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One demonstration, two approaches: school students march 
through London, Friday 29 November 

Disaster environmentalism: a critique 
By Gabriel Levy, People & Nature (5.12.19)  

 

1: looking the future in the face 
 

“Barring a miracle, [a global average temperature rise above 

pre-industrial levels of] 2 degrees C must inevitably be 

substantially breached.” Nothing that has happened since the 

2015 Paris climate conference has “suggested any reason for 

doubting that judgement”. 

The international climate negotiations in Katowice, 

Poland, in 2018, which were supposed to follow up on the 

Paris agreements, “can be seen as achieving no more than an 

elaborate seating-plan for the sun-deck of the Titanic”. 

In 2020, countries are supposed to show how they have 

met the targets set at Paris, and set tougher targets. “But even 

if a radical programme of reduced emissions was started at 

that point, and one that went far beyond the Paris Agreement, 

it would need to achieve zero emissions by 2040 to stay within 

the 2 degrees C limit. [...] 

“Surely the most optimistic assumption we are entitled to 

make, based on current political agreements and actions across 

the world is that emissions will continue to rise after 2030, 

hopefully levelling off later in the century”. 

And so “we must assume” that there will be “a global 

temperature rise associated with carrying on as we are”: that 

                                                           
1 Climate Action Tracker‘s “baseline” scenario, which assumes that no 
political action is taken, projects that by 2100 global average temperature will 
rise 4.1-4.8 degrees above pre-industrial level; its “current policies” scenario, 
based on government’s targets, projects a rise of 3.0-3.4 degrees. The UN 
Environment Programme 2019 Emissions Gap report projects, based on 
targets agreed at the Paris climate negotiations, projects a rise of 3.2 degrees  

means, by 2100, “at the very least” 3-4 degrees C, and “more 

likely” 4-5 degrees C.1  

I agree with all that – with the caveat that those 

temperatures are consistent with “carrying on as we are”, 

whereas I believe we have the capacity to do things 

differently. It is from the Introduction to a new book from the 

Green House think tank, Facing Up to Climate Reality.2   

The Introduction argues (i) that “dangerous climate change 

is now inevitable” and (ii) that “we are going to have to live in 

a post-growth world”. 

This is the starting point of what I call disaster 

environmentalism, being developed by Rupert Read (one of 

the Introduction’s three authors), Jem Bendell and other 

writers associated with Extinction Rebellion (XR).   

In a book, This Civilisation is Finished, Read underlines: 

“there is no ‘safe’ level of warming”; that limiting warming to 

2 degrees C, which is now “amost unachievable”, will mean 

the death of 99% of the world’s coral reefs, and probably the 

end of ice in the northern hemisphere. It means more extreme 

weather events, and an increase of violence and war globally. 

“It is violence: 2 degrees is violence from the rich and stupid 

against the global masses.”  

I agree with that, too. Read goes on to argue that “the 

climate crisis and the broader ecological emergency of which 

2 Brian Heatley, Rupert Read and John Foster, “Introduction”, in John Foster 
(ed.), Facing Up to Climate Reality: honesty, disaster and hope (London: 
Green House, 2019) 

https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2019/12/05/disaster-evironmentalism-1-looking-the-future-in-the-face/#more-2724
https://climateactiontracker.org/global/temperatures/
https://www.unenvironment.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2019
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it is only the most urgent part puts the whole of what we know 

as civilisation at risk”. And: 

By “this civilisation” I mean the hegemonic civilisation of 

globalised industrial growth capitalism – sometimes called 

“Empire” - which today governs the vast majority of 

human life on Earth. 

He then presents three possible futures: 

1. “This civilisation could collapse utterly and terminally, 

as a result of climatic instability (leading for instance to 

catastrophic food shortages as a probable mechanism of 

collapse), or possibly sooner than that, through nuclear war, 

pandemic, or financial collapse leading to mass civil 

breakdown.” 

2. “This civilisation (we) will manage to seed a future 

successor-civilisation(s), as this one collapses”. 

3. “This civilisation will somehow manage to transform 

itself deliberately, radically and rapidly, in an unprecedented 

manner, in time to avert collapse.” (On one hand, Read adds in 

a footnote that it is “just about conceivable that this 

civilisation might survive by adopting an extremely 

disciplined eco-fascism”, although “such a way of life […] 

should not properly be regarded as civilised”; on the other 

hand, elsewhere he says that transforming civilisation would 

be “the most desirable” option, but “by far the least likely”.) 

Disaster environmentalism could be characterised as a 

trend that deliberately distances itself from the idea that 

fighting to transform society is necessary and possible.  

Read himself counterposes his own view to “virtually 

everyone in the broader environmental movement” who is 

“fixated on the third option”. In this, he sees himself in 

agreement with Bendell; John Foster, co-chair of Green 

House; Jonathan Gosling, a professor of leadership, and the 

“Dark Mountain” literary collective.3  

Read, Foster and Bendell wrote a joint open letter to David 

Wallace-Wells, author of the best-selling book on climate 

                                                           
3 Rupert Read and Samuel Alexander, This Civilisation is Finished (Melbourne: 
Simplicity Institute, 2019) p. 5 and p. 86. The Dark Mountain collective has 
filled out the idea of civilisational collapse, many years before Read and with 
literary flourish. For example its bleak manifesto, published by Paul 
Kingsnorth and Dougald Hine in 2009, urges a literature that focuses on 
collapse: “human civilisation is an intensely fragile construction. It is built on 
little more than belief: belief in the rightness of its values; belief in the 
strength of its system of law and order; belief in its currency; above all, 
perhaps, belief in its future. Once that belief begins to crumble, the collapse 
of a civilisation may become unstoppable. That civilisations fall, sooner or 
later, is as much a law of history as gravity is a law of physics. What remains 
after the fall is a wild mixture of cultural debris, confused and angry people 
whose certainties have betrayed them, and those forces which were always 

change, The Uninhabitable Earth, arguing that – while 

Wallace-Wells had shown how great the danger is – by 

pointing towards a range of responses aimed at averting it, he 

was avoiding reality. They called on him to embrace “deep 

adaptation”, by “accepting that some kind of eco-induced 

societal collapse is now not merely possible, but likely, and 

preparing honestly for it”. 

Read’s view of our possible futures does not work for me at 

all. 

It is based on a first-world idea of “civilisation” (what, 

after all, makes global industrial capitalism so “civilised”? and 

how do we categorise those, such as indigenous peoples in the 

global south, who have so far managed to live mostly outside 

its grip?). 

It conjours up a Hollywood-movie-style spectre of “social 

collapse”, at odds with all the fearsome evidence of social 

crises that we already have in hand. And it comes close to 

ruling out the prospect of people acting collectively to forestall 

the worst outcomes. 

I do not agree, either, with some of the disaster 

environmentalists’ practical conclusions, summed up in 

Read’s call to “focus less on prevention/mitigation (i.e. less on 

a zero carbon target) and more on adaptation”.4 

Jem Bendell is more adamant than others, in his paper on 

Deep Adaptation, that it is too late to forestall disaster. He has 

“chosen to interpret the information [about climate change] as 

indicating inevitable collapse, probable catastrophe and 

possible extinction”5 - and from this concludes that “deep 

adaptation”, centred on what he calls “relinquishment” (of 

things we are used to having) and “restoration”, is the way 

forward.6 

This borders on survivalism: “Existing approaches to 

living off-grid in intentional communities are useful to learn 

from, but this agenda needs to go further in asking questions 

like how small-scale production of drugs like aspirin is 

possible.”7 

It also borders on much more pessimistic narratives about 

how the 21st century will unfold. Bendell writes: 

There is a growing community of people who conclude we 

face inevitable human extinction and treat that view as a 

prerequisite for meaningful discussions about the 

implications for our lives right now. For instance, there are 

thousands of people on Facebook groups who believe 

human extinction is near.8 

Bendell points out that eschatology, i.e. “reflection on the 

end of times”, is a major dimension of the human experience”. 

