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Malthus’s explanation of  the allegedly 
“geometrical” tendency of  population 
to increase, as against the suppos-
edly “arithmetical” increase 
of  land under cultivation, 
Marx dismisses as “nar-
row.” For the most part, 
Marx treats overpopula-
tion as a by-product of  
the capitalist mode of  
production, not as yet 
another devilish horror 
from capitalism’s catalogue 
of  social evils.2 “Population 
is an abstraction,” he says, “if  
one disregards the classes of  which it is 
composed.”3

As if  to challenge this idea, a recent 
“call for action” appearing on the In-
ternet by activist, structural geologist, 
science writer, journalist and novelist 
Dale Allen Pfeiffer invites us to consider 
a special, terminal case of  overpopula-
tion. Pfeiffer, writing about population 
in relation to energy production, foresees 
as an imminent material possibility the 
end of  civilization as we know it and a 
catastrophic decline in human numbers, 
barring immediate recognition of  the 
unsustainability of  capitalist production, 
the population levels that have become 

dependent on it and the redesign of  our 
entire civilization. He calls for input from 
both specialists and “people of  limited 
means” into a projected socioeconomic 
and ecological redesign of  present-day 
communities “to ease their transition into 
a post-technological world.”4

Capital, he argues, has become an oil 
junky sucking hydrocarbons out of  

the earth so voraciously 
that within the next few 

years it will reach the 
point of  diminishing 
returns: past the 
“break-even point,” 
it will require more 
energy to extract 

oil and natural gas 
than is available for 

consumption, forcing 
world hydrocarbon pro-

duction to gradually shut down. 
No form of  society, capitalist or socialist, 
can rationally plan to use more energy 
than it produces, since it will eventually 
consume all its own energy supplies in 
the process. But since the experts he cites 
indicate that none of  the alternatives to 
fuel production even comes close “sepa-
rately or in combination” to duplicating 
oil’s “bang for the buck,” this crisis of  
oil will generate rapidly escalating prices 
and struggles over dwindling oil resources, 
followed by a forced and sudden drop in 
energy supplies on a planet that at this 
juncture has largely tied up most of  its 
energy options. 

Once oil production shuts down, what 
happens? Ultimately, the world we know 
begins to unravel. Nothing new directly 
or indirectly requiring the use of  oil or 
gas in its production will be available 
any longer — machinery, buildings, fac-
tories, houses, food, heating and cooling 
technology, plastics, maintenance services 
dependent on oil and so on. Electricity on 
the scale that we know it today will be out 
the question. Jet travel, computer technol-
ogy, global communications — all will face 
the axe. As a consequence of  and closely 
following this vast contraction of  markets, 
an unprecedented “die-off ” of  human be-
ings will commence on a scale ultimately 
surpassing that of  the Black Death, which 
killed 40 percent of  Europe’s population 
between 1347 and 1350.5

Pfeiffer’s prediction is as laconic as it 
is dramatic: 
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This sort of  analysis falls into the cat-
egory of  “barbarism” scenarios. Pfeiffer 
himself  acknowledges the hypothetical 
character of  his predictions; he also 
grants that efforts to save capitalism 
from itself, while futile, might alter his 
timeline somewhat. But these will not 
be enough: “Capitalism cannot be 
reformed,” he says, “due to [its] basic 
unalterable nature.” Not only that, but 
it is “antithetical to democracy” and 
cannot yield the necessary rethinking 
to avert disaster. What is not hypotheti-
cal is capitalism’s obvious capacity for 
undermining the basis of  society. But 
Pfeiffer’s focus on energy and technol-

ogy rather than economic class causes 
him to underestimate both the political 
nature of  the problem and its solution.8

Then again, if  he is even remotely cor-
rect, the Left is certain to be catapulted 
to power as the crisis grows, becoming the 
new status quo at the expense of  failed 
corporate oligarchs. (The job of  the Left, 
generally, is to muddy the waters trying 
to save capitalism.) 

