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The
Climate Trials

An excerpt
from:

Preface to
The Climate Trials: the Civil Society and the Great
Turning

By Prof. Greta
Hultman, University of Uppsala

It’s
approaching two generations since “the Great Turning” took place in
human civilization. We all know how the human race finally took
action after decades of wilful blindness. That it took the death of
millions in Bangladesh, a nuclear war between India and Pakistan,
and, the reduction of the American South West to a vast desert as
dry as the Sahara is indescribably sad. But as social science tells
us, entire cultures are not individuals---they cannot reason.

In retrospect
it is now obvious to all that the theories, narratives, ideologies,
faiths, and, stories that people had been telling themselves for
millennia were totally out-of-sync with reality. The “invisible
hand of the market place” couldn’t deal with the greenhouse effect.
And praying to Jesus for rain didn’t put water in the taps once the
Ogallala Aquifer had been drained. After the old, tired stories
failed, people finally decided to roll up their sleeves and get
serious about solving the problems facing them.

Politicians
finally realized they could have international treaties that solved
problems if they actually bargained in good faith. They also found
there were enough countries of good will to impose tough sanctions
forcing the hold-outs to abide by the rules too. And after the
debacle on the Indian subcontinent, no one seriously thought they
could bully or cheat their way out of the crisis.

At the same
time, it also became obvious there was enough money to deal with
the most dire problems. The highest tax rates were raised to levels
not seen since World War Two---which amounted to a maximum
allowable income---and all the world’s tax havens were put out of
business. Add to that carbon taxes, and governments found
themselves awash in money for the necessary mega-projects. Flood
control, relocation, massive alternative energy projects,
restoration ecology, geo-engineering, etc, turned out to be
affordable after all. And the large expenditures also mobilized the
workforce when government realized that you actually could have
full employment---but not if you ignored society’s problems and
gave most of the wealth to a tiny elite. At the same time, strict
and fair rationing ensured that no one got “left behind” during the
still on-going “long emergency”.

The secret to
all of this was mass social mobilization. It will take generations
of academics to explain all historical details. This short little
book only deals with just one particular aspect: the
Climate Trials.

In some ways
the trials weren’t totally without precedent. There had been war
crime trials at places like Nuremberg and there had been various
“Truth and Reconciliation Commissions” around the world. They had
all been been attempting to deal with social problems through
public proceedings. What made the Climate Trials different was the
way they had been specifically designed to not punish individuals,
but instead to examine the ideas that led people to totally ignore
over a hundred years of warnings about the effects of large-scale
fossil fuel use.

Thoughtful
people have always known that court trials are never about “truth”,
“justice”, “victims”, or even “criminals”. Instead, they are meant
to be morality plays that are designed to safely channel people’s
fears and anger away from questioning society’s ruling elite.
That’s why the judge wears robes and is given a deference and the
sort of personal authority that is a holdover from the days of the
aristocracy. (It’s no coincidence that kings used to have
“courts”---the word comes from the same source.)

According to
philosophical conventions, the individuals in a criminal court were
not actually people. Instead, they are puppets that act out
conventional ideas about society and human nature. Criminals are
assumed to be perfectly Cartesian, atomic individuals who are
constantly aware of all the various objective options before them.
Based on that God-like omniscience, they freely choose every action
that leads them to being placed in front of a judge. No one is a
product of their family, their historical accidents, their biology,
etc. Instead, they were all like Shakespeare’s Richard the Third,
who thoughtfully decided “to make evil their good, and, good their
evil”.

In contrast,
victims are irrelevant and usually have no place in a court.

Also, police
are assumed to always be honest and never lie to the court about
anything.

Finally,
advocates are expected to be wind-up clockwork mechanisms who
exercise absolutely no moral judgment. The job of the prosecutor is
to win cases---whether or not the defendant is actually guilty is
totally irrelevant. Similarly, the defending lawyer is totally
uninterested in the facts. The only thing that matters is to defend
the client.

Courts---alas,
like so many other parts of human society---are also totally
isolated from the results of over a hundred years of scientific
research. For example, it didn’t matter how many studies had shown
that there is absolutely no such thing as a deterrent effect from
harsh sentences, judges still attempt to prevent future crimes by
making examples of individuals.

There is no
sense going on---.