This bleak view of the future is related to another aspect of 

disaster environmentalism which, rather than recognising the 

huge element of uncertainty inherent in predictions of the 

future by climate scientists, earth systems scientists, or anyone 

else, focuses only and deliberately on worst-case scenarios. A 

there, deeper than the foundations of the city walls: the desire to survive and 
the desire for meaning.” 

4Rupert Read, Truth and its consequences, from the first section, “Telling the 
whole truth” 

5Jem Bendell, Deep Adaptation: a map for navigating climate tragedy, section 
on “Framing After Denial” 

6Jem Bendell, Deep Adaptation: a map for navigating climate tragedy, section 
on “The Deep Adaptation agenda” 

7Jem Bendell, Deep Adaptation: a map for navigating climate tragedy, section 
on “Research Futures in the Face of Climate Tragedy” 

8Jem Bendell, Deep Adaptation: a map for navigating climate tragedy, section 
on “Framing After Denial” 

From Carbon Action Tracker 

https://xrblog.org/2019/07/24/why-i-say-that-this-civilisation-is-finished/
https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/core-group.html
https://www.greenhousethinktank.org/core-group.html
https://www.jonathangosling.com/
https://dark-mountain.net/about/
https://theecologist.org/2019/apr/04/open-letter-david-wallace-wells
https://dark-mountain.net/about/manifesto/
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/4166/1/Bendell_DeepAdaptation.pdf
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/4166/1/Bendell_DeepAdaptation.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VixpmrMDcTbka2TuFt2934s1HNYPTGyZ/view
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/4166/1/Bendell_DeepAdaptation.pdf
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/4166/1/Bendell_DeepAdaptation.pdf
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/4166/1/Bendell_DeepAdaptation.pdf
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/4166/1/Bendell_DeepAdaptation.pdf


3 

peoplenature.org - @peoplenature 

good example is the confident assertion by Roger Hallam, one 

of XR’s founders, of “the slaughter, death, and starvation of 6 

billion people this century”.  

This seems to me somehow connected with Hallam’s 

relativising of the Holocaust as “just another fuckery in human 

history”. This reactionary idiocy has quite rightly been 

denounced by, among others, XR Germany, XR UK and XR 

Jews. Good for them. Here I only add that Hallam’s distorted 

view of the 20th century is linked to a distorted view of the 

21st. As he said when apologising for his statement:  

I want to fully acknowledge the unimaginable suffering 

caused by the Nazi Holocaust that led to all of Europe 

saying ‘never again’. But it is happening again, on a far 

greater scale and in plain sight. The global north is 

pumping lethal levels of CO2 into the atmosphere and 

simultaneously erecting ever greater barriers to 

immigration, turning whole regions of the world into death 

zones.  

It is not that climate change could cause situations in 

which Holocaust-like horrors are repeated, but that it is doing 

so, now, in Hallam’s world. There are no timescales; no doubt; 

little or no room to act collectively as human beings. There is 

only “rebellion”, on Hallam’s terms, and catastrophe. This is, 

in my view, a clear statement of disaster environmentalism. 

This three-part article is my attempt at a response. In this 

first part, I will argue (1) that the disaster environmentalists 

are right to denounce the international climate talks, and the 

whole political circus that aims at normalising the causes of 

climate disasters; (2) that their vision of “social collapse” is 

deeply flawed; and (3) that, while adaptation – in the sense of 

facing the consequences of these disasters – is an urgent, near-

term, life and death problem, it should not be counterposed to 

efforts to mitigation, i.e. tackling the causes of greenhouse gas 

emissions and climate change. In two further parts of the 

article, I discuss prospects for moving to a post-growth 

economy, and the practical activity of movements around 

climate change. 

One. The international climate talks are a fraud 

Disaster environmentalism smashes through the layers of 

lies and doublethink that emanate from the international 

climate talks and are embellished by politicians, oil 

companies, economists and some big NGOs. Brian Heatley, 

Rupert Read and John Foster write: 

the stark, categorical truth is that things are now certainly 

going to get worse – much worse – whatever we do. 

Hardly anyone wants to admit this. It sometimes seems as 

if almost the entire world is engaged in climate denial – 

not just those with vested interests in minimising the 

dangers, but also those working passionately to save us 

from them.9 

I agree that things will “certainly” get worse, because, 

even if greenhouse gas emissions started falling sharply from 

tomorrow, the effects of those gases already put into the 

atmosphere will take several more years to take full effect. 

Are the disaster environmentalists right to denounce the 

discourse of illusory hopes surrounding the international 

climate negotiations? I think so (and said so in 2015, for 

example). 

Another way of looking at the talks is that they have 

strengthened the movement to tackle dangerous climate 

                                                           
9 Brian Heatley, Rupert Read and John Foster, “Introduction”, in John Foster 
(ed.), Facing Up to Climate Reality: honesty, disaster and hope (London: 
Green House, 2019) 

change, and that the struggle for an international agreement on 

climate “has to be fought out alongside many other battles to 

defend the environment, including direct action”. That’s how 

the socialist writer Alan Thornett puts it.10 

I am not against trying to force governments to act, as 

Thornett urges. But I think we also need to recognise that a 

central function of the talks process, ever since the Rio 

convention of 1992, has been to create the illusion that 

governments are taking care of things, when in fact they are 

not. To my mind, this is a planetary example of the way that 

the state functions in society generally: claiming, in 

increasingly sophisticated terms, to safeguard the common 

interest, while reinforcing the power and wealth of the ruling 

class. 

Disaster environmentalism strikes a chord, because people 

now realise just how deceptive the international climate talks 

have been. The cynicism of politicians that people experience 

at more local levels is reproduced, with chilling effect, on the 

global stage. As Greta Thunberg, who initiated the school 

strikes, said in her speech to the UN climate summit: 

How dare you pretend that this can be solved with just 

‘business as usual’ and some technical solutions? With 

today’s emissions levels, that remaining CO2 budget will 

be entirely gone within less than eight and a half years. 

There will not be any solutions or plans presented in line 

with these figures here today, because these numbers are 

too uncomfortable. And you are still not mature enough to 

tell it like it is.  

It is the spectre of disaster, summoned up by thirty years of 

inaction by the world’s governments, that have provoked the 

school strikes. The name Extinction Rebellion, and its focus 

on direct action, have struck a chord missed by older, more 

incorporated, environmentalist organisations.   

This change of mood is the context in which Rupert Read 

shot to prominence. His refusal in August last year to debate a 

climate change denier on the BBC, and to turn instead to 

social media in protest at mainstream media acquiescence in 

climate science denial, attracted popular support. 

The disaster environmentalists connect the Paris paralysis 

with illusions of “green growth”. They argue that “further net 

growth, at least in countries like the UK, is neither necessary, 

desirable, nor possible”. I agree with this, too, but I would add 

that “green growth” is not a state of mind. It is an ideological 

construct, used to defend the wealth built out of economic 

activity, and the power that that wealth exerts. In other words, 

it is a weapon of the system. 

