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‘Modern man no longer knows how to foresee or to forestall. He will end by destroying the earth from which he and other living creatures draw their food. Poor bees, poor birds, poor man.’

Albert Schweitzer, in a letter to a
French beekeeper, quoted by Rachel Carson
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How the Monkey Got Stuck

I began writing this book in early November 2021 just as the COP26 climate summit in Glasgow was taking place. Despite the marked absence of major players like Russia and China, COP26’s importance was hailed by most speakers and delegates as representing absolutely the last chance for ‘world leaders’ to make political decisions that might enable the planet to remain habitable by humans for the foreseeable future. And this despite everybody knowing that, in self-styled democracies at least, heads of state have very little power to dictate radical shifts in policy in a world where almost everything, and certainly energy pricing, is largely beyond their control because they have ceded power to transnational corporations. So much for democracy. Nevertheless, it was ritually agreed that the universal enemy is global warming and all remedy appears to hang on reducing reliance on fossil carbon sources, chiefly natural gas, coal and oil: all still vital enablers not just of the global economy but also of life itself for billions of people. On 1 November the BBC’s website headlined just how serious it thought the matter: ‘World temperatures are rising because of human activity, and climate change now threatens every aspect of human life. Left unchecked, humans and nature will experience catastrophic warming, with worsening droughts, greater sea level rise and mass extinction of species.’

The grab-bag of the summit’s journalistic clichés was familiar enough. An editorial without the word ‘catastrophic’ in it was rarer than hen’s teeth. Many including the then-Prince Charles gave their considered opinion that we were now in the Last Chance Saloon. Furthermore, there were no genies to be plucked from magic bottles, no wands to be waved. Now everything depended on technology. This meant switching to alternative, ‘clean’ sources of energy such as wind, wave and solar power to generate electricity, together with newly efficient batteries for storing it. At the same time we would need to develop alternative, zero-emissions fuels such as liquified hydrogen for engine-driven transport. The usual ghostly silence surrounded nuclear energy, the cleanest of them all, with zero carbon emissions when generating electricity.

It is now almost immaterial whether human-induced global warming is actually taking place. For years its reality has been relentlessly endorsed by the great names of the Earth sciences and most of the world’s press, increasingly coupled with the entirely unscientific word ‘consensus’. Today, anyone can see its apparent effects everywhere. Global warming has the self-fulfilling properties of UFOs, such that almost everybody now believes ‘there must be something in it’. To make quite sure we all know what to think about the way the world’s great and good attended the climate summit in Glasgow, newspapers obligingly pointed the moral with headlines like ‘Hypocrite Airways? Jeff Bezos’s $75m Gulf Stream leads parade of 400 private jets into COP26 including Prince Albert of Monaco, scores of royals and dozens of “Green” CEOs’.1 The image of those 400 private aircraft crammed into the parking lot of the Last Chance Saloon provided a welcome touch of satire. Nor had it gone unnoticed that US president Joe Biden arrived from a G20 Summit in Rome where he and his entourage drove around in an eighty-five-vehicle convoy. The absurd self-importance of these so-called ‘world leaders’ consorts oddly with the global damage caused by what they represent. Bezos’s Amazon bestrides the world far more like an octopus than a colossus; while Commander-in-Chief Biden’s US military with its 4,800 bases in 160 countries has been named as ‘the world’s single largest consumer of oil and [...]one of the world’s top greenhouse gas emitters’.2

So it seems we no longer need the significance pointed out to us of how exhaust fumes are playing their part in tornadoes, bushfires, droughts or horrendous floods such as those in Germany’s Ahr valley in July 2021, even though the evidence suggests that those particular floods were to some extent the direct result of culpably bad local planning that permitted extensive building on what should have remained riverine wetland. At that point the Ahr is about to flow into the Rhine and its valley is historically known to have flooded causing fatalities, such as in 1804. But planners have short memories and instinctively feel that modern know-how can anyway deal with threats that were once a danger to preindustrial societies. The overall message of COP26, with its besuited ‘world leaders’ and impassioned teenaged saints delivering sermons, was that the gloomier forecasts may yet be averted by technology. The purpose of this book is to show this to be little more than brainless positivity. Naïve optimism is common to many nations but in its pathological Pollyanna form is the besetting sin of the United States, with that country’s conviction that technology will always come to humanity’s rescue with undreamt scientific breakthroughs. (This despite cumulative scientific breakthroughs down the centuries being at the root of the planet’s present plight.) The main problem with this sort of wishful thinking is that it conveniently mistakes symptoms for the disease itself. Global warming itself is merely a symptom; it is not the malady. We need to make a radically different assessment of what lies at the root of global warming. The planet’s real disease is us – or, for present purposes, The Monkey.

There is a story – whether fable or true – that some people hunting monkeys in the jungle once devised a simple trap that proved remarkably effective. It was nothing but a stout glass jar with a comparatively narrow neck, such as might once have contained a local delicacy such as salted plums. Into this they put a large juicy banana and then went back through the jungle to their village for lunch. On their return they discovered that they had indeed caught a monkey. Having plunged its paw into the jar to grab the banana, the creature found its fist was now too bulky to fit through the jar’s neck. Unfortunately for the monkey, its yearning for the banana was too overwhelming to make it let go of the fruit, withdraw its paw and then simply upend the jar. On seeing the hunters arrive, even panic failed to lend it the wit to smash the jar against a boulder or a tree trunk and make off with the coveted banana. Instead, its intelligence had simply fused and all it could do was jump up and down in a frenzy with the heavy pot on its paw. The hunters easily took the wretched animal to put it into a still larger pot.

