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1. INTRODUCTION

There is a well-known accusation made against greens of all stripes that they are watermelons — green
on the outside but red on the inside. Or, to use another metaphor, the green movement is a
disingenuous attempt to repackage the ‘old wine’ of socialism under cover of fashionable green wine
bottles. If they respond at all, greens usually dismiss the accusation out of hand, as was done recently by
the Australian Greens leader Richard Di Natale (Guardian, 2016).

But there is a school of thought within the environmental movement that wears the watermelon tag
proudly on its sleeve; | refer, of course, to the ‘eco-socialists’. Anyone who has been involved with
environmentalism for long is likely to have encountered them. Proponents of eco-socialism may argue
that while it makes sense in the short term to fight for reforms within the capitalist system, ultimately
an effective and socially just response to the mounting ecological crisis requires abolishing global
capitalism and replacing it with a world-wide socialist economy.

What may be less well known is that there is considerable disagreement within eco-socialist ranks. | do
not refer to another example of the sectarian divisions that have plagued the radical left for much of its
history, but instead fundamental theoretical differences within this relatively small political perspective.
These differences were made manifest in a recent brief online exchange between two prominent eco-
socialists: American John Bellamy Foster and German-Indian, Saral Sarkar (Ecologise, 2017). Among
other things, Sarkar challenged Foster to answer the following “straightforward question”:

Does Foster think that Eco-Socialism’s immediate goal should be to initiate a policy of
de-growth, a contracting economy, and a contracting population? And the long-term
goal a socialist steady-state economy at a low level?

Sarkar then went on to argue, as he has done at length in his two theoretical books (1999; 2010), that it
is not simply capitalism that is driving the ecological crisis, but also any kind of industrial society (see
definition further below), whether capitalist or socialist. For Sarkar, in the context of today’s global
ecological crisis, the main reason to advocate for socialism, and not capitalism, is that a “socialist policy
is the best way to achieve the contraction for the sake of saving the planet” (Sarkar, 2015). This,
according to Sarkar (2015), is the “compelling new argument for socialism in the 21st century”.
Departing further from his eco-socialist comrades, he insists that ever rising human population is also a
major contributing factor to today’s ecological crisis and an urgent problem that must be directly
addressed.



In his reply John Bellamy Foster, who is probably the world’s most famous eco-socialist theorist,
disagreed that ‘degrowth’ was the right framework for addressing the ecological crisis as the movement
fails to develop a ‘critique of capitalism or the promotion of the revolutionary structural changes that
would be needed in confronting the capital system’ (Ecologise, 2017).1 Foster also rejected the ideas put
forward by Sarkar, that industrialism and population growth were key drivers of the ecological crisis —
for Foster the core problem lies in the systemic dynamics of capitalism.

This public airing of divergent views reflects the contrasting views both thinkers have outlined in their
various writings. These differences apply both to how they understand the nature of our global
ecological predicament and what needs to be done to effectively address it. These disagreements are
not just restricted to these two individuals, but reflect broader debates within the eco-socialist camp as
well as the wider environmental movement.

Advocates of voluntary simplicity — that is, the worldwide movement of people aiming to minimize their
expenditure on consumer goods and services, and direct more time and energy towards non-
materialistic sources of satisfaction and meaning (Etzioni, 1999) — may wonder what relevance eco-
socialism has for them. A common view among environmentalist is that socialism is not only an
outdated and discredited body of ideas but also irredeemably tied to the growth-industrial paradigm
(i.e. Hamilton, 2013). It is hoped the discussion below will persuade readers that eco-socialist ideas, in
all their diversity, have a prominent place within discussion about solutions to our ecological crisis, even
if they don’t have all the answers.

The report will begin by outlining key arguments for eco-socialism affirmed by all adherents to this
political philosophy. It will then look at those areas of theoretical divergence between Foster and Sarkar,
as expressed not just in their recent online exchange but throughout their writings, on a range of critical
issues, particularly as they pertain to the contemporary environmental crisis.” These include: the ‘limits
to growth’ paradigm, the relevance of Marxism, the need for ‘degrowth’, the viability of industrialism,
responses to population growth, the underlining energy dispute, and the nature of the revolutionary
subject. At times the report will discuss the views of other eco-socialists, to give a sense of the diversity
of opinion across many of these issues.

While the main aim of this report is to introduce eco-socialism, via an outline of two leading proponents,
it does not claim to be a neutral. | will offer critical comments, where appropriate, in relation to both
authors views.

2. THE GENERAL CASE FOR ECO-SOCIALISM

All proponents of eco-socialism are united on some core fundamentals. In line with the broader
environmental movement, they agree that humanity faces a multi-faceted planetary ecological crisis.
The distinctive argument made by eco-socialists is that this crisis cannot be effectively resolved within or

! As will become evident, however, throughout this report, while this criticism may be relevant to some within the de-growth
movement, it is not with respect to Sarkar, who has indeed developed a critique of capitalism.

% This report does not attempt to be a comprehensive treatment of both authors work, which ranges well beyond the
environmental crisis.



by the global capitalist system i.e. the socio-economic system that now effectively dominates all
societies across the world.

Eco-socialists generally define capitalism as a system in which most of the major means of production
are privately owned, and in which there is heavy, if not complete, dependence on market forces for the
allocation of economic resources (land, labour, capital, commodities). Eco-socialists universally agree
that the capitalist economy cannot be made sustainable, due to the unending drive for capital
accumulation that lies at the very heart of the system. Foster (2017b) spoke for all eco-socialists when in
a recent interview he declared:

The issue is clear. Capitalism is a system geared to unlimited capital accumulation
and hence exponential economic growth. It therefore constantly increases in scale.
With a 3 percent rate of growth, the economy would expand by sixteen times in a
century, 250 times in two centuries, and 4000 times in three centuries. While the
planet’s capacity with respect to what we call the tap, the resource end, and the sink,
the waste end, would essentially remain the same. The reality of ecological limits and
the pressure that the economy places on them cannot therefore be denied.

Eco-socialists discuss several systemic factors that explain the drive for endless capital accumulation
(Smith, 2010), but the main one is simply the competitive struggle between private firms selling in a
market. Sarkar (2014) explains:

In an environment of competition, the motto is: expand or perish. Since no firm
wants to perish, since all must expand if they want to continue to exist, a general
growth compulsion arises, also for the economy as a whole. For only in a growing
economy can all individual firms hope to achieve this. And they all thirst for growth.

This does not mean the system always and everywhere experiences growth. Throughout its history
capitalism has been beset by periodic economic recessions and depressions. And even when the system
is growing strongly, the reality of uneven development means whole sections of the economy can
experience economic stagnation, even while the wider economy expands. So today, rapid economic
growth takes place in China and India while Japan has stagnated for decades. And in the era of
globalization, whole regions across the advanced capitalist world have experienced a kind of forced
‘degrowth’ in the form of de-industrialization and persistent unemployment, even while national GDP
continues to rise. Still, despite the uneven distribution of benefits and periodic downturns, the overall
nature of the system is characterized by a persistent drive for growth at all costs, both at the micro and
macro level.

For eco-socialists, it follows that overcoming the growth economy requires nothing less than abolishing
capitalism. They propose replacing it with a new socio-economic system with three broad
characteristics, often with some variation, depending on the specific theorist/s:

1) most, if not all, the means of production are either nationalized i.e. taken over by the state; or
‘socialized’ i.e. run collectively, in some way, by workers or the community.

2) most, if not all, economic decisions (i.e. what, who for, and how to produce) are carried out
by a process of societal (ideally democratic) planning rather than left to private for-profit
companies operating in a competitive market;
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3) the structural economic changes needed for an ecological society are implemented in an
egalitarian way, with an end goal of substantive wealth and income equality.

Eco-socialists understand that such a program is far off the political radar, both in advanced capitalist
countries and across most of the global south. The recent ‘pink tide’ in Latin America which saw the
election of several left-wing governments appealing to socialist rhetoric, as well as the rise of Jeremy
Corbyn and Bernie Sanders and the revival of positive attitudes towards socialism, particularly among a
sizeable portion of the youth (Foster, 2017a), may offer glimmers of contemporary hope. But it is
generally agreed that eco-socialism, understood in terms of the revolutionary transformation of
capitalist society, is currently a distant prospect across the globe.

