in wealthy countries with few people demanding 
alternatives in transportation and energy. Another key form of 
passive reproduction is the reinforcement of neoliberal notions that 
individuals are responsible for climate change. This notion is spread 
through beliefs about green consumerism, “doing one’s part,” and 
minimizing personal carbon footprints. In 2020, a subsidiary of 
British Petroleum introduced the personal carbon tracker app VYVE 
so that individuals could do their part to reduce emissions. This was 
met with scathing responses from climate scientists and activists, 
who called attention to BP’s massive contributions to the climate 
crisis and lack of responsibility. A focus on individual actions is not 
surprising for several reasons: it shifts blame away from industries 
and governments and it is in line with hegemonic neoliberal 
ideologies that continue to shape how the climate crisis is perceived 
as a problem as well as the identification of solutions. While 
passive reproduction plays an important role in the climate crisis 
and the perpetuation of the system driving the crisis, this form of 
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reproduction is in many cases driven by producers’ efforts to increase 
consumption and profit, a structural byproduct of expanding 
capitalist production.

Lastly, as the climate movement gains more support, which we 
expect with increasing climate-related disasters, we will likely see 
increased efforts from vested interests to further coopt and transform 
the movement. The environmental movement has already been 
largely coopted, conforming with capitalism by supporting market-
based solutions and green growth. As described in this book, green 
growth remains an illusion that undermines any possibility of 
minimizing global warming. The radical environmental movement, 
which emerged in the 1960s, was critical of capitalism but was 
largely coopted by ideas of a pro-capitalist environmental state 
using market-mechanisms to solve environmental problems (Foster 
and Clark 2022). Thus, the climate movement is already starting 
from a compromised and false environmental position that must 
be rectified. Any surge in the climate movement is likely to be met 
with additional efforts from the CCCM to neutralize anti-capitalist 
ideas and infiltrate goals, in line with Gramsci’s concept of a passive 
revolution (Spash and Guisan 2021, Spash 2021). Attempts to 
maintain the status quo through influencing social movements will 
continue and climate movement organizations must be vigilant and 
ready to push back against these influences.

It is critical to identify the forces of social reproduction so that 
social movements can map out ways to overcome these forces (Wright 
2010). In recent years, even more scholars and journalists are revealing 
these forces, exposing obvious greenwashing, outright lies, and false 
PR campaigns from fossil fuel companies as well as the extensive 
amounts of money the CCCM spends on lobbying and campaign 
contributions to elected officials. The Climate Social Science Network 
represents a collective of social scientists studying climate change 
and much of their research focuses on the obstruction efforts of 
the CCCM. Members of this group’s work have been featured in 
The New York Times and other large media outlets exposing key 
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financial relationships and levers of influence (e.g., Robert Brulle, 
the Network’s research director). Scholars in this network have also 
become the focus of lawsuits initiated by firms that represent vested 
interests, as their work is deemed an increasing threat. Despite efforts 
to deter this work, even more effort is necessary to further reveal 
forces of social reproduction to the general public. Media outlets 
and academics must bravely stand up to powerful actors and expose 
the ways that they continue to knowingly push society further into 
climate catastrophe. Work exposing these forces is critical to discredit 
and erode the legitimacy of key actors and institutions. 

Eroding Legitimacy 

Eroding the legitimacy of the actors and institutions that actively 
maintain the status quo is essential to open pathways for change. 
Part of fostering social transformation involves overcoming 
hegemonic beliefs as well as casting doubt on the actors and 
institutions who have been upholding those beliefs for their own 
benefit. Social reproduction serves to maintain the current social 
order, yet social transformation can occur due to the formation of 
“cracks and openings in the system of reproduction” often based 
on the “exposed limits and contradictions of reproduction” (Wright 
2010: 291, 297). Gaps and contradictions are important to identify 
and politicize because they can “open up spaces for transformative 
strategies” (Wright 2010: 290). In other words, exposing and 
politicizing gaps and contradictions can make meaningful social 
transformation possible. When cracks and crises occur, effort must 
focus on delegitimizing hegemonic actors and institutions, illustrating 
how the system they benefit from no longer works and is causing 
widespread social harm. 

Srivatav and Rafaty (2021) analyze the political strategies available 
to the climate movement and discuss specific “antagonistic” actions 
to delegitimize vested interests. Civil society, especially activists, can 
use various means to erode confidence and respect. This can include 
directed protests, sit-ins, naming and shaming tactics, consumer 



162

boycotts, divestment campaigns, and other mass mobilizations and 
acts of civil disobedience. This can influence consumption and voting 
behavior, but more importantly it can be used as part of a narrative, 
along with the politicization of specific events, to cast doubt on 
leaders. Lawsuits are also a mechanism to publicly blame and shame 
companies and force government action. For example, in 2019 the 
Dutch supreme court ruled that the government must act to protect 
its citizens from climate change and, according to a UN official, this 
represents “the most important climate change court decision in the 
world so far, confirming that human rights are jeopardized by the 
climate emergency” (Kaminksi 2019). As Srivtav and Rafaty (2021) 
explain, “the antagonist mantra can be summarized by: name, shame, 
boycott, and sue.” 

Concerned citizens and activists are also increasingly framing 
the climate crisis as a moral issue. Poll after poll illustrates that the 
majority of people (even in the US) are concerned about climate 
change. Framing climate change as a moral issue centered on 
intergenerational injustice may be a key leverage point to help the 
climate movement gain more support and to delegitimize those who 
maintain the status quo. Wright (2019) argues that most people are 
motivated by moral concerns rather than class or economic concerns. 
As youth activists increasingly demand that world leaders protect 
their future, they draw attention to the immorality of continuing 
with business as usual. This contributes to the shaming of leaders and 
delegitimizing those who seem not to care about intergenerational 
justice (Srivtav and Rafaty 2021). In other words, inaction knowingly 
leaves children exposed to a catastrophic future. The fact that the 
system, as currently configured, is unable to respond to a moral 
imperative that resonates with nearly all humans may help to 
delegitimize the system as a whole.

An increased focus on the moral imperative to protect all children 
on Earth may be a way to catalyze support for a new climate 
agenda that acts boldly and rapidly. This strategy is based on an 
understanding of core values. Values relate to the “beliefs people hold 



163

chapter six

about what is good, both in terms of how people should behave in 
the world and how our social institutions should function” (Wright 
2019, 131; for review in environmental context, see Dietz 2015). 
Climate change threatens some core values held by many people, 
including equality (framed as climate justice, intergenerational 
justice, and climate apartheid) and freedom, as in freedom to a life 
not impaired by the climate crisis. Lawsuits such as Juliana vs. US 
and La Rose v. Her Majesty the Queen (Canada) from youth activists 
continue to bring attention to the question of a constitutional right 
to life and freedom from climate change impacts. An international 
group of youth have also formally filed a human rights complaint 
with the United Nations, stating that under the UN Convention 
of The Rights of the Child, world leaders must protect all children 
from the catastrophic impacts of climate change. A powerful moral 
frame could help shift the climate crisis from the confines of left-wing 
politics to become a universal issue of justice, equality, and freedom. 
This is a fruitful development, and the climate movement should 
take advantage of unexpected events to further the delegitimization 
process. The system itself is doing much of the heavy lifting for 
activists, engaging in continual self-delegitimization by eroding 
possibilities for a livable future. The importance of moral framing 
is also recognized by Marcuse (1969), who states that for liberation 
to be successful, “the sociological and political vocabulary must be 
radically reshaped: it must be stripped of its false neutrality; it must 
be methodically and provocatively ‘moralized.’”

Challenging Power

As forces of social reproduction are weakened, organized social 
movements must emerge to deliberately shape positive social change. 
Schweickart (2016) states that, beyond a legitimation crisis, social 
transformation requires a mass movement that is sustained over 
time. Similarly, Kallis (2018) explains that: “political institutional 
changes will not come without a critical mass of people involved.” 
In line with Polanyi’s “double movement,” Gorz (1967) discussed the 
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importance of “counter-powers” and Reich (2016) the importance 
“countervailing powers” mobilized for social transformation. In 
other words, radical action to minimize global warming is unlikely 
to occur without a meaningful social movement demanding change. 

Transformation scholars argue that rapid and radical social change 
will necessitate not only a large social movement, but one that can 
effectively challenge power. As explained by Han and Barnnet-
Loro (2018), “movements focus on power. Instead of focusing only 
on individual action, they focus on collective action. To become a 
source of power, collective action must be transformative.” Within 
the climate movement and the scholar-activist communities, 
disagreements and debates remain about how the movement 
should effectively challenge power. In addition, the state (federal 
governments across the globe) continues to subsidize fossil fuels and 
privilege their interests, working with them to maintain and continue 
fossil fuel-based infrastructure and investments (Coady et al. 2017). 
Therefore, actions that pressure governments to switch their alliances 
are necessary – actions that challenge power.

Frances Fox Piven (2008) provides some relevant insights on 
challenging power. Drawing from classic scholarship on social 
movements, Piven (2008: 20) examines how power can be challenged 
by the masses and from below:

Unlike wealth and force, which are concentrated at the top of 
social hierarchies, the leverage inherent in interdependencies is 
potentially widespread, especially in a densely interconnected 
society where the division of labor is far advanced. This leverage 
can in principle be activated by all parties to social relations, 
and it can also be activated from below, by the withdrawal of 
contributions to social cooperation by people at the lower end 
of hierarchical social relations.

Through withdrawing cooperation and disrupting normal social 
relations, power at the top can be challenged from below. Piven 
(2008: 21, 23) describes disruption as “the leverage that results from 
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the breakdown of institutionally regulated cooperation” and states 
that disruption is “a power strategy that rests on withdrawing 
cooperation in social relations.” However, an important distinction 
exists between disruptions that serve to communicate ideas versus 
disruptions that challenge power. A climate protest, such as the 
People’s Climate March in 2014, communicates to others the 
increasing concern people have about climate change and increases 
awareness about climate change as a serious issue. However, a pre-
planned and approved protest march does little to disrupt social 
relations in ways that bring the system to a halt. These actions may 
have more to do with performance and spectacle than education 
and disruption.

XR uses disruption as a key tactic, but is it challenging power? 
XR aims to use non-violent acts of civil disobedience to disrupt the 
system and make governments cave to their demands. This includes 
longer-term targeted rebellions in London that shut down major 
areas of commerce and government, resulting in thousands of arrests. 
XR focuses on bringing “the government to a grinding halt” and 
taking a “hatchet” to the extractivist capitalist system (Boyer 2019). 
As quoted in Boyer (2019), XR leaders state they “refuse to participate 
in the system” and instead focus pressuring government through a 
“massive upheaval.” With much larger and more sustained rebellions, 
XR would be much more disruptive. Even so, the rebellions have 
been communicative. Evidence suggests that XR actions have 
effectively influenced the way those in the United Kingdom think 
about climate change, increasing public concern and support for 
government action (Carbon Brief 2019, Smith 2021, Kountouris and 
Williams 2022). But has it encouraged bold and effective government 
action? Some claim that government actions in response to XR have 
been largely symbolic: declaring a climate emergency and holding 
a citizen’s assembly have both been done, but not in a way that 
has resulted in bold climate action. Has XR challenged power or 
merely increased awareness through spectacle, causing a temporary 
inconvenience for those who need to work or travel through key 
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locations in London?
Additional groups in the climate movement have adopted 

disruptive strategies including Ende Gelande, blocking coal mines and 
extractive sites in Germany, and Just Stop Oil, delaying the transport 
of fossil fuels in the United Kingdom. Is power being challenged in 
these cases? Or do these disruptions simply represent theatrics and 
minor annoyances and delays to fossil interest? Again, Piven (2008: 
24) offers some insights on what it means to challenge power:

Protest movements do try to communicate their grievances, of 
course, with slogans, banners, antics, rallies, marches, and so 
on. They do this partly to build the movement and its morale, 
and partly to appeal for allies. The reverberations of disruptive 
actions, the shut-downs or highway blockages or property 
destruction, are inevitably also communicative. But while 
disruption thus usually gives the protestors voice, voice alone 
does not give the protesters much power.

