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12 PeAX Evervrming

better offthan others beeause they lived in more abundant ecosys-

tems, the members of any given group tended to share equally
whatever was available. Theirs -

some humans cajoyed unprecedented material abundance, such
that they expected that poverty could be eliminated once and for
if oaly the political will could be summoned. Tndeed, during the
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middie years of the centiry progress was.seemingly being made
long those lines, However, for the century in tota, inequality ac-
wally increased. The Gini inder, inventes

incre dinlguxs:mummc[
economic inequality within societes, hasrisen substantially within

many nations (including the US, Britain, India, and China) in the
past three decades, and ‘economic'disparity between rich and poor
nations has also grown.3 In the decades just prior to the 20% cen.
tury, the average income in the world’s wealthicst country was
about ten times more than thatn the poorest; now itis ove forty-
five times more. According to onie study released in December,
2006 (“The World Distribution of Household Wealth,”) the rich-
est one percent of people now controls 40 percent of the world’s
‘wealth, while the richest two percent control fully half? If this cor-
relation between energy flow rates and inequality holds, it secms
lkely that, as available energy decreases during the 21% century, we
are likely to se¢ a reversion to lower levels of inequality. This is not
10 say that by ceatury’s end we will all be living in an egalitarian

Arable Land

3
3

Figure 14. Global arable land. Credit: FAO 2006
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14 PEAK EVERYTHING
;:uﬂahl:t paradise, merely that the levels of inequality we see toda
wve become unsupportable. ¥
Similarly, it scems likely'that levels of humanly generated envi.
ronmental destruction will peak and begin to recede in decades to
::::WA& ;:n::l:l’e ;njiyl declincs, our ability to alter the envicon-
e o if we make no deliberate attempt
» ‘impact on the biosphere, the peak will be a very high
one and we will do an immense amount of damage along the way.
On the other hand, we could expend deliberate and intelligent ef-
fort to reduce environmental impacts, in which case the peak will be
ata lower level. EBspecially in the former case, this peak is likely to lag.
behind the others discussed, because many eavironmental harms in-
volve teinforcing feedback loops as well as delayed and cumulative
impacts that will continue to reverberate for decades after human
population and consumption levels start to diminish. As the pri-
mary cxample of this; annual greenhouse gas. emissions will un-
doubtedly peak in this ceatury — whethier as a result of voluntary
reductions in fossil fiuel consamption, or depletion of the resource
‘base, or societal collaps¢. However, the global climate may not sta-
bilize until many decades thereafter, until various reinforcing feed-
back loops that have been set in motion (such as the melting of the
north polar icecap, which would expose dark water that would in
turn absorb more heat, thus exacerbating the warming effect; and
the melting of tundra and permafrost, releasing stored methane
that would likewise greatly exacerbate warming) play themselves
out, Tndeed, the climate may not return to a phasc of relative equi-
ibrium for centurics.
= Wel,if the goal of the last few paragraphs was to balance bad-
ews peaks with cheerier ones, that effot so farseems lessthan en-
i acely we can do better. Are there some ood things
irely successfl. Surely we can do s v
that are motat o near their historic peaks? Tcan %

 Community

» Personal autonomy "
« Satisfaction from honcst work\ well done

+ Intergencrational solidaity

\

InTrobucTion 15
* Cooperation

+ Leisure time

* Happiess

* Ingenuity

* Artistry 3

* Beauty of the built eavironment

Of course, some of these items are hard to quantify. But a few dan
indeed be measurcd, aad efforts to do 5o often yicld surprising re-
sults. Let's co two that have been subjects of quantitative

-chaps the clement on this list that lends itself

most readily to measurcment. The most leisurely socicties were
without doubt those of hunter-gatherers, who worked about 1,000
hours per year, though these societies seldom if ever thought of di-
viding “work time” from “leisure time,” since all activities were con-
sidered pleasurable in their way.)? For US employees, hours worked
peaked in the early industrial period, around 1850, at about 3,500
‘hours pet year.M This was up from'1,620 hours worked annually by
the typical medieval peasant. However, the two situations are not
directly copparable: 4 typical medieval workday steetched from
dawn to dusk-(16 hours in summer, § in winter), but work was in-
termittent, with breaks for breakfast, midmorning refreshment,
Junch, a customary afternoon nap, mid-afternoon refreshment, and
dinner; morcover, there were dozens of holidays and festivals scat-
tered throughout the year. Today the average US worker spends
about 2,000 hours on the job each year, a figure somewhat higher
than it was a couple of decades ago (in 198 it was closer t0 1,850

. houts). Nevertheless, an historical overview suggests that the time-
intensiveness of human labor seems to peakin the carly phase of in-
dustrialization, and that a simplification of the modern economy
could result in a reversion to older, pre-industrial norms.

