The Meta-Blog, no.24, December 2022

George Monbiot’s Multi-Level Marketing

of Ecomodernism... where’s the evidence?

The environmental debate in Britain is maintained by a few
unaccountable figures elevated to the role of eco-gate-keepers —
which is why the ecological debate fails to make any real progress

Paul Mobbs, ‘The Meta-Blog’, issue no.24, December 2022
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We should be holding the political estab-
lishment’s feet to the wild-fire on ecological
issues. Instead, a handful of ‘reformers’,
promoting schemes or proposals which
don’t radically up-end the ideological land-
scape, are given preferential access to the
public debate; to peddle, ‘multi-level mar-
keting-style’, demonstrably wrong ideas
about how to solve the ecological crisis.
How do we hold these media-constructed
pundits, who claim to represent our inter-
ests, to account? It’s all about the evidence.

This is a necessarily long and detailed dive into
the role ‘green pundits’ have in the ecological de-
bate — and whether that role is truly representative
given the available evidence. To be clear, this isn’t
just about George Monbiot specifically. By its na-
ture, this also a discussion about the overwhelming

and campaign groups which dominate this space).
As a Guardian.columnist3, George Monbiot es-
sentially states opinion, not facts. The problem is, in
the public debate which then ensues from those
opinions, his narrowly focussed articles are cited as
if what is said were wholly true — when in fact the
wider evidence base is being strategically ignored.
Monbiot is not alone: | could equally cite journal-
ists such as David Shukman; ideological media con-

debate not only downplays.the trends® which are
the result of that lifestyle; but also fails to connect to

environmentalism are groups like Extinction Rebel-
lion or Just Stop Oil. But these groups are not

Therein, like the media’s green pundits, the
groups considered to be ‘radicals’ in the public

look beyond the ideology, structures, and life-
style created by Western affluence and con-
sumption, cannot encompass - in terms of it’s
original meaning of, ‘from the roots’16 — any truly
radical solution to the ecological crisis.

MLM: ‘Through a glass, darkly’

That preface made, we come to the reason for
this article: There are subtle changes in ‘green’ lob-
bying taking place, driven by changes in the media.

In the 1990s | was an elected director of Friends
of the Earth at an_auspicious.momentl’. ‘Green’

to drop any ‘hair shirted’ ideas?9 for ecological
change: Not only to ride that media machine to get
coverage; but also to soak-up the cash sloshing
around from government and corporate interests

the idea, and ‘green consumerism’2! in general; but
the pressure from the staff of nearly all mainstream
campaign groups was to ‘take the money’, because
of the access and influence that it promised.

issues. More recently, though, this process has
shifted, reflecting the economic pressures on the

influencer ‘multi-level marketing’?> (MLM) machine.
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As green issues have matured against that ‘back-
ground noise’ of the ecological crisis; and as gov-
ernment inaction has shifted to the lackadaisical
definition of targets, quotas, and especially subsi-
dies; the pressure for environmentalists26 to pro-
mote certain issues has shifted from one of ‘making
change’, to promoting ‘a business._plan’??. In part
the result of neoliberal values infiltrating all levels of

cacy for political action. Instead they advocate for
one infrastructure plan or another which seeks to
‘green’ the modern lifestyle — without changing it.

“Incremental change is the name of the game, not
transformation. And that, of course, means that the
emerging solutions have to be made to work within
the embrace of capitalism. Like it or not, capitalism
is now the only economic game in town... For fear,
perhaps, of arriving at a different conclusion, there
is an unspoken (and largely untested) assumption
that there need be no fundamental contradiction
between sustainable development and capitalism.”
(my emphasis in bold)
As ‘regulation’, let alone ‘limits’ or ‘prohibi-
tion’ becomes a dirty word in the skewed-to-the-
right media environment, so ecological issues
are expected to perform within the processes of
the corporate world. This is the environment

George Monbiot’s ‘accuracy problem’

The basis for most discussions about ‘future
change’ today, is ‘stasis’: Proposals do not chal-
lenge ‘business as.usual’32, which is why the ideas
being publicly debated seek to preserve the core of
the way things are. This is the contradictory para-

| specifically use the word, ‘trapped’: If he moved
out of that niche I'm sure he would lose that media
profile. He is permitted to perform that role in the
media environment precisely because of the values
he advocates, not because of the veracity of the
ideas he promotes. It is his own, personal cost-ben-
efit exercise that he chooses to occupy that role —
but that doesn’t mean it is evidentially correct.

| first bumped into George Monbiot at events in
Oxford, and on roads protests, in the early 1990s.
We occasionally corresponded, but that ended
when he gave support to nuclear power in the late
2000s. Or to be more precisely, | kept trying to ad-
vance the alternative case and he simply refused to
respond — even when we met in public.