Two. A flawed view of “social collapse” 

The disaster environmentalists insist that climate change 

will inevitably (Jem Bendell) or probably (Rupert Read and 

others) result in “social collapse”. Bendell writes that we are 

“set for disruptive and uncontrollable levels of climate change, 

bringing starvation, destruction, migration, disease and war”.11 

Clearly, we are in a rich country here: “migration” is listed 

as an external threat, rather than as a strategy to cope with the 

effects of climate change. Bendell’s dystopia unfolds in classic 

Hollywood style: 

With the power down, soon you wouldn’t have water 

coming out of your tap. You will depend on your 

neighbours for food and some warmth. You will become 

10 Alan Thornett, Facing the Apocalypse, pp. 80-83 

11 Jem Bendell, Deep Adaptation: a map for navigating climate tragedy, 
section on “Apocalypse Uncertain” 

https://climatefeedback.org/claimreview/prediction-extinction-rebellion-climate-change-will-kill-6-billion-people-unsupported-roger-hallam-bbc/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/20/extinction-rebellion-founders-holocaust-remarks-spark-fury
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2015/02/25/the-paris-climate-talks-and-the-failure-of-states/
https://www.npr.org/2019/09/23/763452863/transcript-greta-thunbergs-speech-at-the-u-n-climate-action-summit
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/aug/02/bbc-climate-change-deniers-balance
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/aug/02/bbc-climate-change-deniers-balance
http://insight.cumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/4166/1/Bendell_DeepAdaptation.pdf
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malnourished. You won’t know whether to stay or go. You 

will fear being violently killed before starving to death.  

Bendell specifies that all this is coming over very short 

timescales: 

My guess is that, within ten years from now, a social 

collapse of some form will have occurred in the majority 

of countries.12  

Read and Kristen Steele, in an article on adaptation, have a 

different view. They warn that storms, drought and wildfires 

will intensify: “These will be disasters, possibly resulting in 

the deaths of millions.”13 Disasters produce collective 

responses, they emphasise, citing Rebecca Solnit’s book A 

Paradise Built in Hell. 

Solnit researched the aftermath of the New Orleans floods 

in 2005, the 9 September terrorist attacks in New York in 

2001, and other disasters in north America.14 She summarised 

her findings by saying that 

the citizens any paradise would need – the people who are 

brave enough, resourceful enough and generous enough – 

already exist. The possibility of paradise hovers on the 

cusp of coming into being, so much so that it takes 

powerful forces to keep such a paradise at bay. If paradise 

now arises in hell, it’s becamse in the suspension of the 

usual order and the failure of most systems, we are free to 

live and act in another way.15  

In none of these situations was the danger of being 

“violently killed” (who by? one’s neighbours? marauding 

“others”?) elevated above its normal level in rich-world cities. 

But that danger is ever-present for people in Yemen, Syria, 

Afghanistan and other places where various elites – “civilised” 

ones included – have resorted to military means. 

To roll these nightmares together in an imagined, future 

climate-change-induced disaster, instead of confronting the 

real ways they are unfolding now – and the real relationship 

between social crisis and climate crisis – is disarming and 

potentially demoralising. And it is not telling the truth. 

Let’s take a real and frightful example of a social crisis in 

which climate change played a causal role: Syria. 

In 2007-2010, eastern Syria and northern Iraq experienced 

severe drought: the worst ever recorded. South-eastern Turkey 

and western Iran were also affected. In Syria, this followed a 

decade of moderate to serious drought (1998-2007), and was 

exacerbated by over-mining of groundwater. Harvests were 

ruined; in 2008, Syria had to import wheat for the first time 

since declaring grain self-sufficiency in the mid 1990s. 

Families in the countryside faced economic disaster, and 

migration into Syria’s cities intensified. 

This in-migration swelled the slums and shanty towns in 

Syrian cities. When the government cracked down on pro-

democracy demonstrators in 2011, these were among the 

places that exploded in protest. This rebellion merged with the 

“Arab spring” that swept north Africa and the Middle East. 

The outcomes were messy and uneven, and even now are 

not settled. In Tunisia, power changed hands peacefully. 

Revolution turned to repression in Egypt and Syria – the 

latter’s far more deadly and destructive, because of the Bashar  

al-Assad government’s readiness to kill and torture 

hundreds  

                                                           
12 Jem Bendell, “Doom and Bloom: adapting to collapse”, in This is Not a Drill: 
an Extinction Rebellion Handbook, p. 75 

13 Rupert Read and Kristin Steele, “Making the best of climate disasters”, in 
John Foster (ed.), Facing Up to Climate Reality p. 54 

 

 

of thousands of its own citizens, rather than grant the basic 

civil rights they demanded. 

In 2012-13, Assad opted to militarise his vengeful assault 

on the population. Russia, the Gulf States (who supported 

Islamist militias) and the western powers (who tolerated it all) 

helped. And even in these unimaginably horrible conditions – 

by far the worst social disaster of the 21st century – there are 

signs of hope. Right up to today, activists in Syria and in the 

Kurdish enclave in the north-east refuse the label of 

victimhood so often fixed to them. They point out that, even 

now, communities continue to organise, to challenge, to assert 

their right to shape their lives for the better. 

Was Syria’s civil war caused by climate change? A 

research team led by Colin Kelley of the University of 

California made that claim. They convinced me that drought 

caused rural-to-urban migration – but there were many other 

links to the causal chain, and they had little to say about the 

social and political ones. The climate scientist Mike Hulme 

and international relations researcher Jan Selby argued that 

there was no link: other countries in the Fertile Crescent had 

suffered drought, but not civil war, they pointed out. 

Reading all this, it seemed to me that reality was more 

complex. I asked Leila al-Shami, co- author of Burning 

Country: Syrians in Revolution and War, what she thought. 

She told me in an email: 

Climate change and drought was indeed a factor which 

pushed many rural farmers off their lands and into the 

overcrowded slums around the cities looking for livelihood 

opportunities. The uprising broke out first in these affected 

rural areas and city slums where living standards had 

plummeted. 

But any analysis which states that climate change was the 

sole factor is both reductionist and completely wrong. That 

is clear from any analysis of the protesters’ demands in the 

early days of the uprising – abolition of emergency laws, 

release of political prisoners etc, as well as socioeconomic 

justice. 

Further, the crisis caused by the drought was largely man 

made - and due to government corruption. The UN poured 

in huge amounts of money to address the drought, and 

affected communities didn’t benefit from it. Also there was 

a lot of corruption regarding illegal well drilling etc.  

Development issues can not be separated from civil and 

14 The other disasters Solnit researched in depth were a 1906 earthquake in 
San Francisco; an explosion on a ship in Halifax, Nova Scotia, in 1917; and the 
1985 earthquake in Mexico City. 

15 Rebecca Solnit, A Paradise Built in Hell, p. 7 

Dry conditions in Syria, 2011. Photo Joel Bombardier/ 

Creative commons 

https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2018/08/14/starting-to-understand-the-syrian-tragedy/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2017/12/07/syria-the-revolution-is-alive-but-buried-under-rubble/
https://www.pnas.org/content/112/11/3241
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/nov/29/climate-change-syria-civil-war-prince-charles
https://leilashami.wordpress.com/
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political rights, Leila pointed out – and quoted the Indian 

economist Amartya Sen, who wrote that economic insecurity 

often relates to lack of democratic rights and liberties:  

It is not surprising that no famine has ever taken place in 

the history of the world in a functioning democracy – be it 

economically rich (as in contemporary western Europe or 

north America) or relatively poor (as in postindependence 

India, or Botswana, or Zimbabwe. Famines have tended to 

occur in colonial territories governmed by rulers from 

elsewhere […] or in one-party states […] or military 

dictatorships.16  

So while climate change contributed to the Syrian disaster, 

the perpetrator of mass murder was the state. People murdered 

each other: not marauding bands from a Hollywood dystopia, 

but people armed and financed by state structures. And this is 

true of many of the greatest social disasters of the mid 

twentieth century. 

