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When I created the images in this series, 

hope was far from my mind. Rather, 

I imagined the pieces as relics found 

in a drawer in an abandoned house, 

decades from now. The imagery and 

messages attached to them are from 

an earlier period, just as the collapse 

was getting underway. The words are 

rueful, sometimes even bitter, often with 

an unspoken “I told you so”. In them, I 

draw attention to a wide range of post-

collapse scenarios, with a view, in part, to 

highlight our current naivety and abject 

lack of preparation for what is to come. 

“ “
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I
’m sorry. I don’t think you’ll like what I’ve 

got to say. But it needs to be said. I doubt 

if anything in your experience - in any of 

our experiences - makes my conclusion 

plausible. And, of course, there’s always the 

chance it’s a false conclusion. But, I’ll ask you 

to entertain just one thought throughout: 

what if? What if this is how it’s going to 

be? Maybe, by the end, you’ll wonder, “why 

wouldn’t it be?” That would be a good 

outcome; if would mean that you’ve put hope 

aside and are ready to look what is to come 

squarely in the eye and prepared to act.

What if… industrial civilisation began 

to disintegrate in the course of the next 

century? Not in cataclysmic, Hollywood-

style but rather, incrementally, in different 

parts of the world at different rates and 

with varying consequences? There is plenty 

of evidence that this process has already 

begun in countries where the value that is 

the absolute bedrock of civilisation, civility, 

is being expunged in public and private 

discourse. Violent words and hateful speech 

have a long history of morphing into 

barbarism and destruction. Much of this 

ugliness is propagated by a spectrum of 

righteous zealots whose dogma never seems 

to acknowledge our collective reliance, as 

a single species, on the integrity of natural 

systems. In this sense at least, no ideology is 

rooted in “the real world”; each is just a story 

adherents tell themselves to fulfil a particular 

need - material, political or spiritual. 

Our unprecedented connectivity, and the 

weakness of moderating firebreaks, makes 

the transmission of shocks to and from the 

outer fringes possible as never before. While 

people have a long history of telling lies to 

further their cause, the extent to which these 

can be put, repeatedly, before credulous 

people, is new. For all I know, I may be a 

victim myself and for that reason, the claims 

I make here are substantially based on direct 

observation of how people behave, my 40 

year involvement in environmental advocacy 

and a life-time of working outside.

To be frank, the scale and the complexity 

of the factors that could bring down the 

system are too much for any of us to grasp. 

We just can’t stand far enough back to 

see. But there are some whose potential 

is easier to appreciate than others, whose 

effect alone would contribute significantly 

to the collapse. Let’s take, for example, 

the risk posed as sea water warms and 

expands and is augmented by meltwater 

from shrinking ice sheets. The disastrous 

consequences are observable today, I 

believe, in island nations in the Pacific. The 

extent to which the sea level will rise is still 

conjecture but that it will rise is inevitable if 

the current warming trend continues - and 

informed opinion indicates that it will. So 

in time the normal functioning of coastal 

cities, communities and ecosystems will be 

jeopardised, impacting directly on the large 

part of humanity that lives close to the sea, 
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If  there is one thing I’ve learned over the 
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in some areas, displacing it altogether. This is 

well-established and widely acknowledged. 

But it’s tomorrow’s problem and coastal 

“development” continues apace. If there 

is one thing I’ve learned over the years of 

advocacy, it’s that long-form catastrophe 

frightens no one other than far-sighted 

planners.

This is a good time to introduce “The Rule of 

the Thumb” as a way to explain why people 

continue to make bad choices at every turn, 

why they choose to build by the ocean or 

on a floodplain. Why, when they know what 

they are doing is against the long term good 

of natural support systems and therefore, 

themselves, they continue to destroy them.

Imagine a clenched fist in which the thumb 

represents Reason. If it sticks out, we get the 

thumbs-up, and all is well. More often, though 

the thumb is held tightly behind the four  

fingers of Economy; Experience; Emotion and 

Expedience:

Economy: I’m going to do this because it’s 

the cheapest option and I’m afraid that 

externalised costs aren’t my responsibility. 

Really, I can’t afford to do anything else.

Experience: I’ve always done it this way, it has 

worked in the past, I trust this method and 

why should I change, anyway, if no one else is 

doing so?

Emotion: I can’t put my finger on it, but it just 

feels the right thing to do. I don’t need

to know the facts, I can just tell and that’s 

good enough for my friends too. Who needs 

experts?