These days, when | publicly challenge his as-
sumptions he never responds. He also blocks peo-
ple on social media who query his work.

The difficulties with The Guardian — the largest
remaining allegedly ‘politically liberal’ broadsheet
within Britain’s right-biased media — have been

have called into question the quality of their report-
ing. Once again, this highlights both the intellectual
boundaries within which George Monbiot operates,
and the ‘conformity’ those pressures may apply to
the subjects he covers.

His columns in The Guardian are sparsely
sourced, and sometimes factually flawed. My last
‘public’ deconstruction3é of one of his columns was
published in May 2020 — when he attacked the then

At the time | published a short blog post, whic
had been extracted from a twenty page complaint
(with forty references, mostly to academic journals
and official data sources) which | wrote to The
Guardian’s ‘Reader’s Editor’38. | never received an
acknowledgement... despite sending it twice!

Critical of Michael Moore, the structural flaw in

that article was the fallacy of ‘affirming.the conse-

niers liked Michael Moore’s new film; then the posi-
tion that Moore depicted must be friendly to climate
the film’'s message. The reason they talked-up the
film was precisely because its message made lib-
eral environmentalists feel uncomfortable.

The article attacked the film's assertion that pho-
tovoltaic (PV) panels produce little energy once the
“On average, a solar panel generates 26 units of solar
energy for every unit of fossil energy required to build

guoted in that context because it would under-esti-
mate the impacts of PV by 30% to 250%.
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Power generation in the USA, 2010-2019

Power generation, terawatt-hours (TW-h)
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strate that the scenario shown in the film is correct for the USA; and that in the context of the UK, the percentage growth of renew-
able power is more influenced by the collapse in electricity demand rather than the increase in renewable generation capacity.

In that paragraph he also attacks the film-makers
statement that, “You use more fossil fuels to do this
than you’re getting benefit from it. You would have
been better off just burning fossil fuels in the first
place.” That quote has been taken out of context.
That statement is not about solar PV, or wind
— a wholly different type of technology to PV.

The article then goes on to state, “Planet of the
Humans also claims that you can’t reduce fossil fuel
use through renewable energy: coal is instead being
replaced by gas.” Unfortunately that is precisely
what the official energy statistics in the USA show is
happening (see graph above). From 2010 to 2019,
as old coal-fired plants were retired, they were re-
placed with new, larger gas-fired plants using the
large quantities of fracked natural gas being pro-
duced at that time. There is also academic

The article then goes on to state that, “in the
third quarter of 2019, renewables in the UK generated
more electricity than coal, oil and gas plants put to-
gether. As a result of the switch to renewables in this
country, the amount of fossil fuel used for power gen-
eration has halved since 2010.”

That statement is a manipulation of objective fact:
The ‘third-quarter’ is late Summer, when power
demand is at its lowest and solar hits maximum. It's

not representative of average demand and supply.

More significantly though, what's been dominat-
ing energy trends in Britain has been the collapse of
electricity demand. That is in part the result of aus-
terity choking growth, and especially heavy indus-
tries, such as metals and chemicals, moving off-
shore. Those effects are far more significant than
new renewable capacity in cutting fossil fuel use —
but that doesn’t even merit a mention.

Especially over 2015/16, much of the retired coal-
fired capacity was matched by natural gas, not new
renewable capacity. And the fact electricity demand
shrank by a over a fifth from 2010 to 2019 means
that in percentage terms — without adding a single
wind turbine or solar panel — the proportion of re-
newable energy would have increased anyway.

