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Introduction

Throughout the world, the global rebellion against 
capitalism surges ahead. At times it meets set-backs and 
defeat, but the overall trajectory is upward. That many if not 
most participants in this rebellion may not see themselves as 
building a global rebellion, or that this rebellion is against 
capitalism itself, does not alter the fact that they are. 

One driving force in this rebellion is capitalism's 
destruction of the environment – the very basis of life on the 
planet. In some cases – such as in Turkey where the initial 
impulse for the revolt was the plan to destroy central 
Istanbul's only green space – this was the direct initial 
impulse. Similarly in China, the number of environmental 
protests has increased by 29% per year since 1996.1 In other 
cases, it hovers in the background like a pall of smoke from 
a forest fire. For instance, in the years leading up to the 
Egyptian revolution the price of wheat had led to a steady 
increase of bread prices. This price increase was caused first 
and foremost by long term and massive droughts in some of 
the world's main wheat exporting regions, including Russia. 
In Syria, the drought itself caused 800,000 people to lose 
their livelihood entirely in 2009, forcing a mass migration 
to the cities and disrupting society as a whole.2 

Environmental Justice and Fracking... Page 2
Not so spectacular, but just as important a part of 

the process, is the steady hum of organizing at the 
community level – the molecular building of this global 
rebellion. Much of this organizing is to prevent further 
poisoning of the air we breathe, the water we drink and the 
food we eat – the struggle for environmental justice. Much 
of this is driven by capitalism's use of increasingly 
destructive means of extracting the very last drop of fossil 
oil and gas buried under the soil and water. 

Central to this is the use of hydraulic fracturing, or 
“fracking”, a process that is spreading across the world. 
Fracking not only accelerates the process of global climate 
disruption/global warming, it also pollutes the world's water 
supply as well as the air and the soil, destroys “quality of 
life” and even lowers landowners'/homeowners' property 
values. In other words, people feel its impact very directly. 
As a result, community-based struggles against fracking are 

1 - http://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/single/en/5438-
Officials-struggling-to-respond-to-China-s-year-of-
environment-protests- 

2http://climateandsecurity.files.wordpress.com/2012/04/climatec  
hangearabspring-ccs-cap-stimson.pdf

springing up around the world. 

“The Devil's Triangle: How Big Green, 
Mainstream Labor and the Democratic Party Derail the 
Struggle to Stop Fracking”... Page 2

These community-based struggles around fracking 
provide a vivid example of the role of some major political 
forces. The first article in this pamphlet - “The Devil's 
Triangle: How Big Green, Mainstream Labor and the 
Democratic Party Derail the Struggle to Stop Fracking” - 
documents with concrete examples how these three forces 
(the “big green” environmental groups, the mainstream 
labor leadership and the Democratic Party) have 
collaborated to divert the anti fracking movement away 
from outright banning this destructive process. They have 
collaborated to defang the movement. The struggles around 
this issue serve as an example for the overall role of these 
forces.

“The Environmentalist Manifesto”... Page 7
The other article in this pamphlet – which is also 

the title of the pamphlet - summarizes how capitalism has 
come to play the role of global destroyer of the 
environment. The article briefly summarizes the rise of the 
capitalist technology based on fossil fuel, especially fossil 
oil. In this context, it explains the role of the anarchic “free” 
market and the necessity – under capitalism – for the right 
of the owners of capital to invest that capital wherever and 
however they like. It also discusses the rising rebellion 
against capitalism and concludes with some suggestions for 
an environmental strategy and program for that rebellion – 
one that is not based on accepting capitalism as a given.

Already in the United States, the awareness of the 
seriousness of global climate disruption/global warming has 
vastly increased. One opinion poll revealed that 51% of 
Americans say that weather will get worse, not better, that 
72% believe that global warming has made weather worse 
in the US, and that 82% believe they, personally, have 
experienced some sort of extreme weather event.3  
Meanwhile, another poll reveals that among young adults in 
the United States, 49% have a favorable opinion of 
socialism vs. only 43% with a negative view. 46% have a 
positive view of capitalism, vs. 47% with a negative view. 4 

This means that the time is ripe for a movement 
that links the issues of environmental destruction – 
especially regarding global warming – and socialism. 
However, in doing so, the concrete specifics, including 
scientific and historical fact, are necessary. It is hoped that 
this pamphlet will help in advancing that cause and the 
discussions that are inherent in any rebellion.

John Reimann
Oakland/East Bay Socialist Group, July, 2013

3 http://environment.yale.edu/climate-
communication/files/Extreme-Weather-Climate-
Preparedness.pdf
4 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/12/29/young-people-
socialism_n_1175218.html 

Front cover, clockwise from upper left: residents in Ohio 
protesting pollution of drinking water due to fracked wells; 
“drinking” water after hydraulic fracking; environmental 
protesters in China; protesters across the Columbia River 
opposing the building of a coal terminal nearby; protesters in 
Bulgaria; anti-fracking protesters; a sign condemning the US 
Environmental “Protection” Agency for turning over a study 
of drinking water pollution to the company that has allegedly 
caused that pollution – EnCana.
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Fracking kills.
It kills by poisoning the earth, the water and the 

air.
It kills by destroying wilderness and open space 

areas.
It kills by destroying our quality of life.
It kills by releasing methane – a potent greenhouse 

gas - into the atmosphere.
It kills by diverting investment and  resources away 

from developing renewable energy sources, thus 
enormously exacerbating global climate disruption/global 
warming.

And the entire gamut of Corporate America – from 
the oil and gas industry to the major financiers – is lined up 
to continue to rape, plunder and pillage the environment 
using this disastrous practice. Covering for them, major 
environmental NGO's and supposedly environmentally 
conscious politicians, as well as the mainstream union 
leaders are pretending that it can be made acceptable if 
properly regulated.

Boulder County, CO
In the State of Colorado, one of the most prominent 

environmental leaders is Elise Jones, now a member of the 
Boulder County (CO) Board of Commissioners. Jones 
started her career working for the National Wildlife 
Federation and later returned to Colorado where she headed 
up the Rocky Mountain office of the League of 

Conservation Voters and then became the executive director 
of the Colorado Environmental Coalition – the most 
powerful environmental coalition in Colorado. Recently, she
voted along with the other commissioners not to extend the 
moratorium on fracking in Boulder County.

The moratorium had existed while the effects on 
the roads in the county could be studied; it was ended 
before a study on the health effects of the residents could be 
studied. Jones voted to end the moratorium on the excuse 
that the county would impose strict regulations. What sorts 
of regulations Boulder County residents can expect can be 
seen by a similar deal reached in the State of Illinois.

Illinois
In early May, “Big Green” – the major 

environmental organizations –  combined with the 
leadership of the state labor movement, big business and 
state politicians to arrive at a deal in Illinois similar to the 
one Elise Jones supported in Colorado. They announced an 
agreement for standards that frackers would voluntarily 
abide by in the state. Out of this backroom deal came HB 
2615, which supposedly imposes strict regulations on 
fracking in Illinois. Completely aside from the fact that no 
amount of regulation can make fracking safe or 
environmentally “friendly”, this bill is oriented to the oil 
and gas industry. According to one article, the bill includes 
the following weaknesses:

• Fails to fully disclose to the public information 
about the chemicals used in fracking 

• Allows fracking operations to set up just 500 feet 
from water wells, homes, churches,
schools, hospitals and nursing homes

• Allows fracking just 300 feet from "the ordinary 
high water mark of any river, perennial stream, 
natural or artificial lake, pond, or reservoir."

• Fails to provide for local control by county 
government over whether fracking can occur in its 
jurisdiction

• Endangers water supplies by only sampling and 
testing water near drilling sites up to 30 months 
after drilling and fracking, despite the fact that the 
risk of underground contamination associated with 
these activities can persist for years.5

Perhaps most important, the bill in effect prohibits 

5http://blogs.suntimes.com/backtalk/Fracking%20Press
%20Release%203-4-13.pdf

The Devil's Triangle:
How Big Green, Mainstream Labor and the Democratic Party Derail the Struggle to Stop 

Fracking
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Elise Jones (far right) and fellow commissioners 
preparing to vote to allow fracking in Boulder County, 
CO



local communities from banning fracking altogether as the 
residents of Longmont, CO, have done. By doing so, it 
ensures the oil and gas industry access to frack almost 
anywhere in the state. In any case, no amount of regulation 
can prevent the disastrous effect that are inherent in 
fracking. The fact that these voluntary standards continue to 
exempt frackers from the Clean Water Act, and the fact that 
the general public will continue to be responsible for any 
well leaks after the wells are abandoned shows the 
confidence the frackers have in the entire process. (See 
http://oaklandsocialist.com/2013/05/20/us-energy-
independence-and-hydraulic-fracturing/ for more 
information on the dangers of fracking.)