For this reason, eco-socialists generally agree that capitalism will not be overcome rapidly, but will
require an extended period of transition, involving campaigns advocating for a variety of ‘radical
reforms’ (Foster 2017a; Leahy, 2017) that could conceivably be implemented by left-leaning or social-
democratic governments within the framework of capitalism. To this end, they work constructively, and
in coalition with a range of oppositional civil society groups. But ultimately, they insist, the ecological
crisis can only be resolved once capitalism has been transcended, and replaced with an eco-socialist
economic framework.

There are, of course, many criticisms of eco-socialism, some of which are very pertinent to those of us
advocating for a simpler way. Eco-socialists generally agree that taking and using state power will be an
indispensable necessity in the process of reconstructing society along eco-socialist lines.® Ted Trainer
has recently criticized this state-centered approach — at least in the short-to-medium term - arguing that
today and for many decades to come, the strategic focus should be on the building of local cooperative
non-capitalist economies and cultures at the micro-local level (Trainer, 2017a).4 Left-libertarian critics
argue that, notwithstanding rhetoric about democracy, state socialism (if not non-statist varieties of
socialism) will only empower the state in unacceptable ways — repeating the failed 20" century
experiments — undermining important democratic and economic freedoms (i.e. Bookchin, 1969;
Fotopoulos, 2005). These criticisms will not be elaborated on in this report. Readers are encouraged to
consult such critiques as well as the best eco-socialist responses to them.

Having very briefly summarized some of the core fundamentals shared by eco-socialists, we turn now to
look at crucial theoretical differences which exist between eco-socialist theorists, through the lens of
Saral Sarkar and John Bellamy Foster writings.

® Itis true there are a variety of non-state socialists (anarchists, autonomist Marxists etc.), may also be ideologically classified as
eco-socialists, given their advocacy of socialist economics and the importance they place on ecological restoration, but the label
is most often used about a sub-branch of state socialists (i.e. socialists who support the use of state power) and, hence, this
discussion is restricted to those groups.

* For Trainer, the best way to defeat capitalism “is to ignore it to death, i.e., to turn away from it and start building its
replacement and persuading people to come across” (2017). Taking state power, he suggests, while necessary (in some form)
can only be a final phase of this revolution which can only conceivably take place after a profound localist-cultural
transformation has taken place at the grassroots.



3. THE LiMITS TO GROWTH PARADIGM

A defining difference between the two is the relative importance they place on the concept of Limits to
Growth. For Sarkar, ever since he read the famous Club of Rome Limits to Growth publication he was
convinced of the reality and significance of ecological limits — both in the sense of limits to the extraction
of resources, as well as limits to the sinks of nature i.e. the capacity of nature to absorb human made
pollution and environmental degradation. This reality, he was convinced, required humanity to make a
fundamental paradigm shift in thinking from the currently hegemonic ‘growth paradigm’ to the
alternative ‘limits to growth’ paradigm (1999: 19).

If one accepts this compelling paradigm shift, then one ought to change the whole
direction of research and thinking not only in economics but also in all other social
sciences. It ought to call into question many if not all hitherto valid main conclusions
of economics and social sciences. And it ought to lead to radical changes in policies,
not only of the state, but also of all institutions, in the areas of economic, political,
and social matters.

Sarkar argues (i.e. 1999; 2010; 2015) that the ecological left, including many eco-socialists,
notwithstanding their environmental rhetoric, have not sufficiently made this paradigm shift. In their
political analysis and policy prescriptions they are still working with assumptions that are conditional on
the growth paradigm. To rub salt into wound, he believes this paradigm shift necessarily requires a
rejection of Marxism, a paradigm of thought premised on growth.

Foster’s view is noticeably different. To be sure, he acknowledges the reality of severe ecological limits
facing humanity; indeed, this is a central focus of his work. But he is less enthusiastic about framing the
ecological crisis in terms of ‘limits to growth’. Foster is a leading champion of eco-Marxism which, as he
and colleagues Brett Clark and Richard York argue (2010, 421-2), far from being made redundant, adds a
revolutionary dimension that the limits to growth discourse otherwise lacks. For them, in the ‘universal,
dialectical’ view of eco-Marxism:

The problem of constructing a viable social and ecological metabolism becomes — in
contradistinction to the Limits to Growth argument, which targets the abstract
concept of “growth” rather than the capital system itself — a central aspect of wide
ranging revolutionary process.

As we look at the various themes below, it will become clear that the difference between the two lies
not so much in disagreement over the reality and urgency of ever intensifying ecological limits, but
rather their contrasting understanding of how severe these limits are and, even more importantly, the
implications for eco-socialist theory and practice.

4. MARXISM

Foster has devoted a lot of scholarly energy to demonstrating that Marx offered prescient insights into
the ecological destructive dynamics of capitalism (Clark et al, 2017; Clark & Foster, 2016). He shows that
Marx utilized the scientific concept of ‘metabolism,” — used to describe the “exchanges of matter and
energy...between organisms and their environments” (Foster, 2016) — to argue that capitalism was
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generating an intensifying ‘metabolic rift’ between humans and nature. Specifically, Marx pointed to the
growing urban and rural division of labor under capitalist industrial agriculture. As a result, soil nutrients
were dumped into urban waste streams rather than being recycled back into the soil, generating
pollution and undermining soil fertility.5 “All progress in capitalist agriculture,” Marx wrote, “is a
progress in the art, not only of robbing the laborer, but of robbing the soil” (Marx, 1954:506-7). Today
this rift has intensified as grain crops imported from thousands of miles away are used as animal feed
within industrialised feedlots, only to end up as “colossal quantities of waste” draining into
watercourses (Higgs, 2014, 10).

But while Foster highlights Marx’s early environmentalism, he is far less persuasive in showing that Marx
was aware of fundamental ecological limits, in the sense defined above. While Marx certainly recognized
that resource shortages could have a major impact on capitalist economies (Perelman, 1993) he seems
to have thought that this “reflected the inability of capital to master the environment” and “was
confident that under socialism such problems could be overcome” (Perelman, 1993: 70). But ecological
limits will apply as much too any future form of socialism as they do capitalism (Kallis 2017). Sarkar
(2010, 278), argues that Marx made the mistake of assuming a general constancy of nature. However,
we know that if humans over-exploit renewable resources, they can be permanently degraded or
destroyed, and in the case of non-renewables resources, such as fossil fuels or mineral resources, these
are a finite by definition and are thus constantly being drawn down with every use.

In his exchange with Sarkar, Foster appealed to Marx’s understanding of socialism, which Foster
summarizes as:

A social formation in which the associated producers rationally regulate their
metabolism with the earth in such a way as to promote genuine human needs, while
at the same time economizing on the expenditure of energy.

But this statement simply begs two fundamental questions. First, what is meant by ‘genuine’ human
needs? Whatever such needs consist of (assuming they can be objectively defined) what we know today
is that satisfying them must not breach the biophysical limits of the earth. Obviously, Marx, writing in
the 19" century cannot offer us any concrete guidance this. It is very likely to mean the end of taken for
granted consumer habits, unknown in Marx day, such as, flying overseas on holidays, buying ever larger
electronic gadgets, driving an automobile, or eating food out of season (see i.e. Alexander, 2012;
Trainer, 2010). A difficult message that is only softened by the realization that frugal ways can be a
source of great life satisfaction (Trainer, 2013). Second, while it is true we much ‘economize on the
expenditure of energy,” the crucial question is, by how much? Here, the devil is in the details, and again
nothing in Marx offers guidance on what might be a sustainable energy allocation for all 7+ billion
people on the planet.