As the socialist writer Jonathan Neale points out, in a 

comment on Bendell, in all those horrors – the Nazi genocide; 

the famines in Bengal, Vietnam and China; the atomic 

bombing of Japan; the Stalinist death camps; and the killings 

during the partition of India – murder was “by states, and by 

mass political movements”, not “small groups of savages 

wandering through the ruins”. He argues that, in those horrors: 

Society did not disintegrate. It did not come apart. Society 

intensified. Power concentrated, and split, and those 

powers had us kill each other. It seems reasonable to 

assume that climate social collapse will be like that. […] 

Remember this, because when the moment of runaway 

climate change comes for you, where you live, it will not 

come in the form of a few wandering hairy bikers. It will 

come with the tanks on the streets and the military or the 

fascists taking power. 

Those generals will talk in deep green language. They will 

speak of degrowth, and the boundaries of planetary 

ecology. They will tell us we have consumed too much, 

and been too greedy, and now for the sake of Mother 

Earth, we must tighten our belts. 

Then we will tighten our belts, and we will suffer, and they 

will build a new kind of gross green inequality. And in a 

world of ecological freefall, it will take cruelty on an 

unprecedented scale to keep their inequality in place.  

That’s an eloquent statement of the reason why tackling 

dangerous climate change, and resisting ruling elites and their 

power structures, can not be separated. 

If we are to talk about “social collapse” – to my mind a 

very wide, and potentially meaningless, category – surely 

Neale’s examples must be considered. He also refers to the 

long-running military conflicts in Afghanistan, Darfur and 

Chad as social crises in which climate change has played a 

role. 

The disaster environmentalists have nothing much to say 

about these real-life crises. Read and Steele refer instead to 

TV series such as Survivor and The Hunger Games, and the 

film The Road, and discuss the mainly local, mainly rich-

country disasters researched by Solnit.   

Disaster environmentalists including Rupert Read and Gail 

Bradbrook, a spokesperson for XR, point to Collapse, the 

popular book by anthropologist Jared Diamond, that claims to 

explain the “collapse” of a series of societies from those of 

                                                           
16 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, p. 16 

Easter Island and ancient Mexico to Greenland and 20th-

century Rwanda.17 

They seem unaware that Diamond’s approach has been 

comprehensively critiqued by other anthropologists. His critics 

argued, many years ago, that he stripped out detail and ignored 

complex realities in order to justify his theories about 

unsustainable practices causing societies to collapse. (I wrote 

about this here in 2012.)   

Social crisis, and the way that climate change may cause or 

aggravate it, is deadly serious. We can not tell the truth about 

it without some serious analysis. 

Three. Adaptation and mitigation go together 

So there are two ways of looking at the future, and two 

types of responses. The disaster environmentalists conjour up 

an inevitable “social collapse” (Bendell), or a “collapse of this 

civilisation” (Read). Bendell’s proposed response, “deep 

adaptation”, involves (1) “resilience” to disasters, (2) “people 

and communities letting go of certain assets, behaviours and 

beliefs where retaining them could make matters worse”, for 

example, retreating from unsustainable coastlines or giving up 

 

 

expectations of consumption; and (3) “restoration”, i.e. 

“people and communities rediscovering attitudes and 

approaches to life and organisation that our hydrocarbon-

fuelled civilisation eroded”, e.g. re-wilding landscapes, 

changing diets and rediscovering non-electrically powered 

forms of play. Read’s proposed response is to develop 

capacity for adaptation to disasters at a local level, and for 

degrowth economics at a national level. 

The second way of looking at the future, outlined by 

Jonathan Neale, sees dangerous climate change exacerbating 

and combining with existing social conflicts: power and 

wealth versus people; dictatorships versus masses; 

corporations versus workers; fascists and religious 

hatemongers versus communities. Neale avoids proposing neat 

solutions but offers two lessons. One, that if and when “social 

collapse” comes to where you are, “people survive, and 

endure. They learn and come back again” (in the jargon, 

adaptation). Two, that if people in Darfur, Sudan or elsewhere 

“make it their business to halt climate change, they can change 

the world” (in the jargon, mitigation). 

Neale makes 100% clear that he does not think that halting 

climate change, or “changing the world”, will be easy. And I 

agree with him. But there’s a clear distinction between this 

approach and that of the disaster environmentalists, who 

effectively exclude the potential for social transformation. 

17 Read and Alexander, This Civilisation is Finished, p. 53; Gail Bradbrook 
presentation at the Womad music festival, 2019 

Demonstration in Homs against the Assad regime, 2011 

https://theecologist.org/2019/may/08/social-collapse-and-climate-breakdown
https://theecologist.org/2019/may/08/social-collapse-and-climate-breakdown
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2012/04/15/collapse-and-sustainability-arguments-we-should-all-hear/
https://peopleandnature.wordpress.com/2012/04/15/collapse-and-sustainability-arguments-we-should-all-hear/
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Look again at Read’s three scenarios: (1) civilisation 

collapses completely; (2) it collapses but leaves the seeds of a 

future successor-civilisation; or (3) it “manages to transform 

itself deliberately, radically and rapidly”.   

Read’s message to rich-world populations is: focus on 

adaptation – and do your best to stop people from the global 

south migrating here. (Read’s support for rich-world migration 

controls is discussed by Marianne Brooker of the Ecologist 

here. Read’s article, and Adam Ramsay’s response, are worth 

reading too.)  

Read’s approach to migration is a gigantic obstacle to 

building a movement on climate issues that unites people of 

the global north and south. Paul Kingsnorth has gone further, 

fashioning a more clearly nationalist environmentalism.18 The 

point here is that these ruinous politics are part and parcel of 

the disaster environmentalists’ opposition to approaching the 

climate crisis with the hope that society can be changed.  

They do not say that changing society is impossible, but 

insist that this be regarded as an outside chance; that the  

 

 

 

emphasis is on “deep adaption”, not mitigation. In their letter 

to Wallace-Wells, Read, Foster and Bendell underline that 

“really facing up to climate reality [...] means giving up all 

hope of solutions – without giving up on hope itself”. Bendell 

insists that “any talk of prevention [of dangerous climate 

change] is actually a form of denial”.19  

Adaptation versus mitigation is a false dichotomy, in my 

view. Communities will have to face climate-related disasters. 

Doing so will be all about confronting power and wealth, 

which will address these disasters in their own way. The 

American researcher and activist Ashley Dawson has written a 

                                                           
18 In a noted 2017 article, setting out this type of English nationalism, 
Kingsnorth wrote: “You want to protect and nurture your homeland – well 
then, you’ll want to nurture its forests and its streams too. You’ll want to 
protect its badgers and its mountain lions. What could be more patriotic? 
This is not the kind of nationalism of which Donald Trump would approve, but 
that’s the point. The people of any nation will always want the right to 
control their own borders and decide on the direction of their culture, and 
England is no exception.” The conclusions about immigration are very clear. 
He argues that: “The people of any nation will always want the right to 
control their own borders and decide on the direction of their culture, and 

book about this, Extreme Cities, where he analyses the 

reaction of New York communities to Hurricane Sandy, and 

puts it in wider context. 

