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“The climate crisis will continue for as long as combustion capitalism reigns. Kevin Young’s
magisterial Abolishing Fossil Fuels explains how we’ll end that reign. With lucid and thorough
historical analysis, Young shows how to win against the oil companies and their politicians. It’s

a tour de force, and a gift to anyone lacking faith in the possibility of radical change.”
—Raj Patel, author of Stuffed and Starved

“Kevin Young’s Abolishing Fossil Fuels is the kind of book the US climate movement
desperately needs. The historic victories against slavery, the auto industry, and Jim Crow offer
us the chance to build on more than the moral successes of past movements for justice, but also
the wealth of tactical lessons that helped working people wrench concessions out of the clutches
of yesterday’s elites. Today’s activists and organizations must ask not only principled questions
about what they stand for, but also practical questions about how to deal with those who stand

against progress. Abolishing Fossil Fuels provides a tremendous place to start and should be
highly encouraged reading especially for young climate activists.”
—Olufémi O. Taiwo, author of Elite Capture: How the Powerful Took over Identity Politics (and
Everything Else)

“It’s all in the vowels. Capital with an « means money while capitol with an 0 means law.
Capital summarizes economic accumulation; capitol is the location of legislation. Fossil fuel
capitalists lead us to impending deaths for the planet and the people, and a ‘genocidal
consensus’ in the acceptance of those extinctions. History shows that local strikes, boycotts,
demos, and riots against capital succeed while national electioneering and lobbying against
capitols do not. This is a powerful argument, densely researched, and entirely convincing to
avoid the clear and present danger.”

—Peter Linebaugh, coauthor of The Many-Headed Hydra

“Of the many present crises facing the future of humanity, climate change and its threat of
mass extinction appears to be the most daunting. Kevin Young argues compellingly, however,
that electoral strategies to fight climate change are a dead end. Rather, his study of past
successful movements suggests that radical upsurges, the building of disruptive mass
movements, including demonstrations, civil disobedience, and large strikes, are more
compelling alternatives for stemming the tide, while ultimately only the end of capitalism will
save us. A tour de force!”

—Michael Goldfield, author of The Southern Key: Class, Race, and Radicalism in the 1930s and
1940s

“In Abolishing Fossil Fuels: Lessons from Movements That Won, Kevin Young makes a
compelling and well-researched case for the kinds of disruptive grassroots tactics that are
required to address the climate crisis. He dives into the history of several key movements that
have succeeded and disabuses the reader of some well-accepted myths about them. Young
focuses on the strategies needed to take power from the fossil fuel industry, and lead to a livable
world. This is required reading for anyone interested in thinking strategically about how to
address the climate crisis. Which should be all of us.”

—Cynthia Kaufman, author of The Sea Is Rising and So Are We: A Climate Justice Handbook



“Want to get rid of the fossil fuels that are destroying our future but are baffled about how to
do so? Is climate protection an impossible dream? Are the fossil fuel forces just too powerful to
take down? If you want honest, realistic, but also hopeful answers to those questions, read
Kevin Young’s Abolishing Fossil Fuels. Young presents a careful analysis of the powers that are
purveying fossil fuels—and of how ordinary people can defeat them by inflicting sustained
disruption on the elites that are perpetuating climate destruction. If the original Abolitionists
could take down the slaveholders—the greatest power in the land—why can’t we abolish fossil
fuels? Kevin Young’s answer is we can. I hope this book will become the strategic handbook for
the climate protection movement.”

—Jeremy Brecher, author of Against Doom: A Climate Insurgency Manual

“As authoritarian states increasingly criminalize ‘fossil fuel refugees,” Kevin Young provides an
abolitionist analysis of the climate crisis. Young not only demonstrates the ‘structural power’ of
antiracist, climate justice, and labor movements to confront the fossil fuel industry, but also
explores strategies to advance its abolition. An urgent read.”

—Jordan T. Camp, author Incarcerating the Crisis

“Kevin Young’s fast-moving and wise study combines a terrific idea for a book and fine
execution of that idea. Abolishing Fossil Fuels calls for just that, and in doing so reminds us
that the great abolitions—for example, of male monopoly on political rights, of management

autocracy in the workplace, and above all of chattel slavery—have stressed dreaming and
acting equally. In inspired moments based on long patterns of direct action, they have won.
Young draws the lessons of those victories for climate justice and planetary survival,
emphasizing how much success grew from a protest tradition and how little from any simple
identification of change with electoral politics.”
—David Roediger, author of The Sinking Middle Class: A Political History of Debt, Misery, and the
Drift to the Right

“In Abolishing Fossil Fuels, Kevin Young delineates how social movements have unpicked and
can defeat the fossil fuel industry’s stranglehold not by focusing on politicians but by directly
confronting the polluting companies and the financial institutions that support them. He
nimbly weaves this analysis together with the history of other social movements, such as the
work to abolish slavery, the labor struggles of workers in the automobile industry, the fight
against white supremacists, and how coal miners fought against air polluters both using and
pinpointing the limits of federal clean air laws. Young concludes by discussing how to build an
intersectional climate movement, one that fights back against racism and engages the working
class. A must read for anyone interested in ending our reliance on fossil fuels.”
—Christina Gerhardt, author of Sea Change: An Atlas of Islands in a Rising Ocean
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Introduction

STRATEGIZING BEGINS WITH AN ASSESSMENT OF THE ENEMY, NAMELY HOW IT
EXERCISES power and where it’s vulnerable. This book analyzes the fossil
fuel industry’s sources of power and how movements sometimes defeat it.
My goal is to draw some lessons that help illuminate a path toward the
abolition of fossil fuels. I derive those lessons from the recent history of the
climate struggle and from the histories of other social movements that have
defeated capitalists.

I argue that the conventional approach of trying to elect and pressure
politicians won’t cut it. The movement must directly confront the polluters,
the financial institutions that enable them, and all the employers that make
decisions about investment, employment, production, and consumption in
our economy. Climate and Indigenous organizations have been most
effective when they have gone after capitalists, both directly via economic
pressure and indirectly by targeting the government regulators and judges
who make life-and-death rulings about pipelines, power plants, and drilling
sites. My evidence for this assertion comes mostly from capitalists
themselves, whose voices appear in business publications like the Financial
Times.

The climate movement can learn from other movements that overcame
long odds. In the second part of the book, I examine some classic victories
over capitalists, from the abolition of US slavery in the 1860s to twentieth-
century struggles for workers’ rights, racial equality, and clean air. I argue
that the fundamental source of those movements’ power was the direct
threat they posed to capitalists through strikes, boycotts, and other mass



disruption. Electoral and legislative tactics were of secondary importance.
Here too, my argument is based mostly on what elites themselves said about
the movements, supplemented by the words of activists. The climate
emergency is an existential crisis unlike any humanity has ever faced. But
understanding how those other capitalists were defeated can help inform
which elites we target and how.

A Case for Climate Hope

Hope is important for building a movement. Hope by itself doesn’t lead
people to become activists—anger and love are probably more important
drivers. Yet angry or compassionate people generally won’t engage in
sustained political action unless they feel that the status quo is changeable
and that their actions can help change it.1

Feeling hopeless in the face of the mounting catastrophe is
understandable. Each year brings more intense droughts, superstorms,
wildfires, and heatwaves. By the 2070s, regions home to three billion
people may be incompatible with human life. By one estimate hunger,
disease, and heat stress resulting from carbon emissions already kill over
400,000 people annually, a number set to increase dramatically in the
coming decades. Particulate matter from the burning of fossil fuels kills an
additional ten million people each year. About 28 percent of all living
species are at risk of extinction, threatening the ecosystems on which all life
depends.2 On our current trajectory, the world is on track for heating of 2.5
to 2.9 degrees Celsius over preindustrial levels by 2100. This puts us “on
course to cross multiple dangerous tipping points,” which will endanger the
prospects for maintaining “liveable conditions” and “stable societies” on
Earth.2 The strongest word in our common parlance, genocide, hardly
captures the violence of a full-bore assault on the conditions that support
life on our planet.

The perpetrators respond to scientists’ warnings by expanding their
drilling operations and blocking government reforms. Entire political
parties, led by the Republicans in the United States, are unapologetic
champions of obliteration. Rather than attacking the real problem, most
governing elites respond to the escalating climate chaos by building more
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border walls and detention centers to keep out fossil fuel refugees. The
same politicians who support record military budgets and tax cuts for
billionaires tell us there’s no money for a Green New Deal or other
programs that would help working people. No wonder most of the world’s
young adults believe “humanity is doomed” and say they feel “helpless”
when asked about the climate.4

Yet as bleak as the current scenario appears, total despair is
unwarranted. The most urgent manifestation of the emergency, the
atmospheric concentration of carbon, can still be greatly mitigated. The
general policy outlines of the transition to a zero-carbon economy (i.e.,
“decarbonization”) are clear. Governments and businesses need to make
massive investments in renewable energy and energy conservation, at a rate
about three to six times higher than current investment levels.2 They must
simultaneously reduce fossil fuel supply by ending all new extraction
projects and phasing out existing ones, ideally through a system of national
caps on carbon. And they must make huge investments in adaptation
measures and loss-and-damage compensation to help the most vulnerable
populations deal with the heating that is locked in. Government has an
indispensable role to play, both through its own investments and through
fiscal, monetary, and regulatory measures to shift private-sector
investments. These policies would have numerous other benefits like job
creation and better health, particularly for the working class and people of
color who are most harmed by the status quo. Those who have contributed
most to the crisis and who have the most capacity to fix the problem must
shoulder most of the costs—starting with the United States and its
capitalists, who are guilty of 25 percent of global emissions since 1751 and
who control unrivaled resources with which to fund the transition.s

We’re fortunate to have both the money and the technology needed for
this transition. The fiscal cost would be much smaller than the economic
costs of climate chaos, much smaller than the state-led economic overhaul
of the World War II years, and much smaller than the trillions in subsidies
that rich countries have dispensed during the COVID-19 pandemic.Z This
path is also eminently feasible from a technological standpoint. As the
International Energy Agency notes, “All the technologies needed to achieve
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the necessary deep cuts in global emissions by 2030 already exist, and the
policies that can drive their deployment are already proven.”t The only
major obstacle is political: the capitalist perpetrators of planetary
destruction are blocking the necessary policy changes.

Some on the Left have unwittingly fueled climate despair by arguing
that decarbonization is impossible without overthrowing capitalism. The
sentiment that underlies that argument is justified: the capitalist system is
indeed fundamentally depraved. The well-being of humans and other living
things requires that we replace markets, private enterprise, and profits with
a socialist system governed by workers and communities.2 But we cannot
expect to end capitalism before the 2030 or 2050 deadlines that science
gives us. Building socialism will require radical mass movements at a level
far beyond what we currently have. Consequently, most people are bound to
feel helpless unless we offer a plan for short-term climate stabilization.
Fortunately for us, it is possible to limit heating to 1.5°C within the
framework of a regulated capitalism, as advocates of a global Green New
Deal propose. That won’t end all ecological destruction, but it will address
the most urgent aspect of the crisis, carbon emissions. It will buy us time to
build the socialist future we want.10

Similarly, the “degrowth” platform espoused by some leftists
misunderstands what needs to be done. Stabilizing the climate requires the
growth of some sectors, such as renewable energy and mass transit and care
work, alongside the contraction or death of other sectors, starting with fossil
fuels. We need to “grow the good and shrink the bad,” as one political
economist says.ll When degrowth advocates instead decry all economic
growth as harmful, they are implicitly calling for austerity and mass
unemployment. Fortunately, austerity and impoverishment are not
ecologically necessary..2 We can decarbonize while still improving life for
most people and advancing racial, gender, and national equity. Wealth
redistribution 1s indispensable to those goals, but redistribution alone will
not be enough to ensure decent and dignified lives for all: selective growth
will also be necessary. Sloppy condemnations of all economic growth
forfeit an opportunity to build a working-class environmental movement
and feed the nihilistic despair that inhibits climate mobilization.
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Climate despair is compounded by the assumption, also apparent among
some leftists, that we’re totally doomed if we fail to slash emissions on the
timeline scientists say is necessary.l2 Yes, we need to make deep cuts to
fossil fuel use during this decade to avert the worst impacts of global
heating, and by 2050 we need to eliminate almost all carbon pollution. It’s
also true that we’re approaching, if we haven’t already crossed, certain
irreversible tipping points in the biosphere. The Left’s sense of urgency is
entirely appropriate to the situation. However, warnings about catastrophe
can be paralyzing if they imply that survival is an all-or-nothing game.
Things can always get much, much worse. As climate scientists often
remind us, “Every bit of warming, whether it’s above or below 1.5°C,
increases the risks that we face. So anything we can do to limit the amount
of warming will reduce the hazards we’re creating.” To put it another way,
“every tenth of a degree will make a huge difference in lives lost.”4
Conversely, any bit of heating that we prevent reduces death and misery and
gives us breathing room to build the resilient, equitable society that we’ll
need for surviving and thriving on a hotter planet. We need to treat this as a
protracted war in which every inch of the battlefield means life or death. If
we miss scientists’ 2030 deadline to slash global emissions by 43 percent,
the war won’t end there.

Despair also underestimates the vulnerability of the fossil fuel
companies. Even as they announce plans for drilling far into the future,
industry executives and investors are worried that their time is almost up.
Their fears stem partly from market forces. With technological advances the
price of renewable energy has steadily declined, making fossil fuels less
attractive to utilities, businesses, and consumers. The other source of their
fears is the movement. In recent years industry leaders have bemoaned a
“rising tide of protests, litigation, and vandalism” against fossil fuel
projects, warning that “the level of intensity has ramped up,” with “more
opponents” who are “better organized.” Sporadic resistance has given way
to “constant opposition from environmental groups and affected parties,” a
common complaint in the industry press.s These concerns are well-
founded, as dozens of defeated coal, oil, and gas projects demonstrate. In
the early 2020s the industry’s fortunes were boosted by high global inflation
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and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, which companies exploited to jack up
prices and demand more fossil fuel extraction. But the boost may prove
temporary, since in many countries those events also reinforced demands
for a shift to renewable energy. Even amid those developments the climate
movement continued to win important victories against fossil fuel projects.
Given the recent history, despair is both self-defeating and empirically
unjustified. It only benefits the perpetrators.

We can turn the tide against fossil fuels. The movement, in conjunction
with economic and geopolitical forces, has already started to do so, just far
too gradually. Remembering that there’s still hope is important for building
the movement we need.

The Electoral Illusion

If hope is an important ingredient for the climate movement, maintaining
hope depends on finding an effective strategy. The movement’s participants
and potential recruits must be able to see the movement’s actions “as part of
a trajectory which, with sufficient growth, could actually put an end to
fossil fuel emissions.”6 A realistic strategy must begin by assessing the
balance of forces among capitalists and state elites, the means by which
elites exercise power, and the pressure points where they are vulnerable.
How might we force industrial polluters to end the use of fossil fuels? How
might the Green New Deal and related government reforms become
politically possible? And how can we as a climate movement best
contribute to those goals? Though numerous books detail the problems and
the policy solutions, few discuss how we can force elites to accept those
solutions.

The default strategy consists of electoral campaigning, lobbying, and
maybe an occasional protest designed to grab media attention. Many in the
climate movement focus on trying to “elect friendly politicians” by
supporting progressives in the Democratic primaries and turning out voters
for general elections.lZ This approach is understandable. The modern
Republican Party is dominated by genocidal maniacs who seek to burn
every last ounce of fossil fuels and to enforce a violent and hierarchical
social order as the planet heats. They use overtly autocratic means to do it,
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from mass voter suppression to fascistic violence. In this context voting
clearly matters. It’s tempting to dedicate ourselves to electoral campaigns
out of desperation.

Nonetheless, an electioncentric approach is based on flawed premises.
Though it can flip or preserve a swing seat here or there, it demands
enormous resources for a payoff that i1s small and uncertain. Election
campaigns cannot generate the major changes in public consciousness that
we would need to end Republicans’ control over government. Recent
experience 1s not encouraging. Even four years of a cartoonish sociopath as
president brought little progress in shifting voter opinion: twelve million
more voters supported Trump in 2020 than in 2016. Part of the blame lies
with the fecklessness of the liberal “resistance,” including a Democratic
leadership and liberal media that chose not to spotlight Trump’s worst
crimes and instead focused on matters of marginal interest to most working
people, such as Trump’s connections to Putin. The one approach that might
deliver better electoral results—an unabashed Bernie Sanders-style
progressivism—is anathema to the party leadership.l8 Despite the Bernie
Sanders campaigns of 2016 and 2020 and all the energy the Left has poured
into trying to transform the party, the probusiness leaders remain ensconced
and are likely to persist with their failed electoral strategies. Meanwhile, the
progressive strategy of running candidates in Democratic primary races has
yielded unimpressive results, notwithstanding a few scattered victories. In
2020 “only 3 incumbent House Democrats out of 223 incumbent Democrats
lost their primaries to progressives or anyone else,” and the result in 2022
was just as dismal.l2 The resource advantages of establishment Democrats,
and the hegemonic (if mistaken) view among Democratic voters that a
progressive cannot beat a Republican, makes it difficult for left-leaning
candidates to win in large numbers.

Electioncentric approaches also tend to assume that politicians respond
to majority sentiment: if we can rally the majority around our cause, we’ll
succeed. The problem is that the US government usually disobeys the will
of the majority. Statistical analyses that compare public preferences and
policy find that while “economic elites and organized groups representing
business interests have substantial independent impacts on U.S. government
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policy,” the opinions of “average citizens and mass-based interest groups
have little or no independent influence.”2 Having majority support is no
guarantee of victory, to say the least. The divergence between mass opinion
and policy reflects the fact that politicians are not the key decision-makers.
They are primarily conduits for those who hold the real power.

Even if Republicans’ voter suppression were removed from the picture,
the US electoral system could hardly be considered free and fair. Capitalists
possess unparalleled resources with which to shape elections. Successful
candidates must typically go to great lengths to attract business support,
even more so since the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision
abolished limits on corporate campaign spending.2l The winning candidate
repays campaign donations by appointing business-friendly advisers,
regulators, and judges and by keeping an open door for corporate lobbyists.

Structural features of the US political system further enhance the power
of entrenched elites. The Electoral College, established as a safeguard
against the abolition of slavery, is obviously antidemocratic. The Senate’s
antimajoritarian structure also concentrates power in senators from rural
and white-dominated regions, serving as a chokepoint for capitalists to
block progressive reforms. In addition to protecting slavery, the Senate was
intended more generally “to protect the minority of the opulent against the
majority,” whom James Madison feared would vote “for an abolition of
debts, for an equal division of property, or for any other improper or wicked
project.”22 These structures facilitate the protection of established power in
numerous other ways. For example, they enable the appointment of far-right
federal judges who give their blessing to Republican legislation, voter
suppression, gerrymandering, and even outright coup attempts.

If these safeguards fail and politicians waver in their commitment to
business profits, business possesses a further weapon. Private employers
and financial institutions control the major investment decisions in the
economy and thus most of the resources on which society depends: access
to employment, loans for consumers and businesses, and the availability
and prices of goods, services, and housing. They routinely threaten to
withhold investments when policymakers don’t give them everything they
demand. Sometimes they follow through on that disinvestment in the form
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of a “capital strike.”2 In so doing they convince policymakers that political
survival depends on the maintenance of probusiness policies. Much of the
public also comes to believe that challenging business prerogatives will
mean higher unemployment, higher prices, and lower tax revenue. State
institutions like the Pentagon, Border Patrol, Immigration and Customs
Enforcement, and local and state law enforcement agencies exercise a
parallel form of power over their policy domains. They often threaten to
obstruct policy reforms they find disagreeable and sometimes even engage
in work stoppages.2

As a result of all these factors, the Left is at a tremendous disadvantage
when it enters the electoral terrain. Even if progressive candidates can get
elected, their ability to enact real change is severely constrained by the
structural power of capital, resistance from state institutions, the hostility of
Democratic leaders, and the numerous congressional and judicial choke-
points that entrenched elites can use to thwart change. “Electoral victory
based on even a modest program of reform does not confer the power to put
the reforms into practice,” as the Marxist André Gorz noted in 1967.%
Because politicians are not the primary decision-makers in capitalist
societies, elections are at best a weak and indirect means for getting what
we need.

This is especially true for the climate movement. The fossil fuel industry
has wielded its weapons with devastating efficacy in recent decades. It has
almost infinite cash to spend on elections and lobbying. When anti-fossil-
fuel candidates manage to win elections, the industry still has multiple ways
of coercing them into maintaining pro-fossil-fuel policies. Even a strong
electoral mandate for sharp cuts to emissions does not guarantee the defeat
of polluters, as the Obama and Biden presidencies illustrate.26 The
industry’s success in crushing Joe Biden’s Build Back Better legislation,
which proposed substantial reforms to energy and social policy, is of major
historical significance. Some of the climate spending provisions did squeak
through in smaller form in 2022, yet the deep compromises in the final deal
demonstrated the industry’s awesome power of obstruction. The removal of
most of the social provisions, which were highly popular with voters, also
increased the likelihood that Democrats would lose control of Congress
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and/or the White House in upcoming elections, making additional climate
legislation very unlikely.