Expedience: Why make life any harder for 

myself by doing it another way? This is the 

easiest option. Why did they make it easy if 

we weren’t meant to take advantage of it?

It’s clear then that the dissonance between 

our knowledge and behaviour in respect of 

our treatment of life - ours and that of non-

humans- doesn’t grate harshly enough - if 

at all - to bring about any a substantive 

change in behaviour. And why would it? 

From the moment we are born, the virtues 

of ease, comfort and economy are lauded 

ahead of all others. I’ve seen no evidence of 

a widespread wish to give up driving large 

4 x 4’s, even to drive them economically; to 

live in smaller houses with fewer electronic 

conveniences; to allow small, local food 

growers to thrive by eschewing supermarkets 

in their favour; and especially not to give 

up eating farmed meat on the grounds 

that it is scandalously inefficient and often 

inhumanely produced. In an economy that 

relies on ever-growing consumption, those 

who go in for restraint, or, heaven-forbid, 

frugality, are regarded, at best, as eccentric 

or at worst, as bad citizens. And should 

any movements that oppose the prevailing 

economic model begin to gain traction, 

it’s not unreasonable to expect those 

corporations whose values are challenged or 

interests undermined, to use their resources 
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to belittle and discredit their decriers, often 

by appealing to wider society’s preference 

for the four E’s over Reason.

So it has come to this: In my forty years of 

environmental advocacy, I have seen the 

inexorable, unremarked disappearance of 

natural communities in my own country and 

further afield and have listened to what 

people outside my community of naturalists 

and artists have to say about the natural 

world and our right to exploit it. I believe 

these people’s attitudes prevail more 

widely. Nothing has persuaded me that an 

ecological collapse will be averted. Indeed, it 

is well underway as the catastrophic decline 

in the number of flying insects in Germany 

over the last 25 years attests. That is just 

one of many examples in which industrial 

agriculture is implicated in Europe and 

elsewhere in world. We have no alternative 

model of large scale food production ready 

to replace it in the foreseeable future. And 

certainly not within the twelve year time 

frame the UN proposes as our last chance to 

avoid irreversible losses of biodiversity.

You optimists may draw hope from past 

revolutions where a self-evident wrong was 

righted, sometimes in a remarkably short 

space of time, by the popular determination 

that things had got to change. You may cite 

the school protest movement for climate 

action triggered, inadvertently perhaps, by 

one determined Swedish teenager. In my 

own lifetime, the end to segregation in the 

American South, apartheid in South Africa, 

and the release from Soviet suppression 

of the Baltic states, loom large. But I’m 

sorry to point out that, in most cases, these 

revolutions involved small, privileged 

minorities being made to relinquish some 

or all of their power to the benefit of the 

greater society. The trouble this time is that 

it is we, the enablers and beneficiaries of the 

industrial economy, who are the problem, not 

the tall-poppy Silicon Valley billionaires, oil 

sheiks or Russian oligarchs, per se. As Paul 

Kingsnorth observes, with resignation, in his 

essay, “Life versus the Machine”, “Now I think 

that [all] humans like ease, material comfort, 

entertainment and conformity, and they do 

not like anyone who threatens to take these 

things away. I think that even the people who 

say these things should be taken away in 

order to prevent the collapse of life on Earth 

do not really mean it.”

This gentle swipe at the “conservation” 

community is often justified. Even as the 

popular understanding of the gravity of the 

ecological crisis has grown, no organisation 

with any influence has been willing to 

come out and state that it is the industrial 

economy itself and the lifestyles enabled by 

it that are the problem and that no amount 

of tinkering around the edges or “new 

technology” will change the basic trajectory 

we’re on. To do so would certainly imperil 

careers, pensions and funding streams. We 

conservationists are great at talking to our 

own but whenever we take our ideas to a 
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Earth and acknowledge that the collapse 
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more mainstream audience, we are generally 

regarded as misguided, harmless idiots. 

 And never more so than if we propose the 

dismantling of the industrial economy. 

That trajectory, let’s be clear, puts our wants 

ahead of the needs of every other living 

thing on Earth, even ahead of other people. 

Our relationship with the natural world is 

that of a psychopath with his victim; we 

inflict unimaginable harm and pain but feel 

nothing other than the satisfaction derived 

from domination. Now though, the abuse has 

fatally weakened the victim.