The adaptation measures that communities have to fashion 

are, and will be, intimately linked with the fight to stop the 

worst climate change from happening. And as Dawson shows, 

the line-up will again be the same. Power and wealth want 

business as usual. Communities are urging action – with 

millions of school pupils, who have mobilised since Dawson’s 

book was written, now at the forefront. 

Protecting ourselves from disaster, and preventing every 

disaster that we can, involves a fight against the same 

enemies, who will try to take over the first for their own 

purposes, and distort and derail the second to the extent that it 

threatens their power and wealth. There is no way out of this 

fight. 

 

2: Roads to a post-growth 

economy 
 

The disaster environmentalists’ hopes for the future rest not 

only on “deep adaptation”, but on acceptance that we need to 

live in a “post growth world”. Rupert Read writes: 

It is crucial that we resist growthism, the very widespread 

drive to keep the economy ‘growing’. For (perpetual) 

growthism is a perpetual obstacle to collective sanity, to 

facing the reality of [ecological and social] limits. […] 

And green growthism is merely a subset of growthism.20 

[…]  

Society can not afford more growth, Read argues; progress 

towards understanding this is “glacially slow”. And so: 

It still seems, tragically, far more likely that growth will 

end because of collapse than because of informed decision. 

Yes and no, in my view. “Economic growth”, as 

manifested by global capitalism, is completely unsustainable. 

“Green growth”, or “socialist growth”, are no substitutes. Our 

challenge to the economic system must open the way for a 

society based on human happiness and fulfilment, values 

completely at odds with – and distorted and defaced by – the 

rich-country consumerist ideology that helps to justify ever-

expanding material production. But, unlike Read, I believe 

that the way “growth” ends is still to play for. 

In my view (not new, from a socialist), all this means 

challenging capitalism, along with the state and political 

structures that protect its interests. On that, the disaster 

environmentalists are agnostic. They talk up the need for 

systemic change, but combine this with tame, almost naïve, 

claims about how to challenge the system. 

A really thoughtful article by Richard McNeill Douglas, in 

a book put together by the disaster environmentalists, poses a 

crucial question: “Could capitalism survive the transition to a 

post-growth economy?”21 Douglas surveys the arguments by 

England is no exception.” For a really good critique of Kingsnorth’s “volkisch 
environmentalism”, see Out of the Woods here. 
19 Jem Bendell, “Doom and Bloom”, in This is Not a Drill: an Extinction 
Rebellion Handbook, p. 73 
20 Rupert Read and Samuel Alexander, This Civilisation is Finished 
(Melbourne: Simplicity Institute, 2019), pages 23-24 

21Richard McNeill Douglas, “Could capitalism survive the transition to a post-
growth economy?”, in John Foster (ed.) Facing Up to Climate Reality (London: 
Green House, 2019) pp. 15-34 

What economic growth looks like 

https://theecologist.org/2019/oct/14/yesterdays-news
https://theecologist.org/2014/jun/19/love-immigrants-rather-large-scale-immigration
https://theecologist.org/2014/jun/21/blaming-migration-our-problems-dangerous-and-wrong
https://theecologist.org/2019/apr/04/open-letter-david-wallace-wells
https://theecologist.org/2019/apr/04/open-letter-david-wallace-wells
https://ashleydawson.info/
http://paulkingsnorth.net/2017/04/10/the-lie-of-the-land/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/mar/13/englands-uncertain-future
https://www.versobooks.com/books/2803-extreme-cities
https://libcom.org/blog/lies-land-against-beyond-paul-kingsnorth’s-völkisch-environmentalism-31032017
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mainstream degrowth economists on one side, and ecosocialist 

writers on the other. Both camps view breaking with growth as 

vital; the former see that as an alteration of capitalism, the 

latter as a movement past capitalism. Douglas concludes: 

It does seem possible to imagine capitalism’s survival 

through a transition to a post-growth economy – but only if 

one defines it in formal terms, as a set of features relating 

to private ownership and market distribution. If one 

understands the drive of endless accumulation to be the 

essence of this system, however, then the answer is clearly 

the opposite. […] If capitalism could survive the transition 

to a post-growth econmy, then, it would be a strange beast: 

capitalism without the capitalists. 

Spot-on. Furthermore, Douglas continues, it’s for this 

reason – that growth and capitalism appear to be inextricably 

bound together – that: 

[T]he significance of the [mainstream de-growthers’] 

modelling which shows the compatibility of post-growth 

economics and capitalism could appear to be easily 

exaggerated. So many special conditions are required to 

enable this model to function as to surely reduce the 

significance of its contribution to this debate, its 

suggestion as the survivability of capitalistic organisation 

in a post-growth economy appearing only trivially true.  

However, Douglas continues, another way to see this is 

that the mainstream degrowthers’ work is “a significant 

breakthrough”, which might not win the debate about 

capitalism’s sustainability, but “points towards its 

transcendence”. It offers a model of a non-growing economy 

that is macroeconomically stable: a wage economy that “uses 

markets and price signals to connect consumer preferences 

with production standards and options”. 

The model developed by Herman Daly, the most 

prominent mainstream degrowther, could be “the beginnnings 

of a convergence of capitalism and socialism, within the terms 

of environmentalism”. And: 

Abiding by environmental limits, abolishing the systemic 

drive for accumulation, respecting the internal dynamics of 

macroeconomic stability, and preserving a sense of 

pluralism, freedom and dynamism – these are the defining 

conditions for any viable economy from this point 

forwards. […] Is capitalism compatible with this vision? - 

sort of. Does this matter? - in the way that it is compatible, 

very much so. […] 

On a tokenistic level this blurring of its political lines 

might disrupt the automatically negative reactions that a 

simple identification either with capitalism or socialism 

might variously draw from left or right. More substantially, 

its reception might itself be aided by the theoretical design 

of a post-growth economy.  

And here Douglas has lost me completely. The implication 

is that, if we can draw a picture of a future economy that keeps 

the good bits of capitalism (market mechanisms, price signals, 

wages) and chucks out the bad bits, we have found the road 

forward. That the design of a post-growth economy might look 

so attractive to those with power that they will embrace it. 

How this could begin to be achieved, in the real world that 

we live in, Douglas does not say.  

That world is one in which governments are tied to the 

interests of multinational corporations by a gigantic, sprawling 

web of social and political connections. The looting of the 

global south is sanctified through international treaties and 

trade policies; subsidies for fossil fuel production and 

consumption are embedded in fiscal policies, that also carve 

out space for corporations in other areas of the economy to salt 

away their profits; the financial system glues together these 

corporations with banks and funds, tying in ordinary people’s 

savings on one hand and debts on the other. 

This is power that will have to be confronted: social forces 

that will have to be challenged by other social forces. This will 

not be easy. The thirty plus years of neoliberal policies in 

some of the largest rich countries, which have – not 

accidentally – gone alongside the emasculation of 

decarbonisation via the international climate talks, have 

pushed back at inroads that the labour movement of earlier 

generations made into the capitalist state, in terms of welfare, 

health and education provisions, and so on. 

Confronting and confounding capital accumulation, which 

is, as Douglas indicates, the underlying driver of “economic 

growth”, will mean building on those earlier battles. It will 

mean class struggle. 