The systemic obstacles to reform effectively require the movement to
build an electoral supermajority—far more than 50 percent—that can
neutralize the power of fossil fuel capital in the three branches of
government. At first glance opinion polls give cause for optimism. A strong
majority of voters has long supported regulations on polluters and more
public investment in renewables. In 2021, 70 percent of the public said
government “should regulate the release of greenhouse gases from sources
like power plants, cars and factories.” Fifty-five percent supported a federal
mandate requiring utilities to increase their use of renewables, which was
the centerpiece of Biden’s climate legislation until Senator Joe Manchin of
West Virginia forced its removal. Only 16 percent opposed a mandate. Even
Republican voters were somewhat supportive: more supported than
opposed the idea (35 percent versus 30 percent). Forty-six percent of
Republicans agreed with Biden’s pledge to cut US carbon emissions 50
percent by 2030.22 Manchin and all Republican legislators were far to the
right of their constituents.

However, building an electoral supermajority also requires that voters
prioritize the movement’s concerns at election time. Unfortunately, the
climate crisis remains a secondary concern for most voters.2® Only a
minority prioritizes climate when voting or even understands how
candidates’ climate platforms compare with the scientific consensus. Many
voters who do care about the environment can be convinced that the
problem is not very serious. Republican voters’ understanding of climate
got even worse once Trump became president. After Trump left office in
2021 only 29 percent were aware that “the effects of global warming have
already begun,” versus 46 percent who had said so in 1997. Just 32 percent
thought it was caused by human activity, down from 52 percent in 2003.
The rest of the population was more aware of basic reality, but still just 45
percent classified the crisis as “an urgent problem that requires immediate
government action,” versus 49 percent who viewed it as “a longer-term
problem that requires more study.”22
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Many factors explain these findings. Polluter propaganda is beamed into
tens of millions of minds each day by far-right outlets. Liberal media,
meanwhile, hardly cover the crisis in proportion to its magnitude and give
scant attention to the Green New Deal-style reforms that would improve
most people’s lives. Many school curricula ignore the climate crisis almost
entirely.3 Furthermore, mobilizing a majority of US voters around climate
is difficult given that the worst impacts of today’s policies will be felt by
future generations and primarily outside the United States. Even when
voters are somewhat informed, the fossil fuel industry’s threats of higher
fuel prices and disinvestment often scare them into suppressing their
proclimate inclinations.

The prospects for building an electoral coalition around climate are
bleak, particularly at the national level.3l It is thus unwise for the climate
movement to make electoral politics a central part of its strategy. In
advocating that strategy, progressive intellectual Anatol Lieven writes that
we must redouble our efforts “to convince enough of the electorate to vote
for climate change action.” To get anything akin to a Green New Deal, he
says, “the Democrats will need to win repeated elections by sweeping
majorities.”®2 Yet those very words reveal how unrealistic the strategy is.
Despite major electoral efforts by liberal activists over the past two decades,
there is virtually no chance of Democrats winning “repeated” and
“sweeping majorities” for the foreseeable future, especially when the party
leadership is hell-bent on running pro-corporate candidates. Even when a
few Bernie-style candidates breach the fortress walls they are faced with
formidable obstacles to enacting a robust environmentalist agenda, due both
to other Democrats’ corporate allegiances and the structural power of the
fossil fuel industry. In short, if our strategy depends on Democrats “winning
repeated elections by sweeping majorities,” we will fail.

Obviously, elections are not trivial, nor is the state. Government action
will play an essential role in any plausible pathway to climate stabilization.
Yet electoral campaigns and lobbying are usually not the best ways for
popular forces to influence what the state does. The Italian revolutionary
Errico Malatesta made this point in 1899. He knew states wielded great
power and could potentially deliver some positive reforms, but to attribute
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politicians’ actions to elections and lobbying campaigns, as ‘“electionists”
did, was “to stop at the first appearance of things.” He urged readers to look
at the deeper forces that led to state reforms:

In assessing the results of their method, the electionists make two mistakes which are at the
root of persistent illusions. First, they mistake effect for cause, and attribute to the
effectiveness of the electoral struggle and the parliamentary system what little good (oh, how
little it is!) at rare times (oh, how rarely!) is done by elected bodies, while this is really the
effect of popular pressure, to which the rulers concede what little they think is necessary to
calm the people, anesthetize their energy and prevent them from demanding more. Second,
they compare what is done in the electoral struggle with what would happen if nothing were
done; while instead they should compare the results obtained from the fight at the ballot box
against those obtained when other methods are followed, and with what might be achieved if
all effort used to send representatives to power, from whom they expect reforms or proposed
reforms, were employed in the fight to directly achieve what is desired.33

As Malatesta observed, movements have finite energies. Some leftists
today assert that we must “combine mass action and electoral work,” or that
we should employ an “inside-outside strategy” of mass mobilization plus
insider lobbying.3* The problem with these formulas is their all-
encompassing vagueness. By implying that all tactics are equally useful,
they elide the constant practical choice facing activists about where to
dedicate our time. Too often, the observation that electoral outcomes are of
some consequence, or that progressive election campaigns sometimes
inspire new activists, becomes the justification for channeling most of our
energy into elections and lobbying. Meanwhile the organizing required to
carry out successful collective action in our workplaces and communities is
deprioritized. Rarely do we think to “compare the results obtained from the
fight at the ballot box against those obtained when other methods are
followed.”

Some leftists argue that electoral campaigns, even if unsuccessful, can
be used to build lasting movements. This is plausible but rare in practice.
One staffer who worked on Bernie’s 2016 campaign later noted that
“electoral enterprises necessarily operate according to different sets of
principles and imperatives than do movements. It is the job of political
consultants and staffers to concern themselves with optics, staging, and
their own ‘punch lists,” rather than constructing lasting democratic
organizations and grassroots networks.”’3> When lasting movements do
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emerge after electoral campaigns, they are not usually dependent on people
having participated in the campaigns. Candidates like Bernie can inspire
and embolden people to take action in their workplaces and communities, in
part because their defeat reveals the limits of electoral politics in a capitalist
system. Thus, progressive candidates sometimes contribute indirectly to
nonelectoral organizing. But this does not mean we should make electoral
campaigns a primary focus of organizing. Workers can feel inspired by a
candidate’s message without engaging in “electoral work.”3¢ Bernie’s
message would have been equally inspiring either way.

Given the bleak outlook for defeating the fossil fuel industry via
elections, what else can we do? What might Malatesta’s “other methods”
entail?

Confronting the Real Decision-Makers
An alternative approach would involve applying direct pressure on the
elites who control energy-related investments. Priority targets would
include the capitalists and state officials with the real power: polluters of
course, but more importantly the banks, insurers, asset managers, pension
funds, employers, regulators, and judges who are crucial to the polluters’
ability to do business—all the elite decision-makers who enable climate
destruction by financing, insuring, authorizing, and purchasing fossil fuel
products. Our action will be most effective when it entails us collectively
withholding the resources on which those elites depend—that is, our labor
and money. The exercise of this “structural power” is possible due to the
position of workers and consumers in the economic structure. Structural
power is not the only type of power that movements wield, but it is the most
potent. It cannot be easily countered by campaign donations or backroom
deals in Congress. Movements that carry out sustained disruption of this
type can also increase the likelihood of success in other realms, including
elections and litigation against polluters.3Z

A virtue of this nonelectoral approach is that it doesn’t require a
majority, just a sizeable minority that is willing to take concerted and
sustained action. The most powerful movements in US history, from
abolitionism to civil rights, were the work of minorities. That doesn’t mean
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we shouldn’t also aim to reach the majority. Even the anarchist Malatesta,
who promoted action by the radical minority, also stressed the need “to win
over to our ideas an ever greater number of people.”® But we cannot let
survival depend on our ability to win over the majority.

Only a minority (45 percent) of US residents thinks the climate crisis is
“an urgent problem.” Stated another way, however, there are 117 million
people US adults who view the climate crisis as an urgent problem. Other
polling indicates that 48 percent of consumers, or 125 million people,
believe in rewarding or punishing companies based on their environmental
records, and that 14 percent—37 million people—would “personally
engage in non-violent civil disobedience (e.g., sit-ins, blockades, or
trespassing) against corporate or government activities that make global
warming worse” if someone they “like and respect” recruited them.3?
Coordinated and sustained disruption by even a small fraction of these
people can force enough financiers, investors, insurers, employers, judges,
and regulators to defect from the fossil fuel cause that it cripples the
industry. Our priority should be organizing these minorities to withhold
their labor, money, and consent from the elite institutions with the power to
confront fossil fuels. This approach is likely to draw in more people if we
address their immediate material concerns as well as their concern about
climate breakdown. Workers, utility customers, drivers, bus riders, indebted
students, and residents breathing toxic air all have many reasons to hate
polluters and big finance, and much to gain from a Green New Deal.

Some organizers in the climate and Indigenous movements have been
taking this approach. They have sought to identify the elite actors most
vulnerable to pressure and most able to give the movement what it wants,
and have built people-powered movements that confront those elites.
They’ve targeted coal companies, oil and gas drillers, pipeline operators,
banks, insurance companies, and other economic elites who supply the
market with fossil fuels. They’ve targeted the regulators and judges who
make rulings about fossil fuel projects. They’ve forced utilities,
manufacturers, and universities to reduce their consumption of fossil fuels.
Many of these campaigns have been successful, suggesting that these
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unelected elites are often more vulnerable to movement pressure than
politicians are.

Whereas governments have focused on supporting the growth of
renewable energy and reducing fossil fuel demand—through measures like
renewable energy mandates for utilities and carbon pricing measures—
grassroots movements have also sought to restrict fossil fuel supply by
limiting the expansion of production and infrastructure. Protests, lawsuits,
and divestment campaigns directed at the industry and its financial enablers
all target supply. These measures have been an essential complement to
demand-side measures, for reasons that I explore in chapter 2. We need to
attack from both the supply and demand sides.

One of the movement’s most important achievements has been to
increase the financial risk and uncertainty perceived by investors. Cutting
demand for fossil fuels increases the risk of fossil fuel investments, at least
in the medium to long term. On the supply side, if there is a chance that a
fossil fuel project might be cancelled, substantially delayed, or subjected to
new regulations or legal liabilities after the project breaks ground, investors
will think twice before committing and, if they do, they may raise the cost
of loans or insurance to factor in those risks. Many different developments
can increase the risk associated with a project. A judge may rule against a
pipeline or a drilling permit, delaying or precluding it. A regulator may
refuse to rubber-stamp the project. Politicians may vote to reject it. The fact
that projects often need the approval of multiple government entities at the
local, state, and federal levels gives the movement multiple opportunities to
block. Disruptive protests on-site may also delay work and raise costs by
forcing companies to spend large sums on surveillance and repression. One
of many examples came in July 2020 when Dominion Energy and Duke
Energy cancelled construction of their Atlantic Coast Pipeline. The
companies cited “too much legal uncertainty” and “years of delays and
ballooning costs.”# Even if that example is not the norm, the possibility that
judges, regulators, or politicians might throw a wrench in the gears can be
enough to deter investors and insurers. The fossil fuel industry and its
spokespeople in government understand this threat. In February 2021 James
Danly, a Trump appointee to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission,
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objected to his colleagues’ decision to give greater weight to public input in
its decisions about pipeline projects. He warned that without legal certainty
for investors “there would be no private financing, and without private
financing there would be no projects.”s. And, though he didn’t say it, some
of that financing might be diverted into renewables, and public
policymakers would be forced to boost support for renewables as well.

The movement has also threatened the viability of fossil fuels by
pressuring banks, insurance companies, and other big financial players to
phase out their loans, investments, and underwriting in the sector. The
desertion of some financial institutions from fossil energy compounds the
risk perceived by other investors. Again, the enemy’s reaction is one
measure of the movement’s success. Fossil fuel servants in Washington and
state governments have responded by trying to force private financial
institutions to continue investing in fossil fuels. In 2020 Republican
lawmakers and regulators complained that many financial institutions had
recently adopted “policies against investing in new oil and gas operations,”
potentially thwarting hopes for new drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge and other locations. Moreover, “some of the nation’s largest banks
had stopped doing business altogether with one or more major energy
industry categories.” They fumed that lenders were “folding to activist
environmental groups’ pressure” and redirecting loans to other projects and
sectors. The Trump administration responded by trying, unsuccessfully, to
force Wall Street to fund drilling in the Arctic Refuge and to undertake
other new fossil fuel initiatives. State-level bills to punish financial
institutions that “discriminate” against fossil fuels proliferated in 2022.42

This desperate reaction is a hint of the movement’s growing power. It
indicates that other capitalists’ allegiance to fossil fuels is tenuous and must
be aggressively enforced by the industry, through coercion if necessary. For
the movement it affirms the promise of a multipronged strategy that
combines lawsuits against the fossil fuel and electricity industries, public
protests targeting polluters, regulators, and politicians, and direct pressure
on non-fossil-fuel capitalists, especially the financial sector. Targeting the
politicians—the part that conventional wisdom tells us to emphasize—is
just one piece of a successful strategy, and not the most important.
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The movement alone is not the only factor helping to turn the tide
against fossil fuels. Most capitalists and investors have self-interested
reasons to abandon the sector. Prices for carbon-based fuels are notoriously
volatile, even without movement-induced disruption. Climate destruction
will also cost the world economy tens of trillions of dollars ($69 trillion by
2100, by Bank of America’s own estimate).22 Most of that cost will be
passed along to working people, of course. But capitalists will be forced to
bear some of it through higher costs for real estate, insurance, loans, and
inputs, and reduced future sales.

However, non-fossil-fuel capitalists also have reasons to stick with fossil
fuels. Diverse investors, including nonenergy corporations, hold stock in the
industry. Many titans of industry sit on multiple boards of directors,
sometimes in multiple industries. Lending relationships give banks a
material stake in the continued profits of fossil fuel companies. And fossil
fuels are still highly profitable given that polluters do not pay the costs of
the harms they inflict on others.# All these factors disincentivize capitalist
action against fossil fuels. They explain why, for example, most big banks
have continued to fund dirty energy projects even as they increase lending
for renewables.% It is unlikely that most capitalists will naturally conclude
that their self-interest requires a rapid phaseout of fossil fuels. Or they’ll
come to that conclusion much too slowly.

But the way elites define and act upon their self-interest is subject to
change based on the pressures they face. Elites throughout history have
shifted their positions on vital issues when faced with disruptions. One
source of disruption is opposition from other elites. As climate chaos
escalates, more may come to see the fossil fuel industry as a parasite that
undermines their profits. Geopolitical conflict may also compel changes in
elite preferences. Competing imperial elites may create an emergency that
requires strong government action, as when the Axis Powers led the United
States to overhaul its economy during World War II (which shows that rapid
economic overhaul is feasible). Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine and
China’s massive investments in renewable energy have led some ruling-
class sectors in the West to favor more funding for renewables. Geopolitical
rivalry was likewise an important motivator in some prior ‘“energy
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transitions,” including the shifts to coal and oil for transportation.4
Disruption may also be caused by nonelites, as when workers, consumers,
or other groups take collective action in defense of their rights. Mass
resistance, and elite attempts to prevent or suppress it, has contributed to
some of the most important changes in human institutions.2Z Often
disruption results from some combination of all these factors. Once it
begins, other actors may respond in ways that compound the disruption, as
when investors respond to antipipeline protests and adverse legal rulings by
withdrawing their investments from pipeline projects. Seemingly small
changes can lead to tipping points, with rapid cascading effects on political
and economic systems.

Many variables will determine the fate of living things. The coming
years will bring severe shocks, from economic meltdowns to resource wars
to large-scale refugee flows, which will influence the decision-making of
capitalists, state elites, and the public in ways not totally foreseeable. For
almost everyone reading this book, the climate movement is the variable
most within our power to control. The most promising approach for the
movement involves targeting the ruling-class segments that are most likely
and most able to oppose fossil fuels. By increasing the costs and risks to
those sectors, the movement can propel private investors’ shift from fossil
fuels to renewable energy and alter those elites’ stance on government
policy.

Learning from Classic Movement Victories

Many of history’s most powerful movements succeeded essentially as
Errico Malatesta suggested: less through elections than through those “other
methods,” including “the fight to directly achieve what is desired.” In case
after case, impacted people used the collective leverage at their disposal.
They withheld their labor and money, often accompanying those tactics
with others that obstructed the functioning of business and state institutions.
The leaders of these institutions sought to restore stability by granting
concessions and ordering politicians to do the same.28 This is true even of
those classic examples from US history—abolitionism, the New Deal, civil
rights—that are commonly cited today to justify a focus on electoral tactics.
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Although those movements did engage in some electoral and legislative
activities, and had some important figures working on the “inside,” their
most consequential actions—and most of their members—were focused on
action in other realms. It was the mass disruption that gave the insiders
leverage and catalyzed big changes in popular consciousness. Great
upsurges in the workplaces and streets were usually a prerequisite for
progress in the electoral realm. As historian Robert Brenner argues, the Left
may be able “to translate the power accumulated through mass struggle into
electoral victories and reform legislation; but the reverse is rarely if ever
conceivable.”4

All those movements lacked majority support for their activities at the
time of victory. Contrary to the prevailing assumption that we must never
alienate the majority, the movements’ key actions were initiated by militant
minorities, usually in defiance of existing laws. Organizers knew that if
they had solid support among constituencies whose participation was
essential to the system’s functioning—enslaved Black people in the South,
workers in GM auto factories, Black consumers in Birmingham—then
winning over the public at large was not essential to success. This approach
was not at odds with the goal of building majority support over the long
term. All those movements ultimately won over most of US society.
Similarly, a strategy that centers the work of a militant climate minority is
fully compatible with educating the majority about the material benefits of a
Green New Deal, from green jobs to affordable public transit to free
childcare. Minority militancy and broad-based education can be
complementary approaches. But the victorious movements of the past did
not depend on persuading the majority. Usually the majority came around
only after the movements had won. It was the radical action of minorities
that catalyzed those shifts in public consciousness.

Focusing so much of the book on non-climate movements may seem a
strange choice. A more obvious focus for historical study would be prior
transitions from certain energy sources or technologies to others, which is
the approach many scholars have taken. I discuss some relevant lessons of
those transitions in the chapters ahead. However, most happened too
gradually to be very encouraging in our present emergency.2 We need to
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study movements that have rapidly neutralized the power of entrenched
elites and forced large-scale changes in economic systems. When we
reframe the question that way, movements that have targeted other sectors
of capital are arguably more relevant than the history of energy transitions.
Because the key question is one of political power, not technology, today’s
climate movement can learn from all past movements that have confronted
and defeated capitalists. The relatively rapid gains made by some of
history’s non-climate movements offer important insights about how we can
win a green transition.

For example, the abolition of slavery shows how a movement can defeat
a capitalist elite (or quasi-capitalist elite) by seizing an opportunity
generated by an existing division within the ruling class. US abolition
happened because enslaved Black abolitionists, supported by nonenslaved
abolitionists, took disruptive collective action against their oppressors. Key
to their victory was their ability to exploit the split between northern
industrialists and southern slaveholders. The intra-elite split alone did not
bring change. By the mid-1800s slavery had become a fetter on the
continued growth of capitalism, but northern capitalists’ sense of self-
interest was not enough to overthrow it. This was one of many historical
cases in which a parasitic elite sector survived long after it had begun to
harm the rest of the ruling class. This “irrational” system might have
persisted for many more decades if not for the abolitionists.

The title Abolishing Fossil Fuels 1s meant to evoke the original
abolitionists, for two reasons. One is their dignity and courage in the face of
a radically evil system that seemed impervious to resistance. It is harder to
despair over our current circumstances when we remember what our
movement ancestors were up against. In addition to their moral example,
the original abolitionists also show us how seemingly powerless people can
win: by inflicting sustained disruption on elites in a way that exploits intra-
elite tensions. By targeting elites outside the fossil fuel industry, we can
force them to confront the fossil fuel parasites.



Outline of the Book

The chapters that follow are divided into two sections. Part I elaborates on
my argument about the power of the fossil fuel industry and how the
climate movement might overcome it. Chapter 1 examines the pillars of the
industry’s economic and political power. It begins with a brief historical
overview of fossil fuels and the forces underlying energy transitions since
the eighteenth century. Turning to the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries, | trace the Republican Party’s evolution into an unwavering
servant of the fossil fuel industry. I also analyze why the industry’s power
has not been seriously undermined by Democratic politicians in
Washington.

