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More praise for Why Climate Breakdown Matters

‘In this philosophically masterful book Read reminds us that anthropogenic climate change and ecological collapse pose a grave and imminent threat to human civilization. Collapse is not a potential “black swan” event he explains, but a white swan, an expected event. His analysis is tough to read. He aims to wake up his readers to reality, and demands we re-examine our lives. But he also provides radical, active hope; a route towards transformation that requires the jettisoning of shallow optimism and futile fantasies. A powerful read.’

Ann Pettifor, author of The Case for The Green New Deal



‘This is what philosophy written down on Earth – rather than adrift in the stratosphere – looks like. This is philosophy that is eco-logical, grounded in reality rather than in dangerous fantasies. This book explains the origins of our troubled times, and offers a guide on how to transform a civilization that is on the brink of collapse. Please read it.’

Giorgos Kallis, co-author of The Case for Degrowth



‘This is a timely and thought-provoking book that forces the reader to think deeply about the true implications of the climate and ecological crises. Even the most environmentally literate reader will be challenged to consider aspects that, perhaps, they had not considered before.’

Craig Bennett, CEO of The Wildlife Trusts, and former CEO of Friends of the Earth



‘I might paraphrase this book this way: climate change represents a kind of final exam for humanity. If we pass, we move on to a new and interesting life as a species. If not, well …’

Bill McKibben, 2014 winner of the Right Livelihood Award, and founder of www.350.org



‘Rupert Read is one of the few honest philosophers writing about the climate crisis. He makes it clear how confronting breakdown matters not just for saving our skins, but for saving our souls – for re-igniting the human spirit which has burnt so nearly down to the socket in these desperate times.’

John Foster, author of Realism and the Climate Crisis.


More praise for Rupert Read

‘Rupert Read is more than just a brilliant thinker. He is a determined and responsible campaigner for a better country and a better world. I’ve known him since the legendary Newbury bypass protests over a generation ago now. He has never abandoned his political commitments, or his commitment to humanity and the rest of the living world.’

George Monbiot, author of This Can’t Be Happening



‘In the absence of grandmothers and grand uncles, modernity is depriving us of intergenerational precautionary wisdom. Thankfully, Rupert Read is stepping in to fill in that role, with clarity … and courage.’

Nassim Nicholas Taleb, author of The Black Swan



‘There are not too many people on this planet, even among those most alarmed about global warming, who are actually living as though they believe that the climate is in genuine crisis and that every promise and hope we have ever extended for future human flourishing is in doubt as a result. Rupert Read is one of them.’

David Wallace-Wells, author of The Uninhabitable Earth



‘Rupert Read is one of the few people of my generation who brings an emotional intensity to the page that recalls an older existentialist attitude toward philosophy. Read is a living reminder that ideas matter.’

Steve Fuller, author of Humanity 2.0



‘Rupert Read is one of the world’s leading climate activists.’

Claire Perry O’Neill, Former Minister of State for Energy and Clean Growth & former COP26 President-Designate
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Preface

Once upon a time there was a species that was asleep. Efforts were made to wake it, but to no avail. It seemed more comfortable dreaming.

But as the situation got more dangerous, and started to become undeniable, those efforts became more frantic. Finally, it started to stir. It started, reluctantly, to wake up. And as it stirred, through a glass darkly, it saw the doom that it had already created for so many other species. And it saw that it was now trapped on a path that led towards self-imposed destruction. It foresaw its own doom and it trembled in fear and wept.

But then it realized that it wasn’t fully awake yet. There was a further step it had to take to become truly awakened. And that was to realize that it was no spectator of this. This story isn’t over yet. It’s wrong to tell it as if it’s over. We can rebel against this path to extinction. But we will be successful only if we can take the time to see clearly what we’ve done, the predicament we’re in, and the different possible paths ahead. This is the beginning of how this doom might yet be averted. Because we’re not spectators. We are agents. We are potential agents of change and we have no idea what we are capable of until we try. We can rebel against our present path. If we dare to look the reality of what we are doing to life on Earth and to our very climate in the face, then two things can happen.

First, we can prepare for our possible doom. If we fail to prevent it, as looks objectively probable, then we’d better get on with preparing to meet it.

Second, we can try to prevent it. The one thing that might fully wake us up is fully facing the doom that awaits us if we don’t so awaken.