I have not found, among the disaster environmentalists – 

any more than among the mainstream degrowth advocates 

before them – any sense that changing economic policy will 

require such a clash of social forces. They see hopes for 

transforming the economy in finding ways to regulate it, 

without tampering with the nature of ownership, of finance, or 

of the associated political structures. 

A different way of looking at it 

Where the disaster environmentalists see governments’ 

economic policies as a set of bad ideas, I see a reflection of the 

inherent destructiveness of capitalism. It is a different way of 

looking at the world. To my mind, the violence and cruelty 

written into capitalism’s very being forms an explanatory 

bridge between the horrors of the 20th century – war, 

dictatorship, artificially-produced famines – with the foremost 

threat in the 21st, climate change. It is no coincidence that a 

system so rapaciously destructive of humanity is also so 

destructive of nature. 

This means not that no progress can be made in tackling 

dangerous climate change this side of the complete 

obliteration of capitalism, but that it’s impossible to conceive 

of a process that tackles climate change without also seeing it 

as a process that challenges, subverts and confronts capitalism. 

These thoughts of mine are not especially original. In 

1915, during the first world war, the German socialist leader 

Rosa Luxemburg famously wrote from a prison cell that 

humanity faced a choice between “socialism or barbarism”. 

That way of looking at things was already common in the 

labour movement in the 1890s, that took on an awful reality 

during the butchery of the war. The assumption, by 

Luxemburg and most socialists at the time, was that if 

humanity was not able to destroy capitalism, it would be 

reduced to barbarism. 

Twentieth century history has borne this out, but not as an 

“either/or”. Capitalism was not destroyed. While it succeeded 

in overcoming what appeared to be fatal contradictions, and, 

especially during the post war boom, supporting historically 

unprecedented living standards for rich-country populations, 

the barbarism grew within: war, the special technological 

cruelty of atomic and chemical weapons, dictatorship, the 

subjugation of the global south. The supposedly “socialist” 

alternatives in the Soviet Union and China reproduced much 

of the most horrible aspects of capitalist barbarism. (A similar 

view of the 20th century was offered in 2000 by the Hungarian 

Marxist philosopher Istvan Meszaros.) 

It has turned out that the boom – which seemed to be one 

of capitalism’s most positive achievements – was, by 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1915/junius/index.htm
http://monthlyreview.org/2000/01/01/the-need-for-a-radical-alternative/
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crunching through fossil fuels and other natural resources, 

paving the way for even greater manifestations of barbarism in 

the 21st century. In Syria, to start with. To my mind, the need 

to supercede capitalism remains; Rosa Luxemburg’s choice, 

“socialism or barbarism”, is being reproduced in the 21st 

century, as climate crisis. 

One of this century’s tragedies, to my mind, is that many 

socialists are so hamstrung by 20th-century ideologies, that, 

from the standpoint of the generation of school pupils now 

leading the fight on climate change, socialism appears as out-

of-touch as disaster environmentalism is politically tame. 

Many so-called socialists or would-be socialists have not 

broken with the Prometheanism (i.e. faith in humanity’s 

ability to overcome material obstacles with industry and 

technology) that ran through much socialist thinking in the 

20th century. This belief in the positive qualities of the 

economic growth  

 

 

 

 

initiated by capitalism in 19th-century Europe dominated the 

early labour movement. It was accentuated when the Russian 

revolution of 1917 ushered in the world’s first “workers’ 

government”, which saw industrialisation, urbanisation and 

electrification as vital steps to lifting the people of the former 

Russian empire out of poverty. That in turn reinforced the 

enthusiasm for industrial development in the labour movement 

far beyond the Soviet Union’s borders; together with this came 

assumptions that socialism will continue “economic growth” 

in a non- or post-capitalist form. 

The culmination of state socialism’s embrace of economic 

growth was the decision in the late 1990s by the Chinese 

Communist Party to turn the country in to the “workshop of 

the [capitalist] world”. By investing heavily in the production 

of energy-intensive raw materials and manufactured goods to 

export to the rich world, the CCP gave another twist to the 

spiral of capital accumulation. There followed the greatest 

coal boom in world history, the prime purpose of which was to 

fuel China’s export-focused boom. That has seriously 

exacerbated the runaway fossil fuel consumption that is 

driving climate change. 

To be clear: I am not sitting comfortably in the global 

north, telling Chinese people that their economy should be 

prevented from developing in the way that they want or need. 

(Not that most Chinese people were consulted on the 

economic development model in the first place.) I am arguing 

that the development path chosen – which benefited world 

capitalism in the first place, producing urbanisation and some 

increase in living standards as a by-product – could perfectly 

well have been substituted by one less damaging to the future 

of Chinese and other people in future, i.e. less carbon-

intensive. There were alternatives; roads that were not taken. 

I have never thought of the Chinese Communist Party – 

nor any of the Soviet or other versions of state “socialism” – 

as socialist, in the way that I understand the meaning of the 

word. But the record of state socialism casts a long shadow. 

Twenty-first century socialists are rethinking. A good 

example is Alan Thornett, who in the 1960s and 1970s was a 

militant in one of the UK’s biggest car factories, the British 

Leyland plant at Oxford, and a leading light in the Trotskyist 

movement. In a book published last year, Facing the 

Apocalypse, Thornett challenges the acceptance of “economic 

growth” that is still widespread in the labour movement. In the 

era of climate change, that is incompatible with socialism, he 

argues. I agree. 

Hopefully the social movements in this century will build 

on the successes of, and overcome the defeats of, the workers’ 

movement in the 20th century; socialist programmes will be 

worked out that build on the thinking by Rosa Luxemburg and 

others, and bury the quasi-capitalist practices of the state 

socialist regimes. Such programmes will find a way to post-

growth that is more than an economists’ sketch, that can take 

shape in the activity of people working to change the world. 

How change happens 

These different views of the path to a post-growth economy 

matter, because they will inform decisions about how to move 

in that direction. Socialists think in terms of large-scale social 

movements; of political transformation going beyond the 

existing political system; of developing collective counter-

power to confront the structures of power that are inherent to 

capitalism. Many who are active at local community level see 

that as bound up with a movement for change that necessarily 

offers a challenge to capitalism. 

The disaster environmentalists, for all the radicalism of 

their view of what the future holds, have a fairly conventional 

environmentalist view of how to bring about change, focused 

at local level.  

For Rupert Read, change has to be made at local level, and 

will only be converted into systemic change via catastrophe. 

“We have to build seeds of a new system at community level 

within the shell of the old”, he writes, “because of the high 

probability that the old will fail at scale, perhaps 

catastrophically. We need, therefore, to have good examples 

that can be scaled up in that eventuality”, such as the 

Rosa Luxemburg 

In China 
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Transition Towns initiatives. When he advocates “radical 

activity at every level”, he means not the expansion of social 

movements, but “good people everywhere at this time [...] 

sinking their savings into radical causes, standing for 

parliaments, putting their bodies on the line, getting involved 

in smallholdings and foraging, devising places to live that can 

be resilient in the event of social breakdown, looking at their 

careers and asking what better they could do in the time we 

may have remaining; and more.” He also favours electoral 

activity.22  

But the focus is to build islands of post-growth within the 

capitalist economy; there is no hint that we as a social force 

can summon up the collective strength to challenge the nexus 

between power and wealth. 

 

3: What to do 

The gap in disaster environmentalist thinking, the absence of 

any kind of sense of how society changes, or could be 

changed, explains its’ exponents political tactics, in my view. 