What then challenges power? Piven (2008) argues that effectively 
challenging power requires developing networks of solidarity that 
make collective action a meaningful leverage point. Challenging 
power depends on organized masses of people ceasing to cooperate 
and withdrawing participation in the system. Thus, the legendary 
influence of organized labor unions and strikes as well as the 
strategic and forceful responses from global elites to breakdown all 
forms of organizing from below that might challenge their power. 

Many scholars and activists cite the work or Chenoweth and 
Stephan (2011), who claim that when a critical mass of 3.5% of 
the population participates in sustained non-violent disruption 
it can trigger large-scale social transformation. This indeed is 
one of XR’s primary goals, yet XR participation remains far from 
3.5% of the population. At this level of engagement, there are few 
examples of sustained activism beyond movements in response to 
repressive and autocratic leadership (Fisher 2022). Climate change 
has yet to galvanize that level of response, yet evidence suggests 
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that even smaller levels of activism can make an impact. While 
causation is difficult to establish, a 2018 study shows that GHG 
emissions have been declining in US states where there have been 
more pro-environmental protests (Muñoz et al. 2018). To pressure 
governments to adopt a radical and bold climate agenda, it is 
widely agreed that a much larger and sustained mass mobilization 
is required. These actions meet Wright’s (2019) description of 
“resisting” strategies. Wright (2019: 49) explains that resistance is a 
“ubiquitous response to the harms of the system.” While we have 
seen smaller acts of temporary resistance, such as Occupy Wall 
Street, the climate movement has now reached an unprecedented 
size and level of persistence. However, it is still much smaller than is 
necessary. A critical mass of people acting in solidarity continues to 
be lacking and significantly limits the climate movement’s impact.

Foster (2022) calls for the rise of the environmental proletariat to 
challenge power through an eco-revolutionary wave and cites the 
rise of a diversity of groups globally who may foreshadow a larger 
eco-revolutionary struggle:

(1)  [T]he Landless Workers’ Movement (MST) in Brazil; 

(2) the international peasants alliance La Via Campesina; 

(3) Venezuela’s nascent, if besieged, communal state; 

(4) Cuba’s revolutionary ecology and epidemiology; 

(5)  the natural-resource nationalist, anti-extractivist, and postcolonial  
movements in Africa;

(6) the Farmer’s Revolt in India; 

(7) China’s goal of a socialist-based ecological civilization; 

(8) the student-led climate strikes in Europe; 
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(9)  the Green New Deal, Red New Deal, just transition, 
environmental justice, and Black Lives Matter struggles in the 
United States and Canada; and 

(10)  the revival on every inhabited continent of Indigenous 
environmental struggles

A “planetary revolt of humanity,” Foster (2022) argues, will 
only succeed in challenging power if it can form a “more unified, 
revolutionary human subject.” This, Foster (2019) explains, is 
more likely to emerge from the Global South, where we see the 
most rapid growth in environmental proletariat actions and where 
people increasingly face degraded environmental conditions. 
Through solidarity, this is envisioned to take place globally with an 
environmental proletariat that includes “millions, even billions, of 
people” taking part (Foster and Clark 2022). 

Yet, as we head deeper into the climate crisis, we have yet to see 
large-enough numbers of people ready to join a mass solidarity 
movement. Wright (2019: 119, 121) calls this “the most vexing 
problem” and “the biggest puzzle” for emancipatory transformation: 
the creation of collective agency and solidarity to drive forward 
change. The question remains: “who is going to participate in 
such struggles? Where is the collective agent capable of sustaining 
struggles to erode capitalism?” (Wright 2019: 117). Among activists 
and social scientists there are increasing calls for the emergence 
of a “movement of movements,” or a mass movement that unites 
causes and can effectively challenge power. For example, to address 
ongoing climate delay and inaction, Stoddart et al. (2021) call for 
“the building of common causes across social movements and 
intersectional interests, linking climate justice with, for example, 
gender justice and racial justice, and learning from the experiences 
and knowledge of indigenous communities.” We and many others 
fear that by the time a critical mass of people is impacted by 
climate change to the degree that they mobilize to demand that 
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their needs be met, we will already be on a course for irreversible 
and catastrophic warming. How do you mobilize a mass movement in 
advance of the worst impacts and social harms?

Still, the climate impacts witnessed thus far (as well as future 
projections) have already catalyzed several large climate protests and 
other more continuous, yet smaller, actions from specific groups. 
For example, as of 2023, Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil 
activist groups in the United Kingdom are planning to continue 
and ramp up their efforts to demand climate action. While we 
still do not see a critical mass of people revolting against climate 
inaction, it is possible that once a larger climate movement emerges, 
and climate impacts continue to worsen, more people will join. As 
Marcuse (1967) states in The End of Utopia, 

[t]he social agents of revolution—and this is orthodox Marx—
are formed only in the process of the transformation itself, and 
one cannot count on a situation in which the revolutionary 
forces are there ready-made, so to speak, when the revolutionary 
movement begins. 

It may be that the climate movement must become a stronger 
more prominent collective force, or join up with other social 
movements, before the social agents of transformation emerge. 

In the absence of a mass social movement to demand radical 
climate action, other strategies are being pursued. For example, 
the Sunrise Movement works through the channels of US electoral 
politics to strategically get people elected who will support climate 
action, even if it is reformist action rather than revolutionary. They 
have, by most accounts, changed the climate discussion in the 
US and helped to push forward the first piece of national climate 
legislation in the nation’s history. While hailed by some as a victory, 
as it provides $369 billion for energy and climate change related 
projects, the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act was a clear compromise 
that fails to even end fossil fuel subsidies. Injecting money into 
energy and climate-related development does nothing to directly 
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reduce fossil fuel extraction and use, and again will likely result in 
increased total energy use without any additional policy measures. 
While many agree it is better than nothing and the Sunrise 
Movement has received widespread accolades for its “success,” the 
act does little to direct a rapid and radical transition to a low-carbon 
society and does not address increasing levels of production and 
consumption that continue to undermine all efforts to mitigate 
climate change.

Despite this disappointing compromise, the Sunrise Movement 
has taken a step in the right direction. If the climate movement 
is going to successfully challenge power and implement an 
effective and just transition program, it will also need to embrace 
mass politics. Sunrise has effectively raised public awareness and 
increased political support for climate action. In contrast, XR has 
attempted to remain “beyond politics” with demands that have 
failed to be translated into specific climate policies. Politics is key to 
a social transformation and the climate movement will need to be 
increasingly specific about what policies should be supported. As we 
argue throughout this book, demanding “system change” broadly 
fails to engage the politics necessary. The climate movement will not 
create any level of measurable change if it sticks to “movementism” 
– protests, disruptions, demonstrations, “naming and shaming,” etc. 
while avoiding taking or directing state power (Heideman 2020). 
Movementism has defined left-wing politics for decades, especially 
in the US, with very little to show for it. To have a consequential 
impact on emissions and adaptation measures, the climate 
movement will have to enter the frustrating and disappointing 
world of formal politics. In chapter 6, we will return to the 
ambiguities and difficulties presented by state politics.

The Sunrise Movement’s approach largely matches Wright’s (2010) 
depiction of synergistic transformation strategies that are often 
incremental reforms and class compromises. However, with climate 
change we do not have time for an incremental and compromised 
approach, as scientists continue to call for immediate changes in all 
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aspects of society. Without a mass social movement to drive radical 
change forward, it is hard to see how we will get transformative 
policies that could most effectively and justly minimize global 
warming. Without a mass movement to galvanize direct and 
effective climate action at the national level, others have started to 
encourage more localized participation and political tactics.

One way to increase impact is to shepherd forward specific policy 
changes at different scales of governance. Harvey and Gillis (2022) 
call for increased and widespread public participation demanding 
that local and state governments take actions to mitigate climate 
change. This means citizens must be informed about the specifics 
of land use, zoning, housing codes, and transportation laws. It also 
means showing up at meetings and where decisions are made to 
demand that infrastructure and planning is heading towards a low-
carbon future. While it is much more likely that people will show 
up to protest against something (e.g., a coal mine), what would it 
look like if critical masses of people showed up to demand specific 
changes in planning? Harvey and Gillis (2022) argue that if many 
people (a participatory solidarity movement) in many locations 
across the world all took local action it could have widespread 
impacts. In other words, collective action could be oriented towards 
more localized strategic decision-making. While these efforts can be 
important and can add up, a system prioritizing profit and economic 
growth will continue to limit and undermine local mitigation efforts. 
These efforts would be more meaningful if done in combination 
with a bold climate agenda that slows production and consumption, 
deliberately phases out fossil fuels, and increases opportunities for 
direct democratic decision-making in energy, transportation, and 
planning. In the current social context and without a mass solidarity 
movement, decentralized actions will likely not add up and could 
distract people from challenging the powers necessary for social 
transformation. Given the many obstacles involved in influencing 
politics, other tactics are increasingly being considered and promoted 
by climate activists and scholars.
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In How to Blow Up a Pipeline, Malm (2021) argues that property 
destruction, specifically industrial sabotage and the destruction of 
new fossil fuel infrastructure, is a key tactic necessary to challenge the 
power of fossil fuels and pressure governments to adopt bolder climate 
policies. Referring to the climate movement, Malm (2021: 99) states:

So here is what this movement of millions should do, for a start: 
announce and enforce the prohibition. Damage and destroy 
new CO2-emitting devices. Put them out of commission, pick 
them apart, demolish them, burn them, blow them up. Let the 
capitalists who keep on investing in the fire know that their 
properties will be trashed.

Malm explains how property destruction and violence have been 
fringe yet key parts of many social movements. Based on the current 
and future violence and harm related to fossil fuel use, Malm argues 
that we are morally obligated to act now through acts of sabotage 
to stop this harm. While property destruction can be considered 
violence, Malm explains the importance of careful, precise, and 
skillful acts of strategic property destruction that do not harm 
individuals. Though bombing buildings and infrastructure without 
maiming or killing humans is easier said than done (see Sovacool and 
Dunlap 2022: 12).

Others may increasingly consider acts of violence that do harm 
people. In the science fiction novel Ministry for the Future (2020), 
Kim Stanley Robinson depicts a possible (near) future where 
an underground group of militant climate activists use drones, 
kidnapping, and murder to influence or exterminate actors who 
continue to pursue fossil fuel development, despite the group’s 
warnings and direct threats. The rationale thus being that violence 
towards these individuals will save billions of lives in the future. 
More revolutionary actors in the climate movement may be 
increasingly drawn towards these tactics, especially because the 
critical mass of collective actors necessary for effective non-violent 
action has yet to emerge. 
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In an interview, Foster (2021) makes arguments for 
contextualizing the use of sabotage as a means to challenge power. 
While non-violent protest is still preferred, Foster explains how the 
capitalist state has a monopoly on the “legitimate use of force,” yet 
this will likely be challenged as climate impacts become more severe. 
Foster (2021), states:

Sabotage (which of course derives etymologically from the 
French sabot, wooden shoe, and from workers throwing shoes in 
machines) will necessarily be part of an ecological revolution, 
and so will attacks on private property, given that the owners 
of the means of production (the wealthy and corporations) 
are destroying the earth itself so as to expand their financial 
holdings. ...It seems inevitable to me that as the stakes for 
humanity rise, more and more people will inevitably take this 
general stance, recognizing that human survival (as well as 
human freedom) is at issue.