The important
issue to understand about the courts is that they are exceptionally
good at reifying the stories our culture tells itself. (That’s why
for generations courtroom dramas had been rich fodder for plays,
movies, and, television.) This is also why the people behind the
Climate Trials decided to use the form of a court trial to
accelerate the adoption of a new, more
environmentally-sophisticated culture. They realized that they were
standing in the middle of a rare “axial shift” in human
consciousness and they could use this time to consciously “push”
people’s stories, ideologies, and, myths in a direction which would
be helpful to the problems we all face.

Governments
never take advantage of such an opportunity unless they reacting to
a obvious cataclysm. Luckily the humanity didn’t have to wait for
governments to take the initiative. Instead, civil society did it
for them by utilizing the World Wide Web to broadcast volunteer-run
trials that riveted the attention of hundreds of millions of people
all over the world. These in turn created a narrative that allowed
the people who were grinding away at dirty, tiring jobs to hope
that there was some sort of far-too-late, but none-the-less-real
change taking place in the world.

In effect, a
small number of brilliant individuals used YouTube to create an
“Archimedean Point” that allowed them to create the leverage needed
to move the world.
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Unpublished
Personal Recollections by Mikhail
Bookchin

I was sitting
in a pub with a guy I sorta knew talking about climate change. The
guy was a denier. He had all the usual razz-a-ma-tazz about how
scientists were conspiring to get money for grants. That a few
years back they were warning about a coming ice age. That this
spring was quite cool. Sunspots. Yadda, yadda, yadda. I eventually
lost my temper with him and he left in a huff. I was left feeling
kinda crappy---both at myself for losing my temper and with the
human race for insisting on offing itself.

A guy I’d seen
around sat down besides me and asked me if I wanted another
martini. I said I wouldn’t mind. He ordered one for me and a local
draft for himself. He introduced himself, told me his name (Ian),
and, asked me why I looked so bummed out. I told him about the
conversation I’d just had and he started talking about this and
that. Eventually he mentioned that he knew some guys that I might
be interested in meeting. They were people who were concerned about
the future of the earth.

Whatever. I’d
met lots of guys over the years. I’d joined lots of groups, been
somewhat successful with some, but they burnt me out. I had my own
thing now and it allowed me the freedom to do what I thought best
without having to bend myself into a pretzel to get idiots to do
something that was obviously the best path of action. Nope, I said,
I’m old and my patience is worn right out. I don’t do “groups”
anymore.

He insisted.
This one was different. I’d fit right in and it wouldn’t be an
exercise in frustration. These were people that understood certain
things, some of these things I also understood, some I didn’t but
would “click into” really fast if I heard about them. The group
didn’t let just anyone get involved---you had to have paid your
dues and be someone who had something worthwhile to bring to the
table. And you had to be invited.

This made my
radar kick in. I asked him if he was talking about some sort of
violent organization. I had less than zero interest in that, didn’t
want to hear about it, and, if I did I’d go straight to the cops.
“Direct action” of that sort is the ultimate dead end. It
positively drives supporters into the other camp.

He said that
that was the absolute direct opposite from what he was talking
about. He also said that he understood my lack of interest. He was
prepared for it. Indeed, it was one of the signs that I was exactly
what the group was looking for in a new member. I still said I
wasn’t interested. I’d had enough of that sort of thing. It wasn’t
that I didn’t think that people had to be organized, just that I’d
already done my fair share and that I was too old to waste my time
anymore dragging people kicking and screaming into trying to do
something to stop the human race from committing suicide. Besides,
I was already doing something useful with my news blog.

He asked me
what if there was something new, something I’d never seen before,
something that just might make all the difference in the world?
Something that might help someone really make a difference. Not
something that was just another rich, ripe, form of self-delusion,
but an actual, culture-changing historical engine?

He said he was
a member of a group known as “the Old Ones” or “the Elders” that
had an idea to do a project, and they thought that I would be a
useful addition to the people working on it. He said he wasn’t
going to be all “mysterious” about this thing. What they wanted to
do was create a piece of performance art, one that they hoped would
go some way to getting the human race to really take the climate
emergency seriously.

I asked how
they thought that one piece of art could make a difference.