“Regulation”
Compromising on fracking – meaning pretending 

the practice can be regulated - is literally the same as 
compromising on – or pretending one can regulate - mass 
murder, since this is what fracking inherently contributes to. 
Yet many of the major environmental NGO's have a long 
history of making exactly this compromise. In doing so, 
they have a partner in crime in the hierarchy of the 
mainstream unions, as we will see.

Sierra Club
Consider, for instance, the history of the Sierra 

Club, the largest environmental NGO in the US. 
If there ever was one, the Sierra Club is the perfect example 
of a corporate dominated NGO. From 2007 and for several 
years afterward, the Sierra club took donations that totaled 
$26 million from Chesapeake Energy, a natural gas 
company. Even after this was publicly revealed by its new 
executive director, Michael Brune, in 2010, the Sierra Club 
national office continued its policy of defending fracking as 
long as it was properly regulated. Meanwhile, the Sierra 
Club maintained its program of greenwashing certain 
products of Clorox Corporation, in exchange for a healthy 
donation from that corporate giant.

A look at the major donors and the connections of 
the Sierra Club reveals close ties with the likes of financier 
George Soros, as well as close ties with such fronts for the 
Democratic Party as the Democracy Alliance, the McKay 
Foundation, and America Coming Together.6 In addition, in 

6http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Sierra_Club

the past,  one article revealed that directors of the Sierra 
Club were tied with Chevron Corporation, Boise Cascade, 
and major mining companies.7 The Sierra Club also is 
indirectly linkes with the American Coalition for Clean 
Coal Energy as well as with a major provider of natural 
gas.8

This is why “fractivist” Shane Davis ran into such 
headwinds when he tried to get the Sierra Club to take 
action against fracking. Shane was the chair of the Poudre 
Canyon Club of the Sierra Club in Colorado for two and a 
half years and he served on the executive committee for the 
Colorado State club and was the Sierra Club's foremost 
expert on fracking. He was one of the very first people in 
Colorado to really be talking about and seriously 
investigating the issue of fracking and became possibly the 
state's foremost expert in data mining information on the 
industry from official sources online. As he stated to this 
writer, “I came to realize what a disaster the oil and gas 
industry exemptions and violations were. I became 
increasingly horrified at how the industry was destroying 
the environment.... but the Sierra Club was just standing by 
watching this happen; I realized that they weren't doing 
s__t. They were collecting money based on the research that 
had been done (mainly by Shane) while I wasn't getting any 
resources.”

So in January of 2013, on behalf of his local club, 
Shane sent an "internal petition” to the executive director of 
the Sierra Club urging them to take a strong stand against 
fracking.9 The result was that the Sierra Club took a stand, 
all right. Unfortunately, it was not against fracking but 
against those like Shane who were fighting it. As he 
explains, “the national executive body went after my 
throat.... They did everything to get me kicked off the state 
chapter and removed from the state oil and gas 
committee....”10

“Food and Water Watch”
The Sierra Club is no exception. We have as 

“Exhibit #2” Food and Water Watch, who are playing a 
major role in the anti-fracking campaign that is developing 
in California. They are linked, for instance, with Richard N. 
Goldman, Republican business man and husband of Rhoda 
Haas Goldman, member of the Haas family and heiress to 
the Levi-Strauss fortune. They are also linked to Roy 

7  http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Sierra_Club
8http://www.muckety.com/Sierra-Club/5003382.muckety 
9 http://fractivist.blogspot.com/2013/02/letter-and-petition-to-

sierra-clubs.html
10 Shane Davis in telephone interview
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Hampton Park, former co-founder of Hines-Park Food and 
former top executive at Proctor and Gamble as well as 
founder and owner of the communications conglomerate 
Park Communications. Park was listed as the 40th richest 
person in the US by Forbes. 

Illinois AFL-CIO
In addition to the Big Green (what Shane calls 

“Gangrene”) environmental groups, the mainstream union 
officials give political cover to environmental destruction. 

In May of this year (2013) Tom Wolf, Executive 
Director of the Illinois Chamber of Commerce and Michael 
Carrigan, President of the Illinois State AFL-CIO, co-
authored an article announcing their joint support for 
hydraulic fracturing ("fracking") in that state. The article is 
worth quoting at some length: "We're proud of trying to 
bring jobs to Illinois,” they wrote. “Illinois business and 
labor groups were at the table with representatives of the 
oil and gas industry, major environmental groups, 
legislators from both the House and Senate and their key 
staff, the office of Attorney General Lisa Madigan, the 
Illinois Department of Natural Resources, the Illinois 
Environmental Protection Agency and the office of Gov. Pat 
Quinn in an effort to find the regulatory sweet spot for high-
volume hydraulic fracturing with horizontal drilling in 
Illinois…. The regulations go on for more than 100 pages 
and are based on facts, science, discussions, arguments and 
compromise –— not a preconceived narrative…. Think 
about that: business, labor and environmental groups 
coming to the table with our elected leaders to try and grow 
an industry, create jobs and protect the environment."11

Along with the Chamber of Commerce and the 
state AFL-CIO, others involved in and supporting this 
backroom deal were the Sierra Club, the National 
Resources Defense Council, the Environmental Law and 
Policy Center and Environment Illinois together with The 
Illinois Petroleum Council, America's Natural Gas 
Alliance, Illinois Fertilizer and Chemical Association, and 
others. The religious hierarchy was represented by Faith in 
Place.

While the proposals were strictly voluntary, there 
was legislation coming out of them. This legislation – 
Illinois HB 2615 – has loopholes wide enough to drive an 
entire lineup of fracking trucks through. Its major 
accomplishment, however, from the frackers' point of view, 
is that it in effect bars municipal and county bodies from 
banning fracking altogether, thus weakening the political 
power of local community groups.

AFL-CIO Environmental Record
The mainstream union hierarchy has a long history 

of supporting environmental destruction, as long as it will 
provide “jobs” for their members (meaning dues money for 
them).*

11http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2013-05-19/business/ct-biz-
0519-gasland-counter--20130519_1_fracking-rules-fracturing-
compromise 
* Many years ago, this author facetiously said to a top 

• In 2001, the AFL-CIO joined then-President Bush 
in  support for exploring for oil in the Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge.12

• In 2011, Liz Shuler, AFL-CIO Secretary Treasurer 
explained the AFL-CIO's support for developing 
nuclear energy “because (it is a source) of family 
wage jobs.”13 (Her real concern was that it would 
bring in dues money.)

• In February of this year, the AFL-CIO Executive 
Council announced support for expansion of the 
national oil pipeline “infrastructure”. This has been 
widely interpreted as meaning support for the 
Keystone XL Pipeline. In addition, they called for 
increased use of coal, oil and natural gas.14

Democratic Party
There is an organizational glue and an ideological 

glue that hold this together.
The organizational glue is the Democratic Party. It 

is this that links the labor leadership, Big Green and 
Corporate America. Take, for instance, the Illinois 
agreement on fracking. There, the Illinois Environmental 
Protection Agency and the Illinois Department of Natural 
Resources were involved, but according to the state AFL-
CIO, Illinois State Representative John Bradley – Democrat 
– played the key role in bringing these various forces 
together. It was similar with Boulder County Commissioner 
Elise Jones, who has bounced back and forth between 
serving various elected Democratic officials and the 
establishment environmental NGO's before she went into 
elected office herself.  

As explained, Democratic Party-controlled 
foundations are a major source of funds for Big Green 
NGO's. As is the case with Elise Jones, the Democrats often 
provide a stepping stone from working for a non-profit into 
a lucrative government position.