Sabotage, property destruction, or other violent tactics in general 
may become more prevalent in the future due to the failure of 
existing institutions to address climate change, widespread despair 
and helplessness, and the emptiness of most climate politics. While 
we do not have a unified position on the use of these tactics, we 
agree that it is important to consider the available evidence and to 
weigh the possible implications and outcomes.

There are reasons to believe property destruction may be a 
counterproductive and ineffective way forward (Gunderson 
and Charles 2023). First, evidence suggests property destruction 
and violence often reduce public support for social movements 
(Wang and Piazza 2016, Simpson et al. 2018, Feinberg et al. 2020, 
Wasow 2020), though this relationship is not always present and is 
mediated by social factors (Jaeger et al. 2015, Muñoz and Anduiza 
2016, Baggetta and Myers 2022). To provide one example, instances 
of property destruction and violence associated with Civil Rights 
protests likely tipped the 1968 election for Richard Nixon by 
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increasing support for a “Law and Order” candidate among whites 
in counties near the violence (Wasow 2020). A successful climate 
movement depends on mass politics, which requires majority public 
support. Second, a comparative study of 323 resistance movements 
between 1900 and 2006 found that nonviolent resistance campaigns 
were “nearly twice as likely to achieve full or partial success as their 
violent counterparts” (Chenoweth and Stephan 2011: 7). Note that 
they conceptualize property destruction and industrial sabotage 
as forms of violence in their coding. Further, the rate of success 
by violent movements has decreased over time. Third, those who 
engage in property destruction may be embracing the same tactics 
promoted by agent provocateurs. Government agents and counter-
activists who infiltrate protests and social movements often promote 
or commit property destruction and violence because they know it 
will have negative consequences for the movement (Chase 2021). 
For example, the FBI’s program (COINTELPRO) to destroy the 
Black Liberation Movement and similar movements strategically 
encouraged Civil Rights activists to abandon nonviolent tactics. 
The fact that agent provocateurs encourage property destruction 
and violence to dismantle movements may be the most damning 
case against the sincere activists within a movement who promote 
property destruction or violence (Chase 2021).  

In addition, property destruction could increase the scope and 
severity of state repression. For example, in a comparative study of 
state responses to dissent, violent strategies of dissent (a code that 
includes guerilla warfare and/or riots) did not predict state sanctions, 
likely because the presence of violent dissent “generally leads to the 
implementation of other strategies of behavioral control including 
state-sponsored terrorism, armed attacks and political executions” 
(Davenport 1995: 701). Indeed, the FBI already considers “eco-
terrorists” a “serious terrorist threat” in the US (Watson 2002, 
see Loadenthal 2013a) and environmental activists who engage 
in property destruction have faced repression and sanctions 
(Vanderheiden 2008, Loadenthal 2013b). If “climatage” became a 
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common strategy in the climate movement, one can assume the 
deployment of counterterrorist measures. Most scholars understand 
that acts of violence often result in more violence. Property 
destruction and violence in many historical cases have been met with 
escalated violence from law enforcement or military responses, as 
authorities attempt to restore institutional order (Piven 2008, Fisher 
2022). This has and can result in tragic outcomes for activists and 
civilians. Most importantly, it is difficult to imagine how the climate 
movement could win a fight against the repressive arm of the state, at 
least in the US (see chapter 7). 

While disruption remains a key aspect of social movements, 
disruption can take many forms. Wright (2010) specifically 
argues against violent means to systemic change, or “ruptural” 
transformation strategies, explaining that historically they have 
not resulted in positive outcomes. Instead, Wright (2010) supports 
the “logic of rupture” or disruptive tactics to aid in emancipatory 
transformation – tactics that disrupt or shut down the system. As 
discussed earlier, Piven (2008) distinguishes between disruptions that 
communicate concern and discontent and disruptions that actually 
challenge power, the latter requiring solidarity and a mass movement. 
One likely reason that property destruction and violent tactics are 
gaining traction is the lack of a critical mass of mobilized citizens to 
create the solidarity necessary for a power-challenging disruption. 
As we will discuss in the next chapter, there are many reasons why 
the majority of people feel helpless and remain inactive despite 
their concern about climate change. A lack of solidarity to demand 
climate action remains a key challenge in the climate movement and 
it is questionable whether the escalation of property destruction or 
violence as a tactic will help or hinder the growth of the movement. 
Within the climate movement and among scholars, disagreement 
and discussions continue over the use of militant strategies. While 
it is impossible to predict the outcomes associated these tactics, the 
potential exists to challenge power but also to alienate those who 
might otherwise support the climate movement’s efforts.
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Pursuing the Still-Possible 

In the absence of a mass mobilization to demand bold climate 
action, many people feel desperate. With what is at stake, there is a 
moral imperative to act—to do something—that many people feel. 
This feeling will likely grow over time as climate disasters result in 
more loss and suffering. Will we eventually see a mass mobilization? 
What would it take to catalyze this mass mobilization? In the 
absence of a mass mobilization, will we see more militant acts like 
sabotage? We cannot predict the future and therefore cannot answer 
these questions. But we have examined some specific pathways for 
change and possible routes forward to enact an effective and just 
climate agenda. Much depends on the emergence of widespread 
solidarity and the growth of a mass movement based on moral 
imperatives. The path is not clear, and it will definitely not be easy. 
Yet, there are still possibilities for these transformations to occur and, 
with everything at stake, these possibilities are worth pursuing. 

Positive social transformation requires ongoing processes of deep 
thought, open communication, democratic decision-making, and 
collective action. It is critical that we avoid succumbing to defeatism 
and fatalism so that these processes continue. Defeatism is feeling 
that we have already lost. Climate change is occurring and will 
continue to occur, yet we have not lost the battle. Every degree 
matters and means something in terms of human and ecological 
impacts. Many battles remain as we work towards a more livable 
future. Fatalism refers to the feeling that there is no point in acting 
because it is simply the fate of humans to destroy themselves. In 
other words, the fate of humanity is already set and we have no 
agency to change destiny. Both mindsets result in inaction and 
only ensure that the worst-case scenarios are realized. While we are 
pessimistic about the outlook for the future (more on this in the 
next chapter), pessimism does not necessarily result in defeatist or 
fatalistic thinking. Time is not on our side and there are immense 
challenges to justly minimizing global warming. But with this 
awareness of what we are up against, we can move forward with 
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realistic clarity about what is at stake and what is still possible.  
As Marcuse (1968) explains:

[A] very real and very pragmatic opposition is required of 
us if we are to make ourselves and others conscious of these 
possibilities and the forces that hinder and deny them. An 
opposition is required that is free of all illusion but also of all 
defeatism, for through its mere existence defeatism betrays the 
possibility of freedom to the status quo.
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Chapter 7: 
Real Helplessness and 

Authentic Hope

On the one hand we find the absolute necessity of first liberating 
consciousness, on the other we see ourselves confronted by a 
concentration of power against which even the freest consciousness 
appears ridiculous and impotent.

– Herbert Marcuse (1967: 10)

While some people choose to downplay the risks of the climate 
crisis and play up “progress” towards a “green” transition, 

evidence suggests that current responses are utterly inadequate for 
avoiding catastrophic climate change. Many scientists and authors 
have already detailed how severe the ecological and social consequences 
will likely be, painting a bleak future plagued with climate-related 
tragedies. Given the situation, citizens should not only be concerned, 
they should be outraged. Despite all that is known, world leaders are 
continuing to lead us toward ecological and societal collapse. Some 
leading drivers of inaction are clearly deliberate (Brulle and Norgaard 
2019). We begin with two clear examples of why people should be 
outraged before we examine why they are not: (1) inadequate global 
emissions reduction commitments and the failure to meet these 
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inadequate commitments, and (2) industry- and government-backed 
plans to continue to extract and transport massive fossil fuel reserves 
that would end any chance of staying within global climate targets. 

Many people are unaware of what the COP (Conference of the 
Parties) meetings are and what they have accomplished, despite 
hearing that they are important for addressing climate change. Often 
media sources highlight the unprecedented promises to reduce GHG 
emissions made at these meetings, leaving one feeling that progress 
is being made. However, by all accounts, the greatest global effort 
to coordinate emissions reductions has failed. First, the pledges of 
all 193 parties (192 countries and the EU) associated with the Paris 
Agreement (2015) are collectively meant to keep global temperatures 
“well below 2°C above preindustrial levels” while “pursuing efforts to 
limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels.” 
However, the parties fall short from meeting this goal. Each signing 
party committed to meet a Nationally Determined Contribution 
(NDC), but these NDCs fail to add up to the reductions necessary. 
In other words, these pledges created independently by specific 
governments do not add up to the reductions to stay within 1.5°C 
or even 2°C of warming. There remains an immense gap between 
the cumulative NDC commitments and what would be necessary 
to stay within climate targets. The graphic depictions of this gap are 
distressing (e.g., see Figure 2). Current pledges as of 2022, if met, 
would likely result in 2.4°C warming (carbontracker.org).

http://carbontracker.org
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Figure 2: Climate Action Tracker CAT Emissions Gap. climateactiontracker.org

Even with a promise to make these commitments more aggressive 
over time, the parties have not stepped up. They agreed to “ratchet 
up” their pledges after the Paris Agreement (2020) and submit even 
more ambitious commitments. Many countries failed to meet the 
deadline of submitting new NDCs and some submitted NDCs that 
did not increase in ambition, including Australia, Brazil, Russia, and 
Mexico. With changes in the governing political party, Australia 
has since submitted a new more ambitious NDC. However, even 
with updated commitments (resulting in 2.4°C), countries still 
fall short of meeting these commitments. Carbon Action Tracker 
(CAT) rates each party as highly insufficient, insufficient, almost 
sufficient, and Paris Agreement compatible. The EU and the US 
rank as insufficient, with the United Kingdom ranking as almost 
sufficient along with Norway among highly industrialized nations. 
No countries have achieved an overall CAT ranking compatible with 
the Paris Agreement. Another challenge is successfully converting 
the stated goals and plans into effective policy, action, and results. In 
other words, GHG emissions reduction has certainly not become a 
priority for global leaders, despite grand speeches at COP meetings. 
In contrast, despite a dip in emissions during 2020 due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, emissions are still going up.