Chapter 2 examines climate wins. I focus on campaigns against coal-
fired power plants, oil and gas drilling, and pipelines. Grassroots
movements have been one of several important factors in these victories.
The outcomes have also depended on the configuration of ruling-class
forces, for instance whether or not a particular sector or firm has acquired a
material stake in stronger regulations. Recent climate victories come
nowhere close to ending the climate emergency, but they offer clues about
how we might abolish fossil fuels over the next several decades.

Part II consists of four historical chapters about non-climate movements
that triumphed against capitalists: US abolitionism, New Deal labor
reforms, Black freedom struggles of the 1950s and 1960s, and campaigns
against local air pollution in the 1960s. The first three examples are very
well known, and often cited by climate organizers, but the sources of their
success are often misunderstood. Some common patterns emerge in my
reading of these movements. In each case, a radical minority forced some
elites to confront their more parasitic colleagues. Usually, the movement’s
pressure was locally concentrated in the sense of targeting one or a few
companies, industries, or subnational political jurisdictions; success at the
local level then paved the way for larger-scale change. Each of these
chapters concludes with a section on implications for the climate
movement.

Chapter 3 shows how the abolitionist movement forced northern
capitalists and southern slaveholders into open confrontation. Though the



election of Abraham Lincoln in 1860 was the immediate catalyst for
secession, the most important abolitionist activity of the prior forty years
was nonelectoral in nature. Enslaved people fled their oppressors, their free
comrades sheltered them, and abolitionist writers and orators railed
constantly against accommodation with the slaveholders. That resistance,
and the desperate reactions from slaveholders, set the stage for the rise of
the Republican Party and the military conflagration that created an opening
for full emancipation. Once war began, the mass flight of the enslaved led
the Union leadership to reluctantly endorse emancipation. The general
lesson is that disruptive action by a minority of the population can push
some elites to confront others.

Chapter 4 addresses the New Deal of the 1930s, particularly workers’
fight for collective bargaining rights. I focus on the Great Sit-Down Strike
of 1936-37 at General Motors auto plants, which paved the way for
unionization in the mass production industries. This victory resulted
primarily from mass disruption spearheaded by radical organizers rather
than from electoral mobilization by labor wunions. Workers acted
courageously and creatively to bring their workplaces to a halt. The
resulting disruption forced their employers to alter their behavior and to
acquiesce to labor laws that had been unenforceable to that point.

The victory over GM also reveals how reforms at the national level are
often only possible when the key changes have already been forced upon
elites at lower levels. When movements win a localized victory over a
powerful opponent, national- or even international-level reform becomes
more likely. The local victories inspire other oppressed people to take action
elsewhere, which is what happened after the Great Sit-Down Strike. A local
victory also alters the calculus of capitalist decision-making, diminishing
business resistance to change at higher levels and giving the defeated
capitalists an incentive to impose the same changes on their competitors.
This dynamic appears in various forms throughout the book.

These lessons are reinforced by the history of Black freedom struggles
in the 1950s and 1960s, the subject of chapter 5. The conventional
explanation for the movement’s success is that nonviolent demonstrators in
the Jim Crow South won the sympathy of northern liberals, who then acted



to end segregation. That narrative is deeply misleading. Like with the
workers of the 1930s, the Black movement’s political power stemmed from
the ingenuity, militancy, and resiliency of locally rooted organizations.
Those organizations were most effective when they inflicted direct costs on
capitalists, such as Birmingham retailers. The strategic centrality of
boycotts and other economic disruption is often overlooked in post facto
accounts of the movement against Jim Crow. The climate movement could
benefit from intensifying its economic pressure campaigns against
capitalists.

Chapter 6 examines the fight for clean air in the twentieth century. The
1970 Clean Air Act forms the legislative centerpiece. Though the act was
far from adequate, it was perhaps the strongest environmental reform in US
history. Furthermore, it has largely survived polluters’ attempts to eviscerate
it. I analyze why significant air quality protections were achieved and
maintained. In brief, the law originated in earlier state-level reforms in
California. Those reforms responded to the fears of certain sectors of capital
that perceived the smog crisis as a threat to their ability to attract workers,
customers, and investors. Once the California reforms and then the Clean
Air Act took root, they helped expand the number and power of capitalists
with a material interest in the maintenance of regulations. Environmental
activists accelerated this process in multiple ways, including through
petitions and protests targeting regulators, coalition-building with labor
unions, and dogged monitoring of polluters. Electoral and legislative
mobilization at the local and state levels complemented those tactics.

Chapter 6 also profiles a movement for clean air in the workplace. In
1969 West Virginia coal miners waged a historic series of strikes against the
coal dust that was sickening and killing them. The strikes were “political”
in that the workers struck against their employers as a way of winning
changes in government policy. They forced their state legislature to pass a
new health and safety law, which then set the stage for landmark federal
legislation. Though not typically considered part of the modern
environmental movement, the coal miners’ struggle holds lessons for
building the climate movement. It shows that workers who withhold their
labor have unique power to force rapid changes in government policy and



thus demonstrates what might be achieved if we can unite the climate and
labor movements. The 1969 coal miners’ strikes push us to reflect on how
we might build that unity.

The book’s main focus is how the movement can contribute to rapid
decarbonization. In the conclusion I turn attention from the pace of the
transition to how the costs and benefits are distributed. Human institutions
and hierarchies profoundly shape the ways that societies respond to
ecological crisis, determining how much suffering accompanies climate
disaster and who must endure it. Elites will invariably seek to pass along
the costs of both climate chaos and decarbonization to anyone they think
they can force to shoulder the burdens: workers, consumers, renters,
patients, caregivers, women, children, elders, disabled persons, tuition-
payers, communities of color, refugees, the Global South as a whole. Far-
right members of the elite will escalate their demagogic attacks on the
victims of climate violence and will attract mass followings in affluent
countries. Our solidarity is therefore more vital than ever. Building that
solidarity means prioritizing both decarbonization and the concerns for
equity that are central to the “climate justice” movement. I analyze two
dimensions of climate justice, resistance to environmental racism and the
struggle for worker rights, and offer some thoughts on why, and how,
communities of color and the labor movement must be central to the
climate fight. This is not only the morally right approach, it’s strategically
imperative for our movement.

By hope I do not mean the baseless optimism that someone else—God, nature, engineers, or some
other savior—will ultimately fix things. This blind hopefulness is harmful to the movement. The sort
of hopefulness that is helpful comes from the awareness that salvation is possible if rising numbers of
people take collective action. On “false” versus “constructive” hope see Jennifer R. Marlon, Brittany
Bloodhart, Matthew T. Ballew, Justin Rolfe-Redding, Connie Roser-Renouf, Anthony Leiserowitz,
and Edward Maibach, “How Hope and Doubt Affect Climate Change Mobilization,” Frontiers in
Communication 4 (2019): 1-19. On anger, hope, and other emotions, see also Rebecca Leber,
“There’s Been a Shift in How We Think about Climate Change” (interview with Lorraine
Whitmarsh), Vox, August 31, 2023.
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PART I
Breaking the Fossil Fuel Chokehold



CHAPTER ONE

“We Provide the Products on Which
Society Depends”

The Industry’s Power of Obstruction

WHEN JOE BIDEN ENTERED THE WHITE HOUSE IN JANUARY 2021, MANY
ENVIRONMENTALISTS were pleasantly surprised by his first moves. He
revoked the permit for the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline, rejoined the
Paris climate accord, announced a moratorium on new oil and gas leases on
federal lands, and promised a slew of additional policies to promote
renewables and reduce government subsidies to fossil fuels. The industry’s
stock prices tumbled. One oil CEO told Bloomberg News that “the industry
is aghast at these changes,” which were “more direct, more fierce and
quicker than what folks expected.”!

A year later, the headlines of the business press told a different story.
The Financial Times said “Big Oil Has Nothing to Complain about under
Joe Biden,” while Bloomberg declared ‘“President Biden’s Climate
Ambitions Are All But Dead.” Biden’s signature climate and social policy
legislation, known as Build Back Better, had been killed in the Senate by
unified opposition from all Republicans and one Democrat. In June 2022
the far-right supermajority on the Supreme Court gutted the regulatory
power of the Environmental Protection Agency. The Bloomberg verdict
ultimately proved a bit premature, given that Congress passed a pared-down
version of Build Back Better in the August 2022 Inflation Reduction Act.
That law included hundreds of billions in tax credits for renewable energy,
making it the most significant US climate legislation to date. Nonetheless, it
was a very low bar. The 2022 law still did not go nearly far enough and
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contained lavish gifts to polluters as a way of winning over fossil fuel
Democrats like Senator Joe Manchin.2

The most obvious obstruction was fossil fuel producers’ chokehold on
the Senate. Given the Democrats’ razor-thin Senate majority and
Republicans’ unified allegiance to fossil fuels, Build Back Better could not
pass without approval from right-wing Democrats like Manchin, himself a
West Virginia coal baron. But the industry’s conduits in the Senate were just
one of several chokepoints. The foundation of its political power was its
control over energy and a major share of jobs and tax revenues. The mere
threat of price hikes, layoffs, and capital flight was often enough to get
Biden, other officials, and other industries to obey. This “structural” power
enabled and amplified the other weapons in the industry’s arsenal, from
campaign donations to litigation. It was a potent weapon for use even
against Democrats who lacked close ties to the industry. Congress and the
courts did not force Biden to reopen federal lands for oil and gas leases; he
did so instead for fear of being blamed for rising fossil fuel prices. Fossil
fuel leaders understood their structural power. In January 2021 one industry
consultant predicted that “Biden in office may be less aggressive about
trying to force change than his campaign rhetoric implied,” due to both the
threat of litigation and “because administrations do not want to hamstring
economic development”—a euphemism for a capital strike in which
industry withdraws investments in protest of government policy.2 The
Financial Times noted the central contradiction facing climate reform
efforts: “that growing pressure to act on climate change fails to
acknowledge the still robust demand for the goods that these companies
create.” As one executive from the coal-dependent steel industry warned in
May 2021, “We still need to provide the products on which society
depends.”® It was a version of the same threat issued by -capitalists
whenever government tries to protect workers, consumers, or the
environment: back off or we’ll stop hiring, lending, and producing.

The steel executive’s statement was an accurate observation about
society’s dependence on the industry’s products, but it failed to mention
polluters’ dogged efforts to ensure that society stays dependent on those
products. At the same time as they were warning that Biden’s policies
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would raise fuel prices and jeopardize US jobs, big polluters were also
trying to kill Build Back Better, precisely because the bill’s support for
renewables would have reduced the economy’s dependence on fossil fuels.
They also opposed fiscal measures that would compensate consumers for
the rising cost of oil and gas, such as a windfall tax on profits or carbon
dividends that could be redistributed to households—the absence of which
limited public enthusiasm for policy measures that might raise oil and gas
prices.2 Keeping society materially dependent on fossil fuels is the key to
the industry’s political power, which explains its full-court press in
opposition to Build Back Better. “We’re using every tool at our disposal to
work against these proposals,” said the CEO of the American Petroleum
Institute. The tools included heavy campaign donations, lobbying, and
advertising to ensure that Manchin and all Republicans voted the right way.
The power of those tools was amplified by ominous forecasts about capital
disinvestment. Underlying every warning that Build Back Better would
“inhibit job creation” or “make the US less competitive” was the threat of a
capital strike that could harm workers, consumers, and government. In this
way the industry’s multiple weapons reinforced each other and allowed it to
preserve the potency of disinvestment threats in the future. As UN Secretary
General Antonio Guterres said soon after the defeat of Build Back Better,
“fossil fuel producers and financiers have humanity by the throat.”¢

This momentous episode is a microcosm of how the fossil fuel industry
exercises political power. Just as employers routinely use “job blackmail” to
resist demands by their workers, polluters blackmail the rest of society into
letting them go virtually unregulated.Zz Their incessant threats of higher
energy prices and disinvestment—which translate into layoffs, lower tax
revenues for government, and angry voters—help to discipline politicians
and regulators and to rally other capitalist sectors around the fossil fuel
agenda. The energy industry’s threats carry even more weight than other
capitalists’, for every industry and person in society is dependent on the
steady provision of energy. Power outages and price hikes are felt all across
the economy, and viscerally.

The exercise of this coercion does not necessarily involve foregoing
profits just to send a political message. Companies often bluff when they
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threaten to disinvest. When disinvestment or price increases do occur, they
frequently reflect nonpolitical causes. The fuel price increases of 2021-22
owed mainly to foreign causes, including Saudi decisions and Russia’s
February 2022 invasion of Ukraine, and to US sanctions on Russian
exports. In response the Biden administration pled with US companies to
boost their drilling and reversed his earlier promises about federal leasing.
The companies’ refusal to oblige was more an economic than a political
decision. As Bloomberg reported, many were already enjoying “record
profits from rising prices despite pumping less crude than before the
pandemic.” Investors were reluctant to allow new drilling for fear of
lowering prices. Top oil companies also cited “the rising costs of piping,
trucks, and labor” as an obstacle.8

Publicly, though, the industry blamed Biden. His ‘“historic hostility
toward fossil fuels” was alleged to be the primary roadblock to getting
prices down. This argument ignored the fact that most oil and gas drilling
(76 percent of oil, 89 percent of gas) takes place on territories not controlled
by the federal government and that many federal leases were not even
producing. Nor would new drilling have any impact on output or prices for
many months, and even then the impact would be minimal.2 Investments in
new infrastructure would take years to have any effect. But whenever fossil
fuel prices rise or investment stagnates for any reason, industry invariably
blames politicians and regulators, and this analysis i1s broadcast far and
wide by media and by fossil fuel representatives in government. Thus the
exercise of structural power by the industry is partly dependent on its
propaganda. The credible threat of disinvestment or price hikes—or at least
the threat that reformers will get blamed for those things—is a powerful
deterrent to reform. This structural power is enhanced by other tactics,
particularly campaign donations that allow polluters to place their
representatives in government. Those representatives block measures that
might reduce society’s dependence on fossil fuels. By ensuring that fossil
fuels remain society’s primary energy source, the industry retains its
structural power of obstruction.0

This chapter analyzes the fossil fuel industry’s power. The first section
briefly reviews the industry’s history from the late eighteenth to the late
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twentieth centuries, showing how it came to possess such awesome control
over workers, consumers, government, and other capitalists. My summary
highlights its parasitic interaction with the rest of society, including both the
population in general and, more surprisingly, its long-term harm to other
capitalists who found themselves unable to resist it.

The next two sections examine how the industry wields power over
Republicans and Democrats, respectively. While energy policy has stayed
remarkably consistent across administrations, the mechanisms of industry
control over the two parties are somewhat different. Republicans are more
dependent on fossil cash for their campaigns and are more likely to have
career ties and major stock holdings in fossil fuels. Democrats are more
inclined to try to balance the interests of fossil capital with those of other
capitalists. This divergence of platform has become more acute since the
late twentieth century, as the Republican Party has arrived at an
unapologetic consensus in favor of climate destruction. To thwart
Democrats’ reform ambitions the industry must frequently employ other
weapons, including disinvestment threats, litigation, and congressional
obstruction.

The chapter’s conclusion examines why other sectors of the ruling class
have been so slow to revolt against the fossil fuel industry’s parasitism, as a
prelude into the next chapter’s analysis of how they might be pushed to do
SO.

The Path to Fossil Fuel Power

The adoption of new energy sources and technologies has usually depended
not just on technical efficiency but on social and political considerations. In
many cases capitalists choose to adopt technologies that are less efficient
than others because they allow for greater control over the labor force and
thus greater profits. For instance, postwar US manufacturers’ preference for
numerical control of machine tools was driven by a desire to reduce the
power of skilled machinists on the shop floor. Employers and engineers
were honest about it. “The objective is to take all skill out of the operator.
That means less influence over production for the guy on the floor,” said
one manager in 1978. Alternative technologies were rejected because they



did “not contribute toward close production control by management,” as
one engineer of numerical control wrote in 1960.1

Technologies that get adopted are often “socially” inefficient as well,
when they benefit their owners but inflict enormous costs on others. The
burning of fossil fuels is an obvious example. The combustion of
subterranean carbon deposits unlocked tremendous quantities of stored
energy, allowing for new economies of scale, rapid transportation, and other
benefits. Some of the benefits trickled down to the general public. But the
harms imposed on past, present, and especially future generations make
fossil fuels radically inefficient from a social perspective. Indeed, fossil
fuels are the most parasitic industry in human history.

The world’s current addiction to fossil fuels was never predestined by
superior efficiency or human nature. Rather, the global adoption of coal, oil,
and gas was the outcome of power struggles between elites and masses and
among competing elites, in which the victors succeeded in forcing others to
pay the costs of their actions. Fossil fuels were chosen because they
enhanced the power and profits of key elite sectors. The beneficiaries were
not limited to those who controlled the resources themselves, which were
unevenly distributed and thus more easily monopolized than sunlight, wind,
or water. Other capitalists realized that fossil fuels could enhance their
control within their enterprises and in society broadly. State -elites,
particularly in Britain and the United States, also came to see fossil fuels as
conferring geopolitical advantages over their global rivals. The physical
nature of fossil fuels—the sheer density of potential energy they contained
—facilitated that process, but it was not the main reason why they came to
dominate.12

The adoption of the coal-powered steam engine is a case in point. James
Watt patented his invention in 1784 but British textile industrialists did not
widely adopt it for four more decades, preferring instead to rely on the
water wheel. By the second quarter of the nineteenth century, though,
manufacturers contended with a rising problem of worker militancy. In that
context they decided to automate the spinning process as a way to undercut
the power of skilled spinners. The self-acting mule, powered by steam,
deskilled the labor of spinning and thus made the laborer expendable.
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Weaving was also automated through the adoption of the coal-fired power
loom, which employers embraced to prevent theft of materials by starving
weavers who had previously woven their fabric by hand in their homes. The
power loom enabled employers to concentrate the labor force “under more
immediate control and management,” as one employers’ committee noted in
1834. The steam-powered automation of spinning and weaving was a
perfect solution to “the vexatious conduct of the work-people,” in the words
of one supervisor. The US transition to coal after the Civil War was
similarly undertaken in large part to concentrate and control the
workforce.l2 State elites came to favor coal for their own reasons. In both
Europe and the United States the transition was heavily subsidized by
governments seeking to achieve military and commercial superiority over
rivals. That impulse was reinforced by the rise of railroads and the shift of
naval fleets to steam power, which simultaneously motivated and enabled
new rounds of colonial conquest.14

The later shift toward oil for use in transportation and industry presents
a variation on this pattern. Worker resistance in the coal industry was a
primary reason for the transition. The sector became a center of labor union
activity in Britain, the United States, and beyond. Coal workers’ power
stemmed from the geographic concentration of production and the ease with
which they could disrupt mining and transport. The expansion of global
production and the use of oil pipelines (as opposed to rail transport) became
a way to avoid labor disruption.’s This transition was hastened by inter-
imperial competition after 1898 as the United States, Britain, and Germany
shifted their navies from coal to oil in an attempt to gain military advantage.
Once those governments embarked on that path, securing oil deposits for
future use became a central aim of domestic and foreign policy. The new oil
magnates learned they could portray that aim as a strategic national interest
rather than a narrow sectoral one.l6 By the mid-twentieth century it was
common sense among state elites that US policy in the Middle East should
be oriented toward preserving “a continued flow of oil to the West on
reasonable terms,” which meant allying with reactionary despots dedicated
to preserving “the status quo in their countries.”Z
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The oil economy enabled, and in turn benefited from, the growth of oil-
dependent industries with their own interests in the expansion of oil. The
US auto industry was the most important, itself stimulating other sectors
like steel, glass, and rubber. Companies in numerous other sectors invested
capital in vehicles and other equipment that ran on oil. The nation’s early
electrical grid was quickly dominated by oil’s cousin, coal. The increased
reliance of the economy on fossil fuels produced what social scientists call
path dependence: as diverse actors commit resources to a particular path it
becomes harder and harder to change course. Energy scholars describe a
“carbon lock-in” effect, referring to the new structure of investments,
infrastructures, and institutions that capitalists across the economy would be
disincentivized from trying to dismantle. Fossil fuel production would
always be a tiny fraction of total economic output, but fossil fuels would be
crucial inputs almost everywhere.18

With economic power came political power. The dependence of so many
other sectors on fossil fuels gave the industry’s voice tremendous weight
among politicians. It helped ensure that the country’s transportation system
would be designed in the industry’s interests. The political agenda of
highway expansion, urban and suburban sprawl, and the underfunding of
mass transit—on top of lavish direct subsidies for fossil fuels, auto, and
related industries—drew support from a broad coalition of industries that
joined in the lobbying efforts.l2 The fossil fuel industry was also able to
enlist other capitalists to amplify its threats about the destructive economic
impact of environmental protections.2

Carbon lock-in was not inescapable, however, and the industry knew it.
In 1973 James Akins, the director of the State Department’s Office of Fuels
and Energy, warned oil executives about the danger of alternatives: “There
is one spectre which will always lurk in every producer’s mind: the
development of new sources of energy which will make oil irrelevant.”
Akins was optimistic that the threat was at least a decade or two in the
future. Before that point, “it 1s unlikely that any alternative source of energy
will be available in sufficient quantities to preclude substantial increases in
hydrocarbon prices.” But he did predict that after the turn of the century,
“hydrocarbon consumption for fuel might be expected to decline in absolute
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terms” as hydrocarbon use would be limited to the production of
manufactured goods like plastics.2l Akins himself actually welcomed this
prospect, perhaps because he favored an energy strategy that would serve
the entire capitalist class. But his audience at the American Petroleum
Institute did not. As scholar Richard Adams wrote around the same time, “If
it were possible to make oil less important in the energy mix, then the
[industry] would be less powerful; but it is specifically trying to avoid that
eventuality.” One of the oil industry’s responses was to buy up coal, natural
gas, and nuclear energy assets to ensure that lower prices in those sectors
would not undercut its own sales.22 It was one tactic in the industry’s efforts
to impede the development of alternatives or at least stop them from
becoming too price competitive.