The article then introduces the most toxic

lence opposition: Accusations of Malthusian ‘popu-
lation control’ — where again the film is misquoted:

“The film offers only one concrete solution to our
predicament: the most toxic of all possible answers.
‘We really have got to start dealing with the issue of
population... without seeing some sort of major die-
off in population, there’s no turning back.’”

That ellipsis — the *...” highlighted above: That's
not skipping a few words or a sentence; it skips
about 80 seconds of discussions. In running those
statements together, it completely ignores the con-
text within which each was made — specifically, the
issue regarding the use of energy in agriculture.

© December 2022 Paul Mobbs — released under the Creative Commons

Q International License 3



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-15449959
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-15449959
http://www.fraw.org.uk/data/economics/york_2019.pdf
http://www.fraw.org.uk/data/economics/york_2019.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ivanpah_Solar_Power_Facility
https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data.php
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/electricity-chapter-5-digest-of-united-kingdom-energy-statistics-dukes
http://www.fraw.org.uk/blog/posts/006/index.shtml

George Monbiot’s Multi-Level Marketing of Ecomodernism... where’s the data?

The article then concludes this section by stating:
“High consumption is concentrated in countries
where population growth is low... When wealthy
people, such as Moore and Gibbs, point to this issue
without the necessary caveats, they are saying, in
effect, ‘it’s not Us consuming, it’s Them breeding.’
It’s not hard to see why the far right loves this film”.

| challenge The Guardian’s editors to find any
point in the transcript of the film where this is im-
plied — and to listen to the “caveats” about rich-na-
tion’s consumption which were made throughout the
film. In fact, during that ‘ellipsis’ where Monbiot
omits what is discussed, it is stated, “We have to
have our abilities to consume reigned in, because
we're not good at reigning them in if there are seem-
ingly unrestrained resources”.

George Monbiot is not promoting an objective,
evidence-based view of our predicament. He is pro-
moting an ideological, idealised vision where the af-
fluent states can continue their current lifestyle by
adopting new and more efficient technologies — a
sort of ecological, “have your cake and eat it too”.

That's not a problem: Objectively, I'm doing the
same, too, by making these observations — albeit
from a radically different perspective.

What we need to pursue is why George Mon-
biot, apparently willingly: Misquotes what is
said in a film to cast slurs about right-wing con-
spiracies; uses academic research in a manner
that is specifically excluded by its authors; mis-
represents official energy statistics to imply
something they do not show; and thus, overall,
denies what a large body of research evidence
now demonstrates to be a fair assessment of
our ecological predicament.

Ecomodernism’s ‘data problem’

modernism’ came out of the American environmen-
tal movement in the 1980s proposing a simple idea:
The only way to beat the destructive business
process is to ‘do business’ better than they can, in
an ecological way; the assumption being that higher
efficiency would enable economic competition due
to higher productivity, and hence profitability.

group. It represents a spectrum of ideas stretching

from: The loosely ecological (e.g. George Monbiot);

eco-technocrats (e.g. Jonathan. Symons®°).

Generally, though, ecomodernism is heavily influ-
enced by liberal economic theory: The idea of free,
globalised markets; a reliance on technological in-
novation and efficiency, to drive down impacts while
driving up productivity; the maintenance of property
rights; and moreover, an unquestioning adherence
to the economic hegemony of the ‘Western lifestyle’
— and the need to perpetuate the affluence and ma-
terial consumption that lifestyle demands.

This is where ecomodernism hits the reality of the
ecological crisis. For all their protestations, basically

¢ Energy efficiency®’ is not open-ended —itis a
one-time saving, after which wholly new tech-
nologies must be invented, or systems signifi-
cantly changed — and in general it is a dimin-
ishing return with fixed theoretical limits, where
each improvement saves less-and-less;

assumption that the use of technology can
break the link between human lifestyles and
their ecological impact — which currently has
no.strong.evidences® to support it;

¢ As with neoliberal ideology in general, eco-

cal power of ‘innovation’ to solve that without
proof of its feasibility.