No Alternative to Big Business
 But at root, what binds them all together is their 

common political perspective. The AFL-CIO's Rich Trumka 
expressed it clearly, when he addressed a group of 
environmental investors in January of 2012. He commented 
that “All of us—investors, companies, workers, 
environmental activists, governments—need to be part of 
this dialogue. Any other approach simply won't work... in 
our democracy.”15 But what “democracy” was Trumka 

local officer of his union – the Carpenters Union - “You 
guys would support building prisons to put all union 
members in as long as they were built by union labor.” 
The official paused, thought about that for a minute, and 
then denied it.... but he had to think about it first!

12 - http://www.commondreams.org/headlines01/0801-01.htm 
13 - http://blip.tv/laborvideo/afl-cio-supports-nuclear-power-says-
afl-cio-sec-treasurer-liz-shuler-5000454 
14 - http://www.aflcio.org/About/Exec-Council/EC-
Statements/Statement-on-Energy-and-Jobs 
15 - http://www.aflcio.org/Press-Room/Speeches/Remarks-by-
AFL-CIO-President-Richard-Trumka-UN-Investor-Summit-on-
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talking about?  
Both Big Green and the labor hierarchy can see no 

alternative to a “democracy” controlled by Corporate 
America – the capitalist class. Under this system all 
production is based on private ownership of capital, which 
is set into motion for one purpose and one purpose only: 
Private profit. Connected with this is the fact that under 
such a system the production and distribution of goods and 
services is necessarily anarchic and planless.

Consider, for instance AFL-CIO President Rich 
Trumka's same speech to a group of “green” investors. He 
commented on the necessity of “focus(ing) on the 
opportunities for investment in addressing climate change.... 
My friends,” he said in speaking to these corporate heads, 
“addressing climate risk means retooling our world—it 
means that every factory and  power plant, every home and 
office, every rail line and highway, every vehicle, 
locomotive and plane, every school and hospital, must be 
modernized, upgraded, renovated or replaced with 
something cleaner, more efficient,  less wasteful.”

What is significant here is just as much what was 
left unsaid as what was said. Implicit in what was left 
unsaid is that all production, all investment of capital, must 
necessarily be determined by the private owners of capital 
based on the profit they calculate their investment will 
bring. In other words, the entire process must be worked out 
through the capitalist system, itself. This same attitude was 
shown in the interview with AFL-CIO Secretary Treasurer 
Liz Shuler. When asked about a possible alternative to 
“private control of energy” she was totally confused; it was 
clear she hadn't the slightest clue what the interviewer was 
getting at. The idea of such an alternative was not even on 
her radar screen; it was beyond her comprehension.16

It is this same limited view, together with their 
personal ties and interests, that leads this same union 
hierarchy to betray the interests of their own members on a 
daily basis on the job.

In some ways it is even worse with Big Green. At 
least the unions are dependent on the dues money from 

Climate-Risk 
16- http://blip.tv/laborvideo/afl-cio-supports-nuclear-power-
says-afl-cio-sec-treasurer-liz-shuler-5000454 

workers; they are workers' organizations whether the 
leadership likes it or not. But Big Green is ultimately 
largely dependent on the donations of Big Business. It is for 
this reason, for instance, that the Sierra Club prohibits the 
use of civil disobedience in their name. 

Fracking Like Rape: “Don't fight it”
For these reasons, Big Green takes the position that 

fracking is inevitable and, like being raped, one must simply 
make the best of it. (Just as with rape, the idea of simply 
succumbing and trying to make the best of it is exactly the 
worst advice.) Just as President Obama viewed the health 
insurance industry as one of the “stakeholders” in 
considering health care “reform”, so Big Green sees the oil 
and gas companies as such “stakeholders” in the fracking 
question. Listen to Fred Krupp, head of the Environmental 
Defense Fund in defending the Illinois deal: “If fracking is 
going to take place anywhere in the U.S.—and clearly it is
—then we need to do everything in our power to protect the 
people living nearby. That includes improving industry 
performance in every way possible. In our view, CSSD, a 
coalition that includes environmental organizations, 
philanthropic foundations, energy companies and other 
stakeholders, is one way to do that." In other words, 
fracking is inevitable, so we had better play along with it, 
and that can only be done by cooperating with the oil and 
gas industry. This, incidentally, was exactly the excuse of 
Elise Jones when she voted against extending the 
moratorium on fracking in Boulder County.

“Big Green Turned Into Gangrene”

p. 6

Note:
Since this article was originally written, hundreds of 
residents in Boulder County, Colorado, met to plan their 
next step after the Board of Commissioners had voted 
to allow fracking. Two main directions were agreed 
upon: One was to start a recall campaign. The other was 
to plan a strategy of civil disobedience/mass direct 
action to physically block the fracking trucks and 
equipment. Within a few days, the Board of 
Commissioners met again and unanimously reversed 
their vote, voting to extend the moratorium by 18 
months.

This is obviously a major victory, not only because the 
moratorium was extended, but also because people 
clearly see that it was only extended due to their 
organizing.

Elise Jones claimed that she was in favor of the 
moratorium all along. However, she played no role in 
helping the people organize.

Thomas Donohue, President, US Chamber of 
Commerce (left) with Rich Trumka, President, AFL-
CIO (right)



By all rights, we should give Shane Davis the last 
word. He commented, “I look at them (the Sierra Club 
leadership) as a public pacifier to make believe to the 1.4 
million members of  the Sierra Club, to fool them that they 
are actually doing anything… Basically, the Sierra Club is 
bought and paid for by the special interests, no different 
from the politicians…. Working through an oppressive 
regulatory body does not work…. At the same time, the 
Sierra Club (national leadership) is an oppressive 
regulatory body….    The Environmental Defense Fund 
might even be worse than the Sierra Club because they (the 
Environmental Defense Fund) only want to work with the 
industry and nothing else… they're all in that business 
mode, this business model where we must survive so the 
donors will continue to give them money.  I'm really seeing 
that Big Green has turned into gangrene.” 

Movement Building, Lessons Learned
In mid-May, several Big Green NGO's organized a 

protest against fracking in San Francisco. It was significant 
that they had no leaflet to distribute to the general public; 
their protest was nothing but a photo-op. Despite them, 
throughout the country, from Pennsylvania to California – 
in fact internationally including in Scotland and parts of 
continental Europe – a people's movement against fracking 
is rising up. In the course of this movement, rank and file 
activists are educating themselves about the scientific facts. 
Equally important, they are getting an education about the 
political facts of life. Already thousands of “fractivists” 
have concluded that bodies like the Environmental 
Protection Agency and politicians like Elise Jones and John 
Bradley are part of the problem and that the first line

of defense must be mass civil disobedience to physically 
block the frackers. A second conclusion that is developing is 
that the movement to stop fracking entirely will have to put 
up its own candidates for office – separate from and in 
opposition to both parties of big business. But to do this 
successfully, it will have to link up the fracking issue with 
related issues including that of environmental justice, 
racism in general, poverty and the need for decent jobs, etc. 
As this develops, then another conclusion will start to rear 
its head: That  be this entire economic system – the 
capitalist system – cannot resolve the issues we are 
struggling with. The only alternative is an economy in 
which the the commanding heights of the economy (from 
the banks to the energy companies and all major stops in 
between) are owned by society as a whole, and investment 
and production is democratically planned by the workers 
themselves.

“Let us not, however, flatter ourselves overmuch on account of our human victories over nature. For each such victory  
nature takes its revenge on us. Each victory, it is true, in the first place brings about the results we expected, but in the  
second and third places it has quite different, unforeseen effects which only too often cancel the first. The people who, in  
Mesopotamia, Greece, Asia Minor and elsewhere, destroyed the forests to obtain cultivable land, never dreamed that by  
removing along with the forests the collecting centres and reservoirs of moisture they were laying the basis for the present  
forlorn state of those countries.... Thus at every step we are reminded that we by no means rule over nature like a  
conqueror over a foreign people, like someone standing outside nature – but that we, with flesh, blood and brain, belong  
to nature, and exist in its midst, and that all our mastery of it consists in the fact that we have the advantage over all  
other creatures of being able to learn its laws and apply them correctly....