Akins and Adams were writing at a crucial moment. The oil price
shocks of the 1970s heightened the industry’s fears that societies would
seek to overcome their dependence on fossil fuels. High prices led to
greater political support for renewables, symbolized by President Jimmy
Carter’s installation of solar panels on the White House. But even before
Reagan took office and doubled down on fossil fuels (and removed the solar
panels), the industry had reasserted its stranglehold. Carter criticized US
reliance on oil, but his promotion of solar energy didn’t go very far. He
acknowledged “the overwhelming dependence” of the West “on oil supplies
from the Middle East” and proclaimed the US commitment to use ‘“any
means necessary, including military force,” to safeguard “the vital interests
of the United States” in “the Persian Gulf region.” The Carter Doctrine
would be praised and reiterated by both parties in the coming decades,
motivating a nearly unbroken campaign of mass murder, from the carnage
of the Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s to more well-known examples in the
decades since.2 Meanwhile the oil industry, and the fossil fuel industries
more broadly, used their political influence to ensure that renewable energy
did not expand significantly.24

The US response to the oil price hikes of the 1970s reflects a key
measure of the industry’s power: its ability to control how crises are
interpreted and addressed. This includes the power to constrict the range of
remedies pursued by policymakers. Rather than aggressively promoting
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solar and wind energy or measures such as public transit that would reduce
overall energy consumption, the US government responded by accelerating
down the fossil-fueled path to destruction.2s An even greater measure of
power is the ability to prevent the acknowledgment that a crisis even exists.
The industry’s systematic obfuscation of climate science began around the
same time that the US government was asserting its right to unilateral
intervention in the Middle East.

It was of course not able to suppress all discussion of the growing
climate crisis. Starting with Lyndon Johnson, every US president received
expert briefings on how emissions were heating the planet. Johnson warned
Congress about “a steady increase in carbon dioxide from the burning of
fossil fuels,” which his Science Advisory Committee said “will almost
certainly cause significant changes in the temperature.” Serious research
programs focused on atmospheric warming were established in the 1970s.2¢
In 1988 the UN sponsored the formation of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change, and in 1992 the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro ostensibly
committed the powerful states to confronting the crisis. Nor was the
industry able to prevent the formation of a virtual consensus among
scientists. But it could sow enough doubt about the science, and enlist
enough politicians to amplify that doubt, to help preclude serious policy
reform.2Z Climate denialism became the deadliest lie in human history.

Outside the public spotlight, the perpetrators often admitted what they
were doing. From the 1970s onward Exxon was privately “aware of
contemporary climate science, contributed to that science, and predicted
future global warming correctly.”2 Decades later a leaked report from JP
Morgan Chase acknowledged that “the Earth is on an unsustainable
trajectory” and that dramatic changes were needed “if the human race is
going to survive.” Naturally such acknowledgments have not been
accompanied by any major change of trajectory. JP Morgan remains the
world’s top funder of fossil fuel operations. In a similar vein, the Trump
administration’s National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
recommended freezing the Obama-era plan to tighten fuel economy
standards. It acknowledged that the world was on track for a catastrophic
temperature increase of 4°C by 2100, but it reasoned that the extra
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emissions that would result from maintaining existing fuel economy rules
“are extremely small compared with total projected future climate
change.”2 Since polluters are going to destroy society anyways, why
shouldn’t they be able to gorge themselves for a few more years?

In the early twenty-first century this thinking became the consensus in
the Republican Party, which would oppose tooth and nail the measures that
were necessary “if the human race is going to survive.” A more genteel
version of this thinking prevailed in most other elite circles, including on
Wall Street. It was a consensus which, for lack of a stronger term, can only
be called genocidal.i0

Building a Genocidal Consensus

Cementing the consensus took work. Republican politicians had
occasionally displayed some independence from polluters. Richard Nixon
presided over the most significant environmental reforms in US history,
creating the EPA and signing the National Environmental Policy Act, the
Clean Air Act, and the Clean Water Act in the face of significant business
opposition. George H.W. Bush approved important amendments that
strengthened the Clean Air Act. He also signed the 1992 treaty establishing
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, which he
touted as “beginning the response to climate change.”l And in a vote
unthinkable in later years, the Senate approved the treaty, with many
Republicans voting yes.

These reforms were driven partly by electoral considerations. According
to the EPA’s first chief of staff, Nixon supported the EPA to score points
against Democrats. He hoped it would “neutralize the issue that Senator
Edmund Muskie (D-ME), Nixon’s presumed Democratic challenger in the
1972 election, would be looking to ride to the presidency.” Bush’s 1988
campaign likewise promised that he would be ‘“the environmental
president.”’32 Nixon and Bush’s insincerity is apparent from their other
actions on behalf of polluters. Nixon tried to appoint the president of Ford
Motor Company as the first EPA administrator.32 Bush’s delegation to
global climate talks “worked diligently to ensure that the agreement would
not commit the US to specific emission targets” nor to “transferring funds
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to the developing world.”34 The Republican president who came in between,
Ronald Reagan, appointed an EPA chief who sought to “demolish the
nation’s environmental management capacity,” in the words of a former
EPA official.23 Nonetheless, Republicans’ opportunism indicates that they
felt vulnerable to electoral pressures on climate and other environmental
issues, and that they had to deliver some environmentalist reforms to win
elections.

It wouldn’t last. The party soon unleashed a concerted war on the
environmental protections enacted in earlier decades. Half-hearted
Republican interest in addressing global warming in the early 1990s gave
way to unequivocal opposition two decades later. Ambivalent respect for
climate science was replaced by denialist propaganda. The impetus behind
this shift was the fossil fuel industry’s mobilization. As the prospect of
climate reform increased in the 1980s and 1990s, the industry recognized it
as a major threat to its profits.

George W. Bush’s ascension to the presidency in 2000 opened the door
to the industry’s direct colonization of the federal government. Having its
people in key decision-making roles ensured that energy supply and pricing
problems would be interpreted the right way. In early 2001 the California
electricity crisis was the pressing topic. Bush appointed an Energy Task
Force, headed by former Halliburton executive and then vice president Dick
Cheney, which met with scores of industry representatives in 2001.3¢ The
task force seized upon the California blackouts to justify more deregulation
for fossil fuel companies. Although the crisis stemmed from an
insufficiently regulated capitalist marketplace—the company Enron later
becoming notorious for market manipulation—and from a lack of
investment in renewables, most task force members “placed the blame for
America’s energy woes squarely on the nation’s environmental laws and
regulations,” recounts EPA head Christine Todd Whitman.3Z Consequently
the task force’s report recommended expanded fossil fuel production and
further deregulation.

Around the same time, Bush officially reneged on a campaign promise
to support a cap on carbon dioxide emissions. The promise had perhaps just
been a “maneuver to try to outflank Gore on an environmental issue,” but
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the industry was concerned by both the promise and by Bush’s appointment
of an EPA administrator who supported forcing power plants to cut
emissions.3® Whitman describes how “key Republican members of
Congress and energy industry leaders,” in collaboration with numerous
senior officials within the new administration, mobilized to ensure the
promise went unkept:

The White House staff, in concert with the vice president’s office and senior staff from other
departments, including the departments of Energy and Commerce, was preparing to
recommend such a step [i.e., reversal of Bush’s campaign promise], using the need to protect
U.S. energy production as justification. Apparently, everyone in those meetings was using the
California energy crisis to justify a reversal on the cap. Since half of the nation’s energy needs
are met by burning coal—the biggest producer of carbon dioxide emissions—they predicted a
cap would reduce the availability and raise the cost of coal-generated power, at least in the
short term. They saw the situation in California, with its rolling blackouts and frequent

brownouts, as just the canary in the coal mine and asserted that the country’s energy supply

would be seriously disrupted unless the president reversed his position.32

The industry’s two weapons operated in synergy. One was the capital
strike: the threat of disinvestment from the energy sector, which it warned
would undermine “U.S. energy production” and “raise the cost” for
consumers. The efficacy of that weapon was enhanced by the industry’s
colonization of the government, which campaign donations had ensured.
Advisers financially tied to an industry are unlikely to recommend policy
reforms that would lessen society’s dependence on that industry.

Bush himself fell in line, reversing his pledge and refraining from
reckless rhetoric about addressing the climate crisis. As one observer notes,
“In contrast to Clinton and Gore (and to an earlier version of himself), Bush
grew increasingly disdainful of climate change. He openly dismissed
scientific reports, and allowed White House officials to rewrite agency
documents to downplay the risks and emphasize the uncertainties of climate
change.” He formally repudiated the Kyoto Protocol in “a direct
provocation to the international community,” presaging Donald Trump’s
later withdrawal from the 2015 Paris climate accord.2 The early 2000s thus
marked a defining moment in Republican rhetoric and policy. In the years
that followed, fewer and fewer Republicans would deviate from the
genocidal consensus.
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Obedience was not yet total, though. The 2008 election of Barack
Obama, with a strong voter mandate for climate reform, presented a new
threat to the industry. Even a few congressional Republicans were showing
insufficient discipline. John McCain’s presidential campaign had tried to
appeal to voters with vague promises about restricting carbon emissions,
and Senator McCain was thought to be entertaining similar notions.
Republican Lindsey Graham also evinced some interest in a Senate bill. In
the House some Republicans were gesturing similarly. The consensus was
in danger of fraying.

No one deserves more credit for cementing that consensus than the
secretive oil billionaires Charles and David Koch. As heads of the privately
owned Koch Industries, they controlled much of the country’s oil refining
and distribution network as well as the markets for numerous other
consumer products. When the possibility of major climate legislation
loomed early in the Obama era, the Kochs deployed their organization
Americans for Prosperity in a coordinated war to enforce the genocidal
consensus. Between 2007 and 2010 they tripled the Americans for
Prosperity budget from $5.7 million to $17.5 million.4L Koch money funded
lobbying, advertising, and campaign donations as well as scholars, think
tanks, foundations, and protesters to lend their propaganda legitimacy. It
aggressively targeted Republican politicians and candidates who questioned
the consensus. Those who strayed were primaried, their districts deluged
with Koch money in support of more dependable competitors. Soon
hundreds of federal and state politicians signed the Kochs’ “carbon pledge”
promising to oppose any bill that would force polluters to pay for the
carbon they emit. The Koch network also carried out an assault on existing
renewable energy mandates in states like Kansas, with considerable
success.22 By 2010 or so, discipline was restored. Republicans were
uniformly dedicated to the destruction of society.

Donald Trump was the culmination of this trajectory. His withdrawal
from the 2015 Paris climate accord signaled his party’s explicit
abandonment of any interest in mitigating the climate emergency. His
environmental appointments reflected that agenda. In 2018 an Associated
Press analysis found “that nearly half of the political appointees hired at the
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Environmental Protection Agency under Trump have strong industry ties.”
Many had direct links to the Koch network. Both of his EPA administrators,
Scott Pruitt and Andrew Wheeler, had long records as attack dogs for fossil
fuel companies. Pruitt had served as Oklahoma’s attorney general.
Documents obtained by the New York Times had earlier revealed a
“secretive alliance that Mr. Pruitt and other Republican attorneys general
have formed with some of the nation’s top energy producers to push back
against the Obama regulatory agenda,” in which Pruitt and others served
essentially as ventriloquist dummies for the industry.£2 Table 1 lists
additional examples.

The new appointees were deployed as in a military operation. After the
November 2016 election the incoming administration sent first a “landing
team” then a “beachhead team” to the EPA, with orders “to get rid of ” the
agency entirely if possible, according to a key member of the beachhead
team.# In the end the teams had to settle for more modest accomplishments.
In a blitzkrieg assault on environmental protections, they reversed or
weakened over one hundred environmental rules, including limits on fossil
fuel extraction and on the discharge of greenhouse gases and toxic
chemicals. Just a handful of those rollbacks—on fuel economy, methane
releases, and hydrofluorocarbons—were projected “to add 1.8 gigatons of
COs-equivalent to the atmosphere by 2035.”4 The administration took
numerous additional actions to prop up fossil fuels, going well beyond the
standard government handouts to the industry. It sought to open virtually
the entire US coastline to offshore oil drilling, proposed special price
subsidies for coal, and even attacked top auto manufacturers when they
supported California’s regulation of tailpipe emissions.4 The full impacts of
Trump-era destruction will become visible only in the decades and centuries
to come, though some results were readily apparent. A study in the Journal
of the American Medical Association estimated that the deregulatory frenzy
would kill eighty thousand people per decade just in the United States.4
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Table 1: Trump’s environmental appointees

Name Position in Trump Link(s) to top polluting
administration industries

Rick Perry Secretary of energy Board of directors at Energy
Transfer Partners (oil)

Dan Secretary of energy Vice president at United Services

Brouillette Automobile Association Group
and Ford Motor Company

Ryan Zinke Secretary of interior Senior adviser at Turnberry
Solutions (oil and gas)

David Secretary of interior Lobbyist at Brownstein, Hyatt

Bernhardt et al. (oil, gas, others)

William Perry BLM director Attorney and president at

Pendley Mountain States Legal Foundation

(oil, others)

Scott Angelle

Director, Bureau of Safety and
Environmental Enforcement

Board of directors at Sunoco
Logistics (oil)

Rex Tillerson

Secretary of state

CEO of ExxonMobil

Scott Pruitt

EPA administrator

See text

Andrew EPA administrator Lobbyist at Faegre Baker Daniels

Wheeler Consulting (coal, others)

David Dunlap EPA deputy head of science Engineer at Koch Industries (ail,
policy others)

Dennis Lee EPA deputy assistant Attorney at HBW Resources

Forsgren Jr.

administrator for water

lobbying firm (oil, gas, others);
formerly at ExxonMobil

Patrick EPA deputy assistant Attorney at Hogan Lovells US LLP

Traylor administrator for enforcement and  lobbying firm (coal, oil, steel,
compliance assurance others)

Jeffrey Sands ~ EPA senior agricultural advisor Lobbyist at Syngenta (pesticides)

Erik Baptist EPA attorney Attorney and lobbyist at American

Petroleum Institute

Sources: OpenSecrets (https://opensecrets.org); Biesecker, Linderman, and Lardner,

“Swamp?”



https://opensecrets.org/

There is no reason to believe that John Kasich or the other “moderate”
Republicans in the 2016 primary would have done things differently than
Trump. Nor does the party’s occasional acknowledgement of global
warming suggest any change in its policies.48 There is room within the
genocidal consensus for those who admit climate change is real as long as
they classify it as a minor problem and oppose doing anything about it. This
was Kasich’s position in 2016 and is increasingly the dominant position in
the party. In 2022 Senator Rick Scott, chair of the National Republican
Senatorial Committee, released a Plan to Rescue America that promises to
“take climate change seriously, but not hysterically,” meaning that “we will
not adopt nutty policies” like regulating polluters. In a 2022 survey of all
fifty Senate Republicans, all fifty denied that the world is “facing a
planetary emergency,” and all refused to support “the climate provisions in
the Build Back Better Act if they were presented in a stand-alone bill.”42 All
opposed the smaller climate provisions in the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act.

The consolidation of this consensus in the Republican Party was an
obvious reason for the failure of climate legislation under both Obama and
Biden. By the 2010s the industry could count on rock-solid opposition to
major climate reform from all Republicans plus a handful of Democrats
with industry ties. And given that the structure of the Senate so heavily
favored states that voted Republican, the party’s obstructionism would be
very difficult to overcome. Still, control over the Republicans was hardly
the fossil fuel industry’s only weapon, as the policies of recent Democratic
presidents make clear.

“Big Oil Has Nothing to Complain About”

If Republican control of government signifies the fossil fuel industry’s
direct colonization of the state, the same is not true of Democratic control.
Campaign donations from dirty energy sectors overwhelmingly favor
Republicans and that preference has grown more pronounced over time. In
campaign cycles between 2012 and 2020, oil and gas companies gave an
average of 87 percent of their donations to Republican candidates, up from
69 percent in the 1990s.22 Democratic appointees on energy and
environmental policy are less likely to be drawn from top polluting
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industries. Consequently, there is a qualitative difference in policy
orientation between the two parties. Whereas Republicans evince a single-
minded commitment to maximizing fossil fuel profits, Democrats are more
critical of how fossil fuels undermine stability of profits for the broader
capitalist world. Most Democrats seek to restrain the parasitism of the fossil
fuel companies, balancing that sector’s interests with those of the broader
ruling class.3L

This difference is reflected in rhetoric. Most Democrats agree at least
rhetorically with the scientific consensus and promise big action. In 1992
Bill Clinton campaigned on “a new covenant for environmental progress”
and chose a running mate with an environmentalist reputation. In 2008
Obama pledged that his presidency would be “the moment when the rise of
the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal.” In 2020 Biden
pledged hundreds of billions in green energy investments, renewable energy
mandates for utilities, and “no more drilling on federal lands, period.”s2

However, the gap between rhetoric and policy is vast. Though the 2022
Inflation Reduction Act included major new provisions that will make a big
difference in promoting renewable energy, it fell well short of Biden’s
promises and ecological imperatives. The fiscal scale of the bill was “a
pittance compared to what actually needs to be done,” acknowledged a
Treasury official. The utility mandates and drilling bans were scrapped
entirely. Biden in his first year approved more permits for oil and gas
extraction on federal territory than Trump had, while mostly overlooking
the industry’s massive violations of existing law.22 In 2022 the
administration led the world in approvals for oil and gas expansion projects.
As the planet reached the highest temperatures in human history, the Biden
administration was “forging ahead with new projects that will make it the
world’s top LNG [liquefied natural gas] exporter for the foreseeable future,”
Bloomberg noted.3
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Figure 1: US oil and gas pipelines (miles)
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Added pipeline mileage averaged 17,097 miles annually under George W. Bush (2001-09),
14,562 miles under Obama (2009-17), 15,055 miles under Trump (2017-20), and 20,870
miles in the first two years of Biden’s administration (2021-22). Source: US Department of
Transportation; data include “Hazardous Liquid or CO, Systems” and “Gas Distribution Main
Mileage,” accessed July 13, 2023.

Biden was following the pattern of his Democratic predecessors. The
2022 Financial Times pronouncement that “Big Oil Has Nothing to
Complain about under Joe Biden” would have been an even more fitting
verdict for the Clinton and Obama eras.’5 Under Obama, Congress did
approve some new funding for renewable energy and the executive branch
enacted some regulations that saved lives. But the policies with the
potential to deliver rapid and major progress on reducing carbon emissions
were defeated. The industry killed a carbon tax proposal under Clinton and
various cap-and-trade bills under Obama, and that was after the bills’
authors had bent over backward to make the legislation palatable to
industry. The impact of these defeats is apparent across a range of indicators
like fossil fuel production and pipeline expansion, which do not vary much
based on which party holds the White House and Congress (figures 1-3).
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Figure 2: New oil and gas projects on federal lands
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Sources: US Bureau of Land Management; US Federal Reserve.

What explains this bipartisan consistency? Part of the answer is
obviously the explosion of corporate campaign spending, which accelerated
after the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision. By 2022
billionaires were spending “39 times more on federal elections” than they
did prior to Citizens United.5¢ Voter suppression, gerrymandering, and the
antidemocratic structure of the US Senate also systematically benefit
Republicans and allow them to engage in congressional obstructionism with
impunity. The fossil fuel industry has reaped the benefits as much as
anyone. The intervention of Republicans and fossil fuel Democrats has
often been decisive in defeating reforms. Joe Manchin and Kyrsten Sinema
forced drastic compromises in the Build Back Better legislation before
tanking it altogether in December 2021. Manchin raised more campaign
money in the last quarter of 2021, at the very moment he was delivering the
coup de grace to Build Back Better, than at any point in his career.3Z
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Figure 3: The declining EPA workforce
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The EPA budget has declined in real terms, contributing to a reduction of the agency’s
workforce and regulatory capacity. This trend is especially striking given that the economy
has grown by over 500 percent since the EPA’s creation in 1970. Sources: Environmental
Protection Agency; US Bureau of Economic Analysis.