Perhaps the area where the ignorance of eco-
modernism reigns supreme is in the area of energy
resources. It is assumed that we can simply turn-off
fossil fuels and switch-on ‘clean’ renewables:

For the strongly technocratic end of the ecomod-
ernist spectrum that transition is innately connected

4
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For the strongly ecological end of ecomodernism
that transition is connected to the use of “]
renewable energy”69 — despite the growing evidence
to show that there are insufficient mineral resour-

scale of infrastructure required to replace the ‘en-
ergy service’ of fossil fuels.

When | give lectures, this is the point where peo-
ple are often confused: If the highly technological
solution to climate change is not possible, and the
renewable solution to climate change is not possi-
ble, then what option is there?

The fact people commonly ask this question
demonstrates why George Monbiot, and the other
ecomodernists pundits in the media, have become
an obstruction to the ecological debate.

stream environmentalism: It entails reducing mate-
rial affluence, and tackling the excesses of consum-
ing lifestyles through the national and global redis-
tribution of resources.

Take, for example, electric cars: The media de-
bate is presented as a divide between ‘petrol heads’
and ‘affluent green consumers’ — but neither side
ever enters in to a discussion to justify maintaining
the ‘private car’ as the priority for moving around.
canvassed opinion on electric vehicles. An expert
panel assembled by the Natural History Museum
told the CCC7® that:

“To replace all UK-based vehicles today with elec-

tric vehicles, assuming they use the most resource-

frugal next-generation NMC 811 batteries, would
take 207,900 tonnes cobalt, 264,600 tonnes of
lithium carbonate, at least 7,200 tonnes of
neodymium and dysprosium, in addition to

2,362,500 tonnes copper. This represents, just under

two times the total annual world cobalt production,

nearly the entire world production of neodymium,
three quarters the world’s lithium production and

12% of the world’s copper production during 2018.

Even ensuring the annual supply of electric vehicles

only, from 2035 as pledged, will require the UK to

annually import the equivalent of the entire annual
cobalt needs of European industry.”

Mineral resources are a significant barrier. And
the CCC's response to this critical issue, being
spelled-out by Britain’s pre-eminent geological insti-

doesn’t even mention the issue.

Put that case differently: A grid-powered trolley-
bus moves passengers many-times more efficiently
than multiple battery-powered cars. So where is ‘the
gets little media coverage as it challenges the domi-
nant assumptions of the consumer lifestyle — in this
case, the primacy of the ‘private car’.

Renewable energy and green technologies, such
as electric cars, are dependent upon mass electrifi-
cation; and as a result, a huge expansion’® in metal

limited supply. There is also growing evidence that

the extraction of those resources across the globe
Some of these metals — such as copper, cobalt,

or rare earths — are so limited that they are a barrier

and other metals are still required; and the yet to be
invented nano-technologies proposed as substi-
tutes have an uncertain efficiency or efficacy.

How then can groups promoting the ‘Green New
advocate 100% renewable energy without also ad-
vising of the resource or pollution risks inherent in
that project? The reason, from my own experience
arguing with ZCB for over a decade, is they just ig-
nore them: They ignore them because ‘people in
power’ — like the CCC — don’t want to hear them,
and so they exclude them from their considerations.

What is certain is that while a segment of the
globally affluent may be able to scrape a car-
bon-free lifestyle, there are not sufficient re-
to consume in that way. And the over-riding re-
liance on a single metric to judge progress -
carbon emissions - is leading to a willing igno-
rance over both the global pollution, resource
depletion, or biodiversity loss, that would result
from such a ‘green’ future.
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George’s fallacies on fermentation

Firstly, as others have demanded my opin-
ion on this recently, do | think that George
Monbiot is being funded by corporate inter-
ests to talk about precision fermentation?

I really don't think that matters at all!
Whether he’s being funded or not doesn’t
change the underlying technical arguments;
and to raise that as an issue distracts from
the evidence for why he is wrong. Motive is
not the issue here; the issue is evidence.

Let’s address the big issue first: Techni-
cally there is no ‘food production’ crisis!

As George Monbiot commented in his
interview with Owen Jones88, world hunger is
rising — now probably extending to a billion
people or more, including in the most devel-
oped states. That last part is the critical issue:
The reason people in affluent states skip meals is
the same reason those in poor states die of malnu-
trition — it's an issue of allocation, not production.