But it’s not just that Marx cannot offer us much contemporary guidance on the ecological challenge.
Marx, along with the majority of 19" century thinkers adopted, perhaps understandably, the
enlightenment growth paradigm in which ‘the fundamental problem was how humankind could, with
the help of science and its technological applications, maximise growth’ (Fotopoulos, 2005). Central to

5 It could, however, be argued that Marx was reacting as much to the ecological destruction of industrialism in general, rather
than capitalism specifically — after all urbanization has usually — if not inevitably, led to a divorce between food production and
consumption in all industrial societies including i.e. the USSR.



Marx’s thought, after all, was a view of history focusing on succeeding modes of production, in which at
pivotal historical junctures, the existing mode of production acts as a barrier to the further development
of productive forces. This would give rise to intensifying class conflict (or else ‘ruin of the contending
classes’) and transition to a ‘higher’ mode of production. And so, Marx famously praised capitalism for
its productive powers, declaring in the preface to Capital Vol 3 (Marx 1981: 368) that:

The development of the productive forces of social labour is capital's historic mission
and justification. For that very reason, it unwittingly creates the material conditions
for a higher form of production.

And given that was capitalism’s historic mission, it followed this was also communism’s historic
mission. It is sometimes argued that these views were confined to the more youthful Marx, and
not his more mature writings, but this is not the case. In one of his later writings, the Critique of
the Gotha Programme, written in 1875, the same emphasis Marx is clear that enhancing the
productive powers of humanity is a precondition for communism:

In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the
individual to the division of labor, and therewith also the antithesis between mental
and physical labor, has vanished; after labor has become not only a means of life but
life's prime want; after the productive forces have also increased (my emphasis) with
the all-around development of the individual, and all the springs of co-operative
wealth flow more abundantly -- only then then can the narrow horizon of bourgeois
right be crossed in its entirety and society inscribe on its banners: From each
according to his ability, to each according to his needs!

Thus, notwithstanding Marx genuine concerns about the impact of capitalism on the natural world, the
assumption that history progressed via the ever-higher development of productive forces — and that this
was a pre-condition for the achievement of the ‘higher phase’ of communism — seems deeply embedded
within Marx’s worldview, and, up until recently, most of his followers. This leads Sarkar (1999; Ch 6) to
conclude that no form of Marxism, however revised, can survive the necessary limits to growth
paradigm shift. As he puts it (1999: 200):

A socialism that does not presuppose development of the productive forces up to
the level of the advanced industrial economy would not be a Marxian socialism. It is
difficult to see how Marxian socialism, so deeply embedded in the growth paradigm,
can lend itself to ecologisation... But it is not our task to save Marxism.

Obviously, Sarkar does not believe the end of Marxism implies the end of socialism. But for him, a
scientific form of socialism for the 21* century must fully integrate the insights of ecological science into
its theoretical system — and this requires, not just adding patches to the theoretical Marxian socialism,
but adopting an entirely new theoretical synthesis which he labels ‘eco-socialism’.

On this question Sarkar is out of step with almost all other eco-socialists who continue to promote some
form of Marxism. A plausible defense, for example, has recently been put by Michael Lowy (2017). Lowy
acknowledges that in many ways Marx is outdated, especially with respect to his view of history. But he
nevertheless makes a plea for the ongoing relevance of Marxism. For him, an ecological movement
“able to confront the contemporary challenges, cannot exist without the Marxist critique of political



economy and its remarkable analysis of the destructive logic inherent to the unlimited accumulation of
capital” (Lowy, 2017, 19). If this is all that is meant by ‘Marxism,’ then | guess all eco-socialists, perhaps
even Sarkar, could agree on its importance. But we should be clear that this is very different to how
Marxism has been historically understood and practiced.

5. DEGROWTH

The subject of degrowth was central to the recent exchange between Sarkar and Foster. By ‘degrowth’ |
refer to the emerging social movement which advocates for ‘an equitable downscaling of production
and consumption that increases human well-being and enhances ecological conditions’ (Schneider et al,
2010: 512).

In their exchange, Foster (ecologies, 2017) criticizes the degrowth school for failing to explicitly identify
capitalism as the central impediment to achieving an ecological society.

The whole concept of degrowth has been distorted by the fact that it is generally
used to put the dominant concept of economic growth on its head, arguing simply
for downsizing the system, or putting it in reverse, without engaging in a full critique
of capitalism or the promotion of the revolutionary structural changes that would be
needed in confronting the capital system.

Foster expresses a view on which all eco-socialists are agreed: degrowth cannot be achieved — at least
not in a socially and politically acceptable way — without confronting capitalism. But it does not follow
that degrowth itself is unnecessary; it ‘only’ means that achieving it requires confronting capitalism. We
should therefore go back to Sarkar’s original question to Foster, cited above, to clarify the issue. Does
Foster believe that a socialist form of degrowth is necessary? And, if so, how radical should that
downscaling process be?

Foster’s answer to this question is unclear. In a recent essay he wrote on the subject (2011), he
contrasts the well-known proposals of Herman Daly for a steady-state economy, with those of degrowth
advocates:

Degrowth as such is not viewed, even by its proponents, as a stable solution, but one
aimed at reducing the size of the economy to a level of output that can be
maintained perpetually at a steady-state. This might mean shrinking the rich
economies by as much as a third from today’s levels by a process that would amount
to negative investment (since not only would new net investment cease but also only
some, not all, worn-out capital stock would be replaced). A steady-state economy, in
contrast, would carry out replacement investment but would stop short of new net
investment.

This is a helpful summary of two contrasting proposals for addressing the ecological challenge, however,
in this essay Foster stopped short of advocating either model. To be clear, advocates of degrowth agree
that the ultimate goal is a steady-state economy without growth. However, especially in over-developed
industrialized nations, they believe there needs to be an interim transitional phase of planned economic



contraction in which capital, in the financial sense is actively destroyed (see i.e. Sarkar, 1999, 2014-15).°
More recently, in his exchange with Sarkar, Foster (2015; Ecologise, 2017) agreed that “we need to
move toward a steady-state economy in Herman Daly’s sense of no net capital formation” however, he
there was no sense, either here or elsewhere in his writings, that he thought an interim phase of
planned economic degrowth is necessary. This clearly contrasts with the position of Sarkar, who is very
forthright in his call for planned economic contraction (1999, 202):

To achieve sustainability the industrial economies must contract, with the aim of
reaching a steady state-economy. This contraction would entail accepting a lower
standard of living (but not happiness) that today.

Sarkar, in common with many degrowth theorists, thinks there will ultimately be no choice about
degrowth (i.e. contraction), as intensifying resource and ecological devastation will, before long, impose
this fate on the global economy — a process that has arguably already begun in some crisis ridden
regions of the world (see i.e. Ahmed, 2017). The choice as he sees it is not if we should have degrowth,
but how it will be carried out —i.e. by design or disaster.

A major part of Sarkar’s case for degrowth relates to his view on the non-viability of modern ‘renewable’
energy technologies — a view discussed further below. But it is also based on his belief that economic
contraction is the only way to achieve the radical resource reductions required for sustainability. One of
Sarkar’s key criteria’ for a sustainable economy is that it be ‘based mainly on renewable resources and
uses only non-renewable resources when absolutely necessary” (1999, 137). And given today over 70%
of the global economy’s 70 Gigatons annual resource throughput is made up of non-renewable
resources (Material Flows, 2016),8 this means radical resource cuts are required, especially within
industrialized nations where the vast bulk of these resources are used.

Sarkar rejects the idea that this can be achieved, as is commonly believed, via an efficiency revolution
(1999, Ch 4). On the contrary, he argues, at some point there is inevitably a trade-off between improved
resource productivity, as is needed to achieve radical resource cuts, and improved labour productivity.
And this has dramatic economic implications, because historically rising labour productivity has been the
secret behind continuous economic growth.

As he notes (1999: 155):

Increasing labour productivity meant increasing production, higher wages, a higher
standard of living. In contrast, increasing resource productivity would mean more
person hours per unit of production, hence increased labour costs, lower wages and
a lower standard of living. To illustrate the point: to renovate a house or to repair a
watch is to avoid waste of resources; but they are labour intensive. You cannot have
both higher resource productivity and higher labour productivity.