Another disturbing reality also overlooked by media focused 
on “progress” to address climate change is that additional funding 



182

for solar and wind will not be sufficient to avoid catastrophe if 
current oil reserves are not kept in the ground (as well as reducing 
overproduction and overconsumption). The carbon budget to stay 
within 1.5°C is 400–500 billion tons of GHGs and identified fossil 
fuel reserves would emit approximately 3.5 trillion tons of GHGs, 
seven times the carbon budget (Milman 2022). The US has the 
most reserves and alone could extract enough fossil fuels to surpass 
the carbon budget. In addition, as of fall 2022, new reports indicate 
that 24,000 km of new oil pipelines are being developed around 
the world, with 40% already under construction, many backed by 
national governments (Carrington 2022) and fossil fuel companies 
have clear plans to exploit new fossil reserves for the next decade 
(Carrington and Taylor 2022). Despite the talk at COP meetings, 
governments are not phasing out fossil fuel use and are instead 
supporting new development that will easily surpass the carbon 
budget to stay within 1.5°C or even 2°C. When world leaders 
and media outlets highlight how much money is being invested 
in renewable energy, this overlooks that fossil fuel reserves are still 
being further developed. Keeping the vast majority of reserves in 
the ground is essential (hence our support for nationalizing and 
phasing out fossil fuel companies). The ease at which governments 
and fossil fuel companies continue to plan and carry out new fossil 
fuel development is appalling given the climate science, mass public 
concern about climate change, and pledged reduction commitments.

Inaction is even more appalling, absurd, and outrageous when 
one begins to consider the projected estimates of climate related 
mortality. If current emission levels do not change, we are on track 
to have a 4.4°C warmer future by the end of the century (UN 
2023). The UN (2023) explains that meeting the goals of the Paris 
Agreement would save approximately one million lives per year 
between 2023 and 2050 through air pollution reductions alone. 
However, the current trajectory is stark: instead of phasing out fossil 
fuels, “countries are instead planning and projecting an average 
annual increase of 2 per cent, which by 2030 would result in more 
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than double the production consistent with the 1.5°C limit” (UN 
2023). The World Health Organization (WHO 2023) reports that 
climate change is currently responsible for at least 150,000 deaths 
per year and that this rate will double by 2030. In another article 
titled “The Mortality Cost of Carbon,” Bressler (2021) estimates that  
“[b]elow 2°C, projected yearly excess deaths from climate change 
are relatively constant at around 100,000 per year” and that “[a]bove 
2°C, projected yearly excess deaths from climate change increase at 
an increasing rate in global average temperatures, rising to over four 
million excess deaths at 4°C.” Bressler (2021) explains that every 
4,434 metric tons of carbon added beyond the 2020 rate of emissions 
kills one person and that at our current trajectory we will see 83 
million excess deaths directly related to climate change by 2100. It 
is impossible to fathom the real-life suffering and loss that will be 
experienced on this trajectory.

Another reason to be outraged is that the majority of citizens want 
climate action. National and global polls consistently illustrate that 
most citizens are concerned about climate change and most also 
believe that their governments are not doing enough to address it 
(Funk et al. 2020, IPSOS 2022). With this level of concern, the facts 
above should enrage global citizens, yet there remains a disconnect 
between concern about climate change and action. Where is the 
mass mobilization necessary to pressure governments to prioritize 
human survival over industry profits and wealth accumulation? Why 
is there a gulf between concern about climate change and effective 
strategies to change the system driving climate change (Blühdorn 
2007; Gifford 2011; Norgaard 2011; Stoner and Melathopoulos 2015; 
Ollinaho 2016; Browne 2018)?

One explanation is “real helplessness.” Real helplessness refers to 
a rationally perceived (i.e., actual) inability to effectively reduce the 
threat of climate change due to political-economic conditions that 
render individuals powerless, stupefied, and repressed (Gunderson 
2022). If there are no functioning organizations through which 
actors can challenge or transform harmful actors, let alone the 
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social structures that they emerged from, then there is an objective 
inability to adequately translate climate concern into action. This 
is true when, “in the case of environmental problems[,] it may be 
reasonable to ascribe responsibility to institutional actors such 
as governments or corporations” (Dietz, 2015: 338, see Stern et 
al. 1986). In the next section, we elaborate on the concept of “real 
helplessness,” how it manifests, and its role in stifling action and a 
mass climate movement. This helplessness is structural, not merely 
psychological, and must be acknowledged as many avenues for 
transformation have been closed off. What pathways are then left to 
focus on and pursue? Or, are we truly helpless?

In contrast to the majority of citizens who fail to act in response 
to the climate crisis, we also discuss what drives those who do act 
in some way despite feelings of helplessness. The few individuals 
who do devote their time, energy, and, sometimes, careers to climate 
activism do so with full awareness of the reality of the climate crisis, 
the direness of the situation, and the bleak outlook for the future. 
Why do they not succumb to defeatism and fatalism? Why, despite 
knowing how helpless they really are, do they continue to act? We 
discuss the personal choice to continue to act, to do something, in 
response to the climate crisis despite pessimistic/realistic outlooks 
and feelings of helplessness. This is fueled by authentic hope, or a 
realistic sense of hope emerging from despair. Activists focus on the 
process of doing what they believe is right, even if they doubt the 
outcome will be good or successful. 

While the last chapter discussed pathways for change that can be 
pursued (the range of the possible), this chapter focuses on another 
critical (and very personal) aspect of the climate crisis: the feelings 
that result in inaction or action, and the social conditions that shape 
these emotions. Much has been written about the melancholy, 
anxiety, dread, and related emotions experienced in the face of the 
environmental crisis, sometimes termed “eco-despair, “environmental 
grief,” “climate anxiety,” and “eco-anxiety” (e.g., Li and Monroe 2019, 
Clayton 2020). Here, we focus on the dialectic of helplessness and 
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hope in social context. Current power structures continue to shape 
what is possible, our sense of agency, and feelings of helplessness. 
Those that continue to act may be acting in ways that remains 
insufficient and ineffective (e.g., theatrics that merely communicate 
concern). Yet what else can be done without a critical mass of people 
acting in solidarity to challenge power? Some act hoping that a 
mass movement will emerge or hoping that their actions will have 
some impact. Even when they think their actions will come to no 
ends, some are still compelled to act. These are personal choices that 
emerge within the historical context of this moment. We examine this 
context and the related feelings of helplessness about what can be done 
that plague concerned citizens, activists, and scholars.

Real Helplessness 

To examine the relationship between helplessness and climate 
inaction, we discuss three dimensions of real helplessness: (1) 
powerlessness, (2) stupefaction, and (3) repression. Powerlessness 
refers to the absence of powerful organizations to challenge the 
status quo of capitalist social relations driving the climate crisis. 
Stupefaction occurs through the channels of the culture industry, 
where entertainment and media industries distract the masses 
and discourage unity. Lastly, repression involves the increasingly 
repressive state apparatus that uses surveillance, threats, the criminal 
justice system, and violence to extinguish oppositional groups and 
activities. While individuals may feel helpless for various reasons, 
this context contributes to a crushing sense of defenseless paralysis 
that challenges the possibility of a mass climate movement. Through 
identifying these mechanisms, we can also identify levers to possibly 
change the social-structural context driving real helplessness. 

Powerlessness

Powerlessness describes the inability of individuals to exert sufficient 
control over the law-like structures that condition their own behaviors 
and thoughts. In capitalist societies, there is a general lack of human 
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control over commodity production. The ability of powerlessness to 
separate concern about the world, on the one hand, and action, on 
the other, is explained well by Douglas Rushkoff (2009: xxi):

[P]eople of all social classes [are] making choices that go 
against their better judgment because they believe it’s really 
the only sensible way to act under the circumstances...[But 
these] decisions are not even occurring in the real world. They 
are the false choices of an artificial landscape – one in which 
our decision-making is as coerced as that of a person getting 
mugged. Only we’ve forgotten that our choices are being made 
under painstakingly manufactured duress.

In other words, the fracturing of concern (our “better 
judgement”) from right and/or effective action in part stems from 
the inability of individuals, alone or in small groups, to exert 
adequate control over the structural processes of this “artificial 
landscape.” One can be aware of, and be concerned about, capitalist 
contradictions and their negative social impacts, but lack the 
capacity to take consequential action to alter these conditions. 
Jäger and Leusder (2020: 42) argue that, “[t]he stability [of modern 
capitalism] probably owes far more to a mood of resignation, as 
people make peace with a world that is hostile to their flourishing. 
They know this world to be a product of human agency, but they 
cannot control it” (cf. Chibber 2022). The result is atomized 
individuals facing a system that is literally “out of control,” a 
condition familiar to many of those alarmed by climate change. 

In neoliberal capitalist societies, especially the US, two specific 
political-economic trends have increased powerlessness: (1) the 
decline of unions and (2) a two-party system. Both heighten 
powerlessness in climate politics. The argument is not that union 
decline and the two-party system drive climate change. Instead, the 
argument is that union decline and the two-party system further 
undermine the ability to take effective climate action. While no 
modern society has managed to move beyond capitalism, including 
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state “socialist” countries, it is undeniable that labor movements and 
left-wing parties, as collective-political projects, have historically 
reformed capitalism. Powerlessness varies based on the political 
economy of a country, including its labor laws, union rates and 
power, levels of economic democracy, and the ability of left-wing 
parties to influence policy and state machinery. For example, due 
to high union rates, codetermination laws, a parliamentary system, 
and other institutions, German steel workers have more power than 
American Uber drivers to exert influence over capitalist dynamics. 
In comparison, in neoliberal-capitalist countries organizations that 
could at least achieve a minimal level of collective control over 
irrational social processes have waned for decades.

One historical cause of powerlessness in climate politics today is 
the decline of labor unions since the 1970s. Although labor unions 
and “trade union consciousness” can, at times, preserve rather 
than challenge capitalism, unions are a key institution through 
which people can exert some power over the structural forces that 
typically operate behind their backs. Unions have the potential to 
reduce emissions because organized labor can play a role in slowing 
the treadmill of production that requires increases in throughput 
and emissions by (1) resisting high-energy labor-saving technology 
or demanding compensation for technological unemployment; 
(2) diverting surpluses to non-treadmill activities by supporting 
social programs like unemployment relief; (3) promoting non-
market values and concerns; and (4) advocating for environmental 
goals (Obach 2004). In fact, Obach (2004) argues that unions 
have accelerated their treadmill-slowing tactics due to (1) the 
pro-environmentalism of a bigger service sector; (2) a shrinking 
industrial sector that feels less threatened by environmentalism than 
it does by economic liberalization; and (3) new pro-environment 
union leadership. Two of the most important mitigation strategies 
that unions can help realize today are: (1) “just transition” projects 
and transformative “Green New Deal” proposals, when distinct 
from “green growth” approaches (Gould et al. 2004, Barca 2015), 
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and (2) work time reduction, a policy associated with reductions 
in emissions in increases in wellbeing (for review, see Gunderson, 
2019) (see chapter 3). In short, unions have the potential to play a 
transformative role in reducing emissions (e.g., Hampton 2018, 
Tomassetti 2020). However, the power to realize any system-level 
changes presuppose high union densities, which are low and/or 
declining in many Western countries (Vachon et al. 2016).