Obstruction by Manchin and Republicans also helped stop federal
regulators from forcing companies to bear the costs of burning fossil fuels.
They successfully pressured the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission
(FERC) to abandon a plan to weigh climate impacts in decisions about gas
pipelines. They also blocked several of Biden’s nominees for top financial
regulator positions, who might have taken measures to disincentivize banks
from investing in fossil fuels. Biden’s nominee for vice chair for
supervision at the Federal Reserve, Sarah Bloom Raskin, had voiced some
interest in pushing banks to incorporate climate risks into their decisions.
As industry publication American Banker observed, “her nomination was
seen as a chance for the central bank to address the risks that climate
change poses to the financial system.” In fact, there was considerable
support for Raskin’s nomination in the financial sector itself. The Financial
Times endorsed her view on climate risk. But again, the interests of the



parasite would triumph over those of the broader ruling class (i.e., “the
financial system”). The US Chamber of Commerce lobbied against her,
presumably at the behest of the oil company executives who sat on its board
of directors. Ultimately Manchin’s veto forced Raskin to withdraw from
consideration.s8

Manchin also embodied another mechanism by which capitalists shape
policy: politicians’ financial stake in the profits of leading firms. In
Manchin’s case the corruption is unusually flagrant. He is a coal baron who
directly profits from an industry that he protects as senator. But at least
fifty-one senators or their spouses, especially Republicans but many
Democrats as well, have major corporate stock holdings.®2 Even politicians
who lack a direct interest in corporate profits are incentivized to support
corporations’ policy preferences by the expectation of lucrative employment
once they leave office. Manchin acknowledged the importance of this
motivation in a 2021 meeting with wealthy donors. He was worried that
Republican opposition to a Senate commission on the January 2021 coup
attempt would provide fodder for the “Far Left” in its campaign to abolish
the Senate filibuster, which would deprive business of a key weapon for
blocking legislation it dislikes. Manchin urged his donors to pressure
Republican senators by using their influence as the senators’ potential future
employers. He noted that Republican Senator Roy Blunt of Missouri was
not seeking reelection in 2022. “If some of you all who might be working
with Roy in his next life could tell him” to support the commission, “that’d
be nice and it’d help our country.”® Though ultimately Republicans still
blocked the commission, Manchin’s appeal suggests the shared elite
understanding that prospective employers wield influence over politicians.

The judiciary has also impeded Democratic presidents’ climate plans.
The fossil fuel industry has devoted enormous resources to colonizing the
federal judiciary, with major success in the past two decades. The genocidal
majority on the Supreme Court sought to block Obama’s Clean Power Plan
that would have regulated power plant emissions (albeit weakly).el In 2021
a federal judge ruled against Biden’s moratorium on federal oil and gas
leases. In 2022 the Supreme Court eviscerated the EPA’s legal authority to
regulate carbon emissions under the Clean Air Act, which the court had
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endorsed in 2007. The Obama and Biden administrations often cited such
rulings to defend themselves against progressive criticisms.

However, the Democrats were not as handcuffed by congressional
obstruction and judicial rulings as they claimed. Congress and the courts
did not force Obama to approve “enough new oil and gas pipeline to circle
the Earth and then some,” as he boasted to a business audience in 2012.62
Obama was not forced to subject environmental protections to “extreme
attention” and make “hundreds of technical changes” to the EPA’s scientific
assessments, as a senior EPA official later described.&2 Biden was not
legally compelled to hold “the largest-ever auction of oil and gas drilling
leases in the Gulf of Mexico’s history” in November 2021. He was not
required to continue support for the vast oil drilling initiative in Alaska
known as the Willow project, which he did despite a federal judge’s August
2021 ruling against it. No one forced his Justice Department to try to derail
a citizen lawsuit that sought to establish “a constitutional right to a livable
climate.” At the global level, Biden did not have to block global measures
that would have established an end date for coal use and mandated zero-
emission vehicles.s

Why, then, have Democratic presidents sought to increase fossil fuel
production and infrastructure? The main reason was that fossil fuel
corporations controlled most of the nation’s energy supply and constantly
threatened to raise prices, lay off workers, and deprive government of tax
revenues if they didn’t get what they wanted. They simultaneously blocked
government from accelerating the growth of the renewables sector, which
could reduce society’s dependence on fossil fuels. Faced with these
constraints, Democrats usually supported the industry.

Clinton’s 1993 proposal for a modest tax on carbon emissions is an
instructive case. The fossil fuel industry promised to pass along the costs to
households and businesses that purchased energy, and ‘““as the cost was
passed along, it would hit businesses along the line, resulting in a heavy
impact on the economy generally.” This threat helped mobilize other
business sectors. The Chamber of Commerce, National Association of
Manufacturers, and National Federation of Independent Business all joined
in, predicting that business investment would plummet and 400,000 to
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600,000 jobs would be lost. The chamber said the tax would “stifle
incentives to save and invest, further retard economic growth, and have an
inflationary impact throughout the economy.” These threats were not
reflective of any inevitable reaction by investors. An independent study
estimated that the tax’s impacts on inflation and growth would be minimal:
it “would have added 0.1 to 0.2 percent to the annual inflation rate and
would have reduced real growth in gross domestic product 0.1 percent
annually through 1998.76 Any major disinvestment would be a political
decision designed to punish politicians. The opponents’ economic argument
held no water, but the polluters might still engage in a political
disinvestment, and the Democrats would be blamed for any fallout. Clinton
agreed to drop the idea even though it had already passed the House.

The same playbook was deployed during the Obama era to thwart
climate legislation and to compel executive branch support for fossil fuel
production. The Koch brothers had Republicans moving in lockstep, but
controlling the Democrats required other measures. After the Senate climate
bills were defeated in 2010, Al Gore lamented that the industry was “able to
use the fear of the economic downturn” to kill reform. Again, a downturn
was not likely and was certainly not an automatic result of environmental
protections. But the industry’s threat of a capital strike—especially in the
aftermath of a historic recession—was sufficiently credible to help crush the
bills. As one journalist reported, “The notion that fixing the climate
necessarily means destroying the economy was to become the Big Lie of
the climate debate and the signature achievement of the opponents of
action.” The specter of a capital strike and resulting “downturn” worked in
conjunction with the industry’s other weapons, including litigation and
obstruction by its conduits in Congress. The latter helped ensure that the
bills were either crushed or sufficiently watered down to allow the industry
to maintain its profit margins. “The last thing we wanted to do was be
responsible for shutting down US industry,” said one of the key staffers
working on the major House climate bill. Thus fossil-friendly House
Democrats like Rick Boucher of Virginia “had a captive audience.” Boucher
and the conduits for other carbon-intensive industries, including John
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Dingell (auto) and Mike Doyle (steel), ensured the weakening of the House
bill before the Senate killed the effort entirely.s¢

The Biden administration renewed its support for oil and gas leases on
federal lands for similar reasons. In response to Biden’s January 2021 pause
on new leases, the industry threatened that an extended pause “would
curtail domestic energy supplies, harming US national security interests
while depriving federal coffers of revenue tied to the activity.” It mobilized
its representatives in fossil-fuel producing states to amplify these threats.
The Republican governor of Wyoming, Mark Gordon, warned that the
pause would “send capital elsewhere” and reduce the state’s tax revenues,
meaning less “school funding” and less “ability to meet healthcare needs.”s?
Significant inflation in the US economy in 2021 and 2022, including a spike
in gasoline prices following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, gave fossil
fuel companies more ammunition in their demands for government support.
Biden responded by begging the companies to increase their domestic
drilling. The industry leveraged the supply crisis to demand a better “policy
environment.” More government largesse would not end the inflation
because government policy was not impeding drilling. As noted above, only
a small portion of all drilling occurs on federal land, and the lack of faster
drilling was primarily due to investors’ preference for higher dividends and
debt repayments over new drilling. But largesse would enhance industry
profits.c8 At the same time they were issuing these threats, industry leaders
commanded their political representatives to block the major investments in
renewables that would reduce society’s dependence on fossil fuels. They
also enlisted leftover Trump appointees in government agencies like the US
Postal Service and Tennessee Valley Authority to maximize the use of fossil
fuels within their domains and to amplify industry threats of disinvestment.
James Danly, a Trump appointee at FERC, threatened that regulators’
consideration of climate impacts was “going to chill investment” in fossil
fuel infrastructure.®

The strategy worked. Biden went to court to defend the Willow project
and continued to support it even after a federal judge ruled against it. He
defended 440 leases that Trump had granted in Wyoming. All told, in its
first six months the administration granted permits for oil and gas drilling at
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the fastest pace since 2008. In early 2022 it announced a program for new
leasing on federal territories, officially breaking Biden’s campaign pledge
of “no more drilling on federal lands, period.” The Democratic
commissioners at FERC backed off their plan after they were warned about
chilling investments.Z2 Ironically it was Secretary of the Interior Deb
Haaland, the first Indigenous cabinet member and a longtime critic of the
industry, who reluctantly signed off on these actions—an indication of how
much power the industry wields even when its own people are not in
control of the executive branch.

The result of the fossil fuel industry’s stranglehold is that Democratic
administrations have pursued a mix of policies accurately characterized as
“schizophrenic” by both polluters and environmentalists. The thrust of
Obama’s and Biden’s policies has been to maximize fossil fuel production
while also investing in renewable energy and conservation to reduce
demand for fossil fuels. This approach was captured in Obama’s “all-of-the-
above energy strategy” and the Biden administration’s vow to “walk and
chew gum at the same time.”ZL Yet the industry’s success in limiting new
spending on renewables has meant that Democratic politicians have done
far less gum-chewing than walking, in this case toward the precipice.

“The Costs of Staying the Course Are Not Obvious”

What is puzzling about this status quo is not that it harms the vast majority
of humanity—capitalism has always done that—but that it harms most of
the ruling class. Climate destruction is projected to cost the world economy
tens of trillions of dollars according to the financial industry’s own
estimates.22 Elites will be able to shift many, but not all, of those costs onto
workers. They too will pay in the form of higher costs for real estate,
insurance, loans, and other inputs throughout their supply chains. Some
sectors such as agriculture face direct threats to their production and sales.
Many others will face less certain markets for their products. In addition,
capitalists face what financial analysts call “transition risks”: as the global
transition to noncarbon energy accelerates, and as more governments adopt
proclimate measures (even if weak ones), the enormous capital investments


https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a353
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a354
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a355

sunk into fossil fuel extraction, infrastructure, and combustion are at risk of
being “stranded.”z

Many capitalists are quite aware of the problem. In 2020 the World
Economic Forum’s annual survey of business and political elites found that,
for the first time, the “top five global risks™ perceived by the respondents
were all environmental: “extreme weather,” then ‘“climate action failure,”
“natural disasters,” “biodiversity loss,” and “human-made environmental
disasters.” In a 2022 poll of two-thousand global business executives, two-
thirds reported their companies were “very concerned” about the climate
crisis and 79 percent said the world has reached “a climate change tipping
point,” up from 59 percent just a year before. Ninety-seven percent said
their companies had “already felt negative impacts of climate change.” In
the financial industry, bank risk officers and insurance companies both see
climate change as their biggest problem.z

State elites also have reasons to oppose fossil fuels. The industry’s
stranglehold on the economy confers power on unreliable oil-producing
states, threatens to unleash massive refugee flows, and otherwise
jeopardizes the stability upon which US global hegemony depends. Though
state elites relish a certain degree of instability (how else to justify
enormous budgets for their respective agencies?), at a certain point it can
undermine their institutional health. Diplomats and Pentagon leaders have
thus expressed concern about the “global exoduses prompted by rising
temperatures” and about the strain that climate chaos will place on military
capacity, including overseas bases and access to resources.’s Other state
elites have expressed alarm about China’s growing dominance in the
renewables sector, calling for “accelerating the energy transition” to counter
China. Their support for Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act was largely driven
by a desire “to enhance American competitiveness in the face of Chinese
challenges,” as diplomats and Pentagon officials acknowledge.’e In
addition, fear that the United States’ position as a global free rider could
trigger retaliation against US businesses has also produced some movement
by state elites and polluting industries themselves, as in the case of fossil
fuel companies supporting regulations on methane emissions. These
expressions of elite concern have led some progressive analysts to see the
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Defense and State departments as potential allies in the fight against
polluters.ZZ

Yet concrete action against polluters has been lacking. Banks are willing
to fund renewables but have also poured trillions into dirty energy projects
since the 2015 Paris climate accord. Asset management firms with “net
zero” commitments continue to invest hundreds of billions in fossil fuel
companies that are expanding production. Other industries issue vague and
misleading net-zero pledges while making only minor tweaks to their
business operations and lobbying positions. Many want more public
investment in renewables but insist that workers foot the bill, which
explains why many opposed Biden’s Build Back Better. The Pentagon and
other state elites warn about climate disruption but have not lobbied
aggressively against the fossil fuel industry. Consequently, fossil fuel
executives do not seem concerned about the prospect of stranded assets.
Candid investors say they “remain very bullish” on the prospects for “more
growth from oil and gas.”28

There are good reasons to remain bullish. Profits in the fossil fuel
industry remain high, particularly with Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and
inflation windfalls. Financial industry reports are somewhat contradictory,
reflecting the ambiguity clouding the investment environment. There are
still some hopeful forecasts telling banks and insurers that climate
breakdown won’t be so bad for business, or even that they’ll benefit by
being able to charge clients more. Few governments have taken aggressive
measures that could imperil fossil fuel profits in the near future, meaning
“transition risk” is still low. As American Banker describes the logic of the
bullish investor, “Energy will inevitably transition to more renewable
sources, but that process will take decades.”” Most investors are betting
that fossil fuels will continue to be burned long into the future. One typical
analyst, a partner in a private equity firm, predicts that electric vehicles
might not overtake gasoline “for twenty years” and says it remains “an
amazing time to invest in oil and gas.”s¢ As for the “death and destruction”
forecasted by analysts in the financial industry, it won’t affect big investors
personally. As one elite interview subject in Australia explained it, “In a
country like Australia where we are not starving to death, we’re not going
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to run out of water.... You know, we’ve got enough resources to manage
that. We can have air conditioning and all the rest of it.”8L Such is the
genocidal candor inside the executive suites.

They are justified in thinking they can force others to bear the costs.
Historically that is the dominant pattern in times of crisis, and they are
politically mobilized to make sure it holds true today. Banks are confident
they will be bailed out by taxpayers.82 Agribusiness knows the Department
of Agriculture will compensate them, with taxpayers covering most of the
bill, whenever “yields or revenues decline” due to extreme weather. As
California wildfires get worse, the insurance industry hopes to prevent
legislative or regulatory changes that would force them to offer coverage to
homeowners in high-risk areas. Meanwhile, the cost of fighting the
wildfires is largely funded through charges to utility customers.&

The capitalist class as a whole seems optimistic about measures that
would obviate the need to confront the fossil fuel industry. Carbon capture
and storage, hydrogen fuel, and stratospheric aerosol injection top the list.
Carbon capture and storage and hydrogen are nowhere close to being viable
on the scale needed, most hydrogen production is itself fossil fuel intensive,
and injecting chemicals into the sky is extremely risky. But the idea of “a
savior in the wings”—a low-cost resolution to the climate emergency—is
appealing in the air-conditioned suites.8 If fossil fuel executives conceive
of such schemes as “a license to continue to operate,” for nonfossil
businesses they are a license to avoid confronting their fossil fuel brethren.ss

This logic is especially appealing when confronting the industry appears
to carry short-term costs, the product of two centuries of carbon lock-in.
Businesses across the economy have vast investments in machinery,
vehicles, and heating and cooling systems that run on fossil fuels and would
need replacing. They rely on a steady supply of cheap fuel. The prices they
pay for electricity are also dependent on fossil fuels unless power plants
have converted to renewables. The fossil fuel and electric industries never
miss a chance to remind their fellow capitalists of this dependence. When
other industries show signs of turning against them, more direct coercion
may be applied. “The fossil fuel industry has its claws into the Republican
Party in Congress so deeply that other trade associations fear repercussions”
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if they are disloyal, a sentiment that one senator reports having ‘“heard
repeatedly from companies and trade associations.” Following a 2021 Texas
law blacklisting financial firms that divest from fossil fuels, the asset
manager BlackRock promised Texas “[We] will not boycott energy
companies” and “We want to see these companies succeed and prosper.”sé

Elites’ perceptions of the risks, costs, and benefits associated with the
green transition are also dependent on their direct material stakes in the
fossil fuel industry. Companies and individuals with direct ties to fossil
fuels are more likely to ignore the dire assessments of their own risk
analysts. Research has identified several key factors, including lending
relationships, stock ownership, and interlocking boards of directors.
Financial institutions that have lent large amounts to polluters naturally
want their clients to be profitable. Diverse financial and nonfinancial
corporations also own stock in fossil fuel companies, either directly or
indirectly. Many directors of top corporations sit on multiple boards across
the energy and nonenergy sectors. These relationships influence how elite
actors interpret complex economic situations. The importance of these ties
can outweigh other risks, such as insurers losing money on claims due to
extreme weather. Thus even when risk assessments tell them to be wary of
fossil fuels, they may choose to listen to the more optimistic voices.82

In sum, the ruling class currently has more reasons to stick with fossil
fuels than to abandon them. The capitalists who favor the phaseout of fossil
fuels are either insufficiently committed to taking real action or are too
weak to enforce their will on the others. One CEO from the media industry,
writing in the Financial Times, aptly assesses the thinking of her
colleagues: “The costs of staying on the same course are not obvious,”
while “it is easier to see the costs” of abandoning fossil fuels.&8 So how can
we make the costs of fossil fuels more obvious to them?
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CHAPTER TWO

“The Risk Is Us”

How Movements Have Begun to Turn the
Tide

THE ATLANTIC COAST PIPELINE SHOULD’VE BEEN EASY. IN 2014 TWO ENERGY
BEHEMOTHS, Dominion Energy and Duke Energy, proposed to build the six-
hundred-mile natural gas pipeline through West Virginia, Virginia, and
North Carolina. These states were hardly known as bastions of
environmentalist sentiment. As always, the industry won support by
promising the pipeline would “promote stable energy prices and economic
development.” It also had support from leaders of both parties. The Obama
administration had approved Dominion’s plan to export gas through
Maryland, and Obama’s Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)
gave every indication that it would rubber-stamp the Atlantic Coast project.
In 2017 Trump took over and vocally championed the pipeline. In 2020 the
Supreme Court added its blessing.L

Yet the industry was defeated. It met particular resistance in North
Carolina. Black communities with a long history of fighting environmental
injustice mobilized against the racist decision to locate the pipeline in
majority-nonwhite areas. Indigenous tribes demanded that FERC block the
project due to the local environmental impacts and the disrespect for their
sacred sites. Environmental groups filed multiple lawsuits over potential
water contamination and harm to endangered species. Some landowners
resisted the companies’ efforts to use eminent domain against them.2 As a
result the project dragged on and costs ballooned, from the $5.1 billion
price tag projected in 2015 to $8 billion by early 2020. Citing “ongoing
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delays and increasing cost uncertainty which threaten the economic
viability of the project,” the companies finally cancelled the pipeline in July
2020. US Energy Secretary Dan Brouillette, who was serving in the Trump
administration in between careers as an auto and natural gas executive,
fumed that “the obstructionist environmental lobby has successfully killed
the Atlantic Coast Pipeline.”?

The obstructionists killed it by increasing the financial risk attached to
the project. As this chapter argues, there are several ways to do that.
Increasing legal risk is one way. Persistent lawsuits are an expensive
headache for the industry, and if even one major court decision goes in the
movement’s favor it can enhance the “litigation risk” to the point that a
project becomes “too uncertain to justify investing more shareholder
capital,” a key factor in Dominion and Duke’s decision. Uncertainty over
outstanding permit applications and “the potential for additional
incremental delays associated with continued legal challenges” based on
improper regulatory procedure convinced the companies “that committing
millions of dollars of additional investment for tree-felling and subsequent
ramp up for full construction is no longer a prudent use of shareholder
capital.”2 The fact that fossil fuel companies must typically secure multiple
permits at several levels of government gives the movement multiple
chokepoints. Though not central in this case, additional movement
strategies that have enhanced risk include on-site protests and occasional
vandalism that force companies to fund repression and surveillance,
pressuring financiers and insurers to deny companies the financial resources
they need, and pressuring politicians to take actions that hinder projects.s

The Atlantic Coast showdown was just one skirmish in the war against
fossil fuels, but such victories can produce cascading impacts on the
industry as a whole. Dominion and Duke complained that their cancellation
decision reflected “the increasing legal uncertainty” overhanging fossil fuel
infrastructure projects. Bloomberg News, which usually speaks for finance
capital, called the cancellation and a host of other setbacks in July 2020
(discussed below) “a deluge of bad news for an industry that’s increasingly
finding that the mega-projects of the past are no longer feasible in the face
of unprecedented opposition to fossil fuels and the infrastructure that


https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a520
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a521
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a522

supports them.” A year later the Financial Times noted that “a surge of
protests and legal objections by environmental campaigners, Native
American tribes, and community groups” was producing ‘“budget-busting
delays” in pipeline projects, and that projects were “being abandoned as
costs increase[d].” The report concluded that “new mega-pipeline projects
... might well be a thing of the past.”¢

This chapter draws lessons from these recent victories, taking a
bird’seye view to identify some of the common patterns. I examine how
victories like the defeat of the Atlantic Coast Pipeline have sometimes been
possible. This and other cases highlight the importance of the “social
movements and lawyers” approach taken by the left wing of the climate and
Indigenous movements.Z By combining disruptive protest campaigns with
litigation against fossil fuel projects, organizers have exploited tensions
between different sectors of capitalists and between state elites and fossil
fuel companies. I argue that these are more than just bright spots amid an
otherwise bleak landscape: they illuminate a pathway through which
ordinary people can confront the fossil fuel industry and contribute to its
ultimate abolition. These campaigns are already helping to tip the scales
against fossil fuels by forcing defections from other parts of the ruling class.
That process is happening much too slowly, but it might soon reach a
tipping point where investors collectively desert the industry and rapid
decarbonization becomes politically possible.