® sarkar distinguishes between the financial destruction which will inevitably accompany either the mandated shut down of
firms or their phase down in line with resource quotes etc, with physical capital in the form of ‘infrastructures, plant, machines,
mines, forests, and agricultural land, which would still be there. In the case of the latter, ‘since their full capacity would not be
required, they would be used alternatively. Some of them, especially machines, would be stored for latter use (1999, 215).

7 sarkar outlines five criteria — see 1999, Ch 4.

8 And, of course, many renewable resources are being extracted at non-sustainable rates as well i.e. fish, soil etc, tropical
forests etc.



This frank insistence that sustainability will require income-wealth reductions — even for the workers!® —
is rarely found among eco-socialists, including John-Bellamy Foster. For instance, in a recent editorial
piece for Monthly Review, Foster wrote (2017):

One thing all socialists should be able to agree upon is that a sustainable future now
depends on strengthening the power of labor globally, including higher wages (my
emphasis)™ and full employment.

Counter-intuitively Sarkar’s advocacy of degrowth allows him to make, in my view, a more compelling
case for eco-socialism. This is because it directly deprives capitalism of its strongest argument: namely,
its dynamic tendency to drive forward economic growth. If the goal, however, is no longer to grow the
economy but to contract it, then socialism has a crucial advantage over the capitalist model. In the
following passage, Sarkar spells out three reasons — elaborated on in greater detail in his books (1999;
2010) — for why a socialist economic model will be essential for a socially just and orderly process of
degrowth (Sarkar, 2012, 325):

1) The contraction of the economies of the world must occur in an orderly way.
Otherwise there will be unbearable breakdowns of whole societies. An orderly
contraction can only take place in a planned economy, not in a capitalist market
economy. 2) Only a socialist political order can achieve, by means of egalitarian
distribution of the costs and benefits, a broad acceptance of the necessary
contraction, 3) Only in a planned socialist economy can the problem of
unemployment be solved, which would otherwise become more and more acute in a
contracting economy. To this end, a planned economy can consciously use labor-
intensive technologies and methods, which, in addition, result in less use of
resources.

Sarkar’s advocacy of degrowth leads to other important theoretical differences with Foster and indeed
most other eco-socialists. For example, Sarkar makes a clear distinction between the institutional
arrangements necessary for the ‘transitional’ phase of contracting the economy, and those applicable to
the end goal phase of a steady-state economy operating with greatly reduced economic turnover. In the
former phase (1999: 223):

A strong state would be necessary to ensure a planned and orderly retreat. But a
strong state, even when democratically constituted, does not quite agree with the
ideal of democracy, which includes democracy even in the economic sphere, and
popular participation in all spheres of politics. This contradiction must be tolerated in
the transition period.

® To be clear, he stressed, in line with socialist values, that this reduction in ‘living standards’ must be done in an egalitarian
way, in which the wealthy take on the heaviest burden of sacrifice and in which the goal is an egalitarian society of modest
wealth and minimal income inequality.

%11 fairness, Foster may have had in mind here the working class in the global south, as opposed to global North, who are
surely deserving of higher incomes to survive and met needs. On the other hand, it can be argued that in a well-run simpler
eco-socialist society, material needs could be adequately met via largely subsistence local cooperative economies in which only
very low incomes are needed (see Trainer, 2010).
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Only when the simpler steady state economy has been reached, Sarkar argues, will it be conceivable for
ordinary people have some direct say in planning decisions be possible. This view contrasts with many
other eco-socialists (and i.e. eco-anarchists) who argue for a radical-participatory form of democracy in
necessary and achievable throughout both phases (see i.e. Smith, 2017; Trainer 2010). This is a crucial
area for further debate and discussion among eco-socialists and the wider environmental movement.

6. INDUSTRIALISM
For Sarkar, to be an authentic eco-socialist necessarily requires one to oppose industrialization.

The determinant element in the concept eco-socialism is the prefix eco. And that
means the rejection of industrialism. To be a good socialist one only needs to
rejects capitalism. But to be an eco-socialist one must also reject industrialism as a
future perspective for mankind, and agree to a program of de-industrialization (often
clumsily called de-growth) — of at least the overdeveloped countries to start with.

Before we can assess this view, we need to be clear on what is meant by industrialization. Here the term
industry is being used to refer to large-scale manufacturing and technological production.
Industrialization therefore refers to economies with a relatively high dependence on industrial activity of
this kind. It is often claimed that the deindustrialization that has occurred across much of the first world
in the globalization era means that these economies have moved into a ‘post-industrial’ phase.
However, in reality, first world economies are still entirely dependent on manufacturing products and
processors, which they increasingly import from industrial centers in the global south (Weidmann,
2015). Another complication is that the above definition of industry technically excludes agricultural
production, as well as mining, construction and various utilities such as electricity, gas, water and
sanitation (Gutowski et al: 3). But such a stark delineation is not so easy to make given the fact that
today many supposedly non-industrial activities are in fact highly integrated with, and dependent on,
manufactured high-technologies. For example, today we talk about industrial agriculture, given that
farming today is increasingly dependent on many industrial technologies, across the supply chain. As
such any macroeconomic downscaling in industrial activity is likely to also result in the downscaling (or
at least reduction in productivity) of many so-called ‘non-industrial’ activities such as agricultural, mining
and many services etc.

In Sarkar’s view, the inevitable corollary of calling for degrowth, is deindustrialization. No matter how
challenging, it is a plausible view. A recent academic paper (Gutowski et al, 2017) demonstrates that
there is a very clear positive historically relationship between industrialization (i.e. the ratio of industrial
activity relative to GDP) and per capita GDP. And given the same paper also demonstrates (2017, 9) a
clear positive relationship between GDP per capita and rising material footprints, there is a compelling
case that achieving radical resource reductions — necessary for sustainability — will require large scale
deindustrialization.

Nevertheless, Sarkar rejection of industrialism finds very little support among other eco-socialists. Again
Foster, speaks for most when, in a recent interview, he declared:
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We can’t entirely abandon industrialization: we must change it. We can’t retreat to
some historical era where we were somehow more in harmony with nature: we have
to go forward as a society.

In the online exchange with Sarkar, Foster argued that blaming the ecological crisis on industrialism is
too “abstract,” and represents an unhelpful shift away from analyzing “concrete social forms”, such as
capitalism. He then went on to make the following argument:

The same logic if carried farther would lead one to argue that, since pre-industrial
societies also destroyed their environments, industrialization is not a sufficient
explanation. We should therefore attribute the environmental problem to
human society in general. And, then, since humans are social animals, society itself
can be considered an insufficient explanation, so we should attribute the ecological
problem to the very existence of human beings. Ergo there are simply too many
people.

In response to this criticism Sarkar would plead guilty as charged! As we will see below, he believes
human population growth is indeed one of the main drivers of the ecological crisis - but, of course, not
the only driver. In line, with the famous I|=PAT equation, he argues that high consumption and
industrialism are also key drivers of the ecological crisis — irrespective of whether they are pursued
within a capitalist or socialist framework.

The premise of Foster’s argument is that the concept of ‘industrialism’ is too abstract to be helpful.’ But
there does not seem to be anything unclear about the common definition | have provided above.
Moreover, historians are able to concretely identify both the time and place that mark the beginning of
the industrial era i.e. the industrial revolution in Britain. And while it’s true that industrialism can take
many forms, this is also true of capitalism, but this does not dissuade Foster from talking about
capitalism in general.