This book is about those two closely connected kinds of preparations. It is about sufficiently serious adaptation to this possible coming fate. And it is about the heroic attempt to avert, or at least mitigate, that fate. This book is about how, while it looks like we’re doomed, it only looks like that if we do nothing other than look. If we wrongly picture ourselves as spectators.

If only, instead, we’d act…

For if, instead of gazing as if from outside, we step into our full power as agents of change capable of extraordinary things, then objective assessment of probabilities becomes moot. Let us embrace the freedom to create something new, historic and glorious right in the very teeth of the darkness of this time.

Whenever something awful happens, it always has a silver lining if we are willing to respond to it authentically. Improbable though this may sound, I really do mean always. That is built in for human beings. Our very awareness of how dreadful the situation is itself now the mother of all motives.

Self-evidently, this book is about why ecological and climate breakdown matters. And what we find is that it matters most of all because of the way it can come to matter more deeply and widely to us in the very course of facing it. Because that process of waking up can make us matter more. It can give our lives meaning. And that might even make this worst of times into a best of times.

This book is a guide through the dark dream we are living. These pages reveal the power of a paradox: in the very darkness, in the very danger, is the dawn. If we are willing to see, and to feel it completely, then we can make real the best that we can now realistically hope for. I believe that we have a power in us stronger than we have yet dared to dream. Glimpses of this have been visible in Greta Thunberg, and in the authentic communications and creations of Extinction Rebellion. I hope that this book can help liberate you for the struggle ahead, dear reader.

The choices we are starting to have to face are truly tough, and in some cases almost impossible to deliver on. Yet if we don’t face them, we will be continuing merely to kick the can down the road so that even tougher choices must be faced further later. The gradually looming end-game is a no-less-than-apocalyptic possible (likely?) future that at times I have to make visible in these pages.

Right now, there is not a lot of hope. If there is to be hope, then it’s only on the back of a much more dramatic and active shift than most of us have yet contemplated. Don’t read this book unless you are ready to stretch to the very limit what you are willing to contemplate and countenance. (And don’t say you weren’t warned).

I don’t hold back, here. If some people write me off for it, so be it. I can do no other. I won’t be a bystander.

It has hurt me to write some what I have had to say in this book. I feel bad having to say some of it to you. I just can’t hide away my grief (Chapter 5) and disillusionment, as people in this field nearly always have done (until very recently). I don’t want you to, either. I invite you to bring all you are feeling, all you are thinking, all you are, to your reading of these pages – and your action, beyond them. When we do that, then something new and grand is possible.

All significant human activities are collaborative. This book is a striking example. Why climate breakdown matters has been made possible – made visible, real-ized! – by the massive and invaluable research and editorial assistance of my young colleague Atus Mariqueo-Russell. I dedicate this book to him and his generation, who will inevitably face the fires of climate breakdown more even than me and my generation will have to. To the young generation in general then let me say this: meeting so many of you in Glasgow at COP26 from all around the world was a tremendous and a heart-rending experience. You have moved me (and inspired me) and stimulated me to love more deeply.

I wish you all the courage and strength that you can and will become.1



Prologue: The Attention-shift from Climate to Corona – and Back Again?

Other than possibly the Cold War, the coronavirus pandemic has been the first global experience in living memory of universal vulnerability and emergency. In 2020, public attention shifted almost unyieldingly from everything else to the coronavirus crisis. We became wrapped up in a planet-wide crisis of human mortality. At time of writing, we are still not out of it, and we have been alerted to the fact that it could happen again all too easily.

Given that, why does climate breakdown (still) take precedence? Why does it matter most?

At time of writing, we have, over the past couple of years, been living through history. We have lived through a vast ‘experiment’; on whether we as humans can adjust intelligently to an emergency, a threat that has unsurprisingly almost completely consumed our attention. COVID-19 has systemically shifted our attention from the many things that we were concerned about, including crucially the ‘long emergency’ of climate and ecological breakdown, to the much more immediate concern of avoiding death (especially perhaps, the death of our parents or grandparents) at the hands of the virus.

