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“Is it just 
human 
nature 

that 
holds us 
back?” 

Time is tight, to be sure. But we could commit 
ourselves, tomorrow, to radically cutting our 
fossil fuel emissions and beginning the shift 
to zero-carbon sources of energy based 
on renewable technology, with a full-blown 
transition underway within the decade. We 
have the tools to do that. And if we did, the 
seas would still rise and the storms would still 
come, but we would stand a much greater 
chance of preventing truly catastrophic 
warming. Indeed, entire nations could be 
saved from the waves.
So my mind keeps coming back to the 
question: what is wrong with us?  
           
I think the answer is far more simple than 
many have led us to believe: we have 
not done the things that are necessary 
to lower emissions because those things 
fundamentally conflict with deregulated 
capitalism, the reigning ideology for the entire 
period we have been struggling to find a way 
out of this crisis. We are stuck because the 
actions that would give us the best chance of 
averting catastrophe – and would benefit the 
vast majority – are extremely threatening to 
an elite minority that has a stranglehold over 
our economy, our political process, and most 
of our major media outlets. That problem 
might not have been insurmountable had it 
presented itself at another point in our history. 
But it is our great collective misfortune that 
the scientific community made its decisive 
diagnosis of the climate threat at the precise 
moment when those elites were enjoying 
more unfettered political, cultural, and 
intellectual power than at any point since the 
1920s. Indeed, governments and scientists 
began talking seriously about radical cuts to 
greenhouse gas emissions in 1988 – the exact 
year that marked the dawning of what came 
to be called “globalisation,” with the signing 
of the agreement representing the world’s 
largest bilateral trade relationship between 
Canada and the US, later to be expanded into 
the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(Nafta) with the inclusion of Mexico.

Once carbon has been emitted into the 
atmosphere, it sticks around for hundreds 
of years, some of it even longer, trapping 
heat. The effects are cumulative, growing 
more severe with time. And according to 
emissions specialists like the Tyndall Centre’s 
Kevin Anderson (as well as others), so much 
carbon has been allowed to accumulate in the 
atmosphere over the past two decades that 
now our only hope of keeping warming below 
the internationally agreed-upon target of 2C 
is for wealthy countries to cut their emissions 
by somewhere in the neighbourhood of eight 
to 10% a year. The “free” market simply 
cannot accomplish this task. Indeed, this level 
of emission reduction has happened only in 
the context of economic collapse or deep 
depressions.

THE 

ALARM BELLS OF 
CLIMATE CHANGE
The alarm bells of The climaTe crisis have been 
ringing in our ears for years and are geTTing 
louder all The Time - yeT humaniTy has failed To 
change course. WhaT is Wrong WiTh us?

Many answers to that question 
have been offered, ranging 
from the extreme difficulty 

of getting all the governments in the world 
to agree on anything, to an absence of real 
technological solutions, to something deep in 
our human nature that keeps us from acting 
in the face of seemingly remote threats, to – 
more recently – the claim that we have blown 
it  anyway and there is no point in even trying 
to do much more than enjoy the scenery on 
the way down.

Some of these explanations are valid, but 
all are ultimately inadequate. Take the claim 
that it’s just too hard for so many countries 
to agree on a course of action. It is hard. But 
many times in the past, the United Nations 
has helped governments to come together to 
tackle tough cross-border challenges, from 
ozone depletion to nuclear proliferation. The 
deals produced weren’t perfect, but they 
represented real progress. Moreover, during 
the same years that our governments failed to 
enact a tough and binding legal architecture 
requiring emission reductions, supposedly 
because cooperation was too complex, 
they managed to create the World Trade 
Organisation – an intricate global system 
that regulates the flow of goods and services 
around the planet, under which the rules are 
clear and violations are harshly penalised.

The assertion that we have been held back by 
a lack of technological solutions is no more 
compelling. Power from renewable sources 
like wind and water predates the use of fossil 
fuels and is becoming cheaper, more efficient, 
and easier to store every year. The past two 
decades have seen an explosion of ingenious 
zero-waste design, as well as green urban 
planning. Not only do we have the technical 
tools to get off fossil fuels, we also have no 
end of small pockets where these low carbon 
lifestyles have been tested with tremendous 
success. And yet the kind of large-scale transi-
tion that would give us a collective chance of 
averting catastrophe eludes us.

Is it just human nature that holds us back 
then? In fact we humans have shown our-
selves willing to collectively sacrifice in the 
face of threats many times, most famously in 
the embrace of rationing, victory gardens, and 
victory bonds during world wars one and two. 
Indeed to support fuel conservation during 
world war two, pleasure driving was virtually 
eliminated in the UK, and between 1938 and 
1944, use of public transit went up by 87% in 
the US and by 95% in Canada. Twenty million 
US households – representing three fifths of 
the population – were growing victory gardens 
in 1943, and their yields accounted for 42% 
of the fresh vegetables consumed that year. 
Interestingly, all of these activities together 
dramatically reduce carbon emissions.



But what should we do with this fear that 
comes from living on a planet that is dying, 
made less alive every day? First, accept that 
it won’t go away. That it is a fully rational 
response to the unbearable reality that we are 
living in a dying world, a world that a great 
many of us are helping to kill, by doing things 
like making tea and driving to the grocery 
store and yes, okay, having kids.
Next, use it. Fear is a survival response. Fear 
makes us run, it makes us leap, it can make 
us act superhuman. But we need somewhere 
to run to. Without that, the fear is only 
paralysing. So the real trick, the only hope, 
really, is to allow the terror of an unlivable 
future to be balanced and soothed by the 
prospect of building something much better 
than many of us have previously dared hope.
Yes, there will be things we will lose, luxuries 
some of us will have to give up, whole 
industries that will disappear. Climate change 
is already here, and increasingly brutal 
disasters are headed our way no matter what 
we do. But it’s not too late to avert the worst, 
and there is still time to change ourselves 
so that we are far less brutal to one another 
when those disasters strike. And that, it 
seems to me, is worth a great deal.

Because the thing about a crisis this big, 
this all-encompassing, is that it changes 
everything. It changes what we can do, what 
we can hope for, what we can demand from 
ourselves and our leaders. It means there is 
a whole lot of stuff that we have been told is 
inevitable that simply cannot stand. And it 
means that a whole lot of stuff we have been 
told is impossible has to start happening right 
away.

Can we pull it off? All I know is that nothing is 
inevitable. Nothing except that climate change 
changes everything. And for a very brief time, 
the nature of that change is still up to us.What those numbers mean is that our 

economic system and our planetary system 
are now at war. Or, more accurately, our 
economy is at war with many forms of life on 
earth, including human life. What the climate 
needs to avoid collapse is a contraction 
in humanity’s use of resources; what our 
economic model demands to avoid collapse is 
unfettered expansion. Only one of these sets 
of rules can be changed, and it’s not the laws 
of nature.

Fortunately, it is eminently possible to 
transform our economy so that it is less 
resource-intensive, and to do it in ways 
that are equitable, with the most vulnerable 
protected and the most responsible bearing 
the bulk of the burden. Low-carbon sectors of 
our economies can be encouraged to expand 
and create jobs, while high-carbon sectors 
are encouraged to contract. The problem, 
however, is that this scale of economic 
planning and management is entirely outside 
the boundaries of our reigning ideology. The 
only kind of contraction our current system 
can manage is a brutal crash, in which the 
most vulnerable will suffer most of all.

When fear like that used to creep through 
my armour of climate change denial, I would 
do my utmost to stuff it away, change the 
channel, click past it. Now I try to feel it. It 
seems to me that I owe it to my son, just as we 
all owe it to ourselves and one another.