Foster’s argument would have been more convincing had he instead focussed on Sarkar’s wholesale
rejection of industrialism. This seems quite challengeable given we can surely conceive of a sustainable
society which pursues a low level of industrialisation — greatly downscaled, for sure, from today’s level
but nevertheless drawing on some industrial activity. Another eco-socialist Richard Smith, for example
(2017) recognizes that there must be a process of deindustrialization in the Global North. But he also
thinks a future eco-socialist civilization will be able to draw on some modern industries and
technologies, albeit on a reduced scale and operating within the context of new socialist production
system in which the focus is not on maximizing turnover, but producing quality and durable products.'*

In any case, the necessity of deindustrialization, at least in some form, raises fundamental challenges for
socialist theory. Under the influence of Marxism, it has long been thought that a socialist society can
only succeed within the context of a highly developed industrial society. On the contrary, drawing on the
work of theorists such as Otto Ullrich, Sarkar argues that a highly-industrialized society may act as a

1 Similarly, eco-anarchist Ted Trainer argues (2010) that the sustainable society can and should retain the best of what
modernity offers — including retaining those form of industry and high technology that make sense — combined with a return to
many simple pre-industrial technologies and ways, such as craft production, hand tools, do-it-yourself repairs, and mud brick
housing. Whether one could call his future ‘simpler way’ vision a form of ‘industrial’ society, is largely a question of definition.
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hindrance to the achievement of authentic emancipatory form of socialism.*? With its large scale and
centralized institutions, Industrialism inevitably creates conditions of domination and hierarchy,
incompatible with the democratization of society — a problem that plagued 20" century attempts at
socialism. The ‘bigness’ of institutions means they cannot be easily surveyed, and thus administered by
ordinary people. On the other hand, downscaling and simplifying the economy would enable the
economic planning process to take a more decentralized and democratic form, thereby potentially
avoiding some of the inefficiencies experienced with central planning during the 20" century socialist
experience. As Sarkar notes (1999: 215):

Once the contraction process has been completed and the steady state reached, the
tasks of planning and managing the economy would become much simpler — if only
because the volume of production and the diversity of goods would go down by a
factor of ten (in the first world). Centralised planning with its concomitant problems
can then be limited to a minimum.

Quoting Ullrich, Sarkar arrives at the striking conclusion — entirely reversing the Marxist schema — that
“there is not a lower limit to the size and scale of the productive forces consistent with socialism, but
rather an upper limit” (Ullrich, 1979: 102).

7. POPULATION

Of all the issues addressed in this report, the subject of population growth is likely to be most
controversial. Ever since Marx and Engels vehemently rejected the ideas of Thomas Malthus’ on
population in the 19" century, the issue has been heated.” Most eco-socialists have argued that
population growth is either a non-issue, or of secondary importance compared to the ‘real’ challenge of
abolishing capitalism. Again, Sarkar takes a different view from his comrades. For him, population
growth is not only a major driver of today’s ecological crisis, but today, strategically the most critical
issue for activists to focus on. This is because it is the one factor on which progress could be made in the
near term — in coalition with a range of mainstream forces — without having to first achieve a seemingly
distant socialist revolution (Personal Communication, 2018).

In response, Foster does not deny that ‘population growth places more burdens on the carrying capacity
of the earth’ (Ecologise, 2017). Elsewhere he has said (1998) it is ‘one of the most serious problems of
the contemporary age’ (1998). But, for him, it is ultimately a ‘dependent variable’. (Ecologise, 2017) By
this he means that it is a symptom of poverty and associated ‘factors such as employment, health,
education, women’s rights, etc’ which are created by the process of uneven capitalist development. He
argues (1998) that the demographic transition theory (DTT) ‘emphasizes the way in which population
growth depends on economic and social well-being, is therefore a more reliable guide to these issues
than Malthusianism’.

12 A similar argument has recently been made by degrowth theorist Georgious Kallis (2017).

> For those interested in considering the debate further, an interesting exchange took place few years ago between eco-
socialists, regarding the issue. See here: http://climateandcapitalism.com/2011/06/23/deep-ecology-versus-ecosocialism-part-
two/
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But Sarkar is not convinced. He argues (1999, 132), the DTT was formulated under the assumptions of
the growth paradigm in which it is assumed that the 4+ billion people living in poverty will one day
achieve affluence. But once we make the limits to growth paradigm shift, this assumption no longer
holds. To be sure, he agrees that capitalist poverty is a key driver of population growth, but insists that
the ecological crisis is too urgent for us to wait until a distant revolution does away with capitalism and
imperialism. If we wait until then and population continues to grow ‘then the ecological balance will be
restored by nature itself — through hunger, war, civil war, chaos, disease, epidemics — which nobody
wants’ (Sarkar, 1999, 135).

Foster, in turn, points out that while poor countries typically have the highest population growth rates,
they also have the lowest per capita carbon footprints, and are thus far less responsible for climate crisis
(Ecologise, 2017). But while true, this overlooks the reality that the ecological crisis is much larger than
just climate change. If we look at other indices, population growth looms large as a key driver. Consider,
for example, the rapid rate of non-human species loss being caused by human land-use change. While,
in part, this can be attributed to export driven agribusiness and logging operations, it is also a result of
rising demand for food and land, driven by rising human numbers (Friedmann, 2017; Sarkar 2017b).
Nafeez Ahmed (2017) documents the role that rapid population growth has played — along with peak oil
and water shortages — in creating the underlying biophysical condition driving conflict and societal
breakdown across the Middle East. Sarkar (1999, Ch 4) also makes a powerful case that feeding 7+
billion people via organic farming methods (i.e. without fossil fuels), would require an even larger land
footprint and thus exacerbate the already alarming biodiversity crisis, as well as put further pressure on
indigenous people’s trying to live on their ancestral lands.

The debate becomes even more contentious when we consider policy prescriptions for slowing or
reducing population. Few eco-socialists are likely to oppose widely endorsed measures such as
educating woman, improving access to contraceptives and family planning assistance. But, for reasons
beyond the scope of this piece, Sarkar argues that these measures are inadequate. In addition, he
advocates (1999, Ch 4) a secure and universal old age pensions to reduce the economic incentive for
poor families to have large families — a policy which few socialists would object too. But he goes further
and in ways that almost all socialists do reject. He advocates direct population control via a mandated
minimum marriage age, and, most controversially, a legal maximum of two children per couple
mandated by the state. Importantly, he recommends that this be carried out by male vasectomy, to
address feminist concerns about the implication of birth control in patriarchal societies.

8. ENERGY

Underpinning all the above disagreements is a deeper one regarding the energy crisis. Energy is widely
known as the ‘master resource’ as it underpins all economic activity, as can be seen via the tight positive
correlation between world GDP growth and energy consumption (Tversberg, 2017a). Both men agree
that, to avoid unleashing catastrophic global warming humanity must achieve a rapid transition off fossil
fuels over coming years and decades. This is a very difficult task, especially given fossil fuels currently
account for more than 86% of global primary energy consumption — a figure that has changed little in
decades, notwithstanding huge investment in alternative energy sources (IEA 2017). The need for rapid
transition off fossil fuels, raises the question about the viability of these technologies, such as wind,
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solar PV and Concentrated Solar Thermal (CSP). Can these forms of energy provide the same quantity
and quality as fossil fuels have, as is required to sustain the industrial-consumer way of life?

In a recent piece, Sarkar (2015) identified disagreements over energy issues as lying at the heart of many
disputes among the ecological-left. The following passage is worth quoting at length:

If one is an optimist, if one believes...that 100% renewables is not only achievable,
but it’s also EASILY achievable, then why should one at all object to further economic
growth and advocate a steady-state economy...? After all, then there would be no
CO2 emission any more, and if some are allowed for any reason, that would be
reabsorbed soon, would not hang on in the atmosphere. Then the problem of global
warming would not exist anymore! Then there would not be any environmental
pollution at all, for, with cheap and abundant renewable energy, any waste can be
easily recycled... and we can then even have further economic growth (why remain
stuck up in steady state at the present level?...But if energy optimism is unfounded,
then we must soon begin the process of economic contraction. Then, and only then,
is an egalitarian or socialist policy the best way to achieve that contraction for the
sake of saving the planet. And that is the compelling new argument for socialism in
the 21st century.