“As individual capitalists are engaged in production and exchange for the sake of the immediate profit, only the nearest,  
most immediate results must first be taken into account. As long as the individual manufacturer or merchant sells a  
manufactured or purchased commodity with the usual coveted profit, he is satisfied and does not concern himself with  
what afterwards becomes of the commodity and its purchasers. The same thing applies to the natural effects of the same  
actions. What cared the Spanish planters in Cuba, who burned down forests on the slopes of the mountains and obtained  
from the ashes sufficient fertiliser for one generation of very highly profitable coffee trees – what cared they that the 
heavy tropical rainfall afterwards washed away the unprotected upper stratum of the soil, leaving behind only bare rock!  
In relation to nature, as to society, the present mode of production is predominantly concerned only about the immediate,  
the most tangible result; and then surprise is expressed that the more remote effects of actions directed to this end turn  
out to be quite different, are mostly quite the opposite in character....”

From Frederick Engels, “The Part Played by Labor in the Transition from Ape to Man”



Oil and Human-Caused Globa l 
Warming

The date was August 27, 1859, and the 
p l ace was Ti tu sv i l l e ( popu la t i on 125 ) , 
Pennsylvania. On that date, the world’s first oil well 
started to draw oil up from the ground (from a depth 
of 69 feet). From ancient Mesopotamia to the 
Yucatan, peoples had used the black, gooey 
substance that seeped out of the ground prior to 
that, but never before had a well been drilled to 
draw the oil out. The developing success of the first 
few oil wells in western Pennsylvania led to a 
speculative frenzy. All sorts of land grabbers and 
get-rich-quick artists moved in, drove up the price 
of land, drilled wells, allowed land values to 
collapse if oil wasn’t found or if its source dried up.

The price of oil rose and fell like a roller 
coaster. In part this was due to pure speculation, but 
in part also due to the competition inherent in 
capitalism. Competition, lack of economic 
planning, struggles to get to the oil deposits first – 
all of these created the chaotic, anarchic frenzy of 
the capitalist market along with the rise of massive 
individual capitalist powers. 

No one capitalist monopoly represents this 
better than Jay Rockefeller and his Standard Oil, 
which over time came to dominate the US oil 
industry. As one of Rockefeller’s collaborators who 
later succeeded him explained about Rockefeller, 
“He instinctively realized that orderliness would  
only proceed from a centralized control of large  
aggregations of plant and capital, with the one aim 
of an orderly flow of products from the producer to  
the consumer.”17 For a time, Standard Oil was able 
to either buy out or crush every competitor or 
potential competitor. The Standard Oil trust did 
provide a certain order to the market, but at a cost – 
the cost of impoverishment of millions of workers 
and farmers whose lives Standard Oil dominated. It 
was an element of planning, but based on private 
profit.

Standard Oil could not maintain its 
absolute dominance forever. First a couple of other 
global rivals developed – Shell Oil and Royal Dutch 
Oil, both in Europe. Then others developed. Their 
relentless quest for and discovery of new oil 
deposits, their development of new means of 

17 Daniel Yergin, “The Prize”, 1992, p. 54

drilling for and pumping oil, their development of 
new means of refining oil – all of this meant a 
massive advance for human society in many ways. 
It meant, for instance, that when the Sun set, 
people’s lives would not necessarily fall into 
darkness. It meant a massive improvement in the 
means of transportation. It provided access to a 
huge, cheap source of energy which fueled a 
massive advance in production, science and 
technology. These were advances for which the 
capitalist system itself was responsible.

However, just as the domination of 
Standard oil established a certain order for a time, it 
also bore certain costs, so did the domination of 
capitalism itself. The relentless competition 
between national cliques of the capitalist class 
meant also competition for empires. Once the 
underdeveloped world was more or less divided up, 
then it was necessary to settle the competition by 
other means – war.

Oil and Inter-imperialist Rivalries
World War I, a struggle for colonies, also 

led to the further development of the oil industry. At 
the outset of this war, military strategy was based 
on human physical capabilities as well as those of 
the horse. By the end of the war, the internal 
combustion engine had become the basis of military 
maneuver and strategy. Related to this, the struggle 
for access to oil supplies was both a cause of the 
war as well as one of the determinants of its 
outcome.

Thus we see that in the struggle for 
colonies, each competing colonialist power was 
forced to use every means at its disposal to 
vanquish its rivals. If it failed to do so out of some 
longer range strategic considerations, it would lose 
the immediate battle. It is true that the 
environmental consequences of the use of oil were 
not fully understood at that time, but even if they 
had been it would have made no difference. The 
competing colonial powers could not afford to 
consider the environmental consequences in this 
primal struggle. Vanquish or be vanquished. The 
very laws of motion of capitalism and its inevitable 
birth-child, imperialism, dictated this. These laws 
raised the power of the oil industry to great heights.

The Rise of the Automobile
The power of the oil industry helped 
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dictate how capitalism was to develop society. In 
the US, this meant the rise of the automobile, the 
spread of suburbia and the death of most cities. 

At the start of the 20th century, the main 
means of long distance transportation was the 
railroad. Inter city travel was often by light rail 
street cars. The owners of these rail lines and street 
car lines were extremely unpopular because of how 
they gouged the public and bribed and bullied 
politicians. Railroad companies mercilessly 
exploited the farmers, who depended on railroads to 
get their produce to market. They also utilized their 
right-of-way claims to reap massive profits in real 
estate speculation. 

For this reason, the early development of 
the automobile was seen as a democratic 
development. It was also widely heralded as giving 
the average American increased freedom. 

As has often been the case in capitalism, 
the innovations used for war were later used in the 
consumer market. In 1916 there were 3.4 million 
registered autos in the US. Three years later that 
number was 23.1 million. Not only did the number 
of autos increase; so did their annual usage. In 
1919, the average auto in the US was driven 4,500 
miles. By 1929, that number was 7500 miles. Along 
with this came the advent of the drive-in gas station. 
In 1920, approximately 100,000 establishments sold 
gasoline. Most of these were just retail stores that 
also sold gasoline. By 1929, that number was 
300,000, almost all of which were exclusively gas 
stations or garages.18 

Robert Moses and the Auto Culture
Along with this went massive construction 

of roads and bridges and the rise and fall of 
thousands of small towns and cities. One of the 
most famous individuals involved in the post WW 
II development of cities and transport was Robert 

18Yergin, pp. 208,209

Moses, head of several agencies in New York, 
including the Triborough Bridge Authority. His role 
is an illustration of the overall process. In his 
position, he made and organized the carrying out of 
plans for development of the greater New York City 
and surrounding areas. He was known as an 
autocrat who did not hesitate to use bribes and 
blackmail to bully politicians into line. His overall 
goal was the development of a massive network of 
bridges, roads and freeways, with suburban housing 
based on this network. He used eminent domain19 to 
take away urban properties, not hesitating to destroy 
entire long-standing communities. In one of his 
most infamous acts, the roads he built around New 
York City, including those leading to Jones Beach, 
were intentionally built with overpasses over them 
that were too low to allow the buses in use at the 
time to fit underneath them. This was to keep the 
poor, and especially the black and Puerto Rican 
poor, away from Jones Beach, since many of them 
didn’t own cars. Moses was also responsible for the 
planning of Manhattan’s West Side Highway and 
the adjoining park along the Hudson River. He 
made sure that this park was only developed below 
125th St., so that the black and Puerto Rican 
residents of Harlem would not receive the benefits. 

In another instance, when Moses wanted to 
develop a freeway in upstate New York, he routed it 
around the estates of the wealthy. Instead, the 
freeway made a curve into the land of small 
farmers. In one case, his freeway cut directly 
through the property of one such farm, forcing the 
farmer to travel extra miles to get from one part of 
his property to the other, eventually forcing him off 
the farm. While Moses had rerouted the freeway 
many miles to avoid the estates of his wealthy 
associates, he was unwilling to reroute it even just a 
fraction of a mile to avoid destroying this family 
farm. In yet another instance, he wanted to build a 
freeway through a long-standing neighborhood on 
the outskirts of New York City. When residents 
refused to move, he simply acquired title to the 
buildings and cut off their heat and electricity.