Countries with a two-party political system also deepen the gap 
between concern about climate change and the ability to achieve 
effective climate action. Fueled by a hegemonic neoliberalism 
(Antonio & Brulle 2011), views on climate change are starkly 
polarized along political lines in the US (McCright & Dunlap 2011), 
with Republican politicians and voters much more likely to deny the 
existence of climate change and/or its anthropogenic causes. However, 
the centrists of the Democratic Party engage in their own form of 
climate denial by criticizing the radical proposals needed to address 
climate change and even receiving donations from carbon-intensive 
industries (Marcetic 2019). Consider President Joe Biden’s climate 
change-related appointments, including Rep. Cedric Richmond 
as leader of the White House Office of Public Engagement, who 
acts as a liaison to climate activists despite receiving hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in donations from the fossil fuel industry 
(Sirota et al., 2020), and John Kerry, “a long-time apologist for fossil 
fuel fracking, and a reliable promoter of false climate solutions like 
market-based carbon-trading schemes,” as an international climate 
envoy (Food & Water Watch 2020). Perhaps it is still too early to 
make a decisive judgement of the Biden administration’s approach 
to climate change. While the Inflation Reduction Act is better than 
nothing, it is packed with contradictions and built on market-friendly 
and techno-optimistic assumptions (Jones 2022). Further, in August 
and September of 2021 alone, the Biden administration released 
a formal statement encouraging OPEC and its allies to increase oil 
output (Hunnicutt & Mason 2021), reaffirmed its support expanding 
offshore drilling (Bragman 2021), and resumed oil and gas leasing 
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on public lands (Corbett 2021), a practice in which he now outpaces 
Trump despite a campaign promise to ban the practice (Phillips 
2022). It is possible that the transition from the Trump administration 
to the Biden administration is a transition from “literal climate 
denialism” to “ideological climate denialism,” a denialism that 
acknowledges that climate change is real, driven by humans, and 
should be acted on, yet misdiagnoses the drivers of climate change, 
limits effective action, and maintains the underlying drivers of climate 
change (see the introduction).

Yet the two-party system is a secondary problem. The primary 
problem is the degree to which corporate interests have captured 
state power and eroded democratic processes (e.g., Nyberg 2021).  
Two-party systems merely narrow down the possibility of creating 
progressive political programs that counter those interests, an issue 
stacked atop other barriers growing from plutocratic conditions. 
Although two-party systems are especially inflexible for adequately 
dealing with the climate crisis, there is a pressing political-strategic 
contradiction facing attempts to address climate change via state 
policy, even within multi-party, parliamentary systems. On the one 
hand, economic criteria remain the foundation of decision making 
about the design, performance and evaluation of production and 
consumption, dwarfing any ecological concerns. Further, it is 
unlikely that the state will take the side of ecological demands 
if these demands threaten the general accumulation of capital. 
On the other hand, it is difficult to imagine other institutions 
with the power to implement the rapid and large-scale collective 
programs immediately needed to reduce carbon emissions (e.g., 
see Smith 2019). As O’Connor (1998: 155) explains, “the state is 
deeply implicated in the crisis of nature. This same state—under 
the democratic control of civil society—can be the basis for the 
reconstruction of nature, and our relationships to nature.” Yet there 
is a vast gap between the latter vision of a truly democratic and 
ecological state—regardless of whether this is a viable vision—
and the neoliberal state. Importantly, powerless, atomized, and 
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unorganized actors cannot transform the latter into the former.
Powerlessness in climate politics relates to people’s inability to 

exert control over the elemental processes of capitalism that steadily 
increase GHG emissions (Brown 2018). Even if one is concerned 
about climate change, the levers that guide the structural drivers of 
climate change are far beyond one’s atomized grasp. Those that do 
see and grasp for these levers, will have different levels of success 
depending on the specific context. For example, countries with long 
social-democratic traditions, stronger socialist and green parties (as 
well as red-green coalitions), and higher levels of economic democracy 
have generally been more successful in reducing GHG emissions. 
Increasing economic democracy, union organizing, and social-
democratic traditions represent possible way to reduce powerlessness. 
However, in a country like the US, one concerned about climate 
change is left facing an uncontrollable political-economic system that 
drives climate change without effective collective-political means to 
alter its course. In this powerless position, the culture industry offers 
powerful anesthetics.

Stupefaction

It is impossible to overstate the power of the culture industry over 
consciousness. The term “culture industry” was introduced by 
Horkheimer and Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment (1969), 
and further elaborated by Adorno (1991), to account for the 
commodification and standardization of culture and cultural 
products. The culture industry is “geared to profit-making, 
controlled by centralized interlocking corporations, and staffed 
with marketing and financial experts, management and production 
teams, technicians, ‘star’ reporters, writers, actors, musicians, 
and other creative talent” (Cook 1996: x). Socialization has 
increasingly transferred from the hands of the family to the hands of 
monopolized firms. Further, “[t]he line between fiction and reality, 
friend and marketer, community and shopping center, has gotten 
blurred,” and our behaviors and thoughts are so deeply enmeshed in 
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mass marketing, media, and consumption that the latter are taken as 
pregiven facts (Rushkoff 2008: xxii). 

Helplessness in climate politics is deepened through the 
fundamental stupefying message of the culture industry: things 
are the way they are, and this is how they ought to be, or things 
cannot be fundamentally different (Horkheimer and Adorno 
1969: 147f; Cook 1996: ch. 4). The culture industry drives the gap 
between concern and action by “removing the thought that there 
is any alternative to the status quo” (Bernstein 1991: 9), reinforcing 
capitalist realism (Fisher 2009) and one-dimensional thinking 
(Marcuse 1964). Its stupefying fog currently restricts the horizons of 
climate solutions and climate politics. The culture industry renders 
people stupefied through at least two processes: (1) the manipulation 
of attention, interpretation, and imagination, or, “cognitive control,” 
and (2) amusement.

Cognitive control—strategies through which news media, 
advertising, and the entertainment industry modify attention, 
interpretation, and imagination—is one route through which the 
culture industry produces helplessness. In relation to attention and 
interpretation, a small handful of massive entertainment, news 
media, and marketing firms spend hundreds of billions of dollars to 
alter what people think is important enough to attend to and how 
they interpret what is attended to. Climate change interpretations 
are modified through at least three strategies: (1) the denial of the 
problem, or seriousness of the problem, (2) misdiagnosing the 
causes of the problem, and (3) promoting ineffective solutions to the 
problem (Gunderson et al. 2020). 

Fed talking points and reports from the climate change 
countermovement—made up of conservative politicians, right-wing 
think tanks, the fossil fuel industry, and others—the conservative 
news media often denies the reality of climate change and/or the 
anthropogenic drivers of climate change (Carmichael et al. 2017) (see 
above). The culture industry also controls cognition by encouraging 
ineffective climate solutions and the narrowing of political horizons 
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obstructs the ability to imagine potential alternative social futures. 
One may learn that climate change is a problem and demands 
solutions from the news media, but, because the largest news media 
firms, which reach the largest number of viewers, tend to affirm and 
defend the system (e.g., Herman & Chomsky 1988), it is rare to 
find interpretations of climate change as a byproduct of a growth-
dependent capitalist economy or promotions of mitigation strategies 
that push beyond the barriers of what capitalism can deliver. 
In short, news media is a dominant mechanism through which 
misdiagnoses of climate change are presented and within-system 
pseudo-solutions to climate change are sold.

The culture industry is also a dominant site of the cooptation of 
potentially radical ideas and practices (e.g., Kperogi 2011), including 
responses to climate change. From advertising campaigns that 
decontextualize anti-Vietnam War songs from the 1960s to peddle 
denim jeans to countless corporations “supporting” LGBTQ rights 
through rainbow-laced advertisements during “Pride Month,” 
the culture industry is skilled in repackaging and selling back 
anything that mimics or borders on rebellion. It is not that there is 
a conspiracy among marketing, entertainment, and media firms to 
coopt potentially revolutionary movements, it is simply profitable to 
tap into dissatisfaction. In the early 1970s, Marcuse (1994: 53) already 
recognized how easily environmental politics could be “neutralized” 
(coopted) through green marketing and reformism. The marketing 
industry has skillfully tapped into concern about climate change 
and other kinds of environmental discontent by supplying green 
commodities to the concerned and ostensibly autonomous 
ecoconsumers of neoliberal societies (Stoner 2021). For example, if 
one is concerned about the health consequences of environmental 
degradation and climate change, one can purchase organic products 
rather than pursue political changes that alter the social conditions 
that drive environmental health risks (e.g., Szasz 2007). It is precisely 
because one is politically helpless that those concerned about climate 
change wonder “What can I do to help?” and look to the market for 
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answers and consolation (Gunderson 2021a).
Along with cognitive-control, amusement is a second route 

through which the culture industry produces and reinforces 
helplessness in climate politics. Stupefaction via amusement must 
be understood in relation to powerlessness (see above). The culture 
industry is an escape from the nagging feeling that one is unable to 
control the causes of these discontents.

Pleasure always means not to think about anything, to forget 
suffering even where it is shown. Basically it is helplessness. It 
is flight; not, as is asserted, flight from a wretched reality, but 
from the last remaining thought of resistance. The liberation 
which amusement promises is freedom from thought and from 
negation. (Horkheimer and Adorno 1969: 144, emphasis added)

Cultural commodities are anesthetics that numb the likelihood 
of resistance and reduce the tension between what is and what is 
possible (Marcuse 1964), fostering the feeling that the promise 
of happiness has already been realized (see Jameson 1990: 147). 
Amusement is a clear escape from pressing concerns like climate 
change. The culture industry, “as a distraction from climate 
change[,] means that constant attention to media, advertising, and 
cultural products thematizes topics and events that are often of 
far less importance than the risk of catastrophic climate change” 
(Gunderson et al. 2020: 56). Consider how much more time is spent 
on a typical day gazing at the spectacle—watching a Netflix series, 
scrolling through social media sites, playing video games, shopping, 
etc.—than is spent reflecting on the risk of climate catastrophe. 
This widespread distraction reduces awareness about alternatives and 
serves to burry any motivation to change the system, giving way to 
helplessness and inaction.

In summary, stupefaction through cognitive control and 
amusement is a pillar of real helplessness in climate politics. Yet 
it is likely impossible for the culture industry to fully penetrate 
consciousness: “[W]hatever the culture industry sets before people in 
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their free time is indeed consumed and accepted but with a kind of 
reservation… The real interests of individuals are still strong enough 
to resist, up to a point, their total appropriation” (Adorno 1998: 175).  
However, even in the unlikely situation in which the negative effects 
of climate change cut through the blur of stupefaction, spurring 
an organized anti-capitalist movement, the next pillar of real 
helplessness, repression, could barricade the existing social order.

Repression

Repression is the third pillar of real helplessness in climate politics. 
Althusser (1971) uses the term “repressive state apparatus” (RSA) to 
refer to the political infrastructure that reproduces existing capitalist 
social relations through violence, including “symbolic violence” and 
administrative power. The very aim of the RSA is to render people 
helpless through force. As a “‘machine’ of repression,” one function 
of the state is to “ensure their [ruling class] domination over the 
working class” and it achieves this function through a collection of 
institutions, including centralized government, state bureaucratic 
administration, the military, and the criminal justice system 
(Althusser 1971: 137, 142). 

If powerlessness and stupefied people ever organized into a mass 
movement to alter the current conditions that render them helpless, 
it is likely that the RSA would respond to this movement with force 
and violence. From “preemptory raids on the homes of protestors 
before the [2008 Republican National] convention had even started” 
(Balko 2013: 295) to the violent tactics used to suppress Occupy Wall 
Street protestors (e.g., Tracey 2011), the police are a visible wing of 
the RSA. Law enforcement’s ability to control individuals, including 
activists, has expanded in the age of surveillance capitalism, where 
one can use data scraped from “smart” devices and social media to 
identify and charge subjects and monitor protestors (Zuboff 2019: 
387f ). Historically the RSA steps in whenever people challenge the 
social order that renders them helpless. Due to frustrations with the 
electoral system’s inability to achieve climate action, coupled with 
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the ineffectiveness of mostly performative climate protests, there 
are calls to “overthrow the elites” (Hedges 2020) or carry out an 
ecological or climate revolution (Foster 2009, Magdoff and Williams 
2017). However, the RSA is a potentially insurmountable barrier to a 
successful climate revolution, at least in the US context.