The key word is might. The fossil fuel industry i1s vulnerable, but its
future depends on many variables. Absent a growing and disruptive mass
movement, most of the ruling class will be content to muddle along a while
longer, slowly decarbonizing as millions of humans and other living things
are fried to death. The movement can alter the equation by increasing the
financial risk associated with fossil fuels. As one recent study notes, “While
finance may be unlikely to become a vocal ally for evidence-based climate
policy, it is possible to shift the risk landscape such that it favors a
reconfiguration” within the ruling class. In that scenario other elite sectors
would decide “to exclude fossil capital, politically isolating and subjecting
it to severe curtailments by heavily regulating emissions down a pathway to
phasing out the sector completely.”® Many organizers are operating with
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that goal in mind. In 2018 the Canadian government of Justin Trudeau
bought the Trans Mountain tar sands pipeline from private company Kinder
Morgan, which had grown wary of the furious opposition to the project. The
Canadian government ‘“purchased the pipeline to de-risk it,” says
Secwépemc organizer Kanahus Manuel, who has helped organize blockades

and divestment efforts against the project. “The risk is us.””

“Cutting with Both Arms of the Scissors”

To the extent that governments have taken any meaningful action on the
climate crisis, their reforms have been mostly geared toward increasing the
supply of renewable energy and the demand for it. Policies have included
subsidies for research and development, tax credits for consumers, “feed-in
tariffs” for independent producers of solar and wind energy, and renewable
energy standards for utilities. To a more limited extent, governments have
also taken measures to directly reduce the market demand for fossil fuels.
Those measures have included carbon pricing policies, emission standards,
bans on certain products, and cancellation or closure of coal-fired power
plants. The climate movement has helped win these policies.

As important as these policies are, they are inadequate. Simply boosting
renewables will not displace fossil fuels quickly enough. Adding alternative
energy sources to the grid does not automatically reduce demand for fossil
fuels. One global study finds that, over a fifty-year time frame, “each unit
of electricity generated by non-fossil-fuel sources displaced less than one-
tenth of a unit of fossil-fuel-generated electricity.”? Even reducing the
demand for fossil fuels, while critical, is insufficient. Cutting demand for
carbon in one jurisdiction lowers prices, which can lead consumers
elsewhere to buy more of it. Furthermore, abundant fossil fuel supplies and
the existence of vast carbon infrastructure in the form of pipelines, power
plants, and combustion engines provides incentive to keep burning fossil
fuels.ll We therefore need policies that raise the costs of extracting,
transporting, and burning carbon. Those policies would reduce fossil fuel
supplies at the same time that other policies reduce demand—thus “cutting
with both arms of the scissors,” as scholars Fergus Green and Richard
Denniss argue.2 Some of the movement’s most important recent victories
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have involved placing constraints on the supply of fossil fuels. Activists
have won bans on certain types of extraction (e.g., fracking) in particular
jurisdictions, cancellation of pipelines and certain extraction projects,
tighter regulation that makes extraction more costly, and commitments by
financial institutions and large investors to limit or phase out their support
for fossil fuels.13

Some experts still downplay the supply-side approach. The divestment
movement elicits special skepticism: it’s purely symbolic and perhaps even
counterproductive, they insist. Before looking at recent movement victories,
it’s worth briefly assessing the critics’ arguments. One such argument is that
activists will never have a material impact on fossil fuel producers or
carbon emission levels by targeting supply. We’re told that obstructing
production in the United States or Canada just leads to more oil being
produced elsewhere, and without the minimal environmental safeguards
employed at wells in the West. Similarly, obstructing pipeline construction
just leads to more oil being transported by rail. Divestment is equally
ineffective since divested shares in fossil fuel companies are simply bought
up by other investors. And even if we get big banks to cut ties with fossil
fuels, other entities such as private equity firms will step in to fill the void,
and they are even less transparent than the banks.14

There is partial truth in these objections. Shutting down a well or
pipeline in the United States cannot stop Saudi Arabia or Russia from
harvesting more oil. That’s why cutting demand for oil is also essential,
since only plummeting global demand will ensure that their oil remains in
the ground. This does not mean that cutting supply is futile, however.
Blocking production in one place can, in fact, reduce global production
levels. Reduced production in one country is not automatically replaced by
increased output in others. One study in the journal Climatic Change
estimates that ending new coal and oil leases in US federal territories would
cut global CO, emissions by 279 million tons a year by 2030 even after
accounting for increased production elsewhere and substitution by other
fossil fuels. The study refutes the fallacy of “perfect substitution” that many
analysts wrongly assume to be a law of economics.ls Moreover, there is a
political benefit to reducing production in the United States. Because the
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US fossil fuel industry is the main obstacle to the US government
confronting the climate emergency, a weakening of US companies will
open political space for major policy reforms to wind down supply and
demand simultaneously.

The objection that stopping a pipeline won’t stop the oil or gas from
being burned 1s also dubious. A lack of pipelines makes the fuel costlier to
transport, which disincentivizes both producers and buyers. And if
producers are forced into the costlier shipping option they will have less
money available for production. As one oil investment consultant notes, “If
drillers are forced to pay higher prices to transport that crude, they will have
less capital to spend on drilling for oil.”’l¢ That’s why the oil and gas
industry is so aggressive in its efforts to build pipelines: if they can’t build
them, the drilling itself often doesn’t happen.Z In short, we should be wary
of the typical arguments about why it’s futile to limit supply or transport
infrastructure in one jurisdiction. “The argument that someone else 1s going
to do 1t” is “Just an excuse” to avoid action, argues Christa Clapp, a lead
author of the finance section in the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report.18

Is divestment effective? The movement has certainly had a qualitative
effect on many investors and governments. Clapp argues that divestment
campaigns have had “an invaluable impact on raising awareness.” Negative
attention to carbon investments, and positive attention to green ones, has
also had an important “signaling effect” in many companies and investor
circles, which has sometimes led to nontrivial changes in investment
practices.2 As for quantitative impacts of divestment, many analysts are
skeptical. They point out that if divestment merely entails asset owners
selling off their shares in fossil fuel companies, then other investors will
buy them and the stock price will not suffer. So is divestment just a
“symbolic action”?720

The skeptics are too quick to dismiss the material potential of
divestment. Though the material impacts of divestment campaigns are still a
matter of debate, there are some encouraging signs. Some research finds
that divestment does in fact reduce share prices in fossil fuel corporations.
More important than the observable impacts so far, however, is the prospect
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of a future tipping point: once divestment passes a certain threshold, we
could see a sudden plunge in stock prices.2

Moreover, stock prices are not the only relevant indicator. The capital
for extraction comes not just from shareholders and internal cash flow but
also from loans, bonds, and underwriting as well. Between 2016 and 2022
banks provided $5.5 trillion in financing for fossil fuel companies,
including over $1.5 trillion to companies that were expanding their drilling
operations.22 For this reason divestment organizers have increasingly looked
beyond university or church endowments to also target banks, insurers,
asset managers like BlackRock, and large asset owners such as state
pension funds—the “financial accomplices” of climate destruction, in the
words of the UN secretary general.22 Since a significant portion of the
industry’s funding comes from large banks, they wield more power than
most individual asset owners and are thus vital targets for divestment
campaigns. If the banks stop making loans and withdraw their other
investments from the industry, accessing capital becomes costlier and more
difficult. Curtailing bank financing for the industry probably “has more of
an effect on future emissions than selling stock,” as many business analysts
and activists argue.24 It’s true that private equity firms may step in to replace
the banks, but private equity expects higher rates of return, which means
that cutting off the industry’s access to banks can be financially
consequential.2s The defection of insurance companies is especially
threatening since the industry is more concentrated than finance and there
are fewer alternatives available if top insurers start refusing to underwrite. I
return to this point below.

Recent developments suggest the threat that divestment poses. The most
systematic study of divestment’s impact on the industry was published in
2021. Based on a thirty-three-country survey, it found that divestment
commitments did, in fact, significantly hinder oil and gas companies’ ability
to access financing.2¢ Divestment campaigns may be most threatening,
however, when they go beyond stock divestment to also boycott the banks,
insurers, and other financial actors that enable carbon pollution. The fossil
fuel industry’s aggressive reaction certainly suggests that it feels threatened.
In addition to waging an intensive propaganda campaign against
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divestment, the industry has recently lobbied its political representatives to
punish banks and other financial institutions that adopt environmental
restrictions.2Z Although Wall Street continues to pump money into the
sector, there is clear worry about the tide shifting. In 2023 Pipeline & Gas
Journal reported, “Oil companies are struggling to secure financing in the
midst of climate change as titans like J.P. Morgan and Goldman Sachs come
under increasing pressure [to] prove the sustainability of their
investments.”28 In short, those who see divestment as purely symbolic
underestimate the potential quantitative impacts.

Another argument against divestment is that it forfeits an opportunity to
change the fossil fuel industry from within—what’s called “engagement” in
investor lingo. But industry executives do not make decisions in response to
well-reasoned arguments. No engagement with a polluter carries any force
unless there is a realistic prospect of exit. An engager must be willing to
leave the company if the company proves intransigent. As financial
economist Ayako Yasuda points out, “The threat is needed to have the active
engagement actually be effective,” so “both have a role to play.” This
opinion appears to be gaining ground in the financial press, even as many
universities, pension funds, and financiers still wave the engagement flag to
justify their current investment policies.2

Recent academic studies have vindicated activists’ efforts to restrict
fossil fuel production using these tactics. Researchers note that restricting
supply has some unique benefits, which in turn make emission reductions
more achievable and sustainable. One economic advantage is that
monitoring for compliance is much easier (and cheaper) than with demand-
side policies because there are far fewer producers than consumers. Another
is that supply restrictions counteract the tendency of investors to ignore the
full costs and risks of continued production once the “sunk costs” of
constructing expensive carbon infrastructure are out of the way. When
popular resistance leads governments and fossil fuel companies to restrict
or cancel new projects, it “send[s] a clear signal to investors” that such
projects may get even riskier in the future.3¢

Targeting fossil fuel production also has political advantages, both for
organizers and for reform-oriented governments. Demand-side measures
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like carbon taxes at the point of consumption are poorly understood by the
public, even by many on the Left. Though governments can financially
compensate consumers for higher prices, the workings of carbon pricing are
confusing to most people. Targeting the producers directly centers public
attention on the enemy itself and often carries more tangible payoffs. Direct
taxes on polluters are easier to understand and garner more support in
polls.il In addition to reducing greenhouse gas emissions, restricting
production and infrastructure also yields localized benefits by protecting the
water, air, and soil on which farms and communities depend, with visible
health, social, and economic impacts. It therefore “facilitates alliance-
building among diverse groups with wide-ranging concerns about fossil
fuels.”32 Strong and diverse alliances make reform more possible and more
durable.

Divestment campaigns are usually not directed at particular fossil fuel
projects, but they likewise focus attention on specific targets that are visible
and accessible (and vulnerable to disruption) at the local level. Bank
branches, insurance offices, and campus board of trustees meetings are
more convenient targets than the White House or state capitol buildings.
Campaigns with local targets facilitate participation by larger numbers of
people and allow for easier escalation as compared with occasional marches
in Washington. As Anishinaabe lawyer and organizer Tara Houska says,
they are “a way for people to get involved from anywhere.”33

Research on activist mobilization indeed finds that directly confronting
the polluters and their financial enablers is a better way to build the
movement. Having a clear enemy helps rally people. One recent field
experiment evaluated how potential recruits responded to different climate
messaging. It found “consistent evidence that framing those messages in
negative terms (e.g., stop dirty energy) is more effective than framing them
positively (e.g., promote clean energy),” which belies the liberal mantra that
activists should always keep it positive. Campaigns against particular
pipelines, power plants, and extraction projects, as well as divestment
campaigns targeting the financial sector’s connections to fossil fuels, serve
longer-term purposes as well. They raise the visibility of energy policy
decisions that are usually hidden from public scrutiny, thereby helping to
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raise awareness of the problem, the culprits responsible, and the need to
phase out fossil fuels in general. In so doing they help build momentum for
government action. Large-scale bans at the governmental level “are likely
to originate in locally-oriented campaigns,” which build pressure for action
at higher levels.2s

The personal impacts on participants are important as well. Anti-fossil-
fuel campaigns offer a chance for people to develop organizing skills that
they can use in future battles. Going head-to-head with capitalists also leads
many participants to develop a deeper anticapitalist consciousness.3¢ One of
the reasons divestment campaigns are scary to elites is that they challenge
the idea that profit should be the primary operating principle in an economy.
Divestment campaigns also question, at least implicitly, the right of the
anointed few to rule the economy. Executives, investors, and their financial
advisers are justifiably concerned that a divestment campaign may lead to a
broader attack on their right to make decisions for everyone else. “Let’s
leave financial decisions to the experts,” oil companies lecture us.3Z

None of this is to suggest that politicians are unimportant or that
targeting them is never a worthwhile strategy. We need politicians to
support climate reforms that cut fossil fuel supply and demand. We also
need them to refrain from unleashing repression against us when we block
pipelines or push banks to divest. But dedicating ourselves to electoral and
legislative politics is not the best way to influence what politicians do. The
strategic question here is less what needs to be done—we need lots of
things to be done, by all the political and economic elites who govern our
society—than how we can most effectively pressure those elites. As Errico
Malatesta pointed out in 1924, “Since no one can do everything in this
world, one must choose one’s own line of conduct.”38 We must decide what
uses of our limited energy are most efficacious.

Some analysts fail to make this distinction. One leading progressive
intellectual appeals “to sensible and patriotic policymakers” to recognize
their own self-interest in aggressive decarbonization and to use their
cultural authority to rally the public around dramatic action. Such appeals
are understandable. It’s possible, as he argues, that “intelligent realists”
within the Pentagon could convince the military leadership to “throw its full
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weight behind the Green New Deal.”3 It’s possible that intelligent realists
within the corporate elite may decide it’s in their self-interest to do the
same. That would be great. But if history and recent events are any guide,
even the most intelligent elites are unlikely to confront parasitic industries
on their own initiative, at least before it’s too late.

Meanwhile, what can the rest of us do? Unless we’re wealthy and well-
connected, we have no power to influence those elites through reasoned
appeals to their self-interest or morality. The key question should be, which
variables in a complex world are most within our power to control? State
and corporate elites might someday pursue rapid decarbonization, perhaps
influenced by “intelligent realist” appeals. In the meantime, the best way for
us to shift their thinking is by mounting a mass movement that threatens
continued disruption to their interests through our action where we work,
live, and consume. Disruption will give them added reason to heed the
intelligent realists. This is the dynamic that eventually led Pentagon leaders
to arguably their biggest about-face in history, when they suddenly decided
to support withdrawal from Vietnam, and which has led capitalists to shift
positions on workers’ rights, racial segregation, and much else.4

The (Real) War on Coal

Something similar has been happening with the coal industry since the
2000s. There has long been a good economic argument for why investors,
utilities, and governments should abandon coal: it’s more expensive to mine
and transport than other energy sources, including other fossil fuels, and as
the dirtiest of the fossil fuels there is particular risk of coal assets being
“stranded” as the world energy transition proceeds.i But economic elites
are not automatons responding blindly to market signals. Their judgments
about how they can maximize their gains are informed by political, social,
and cultural criteria and involve speculation about many future unknowns.
Chief among the unknowns in this case is the speed and vigor with which
other portions of the elite, including capitalists and state officials
(regulators, judges, and politicians), will take action prejudicial to the coal
industry. Fast and aggressive action would increase the risk associated with
a continued bet on coal, but slow action might allow coal to remain a decent
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bet for a while longer. In this murky context, anticoal movements have been
a vital factor. Through their impacts on economic and political elites, those
movements have enhanced the financial risk of continued coal investments.

Collective action against coal’s environmental destruction goes back
many decades. Mine workers have protested black lung disease, while
communities located near mines, usually led by working-class women, have
often protested the coal dust, water pollution, and other localized impacts of
the industry. Militant labor and community resistance in Appalachia in the
1960s and 1970s, including strikes, vandalism, and other tactics, led to
important protective legislation at the state and federal levels.£2 This history
is erased by right-wing politicians and pundits who depict coal communities
as staunch allies of the industry.

In the early 2000s anticoal organizing began drawing more attention to
the industry’s greenhouse gas emissions alongside its local impacts. In 2004
the Sierra Club, the Rainforest Action Network (RAN), and others
established a “Beyond Coal” coalition that opposed all new coal-fired
power plants in the United States. By 2009 there were over 250 US groups
organizing against coal mines and plants in a highly decentralized attack
that some organizers likened to a “swarm.”2 They included Indigenous
tribes and organizations, groups of local landowners and residents, and
others harmed by the local impacts of mining and burning coal. Many of
those activists were also worried about the impact on the heating of the
atmosphere, which RAN and some other climate groups explicitly
highlighted. The big environmental organizations that spent most of their
time in Washington, like the Environmental Defense Fund and the Natural
Resources Defense Council, were notably absent.44

The accomplishments of the anticoal campaigners are stunning. The
Bush administration’s plans for a massive buildout of new coal-fired plants
were mostly thwarted, and no coal-friendly politicians since then, including
Trump, have had any more luck resuscitating the industry. By 2023 the
movement had blocked well over a hundred coal-fired power plants from
being built in the United States and had successfully retired 742 existing
plants, 63 percent of the US total. Globally, 76 percent of plans for new
coal-fired plants between 2016 and 2021 were cancelled.4 These victories
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blocked the expansion of demand for coal and, by shuttering many plants
already in operation, substantially reduced the existing demand. In terms of
direct impact on greenhouse gas emissions, these wins were the most
significant achievements of the early twenty-first century.

Of course, market forces facilitated this success. The US natural gas
boom and later the declining cost of renewable energy greatly helped the
organizers’ case. “If you want to kill a power project, focus on economics,”
as one attorney describes the approach. Opponents of coal plants called
attention to the cost inefficiency of coal relative to other fuels. They sought
to enforce “regulatory procedures that forced coal plant proposals into 1-on-
1 cost competition with alternatives,” recounts organizer Ted Nace in his
chronicle of the movement’s early years. Protests and lawsuits often
stopped coal-inclined regulators from approving plant proposals and utility
executives from signing contracts. In assessing the factors that allowed for
the defeat of coal plants, Nace concludes that “typically it was a
combination: bad economics plus a good shove by activists,” whose
opposition contributed to “rising construction costs, legal challenges, public
and political opposition, and regulatory delays.”4¢ Regulators, investors, and
utility executives with no moral objection to climate genocide could still be
swayed by the dollars and cents.

The list of hindrances often cited by industry reflects the multifaceted
strategy of anticoal organizers. They took aim at multiple targets, seeking to
maximize the chance that at least one of them—a judge, a regulator, a utility
CEOQO, a key politician, or the investors for a project—would succumb to
pressure based on legal, economic, and/or political rationales. As in most
movements there was a key role for lawyers. Meticulous attorneys, either
working pro bono or paid by activists’ fundraising efforts, unleashed a
barrage of litigation against industry. As Nace’s account suggests, lawsuits
often targeted state and federal regulatory agencies to force the regulators to
obey environmental and Indigenous rights laws and to ensure that coal
could not evade “cost competition with alternatives.”