Prior to WW I, street car lines ran from the 
urban centers to the areas surrounding the cities (the 
suburbs). In the rapid expansion that followed WW 
II, however, auto manufacturers such as General 
Motors (GM) and also the oil industry bought up 
these street car lines and then closed them down, 
forcing people to increase their use of private 

19Eminent domain laws in the United States allow public  
agencies to take ownership of property if it is considered 
to be in the public good, such as for the purpose of  
building freeways, bridges, etc.
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automobiles. Because the suburbs were largely 
developed on a for-profit basis, as few public 
amenities as possible were built. Also, catering to 
the automobile form of transport, as well as the 
general development plans, goods were sold in 
stores in strip malls – accessible mainly by autos. 
While many people comment on the long distances 
that some workers have to drive to get to and from 
work, in fact these make up only 22.5% of all miles 
driven by autos in the US. On the other hand, 33% 
of miles driven are for personal errands and another 
33% for social and recreational purposes.20 This is 
because of the spread-out nature of the suburbs as 
well as the lack of public transport, which in turn is 
due to the way capitalism developed the US as 
described above. 

Electric Automobile
In 1980, the California Air Resources 

Board (CARB) passed a mandate that in effect 
would require 10% of all new autos sold in 
California to be electric cars. While electric 
autos might not be an alternative for those doing 
long distance driving, in the US two-thirds of 
driving is just around town for personal errands and 
recreation (movies, etc.),21 Since many US families 
own two or more cars anyway, there is no reason 
why at least one of these cars could not be electric. 
An electric vehicle would be perfectly suited for 
around-town driving. However, its development 
was a threat to the profits of the oil and auto 
industries. Therefore, it had to be squelched.

The auto manufacturers responded with a 
two-pronged approach: The built an astro-turf, 
populist-sounding group “Californians Against 
Utility Abuse.” Meanwhile, they started to produce 
electric vehicles, but made sure they weren't too 
popular, for instance by refusing to seriously market 
these autos. They sat on patents that would make 
electric autos more efficient, such as a new and 
more efficient type of battery developed by inventor 
Stan Oshinsky. 

The auto manufacturers also sued in court 
agains t the CARB mandates . The Bush 
administration joined in this suit. At that time, 
Bush’s chief of staff was Andrew Card, former CEO 
of the Auto Manufacturers Association of America. 
They also bought off the chairman of CARB by 
giving him a well-paid position in the fuel cell 
industry. Following this, the chairman held hearings 
which resulted in advancing the expensive and 

20Jane Kay, “Asphalt Nation” UC Press, 1997, p. 20
21 Kay, op.cit., p. 20

impractical fuel cell in place of the electric vehicle.
Ultimately, they got the CARB ruling 

thrown out.
The early domination of Standard Oil, the 

autocratic methods of Robert Moses, General 
Motors' closing of street car rail lines, the auto 
industry's sabotage of plans for electric autos – all 
this represents the only approach that capitalism is 
capable of as far as any sort of planning. It is the 
planning based on immediate profits for whatever 
clique of capitalists happens to be the most 
powerful at the moment. 

Mass Workers’ Parties in Western 
Europe
In Western Europe, capitalism was forced 

to take a somewhat different route. There, the 
working class for many decades played a somewhat 
independent role in society. They did this through 
their own political parties – the Labour Party in 
Britain and the Socialist Party (and in one or two 
countries also the Communist Party) in continental 
Europe. In Britain, up until recently a very common 
form of housing for workers was publicly-owned 
housing. There was not the stigma attached to 
public housing as there is in the United States, and 
public housing was not the crime ridden, prison-like 
towers that they are in the US.  In addition, most if 
not all western European countries have highly 
developed public transit and rail systems. While it 
may be true that higher population densities 
prevented the suburban sprawl that marks the 
United States, this is not the only reason. The public 
transit and rail systems are part of the generally 
much higher level of public services in general. 
This, in turn, was due to the existence of the mass 
working class parties that existed there.

It is not necessary to detail how capitalism 
developed agriculture, energy supplies (electricity, 
etc.) or other aspects of contributors to global 
warming. In all cases, immediate profit was the 
overwhelming consideration. In the case of the 
electric grid, for instance, the further electric power 
has to be transported, the more power is lost in the 
power lines. Yet now, increasingly larger power 
grids are being developed. This increases the power 
and profits of a few large companies, at the expense 
of the environment. Relatively little investment is 
put into developing the means of individual 
generation of electricity. There is an increasing 
trend towards home solar panels, but this is but a 
tiny, tiny proportion of the overall generation of 
electricity. And today, the major electric utility 
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companies (such as PG&E, Edison International, 
etc.) are trying to prevent the further spread of 
homeowner rooftop solar panel installation. They 
see it as hurting their bottom line.22 

Development of Global Warming 
Science
The theory of human-caused global 

warming was first proposed by scientist Svante 
Arrhenius in 1896. This theory was not taken 
seriously at the time as in general people thought 
that human activity was too puny to have global 
affects. In addition, the general consensus was that 
the “balance of nature” was fixed, that it couldn't 
change. 

The Cold War furthered global warming 
s c i e n c e . T h e 
development of 
nuclear physics, for 
instance, led to the 
development of 
c a r b o n d a t i n g , 
which allowed the 
accurate dating of 
fossils, etc. A better 
understanding of 
weather patterns 
f o r m i l i t a r y 
purposes led to the 
further 

development of meteorology. Along side of this, the 
realization of how human activity could affect the 
planet's environment started to dawn on people. 
This realization was symbolized and also further 
advanced by the publication of Rachel Carson's 
“Silent Spring” in 1962. In the late 1980s, Soviet 
scientists extracted the first ice core which could be 
reliably dated back some 400,000 years. This was a 
major step in helping understand the ancient history 
of climate change and its causes.23 

Meanwhile, in the United States, the 
Reagan administration was cutting funding for 
global warming research since it was reaching 
“dangerous” conclusions – dangerous for profits 
and political principles, that is.  

As the evidence piled up, public awareness 
shifted from 38% aware of the issue in 1981 to 79% 
in 1989.24 Then Corporate America went onto the 

22http://www.businessweek.com/news/2013-05-
10/rooftop-solar-conflict-heating-up-as-companies-
counter-utilities
23Spencer Weart, Discovery of Global Warming, Harvard 
Univ. Press, 2003 pp. 130-32
24Weart, op cit p. 155

offensive. They recruited a series of scientists who 
were open to being bought off. In part this was due 
to simple greed, but it was also due to their right-
wing political views. Some of these, such as Fred 
Seitz and S. Frederick Singer, were right wing, cold 
war physicists who were veterans of the Tobacco 
wars. They had been paid by the tobacco industry to 
cast doubt on whether smoking caused lung cancer. 
They were joined by such shills for big oil as 
Richard Lindzen. As one historian observed, “If  
you knew a person's views on government  
regulation, you could probably predict what the  
person thought about predictions of global  
warming.”25 In other words, a political agenda was 
driving science, rather than the other way around.

The global warming denial industry, 
largely funded by the oil industry, carried on a 
campaign similar to that of the tobacco/cancer 
deniers before them. In this, they were given 
credence by the corporate-controlled media. The 
corporate-controlled media claim that they are just 
being “balanced”. This is like giving equal voice to 
flat-Earthers. To this day, while this media covers 
climate disasters such as massive wildfires and 

storms like Superstorm Sandy to boost their ratings, 
they never mention the link between these climate 
disasters and global climate disruption/global 
warming.

Journalist Ross Gelbspan explains why: 
“A few years ago, a top editor at a major TV 
network was asked why, given the increasing  
proportion of news budgets dedicated to weather  
disasters, the network news broadcasts did not  
make this connection (with global warming). The 
editor said, ‘We did that – once. But it triggered a  
barrage of complaints from the Global Climate  
Coalition (a fossil fuel funded denier group) to our  
top executives at the network.’.... In the end, he  
confided, the industry basically intimidated the  

25Weart, op cit, p. 145
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network into dropping this connection from its  
coverage.” 26 

Dragged kicking and screaming into 
reality, most wings of the US capitalist class now 
have to accept the fact of global climate 
disruption/global warming. The insurance industry, 
for instance, is increasingly concerned about claims 
due to extreme weather events. Even the US 
military is concerned. This was shown in a report 
they commissioned that was published in 2003, 
called “Imagining the Unthinkable”. It pictured “A 
world where... disruption and conflict will be 
endemic features of life.” 27

Conclusions from This History
Early industrialization and the use of fossil 

fuels was not simply a product of capitalist sabotage 
of alternatives; the fact is that alternative fuel 
sources did not exist at that time. During this 
period, capitalism played a progressive role in this 
sense: This form of organizing production allowed 
for a vast reduction in the amount of labor hours 
required to produce society’s necessities. 