Sarkar’s reasoning is not entirely correct. Would the ecological crisis really be solved if renewable
optimism turned out to be valid? True, access to abundant energy would increase reserves of many non-
renewable resources (on which, also, modern ‘renewable’ energy sources also depend), by enabling the
mining of lower grades of ores, albeit at a steeply rising energy cost. But what about renewable
resources such as fish, fresh water, tropical forests, healthy soil etc., which are currently being depleted
faster than they can be replenished? And the biodiversity crisis? Wouldn’t the current — let alone future
projected — uses of energy consumption only intensify many of these problems? The ecological crisis, as
Steb Fisher observes (2013), can be viewed as a function of our access to energy: “we have too much
and, as we use it, we damage ecosystems.” This is one reason why a compelling case can be made for
degrowth regardless of the debate surrounding renewable energy potential.

In any case, Sarkar goes on to argue that renewable energy optimism is unfounded. Drawing on the
work of ecological economist Georgescu-Roegen (1978), he argues that renewable energy sources (i.e.
sunshine, wind etc.), despite being abundant, suffer from a major energetic drawback in comparison
with fossil fuels. Whereas fossil fuels are highly concentrated and thus energetically dense, solar energy
is comparatively diffuse. As Kallis notes (2017, 6), the former is like a lake, whereas the latter is like rain.
What this means is that substantial amounts of energy, materials and, perhaps most significant, land
area (Capellan-Pérez et al, 2017), would be required for modern renewable technologies to provide the
forms of energy demanded in large quantities by industrial societies i.e. electricity and liquid fuels.

It is surprising that Sarkar places less emphasis on an arguably even more significant biophysical
drawback of renewable energy: namely the fact that the main renewable sources, solar and wind, are
intermittent, making it difficult to get reliable power as they are weather dependent (see i.e Sinn,
2017). Due to this basic biophysical reality, a future 100% renewable energy system would need to
invest in either large amount of excess plant capacity to ensure there was always enough supply to meet
demand, or otherwise invest in huge, and currently non-existent, energy storage systems. There is a

15



compelling case that both solutions will prove either technically or economically unviable, especially if
the goal is for renewable energy the quantity of energy required to reproduce present day consumer-
industrial societies (Trainer 2017b; Tversberg 2017b; Moriarty & Honnery, 2016)

But while there are indeed strong reasons to doubt renewable optimism — if by that we are referring to
the claim that renewable energy can affordably run today’s global economy — Sarkar undermines his
case by arguing against any reliance on these technologies (Sarkar, 2017c). To be clear, he agrees that
future human societies must depend entirely on renewable sources of energy (i.e. sun, wind, biomass
etc), as they have always done prior to the fossil fuel age. But he does not think modern renewable
technologies (i.e. PV, wind, CST) will prove to be viable — even in the context of a far more energy frugal,
future eco-socialist society.

Sarkar makes two arguments for this radical position. First, he makes the valid point that these so-called
‘renewable’ technologies, are currently nothing of the sort because they require the extraction of many,
often very scarce, non-renewable resources, including fossil fuels. Therefore, these technologies are
non-sustainable in the long run. Space does not allow a full response, but critics have responded by
arguing, firstly, that the energy for mining the raw materials and building the RE hardware can in future
be provided by the renewable technologies, thus eliminating the need to use fossil fuels in the process
of mining and manufacture (Diesendorf, 2017a). Secondly, they suggest a combination of resource
substitution and scrupulous recycling (Diesendorf, 2017b; WWF, 2014) could ensure that any critical
resource shortages will be delayed, if not forever, then for an acceptably long enough period (i.e.
centuries) to permit the limited usage of these technologies.™

Sarkar’s second, and more important argument, is that renewable technologies cannot provide a
sufficient energy return on investment (EROI) to reproduce them and thus provide an adequate energy
surplus to fuel the non-energy sectors of industrial economies. For this reason, he argues, these
technologies are ‘non-viable’ in an energetic sense. The only way, he argues, such technologies are
currently financially viable is that they receive both financial subsidies and, more importantly, energy
subsidies in the form of fossil fuels, the use of which are crucial for the mining, manufacture and
maintenance of renewable technologies. Without this ‘hidden’ fossil fuel subsidy modern renewable
technologies are a ‘a waste of time, effort, energy and, most important of all, scarce resources’ (Sarkar,
2017c).

But Sarkar’s argument is not convincing. For the argument to be valid, it would need to demonstrate
that the EROI of all renewable technologies are either less than 1 — and therefore by definition ‘non-
viable’ in the energetic sense — or, if positive, then so low that they could not provide sufficient net
energy to fuel the non-energy sectors of the economy. This question can only be answered empirically
with reference to the contemporary scientific research into the EROI of different technologies. But
Sarkar’s case is entirely theoretical. That is, it is based on appeal to the (real) physical drawbacks of
renewable energy, discussed above, as well as the plausible, but not decisive, claim that the EROI of
these technologies will inevitably decline in the future given ever increasing amounts of energy will be
needed to extract depleting non-renewable resources required for the construction of these
technologies. These theoretical considerations are certainly important, but again the EROI question can
only be settled empirically. And while it is true there is currently much debate in the scientific

It should be stressed that these arguments are only persuasive if they are made in the context of the need to move to a far
more energy frugal society.
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community about the EROI of various renewable technologies, there is still widespread agreement that,
at least when deployed in appropriate locations,™ they yield a positive EROI and are therefore ‘viable’ in
the energetic sense (Dupont et al, 2018; Raugui et al, 2017; Weisbach, 2012).*

Ultimately Sarkar’s case would be far more persuasive if he restricted himself to making the more
modest claim that renewable energy — due to the biophysical drawbacks reviewed above and their
dependence on non-renewable metals and minerals etc. — will only be viable within the context of an
alternative socio-economic system, based on far more frugal energy requirements. In this more
restricted form, the argument strong, if not currently decisive, empirical support (Trainer 2017b;
Moriarty & Honnery, 2016). There is also a very strong case that renewable energy systems —
notwithstanding their current rapid growth — will simply not be able to be scaled up sufficiently over
coming decades for humanity to stay within a safe carbon budget, unless there is a concurrent process
of degrowth (Hickel, 2016). To this one could add the pragmatic argument that the chances of
persuading the modern green movement of entirely rejecting renewable technologies are remote in the
extreme. It is hard enough persuading them that renewable optimism (in the sense defined above) is
likely to be flawed. Even if Sarkar’s pessimistic view regarding non-viability turns out to be valid, eco-
socialists would be wise, today, to ignore this possibility and proceed on the assumption that renewable
technologies have the potential to sustain future (low-energy) societies.

In any case, one can see that the debate over renewable energy has huge implications for socialist
theory. If it is true that renewable technologies can deliver far less net energy than fossil fuels, it follows
that modern industrial-affluent societies will have no choice but to go through a process of economic
contraction, whether that is carried out by design or disaster.

What does John-Bellamy Foster have to say about the potential difficulties associated with transition to
renewable energy? Unlike many in the climate movement, including some eco-socialists, he is certainly
aware that “obstacles to such a transition are much greater than is usually assumed” (2013) However,
his main reason for thinking this is not due to the inherent physical drawbacks of renewable energy.
Rather the main challenge, as he sees it, lies in the unprecedented task of transitioning to an entirely
new 100% renewable energy system, especially within the brief time-frame mandated by climate
science.

The biggest barrier is the up-front cost of building an entirely new energy
infrastructure geared to renewables rather than relying on the existing fossil-fuel
infrastructure. Construction of a new energy infrastructure requires vast amounts of
energy consumption, and would lead—if current consumption and economic growth
were not to be reduced—to further demands on existing fossil-fuel resources.

3 1t should be noted that the EROI depends massively on the location of deployment, given the variance of wind speed and
solar radiation across various locations. As with all resources, the most energetically lucrative locations are used first.