Outside the courtroom organizers targeted those who purchased, funded,
and insured coal. They organized “direct pressure on utility executives,”
first appealing to them by “focusing on economics” and then, if that failed,
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generating negative publicity about how utilities were sticking ratepayers
with the bill for projects that were both environmentally destructive and
economically unwise.#Z A nationwide divestment campaign targeted the
financial sector. RAN and other organizations advocated not only
divestment by shareholders but an end to bank loans and insurance
coverage for the sector. They began to target the megabanks like Citi, JP
Morgan Chase, and Bank of America with a combination of public protests,
civil disobedience, and negative publicity campaigns.4 By the late 2010s
insurers and asset managers had also become key targets. In 2017 the
Australia-based Sunrise Project launched Insure Our Future, a global
network targeting insurers. The Stop the Money Pipeline coalition, formed
in 2020 to pressure financial institutions, included over two hundred
organizational members by 2022.4

The effects of any one battle were impossible to measure. A victory in
one place—a judicial or regulatory ruling against a new coal plant, a small
change in regulatory protocol, a new climate commitment by a financial
institution—sent a signal to the entire financial sector about the risk of new
projects. By 2007 this cascading effect had begun to multiply the industry’s
defeats, even in reliably Republican states. Nace traces the impact:

In Montana, Oklahoma, Kentucky, and Michigan, judges and regulators handed out rejection
slips to coal plants. In North Dakota, Arizona, Washington, and New York, companies
withdrew projects on their own initiative, citing such factors as rising costs, public
opposition, and the prospect of carbon dioxide regulation. Citigroup downgraded the stocks
of mining companies Peabody Energy, Arch Coal, and Foundation Coal Holdings, and that
negative assessment further tarnished the prospects of companies seeking financing.... The
more coal plants were canceled, the greater the risk in the eyes of bond issuers and other
financiers of approving such plants. The greater the risk, the higher the risk premiums that
utilities would be forced to pay.22

The cascade accelerated in the years that followed. In 2014 Peabody
warned that “divestment efforts affecting the investment community ...
could significantly affect demand for our products or our securities.” Two
years later the company declared bankruptcy as its “cash flows worsened
and access to capital markets evaporated.”sl Peabody’s travails were not
unique. By 2016 big banks as well as “more daring investors like hedge
funds and private equity firms, which are usually eager to pounce on


https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a564
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a565
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a566
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a567
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a568

industries in distress,” were “shying away from coal because of deep
uncertainty about its future.” Coal loans were “increasingly off limits for
many banks” and other providers of capital, said the “bankers and industry
lawyers” consulted by the New York Times. “No one is getting funding for
new coal mines,” lamented the CEO of mining giant Glencore in 2022.52
This was not just an automatic decision based on math, but rather a
collective and subjective judgment by financial executives in response to
the full range of political and economic problems facing the coal sector—
one of them being the anticoal movement’s persistent efforts to obstruct
operations.

Governments also took notice, even in countries known for their
commitment to coal. In 2021 an internal report by the pro-coal Australian
government warned that the government’s unabashed support for climate
destruction could lead to “increased capital costs for Australian
governments, firms and households reflecting increased perceived financial
risks; trade action against Australian exports intended to offset any
competitive advantage derived from perceived weaker abatement policies;
or lower demand for specific Australian products reflecting potential
consumer concerns about a perceived lack of action on climate.”s3 This is a
dynamic often seen among capitalists: once a few major producers initiate a
change (often under pressure from below), they try to ensure their
competitors also adopt the change so that the “first movers” won’t face a
competitive disadvantage. The threat of punishment by other capitalists, by
states acting on behalf of their capitalists, and by customers can help
compel the laggard companies and governments to fall in line.3

Targeting insurance companies has been an especially fruitful strategy
of the anticoal movement. There are many potential sources of financing for
fossil fuel companies but a much more limited pool of insurers. Hindering
access to insurance also hinders access to finance. As one insurance CEO
says, “if you don’t have the insurance, you will have no financing—whether
it’s private, public, from an insurer, from an asset manager, whatever.”ss
Once the movement began winning climate commitments from a handful of
major insurers, the cascade effect accelerated. In 2018 industry sources told
the Financial Times that insurers’ anticoal pledges “have yet to affect the
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availability or price of insurance.” By 2021, however, more and more
insurers were ending their underwriting for coal, which led coal and utility
companies to complain about skyrocketing insurance premiums. “Coal
insurance is harder to get, it’s expensive, there are all sorts of caveats on it,
and you might not be offered it,” said one insurance partner from a leading
global firm.3¢ Some insurance brokers who worked with the coal and utility
companies complained that “this is a top-down policy imposed by the
insurers’ head offices based on ethical guidelines, and is not a commercial
decision.”?Z In reality it was still a commercial decision: the head offices
were deciding that conceding to the movement would ultimately be better
for profits since it would help insurers avoid risky coverage contracts and
possible damage to their reputations. The movement had succeeded by
shifting how insurance executives operationalized the profit motive.
Industry analysts expect that “environmental, social and governance
[“ESG™] issues will grow in their influence in insurance industry decision-
making” in the coming years, leading insurers to adopt “detailed
underwriting policies and investment mandates incorporating measures like
ESG investment screening and restrictions.” This shift will be more
pronounced if insurers are faced with “stakeholder pressure” that poses
“reputational” risks.58

Which party controls the federal government has not been a decisive
factor in the downward trajectory of the coal industry. More coal-fired plant
capacity was retired during the Trump presidency (2017-20) than during
Obama’s second term (2013-16).22 Some of the Democrats’ rhetoric and
policy measures have influenced the flow of investments, but that factor has
been less significant than others. Although Obama, Biden, and other
Democrats are often said to be waging a “war on coal,” this rhetoric greatly
overstates both their hostility toward the coal industry and their impact on
it.60

The coal barons’ whining is not without foundation, however. The real
war on coal has been waged by hundreds of local and national
organizations, which have exploited market shifts to accelerate the
industry’s decline. Coal is by no means dead, and coal burning is still rising
in some places.t! But the sector has been greatly weakened and its future
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beyond the 2020s appears dismal. The party of the genocidal consensus has
little power to reverse this trend. The movement’s remarkable progress
since the early 2000s shows that victory over coal is possible even if most
of the federal government is trying to prop it up.

Keeping Oil and Gas in the Ground

Maintaining a habitable Earth depends on our ability to do the same with
the other fossil fuels: to not only stop new oil and gas projects but to shut
down existing drilling and infrastructure before the projected retirement
dates. The oil and gas industries are less vulnerable than coal in many ways.
Oil and gas are a much bigger share of the world’s total energy mix and a
bigger share of stock market value, and they remain more cost-efficient than
coal. Finance has thus been much slower to desert these sectors. The
economic arguments about “stranded assets” and “transition risk” apply to
oil and gas as well, but investors typically view oil and gas as longer-term
fixtures in the global energy market. The economic rationale for exiting
these sectors is therefore less obvious to elite decision-makers.

However, recent victories against the oil and gas industries suggest a
way forward. The movement’s progress parallels the anticoal movement in
many ways. On the demand side, the movement has targeted power plants,
manufacturers, municipalities, and large institutions like universities to
reduce their consumption of oil and gas. These efforts have involved
directly targeting corporate and institutional leaders as well as pressuring
regulators, judges, and politicians to impose restrictions on them. Many
wins have been at the local level, such as campuses or cities that have
committed to electrification, sourcing electricity from renewables, and
energy efficiency and conservation measures.®2 At the state level, activists
have won climate laws that mandate reductions in the share of electricity
generated by fossil fuels and have used those laws to pressure regulators
into limiting the construction or upgrade of gas-fired power plants. Recent
regulations in California, New York, and other states require the phaseout of
most gasoline-powered engines.®2 All these measures send signals to
investors about the decline of fossil fuel demand in the near future.
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On the supply side, activists have sought to “keep it in the ground” by
preventing drilling and carbon infrastructure. To do so they have forged
coalitions among Indigenous communities whose water supplies are
threatened by pipeline spills, other landowners seeking to protect their land,
communities concerned about water and air pollution, and people
everywhere who seek to limit global heating. Though demand-side victories
have sometimes been won through conventional means like lobbying,
lawsuits, and submitting public comments, actions to suppress supply have
often been more confrontational. Organizers have used a multipronged
strategy that combines sustained public protests, civil disobedience, boycott
and divestment campaigns, lawsuits, and sometimes vandalism. As with
coal, the movement has enhanced the risk attached to new investments in
drilling and pipelines. In so doing, it has scared away some of the investors,
lenders, and insurers on which the oil and gas sectors rely.

An early flashpoint in the supply-side struggle was the fight over the
Keystone XL pipeline (KXL). Proposed by TransCanada in 2008, the
pipeline was supposed to carry tar sands oil from Alberta, Canada, to the
coast of Texas. The project appeared on track until 2011 when opponents
like 350. org began organizing large-scale protests and online petitions
targeting the Obama administration and Congress. By conservative
estimates, several hundred thousand people submitted messages opposing
the pipeline. The administration was sending mixed signals. Even after the
protests Obama announced his support for the southern half of the pipeline,
stretching from Nebraska to Texas, but promised further environmental
review of the northern half. However, his State Department hired an
environmental consultant recommended by TransCanada and repeatedly
insisted that the pipeline would have “no significant effect on carbon
emissions.” As Obama hedged, protests continued and escalated into mass
civil disobedience, much of it under the auspices of the new organization
Tar Sands Blockade. Simultaneous litigation delayed the project repeatedly.
In early 2015 a district court judge in Nebraska granted landowners’ request
for an injunction against the company’s use of eminent domain to seize
property. In November 2015 Obama finally announced he would not
authorize the project’s completion.¢ A year later Obama responded to


https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a581

protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) with a belated veto of
that project, a symbolic move since President-elect Trump had vowed to
resuscitate it.6s

The Obama administration’s mildly sympathetic response to antipipeline
protests, juxtaposed with Trump’s zealous support for KXL and DAPL, has
led many analysts to conclude that defeating a pipeline depends on having
“a favorable president” in office..c But the chronology of antipipeline
struggles since 2011 suggests that the party affiliation of the president is not
as important as such accounts imply. Aside from KXL and DAPL, Obama
was consistently pro-pipeline. Biden did reject KXL upon taking office but
refused to oppose DAPL, the Enbridge Line 3 pipeline, or others targeted
by protesters. In Canada the liberal Trudeau administration has used pro-
climate rhetoric but has been a strong supporter of pipelines and tar sands
oil. Conversely, Trump was a vocal cheerleader for the industry but he
could not prevent major setbacks for it on his watch. These seeming
contradictions highlight the fact that there are many other variables helping
to determine the industry’s fortunes.

In fact, as with coal, some of the movement’s most notable victories
against oil and gas occurred under Trump. The industry’s vulnerability
became most visible during Trump’s last year in office, when the COVID-
19 recession and other global developments slashed demand for fossil fuels,
drove the industry deeper into debt, and made loans harder to obtain.&Z
Then, in the space of a few days in July 2020, the movement won a rapid-
fire succession of victories:

e the future of DAPL, which had been completed over Indigenous
resistance, suddenly faced new uncertainty when a federal judge ruled
that its permit had violated environmental law,

e the Supreme Court upheld a ruling by a Montana district court judge
that had stopped construction of KXL,

e an Indigenous lawsuit against a Marathon Oil pipeline in North
Dakota led the Bureau of Indian Affairs to close the pipeline down,
and

e Dominion Energy and Duke Energy officially cancelled their Atlantic
Coast Pipeline.s8
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As Bloomberg noted, it was “a deluge of bad news” for the industry—and
quite unexpected at a moment when the White House was aggressively
promoting the industry’s interests and the Supreme Court was controlled by
a far-right majority.&

Prior to 2020, pipeline companies faced with protests and litigation had
already lost huge amounts of money fending off the resistance. A 2018
study had found that DAPL’s total cost was about twice the $3.8 billion
originally projected. The overrun was due in large part to costly delays that
were ‘“directly correlated with the cumulative social pressure opposing
DAPL.” The stock price of Energy Transfer Partners, the builder,
“significantly underperformed relative to market expectations during the
event study period,” and it suffered “a long-term decline in value that
persisted after the project was completed.” The study also quantified the
impact of divestment campaigns targeting banks that lent money to the
project. Unlike in most prior divestment campaigns, organizers of the
#NoDAPL movement had targeted financial institutions over their
involvement in a specific project. To put pressure on banks, they had not
only organized individual customers to close their accounts, but more
importantly had pushed municipalities to do so. Seattle and several other
city governments had closed their accounts with Wells Fargo, depriving the
bank of over $4 billion in lost capital. These costs were “compounded by
damages to reputation, brand, and customer goodwill that banks suffered as
a result of DAPL.”20
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Figure 4: Seattle closed its bank account with Wells Fargo in response to anti-DAPL
protests. This photo is from January 2017. (Wikimedia Commons)

More serious was the possibility of a cascade effect that threatened the
viability of future oil and gas projects. The events of July 2020 added
greatly to this risk. Although the ultimate outcomes of the ongoing court
litigation were uncertain, the effects were likely to be far-reaching. As with
coal, the implications of any one battle were unquantifiable. As a
Bloomberg story predicted in July 2020, “Even if one, some or all of this
week’s pipeline defeats are temporary, the losses (and the rising local and
environmental opposition behind them) may scare off investors. Building
expensive natural gas infrastructure may not make sense when there’s a
reasonable chance pipeline operators will face significant public
pushback.”ZL
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Figure 5: Climate activists have increasingly targeted insurance companies like
Chubb, as in this October 2022 protest outside the home of CEO Evan Greenberg.
(Photo by Katie Godowski; courtesy of RAN)

The implications were not lost on the industry. A pipeline lobby group
warned that prior court rulings against DAPL were depriving investors of
“certainty from the government” and thereby putting all fossil fuel
infrastructure projects “in potential peril.”2 Energy Transfer had made the
same argument in 2017 when it sued DAPL opponents, claiming that the
company had suffered “impaired access to the capital markets and increased
cost of capital,” “lost relationships with investors, lending partners, and
other contractual relationships,” and numerous other damages.Z2 The
decisions on the two North Dakota pipelines were especially significant
since they threatened already operating projects. As one former pipeline
executive put it, this meant that even projects that successfully weathered a
storm of protests and secured the necessary permits to operate might be
shuttered long before repaying their immense debts. With that prospect, “I
think it’s going to be incredibly difficult for anybody to invest in any kind
of [fossil fuel] infrastructure.” Echoing his view, North Dakota governor
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Doug Burgum warned that the DAPL ruling might be “a tipping point,
which actually could really cripple production in North Dakota.”24

Is this just hyperbole? Certainly the industry loves to cast itself as a
victim, especially when suing its enemies. It exaggerates as a way of
pressuring political officials. Yet the threat is real, as evidenced by the
number of cancelled projects and the volatile financial situation of many
companies in recent years. The industry itself also stands to lose from
exaggerating too much, since highly pessimistic statements can deter
investors. Saying that “it’s going to be incredibly difficult for anybody to
invest” is likely to heighten investor concerns. Moreover, similar sentiments
are often expressed in more sober publications consulted by industry
insiders. Since that readership depends on accurate information about the
political terrain, those publications are somewhat more reliable than public
rhetoric. In 2021 an energy consultant writing in Pipeline & Gas Journal
warned his audience to prepare for more lawsuits and protests, “resulting in
further capital cost increases and longer overall pipeline approval and
construction timelines.” Reports on particular pipelines regularly lament the
“legal challenges from environmental groups that have slowed and added to
the cost of the project[s].” The president of the American Public Gas
Association complains that “the number of lawsuits being filed to challenge
pipeline construction” has added “costs and time to the development of a
pipeline, which in some cases has just forced the pipelines to throw up their
hands and walk away from projects.”2

Regulators’ decisions have compounded the risks facing investors. One
key struggle involved a natural gas compressor station in operation in
Weymouth, Massachusetts, which is central to the Northeast’s gas
distribution network. Local organizers had long fought the project due to its
greenhouse gas emissions and local environmental harms but had been
unable to stop its operations. In early 2021 Trump’s appointees at FERC
voted 3 to 2 to conduct a new review process, citing what the commission
chairperson called ““serious environmental justice questions.” The decision
was “seemingly unprecedented” according to one commission observer and
thus caused major alarm in the industry.Ze In response, numerous oil and gas
interests filed complaints as intervenors in the case. As with court rulings
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against DAPL and other projects, their concern was with the potential legal
precedent and the impact of “legal uncertainty” on the availability of cheap
financing. Gas industry representatives warned that the commission’s
reopening of the review process “is a concern to all interstate pipelines who
[sic] are anticipating making future infrastructure investments,” and could
affect “the natural gas industry as a whole.”ZZ The commission’s decision
highlights the importance of regulatory personnel and thus the importance
of the movement’s pressure on regulators, which has consisted of both
public protests and litigation seeking to force the commission to take
greenhouse gas emissions and local environmental harms into account.
Although the commission ultimately decided to allow the compressor
station to remain in operation, industry allies remained worried that the
commission “could, in the future,” decide “to unwind an already-approved
pipeline project.”z8

Movement pressure on Wall Street produced still more bad news as
Trump’s term wound down. In late 2020 Trump tried to open the 1.6-
million-acre Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska for oil and gas
drilling. The problem was that most of the top banks bowed to the
movement’s pressure and refused to fund operations in the area.2 The
problem went beyond just the refuge. Republican lawmakers and regulators
complained that many financial institutions had recently adopted “policies
against investing in new oil and gas operations,” potentially thwarting
hopes for new drilling in other locations. Moreover, “some of the nation’s
largest banks had stopped doing business altogether with one or more major
energy industry categories.” The complainants noted that lenders were
“folding to activist environmental groups’ pressure” and redirecting loans to
other projects and sectors.22 Movement pressure on lenders was raising the
cost of financing or even making big loans impossible to obtain for certain
projects. Protests targeting insurance companies were also having an impact
on their willingness to underwrite.8l These early signs of financial
disinvestment were starting to limit how much drilling was possible. Also in
2020, the Canadian company Teck Resources cancelled its plans for “the
largest open-pit tar sands mine ever proposed.” It explained that “global
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capital markets are changing rapidly” and that “investors and customers”
were “increasingly” concerned about climate destruction.£2

The power of the US resistance has been magnified by the antipipeline
movement in Canada, where tar sands oil originates. As Bloomberg reported
in 2022, “opposition from environmentalists, Indigenous groups, and some
provincial governments has stymied virtually all Canadian pipeline
construction, forcing billions of dollars of heavy oil produced in Alberta to
be sold at a discount in the US rather than being loaded on tankers bound
for more profitable markets in Asia.” By the late 2010s “the alliance
between climate activists and Indigenous people came to look like an
existential threat to oil sands operators in northern Alberta.”s2 There too the
movement has targeted finance. Local organizers have pressured banks and
insurers to stop supporting tar sands extraction and pipeline construction,
their efforts amplified by RAN, Stop the Money Pipeline, Mazaska Talks,
and other national-level organizations in Canada and the United States that
focus their energies on the financial sector. In 2021 the operator of the Trans
Mountain Pipeline admitted it was incurring “significantly higher cost” for
insurance after the movement got Chubb, Zurich, and several other insurers
to exit the project.&

Indigenous resistance poses special problems for the industry.
Indigenous communities have not only spearheaded much of the organizing,
they also have unique legal protections under US and Canadian law.
Although those protections are often disregarded by courts, they do provide
legal instruments not available to other groups, meaning that “the
Indigenous people living near energy infrastructure are far more dangerous
from a legal point of view, particularly in Canada.” As two industry lawyers
warned in 2015, oil and gas companies in Canada “face increasing
Aboriginal above ground risk,” a technical term for the Indigenous-led
resistance. “The impact to energy developers is readily apparent and
evidenced by the increased legal, regulatory, financial, and reputational
risks associated with permitting delays, operational disruptions, protests,
and negative media attention.”ss

To neutralize this opposition the industry has resorted to increasingly
desperate measures. It has sued governments over policies like the KXL
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cancellation that limit their profits.g¢ Its political representatives have tried
to legally coerce financial institutions into staying invested in coal, oil, and
gas, warning them against “discriminating against America’s energy sector.”
Trump’s regulatory team tried to force banks to invest in the Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge, and many state governments have passed laws to punish
banks that “discriminate.”$Z The impact of these efforts is not yet clear.
Although they have made financial executives less likely to trumpet their
climate commitments publicly, whether they can force real alterations in
investment decisions is questionable. Most clean energy investors and
developers say the backlash has had zero impact on their investment
behavior, and zero percent say they have “significantly” altered their plans
in response.88 The fact that the state laws raise borrowing costs could also
limit their enforcement. One clue is the limited success of the gun industry’s
earlier effort to punish banks that discriminated against weapons dealers,
which proved impractical to enforce.£

Other coercive measures target activists directly. The use of dogs and
water cannons against anti-DAPL protesters at Standing Rock garnered
widespread negative publicity in 2016. Later reporting revealed the
industry’s systematic use of surveillance, incarceration, and violence
against protesters. The firm that Energy Transfer hired, TigerSwan,
privately boasts that its “counterinsurgency approach” aims “to identify and
break down the activist network.” As noted above, Energy Transfer also
tried to sue protesters for the extra costs it incurred as a result of the
resistance. Many states have now passed laws at the industry’s behest to
bring felony charges against those who “impede or inhibit operations” of
the fossil fuel industry.2

The flip side of this coercion is co-optation. Some of the industry is
pursuing schemes to give Canada’s Indigenous communities a greater stake
in the continuation of oil and gas extraction through employment and
ownership shares. To ensure that the industry can “operate with minimal
interruption from Aboriginal above ground risk over the long-term,” its
lawyers advise that Indigenous nations be invited to “equitably participate”
in extraction. That will ensure that they “constructively engage with
industry.” A similar approach has been recommended by analysts seeking to
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minimize community resistance to fracking. This is the enlightened prong
of the industry’s response to resistance: offering equitable participation in
climate genocide.2

The industry’s reactions to opposition reflect its precarious grip on other
capitalist sectors and on society at large. Despite their vast economic power
and success in blocking major climate reforms, fossil fuel companies realize
that the tide could turn decisively against them in the near future. Even
within the industry there is widespread agreement that “there’s no stopping
the energy transition.” The industry itself even claims to support that
transition.22 The question is how fast the transition will happen. Will fossil
fuels be phased out over the next quarter-century? Or will they decline only
slowly, propped up by government subsidies and still burned in large
quantities well past 2050, as the fossil fuel industry would like?