We cannot blame the profit motive for 
these early developments; there was no way that 
people could really realize the longer-term 
consequences of the use of these fuels. However, in 
the early or mid-20th century, these consequences 
started to become felt. Scientists and journalists 
started to study and understand them. 

The cap i t a l i s t c l a s s i gnored the 
understanding that was starting to develop. Later, 
they actively sabotaged the development of this 
understanding. They also obstructed the drawing of 
any practical conclusions. 

As part of this, they sabotaged any plans to 
develop alternatives to use renewable energy. This 
was done in part to protect already existing 
investments. If cheap, clean alternatives to the 
internal combustion engine were developed, for 
instance, then all the billions invested in building 
these engines would lose much of their value. Also, 
the capitalist class opposed any tendency to 
increase regulations on air pollution, etc. This is 
because they oppose anything that stands in their 
way of making immediate profits or limits their 
freedom to invest where and how they like. In other 
words, the “free” market must be defended at all 
costs, even if it means environmental destruction. 
They do have some principles, after all!

26Ross Gelbspan, “Boiling Point” Basic Books, 2004, p. 80
27http://www.gbn.com/articles/pdfs/Abrupt%20Climate  
%20Change%20February%202004.pdf

What Can Be Done – The “Free 
Market” Approach
Now the capitalist class is worried about 

the consequences of human-caused global warming. 
They worry about a hit to their bottom line – profits 
– due to extreme weather events such as storms, 
droughts, etc. They worry about a possible collapse 
of the social stability that is necessary for assured 
profits. They worry about a social revolt that would 
lead to a mass anti-capitalist movement. Therefore, 
they feel forced to try something. 

However, what the capitalist class 
willingly does is determined by their own 
principles, first and foremost of which is freedom of 
capital. The owners of capital will not willingly 
agree to anything that restricts their ability to invest 
where, when and how they like. Even on the basis 
of capitalism, the natural approach would be to 
write regulations which simply restrict emissions of 
greenhouse gases. But left to their own devices, the 
owners of capital and their politicians will never 
write such regulations.

In the 1980s, capitalism was forced to deal 
with the threat to the ozone layer caused by the use 
of chlorinated fluorocarbons (CFCs). These are the 
gases that were used in spray cans, for instance. 
They dealt with this issue by reaching a treaty in 
Montreal Canada in 1987. Three years later, the 
Clinton administration in the US pushed through 
the Clean Air Act, which dealt with the issue of acid 
rain. 

In both cases, the approach was the “cap 
and trade” approach. Under this strategy, owners of 
capital are granted a certain amount of credits to 
emit the particular pollutants up to a certain 
amount. If a company emits less than its quota, it 
can sell the remaining amount to another company 
that goes over the quota. 

In both cases, this cap-and-trade strategy 
was fairly successful.

During these same years, the capitalist 
class was becoming increasingly aware of the threat 
to profits posed by global warming. They also were 
concerned that scientists, who they try to keep 
isolated behind the laboratory walls, were starting 
to make public comments on their own about global 
warming. This was not good. They had to be 
brought under control. Who knows how far some 
scientists might go?

In 1988, the United Nations founded the 
International Panel on Climate Change, the IPCC. 
This was made up of government representatives – 
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that is, representatives of the owners of capital in 
the various countries of the world. The main 
achievement of the IPCC has been the Kyoto 
Accords. These Accords seek to use this same cap-
and-trade approach. However,  greenhouse gas 
emissions is a far more complex problem than was 
emissions of CFCs. The  emission of greenhouse 
gases is central to almost the entire technology 
developed by capitalism. 

One problem with cap-and-trade is the 
potential for fraud. For instance, trees can be 
planted, the emission allotment sold, and then a few 
years later the trees can be cut down, and then the 
process is started over again. Or, take another 
example: A steel mill owner plans to modernize his 
or her plant. Part of this modernization would 
inevitably include a reduction in the amount of 
energy required. The owner then gets some 
“scientist” to certify that this is being done to 
reduce emissions and the owner then has an 
allotment of CO2 emissions that can be sold.

Another problem is the potential for 
untested and potentially dangerous schemes. For 
instance, not so long ago a company came up with 
the idea of seeding the oceans with iron filings. 
Supposedly this seeding would encourage the 
growth of algae which would then absorb more 
CO2. This would then give this company emission 
allotments to sell. 

What would be the longer term effects of 
such seeding? Nobody knows, but one possibility is 
a massive increase in algae bloom which would 
choke almost all other living things in the region of 
the bloom. This doesn’t matter, though; all that 
matters is immediate profits.

The cap-and-trade approach is similar to 
the speculation that Enron engaged in. One contract 
on top of another was bought and sold. Nobody 
could keep track of the comings and goings until 
the entire scheme imploded. However, that was just 
one particular company and its stockholders and 
employees; here we are talking about the world’s 
atmosphere.

The Kyoto Accord required its signatories 
(which don’t include the United States) to reducing 
carbon emissions by 5.2% by 2012. This goal is 
completely inadequate and shows that the capitalist 
class, itself, knows that cap-and-trade strategy will 
not work

Some Real Steps
Recently George Monbiot, the prominent 

British environmental journalist, published an 

extremely carefully researched book called “Heat; 
How to Stop the Planet from Burning.” According 
to Monbiot, many scientists believe that it is 
necessary to prevent the Earth from warming by 
over 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. 
Over this level and global climate change could 
spiral out of control. Even this may be overly 
optimistic. Monbiot writes: “A conference of  
scientists convened by the UK’s Met Office warned 
that at less than one degree above pre-industrial  
levels, crop yields begin to decline in continental  
interiors, droughts spread in the Sahel region of  
Africa, water quality falls and coral reefs start to  
die. At 1.5 degrees or less, an extra 400 million  
people are exposed to water stress and another 5  
million to hunger, 18 per cent of the world’s species  
will be lost, and the ‘onset of complete melting of  
Greenland ice’ is triggered. There are, I am afraid,  
some effects of climate change which cannot be  
avoided.”28

Monbiot cites experts who believe that 
limiting global warming to two degrees means that 
CO2 concentrations must be kept at the equivalent 
of 440 ppm or lower. He stresses “equivalent” 
because of the other greenhouse gases (such as 
methane), and concludes that given this, CO2 levels 
must be kept at today’s levels to prevent the worst-
case scenarios. 

However, the problem is that the ability of 
the Earth’s biosphere to absorb CO2 gas is being 
reduced from the current 4 billion tons per year to 
2.7 billion by 2030. This means that human society 
will have to reduce its emissions from the current 7 
billion tons down to 2.7 billion by 2030 to avoid the 
worst case scenario. This is an overall 60% 
reduction and it means an emission level of .33 tons 
per person per year.

Politically and socially, the only way this 
could be achieved is for this emission level per 
person to apply to all societies. This means a far 
greater reduction of emissions in the industrialized 
capitalist countries, which emit far greater levels 
per person, than in the underdeveloped countries. 
Monbiot figures this would mean a reduction in the 
industrialized countries of 90%.

Is it technologically possible to organize 
such a reduction? Monbiot devotes his book to 
calculating how this could be done in one aspect of 
human consumption after another. Monbiot is one 
of the most serious writers on the issue of global 
warming. His book, “Heat”, is also probably the 

28George Monbiot, “Heat: How to Stop the 
Planet from Burning”, South End Press, 2007,  p. 15
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most comprehensive and best-researched attempt to 
document how a massive reduction in CO2 
emissions could be accomplished technologically. 
Therefore, in considering what is necessary, it is 
worthwhile to start by analyzing Monbiot’s 
proposals.