We humans, with our rather complicat-
ed brains, have proven ourselves master 
survivors, even if  at the expense of  other 

life-forms. Our upbringing under 
capitalism has conditioned 

us to attribute this success 
to technology, but a fac-
tor that explains it much 
better is the centrality of  

the human community 
— up, that is, till the ad-

vent of  civilization (markets 
and the division of  society into 

economic classes), which historically 
displaced communities as the drivers of  
progress. Over the course of  several mil-
lennia, ruling-class reliance on markets 
has  reduced the world’s communities 
to marginal outposts, substituting state 
authority for that of  the community 
whenever possible; and in this sense, the 
capitalist revolution has fi nally devoured 
its parents. The more doctrinaire econo-
mists would now like to fl atten out the 
state entirely, so that capitalist entities 
might govern directly. 

The survival of  the human species, 
however, will not be guaranteed by lim-
iting population or prescribing techno-
logical cures, but by allowing our natural 
sense of  community to work out its own 
solutions. One of  the dubious trade-offs 
of  intellectual progress has unfortunately 

been a millennial-long transfer of  story-
telling as a vehicle of  community survival 
to experts in numerous fi elds and the in-
stitutions they serve. This point was made 
rather poignantly, if  unintentionally, by 
a 60 Minutes segment on the December 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami: it detailed 
how a seafaring culture, the Moken, split 
between Thailand and Burma, in one of  
the region’s hardest hit areas, escaped the 
tsunami’s wrath down to the last child. 
While the Moken lost all their standing 
structures along the coast and have to 
rebuild everything, they owe their lives 
to an old man who reminded them of  
stories passed down through the genera-
tions as dance narratives, told around 
the fi re, of  a mythical “wave that eats 
people” called “the Laboon.” At length 
the old man galvanized the people, and 
they all evacuated in short order. In 
contrast, Burmese locals out fi shing the 
same waters as the nearby Moken did 
not know enough to follow the Moken 
fi shermen farther out to sea and were 
caught up in the tsunami. Only the story-
telling “sea gypsies,” who remembered 
the past, survived.9

This same contrast extends all the way 
up the ladder of  modern-day scientifi c 
expertise to the Pacifi c Tsunami Warn-
ing Center in the Hawaiian Islands.10

With all their training and preparation 
for combating tsunamis in the Pacifi c 
Ocean, they, along with the poorly edu-
cated Burmese fi shermen, lacked the 
simple continuity of  community mem-
ory that the even less educated Moken 
had kept intact. Had civilized society 
retained its stock of  ancient collective 
memories to that same degree, most of  
the 250,000 lives lost in the disaster could 
have been saved.11
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Perhaps the most debilitating draw-
back of  civilization, as the division 
of  communities into arenas of  class 
confl ict, is its asphyxiating effect on 
the transmission of  social memory. 
Class-divided societies inhibit or even 
actively discourage the transmission of  
community-based survival knowledge by 
steeping the majority at the bottom of  
the socioeconomic pyramid in ignorance 
and confi ning access to heightened levels 
of  intellectual exploration to the small 
élites known as ruling classes. Naturally, 
these tiny minorities cannot handle the 
monumental task imposed on them, but 
then civilization itself  began as the work 
of  self-assured élites anchored in the priv-
ileged convergence of  inter-community 
trade and private property in agriculture. 
Civilizations start to lose their memo-
ries at birth: the invention of  writing, 
which accompanied the emergence of  
class confl ict, paradoxically sealed the 
majority’s denial of  access to community 
memories of  the distant past. 

On the other hand, we cannot ratio-
nally propose to go back to a vanished 
world of  isolated, technologically primi-
tive communities, even though capital-
ism could be setting us up for the implo-
sion of  civilization. What to do, then? 
The answer is both elegant and simple: 
we must now (re)think our way out of  our 
economic-class mentality. Communities 
that can control the wealth they produce 
for the benefi t of  their members will by 
the same token be able to enhance their 
own ability to retain the lessons of  the 
past — but with the forward-looking 
edge conferred by science. 