Nevertheless, amidst its horror, coronavirus conceals a great gift. It has given us the chance to experience and reflect on this remarkable period of global semi-stopping, and to reassess the sort of society we have created (Read 2020e).1 This globalized society, through its dislocation of our climate, its destruction of wildlife habitats and its hyper-mobility, has co-created the COVID-19 pandemic (Read & Shrivastava 2021). The coronavirus crisis was caused by, and is a part of, the climate and ecological crisis.

Now, as we start to emerge from this historic challenge, is the time to decide whether to be real, or to continue trying to shut out the facts (Sinclair & Read 2021). Now is the moment to get serious in asking how and why we have allowed ourselves to become collectively so vulnerable; and how we can care for our most vulnerable right now and in the longer term.

The vulnerability story – the story of our under-acknowledged vulnerability to existential threats (threats that pose a risk of human extinction), the story that needs to land with most humans if we are to have any chance of not crashing civilization – is now present. Like the virus itself, it has suddenly leapt from the periphery to centre-stage. (If organizations such as Extinction Rebellion, Fridays For Future and Parents For Future can resonate with the felt-vulnerability that has traversed the world in the last couple of years, then that will matter more than any specific direct actions, however striking. For it is our vulnerability to true emergencies of whatever kind, and above all to the underlying climate and ecological breakdown, that needs, above all, to be felt).

We need the intellectual resources and strength to challenge the vast energy poised to flip us back to the normal that was killing us. That’s partly why we need to dare to imagine the post-corona reset we desperately need (Read 2020f). We need to dare to imagine a better future, a transformed normal: one with much less commuting, much less air travel, much less noise and pollution, much less unnecessary economic activity; but one with much more care and love, a much more localized economy, much more prepared for future existential risks, as well as much more attention to root causes of our troubles, and with much more protection of nature…We need to do this in spite of the emerging evidence that the post-Covid ‘recovery’ emerging in most places is not taking this form. We need to change history.

Yes, I’m asking a lot. I’m asking us to either rise to our largest possible selves, or to give up this one and irreplaceable gift that the virus has brought us. This is an historic time of choosing. And I’m reminding you that you cannot justify giving up on this chance by claiming that it’s unrealizable. Every time we are tempted to plead for time out and retreat into smallness, we need to remember that before COVID-19, so much of what has recently happened seemed completely politically impossible. Impossible that the world reputation of the US and UK could plummet so far so fast, as it did in 2020.2 Impossible that so many could decide to value care and love over economic growth. Impossible that the fabled ‘magic money tree’ could be found to fund the COVID-19 response. Impossible that some countries would exercise the imagination that they actually did to protect their populations. Impossible that we would shut down entire economies to protect our most vulnerable.

We need to protect ourselves against future pandemics by addressing their causes. And this brings us to the clear importance, in the context of the obvious importance of the coronavirus crisis, of the topic of this book.

We need to be ready to imagine future ecological/climate disasters and catastrophes – and to plan against them. These plans need to take a precautionary form. We need to move ahead of the threats.

Let no one ever again say that such things are impossible.

Only if we really envisage the full gravity of the threats of breakdown (of climate, of ecology, thus of society) now facing us, might we be ready to do enough to stop the situation from running away with us.

I think we need to reflect about all this too in terms of the very difficulty we have in even thinking about it. Why is it that we find it so difficult to face this kind of terrible possibility which may soon become a reality?

Here, the coronavirus precedent is strikingly both hopeful and discouraging. Hopeful, in that when the need was pressing and urgent enough, we changed everything, fast. Discouraging, in that, in the majority of the world, even with the crisis staring us in the face, we didn’t change everything fast enough. Only in certain forward-looking places such as Vietnam, South Korea, Taiwan (all of which, notably, had been previously subject to the threat of SARS), New Zealand (which learnt from these east Asian countries once it became obvious that no leadership on the coronavirus would be coming from other Anglophone countries) and some African countries3 (which, notably, had been previously subject to the experience of Ebola) was the response deep, wide and swift enough.

How much tougher, then, the slow-burning climate ‘emergency’. On the one hand, we have far more time in which to act (though of course much of that time has already been squandered); but on the other, this very luxury of time lulls us into inaction.

This brings to mind the notorious frog-in-boiling-water syndrome, of which most readers are probably aware. If you put a frog in warm water and gradually heat up the water, eventually the frog will be boiled. The question of course is: why didn’t the frog jump out when the water started getting really hot? The standard answer is that because the temperature went up so gradually, the frog barely noticed. That is precisely the situation that we are in as a species.