The Monkey is of course us, and the way we are paralysed by our inability to relinquish or even change our way of life and its consumer goodies on which the global economy depends. True, in the spirit of the times citizens of developed countries who care enough and can afford it buy hybrid cars, instal solar panels and (electrically powered) heat pumps, and shun plastic bags. This seems like mere virtue signalling if these same people still buy ever more things on Amazon Prime, shop for akebi fruit from Japan (when available in Waitrose), and book a trek to Machu Picchu or a diving holiday in the Seychelles.

In time our machines may well be tamed and some of their pollution abolished. With luck even a patch of The Monkey’s jungle can be saved. Yet periodic jamborees like COP26 and the desperate quest for carbon neutrality are expensive farces. By far the greatest threat to the planet’s health comes from the inexorable demands made on its limited resources by its human freight and by our obsession with burning things. The environmental historian Stephen J. Pyne has coined a word to describe our era: the Pyrocene. ‘A global regime of burning: coal and oil, agricultural land and forest, bush and wetland, most of it planned… Wherever you look, the earth is in flames. The residue is carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, ozone, black carbon, sulphur dioxide, and the particularly toxic grouping of small particulate matter known as PM2.5. Everything we burn, we breathe.’3

Countless poor souls have experienced the awful shock of hearing a doctor confirm they have contracted a virulent form of cancer. The blow may be softened by a cheerful prognosis or ritual words of hope; but one morning in a well-lit hospital office with a potted Swiss cheese plant on the windowsill the sufferer is brought face to face with the unavoidable reality of their own death. No longer might it lie in wait a hopeful forty years down the line, by which time a cure surely will have been found. No longer is it something that only affects other people. Suddenly, it really is now your turn.

The immediacy of this bowel-draining shock is exactly what we all ought to be experiencing over our own environment’s cancer diagnosis. The signs have been clear for decades but political flummery, outright denial and American-style positivism have always kicked in to enable us to carry on much as usual. That and the iron laws of the global market. The Covid pandemic brought about more actual change to people’s lives worldwide than any measure ever taken to protect the planet’s health. Ever since, the political priority everywhere has not been to rethink and start afresh more sensibly, but to ‘get back to normal’ as soon as possible.

The overwhelming difficulty is that there is no unity. Economists and politicians tend to fret only about their own country’s – or bloc’s – performance, or about anybody else’s only insofar as it affects their own. Had we had the sense decades ago to realise that we should be worrying primarily about the planetary economy, we might not now find the global environment facing a cancer prognosis gloomy enough to qualify as a death threat. Yet the reality is that we are as far now from instituting any practicable world governance as we have ever been. No measure that makes significant inroads into our rabid global consumerism stands the faintest chance of being universally agreed, let alone implemented and policed. We are still parochial in our outlook, still too devoted to the national lifestyle we already have or the one we aspire to. Our attempts at global change are constantly undercut by disparate influences as the biggest countries, industries and corporations vie with each other like dinosaurs bellowing in a swamp for superpower dominance while the lesser take sides or demur. Not only that, but the decriers of anything that casts doubt on the inherent rightness of the marketplace always produces the ritual, even belligerent, prognosis: Sure, things may look a bit grim now but have faith: the market knows best. Gordon Gekko lives! Greed is good! You’ll see. Things will straighten themselves out just as they always have...

Only this time they won’t. It is partly the nature of the marketplace itself that has led to our world’s terminal illness; but it is also the way we treat that marketplace as having a godlike inherent rightness. ‘While fetishes made by African priests were denigrated as irrational, the fetish of the capitalist marketplace has long been viewed as the epitome of rationalism,’ as Anna Della Subin wrote recently. ‘Abstract European social theories are no more universal, eternal “truths” than African gods are.’4 What has thrown everything permanently out of kilter is the pursuit of economic boom through unlimited (if geographically unbalanced) consumerism, rather than an aspiration to a modest standard of living that might have made possible a reasonable life for all of Earth’s nearly 8 billion people.

This is not to preach. The truth is, we can’t help it. We are The Monkey. Each one of us is hardwired by evolution to strip trees bare of fruit when we find them: to survive by grabbing as much as possible of everything in case of later famine. We will only ever act to the benefit of our own immediate tribe, and the economic system we have fashioned merely reflects this. It is the legacy of countless millennia of hunter-gathering, of hand-to-mouth survival that today leads to panics when people clear supermarket shelves of the last toilet roll on the basis of a mere rumour of shortage. There was a story of a man queuing for hours at a petrol station during a recent tanker drivers’ strike, getting his petrol and then driving nine miles to collect his daughter from school and deliver her home. After that he promptly drove back to the petrol station and rejoined the queue to top up, having already wasted upwards of three hours of his life in a queue. Get it while it’s still there. To call such stories examples of FOMO (fear of missing out) or greed is simply to moralise a genetic imperative. We who are briefly alive at this moment are the glutted survivors of our species and stand on an alp of corpses well over 200,000 years high. It is best not to enquire too closely into who of our forebears were the best grabbers, nor who among us now are dying of hunger. There will soon be even more people standing on us.

And that is the second direct cause of the planet’s sickness: precisely those 8 billion hungry mouths and grabbing hands. In 1950 when I was eight years old the world population stood at 2.5 billion, and if the planet as a whole was in any danger it was considered far
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