At that point
Ian asked if I knew what a “supersaturated solution” was. As he
explained it, it’s a solvent like water that a crystalline chemical
like salt has been slowly and carefully added to. In fact, it has
been so carefully added that it actually has slightly more stuff
dissolved in it than it really should be able to hold. (Ian said to
not bother thinking about how that happens, just accept that it
does. Later I looked it up on line---it’s a real thing.) At that
point all you need to do is bang the beaker or drop one salt
crystal into the solution and what happens is that other, new
crystals start quickly forming and very soon the entire liquid is
gone and been replaced by a solid mass of crystals. The crystals
used to be dissolved in water, but now the water has been absorbed
by the crystals. Nothing big happened---but everything has
changed.

He said that
his group, the Old Ones, had decided that society is either now
like or close to being like that supersaturated solution. That is
concern about climate change has been slowly added to the culture
bit by bit by bit to the point where there was more than enough
concern to totally change the world. But because of the mechanics
of our political system, and opposition by vested interests, and
the fragmentation of people into isolated sub-communities, this
concern hadn’t manifested itself into real action. Ian and his
friends believed that some specific, well-thought-out “nudge” might
help get that fragmented concern into a mass wave of action aimed
at ending fossil fuel use, preparing for the worst effects from
climate change, and, eventually undoing the damage to the world’s
ecosystem.

I said that
sounds OK in principle, but that’s sorta like the language that
terrorists use. They also believe that if you perform “propaganda
by deed” it will create state repression that will in turn make
people sympathetic to the terrorists---eventually leading to
revolution. So you guys are talking about something the same, but
non-violent. Good luck to you. People have talked like this
before---think about Occupy Wall Street and the huge anti Iraq war
demonstrations. They achieved something, but not a huge amount.
What makes you think that you can do better? I’m not interested
unless you can show me that you have something in your group that
gives you a better shot at pulling it off. I’m old, I’m arthritic.
I’ve already got my own gig on the go. I don’t have a lot of time
left and I don’t want to waste it on another thankless task.

Ian’s response
was odd. He said that the Old Ones understood. They said that
they’d share something with me that wouldn’t really show that they
could do what they said, but that would let me know that they knew
some things about what it means to be a human being that the
overwhelming majority of people don’t. They thought that that would
make me interested enough that I’d be willing to make the effort to
learn a little more about them.

I asked what
that could be. Ian said just a tiny little experiment. He gave me a
couple of simple sentences to memorize. “I want you to sit
someplace comfortable where no one will disturb you and repeat
those words over and over again for fifteen minutes. If nothing
happens you’ll never hear from us again. But something odd does
take place, something you simply cannot explain, we’ll be in
touch.”

I said that
that was kinda odd. He agreed. But suggested that I had nothing to
lose, and that part of the “test” on both the part of the Old Ones
and me was whether or not I actually did the experiment. If I
didn’t---well maybe I wasn’t the right guy for them---and also,
maybe they weren’t able to influence people as much as they thought
they could. Ian told me the two sentences.

Then he
changed the conversation and talked about a lot of other things.
Stuff I don’t really remember anymore. Eventually, he said he had
things to do and I went home myself.

A week later I
bumped into Ian when I was waiting for a bus. He drove up in a car
and asked me if I wanted a lift. I said “sure” and got in. He said
that it was obvious that I’d taken advantage of his little
experiment. He asked me about the results. I said that I’d rather
not talk about it and asked what the point of all this was.

He said
absolutely nothing more than to point out that the Old Ones had
some knowledge about what it means to be a human being and what it
means to live in the world that is greater than that held by the
people who currently run it. The hope was that just by showing me
this little glimpse of something bigger than “conventional wisdom”,
I might become interested in learning a bit more. I said that I
was, and asked how I could do that. Ian said that that they would
contact me.

At that point
I was at my destination and he dropped me off.

Later on, I
got an email from someone who simply identified herself as someone
who was one of “the Elders”. The message had an attachment that she
told me to read. She said that if I had any questions, to send them
to her by “reply”.

****

What
is a Meme and What do they do?

People
currently use the term “meme” to refer to silly images or video
clips that refer to a common human experience in a humorous way.
Some of the more common ones are things like “angry cat”, “the
dubious child”, and so on.

What most
don’t know is where the word “meme” first came from. It was coined
by the geneticist Richard Dawkins to describe self-replicating
fragments of culture. It is an important by-product of the
so-called “selfish gene theory”, which posits that evolution is
driven exclusively by the self-replication of specific pieces of
genetic material. Individuals and species are both merely
“by-products” of the process of replicating this material. By
focusing on the genetic material instead of the individual, certain
elements of evolution become easier to explain.