'® Far more important that the EROI of individual technologies, is the EROI of a future 100% renewable system, taking into
account the need for large amount s of storage and/or excess plant to deal with the problem of intermittency. Unfortunately,
there are few studies that have looked at this question in detail. A recent attempt by Ted Trainer estimates that for Australia a
future 100% renewable energy system might yield an EROI of between 7:1 to 5:1. Certainly this is quite low compared to the
EROI enjoyed in the fossil fuel epoch, but even so it suggests, contrary to Sarkar, that a modern renewable energy system is
viable in the energetic sense.
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Foster draws here on the ideas of ecological economists who refer to an emerging ‘energy trap,’
whereby the transition to a new energy system requires such a huge upfront investment in energy
(inevitably in the form of fossil fuels), that it risks increasing the cost of energy beyond what the wide
economy can tolerate, potentially resulting in economic downturn (King, 2016, Floyd, 2015).This leads
Foster to conclude (2013) that the transition can only be achieved ‘via a tectonic shift in the direction of
energy conservation and energy efficiency,” which ultimately requires transition to a steady-state
economy. This in turn requires:

not just a new, more sustainable technology, greater efficiency, and the opening of
channels for green investment and green jobs; it requires an ecological revolution
that will alter our entire system of production and consumption, and create new
systems geared to substantive equality, and ecological sustainability.

Both Foster and Sarkar, therefore, agree that the transition to 100% renewables will be increasingly
challenging, requiring nothing less than the revolutionary transformation of society. They both criticize
those (dominant) sections of the climate movement that frame the challenge as a simple struggle
against fossil fuel companies, with the implicit assumption that a renewable energy system can
sustainably power consumer-capitalism. But they nevertheless articulate very different views about the
potential of renewable energy. For Sarkar, these technologies have essentially no useful role in the
transition to frugal eco-socialist sustainable civilization. Foster, on the other hand — like most in the
environment movement — sees the rapid uptake of renewable energy technologies as pivotal albeit in
the context of a wider revolutionary struggle for a new eco-socialist civilization.

9. THE REVOLUTIONARY SUBJECT

The final area of divergence between these two eco-socialists relates to the ‘revolutionary subject’ —
that is who will be the agents of social transformation. Foster is putting his hope in the emergence of
“environmental working class” forged out of the converging economic and ecological crisis of capitalism.
As he puts it:

How will the necessary revolutionary transition come about? | am convinced that
objective forces today are progressively erasing previous distinctions between
workplace exploitation and environmental degradation—as capitalism universally
undermines all real-material conditions of production. This dramatic change is
occurring more rapidly in the global South than the global North. As a result, we are
seeing in places as diverse as China, India, Egypt, Turkey, South Africa, Brazil, Bolivia,
Ecuador, and even parts of North America (for example in the larger movement
growing up around Canada’s indigenous-led Idle No More) the emergence of what
could be called an “environmental working class” arising out of wider alliances of
oppressed groups around degraded material conditions.

It must be said, however, considering the recent election of Donald Trump, as well as the strong
electoral results of various neo-nationalist parties across Europe, it is not at all obvious that the working
class will respond to economic/ecological crisis in the way Foster hopes. These electoral results, widely
interpreted as a rebellion against the neo-liberal establishment with key support among the old
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industrial working class (reference), are motivated by no discernable environmental concern — indeed
often active hostility — but rather a desire to restore economic and cultural privileges, now perceived to
be eroding.

Sakar by contrast sees no special role for the working class. After all, a process of economic contraction
is not in the material interests of any class grouping within society, not least the working class (1999,
227). Thus, unlike Marxists of all kinds, he sees no class as having a critical role to play — except perhaps
among the leadership ranks, which throughout history have usually been disproportionately drawn from
the educated upper and middle classes. Otherwise, for Sarkar, the revolution will be made up of ‘anyone
who cares about the state of the world’ (1999, 230) which can be found among:

All classes or strata of society — except perhaps among entrepreneurs, who must
demand economic growth, without which they are in danger of going bankrupt. Eco-
socialists would be the most active among those who care.

Nevertheless, in practice if not theory on this subject the views of both theorists are not irreconcilable.
After all, Foster does not think the “ecological working class” can achieve its goals without forming
coalitions with other groups, including environmentalists. Perhaps Foster could then agree with Sarkar
that the ecological revolution will be forged from the ranks of “anyone who cares”! In any case, it seems
to me their more fundamental differences lie in the nature and goals of the revolution, rather than who
will be its agents.

10. CONCLUSION

This critical review has made clear areas of major theoretical divergence on a range of critical issues,
between two leading eco-socialist theorists: Saral Sarkar and John Bellamy Foster. As has probably
become clear throughout the report, my views — and, | would suspect, advocates of simplicity more
generally — are closer to Sarkar’s than Foster’s, but | have offered critical reflections on the ideas of both
where appropriate. Hopefully it has been made clear that eco-socialism is not a ridged inflexible
doctrine, but an important and diverse body of thought that, although often marginalized in
environmental circles, deserves to be considered and debated within our movements, as we struggle for
a way out of the ecological crisis, and towards a better future.

19



References
Ahmed, N., 2017. Failing States, Collapsing Systems. Springer.

Alexander, S., 2012. The Sufficiency Economy: Envisioning a Prosperous Way Down (Simplicity Institute
Report, 12s. Found at: http://simplicityinstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/2011/04/TheSufficiencyEconomy3.pdf (accessed 15.01.2018)

Burkett, P and Foster, J., 2016. Marx and the Earth. Brill, Boston.

Bookchin, M., 1969 ‘Listen Marxist! Found at: https://www.marxists.org/archive/bookchin/1969/listen-
marxist.htm (accessed 27.08.2017).

Capellan-Pérez, Ifiigo, Carlos de Castro, and Ifiaki Arto. 2017. “Assessing Vulnerabilities and Limits in the
Transition to Renewable Energies: Land Requirements under 100% Solar Energy Scenarios.”
Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 77: 760-782.

Clark B., Foster, J., York, R., 2010. The Ecological Rift: Capitalism’s war on the Earth. Monthly Review
Press, New York.

Clark, B and Foster, J., 2016. Marx’s Ecology and the Left. Monthly Review. Volume 68, Issue 02 (June)
https://monthlyreview.org/2016/06/01/marxs-ecology-and-the-left/ (accessed 27.08.2017).

Etzioni, Amitai (1999). Voluntary Simplicity: A New Social Movement? in William Halal and Kenneth
Taylor. Twenty-First Century Economics: Perspectives of Socioeconomics for a Changing World.

Diesendorf, M. 2017a. Resonse to Saral Sarkar — No 1. Insurge Intelligence. Found at:
https://medium.com/@markdiesendorf/i-agree-with-saral-sarkar-that-people-who-care-about-the-
future-of-the-planet-and-human-society-79df19ded780 (accessed 19.01.2018)

Diesendorf, M. 2017b. Response to Saral Sarkar — No 2. Insurge Intelligence. Found at:
https://medium.com/@markdiesendorf/sarals-notion-that-human-industrial-society-cannot-
operate-entirely-on-renewable-energy-because-32567422f2c5 (accessed 19.01.2018)

Foster, J. 2016. In Defense of Ecological Marxism:
John Bellamy Foster responds to a critic. Climate & Capitalism Website. June 6, 2016. Found at:
http://climateandcapitalism.com/2016/06/06/in-defense-of-ecological-marxism-john-bellamy-
foster-responds-to-a-critic/

Ecologise., 2017. Marxism, ecology and the Anthropocene: A debate. 26th March 2017
http://www.ecologise.in/2017/03/26/expropriation-earth-response-saral-sarkar/ (accessed
27.08.2017)

Fisher, S., 2013. Our sustainability crisis didn’t start and doesn’t stop at climate change. The
Conversation. September 9 2013. Found at: https://theconversation.com/our-sustainability-crisis-
didnt-start-and-doesnt-stop-at-climate-change-17471. (accessed 13.01.2018).

Floyd, J., 2015. The energy costs of energy transition: model refinements and further learning. Beyond
this Brief Anomaly. December 10 2015. Found at:

20



https://beyondthisbriefanomaly.org/2015/12/10/the-energy-costs-of-energy-transition-model-
refinements-and-further-learning/ (accessed 15.01.2015).

Foster, J., Yates, M. 2017. Notes from the Editors. Monthly Review. September 2017 (Volume 69,
Number 4).