Non-violent direct action (NVDA), which has become a 

hallmark of XR, is seen as a way of pushing the existing 

political system to change. For disaster environmentalism, it’s 

a last ditch attempt: if this fails, only collapse – whatever that 

means – awaits, and social renewal can only be achieved 

through “deep adaptation”. 

This is underpinned by misunderstandings and half-

thought-out ideas about how society changes, in my view. 

The danger of co-optation 

Read writes that XR wants and needs “to transform the whole 

existing system […] within years, not decades. Such 

transformation will mean that many economic interests get 

challenged, or indeed ended”. This “attempt to rapidly change 

the entire economic, social and political system” will be far 

more difficult than the task of previous movements; “the 

vested interests opposing us are vast, as are the ideologies that 

have to be overcome or transformed.” And what he describes 

as his “key point”: 

Women and black people could be accommodated into the 

existing system; in this way the task of the Suffragettes and 

of the Civil Rights Movement, while hard, was doable. But 

what we want – need – is to transform the whole existing 

system, not merely to allow excluded people access to it.  

This shows a breathtaking lack of understanding about 

how the political representatives of capitalism work to co-opt, 

subvert and control social movements.  

To state the completely obvious, while the specific 

demands of the Suffragettes, for women’s right to vote, has 

been won, countless aspects of the repression of women have 

been reproduced by capitalism in new, more sophisticated 

forms. Women’s legal rights to abortion is currently under 

threat in a series of countries. 

As for the Civil Rights Movement in the USA, the gains it 

won in terms of voting rights for black Americans have been 

under vicious attack from that time to this. Gerrymandering, 

ID requirements, laws depriving former prisoners of the vote, 

and more blatant measures are used across the USA to stop 

black people from voting. Rights are won in struggle, 

defended and extended in struggle, and can be lost in struggle. 

                                                           
22 Read and Alexander, This Civilisation is Finished, pp. 72-73 

If, then, tackling climate chanage requires a deeper going 

 

 

transformation even than these battles for the right to vote – 

and I agree that it does – it surely follows that the battle will 

be at least as long, as deep and as complex as the battle against 

the oppression of women, or against racism, of which the 

Suffragettes and the Civil Rights Movement were particular 

parts. 

And yet Read specifies repeatedly that “transforming the 

whole existing system” can be done through the existing 

political structures. He writes, with reference to XR: 

We want our three demands to become law. We want an at-

least-partially legislatively empowered Citizens Assembly 

to start deliberating on how to change everything. If we 

win […] then we will expect people’s lives to start being 

impacted within months of that, by democratically-agreed 

major changes.23 

Read stresses that success can be achieved by pushing and 

persuading existing political and business elites; XR needs to 

“give politicians the sense that we can help them out of a 

hole”, and “allow politicians and government to say, truthfully, 

that they are following democratic will”.  

He advocates that XR should target “the 1%”, to “give 

everyone the sense that in that process [of changing the 

economy], some, roughly, the 1%, have to change a lot more 

than others”. Symbols of the elite’s power such as Canary 

Wharf and London City Airport should be targeted, so that 

“citizens understand that the rich are the ones who need to cut 

23 Rupert Read, Truth and its consequences, from section on “Our coming leap 
into the unknown” 

During the US civil rights movement 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VixpmrMDcTbka2TuFt2934s1HNYPTGyZ/view
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back the most, and that this is going to happen”.24 

Read’s faith in working through existing structures is 

restated with respect to the Citizens Assemblies that XR 

demands. XR can “realistically expect, within months, to be 

‘negotiating’ with the government to bring in real Citizens 

Assemblies”; these would have to have “real decision-making 

power” to “put together the drastic package of changes, the as-

wartime mobilisation, now needed”. 

My argument is not that Citizens Assemblies could never 

be set up, nor that they could never become potentially useful 

forums. It is that the political establishment, should it set them 

up, will use them to co-opt and confound social movements. 

That’s the way that the political establishment has always 

worked. 

Read seems completely oblivious to such dangers. He cites 

the parliamentary declaration of a “climate emergency”, 

politicians’ meetings with XR representatives, and Theresa 

May’s legislation of a carbon-net-zero target as victories; the 

establishment of a consultative Citizens Assembly by some 

parliamentary committees, he claims, was a “historic and 

substantial result”. Really? 

For people who frequently accuse many others of 

unfounded optimism, the disaster environmentalists are 

certainly incredibly optimistic about the system’s ability to 

reform itself. 

Roger Hallam of XR, likewise, offers a theory of social 

change in which “disruption works”.  

Without disruption there is no economic cost, and without 

economic cost the guys running this world really don’t 

care. [...] You have to hit them where it hurts: in their 

pockets.25  

In his pamphlet Common Sense for the 21st Century, 

Hallam claims that non-violent civil mobilisation focused in a 

capital city, brings the desired results.  

After one or two weeks [...] historical records show that a 

regime is highly likely to collapse or is forced to enact 

major structural change. This is due to well established 

dynamics of nonviolent political struggle.  

The authorities, he claims, are “presented with an 

impossible dilemma”: if they allow such action to continue, 

the movement grows; if they opt for repression, this risks “a 

backfiring effect”. 

Really? Tell that to people in Hong Kong. Or Chile. Or 

Russia, where thousands turned out, and were arrested, on 

non-violent demonstrations this summer. 

Nafeez Ahmed, in his excellent critique of XR leaders’ 

ideas on social change, writes: 

Ultimately Hallam’s objective of shutting down the capital 

is based on an unfounded assumption derived from cherry 

picking [Harvard sociologist Gene] Sharp‘s work while 

ignoring the characteristics of London.  

He assumes that simply by stringently adopting 

nonviolence while provoking the state, any escalating 

violence from the state will be seen as illegitimate by the 

general public in the capital, and will end up growing and 

empowering the movement. But this would only be the 

case if XR was sufficiently embedded with and mobilised 

                                                           
24 Rupert Read, Truth and its consequences, several sections 

25 Roger Hallam, “The Civil Resistance Model”, in This is Not a Drill, p. 102 

26 Rupert Read, Truth and its consequences, footnote no. 39 

27 Selina Todd writes in The People: the rise and fall of the working class 
(London: John Murray, 2014), p. 120: “To call the second world war ‘the 

through diverse communities throughout the capital – 

which it is not.  

Some strange ideas about social change 

Earlier this year, when XR started its mass actions, some of its 

leaders promoted a “3.5% rule”, claiming that non-violent 

direct action by 3.5% of the population would achieve its 

demands. This “rule” was loosely based on research by Erica 

Chenoweth, who made a quantitative study of a variety of 

social movements. 

Nafeez Ahmed’s article takes the “rule” apart in detail. No 

need for me to say much more about it. The “rule” ignores the 

rich history of past social movements, and their successes and 

failures.  

Chenoweth does not herself make any especially bold 

claims about what 3.5% of the population can do. And Read, 

too, writing in the summer, argues that this social science “can 

tell us relatively little”. 

Read acknowledges that “we need to learn from history”, 

but shows little sign of doing so. His throwaway remarks 

about the fight for women’s suffrage and the Civil Rights 

Movement suggests an indifference to how they achieved what 

they did, and the limitations they came up against. In a long 

footnote26 he compares XR’s aims to Mahatma Gandhi’s 

“struggle to reframe and rebase Indian civilisation; to extract it 

from the Western paradigm” - a struggle in which Gandhi 

“almost completely failed”. 