Monitoring environmental activists is well underway. For example, 
emails reveal that the FBI, police, and other law enforcement 
agencies worked together to monitor Oregon environmental activists 
(Wilson and Parrish 2019). The NSA’s Prism program was “motivated 
in part by fears that environmentally-linked disasters could spur anti-
government activism” (Ahmed 2013). It is difficult to imagine how 
climate activists could effectively challenge surveillance in the age 
of digital technology systems controlled by megacorporations and 
drones. Police already draw on “surveillance-as-a-service” companies 
to monitor environmental activists (Zuboff 2019: 387f ) and drones 
were used to monitor activists protesting Energy Transfer Partners’ 
Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) (Parrish 2019). Surveillance would 
surely be an obstacle the RSA presents to the unlikely prospect of a 
climate revolution.

Surveillance is only one means through which environmental 
protest is criminalized, a growing trend in many countries (Taylor 
2021). Another is direct violence. Reports indicate that between 
2012 and 2022 over 1,700 environmental activists were murdered 
by governments, hitmen, or organized crime – mostly in Brazil, 
Colombia, Mexico, the Philippines and Honduras (Greenfield 2022). 
While this may seem unimaginable in other contexts, it is likely that 
incidences of violence will rise as the stakes increase for extractive 
industries and activists. Along with surveillance and direct violence, 
Nosek (2020) identifies two other means through which state and 
corporate actors—often cooperatively—stifle dissent: federal- and 
state-level legislation and retaliatory lawsuits. The former method 
increases penalties for participating in environmental protests, 
particularly against those who act against fossil fuel infrastructure 
(e.g., pipelines). The latter method, retaliatory lawsuits, are used 
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against climate protestors and supportive organizations. For example, 
Energy Transfer Partners sued Greenpeace and others for their 
resistance to DAPL (Nosek, 2020). In some contexts, the courts can 
also protect the right to protest. When the London Metropolitan 
Police banned Extinction Rebellion protests in 2019, a High Court 
ruling deemed the ban unlawful (Dodd and Taylor 2019).  

Coupled with the further criminalization of environmental protest, 
military force is another potential of the RSA to stop a climate 
revolution. This is especially true in the US, which spends over 
$700 billion a year on defense. While military force has not been 
used in the US against climate activists, it is important to note that 
preparation for responses to catastrophes, including environmental 
catastrophes, is an underlying motivation for the Department of 
Defense’s forthright statements about the possibility of deploying the 
military against internal civil unrest and the Pentagon’s formation of 
troops for in-country deployment (Ahmed 2013). However, one need 
not imagine future military interventions cracking down on climate 
protests to get a glimpse of what this may look like. Energy Transfer 
Partners’ privatized military response to DAPL protests illustrates 
clear repression:

In fall 2016, DAPL security guards attacked water protectors 
with dogs and pepper spray.  Energy Transfer Partners hired 
TigerSwan, a paramilitary organization, to oversee its security 
responses to the anti-DAPL movement… TigerSwan proceeded 
to surveil and harass water protectors, whom it viewed as akin 
to jihadists. Militarized local police confronted water protectors 
with sound cannons, fired rubber bullets and water cannons at 
them in sub-freezing temperatures, and arrested hundreds of 
them in a manner that drew international condemnation and 
allegations of unlawful detainment. (Nosek 2020: 74)

In summary, the repression of climate activists through violence, 
surveillance, legislation, lawsuits, and other means represents another 
way that climate activists are made helpless. Repression depends on 
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the circumstances of the specific country, powers, and norms. Yet 
in many cases it remains a very real possibility. Even in the unlikely 
future scenario of a revolutionary, highly organized, militant, 
and massive climate movement, in some places the RSA would 
likely respond with further criminalization and possible military 
deployment. Coupled with the other two pillars of real helplessness, 
powerlessness and stupefaction, repression further reduces the ability 
to effectively challenge the structural drivers of climate change. 

The Reality of Helplessness

It is only with this political-economic backdrop that the gap 
between concern about climate change and effective climate action 
can be understood. These three pillars of helplessness impact people 
differently, but cumulatively they have served to reduce action 
despite concern. They distract a large portion of the population 
from the severity of the climate crisis and the possible alternatives 
(stupefaction). For those who want to act, it remains incredibly 
difficult to find any effective channels to direct systemic change 
without any existing organizations of resistance or a flexible and 
responsive political system (powerlessness). Lastly, repression against 
environmental activism already occurs and will likely increase, with 
more incidences of surveillance, arrests, lawsuits, and direct violence. 
Together these represent the range of reasons why an individual may 
feel, and truly is, helpless to act to address the climate crisis. 

We do not aim here to suggest that action is futile, as more 
action is critically needed. Despite currently limited avenues and 
possibilities for action, action is still worth pursuing. As we will 
discuss at the end of this chapter, action can take on many different 
forms beyond protests or personal consumption changes. Through 
discussing real helplessness, we aim to identify the very real factors 
that continue to affect individuals and the possibilities for a mass 
climate movement. These factors are a result of the current social-
economic and historic context. Yet they are not inevitable or 
immutable (Solnit 2016), as social conditions continue to change, 
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sometimes in surprising ways. Even in the current social context, 
despite the reality of helplessness, many people still choose to act. 

Authentic Hope: To Act, No Matter What

After writing about repression, domination, and the harms of 
capitalism for decades, in the 1960s Herbert Marcuse became more 
focused more on liberation and the possibilities for positive social 
transformation. Part of this quest for liberation is indeed believing 
it is possible, despite the odds. It is also being aware of the reality 
and the challenges ahead. Hope plays a key part in the struggle to 
keep the vision of change in full view, despite the chances of success.  
As Marcuse (1969) states in An Essay on Liberation: 

The proposition is no more—and no less—than a hope. 
Prior to its realization, it is indeed only the individual, the 
individuals, who can judge, with no other legitimation than 
their consciousness and conscience. But these individuals are 
more and other than private persons with their particular 
contingent preferences and interests. Their judgment transcends 
their subjectivity to the degree to which it is based on 
independent thought and information, on a rational analysis 
and evaluation of their society. The existence of a majority of 
individuals capable of such rationality has been the assumption 
on which democratic theory has been based.

The potential for liberation depends on hope – not a false hope, 
but an authentic hope where one is aware of the challenges, but 
knows that pursuing a better society is still possible and worth 
fighting for. As Rebecca Solnit (2016: 20), explains in her book Hope 
in the Dark, “[a]uthentic hope requires clarity—seeing the troubles 
in this world—and imagination, seeing what might lie beyond these 
situations that are perhaps not inevitable and immutable.” 

Hope exists in the realm of uncertainty. It describes the future, 
unknown events, and “yet unrealized possibilities” (Kretz 2013: 
932). As explained by Rebecca Solnit (2016: xiv), uncertainty 
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and instability are the basis of hope: “Hope is an embrace of the 
unknown and the unknowable.” A sense of the probability or 
prospects of a desired outcome can range from unlikely to very likely. 
The only requirement for hope is a “worldview that proposes that 
development, betterment, and/or change is possible” (Courville and 
Piper 2004: 58, emphasis added). 

Hope also requires an honest assessment of real-world conditions 
and the possibility for actions to successfully achieve one’s desired 
outcome (Lowe 2019). If there is a small possibility of achieving the 
desired outcome, anything greater than zero, then there are grounds 
for hope. Based on the sensed likelihood of success, there can be 
different “gradations in the strength of one’s hope, in that one’s sense 
of hope can be strong or weak,” but for hope to be justified there 
must be at least some “probability of realizing the hoped for state of 
affairs” (Kretz 2013: 932). These gradients or strengths of hope can 
shift over time along a spectrum. For many climate activists and 
concerned citizens, hope for effective mitigation has shifted from 
likely to merely possible (Gunderson 2019).

There are gradations of possibility that shed light on gradients of 
hope. Drawing form Bloch (1986), Gunderson (2019: 8) describes 
“layers of the possible” and distinguishes between “real” and “mere” 
possibilities. A real possibility involves a clear way to bring about 
the realization of a desired outcome and in many cases the path is 
“already underway” (Hudson 1982: 134, cited in Gunderson 2019). 
In contrast, a mere possibility “only dimly illuminates a possible but 
perhaps unlikely future that is blocked by either a lack of potential 
(e.g., social organization, technology) or capacity (the right will or 
revolutionary consciousness)” (Gunderson 2019: 3). Hope can still 
exist when outcomes are merely possible. As stated by Solnit (2016: 
22), “[h]ope is not a door, but a sense that there might be a door 
at some point, some way out of the present moment even before 
that way is found or followed.” Paying attention to mere possibilities 
can help us identify social futures that at some point may become 
real possibilities when certain constraints are overcome or no longer 
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present (Gunderson 2019). 
Given current and projected levels of global warming and the 

ongoing lack of meaningful political responses, as well as the reality 
that emissions today will continue to warm the planet for several 
decades, optimistic accounts of being able to stop any additional 
warming represents a false or fraudulent hope. The best-case scenario 
desired by environmentalists a decade ago is no longer possible; 
therefore, any hope for that scenario is false. Solnit (2016: 19) 
discusses Bloch’s (1986) notion of “fraudulent hope” applying it to 
the example of President G.W. Bush claiming we would win the Iraq 
War and make the world safer place, convincing us that “another 
world is unnecessary, ‘that everything is fine – now go back to sleep.” 
False hope is deceptive yet can be very comforting in troubling times.

In terms of climate change, it is this type of fraudulent hope 
that dominates popular and mainstream discussions about climate 
change solutions (Gunderson 2019). For example, any belief in 
renewable energy or carbon storage, without social changes, as silver-
bullet solutions lies far outside the realm of reality (see Gunderson 
et al. 2018, Stuart et al. 2020). As stated by Thompson (2010: 57),  
“[w]ishing only for an alternative energy solution, instead of making 
preparations for cultural change” is analogous to “turning away 
from reality.” Thompson (2010) further explains how the focus 
on an alternative energy solution distracts us and prevents us from 
other and better possible futures. It is an appealing narrative because 
it provides the false assurance that there will be a “technological 
solution to save us all the trouble of significant behavioral and 
conceptual change” (Thompson 2010: 57). 

Given the definition of authentic hope requiring action, passive 
hope is another form of false or fraudulent hope. Macy and 
Johnston (2012) explain that passive hope involves waiting for others 
to bring about a desired outcome. Passive hope has no agency. As 
Lueck (2007) describes, hoping it will not snow is both passive 
and false because there are no thoughts or actions that can have a 
possible effect. Passive hope can also demotivate action based on 
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the assumption that others or something else will act or be the 
driver of the future. Stating “I hope the climate doesn’t get worse” 
without action, or that, “I hope the government adopts a climate 
policy” without action, are examples of passive and false hope. They 
promote “a false sense of security and optimism, thus placating 
some and leaving them less likely to take action” (Lowe 2019: 482). 
Environmental activist Jensen (2006: 4) condemns passive hope and 
argues that only through releasing it can we actively work to address 
the climate crisis: 

When we stop hoping for external assistance, when we stop 
hoping that the awful situation we’re in will somehow resolve 
itself, when we stop hoping the situation will somehow not  
get worse, then we are finally free—truly free—to honestly 
start working to resolve it. I would say that when hope dies,  
action begins.