If the conservation agencies aren’t going to 

say what needs to be said, then who will? I 

am full of admiration for the youth climate 

action movement that took its lead from 

the action of Greta Thunberg. Perhaps it is 

this generation that will call the system out 

before it too is sucked into it. Inevitably, given 

what it stands against, the movement has 

been chided as “sanctimonious”, “naive” and 

even “irresponsible”. But it’s a huge error to 

confuse “naivety” for clarity. Yes, when you’re 

16, things are usually much more black and 

white than when you’re older and have had 

to compromise endlessly with the system. 

But that worldview chimes with how natural 

processes operate - you can’t negotiate with 

a flood, reason with erosion or strike a deal 

with extinction. Nature operates in absolutes. 

Compromise is a social construct and the 

simplicity of the movement’s demand that 

we stop adding CO2 to the atmosphere 

reflects what needs to be done to avert 

runaway planetary warming. It’s not an 

opening gambit, not a stratagem; this is 

the deal. We’ve run out of middle ways, yet 

I’ve seen nothing to suggest that we’ll let 

ourselves be subject to reason, even at this 

late stage.

It’s time to stop pretending that things are 

going to get any better, that we can reconcile 

our wants and the needs of the Earth and 

acknowledge that the collapse has begun. 

A new schism as profound as the twentieth 

century ones between the liberal order and, 

in turn, imperialism, fascism and communism, 

will most likely divide those trying to make 

their way in the new world and those who 

will do all they can to cling to the old. 

Whichever side you would fall on, there are 

questions that need to be asked now so 

that policy can be formulated before we 

are overtaken by events. If you’re a “collapse 

sceptic” just think of this as an exercise in 

precautionary planning, surely a cornerstone 

of responsible governance. If, as seems highly 

likely, there will be mass movements of tens, 

perhaps hundreds of millions of people 

(and don’t discount the possibility this could 

include us) from parts of the world that have 

become too arid, too prone to flooding or 

have undergone total economic collapse, 

what should our response be? Should we 

accommodate desperate people or build 

high walls? If they come, how can we create 

a civil society? If we exclude them, do we 

risk violent invasion? If crops fail in several 
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regions simultaneously - even just for a year 

or two - how will we distribute what we 

have? Should the market be allowed to take 

the lead, and if so, where does that leave 

those without buying power: individuals; 

whole nations? These need to be subject of 

public discussion now as they are the biggest 

questions we have ever faced and building 

consensus could take decades.

Moreover, how do we prepare our citizens 

to be resilient, self-reliant and resourceful 

when the whole drive of commerce and 

education is to create compliant workers and 

dependent, acquisitive consumers? We do 

our children a grave injustice by schooling 

them to be rigid oaks rooted in the eroded 

soil of the industrial economy when they will 

actually need to be pliant willows able to 

withstand the storms of the collapse, while 

maintaining civility. Yet the generations set 

“Hope is a longing for a future condition over 

which you have no agency. It means you are 

essentially powerless.”

This would normally be the point in a piece 

of polemic like this where the author issues a 

rousing call to action. But there are too many 

words and too little action already. It’s most 

likely we will each split off our different ways 

now, some quietly preparing as best as they 

can imagine for the collapse, others boldly 

championing technology, “reform” - benign 

and hostile - and hope. 

If you have some fight in you, don’t listen to 

the sirens whispering hope in your ear. Act. 

Act as if you and your children’s lives depend 

on it. Act by rejecting the stories that put 

“wealth” ahead of life, the myths that cast us 

as omnipotent gods. But do so with civility; it 

is all that sets us apart, after all.

to live through the collapse are perhaps the 

least equipped in history to do so in terms of 

their practical skills and mind-set.

If you’ve read through as far as this, I’d 

like to think that you can now see that the 

greatest mistake we can make now is to 

give in to hope; to believe that we will find 

a way out, as we always have. Since the 

industrialisation of the world began, it has all 

been leading up to this. We’ve spent most of 

the last two hundred years gloating over our 

shoulders at Mother Earth as we outrun her, 

failing to noticing the swamp we’re heading 

towards. Now she’d about to catch us up. 

Hope is a cop-out, an excuse for inaction, 

a failure to look the beast in the eye. Hope 

doesn’t help us to prepare or make plans. 

As Derrick Jensen observes in “Endgame”, 
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