Now I want to tell you something unexpectedly hopeful. It’s not true. Most frogs exposed to such a situation – even if the temperature is turned up very slowly – do actually jump out. I think we should take some new hope from that. If frogs are smart enough to sort this out, then surely we are too.

What would such smartness, such wisdom, on our part, actually involve? We have to try to imagine how different the future will be if we get to the point, which we may well get to well within your lifetime or mine, where it becomes clear and unavoidable that for the foreseeable future each generation is going to have a worse life than the generation that came before it, in terms at least of the physical threats and (un-)natural disasters that will have to be endured. This is going to force an enormous change in human consciousness.

To even contemplate – let alone address – this likelihood requires deep reflection and courage. I’m not talking merely about a reduction in GDP. That’s no great hardship, provided the transition to a post-growth or degrowth economy is undertaken in a just fashion (Blewitt & Cunningham 2014). I’m talking about an ongoing semi-permanent reduction in actual quality of life, at least in material terms, however well we organize ourselves. And I’m talking, to put it bluntly, about possible mass-death, that could even make the coronavirus death toll look small.

For so long, we have thought that what life was essentially about is: having a good time and bequeathing a better life to the next generation. It’s going to be an enormous psychological, philosophical and value challenge, to bracket this assumption. And to instead be caught up in a long rearguard action, of trying to stop things from getting unfathomably bad.

The coronavirus crisis absorbed our attention for a long time. It showed us that when we don’t imagine deeply enough, our elders die.

It was part of the broader ecological and climate crisis. That crisis will kill far more of us and our non-human kin, unless conceivably we get busy imagining what is coming and how we can respond truly to it. And what’s worse, those it will kill will be disproportionately our young.

Climate and ecological breakdown matters so very much because of this. It is high time to take the lessons from Covid and bring them to bear on the matter under direct discussion in this book.



Introduction: On Climate, Ecological and Societal Breakdown

The way up and the way down are one.

Heraclitus, The Fragments of Heraclitus of Ephesus (1889)


A place to start

Probably the greatest philosopher of recent times, Ludwig Wittgenstein, wrote that philosophy isn’t really about teaching us new things or theories: instead, philosophy is about reminding us of the things that deep down we already know (1958, §127). Reminding us of matters so basic that we tend to forget them. Things that are so obvious that we don’t even notice them, because they’re there all the time. Like a pair of glasses. Over time you become unaware that you are wearing them, and don’t consider the possibility that perhaps you might even see better without them (Wittgenstein 1958, §103).

Sometimes we need to be reminded of fundamentals. We need to examine our very ways of seeing and being, and be prepared to trade them in for truer – more fundamental – ones.

I invite you then to consider a surprising new vision. A new – actually, a very old – place to start. In the thought that perhaps we need to re-root ourselves on this blue, borrowed planet to which we are in truth deeper-than-deep wedded. We need to remember where we come from, the only place, so far as we know, that we can live.1 We need to be reminded that we are embodied beings who come from (and dwell in) somewhere. We begin and end in Earth. And specifically, we are mammals: those that suckle their young. Even more specifically, human beings: those that know and must seek to understand ourselves, together. Remarkably, we tend to forget all this. The desire to forget our origins is almost compulsive among modern ‘civilized’ humans. We don’t want to remember these elemental truths. We want to ‘rise above’ them. That desire turns out to be deadly.

And so we need reminding.

If politics and society have a first virtue, then perhaps it is this: taking care of our young.2 We are not lizards that, because they do not care for or recognize their own young, are perfectly capable of eating them. We take care of our children. That’s what we do. It is fundamental to who and what we are. And this care, if taken seriously, ramifies into the future. If we really are going to take care of our children, then we have to stop doing things that compromise the conditions for their descendants to have a good life too. Or indeed: a life, at all. As I detail in Chapter 1, the worst thing we can do is risk the very future of our descendants.

Let me mention a couple of real historical examples of this, to make this topic real to you, reader.

Times when we almost destroyed the world

It is well known that during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the world came perilously close to nuclear war. Perhaps even closer than we realize (Kikoy 2018). Had the missiles been launched, pretty much everybody’s future would have been destroyed. Possibly everybody’s, if the action induced ‘nuclear winter’.3

Not so well known
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