Many activists have given up passive and false hope that someone 
else will fix the climate crisis, have realized the direness of the 
situation, and embraced an authentic form of hope that guides 
continued action, no matter what. A common XR slogan is 
“hope dies, action begins.” Yet, this “death” of hope, as described 
by Jenson, is the death of passive and false hope. Only through 
truly seeing the dire state of the world, feeling the despair, and 
still actively working to create the best possible future, do we 
find a hope for what is left. Rather than denying loss, Cassegard 
and Thorn (2018) state that loss and grief need to be expressed by 
postapocalyptic environmentalists. They state that “the acceptance 
of loss can be a wellspring of new forms of activism and new forms 
of struggles, including attempts to salvage what can still be saved” 
(Cassegard and Thorn 2018: 14). In this way, embracing loss and 
grief can be a source of new hope, hope from despair: “giving up 
hope may be a way to gain hope” (Cassegard and Thorn 2018: 14). 
As explained by Kretz (2013: 936) telling the truth about the reality 
of the situation and feeling grief and loss does not mean that hope 
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and action is lost, but that activists can adopt a new hope based on 
what is still possible: 

[O]ne can acknowledge serious, even dire circumstances, 
without feeling that it necessitates giving up all hope. Even 
for one convinced that it is too late, that humans have already 
done too much damage to reverse it quickly enough to afford 
a long and healthy future, we can be hopeful about stopping 
humans’ contributions to that damage such that we lengthen 
the period of time both we, and the non-human world as we 
know it, are around. 

While pessimistic (and realistic), this view also highlights that 
there is still much that can be saved and the value in adopting a sense 
of authentic hope focusing on what is still possible. Therefore, for 
many people, action to fight for the best possible future is justified. 

Hope is often contrasted with despair, defined widely as the lack 
of (or loss of ) hope: a state of hopelessness. As stated by Lueck 
(2007: 252-253), “if obstacles are seen as insurmountable or ignored, 
the agentic power of hope is dissolved and despair arises.” Despair 
emerges when the desired outcome seems impossible and there is no 
perceived possibility of it becoming a reality (Kretz 2013). Treanor 
(2010: 26) explains:

[D]espair is fatal to both environmental progress and individual 
flourishing, and is therefore a vice. It is fatal to environmental 
progress because while it is true that we may not be able to 
adequately respond to certain crises in time to avoid their 
negative effects, failing to try ensures failure and often 
exacerbates the situation. Despair is fatal to flourishing because 
it undermines our belief in the significance of our actions and 
our lives.

Kretz (2013) agrees that despair demotivates action, as having 
a vision of positive possibilities is required to motivate action. In 
these terms, despair is related to defeatism, the notion that there 
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is no way to win so why bother trying, and fatalism: one’s actions 
make no difference in a future that is already determined. All agency 
to change the situation is lost, as “there is no belief in any action 
making a difference,” and the outcome becomes “a self-fulfilling 
prophecy” (Lueck 2007: 251). When all possibility seems gone, 
inaction and despair take over. 

Despair, defeatism, and fatalism are increasingly common among 
environmentalists. As explained by Milbrath (1995: 108), “the very 
idea of trying to move a society to a sustainable condition seems 
like such a huge undertaking that many conclude there is no point 
in trying.” The challenge of getting global leaders to quickly and 
effectively tackle climate change is indeed massive and daunting. 
As explained by Treanor (2010: 26), “[i]n the face of this complex 
and daunting constellation of crises it would be easy to despair, to 
throw in the towel, acknowledge the cause is hopeless, and get what 
enjoyment we can out of life for as long as we can get it.” In his New 
Yorker article, titled “What if We Stopped Pretending?,” Jonathan 
Franzen (2019) writes: “All-out war on climate change made sense 
only as long as it was winnable. Once you accept that we’ve lost it, 
other kinds of action take on greater meaning.” He then argues we 
should devote more attention to adaptation and enjoying what we 
personally value (a privileged position as many will not be able to 
avoid the worst impacts of climate change). While in many ways 
Franzen is telling the truth about the dire climate reality, the idea 
that continuing to demand a large global response is futile represents 
a fatalistic position. It is a position based on a false notion of global 
warming as an “all or nothing” situation. This perception is not 
only inaccurate, but also demotivates action. In contrast, Wallace-
Wells (2019) argues: “no matter how hot it gets, no matter how 
fully climate change transforms the planet and the way we live on 
it, it will always be the case that the next decade could contain more 
warming, and more suffering, or less warming and less suffering.” 
In other words, there is still a possibility for a less bad future that 
is worth fighting for. This requires a new kind of hope that is not 
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blind, but fully aware of reality and the mere possibility of paths 
that would effectively mitigate global warming. As Marcuse (1967) 
stresses: “[a]n opposition is required that is free of all illusion but 
also of all defeatism, for through its mere existence defeatism betrays 
the possibility of freedom to the status quo.” 

It is possible to have a pessimistic view that is still not defeatist 
or fatalistic. We are already experiencing global warming and a non-
warming future is no longer possible. One could also fully accept 
the very low chances of the widely desired “World War II level 
mobilization” to prevent as much future warming as possible. Yet, 
this does not have to result in inaction. Authentic hope is based on 
telling the truth about actual possibilities (Lowe 2019). One can be 
pessimistic, yet still actively working for a less bad future. While 
pessimism need not be fatalistic, it is important that “a pessimistic 
perspective ought to avoid the dusk of fatalism through a persistent 
search for alternatives” (Gunderson 2019: 6). By being realistic about 
the dialectic of actuality and possibility, one can be pessimistic, and 
even in a state of despair, but not fall into fatalism and inaction. 

Despair may even create new forms of hope, driving action to 
save what is left (Cassegard and Thorn 2018). This emergent hope is 
authentic because it recognizes the truth, rejects false hope, and focuses 
on what is still possible to save or salvage. This authentic hope is often 
seen among climate activists along with a virtue ethics approach. As 
summarized well by Lowe (2019: 481-482), Williston (2015) argues: 

A major advantage to promoting a virtue ethics approach for 
dealing with climate change is that virtues are “agent-focused” 
and not as tied to consequences or outcomes... In other words, 
they enable moral agents to do what is right even when the 
results are not likely to be particularly effective or rewarding. 
Thus, they are more dependent on our character than on our 
perceived prospects for success. 

This approach is not focused on outcomes, but on a commitment to 
action “regardless of the outcomes” (Lowe 2019: 482). This virtue of 
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commitment (despite the unknown outcome) is a characteristic that 
fuels authentic hope for what is still possible.

Action Beyond Activism

The imagination, unifying sensibility and reason, becomes “productive” 
as it becomes practical: a guiding force in the reconstruction of reality.

– Herbert Marcuse (1969: 6)

Many people feel helpless and indeed in many ways are helpless, as 
many avenues to direct a system-changing response to the climate 
crisis have been closed off. While the context is different between 
nations, in many cases powerlessness, stupefaction, and repression 
co-exist in ways that reinforce helplessness and inaction. As described 
in this chapter, these forces maintain the great disparity between 
those who are concerned about the climate crisis and those who 
are doing something about it. These remain major impediments to 
a mass social movement demanding system change, including the 
climate agenda outlined in this book. This does not mean those 
in the climate movement should give up, as we do not know what 
the future holds, and what unexpected events might trigger a large 
mobilization. This is still possible, and it is worth identifying the 
factors reinforcing helplessness and how they might be overcome. 

While our discussion on authentic hope referred mostly to what 
motivates climate activists, we want to acknowledge that there are 
myriad ways to act beyond activism. Not everyone is an activist. It 
especially takes certain skills and characteristics to be an effective 
organizer. Many people can act in other ways that include learning 
about alternatives and communicating them to others. This can 
also include the work of imagining solution pathways and thinking 
through possibilities for system change. Any work that goes against 
the notion that “there is no alternative” increases the possibilities for 
emancipatory transformation. Countering capitalist realism (Fisher 
2009) and one-dimensional thinking (Marcuse 1964) is critical to 
push forward the transformations necessary to justly respond to 
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the climate crisis. Through identifying, examining, and evaluating 
pathways for a systemic alternative, we support “alternative realism” 
(Bonneuil and Fressoz 2017) and the notion that alternatives to the 
current system not only exist but are still possible to achieve. While 
not immediately likely, this pathway is still possible and therefore 
worth pursuing. More action on these fronts is critically needed. 

However, in some cases action without design can be 
counterproductive, therefore much thought is necessary to craft 
more emancipatory futures. Adorno (1968) argues that action not 
guided by thought will result in “pseudo-action,” which draws a lot 
of attention and publicity but will likely not result in the desired 
emancipatory ends. In response to critiques of being resigned and 
inactive in the practical processes of social transformation, Adorno 
explains that thinking is part of the process. It is, in fact, one of the 
most important parts.

People locked in desperately want to get out. In such situations 
one doesn’t think anymore, or does so only under fictive 
premises. Within absolutized praxis only reaction is possible and 
therefore false. Only thinking could find an exit, and moreover 
a thinking whose results are not stipulated, as is so often the case 
in discussions in which it is already settled who should be right, 
discussions that do not advance the cause but rather inevitably 
degenerate into tactics. If the doors are barricaded, then thought 
more than ever should not stop short. It should analyze the 
reasons and subsequently draw the conclusions. It is up to 
thought not to accept the situation as final. (Adorno 1968: 291)

Thinking is not the intellectual reproduction of what already 
exists anyway. As long as it doesn’t break off, thinking has a 
secure hold on possibility. (Adorno 1968: 292)

In writing this book, we agree that thinking about a systemic 
alternative to minimize global warming is worth doing, and that 
imagining how we might design and achieve a system-changing 
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climate agenda is a required step in the process. As Marcuse (1969) 
argues, imagination is part of social change and essential for praxis 
– they are not separate. As we continue to think, imagine, and 
communicate alternatives, many others will continue to voice their 
desire for system change. Through this book, it is our hope that these 
calls for system change will become louder and much more specific. 
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Conclusion: 
The Transformation Has 

Already Begun

Today we have the capacity to turn the world into hell, and we are well 
on the way to doing so. We also have the capacity to turn it into the 
opposite of hell.

– Herbert Marcuse (1967: 1)

I do not say that these radical transformations will come about... 
The means exist, as well as the people who are methodically working 
towards their realization.

– André Gorz (2010: 13)

In the introduction, we explain that Herbert Marcuse and André 
Gorz were key inspirations for this book. While many scholars 

have been highly critical of capitalism and the associated growth-
based social order, those of us hoping for a better future yearn to 
learn more about alternatives and to specifically identify strategies 
and pathways for positive social change. Here we return to Marcuse 
and Gorz for insights and encouragement moving forward. In each of 
their works, they acknowledge the impediments to reaching a more 
rational and sustainable post-capitalist society, yet never become 
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fatalistic or defeatist. They call for us to move forward with the goal in 
sight, arguing that the wheels are already in motion and the journey 
to transformation has already begun. Both Marcuse and Gorz, 
especially in their later works, focus on pathways for positive social 
transformation and examine ways that production, consumption, 
and work can be changed to increase human and ecological well-
being. While Marcuse did write about the relations between social 
domination and the domination of nature, he focuses more on 
human well-being and liberation generally. In comparison, Gorz 
(who examined ecological limitations more in depth and lived several 
decades longer than Marcuse) also wrote specifically about the climate 
crisis and how it necessitates social change. 