Tn recent years the field of happiness research has flourished,
vith the publication of scores of studies and several books devoted
to statistical analysis of what gives people asense of overall mufzc;
tion with their lives. International stidies of selfreported levels o

___—4
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24 Peak EvEryTHinG

plan raionally. Implicaions and seaegies will ave o be explored
0 nearly every area of human interest — agricult -
tion, global wir and peace, public health, resouren coer e
and on and on. Books,rescarch stadie, television docameanaiee,
and every other imaginable form of information tansfera il o
qullr;:::  convey necded knowledge in cach of these areas. More-
e T e
nee rganizations that can turn policy into action, and
artists to ereate cultural expressions that can help fice the collective
imagination. Within this whirlwind of analyss; adjusument, creativ-
ity, and transformation, perhaps there is need and space for a book
that simply tries to capture the overall spirit of the time into which
we are headed, that ties the multifarious upwellings of culeural
change to the science of global warming and Peak Oil in some
hopefally surprising and entertaining ways, and that begins to ad-
dress the psychological dimension of our global transition from in-
dustrial growth to contraction and sustainabiliy.

“This book was conceived during a bricf stay in a tiny village in
west Cornwall in late 2006, Perhaps the bleakness of the country-
side at that season is reflected in the title. However, T hope also that
Cornwall’s rugged beauty and its people’s remaining connections
with down-to-carth, pre-industrial ways of thinking and of doing
things are also somehow represented, if only indirectly, in these
pages.

“The chapters herein are self-containcd essays and while 1 bave
made every effort to put them intoa helpful and logicl order ead-
o who like to savor a book's last chapter firt or to read chapters
it of sequence will find that this spproach works ressonably wel

here.
‘Each chaptér has a sto!
«Tools with a Life of Their Own”
penciled letter from the representative
magazine asking for an article. I wrote the
sentit to the e-mail address noted in the letter. The
s forthcoming, I set a pantout of the essay 75

“he return address on the eavelope. Stll na reply To this day I do

ry attached toit, which I will relate bricfly.
was written in response to &
of a radical anti-technology
requested article and
Then, whea no reply
“snail mail” to

INTRODUCTION 25

not kow whether my article was rejected, wi

were intercepted by Federal =xcnuj or v;he':: e:;: Zx:::f:!
editors”ambivalence about technology rendered them unable ;
P their communications responsibly. The essay was later pub-
Mmh:;m anthology Living & Life of Valu, edited by Jason A

. “Fifty Million Farmers” s the edited text of a specch delivered
in November, 2006 to the E. B. Schumacher Socicty (which has
published the fall version).!” Over the past few months I have of-
fered essentialy the same message to the Ecological Farming Asso-
ciation in Asilomar, California, the National Farmers Union of
Canada in Saskatoon, and the Soil Association in Cardif, Wales.
Bach time 1 discussed the likely impacts of Peak Oil and gas for
modern agriculture, and emphasized the need for dramatic, rapid
reform in our global food system.

“Five Axioms of Sustainability” came from many years of frus-
tration over the widespread, careless use of the tecms sustaingble
and sustainability. The words would not have gained so much cur-
rency if many people were not worried that our socicty is in some
sense unsustainable —i.c., that it cannot survive in ts curzent forin.
Yet the terms arc frequently tacked onto practices and programs
(e.8., “sustainable yiclds” on investments) that can have no sub-
stantial impact whatever on society’s ability to survive into the fo-
ture. This chapter represents my effort to help refine our working
definitions of these key terms. It is somewhat tougher reading than
the rest of the book, and T had thought of making it 2n appendix;
however, i is fiot an aterthought, but goes to the heart of every
other significant discussion in the text.

Three chapters were inspired by creative works: ¢(post-)Hydro-
carbonAcsthetics” came from a visit to an Arts and Crafis museum
exhibit; “Paxrots and Peoples” followed my viewing of the docu-
rmentary film The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill and “Population,
Resources, and Human Idealist” was my-response to the Broad-
\way musical, Urinesowm. In each case, the result was nota review in

sut rither an exploration of idcas relating to the

the usual
theme of this book.
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26 PEAK EVERYTHING

“The Psychology of Peak Oil and Climate Change” arose from
scores of conversations with people about their experience of the
awakening process. Clearly, humanity is addicted to fossil fuels, and
this essay offers some suggestions on what sorts of group therapy
might help us kick the habit.

T was inspired to write “Bridging Peak Oil and Climate Change
Activism” after participating in two days of meetings in San Fran-
cisco in the fall of 2006, in which prominent Climate Change and
Peak Oil activists attempted to form common strategies. It was my
impression that the discussants often did not understand one an-
other well, hence my effort to sort out the issues and point toward
potential paths for better communication and coordination of ef-

- forts.