World population arranged by income (deciles)

in both poor and rich states are variously, depend-
ing upon the location, the result of:
* Economic inequality;
* Climate change;
» Conflict or displacement;
* Natural disasters;
« Urbanisation and/or isolation from the land, re-
stricting access to food except by payment;
* Poor diet due to the economic or social barri-
ers to accessing good quality food; and
» Social/state imposed barriers restricting ac-
cess to land or food by certain groups.

Precision fermentation®0 is the idea that by using
genetically engineered micro-organisms, grown in-
side industrial vats, protein can be produced far
more ‘efficiently’; and with secondary processing
and chemical additives, those simple proteins can

Given that brief summary, does anything stated
there address the points in the list above of the pri-
mary reasons behind global hunger? No.

To even talk about precision fermentation in the

Percentage of CO: emissions by world population

Richest 10% responsible for aimost half of total lifestyle
consumption emissions
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of global carbon emissions, but it's general proportions are also correct
for energy consumption, metal consumption, digital devices, etc.

The root of global hunger is inequality: Global in-
equality is not the ‘fault’ of those who are hungry; it
is due to the ‘choices’ of those running national and
global governance systems. That system is domi-

tom half’ consume just 10%.

Let's be absolutely clear on this: There is a
Human Right to Food9’. The fact hundreds of mil-
lions are hungry, yet enough food is produced for

Personally, I've found his recent books rather ram-
bling — lamenting the ills of the world, yet ignoring
the ‘radical’ solutions available if he could remove
his mental shackles to society, ‘as it is’. We need to
stop worrying about how bad things are, and con-
centrate on the simplest ways to make them better.
For example, in chapter 5 he says:
“City farms, allotments, and guerrilla gardens help
us to feel a sense of connection to the land and en-
gage our minds and hands in satisfying work. But,
with one or two exceptions it’s unlikely to satisfy
more than a tiny fraction of demand. The reason
should be obvious: land in cities is scarce and ex-
pensive.”
Why is land in cities expensive? Because it is

owned by a minute minority of the population called
‘landlords’. Why is that an ecological issue?
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Climate change is a physical restriction on hu-
manity. How much food you can grow on a square
metre of soil is also a physical restriction. ‘Property
ist, just like the monetary values property rights are
traded with. They are not a ‘physical’ restriction.

If we are truly saying that climate change and
ecological breakdown are ‘existential’ — that society
lives or dies by what we do in the next decade —
who could support a wholly ‘abstract’ division of the
land in a way which prevents people from providing
their needs in the most low impact way?

Once again, we come back to the issue of in-
tion own ~50% of the land. In ‘Regenesis’, George
argues that the intellectual property rights on the
technological solutions to climate change must be
weakened. Why, then, can’t we also restrict prop-
erty rights on the land, or cap land values or tax ex-
cess wealth, to facilitate low impact lifestyles?

“...in Finland, scientists are brewing-up an entirely
different kind of food. Inside these tanks, protein is
being produced by... bacteria. The only inputs are
water, carbon from the air, a sprinkling of nutrients
and electricity to split the water into hydrogen and
oxygen. And the only waste product... is water.”

In the previous section | outlined the problems
with ideas like the ‘Green New Deal’, and the mate-
rial and geopolitical barriers to expanding renew-
able energy to match fossil fuels. By advocating the

essarily involves: A certain level of mineral extrac-
tion; a certain level of pollution; and a certain level
of biodiversity loss as a result of those operations.

Are any of those impacts factored into George’s
presentation of the process? No.

Finland is a good example: While 26% of their
electricity comes from hydro and wind, around the
same comes from nuclear — and that is projected to
rise as their new, delayed, and massively over-bud-
get EPR nuclear plant comes on-line. Does the fer-
mentation process, therefore, consume uranium
and produce high-level nuclear waste? Arguably
yes. Is that considered in George’s model? No.

| don’t want to labour the point, but this model of
how the process works is highly misleading: It does

not measure the related impacts of creating the
electricity; or extracting and purifying the artificial
nutrients; or the associated energy and pollution
costs of processing the ‘protein gloop’ into ‘cultured
meat’. It is very much like the nuclear industry’s ar-
gument that ‘nuclear power doesn’t emit carbon
dioxide’; and yet from the concrete in the reactor, to
ore processing at the uranium mine, greenhouse
gases are embodied throughout that process.