Take the question of housing, for instance. 
According to Monbiot, while energy demand has 
increased by 7.3% overall from 1990-2003, energy 
consumption in houses has increased by 19% and 
now amounts to 31% of UK energy usage. (NOTE: 
As a British writer, Monbiot naturally focuses on 
the UK. However, we can probably assume that the 
figures and the patterns are pretty similar for other 
industrialized countries.) Eighty-two percent of 
housing’s energy consumption is for space and 
water heating. Thus, it is here that the major 
consumption reductions must be found.

According to Monbiot, barely over a third 
of all UK homes even have insulation in their cavity 
walls. Even the weak codes regarding this aspect of 
building remain more or less unenforced. Monbiot 
carefully explains alternative building/insulating 
techniques. Every aspect of housing is examined, 
and Monbiot convincingly concludes that a 90% 
reduction in energy consumption for housing is 
possible, without reducing comfort. This even 
includes the energy consumption required for 
retrofitting existing housing. 

Monbiot develops (on paper) a complex 
transport system. This includes massively increased 
use of buses and trains, vs. individual autos. Many 
object that use of such mass transport would require 
too much travel time for the average person. 
However, Monbiot shows that if use of individual 
autos were radically reduced, this would so reduce 
traffic congestion that overall transport time would 
not significantly increase.

Renewables
As for renewables – wind and solar 

especially – he does see an important role for these 
forces. One major problem is how to store their 
energy, and Monbiot provides one possible option – 
“pumped hydro-electricity”. In other words, when 
the wind provides more electricity than is called for, 
the excess can be used to run pumps that pump 
water to a higher storage point. When the reverse is 
the case, this water can be let out and it can run 
generators as it runs downhill. However, Monbiot 
makes clear that wind and solar are not the panacea 
that many in the environmental movement make 
them out to be.

Carbon Sequestration
Monbiot also carefully analyses the 

proposal for CO2 underground storage 
(“sequestration”). He concludes that this is safe and 
feasible. There is reason to be skeptical of carbon 
sequestration, but Monbiot provides some 
reasonable-sounding arguments in favor. His main 
argument is that natural gas has been trapped 
(sequestered) underground for millions of years. 
However, he provides one proviso: Under the 
current direction of things, carbon sequestration 
would merely be used as an excuse to produce even 
more carbon dioxide. Sequestration can only be 
supported if it is part of an overall plan to vastly 
reduce the amount of carbon dioxide pumped into 
the atmosphere.

In every arena that Monbiot examines, he 
shows that a 90% reduction is possible. The only 
arena where he concludes that nothing like this is 
possible is in airplane travel. He concludes that this 
travel will have to be severely curtailed or outright 
eliminated. 

“Political Realities”
In his book, Monbiot strongly criticizes 

those environmental groups who establish goals 
based on what is “politically possible”. Almost all 
of these groups have abandoned any program for 
sufficient greenhouse gas reduction because, as they 
argue, there is not the “political will” to do so. This 
means, in effect, abandoning what is necessary 
based on the laws of nature in order for these 
groups to become acceptable to the capitalist class – 
the very class that is responsible for the crisis in the 
first place. However, Monbiot himself unfortunately 
is guilty of a similar problem in a slightly different 
way, and in making this error he shows the 
impossibility of resolving this problem within the 
capitalist system.

If an overall reduction of emissions by 
90% is necessary, then we must consider emissions 
created by production, not just consumption. But 
here the direct interests of the capitalist class come 
under attack. In every arena from capitalist 
agriculture to steel smelting to mining, a 90% 
reduction is necessary. Is such a reduction possible 
without significantly reducing overall production? 
Monbiot doesn’t touch this question.

Military
The military-industrial complex is also 

another important source of greenhouse emissions. 
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This is completely aside from the human lives lost 
or destroyed and the homes and incomes ruined by 
military attacks. The U.S. military, for instance is 
the nation’s largest consumer of fossil fuel at 
340,000 barrels per day. At the height of the Iraq 
war, US forces there consumed 40,000 barrels per 
day.29 In addition, there are the emissions related to 
explosions of bombs, etc. On top of this are the 
emissions from producing the steel, aluminum, and 
other materials for everything from tanks and jet 
bombers to bullets and helmets. In a time of 
increased military conflict, the damage done is not 
only to the masses who lose their lives or are 
maimed or wounded, nor the destruction of homes 
and work places; there is also the environmental 
damage due to massive CO2 emissions.

The capitalist class of any major capitalist 
country cannot afford to relinquish the use of force 
or the threat of this use in enforcing its interests 
around the world. Dealing with military-related 
emissions would mean a direct confrontation with 
the military-industrial complex – one of the most 
powerful wings of the capitalist class – as well as 
with the capitalist class as a whole. So Monbiot and 
other environmentalists tend to ignore this issue.

Consumerism
Emissions from production of everything 

from food to clothes to movies is of course directly 
related to overall consumption. The capitalist 
system’s economic health depends on a consumer 
society. If the individuals in the industrialized 
capitalist countries sharply reduced their 
consumption, the world economy would very 
quickly go into crisis.

Capitalism also depends on a consumer 
society for political reasons. For hundreds of 
millions of people in the industrialized capitalist 
world, access to true satisfaction, to real stimulation 
of the senses and of the brain, is extremely limited. 
Consumption of all sorts of frivolous items serves 
as a substitute.

It is true that many millions in the 
industrialized world live in poverty with scarcely 
the resources to eat decently or to live in a decent 
home. However, there are many other millions 
whose lives are filled by buying the latest gadgets, 
clothing styles, gas guzzling vehicles, etc. For these 
millions, such consumption is a substitute for 
adventure and understanding of the world around 
us. This substitute is encouraged partly to provide 
the market in which profits can be made. Perhaps 
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even more important, it also serves to hold back any 
more serious thought about the situation in which 
workers find themselves. This is because, for 
workers, thought and action are interlinked, making 
a more serious view of society a real danger to the 
capitalist class.

Of course, crises will tend to break through 
this veil of confusion. This is exactly why it is so 
important for the capitalist class to maintain that 
veil for as long as possible.

It is not within our realm to calculate 
exactly how much consumption could be reduced 
for how many people without moving towards an 
unacceptable standard of living. However, clearly 
there is room for huge emission savings here; the 
problem is that it would be political dynamite. 

On top of this is the massive consumption 
– and resulting greenhouse gas emissions – by the 
rich and the super rich. 

Clearly, then, initially such huge changes 
would only be possible in the context of an aroused 
mass working class movement; over the longer 
term, it would only be possible through a worker-
controlled socialist society.

Even the most serious of reformists who 
deal with global warming, such as Monbiot, 
completely fail to consider this aspect.

Central Planning
There is another aspect to the issue: In 

considering the solutions proposed by Monbiot, it is 
obvious that what is required is a central plan for 
production, transport and consumption of the goods 
necessary for modern society. This, then, leads to 
the question of who, which class, will devise and 
carry out such a plan?

Some environmental commentators leave 
open the possibility that such a plan could be 
devised and carried through by a centralized 
authority. In other words, some sort of dictator. 
Leaving completely aside any “ideological” 
questions, this would be unworkable. If such a 
regime developed under capitalism, it would 
inevitably be extremely corrupt. The dictator and 
his or her cronies would find ways to directly enrich 
themselves in the execution of the plan. This would 
mean that all sorts of loopholes and foolish schemes 
would be developed, which would make the plan 
inefficient, and ultimately the plan would 
completely fail to accomplish its original intent. 
Although it was not a capitalist system, we saw 
what happened in the Soviet Union and other 
similar societies: Pollution was even worse than in 
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the industrialized capitalist world. This is because 
there was little or no working class check on this 
bureaucratic dictatorship.

Could a modern state such as that of the 
present-day United States or the UK regulate the 
corporations to sufficiently deal with global 
warming? The record does not exactly leave room 
for a lot of optimism, and there is a reason for this: 
At every step of the way, the individual wings of 
the capitalist class intervene in the decision-making 
and the carrying out of decisions (through the 
different regulatory bodies). Even the capitalist 
media in the US recognizes this when they talk 
about the overwhelming influence of the “special 
interests”. We are not talking about a slow, steady 
reform here. Swift, decisive, widespread action is 
required. On the one hand, each individual wing of 
the capitalist class would be seeking exceptions to 
satisfy their particular interests. On the other hand, 
the capitalist class as a whole would bitterly resist 
any tendency towards seriously increased 
regulation. Overall, they would so clog up the 
process through bureaucratic measures that such 
action would be nearly impossible.