Agriculture, which may have unhinged 
human society from its narrow subjec-
tion to the limits of  nature, also served, 
ultimately, as humanity’s bridge to global 
community. Capitalism is merely the last 
phase of  community self-destruction — a 
demolition that has been thousands of  
years in the making. We do not even have 
to want world community anymore, be-
cause it is all we have left. Clinging to 
capitalism is about to lead us down a slip-
pery slope of  decline, and if  the process 
should go as far as Pfeiffer believes, the 
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very best we could hope for would be a 
regression of  homo sapiens to the level of  
the barbarian kingdoms predating the 
slave empires of  antiquity — no future 
to wish on our descendants, and possibly 
even a kind of  atherosclerotic portent. 

Abolishing agriculture and technology 
would in the fi nal analysis amount to giv-
ing up on the possibility of  laying the 
foundations of  a worldwide community 
of  communities. Socialism — common 
ownership and democratic control of  
the means and instruments for produc-
ing and distributing wealth by and in the 
interests of  society as a whole — is that 
worldwide community, and only it can 
save the planet from capitalism. Capi-
tal, however kind and gentle, remains 
an unmanageable beast indifferent to 
human needs and human survival. Its 
own supporters appeal to the arbitra-
tion of  the marketplace, binding human 
intelligence itself  to the consequences of  
its own creation: perhaps the ultimate 
failure of  human instincts. 

By one of  history’s quaint ironies, just 
when one might pardonably have been 
persuaded that those ringing phrases of  
Karl Marx’s in the Communist Manifesto 
and elsewhere really were just rhetorical 
trumpets, we  fi nd that the possibility of  
“the  integument bursting asunder” is 
now a very material one indeed.12 Social-
ists, who put their trust in a robust con-
ception of  humanity’s social nature and 
the ability of  all human beings to exercise 
their native intelligence, sincerely hope 
it will not take some kind of  population 
disaster to serve as a wake-up call. 

— ROEL

— Betty Pagnani
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• Control of State Power

• Reforms and Reformism

• The Parties of Reform

• State Capitalism

• Organized Labor

• Leadership

• Historical Materialism

• Supernatural Explanations

We are com mit ted to one over rid ing goal: the 
abolition of cap i tal ism and the es tab lish ment 
of a truly democratic,  socialist form of society. 
Ac cord ing ly, mem ber ship in the World So cial ist 
Party re quires a gen er al un der stand ing of 
the basic prin ci ples of sci en tif ic the basic prin ci ples of sci en tif ic 
 socialism and agree ment with  socialism and agree ment with 
the Dec la ra tion of Prin ci ples. It the Dec la ra tion of Prin ci ples. It 
is our view that a world wide is our view that a world wide 
sys tem of pro duc tion for 
the sat is fac tion of hu man 
needs,  individual and 
 social, rath er than for 
 private profi  t  requires a 
 majority that is so cial ist in 
at ti tude and com mit ment. 
Events since the be gin ning of Events since the be gin ning of 
the World Socialist Move ment the World Socialist Move ment 
have dem on strat ed the va lid i ty of have dem on strat ed the va lid i ty of 
this judg ment. 

Since our fun da men tal goal is quite fi rmly 
 defi ned as the at tain ment of so cial ism it is 
 important that mem bers un der stand and 
 accept our prin ci ples. To di lute the prin ci ples 

with re form ist ten den cies or ad vo ca cy of the 
un dem o crat ic idea of “lead er ship,” for un dem o crat ic idea of “lead er ship,” for 

 example, would be to sub vert the  example, would be to sub vert the 
Party’s  reason for be ing. Party’s  reason for be ing. Party’s  reason for be ing. 

That said, we rec og nize 
there is room for dif fer enc es 
of opinion in a so cial ist 
par ty. In con trast to 
prin ci ples, rel a tive ly few 
in num ber, there are a 
mul ti plic i ty of mat ters 

upon which  socialists may 
have all kinds of con fl ict ing 

views. If you agree with the views. If you agree with the 
fol low ing state ments, you are a fol low ing state ments, you are a 

socialist and you be long with us. 
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Pass this copy 
on to a friend!

            — W. Hewitson 

— Edward M. Giannattasio
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