Marcuse’s work, especially in One Dimensional Man (1964), is 
rather pessimistic – focusing on how consumption and ideology 
continue to repress humans’ consciousness of their oppression 
under capitalism. However, much of his other work is more 
optimistic. This is especially true when compared to his Frankfurt 
School colleagues Adorno and Horkheimer. The last half of Eros 
and Civilization (1955) examines potentialities for making specific 
changes to work, production, and consumption that would free 
humans to have a more creative and fulfilling life. By working and 
producing less, Marcuse (1955) argues, we can actually be flourishing 
rather than repressed humans. His later essays, The End of Utopia 
(1967) and An Essay on Liberation (1969), return to this discussion 
of pathways toward liberating humans from the repressive and 
oppressive conditions of capitalism, offering even more hope. In 
the 1960s, Marcuse also became a prominent figure among leftist 
student protesters who resonated with his work. While Marcuse does 
not provide a clear road map toward liberation, he maintains that 
positive transformation is possible and desirable. Much of this can be 
applied to our current time and the threatening manifestations of the 
climate crisis. 

In The End of Utopia, Marcuse (1967) makes compelling 
arguments that, when applied to climate change, are well supported 
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by the evidence in this book. He argues that the idea of utopia is 
over because we now have the technological means, resources, and 
capacities to create any world we desire. Although things that are 
physically impossible may still be called utopian, Marcuse (1967: 
3) explains how transformations to a new social order that liberates 
humans from repression is completely possible with modern 
knowledge, technologies, and resources: 

All the material and intellectual forces which could be put to 
work for the realization of a free society are at hand. That they 
are not used for that purpose is to be attributed to the total 
mobilization of existing society against its own potential for 
liberation. But this situation in no way makes the idea of radical 
transformation itself a utopia. 

In the context of climate change, with what we know about the 
need to downscale overdeveloped economies and with the mitigation 
tools we already have including renewable energy and carbon 
capture and storage, it is very possible to reduce the extent of global 
warming. It is even possible to minimize global warming and the 
associated harms as much as we can. At the same time, it is also 
possible to transition to a more just, equitable, and sustainable social 
order. Yet, the dominant forces prioritizing profit and production 
continue to stymie these changes. 

In An Essay on Liberation (1969), Marcuse provides further 
motivation for action and provides a vision of what a more liberated 
life might entail. Marcuse states that countering capitalism is indeed 
possible: “there is a morality, a humanity, a will, and a faith which 
can resist and deter the gigantic technical and economic force of 
capitalist expansion.” Yet, he also acknowledges that there are many 
obstacles and challenges: “It would be irresponsible to overrate 
the present chances of these forces.” However, Marcuse (1969) was 
encouraged by what he saw in the student protest movements of the 
1960s. Despite the dominant ideologies of work, overconsumption, 
and individualism, the students could still see human repression: 
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“they recognized the mark of social repression, even in the most 
sublime manifestations of traditional culture, even in the most 
spectacular manifestations of technical progress.” Today, we see 
climate protests, civil disobedience, and other actions increasing in 
frequency and scope. While this has not yet resulted in the solidarity 
required to challenge power, it is encouraging that more and more 
people realize the immorality of climate inaction. 

In the end, Marcuse calls for a new sensibility that allows humans 
to express their true nature rather than living an alienated existence 
as aggressive and competitive worker-consumers. This new sensibility 
would also reduce injustice and misery. Yet achieving this new 
social order and this new form of being human, requires “a moral 
rebellion, against the hypocritical, aggressive values and goals” of 
the capitalist system. A radical sense of morality, Marcuse (1969) 
argues, is necessary for political radicalism and must come from the 
foundations of morality that exist in human nature. With the climate 
crisis, the rationality of capitalism may seem increasingly immoral as 
the devastation of impacts reveals how backwards the system really 
is. Marcuse states that “social change occurs at a point at which the 
repressive rationality that has brought about the achievements of 
industrial society becomes utterly regressive – rational only in its 
efficiency to ‘contain’ liberation.” We are indeed reaching a point 
where climate impacts will cause more and more people to question 
the rationality and the morality of a system that, as Gorz (1980:77) 
states, is “focused on growth, for the sake of growth.” 

André Gorz was friends with Marcuse and was even called the 
“French Marcuse” by some (Lodziak and Tatman, 1997:1). While 
Gorz agrees with many of Marcuse’s ideas about production, 
consumption, work, and capitalism, he focuses more on ecological 
thinking and stresses the importance of staying within ecological 
limits. Therefore, his work more clearly ties together the ideas of 
ecosocialism and degrowth, calling for both an end to the growth 
paradigm and an end to the capitalist social relations that drive 
growth. Thus, he presents a foundation for merging the ideas of 
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conclusion

ecosocialism and degrowth into actionable climate policies. 
Gorz was a realist, having seen the diminishment of a radical 

labor movement and other forces that might take down capitalism 
by revolutionary means. Thus, his support for a transition out of 
capitalism through pragmatic, although catalyzing, “non-reformist 
reforms” (Gorz 1967). Even more today, we see the absence of an 
organized, radical proletariat to fight for a livable future. Gorz 
presents us with a way forward despite the many obstacles and the 
absence of a revolutionary movement. Social movements already 
asking for a better future can demand specific policies for meaningful 
gains that open the door for more radical changes – policies that can 
shift power dynamics and result in a new social order. In this book, 
we have outlined a suite of non-reforms reforms—a climate agenda 
for system change—that could be used as a guide for future policy 
formation and political struggles. We have also examined pathways 
for bringing about these changes, highlighting the importance of 
building a larger climate movement with solidarity around much 
more specific strategies. 

In A Strategy for Labor (1964), Gorz argues that it is not enough 
to have a general vision of a better future, as we must specifically 
show people what this future can bring, what problems it can 
solve, and what strategies and programs will get us there. In other 
words, we must show people “not only the overall alternative but 
also those ‘intermediate objectives’ (mediations) which lead to it 
and foreshadow it in the present” (Gorz 1964). Applying this idea 
to the climate crisis, we must show people who are concerned 
about social justice and environmental collapse what system 
change can look like as well as how we can get there. Through 
specific strategies and reforms, we must articulate what means can 
get us to our desired destination. The climate agenda discussed 
in this book represents a step in this direction, identifying and 
describing specific strategies and programs to forge a more livable 
future. Now more than ever, implementing “non-reformist 
reforms” (Gorz 1967) to trigger more radical social change is 
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necessary, as there is little time left to act boldly to minimize global 
warming. While much was at stake for labor and the environment 
when Gorz completed his earlier works, his later writing clearly 
acknowledges that due to climate change, and the relations of 
capitalism that drive climate change, human survival now clearly 
depends on a transformation away from capitalism.

This transformation has already begun. In an essay first published 
the year of his death (2007), titled “The Exit from Capitalism Has 
Already Begun,” Gorz (2010) specifically addresses the climate crisis 
and how it makes a transition or “exit” out of capitalism inevitable: 

It is impossible to avoid climate catastrophe without a radical 
break with the economic logic and methods that have been 
taking us in that direction for 150 years. On current trend 
projections, global GDP will increase by a factor of three or 
four by 2050. But, according to a report by the UN Climate 
Council, CO2 emissions will have to fall by 85% by that date to 
limit global warming to a maximum of 2°C.

Negative growth is, therefore, imperative for our survival. But it 
presupposes a different economy, a different lifestyle, a different 
civilization, and different social relations. In the absence of 
these, collapse could be avoided only through restrictions, 
rationing, and the kind of authoritarian resource-allocation 
typical of a war economy. The exit from capitalism will happen, 
then, one way or another, either in a civilized or barbarous 
fashion. The question is simply what form it will take and how 
quickly it will occur. (Gorz 2010: 8)

The current struggles, therefore, will determine how this exit from 
capitalism unfolds. As many ecosocialist and degrowth scholars 
continue to agree, it is not a matter of if the growth-dependent 
capitalist system will collapse, but when, and whether its demise will 
take civilization with it or result in increased social wellbeing in a 
new social order. Many also acknowledge that we still have time to 
direct this transition in ways that can minimize suffering and loss. 
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conclusion

Having a specific agenda that illustrates tangible pathways and 
benefits is key to making this transition civil. The climate movement 
cannot rely on generic calls for “system change,” just as the socialist 
movement could not and cannot rely on generic calls for socialism 
(Gorz 1964). It will not be enough. Work is required to continue to 
identify, articulate, and communicate specific strategies and agendas 
to drive forward a planned transition. Only a well-thought-out 
transition can guide us to a new social order and a livable future. 
This transition, a transition beyond growth centered capitalism, has 
already begun and will continue. Having specific policies or reforms 
that radicalize the system and catalyze transformation are necessary. 
As Marcuse (1969) argues, we need to adopt measures that can create 
“radical change” and “critically weaken the economic, political, and 
cultural pressure and power groups.” The threat of climate change 
is not far off, it is now, and this threat will only increase. Yet, there 
are still many possible ways to effectively reduce and even minimize 
warming. It remains up to us to direct the change we want to see. 
As explained by Gorz (2010: 12): “Whether the exit from capitalism 
assumes a civilized or barbarous form depends on the way this 
struggle turns out.”
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“ Diana Stuart, Brian Petersen, and Ryan Gunderson have provided an analysis almost 
unique in the literature on climate change, offering authentic hope to humanity.  
They do so by facing up to the need for system change, rejecting the false sirens of 
denialism and technological utopianism, while presenting concrete, radical solutions. 
Anyone concerned about the future of humanity will want to read this book.”

   John Bellamy Foster, Professor Emeritus at the University of Oregon and  
author of The Dialectics of Ecology

“ This book offers plausible pathways and tools for ecosocialist degrowth.  
A must-read by anyone interested in radical alternatives to the current impasse.”

   Giorgos Kallis, ICREA professor, ICTA-UAB, Barcelona and author of  
In Defense of Degrowth

“ This book is an outstanding contribution to the reflection on the alternatives  
to destructive climate change. Starting with a brilliant criticism of the capitalist 
irrational rationality, as illustrated by market fundamentalism, the authors map  
the road for a transition towards a new society, based on collective ownership  
and degrowth: ecosocialism.”

   Michael Löwy, Emeritus Research Director in Social Sciences at the French  
National Center of Scientific Research and author of Ecosocialism: A Radical 
Alternative to Capitalist Catastrophe

“ Stuart, Petersen and Gunderson mobilize powerful traditions of critical thought to 
unveil ideological bastions of techno-capitalist climate agendas that deny the need  
for social transformation and instead double down to further dominate nature through 
western science. To demonstrate societies’ potential to create and sustain different 
systems, the authors present purposes, policies, and tangible actions advanced by 
socialist and degrowth pathways toward deeper change. Amid feelings of impotence  
and despair, this book rallies authentic hope to fuel courage to work toward change  
on multiple fronts and scales.”

   Susan Paulson, Professor at the University of Florida and co-author of  
The Case for Degrowth

“ This excellent book lays a foundation for a positive social transformation  
in the age of ecological crisis. The future is degrowth communism.”

   Kohei Saito, Associate Professor at the University  
of Tokyo and author of Marx in the Anthropocene:  
Towards the Idea of Degrowth Communism
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