Take the
example of altruistic behaviour. Of what possible use can helping
another individual be for natural selection? A worker bee or ant
will stand in harm’s way and let itself be killed for the good of
the hive. What is it about this behaviour that ensures “the
survival of the fittest”? The solution is to realize that the
genetic inheritance of any individual sterile worker bee or ant is
shared with that of the queen---who does reproduce, and indeed
reproduces much the same DNA as the worker that dies in her
defence.

One doesn’t
have to be a member of a hive to share DNA. Human grandparents,
uncles, aunts, brothers, sisters, even cousins share it. And if
they work together selflessly---even to the death---that can
increase the likely-hood of genetic material similar to each
individual surviving to the next generation, even if the particular
individual dies without reproducing. Human beings evolved in
extended family groupings that more-or-less shared the same DNA.
The tribes that could work together as a team for the common good
were better able to survive and out-competed other tribes of
individuals that refused to help each other. This behaviour became
so deeply embedded in our nature that it “jumped out” of the
context of the hunter-gather community and still motivates most
human beings to act altruistically towards larger groupings where
there is no common genetic inheritance, such as the city, empire
and state. This behaviour allowed human beings to become the most
successful vertebrate on the planet.

The way the
human race did this was through the creation of an entirely new
form of self-replicating information structure: culture. To
understand this point, it is important to remember that DNA is
nothing more than a way of encrypting and recording
information---just like the computer that was used to write these
sentences and the hard-drive that records them. In the same way,
human culture also records information. And where DNA manifests
behaviour through instinct, culture manifests itself through
tradition, indoctrination, fashion, art, philosophy, patriotism,
religion, and so on.

In much the
same way that plants and animals are manifestations of different
strands of DNA that compete with one another through Darwin’s
“survival of the fittest” (where “fittest” really means “those that
survive”---which makes the phrase something of an empty tautology),
so human civilizations and subcultures have been involved in
intense competition for the survival. Viewed from this point of
view, you can see how different elements of various cultures have
different results.

For example,
the Greek civilization’s belief in the importance of each
individual developing their own “excellence” may not have allowed
them to create anything like the Roman Empire. But it did allow
brilliant representative individuals to out-fight and take over
other civilizations like Alexander and the Persians. Moreover, the
squabbling little ancient city states had such dynamic cultures
that other civilizations---like the Romans, then the Arabs, and
then the Christian Franks---were happy to copy and preserve many of
their ideas long after Greece had ceased to be anything but an
insignificant backwater.

To suggest an
example of a different survival strategy, the Chinese written text
is based not on the sound of the spoken language, but instead
memorized ideograms. This meant that no matter how much the spoken
language fragmented into different dialects---Hakka, Mandarin,
Cantonese, etc---the unitary culture survived because the same
books were read by all. This is why when the Roman empire split
into different states they created their own written languages and,
eventually divergent cultures---French, Spanish, Italian,
Portuguese, etc. In contrast, literate members of all the different
dialects of Chinese were still part of a unified written culture.
This meant that when the time was right, a centralized Imperial
state could reassert itself in a way that the old Roman Empire
never could---no matter how much people like Charlemagne tried.

The “memes” of
both the Greek and Chinese civilization were able to survive the
collapse of the host body, either by moving to another body as in
the former case, or, by remaining in a state of hibernation until
conditions were again ripe for the original body to rise from it’s
grave, as in the latter example.

Both Genes and
Memes not only survive within the host body of a culture, they can
also survive and spread in a virus.

In a
biological organism, a virus is a fragment of DNA that is able to
infect a cell and alter it’s processes so it stops doing whatever
it is supposed to do and instead devotes it’s energy into creating
more viruses. Eventually, it ruptures and spreads out viruses that
then go out to find new cells to infect. In a civilization, a small
fragment of culture can similarly infect, take over, and, reproduce
using the bigger culture. Christianity took over the Roman Empire
and spread throughout Europe. From there it spread around the
world. Similarly, Communism spread from Western Europe, infected
Russia, took it over and then spread to other countries like China,
Cuba, Vietnam, and so on.

Christianity
and Communism were massive viral infections---like AIDS, the
Spanish influenza, and, COVID-19. But there are also minor
infections, the cultural equivalent of the common cold. Fads like
fashions, hair styles, hem lines, etc, are like a runny nose that
comes and goes almost without comment.