In affluent states the major source of protein is
meat; but in poor states the major source of protein

Likewise, humans need roughly 509 to 609106 of
protein per day. On average most countries scrape
that amount in their national diet; but in the affluent

cuss the inequality of global protein intakes, and
how that too leads to damaging health impacts, just
as too little protein does? Not that I can find.

The Guardian, we see this same simplistic, narrow-
boundary analysis applied as a justification:

“The first is to shrink to a remarkable degree the
footprint of food production. One paper estimates that
precision fermentation using methanol needs 1,700
times less land than the most efficient agricultural
means of producing protein: soy grown in the US. This
suggests it might use, respectively, 138,000 and
157,000 times less land than the least efficient means:
beef and lamb production.”

According to both his book and his column, then,
the choice is between intensive animal agriculture,
intensive soy production, or precision fermentation:
That's an entirely ‘false dilemma’199, ignoring the
large body of evidence on viable alternative options.

though recent research112 shows those systems to
be far less polluting, and as.much.if not. morel13
productive, and economically far more beneficial to
those involved, than the intensive farming system

higher levels of biodiversity116.
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If we know there are easily implementable sys-
tems that can produce the same, if not more food,
with less impacts, why doesn’t George evaluate
these ‘other’ options? Why doesn’t he investigate
the details behind why a third of the world’s food is
the farmed land area? (hence, a third-more produc-
tive than intensive agriculture) And how does his
characterisation of the problem of protein produc-
tion fit to the varied models of small-scale agricul-
ture — or indigenous animal herders or hunters —
who do not practise intensive production? These al-
ternatives are dismissed without investigation.

“By doing it this way you can localise your food
production, and it can be much cheaper. You're not
paying soft currencies for hard currencies, you're
not using your local currency to buy stuff on the
dollar market. You're producing your own food lo-
cally, and it could have a massive impact in reduc-
ing hunger but also in allowing people to assert
sovereignty over their own food supply.”

Those points apply even more strongly to locally-
based agriculture, or small-scale plots or urban al-
lotments, than to precision fermentation.

He also fails to note the up-front demand for elec-
tricity, water, concentrated nutrients, and a process-
ing capacity to turn the ‘protein gloop’ into an ap-
petising foodstuff. Are those factors which are all lo-
cally available? Clearly, not. Even ‘locally produced’
solar electricity requires photovoltaic panels which
are the product of a globalised mining, manufactur-
ing, and logistics chain, that operates on the hard
‘dollar’ currencies he’s being critical of.

George Monbiot’s analysis of the land required to
support ‘cultured meat’ is incomplete. It doesn'’t in-
such as: Power generation; nutrient production; or
the land mined for metal or phosphate resources.
Unless that essential part of the system is included,
he is not making a ‘like-for-like’ comparison, and so
no claims can be made as to its advantage.

In contrast, what do localised permaculture or in-
tegrated polyculture systems depend upon? Seeds.
Literally, the most complex part of a local food sys-
tem is developing the right seed variety for the local

climatic conditions; and once obtained, they can be
simply grown and shared — no hard currencies or
mechanised logistics chains required.

Small-scale animal agriculture, integrated into
fodder cover and nutrient cycling, may be part of
that process — especially at higher latitudes where
the growing season is shorter. That, again, is some-
thing that requires a local assessment of the best
options for food production. But to reduce this entire
debate to, “Technology Will Save Us All!”, is simplis-
tic, illogical, and not based upon evidence.

I have wrestled with ‘Regenesis’ since | read it.
His recent Guardian columns only add to my
concern about his public pronouncements. | can
rationalise their flaws and failures in only one
way: The levels of compromise George Monbiot
engages in, to maintain his position within the
media environment, mean that he can no longer
represent ecological reality to his audience.