Foster, J., 2017a. The seeds of revolt are present in many place: An interview with John Bellamy Foster.
Frontline Magazine. January 19, 2018. http://www.frontline.in/politics/the-seeds-of-revolt-are-
present-in-many-places

Foster, J., 2017b. A Resistance Movement for the Planet - Full Interview. Left Voice.
http://www.leftvoice.org/A-Resistance-Movement-for-the-Planet-Full-Interview (accessed
27.08.2017).

Foster, J., 2013. The Fossil Fuel War. Monthly Review. Volume 65, Issue 04 (September). Found at:
https://monthlyreview.org/2013/09/01/fossil-fuels-war/ (accessed 15.01.2018).

Foster, J. 2011. Capitalism and Degrowth: An Impossibility Theorem. Monthly Review. Volume 62, Issue
08 (January).

Foster, J. 1998. Malthus’ Essay on Population at Age 200: A Marxist View. Monthly Review. Volume 50,
Issue 07 (December). Found at: https://monthlyreview.org/1998/12/01/malthus-essay-on-
population-at-age-200/ (accessed 15.01.2018).

Fotopoulos, T., 2005. The Multidimensional Crisis and Inclusive Democracy. The International Journal of
Inclusive Democracy Publication. Ch.5. Available at:
https://www.inclusivedemocracy.org/journal/ss/ch5.htm

Friedmann, A., 2017. Why did everyone stop talking about Population & Immigration? Energy Skeptic.
July 31% 2017. Found at: http://energyskeptic.com/2017/why-are-population-immigration-taboo-
topics/ (accessed 13.01.2018).

Georgescu-Roegan, N., 1978. Technology Assessment: The case of the Direct Use of Solar Energy.
Atlantic Economic Journal, December.

Gutowski T, Cooper D, Sahni S. 2017. Why we use more materials. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. A 375:
20160368.http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2016.0368

Hamilton, C., 2012. Theories of Climate Change. Australian Journal of Political Science, December Vol 47,
Issue 4

Higgs, K., 2014. Collision Course. The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Hickel, J., 2016. Time for degrowth: to save the planet, we must shrink the economy. The Conversation.
August 23" 2016. https://theconversation.com/time-for-degrowth-to-save-the-planet-we-must-
shrink-the-economy-64195

Leahy, T., 2017. Radical Reformism and the Marxist Critique, Capitalism Nature Socialism, DOI:
10.1080/10455752.2017.1293116

21



Lowy, M., 2017. Marx, Engels, and Ecology, Capitalism Nature Socialism. DOI:
10.1080/10455752.2017.1313377

Kallis, G., 2017. Socialism without Growth. Capitalism Nature Socialism, DOI:
10.1080/10455752.2017.1386695

King, C., 2016. Delusions of grandeur in building a low-carbon future. Earth Magazine. Found at:
https://www.earthmagazine.org/article/delusions-grandeur-building-low-carbon-future. Accessed
15.01.2016.

Material Flows, 2016. Vienna University of Economics and Business - Institute for Ecological Economics.
Found at: http://www.materialflows.net/materialflowsnet/trends/analyses-1980-2013/global-
material-extraction-by-material-category-1980-2013/

Marx, K., 1954. Capital Vol. 1, Moscow.
Marx, K., 1981. Capital Vol.3, Harmondsworth.

Marx, K., 1999. Critique of the Gotha Programme (Online Translation).
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1875/gotha/ch01.htm (accessed 26/02/2018)

Moriarty, P, Honnery, D., 2016. Can Renewable Energy Power the Future. Energy Policy93(2016)3-7.

Perelman, M., 1993. Marx and resource scarcity. Capitalism Nature Socialism. DOI:
10.1080/10455759309358544

Raugei, M et al. Energy Return on Energy Invested (ERoEI) for photovoltaic solar systems in regions of
moderate insolation: A comprehensive response. Energy Policy 102 (2017) 377-384.

Sarkar, S. 2017a. What is Eco-Socialism, Who is an Eco-Socialist. Saral Sarkar’s Writings. http://eco-
socialist.blogspot.com.au/2017/06/what-is-eco-socialism-who-is-eco.html (accessed 27.08.2017)

Sarkar, S. 2017b. Giving Rights to Trees. But Forgetting the Forests. Saral Sarkar’s Writings. Found:
http://eco-socialist.blogspot.com.au/2017/05/giving-rights-to-trees-but-forgetting.html (accessed
13.01.2018).

Sarkar, S. 2017c. How clean is ‘clean energy’? Renewables cannot solve the global crisis. Insurge
Intelligence. Found at: https://medium.com/insurge-intelligence/how-clean-is-clean-energy-why-
renewables-cannot-solve-the-global-crisis-10205baeb781. (accessed 19.01.2018).

Sarkar, S. 2015. Root Causes of the Cleavages in the Ecological Left. Saral Sarkar’s Writings. http://eco-
socialist.blogspot.com.au/2015/09/root-causes-of-cleavages-in-ecological.html (accessed
27.08.2017).

Sarkar, S., 2014. Green Capitalism — Can it work? Saral Sarkar’s Writings. http://eco-
socialist.blogspot.com.au/2013/07/eco-capitalism-can-it-work.html (accessed 27.08.2017).

Sarkar, S., 2010. The Crisis of Capitalism: A different study of Political Economy. Counterpoint, Berkeley

Sarkar, S., 1999. Eco-Socialism or Eco-Capitalism. Zed Books, London and New York.

22



Schneider, F., Kallis, G., Martinez-Alier, J., (2010). Crisis or opportunity? Economic degrowth for social
equity and ecological sustainability. Journal of Cleaner Production. Vol 18, Issue 6: 511-518.

Smith, R., 2017. Climate Crisis and Managed Deindustrialization: Debating Alternatives to Ecological
Collapse. Common Dreams. November 21 2017. Found at:
https://www.commondreams.org/views/2017/11/21/climate-crisis-and-managed-
deindustrialization-debating-alternatives-ecological (accessed 13.01.2018).

Smith, R., 2010. Beyond growth or beyond capitalism? Real-World Economics Review, issue no. 53, p 28-
42

The Guardian., 2016. Richard Di Natale says Greens group that wants end to capitalism does not
represent party. https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/dec/22/richard-di-natale-

says-greens-group-that-wants-end-to-capitalism-does-not-represent-party (accessed, 27/08/2017)

Trainer, T., 2017a. The Transition Process: The Simpler Way Perspective. The Simpler Way Website.
http://www.thesimplerway.info/TRANSITION.htm (accessed, 27/08/2017).

Trainer, T., 2017b. Can renewables meet total Australian energy demand: A “disaggregated” approach.
Energy Policy, (in press.) See: thesimplerway.info/CanRE.htm

Trainer, T., Your Delightful Day: The Benefits of Life in The Simpler Way (Simplicity Institute Report, 13b.
Found at:http://simplicityinstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/2011/04/YOURDELIGHTFULDAYTrainerl.pdf (accessed 15.01.2013).

Trainer, T., 2010. The Transition to a Just and Sustainable World. Envirobook, Canterbury NSW.

Tversberg, G., 2017. The Depression of the 1930s Was an Energy Crisis. Our Finite World. December 19
2017. Found at: https://ourfiniteworld.com/2017/12/19/the-depression-of-the-1930s-was-an-

energy-crisis/ (accessed 13.01.2018).

Tvsersberg, G., 2017b. Researchers have been underestimating the cost of wind and solar. Our Finite
World, July 22" 2017. Found here: https://ourfiniteworld.com/2017/07/22/researchers-have-been-
underestimating-the-cost-of-wind-and-solar/ (accessed 14.01.2018)

Weisbach et al., 2012. Energy intensities, EROIls (energy returned on invested), and energy payback
times of electricity generating power plants. Energy 52 (2013) 2010- 2021.

WWEF, 2014. Critical Materials for the Transition to a Sustainable Energy Future. WWF International,
Gland, Switzerland.

Author Unkown. EROI doesn't matter. Bountiful Energy Blog. September 27, 2010. Found at:
http://bountifulenergy.blogspot.com.au/2010/09/eroi-doesnt-matter.html (accessed 14.01.2017).

23