The Elders
believe one of the ways the climate emergency can be dealt with is
through creating an engineered meme which will change the way a
large swathe of the human population thinks about how we impact
Nature. In effect, we are attempting to create a meme-weapon that
we can spread globally to help develop a sustainable society.
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Magic All Boils Down to Hard Work

One day Mikhail
got another email from the Old Ones. They had noticed he was
limping and suggested he contact a particular individual. They said
she could help him deal with the arthritis pain he was suffering.
He did and eventually met her at her martial arts club.

She introduced
herself as “Isabeau”, he told her his name and suggested that
friends just called him “Mikhi”.

A slender,
attractive, grey-haired woman of indeterminate age, she wore
comfortable, loose-fitting clothing. The club was clean, but in a
run-down building. The hardwood floor had been sanded too often. A
cheap table sat next to a radiator in a corner. On it an ancient
coffee urn and a stack of iron-stone cups sat next to boxes of
herbal teas.

Shortly after
his arrival, she got down to business.

She asked him
to walk around the room for her, then to pick up a heavy box, then
asked him what hurt. He told her that his knees ached, he had
sciatica, and, his armpits felt like needles were being jammed into
them. He also said that sometimes he had migraine headaches which
were preceded by a hallucinatory aura.

When he was
finished, she taught him some exercises. First she showed him how
to do hamstring stretches. Then how to do a specific type of deep
knee bend. Then a strange set of arm stretches. In addition, he
learned a series of front and back bends, how to move his neck and
hips through a series rotations, and, a few other things too.

Then she gave a
little lecture. “I will make no guarantees other than if you do the
exercises I have taught you today there is a good chance that most
of your pains will go away---except for the migraines, which will
require something else. The secret is you have to do them almost
every day. In addition, you have to really think about what you are
doing. You need to really feel what is happening in your body. You
must dissect your body with your mind. By working on this mental
aspect of what you are doing, you will recognize slightly different
ways of doing these exercises. You must experiment with these
subtle aspects in order to find the best ones. If you do not put
this mental effort into the practice, you will not gain the benefit
you seek.”

“Really think
about this point. I am not a drill sergeant who is just after
obedience and muscle twitching. I am instead someone who is
coaching you about how to find your full potential. And that
requires mental activity just a much as physical. I am here to
help, but ultimately you have to figure this stuff out for
yourself.”

“I would also
like you to join a taijiquan class that I teach here. If you stick
with it and work hard, I am hopeful that it will stop your migraine
headaches. But even if doesn’t, it will help you in many other
ways. But you have to practice thoughtfully every day. And even if
you think you have mastered an exercise, I guarantee that there
will always be more that you can learn about it.”
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With all the
“strange shit” now going on in his life, Mikhail had a strong
inducement to try out the exercises that Isobeau had taught him.
They worked! The knee pain ended
overnight. The shoulder pain took a week. The sciatica two weeks.
This was all the inducement he needed to “stick with the program”
and join the classes that Isabeau offered.

Often once
everyone else had left, Isabeau would ask him to stay and she would
give special corrections or show him some new exercises. Sometimes
she’d offer him a cup of tea and talk to him about more general
matters. After a while he asked her why no one else---like a
doctor---had ever suggested these exercises to him.

“You have to understand that what I’m teaching you won’t work
for most people. That’s because the exercises depend so much on you
actually doing them, and doing them
thoughtfully. Most people lack the ability
to actually follow the sort of regime that I’ve put you on. For one
reason or another, they just cannot do it.”

“Think about it this way. We have an epidemic of obesity in
the world. Ultimately it all comes down to people eating more than
they need for an optimum weight. People who don’t have weight
problems look down their noses at people who do. They think ‘Why
can’t they just stop eating?’ But this judgmental approach is based
on a flawed understanding of why people eat too much.”

“For example, if someone feels nauseous they don’t feel like
eating and they won’t, so they lose weight. If, on the other hand,
someone feels hungry all the time they eat too much---so they gain
weight. Some foods leave some people feeling full and satiated,
while others leave people feeling like they need more. If the
grocery store is flooded with the latter foods and the former are
hard to find, well, more people are going to gain
weight.”

“Here’s another
thing to think about.”

“People should ideally only eat when they are hungry and only
what they need. But what if you are a very busy person and you have
a limited number of times when
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