He writes that XR’s demand to achieve a zero-carbon 

economy by 2025 “calls for/ requires something similar: and 

end to this civilisation and the creation of a quite new one, 

radically relocalised, energy-descended, etc”. And then 

continues: 

Will the public be willing to acquiesce in, and welcome, 

disruption, when they get clear in their heads just how 

radical a Citizens Assembly would/will have to be in order 

to achieve [a zero carbon economy]? My bet would be that 

they mostly won’t, unless at minimum it becomes clear to 

them that the new civilisation that needs creating will be 

radically desirable in part because it will be much more 

equal (as happened in world war 2). So we have to signal 

clearly that we will all be in this together; we have to pre-

figure contraction and convergence. 

Read then underlines “the unlikelihood of having the 

public’s willingness thoroughly on our side”; that’s why “we 

need to be urging and undertaking serious prep now for 

collapse”; he has only “minute” hope that collapse can be 

averted. 

All this prompts four thoughts in my mind. 

First, it’s a stupid mainstream myth that society became 

more equal during world war two. There is plenty written by 

plenty of historians to show that the UK’s rulers did their best 

to maintain class divisions during the war.27 

Second, the analogy with Gandhi’s vision of India’s future 

is surely relevant to disaster environmentalism’s wider world-

view, rather than the more limited aims of XR. I think it is  an 

important analogy – although Gandhi developed his ideas in 

the context of a liberation struggle against British imperialism, 

and in tension with the ideas of industrial development 

people’s war’ does not mean that Britain became classless. The government 
sought to win the war by demanding ever greater sacrifice and effort from 
the workers in the factories and from ordinary troops. Only when the crisis 
absolutely demand it did they oblige middle- and upper-class people to share 
in some of these sacrifices.” 

https://www.rogerhallam.com/
https://medium.com/insurge-intelligence/the-flawed-science-behind-extinction-rebellions-change-strategy-af077b9abb4d
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gene_Sharp
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VixpmrMDcTbka2TuFt2934s1HNYPTGyZ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VixpmrMDcTbka2TuFt2934s1HNYPTGyZ/view
https://rationalinsurgent.com/2013/11/04/my-talk-at-tedxboulder-civil-resistance-and-the-3-5-rule/
https://rationalinsurgent.com/2013/11/04/my-talk-at-tedxboulder-civil-resistance-and-the-3-5-rule/
https://medium.com/insurge-intelligence/the-flawed-science-behind-extinction-rebellions-change-strategy-af077b9abb4d
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embraced by many of those with whom he was allied, such as 

Jawaharlal Nehru. Still, this comparison could be a good 

starting-point for discussion, because it underlines that XR’s 

aim of a zero-carbon economy implies a broad transformation 

of society. 

Third, the fundamental nature of the change we are aiming 

for makes another aspect of Read’s writing seem all the more 

ridiculous. To compare XR to the years of struggle undertaken 

by millions of Indian people in the movement led by Gandhi 

is, to put it mildly, a bit presumptuous. I write this with no 

disrespect to the thousands of people who have participated in 

non-violent direct actions organised by XR; that is a breath of 

fresh air, and I have myself been involved in the XR group 

where I live, since it was formed. 

Fourth, this absurd exaggeration casts XR in the role if a 

sect, that has understood the truths of disaster 

environmentalism and from this vantage point regards the 

largely passive “public” as a potential source of support – but 

doesn’t see society, in the wider sense, as the agency of 

change. 

To cite a few phrases from Read’s pamphlet about XR, “it 

will become clear to people that what they think their interests 

are, are most definitely threatened [by XR]”; “we need by our 

actions to convey to the public that we are on their side” (but 

nowhere a suggestion that the non-XR population may 

themselves take action); before XR targets Heathrow airport, 

“we need people to understand that this is about whether there 

is food on the table in the next several summers or not. [And 

that refers not to countries that actually face food shortages 

now, but to the UK, which does not and is not likely to on that 

timescale.] They don’t understand that yet, with few 

exceptions.” 

Read delineates XR from “the public”, as though the 

former have embraced “the truth”, and the latter have not. This 

approach is an obstacle to building a movement for climate 

justice and social justice. 

We need a sweeping alliance, not a sect 

In the UK, in my view, we need an alliance that unites all who 

are ready to do something to tackle dangerous climate change, 

whether or not they support XR; whether or not they are 

prepared to get arrested; and whether or not they are disaster 

environmentalists. In fact this alliance needs also to embrace 

those fighting on related issues; it needs to make climate 

change an issue in already-existing movements for social 

justice. 

There are community energy projects and co-ops; other 

environmentalist groups; people in Yorkshire dealing with the 

consequences of recent floods, who with good reason fear that 

these may have been linked to climate change; people who for 

years have been resisting construction of a third runway at 

Heathrow; Labour Party members who pushed the “green new 

deal” motion through at their recent conference; trade 

unionists battling against the false dichotomy of “jobs vs 

climate” pedalled by some union leaders. 

Moreover, there are also millions of people who repeatedly 

tell opinion polls that they see climate change as a major issue, 

and for whatever reason have not yet found a way to do 

something about it. 

And there are the hundreds of thousands of school pupils, 

who – together with millions in other countries – have 

repeatedly joined the Fridays for Future strikes. 

Read supports the school strikers. But his suggestion that 

the next step for these students – not “children” or “kids”, as 

he calls them – is to join XR’s rebellion, and get arrested, is 

presumptuous and absurd. He claimed that the arrest of minors 

in Birmingham, Alabama, was a crucial turning point in the 

US civil rights movement, and continued: 

When there are arrests and imprisonments of children 

alongside adults, the game will have changed, and the 

authorities will be placed by our dilemma-actions in ever 

more difficult action-dilemmas: whatever action they take 

will look very bad.  

These are the words of a would-be leader of a sect. A 

particular formula for activity – participating in direct action 

in such a way as to court arrest – is laid down from on high, 

and young people coming into political activity for the first 

time urged to follow it.  

Why this activity and not something else? Why not a call 

to take matters into their own hands; to be creative, to expand 

their movement in the way they decide, to workplaces or to 

wherever else they see fit; to organise collectively  inside 

schools and out; to take over control of space and of their 

time; to push the adults in their communities to act? 

I don’t know if any school students responded to Read’s 

appeals. I hope they are finding their own ways to build on the 

huge success of the strike on 20 September. Judging from the 

speeches made that day at the demonstration in London, Read 

and others could themselves learn a great deal politically from 

representatives of the UK Student Climate Network, the 

Wretched of the Earth and others ... learn, provided they are 

not too busy “teaching” those who are, in many ways, miles 

ahead of all of us. 

Finally, the essential alliance needed by movements in rich 

countries is with the huge movements on related issues in the 

global south. How are we going to forge links with those who, 

for decades, have resisted the international oil companies in 

the Niger Delta? With indigenous peoples who are combating 

those companies’, and mining companies’, projects that 

desecrate their land in a string of countries in the global south? 

With communities dealing with the consequences of flooding, 

wildfires and other consequences of climate change? And, 

probably of greatest relevance, with migrants who – pushed to 

abandon their communities by ecological and climate stresses, 

among other factors – are making their way to countries of the 

global north?  

Here, the contribution of disaster environmentalism, 

leading exponents of which are in favour of immigration 

controls in rich countries, is completely negative, as I argued 

in the second part of this article. 

The school students’ movement is already moving forward 

in this regard, as young people in an increasing number of 

Asian, African and Latin American countries are taking part. 

The adults could do with catching up. 

Gabriel Levy, 5 December 2019 
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