“Boomers® Last Chance?” is both a personal mes cipa and 2

plea to the other members of my demographic cohort. We may be-

long to the peak generation, in that we will have consumed some-
thing like half the world's nonsenewable resources during out lfe-
ime, We have enjoyed an unprecedented party, but the privilege of
having a place at this greatest banquet in history implies an enot-

_ mous responsibility to fature generations.

g e o
“A Letter From the Future,” of )y published in 2000, is of
the gente of the classic novel Looking Backvar: su0o 17 by
‘Edward Bellamy, which imagined, from that writer's pezspective in
ife i ime, Bellamy's vision incvitably
the late 19% century; life in our tme. 2 y iy
roved myopic: while Looking Backward was popular and influ
b (it sold.over a million copies and inspired mazy Progressive re-
forms throughout the next two decades), it did ot successfully an-
ici f the early 21 century. Bellamy saw our era a5
uapfmwt::d:’;odx:mc; ;;:ynnd control the means of grod;fn.‘:'\
= 2 ‘e wealth cqually between all people and'in which allci
s oould receive a college education and be BVED frecdor in
g ;re: from which they would retire atage 45- Inshort,
choosing a carect,

» foresaw a socialist utopia and ¢ e
::‘ﬂm Wyf;‘r:,: sweat shops, and environmental devastation. My
wneﬁonhukclywbamuinagcmfc
ﬁibdbybdnswounguinalhopemm

“and entirely missed the realities of

S TTTTRRRRRRRRR—
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“Talking Ourselves to Extinction” is a meditation on the power
of language — a tool whose development and use has shaped us as
a species. Cultural evolution occurred primarily because language
enabled us to coordinate our efforts (o respond quickly to environ-
mental challenges arid opportunities. Words have given us power
over nature, and have given some human groups power over others
‘Today, if we are to survive, we must change our collective behavior
radically and swiftly; only our species’ unique linguistic talent s
capable of orchestrating such an evolutionary shift. This book is a
testament of hope that words can help us recogiize the limits of
nature, and the limits of power itself, before it is too late.
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2 PEAK EVERYTHING

Introduction: Peak Everything

URING THE PAST few years the phrase Peak Oif has entered
D the global lexicon. It refers to that moment in time when the
world will achieve its maximum possible rate of oil extraction; from
then on, for reasons having mostly to do with geology, the amount
of petroleum available to society on a daily or yearly b

will begin
to dwirjdle. Mostinformed analysts agree that this will happen dur

ing the next two or three decades; an increasing nuniber believe

thatitis happening now — that conventional oil production

in 2005-2006 and that the flow to market of all hy.
uids taken together will start to diminis
quences, as they begin to accumul

world is overwhelmingly dependent on oil
agriculture, plastics, and chemjcals; thus }
ment will be required. According to c
sponsored study, if the peak does occur
unlikely to appear quickly enotigh and in su
what it calls “unprecedented” social, pol
pacts.2

This book is not an introduction to the subject of Peak Oil; sev-
eral existing volumes serve that function (including my own The
Party’s Over: Oil, War and the Fate of Industrial Societies).? Instead

tical, and economic im-

INTRODUCTION 3

Dateclarrens ie et the onlv important resource quickly depleting.
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2 PEAK EVERYTHING

it addresses the social and historical context in which Peak Oil is oc-
curring, and explores how we can reorganize our thinking and ac-
tion in several critical areas to better navigate this perilous time.

Our socio-historical context takes some time and perspective to
appreciate. Upon first encountering Peak Oil, most people tend to
assume it is merely a single isolated problem to which there is a sim-
ple solution — whether of an eco-friendly nature (more renewable
energy) or otherwise (more coal). But prolonged feflection and
study tend to eat away at the viability of such “solutions” Mean-
while, as one contemplates how we humans have so quickly become
50 deeply dependent on the cheap, concentrated encrgy of oil and
other fossil fuels, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that we have
caught ourselves on thie horns of the Universal Ecological Dilem-
ma, consisting of the interlinked elements of population pressure,
resource depletion, and habitat destruction — on a scale unprece-
dented in history.

0il & Gas Production Profiles
. 2006 Base Gase

|

Billions Bamels 2 Year (Gb)

W0 O B B WO O BN 200 N0 W0 A0 M0 A
ClRegia0)  WHewyer.  GEOeepvater COfor  EENGL CIGas  ERMonGnGas

Figure 1. Production profiles for World oil and natural gas, history and fore-
cast. Credit: Association for the Study of Peak Oil and Gas (ASPO)

INTRODUCTION 3

Petroleum is not the only important resource quickly depletir
Readers already acquainted with the Peak Oil literat
regional production peaks for natural gas have alread:

3

and that over the short term the economic consequence
shortages are like
Americans than the
being an abundant fossil

y to be cven worse for Europ

for oil. And

world at current rates of usag

ture, recent studies upda
casts conclude that global coal pre

ing global re

decline in ten to.twe

percent of the world’s to
sure that the world’s ¢

Worldwide Possible Coal

4000 +——

-1

Mtoeperyear

8

1950 BT T 250
Year

Figure 2. Global coal production, history arid forecast. The International Energy
Agency's "World Energy Outlook 2006” (WEO 2006) discusses two future sce-
narios for global coal production: a “reference scenario” that assurmes uncon-
strained coal consumption, and an “alterative policy stenario" in which con-
sumption i$ capped through govemment efforts to reduce climate impacts
Both scenarios are compatible with the supply forecast here (EWG report, 2007)
until about 2020: Thereafter, only a rate of demand corresponding with the “al-
ternative policy scenario” can be met, Credit: Energy Watch Group (EWG)
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