In any case, what we always find is that 
the industry always ends up controlling the 
regulatory body that is meant to control it.

It is true that a mass movement of the 
working class and the youth could have a strong 
impact on how the capitalist state functions. 
However, inevitably such a movement must come 
to a crossroad: One possibility is that this 
movement will build organs of struggle that start to 
operate as a rival or “dual power” to the capitalist 
state and ultimately bring down the capitalist state. 
The other possible outcome would be that the 
movement will be thrown backwards.

In other words, the issue is which class 
will devise and carry out the plan. When considered 
from every point of view, and when considered 
objectively, it is clear that only the working class is 
capable of doing so.

Global Rebellion
Every action has an equal and opposite 

reaction. So it is in physics and so it is in human 
history. In both physics and human society, the 
reaction may be delayed, but that makes it all the 
more explosive when it comes.

In every phase of industry – from the oil 
industry to agriculture – capitalism has built a 
massive and mighty working class. For the first 
time in history, that working class is an absolute 
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Resources

The following are some web sites and books that 
readers might find helpful:

http://www.climatecentral.org – Has basic news 
and information on climate disruption.

Www.endocrinedisruption.com – Web site of 
Theo Colborn and her associates. Excellent 
information on endocrine disruption and videos 
on that topic as well as on fracking.

Www.fractivist.blogspot.com – Web site of 
Shane Davis, the original “fractivist” who has 
done massive research on the issue.

Www.sourcewatch.org – Gives background, 
including financial links, of different individuals 
and organizations.

Www.muckety.com – interactive web site 
enabling user to find links between different 
boards of directors, corporations, etc.

Www.oaklandsocialist.com – Web site of this 
group. Contains articles on environment and 
other issues related to the world rebellion 
against capitalism.

Www.facebook.com/WorkersIntlNetwork – 
Facebook page of Workers International 
Network. Contains news updates on workers' 
struggles, political, economic and environmental 
news and other material.

Books

“Our Stolen Future” by Theo Colborn. Explains 
the role of the endocrine system in human health, 
and how various chemicals disrupt the 
development of that system as a fetus develops. 

“Heat – How to Stop the Planet from Burning” 
by George Monbiot. Carefully details a program 
to reverse the build-up of greenhouse gas. 

“The Prize” by Daniel Yellin. The classic history 
of the development of the oil industry.

“Preparing for Revolution” by Workers 
International Network. This booklet explains the 
process that is underway of a global revolt 
against capitalism. It links this process to the 
development of a new, mass workers 
international – one similar to the old First 
International of the 1800s. Available at 
www.oaklandsocialist.com



majority in the world. For various reasons that are 
beyond the scope of this pamphlet, the reaction of 
the working class to the depredations of capitalism 
have been delayed.

But now that reaction is here, and 
explosive it certainly is. 

From Kunming, China (population 6.5 million), to 
Lafayette, Colorado, USA (population 24.8 
thousand), in countries as varied as Turkey, Egypt, 
Bulgaria, and Greece, a global revolt against 
capitalism is on the move. Much of this revolt is 
either directed towards environmental destruction 
or is indirectly motivated by it. 

“In China, since 1996, the number 
of environmental protests has been growing by 29% 
per year.30 In Turkey, the rebellion's initial impulse 
was the planned destruction of central Istanbul's 
only green area – Ghezi Park. In the Arab world, the 
tidal wave of rebellion was not directed at 
environmental destruction, but that is one of the 
underlying causes. The doubling of global wheat 
prices from June, 2010 to February, 2011, had a 
disastrous effect on the living standards of workers 
in Egypt, for instance. This price increase was 
directly due to massive droughts in some of the 
world's major wheat producing nations, most 
particularly Russia. In the case of Syria, as one 
report notes, “from 2006 to 2011, up to 60 percent 
of Syria’s land experienced the worst drought ever 
recorded there — at a time when Syria’s population 
was exploding and its corrupt and inefficient regime 
was proving incapable of managing the stress.”31 
Among other effects, this disastrous drought forced 
millions off the land and into the major urban 
centers. Throughout the United States, tens of 
thousands are being driven into political activity 
due to such environmental issues as the Keysone 

30http://www.chinadialogue.net/article/show/  
single/en/5438-Officials-struggling-to-respond-to-China-
s-year-of-environment-protests-.

31http://climateandsecurity.files.wordpress.co
m/2012/04/climatechangearabspring-ccs-cap-stimson.pdf

Pipeline, toxic waste dumps and hydraulic 
fracturing (fracking).

Alongside of this rebellion comes a reac-
tion, in such varied forms as the fascist “Golden 
Dawn” and the systematic ignorance and proud 
selfishness of the Tea Party movement in the United 
States. In other parts of the world, we see the reac-
tionary movement of religious (including Islamic) 
fundamentalism. Meanwhile, capitalism's depreda-
tions continue. This includes the spread of wars, the 
economic crisis and attacks on the standard of liv-
ing of working class people around the world, and 
the continued plans to burn every last drop of fossil 
fuel possible, from Canadian tar sands to hydraulic 
fracturing. (Now, they have  even announced plans 
to frack in the Gulf of Mexico.)32

Even here in the United States, as we 
document in the introduction to this pamphlet, 
awareness of environmental issues and support for 
socialism is widespread. As well, we are seeing a 
renewal of the youth movement that dominated the 
political landscape in the United States in the 1960s 
and '70s. The leading element in that youth 
movement of that time was the black youth. As seen 
in the protests against the acquittal of racist 
murderer George Zimmerman, that layer of youth is 
now moving into action. 

Their chant in some of those protests, to 
the sound of pounding drums, was “I believe that 
we will win.” Victory – a revolutionary socialist 
victory – can be ours. The tasks may be great and 
the time may be short, but never before has the 
world's working class been stronger and more 
international. For the sake of our children and 
grandchildren as well as for the sake of all life in 
this planet, we must bend every bit of our strength 
toward achieving that revolutionary victory.
For a mass, direct action campaign to stop all 
fracking now, stop the tar sands production and 
the Keystone Pipeline. Mobilize in the 

32http://www.onepetro.org/mslib/servlet/onepetroprevi  
ew?id=00028159
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• Mobilize a mass campaign of direct 
action in the communities, schools and 
workplaces to stop environmental 
destruction. For environmental justice 
and workers' rights.

• For this movement itself to put forward 
workers' representatives for public 
office on a workers' wage and controlled 
by the movement. Link up all these 
struggles through a party of struggle that 
builds the movement and also runs 
representatives for public office.

• For mass funding to develop renewable 
energy sources. Defund and end US 
military adventures around the world. End 
state support for the banks. 

• Link the environmental justice struggle 
with the struggle for decent jobs, a $15 
per hour minimum wage, free education 
and socialized medicine for all. 
Redistribute the wealth downwards. End 
the global “race to the bottom.”

• For adequate and healthy food for all, 
based on environmentally sound food 
production methods. End factory 
farming. Safe and healthy conditions, 
adequate pay and union rights for 
agricultural workers.

• No confidence in any of the organs of 
big business, including the Democratic 
and Republican Parties and their 

representatives. No support for any of 
their politicians or links with the 
corporations standing behind them. Out of 
the mass, direct action struggle will 
emerge candidates independent of those 
parties and linked with the struggle itself. 
For a mass party of struggle, which will 
also run representatives for public office.

• For unions that fully fight for their 
members both on and off the job, not 
for the profits of the employers. This 
includes union support for environmental 
justice and for the unions to break from the 
Democratic Party. No union support for 
fracking, tar sands removal, or projects 
like the Keystone Pipeline.

• For direct global links for the global 
environmental justice movement. 
Exchange information and experiences 
world wide and meet together world wide.

• For democratic socialism and workers' 
democracy. For an economy which is 
planned by the working class itself, under 
its democratic control and management.
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Transitional Program for Environmental Justice
The following are some ideas for a transitional program for environmental justice. Such an approach is  
based on the view that the struggle for socialism is not simply something for holiday speechifying; it has  
direct implications for the day-to-day struggle. It means that only the struggle of workers and youth can  
resolve the environmental crisis, and it is to this movement that we must turn.