Conclusion: If ecomodernism’s tinkering
has failed, it suggests their model is wrong
Multi-level marketing, created off the back of the
social media boom, is as revolutionary as the fears
raised by Vi i

. Whether by direct payment,
goods-in-kind, or just because of the ‘group identity’
by political, financial, and industrial interests, repre-
sents a new ‘wild west’ in — to use Edward Bernays’
famous phrase — ‘The Engineering of Consent124.
George Monbiot is such an influencer —and a

valued one as his audience is largely made-up of
the affluent middle class with disposable incomes.
And in the marketing of that message — unlike other

Although Jonathon Porritt may have felt either the
honesty, or entitlement to state the assumptions be-
hind the ‘ecomodernist’ viewpoint, many do not.
They bend and twist their ideas to avoid ever con-
fronting reality: That their technocratic machinations
are devised to maintain their material entitlements.

We must revivify the ‘radicalism’126 that Por-
ritt and others excluded from the movement in
the 1980s as they sought compromise with the

that has been suppressed for too long.
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Ecomodernism can never address the economic
and social inequalities which benefit the globally af-
fluent, while creating suffering or hunger for other
living beings (humans included). Just like the estab-
lishment's failure to address colonialism, doing so
would question their own political and economic ad-
vantage in the here-and-now — raising difficult ques-
tions of justice and accountability for past policies.

When | raise the issue of class identity, affluence,
and the ecological crisis, a number of people in the
environment movement — especially of the ‘eco-
modernist persuasion’ — are driven to apoplexy.

| understand that: It challenges the very basis of
their self-identity, and hence their security and well-
being. But it's equally valid to require anyone ob-
jecting to this approach to view the issue from the
opposite side: From the majority who are economi-
cally excluded from the debate; and why the low-
tech/low impact options for change are excluded
from that debate, as the privileged pundits leading it
feel uncomfortable talking about them.

Through his columns in The Guardian, and his re-
cent book, George Monbiot has created talking
points that seek an ecologically-benign ‘stasis’ in
the human system — ignoring the needs and current
predicament of the nationally and globally poor: To
even mention the word ‘hunger’ in the context of
precision fermentation, | find offensive; to talk of
technocratic solutions that are reliant upon glob-
alised commodity systems, when the barriers to ac-
cessing food are the result of the neocolonial domi-
nation of the resource production, | find repugnant.

What | have not raised here is his ‘Reboot

gene editing (without specifying which of the many

processes available should be made ‘legal’); calls
for ‘rewilding’ (without specifying what that means,
and to what extent ‘rewilding people’ is permitted’);
and calls for greater food labelling (which presumes
the perpetuation of the highly centralised industrial
food production and distribution system). That ‘man-
ifesto’ deserves a deep-dive of its own!

If ‘ecomodernism’ is focussed on enabling certain
technological or consumer choices, when many are
excluded from those choices not simply by price,
but by the fact they can barely scrape the basics for
a viable lifestyle, then how is that debate going to
ever create a mass movement for change? Worse
still, the political-right that George seems so afraid
of will weaponise that failure to engage across the
social spectrum, to obstruct change, and alienate
those making such arguments.

George Monbiot has a highly privileged position
which he could use positively: He could deconstruct
the economic and social processes that created his
privilege; and through that process, both advocate
for radical ecological change, and build bridges with
those economically excluded from the advantage
that he has benefited from.

He chooses not to do that. Instead, he advocates
for ‘solutions’ which preserve the economic advan-
tage of the Western lifestyle above any criticism that
it is physically and practically beyond salvage.

We need seeds, not solenoids; plots not vats;
gardens, not economic globalism. Above all we
need land rights, and access to land, to disen-
gage from the global economic system that is
the root of human exploitation and ecological
destruction. For a catchy sound-bite to encom-
pass that, let’s say, “we need to rewild the people
alongside all the other animals”.

As | have reviewed here: George Monbiot’s representation of ecological issues in the
media has become increasingly narrow; biased towards the perpetuation of affluence and
establishment power; and as a result, he is apparently twisting, misquoting, or stating
incomplete information, in order to maintain that position. What he promotes is an ‘extreme
centrism’, which, through highly questionable technocratic schemes, seeks to preserve the
entitlements of affluence against the inevitable crash of that lifestyle. As a result, he is
sanitising ecological destruction and global inequality, to maintain the artificial lifestyle of
the affluent minority who have benefited the most from industrialisation — which, in the end,
is what has created the ecological crisis, and which must be curtailed to avert it.
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