A Tipping Point?
Obviously, we’re not on the brink of abolishing fossil fuels. Individual
victories like those described above seem unlikely to usher in the energy
transition before the biosphere passes irreversible tipping points. We need a
rapid acceleration of investment in renewables and a rapid contraction in
oil, gas, and coal. Investment in renewable energy, electric vehicles, and
“clean tech” has risen quickly in recent years, but not at the pace we need,
and investment in fossil fuels remains high.2

However, change in economic and political systems doesn’t proceed in
linear fashion. Some analysts have speculated about the prospects for a
“positive tipping point” beyond which capitalists desert fossil fuels en
masse, bringing about a “decarbonization leap” in the global energy system.
One recent study predicts that “an avalanche effect would be triggered if
national banks and insurance companies warned against the global risk
associated to stranded assets from fossil-fuel projects.” Billionaire investor
Jeremy Grantham predicts that investors will divest from fossil fuels “very
slowly” for a while longer, then “all at once.” The fossil fuel industry has
used the same metaphor, warning that individual defeats might lead to “a
tipping point, which could really cripple production.”%
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It’s very plausible. A 2022 Bank of America analysis shows that oil and
gas have already been “hit by widespread divestment” by investors and are
“set for plenty more” in the next few years. The banking and insurance
industries already view climate as the biggest risk to their businesses.2s
While this assessment has not stopped most big players from continuing to
invest in oil and gas, this could change rapidly. Grantham’s “all at once”
scenario 1s not outlandish. One simulation predicts that if just 10-20 percent
of current investors abandon fossil fuels it could “burst the carbon bubble,”
triggering mass exodus by remaining investors and a rapid collapse of share
prices. Even if the vast majority of investors are purely concerned about
economic returns, they would divest as a herd once the 10-20 percent
threshold was reached. And contrary to fears that fossil fuel owners would
simply race to burn everything they can before their business collapses,
recent modeling concludes that they are more likely to divest than to keep
burning.2

Forecasting capitalist behavior is difficult since the future of energy
production and consumption will be shaped by many interacting variables.
The above predictions are partly contingent upon investors’ expectation of
“strong future climate policies” in the United States and globally. The
prospect that governments will adopt those policies greatly magnifies the
risk that fossil fuel assets will become unprofitable to burn and that
investments in those assets will produce losses. The movement’s efforts to
pressure businesses and investors are thus amplified in contexts where
governments are taking meaningful reform steps. Government policy
comprises many different elements, including not only legislation but
executive-branch regulations, enforcement patterns, judicial decisions,
willingness to repress protest, and so on. It includes local, state, and federal
policies as well as those of foreign states, all of which help to shape the
investment outlook for the fossil fuel sector. Major portions of the US state
remain dedicated to propping up fossil fuels through subsidies,
deregulation, bailouts, and judicial intervention. Other portions, including
some courts and state governments, are less dedicated and thus more
vulnerable to movement pressures.
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The heterogeneity of the private sector means more unpredictability.
Shareholders, lenders, and insurers may take economic action against fossil
fuel companies, while diverse capitalists may also lobby governments for
policies that reduce fossil fuel demand and supply and increase the riskiness
of future investments. There is significant movement in some of these
realms, leading to a widespread sense among analysts that the demise of
fossil fuels is already “happening in a death-by-a-thousand-cuts way,” albeit
too slowly for those who want to avert catastrophe.2Z All these public- and
private-sector variables will interact with others that are beyond the
movement’s control, including geopolitical rivalries and climate
breakdown.

The key question for the movement, again, is how we can best
contribute to the ruling class’s desertion of fossil fuels. The cases profiled in
this chapter highlight the importance of combining disruptive protest and
legal action—the ‘“social movements and lawyers” approach—while
building organizations and coalitions that can maximize that disruption and
educate the broader public. The efficacy of this multipronged strategy is
recognized by fossil fuel CEOs who bemoan the “rising tide of protests,
litigation, and vandalism” facing their operations, and who warn that “the
level of intensity has ramped up,” with “more opponents” who are “better
organized.”® These developments are being closely watched by the ruling
class. Fossil fuel executives know that more elites may turn against them as
the popular opposition intensifies.

I have emphasized the impact of movement strategies aimed at
restricting fossil fuel production and transport. This “supply-side” approach
can take several forms. Movements may pressure politicians and regulators
to regulate or ban certain activities, such as fracking, oil drilling, or pipeline
construction. The closure of particular fossil fuel deposits to new
investment can send “shock waves through the industry,” as in the case of
Scotland’s recent scrutiny of offshore oil licensing.22 Movements may also
pressure institutional investors or financial institutions to deny support to
the fossil fuel industry. They may organize physical resistance to fossil fuel
projects on the ground, as pipeline blockaders have done. These tactics are
usually complementary to movement-initiated lawsuits against companies
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and regulators. In 2020 Bloomberg speculated that the movement-induced
setbacks for the US pipeline industry could “hasten the pace of transition to
renewable energy.”’l® In other words, energy investors might divert
financing to less risky, non-fossil-fuel projects. Government officials could
also be forced to expedite or subsidize renewable energy to compensate for
the constraints on fossil fuel production.

Efforts to cut demand for fossil fuels have also achieved important wins.
The biggest victory is the movement’s success in limiting utilities” demand
for coal. The movement has helped block or retire hundreds of coal-fired
power plants since the turn of the century. Other demand-side measures
have included municipal-level building electrification laws, bans on gas
hook-ups, and decarbonization of public transit, which have usually been
won through people organizing at the local level. As with restrictions on
production, a proliferation of local and state policies that cut demand can
send a signal to investors about the riskiness of future fossil fuel
investments. The fossil fuel industry recognizes the threat and has fought
many of those policies tooth and nail.lo

Another notable development is litigation that seeks to hold fossil fuel
companies liable for the harms they have inflicted on society. Between
1986 and 2022 there were over 2,500 climate litigation cases around the
world, 72 percent of them in the United States. Most of those cases dated
from 2015 or later.l2 Litigants have usually sued governments but
increasingly also target “companies with allegations such as breaching a
duty of care to prevent climate change or misleading consumers about
efforts to address global warming,” reports an insurance industry
publication.1l% [f a significant portion of the state and federal judiciary turns
against the industry it could greatly “escalate the perception of risk among
investors,” as the movement seeks to do. It can also lead insurers to raise
prices or refuse coverage for legal liabilities. Legal efforts backed by
grassroots organizing have begun to generate cracks in the edifice. This
trend could be magnified by judicial rulings in major investment markets
overseas.1%

This chapter has highlighted some of the vulnerabilities of the fossil fuel
industry and thus the possibilities for maintaining a habitable Earth. For the
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most part the US federal government and the governments of fossil fuel—
producing US states are subservient to the fossil fuel industry. Nonetheless,
the industry remains vulnerable to growing popular resistance and to
opposition from other portions of the ruling class. Its chokehold over most
US government entities has not stopped it from suffering important defeats.
These defeats reveal the existence of pressure points that the climate
movement can exploit even when the electoral context is hostile.
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PART II:

Learning from Nonclimate
Movements



CHAPTER THREE

“A Measure of Necessity”

Abolishing Slavery

AFTER THE CONFEDERACY LAUNCHED ITS WAR IN APRIL 1861, BENJAMIN BUTLER
led a contingent of Union forces to Maryland. Their dual mission was to
defend against Confederate attacks and to dissuade the state from joining
the secessionists. Upon arriving Butler promised local slaveholders he
would crush “any insurrection against the laws of Maryland.” Just as he
promised, escaped slaves who tried to join his forces were sent back, most
probably to torture or execution. Butler’s actions were the norm among
Union officers. During the war’s early phases, the Lincoln administration
sought to preserve slavery in order to win over slaveholders, particularly in
border regions like Maryland. As the commander in St. Louis wrote on May
14, escaped slaves to that point had been “carefully sent back to their
owners.” He deemed abolition an outrageous notion and was “a little
astonished that such a question could be seriously put.” As he reassured a
local Unionist, “I should as soon expect to hear that the orders of the
Government were directed towards the overthrow of any other kind of
property as of this in negro slaves.”.

The war brought plenty of astonishment. Despite the Lincoln
administration’s efforts to placate slaveholders, a war for the Union soon
became a war for abolition. As the South made rapid gains early in the war,
Union leaders grudgingly began accepting Black escapees into their ranks
as soldiers and workers. When Butler was transferred from Maryland to
Fort Monroe in tidewater Virginia, he was forced to respond to “very
numerous” groups of enslaved workers fleeing to the fort. “I am in the
utmost doubt what to do with this species of property,” he wrote to the army
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chief. He did not wish to alienate the slaveholders, but they were “using
their negroes in the batteries” and thus undermining the Union’s military
campaign. He decided that “as a military question it would seem to be a
measure of necessity to deprive their masters of their services.” Forced into
this corner, he accepted the escapees and labeled them “contraband,” a term
for property that could be legitimately seized during wartime.2

Butler’s May 1861 decision would be replicated throughout the war, as
local commanders and the federal government were forced to take
incremental steps against slavery before ultimately embracing full,
immediate emancipation without compensation to slaveholders. After the
war the federal government also came to support civil rights for Black
people and voting rights for Black men, and it made a robust commitment
to interracial democracy in the South. Changes that most whites had
dismissed as too radical (and that most Black people had probably thought
impossible) in 1860 became the reality by 1870. The radical moment was
fleeting: the white supremacist backlash in the South, and acquiescence
from the North, soon reversed most of the gains of Reconstruction. Yet the
coercion and terror of the Jim Crow era should not obscure the
revolutionary nature of the 1860s and early 1870s.2

As Butler’s words imply, abolition and other attacks on the slaveholding
elite became “measures of necessity” for the Union leadership, which
represented the interests of northern counter-elites. The sectional tensions
between the northern and southern economies had grown more pronounced
in the decades before the war, as reflected in policy disputes over tariffs,
infrastructure spending, land grants in the western territories, and central
banking. Northern industrialists and western landowners had increasingly
come to see southern slaveholders as an impediment to national prosperity.
However, they were content to let slavery continue as long as it remained in
the South and did not directly jeopardize their interests. Even as the
secession crisis loomed, most of them initially urged accommodation. This
position was reflected in the platform of the Republican Party formed in
1854. Most Republicans were philosophically opposed to slavery but did
not seek to abolish it right away, hoping instead that blocking its expansion
would result in its “ultimate extinction,” in Lincoln’s 1858 phrase.4 In short,
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the economic interests of northern capitalists did not lead them to
abolitionist politics.

What transformed mere tension among competing elites into outright
confrontation was mass disruption from below. Enslaved workers were the
most essential actors in this saga. By 1861 their resistance to slavery,
particularly the many thousands of daring escapes, had brought freedom for
thousands of individuals and catalyzed seismic shifts in national politics.
Slave resistance inspired the northern abolitionist movement, which in turn
restricted northern elites’ ability to continue appeasing the South. It also led
slaveholders to take desperate actions that angered non-abolitionist whites
in the North, such as barging into northern communities in search of
runaways and jockeying for western territories, and that repelled even some
southern whites. During the war, hundreds of thousands of slaves fled the
plantations, fought for or otherwise aided the Union, and engaged in various
other resistance that undermined the Confederacy and triggered key
changes among elites as well as rank-and-file whites.

The role of the enslaved in winning their liberation was the key point in
W.E.B. Du Bois’s 1935 analysis of their “general strike against slavery.”
Dozens of later studies have confirmed and expanded this argument,
highlighting the diverse ways that individual and collective resistance
contributed to abolition in the United States and throughout the Americas.3
Nonetheless, the story of emancipation still found in many schoolbooks and
Hollywood movies is that Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves. In this latter
telling, enslaved people are usually cast as passive or at least marginal to
abolition; yes, some resisted their plight, but their resistance ‘“had no
political consequences.””® Nowadays scholars who reject the Du Bois thesis
are more nuanced. While recognizing that slaves’ resistance played some
role in emancipation, they question whether that resistance was the central
causal factor. For this reason, the Du Boisian argument warrants some
elaboration, to which the bulk of this chapter is devoted.

The final two sections of the chapter reflect on the strategic takeaways,
for social movements in general and specifically the climate movement.
Despite obvious differences between then and now, abolition remains useful
for understanding how a capitalist (or quasi-capitalist) sector can be
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defeated in a short period of time.Z The main lesson is that a disruptive
minority can catalyze rapid and large-scale change. By threatening the
profits and stability of certain elites, a sizable minority of radicals can force
those elites to confront, as “a measure of necessity,” a parasitic elite sector
such as slave-holders or the fossil fuel industry.

The Slave Power
From the nation’s founding until 1861, southern slaveholders successfully
thwarted most challenges to their wealth and power. Starting with the
Constitution itself, they won repeated compromises from northern elites
that allowed them to maintain slavery in southern states and to expand into
new regions west of the thirteen colonies. Their ability to safeguard and
extend their privileges at the national level led antislavery voices to
denounce a “Slave Power” that sought to control Washington and the
national destiny.£

The political influence of the Slave Power was largely based on its
economic weight, both real and perceived. Cotton production, which
expanded enormously in the early nineteenth century, was a significant
piece of the national economy and the leading export. However much
financiers, industrialists, and merchants came to resent the slaveholders for
holding back northern and western growth, they also had material stakes in
the southern economy in the form of loans, raw material purchases, and the
sale of goods to the South. Slaveholders constantly cited these relationships
to prove that northern states were dependent on slavery. Alongside their
religious and pseudoscientific justifications for slavery, the economic
argument was a central defense against critics. In 1837 a leading South
Carolinian intellectual, William Harper, wrote that the “prosperity” and
“civilization” of the North “have been for the most part created by the
existence of Slavery.” The benefits were universally enjoyed. Slaves’
production of cotton allowed “the poor to obtain cheap and becoming
clothing” and shielded white labor from competition with Black labor. Even
the slaves benefited from the material prosperity that slavery afforded; it
was partly “in defence of the slaves themselves that we refuse to
emancipate them.” Harper and other proslavery writers sometimes
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conceded that their system was not morally ideal, but “there is evil in any
institution” and the goal was “to mitigate” evils by choosing between
imperfect options. If the United States were to abolish slavery it would only
“increase all the evils of which we complain,” leading to moral chaos and,
materially speaking, to higher prices and unemployment. Confederate
leaders evidently believed their own economic argument. They predicted
that the North would have to accept secession because of its dependence on
the slave economy. The slave system would be “safe, because she is
needed.”?

They were obviously too confident. They were defeated in part because
they overestimated the extent to which capitalists elsewhere depended on
slavery. The relationship of slavery to capitalism and industrial growth has
long been debated. In 1944 the Trinidadian scholar Eric Williams argued
that Caribbean slavery was integral to Britain’s economic takeoff but that
colonial slavery later became a fetter on British capitalism, leading to its
abolition.l0 In the 1970s economic historians used statistical methods to
evaluate the relative efficiency of slavery and its impacts on US and
European capitalist development. Many concluded that while slavery was
enormously profitable for slaveholders, it ultimately held back economic
development in the South and became less vital to industrial capitalists in
the early nineteenth century.l! Textile manufacturers needed cotton, but they
could have obtained it from nonslave markets just as cheaply (as they did in
the decades after the Civil War, when cotton prices fell to their pre-1860
levels). By the 1850s the North’s growing economy was also much more
diverse than just textiles and only relied on the South for a small portion of
its total trade. Moreover, despite the unimaginable horrors inflicted on
enslaved people and the high profits still enjoyed by slaveholders in 1860,
the South’s labor system was in many ways inefficient. Labor supply was
constrained, slaveholders’ ability to relocate their “capital” disincentivized
investment in infrastructure, and the need to keep slaves working year-
round meant that plantations were mostly self-sufficient in food production,
which limited their integration into the US national market.l2 The Slave
Power also blocked projects that northern capital wanted, such as
homestead, railroad, and infrastructure legislation, and its efforts to expand
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threatened northern investments in western territories. It thus undercut its
own propaganda message that slavery boosted national prosperity. Although
this economic tension did not make abolitionists of northern capitalists—
they still benefited from slavery in other ways and did not yet see
emancipation as “a measure of necessity”—it did reduce their commitment
to slavery. As historian Gavin Wright argues, “major economic interest
groups acquiesced in abolition because they no longer saw slavery as
indispensable for their political or economic agendas.”12

Their acquiescence came after the conflict between slaveholders and
enslaved had escalated to the point of secession, and after several years of
war. Slaves in the antebellum United States preserved their humanity in
myriad ways, braving murder, torture, rape, family separation, and other
retaliation. In addition to enabling personal and collective survival, this
resistance also ignited decisive changes in national politics. Between 1776
and 1861 slave defiance destabilized the slave system, with reverberations
all across society. In the short run, slaveholders were able to suppress the
threats through a combination of terror, territorial expansion, and policy
victories like the Fugitive Slave Acts of 1793 and 1850. In the long run,
their increasingly desperate responses to slave resistance and abolitionism
undermined their chokehold on the country. The enslaved were the root
cause of this shift. This was the other meaning of “slave power.”

Running away was the most common form of open defiance. By 1860
perhaps 50,000 enslaved people fled every year, especially from the Upper
South or border states.l4 In addition to inflicting economic costs on their
enslavers, they “set in motion a chain of events that had far-reaching
political effects,” notes historian Manisha Sinha. Hundreds of fugitives used
the courts to try to secure freedom. Those individual cases fueled a broader
abolitionist legal attack on the fugitive slave laws that gave slaveholders the
right to enter free territory to recapture the enslaved.ls As northern courts
and legislatures responded with measures that chipped away at those laws,
slaveholders responded in their own disruptive ways that eroded the
patience of northern whites. Dred and Harriet Scott’s lawsuits led to the
Supreme Court’s reaffirmation of slavery in 1857. Though a short-term
victory for slaveholders, the ruling harmed northerners who hoped to
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acquire western territories without competition from slaveholders.1¢ In the
Lower North, many whites saw slavecatchers inflict savage violence on
people who were peaceful working members of their communities. Whites’
“conditional toleration of slave catching” became more untenable; they
were forced to choose sides. Many “began to confront slave catchers much
more consistently,” as historian Robert Churchill shows. This high-profile
economic, legal, and political disruption, much of it originating at the local
level, also forced national politicians to take sides. Abraham Lincoln, who
had supported the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850, now publicly condemned the
Dred Scott decision. Lincoln was still not an abolitionist, but he was being
pushed in that direction.lZ

Enslaved people also directly inspired and shaped the abolitionist
movement in the North. Occasional episodes of violent resistance, such as
Nat Turner’s 1831 uprising in Virginia and the 1839 rebellion aboard the
Amistad, galvanized abolitionist sentiment and converted many to
“immediatism,” the demand for immediate and full emancipation. Leading
white abolitionists were deeply influenced by personal encounters with
escaped slaves, who along with free Black abolitionists played central roles
in the northern abolitionist movement. That interracial movement in turn
gave further moral and material support to defiant slaves, particularly in the
form of the Underground Railroad and urban “vigilance committees.”’&
Some northerners also went south, destroying slaveholder properties and
trying to ignite slave rebellion, most famously in the 1859 raid on Harpers
Ferry led by John Brown. In the second half of 1860 the abolitionists grew
bolder in the expectation of a Lincoln election victory. A mysterious wave
of arsons targeted slaveholder properties, perhaps aided by abolitionist
infiltrators.l2 Localized disruptions had cascading effects on slaveholders
and on politicians in both North and South.

The spread of a new wave of abolitionism in the 1830s, and its growing
impact on northern politics, infuriated slaveholders. They mounted all the
familiar rhetorical defenses. Intellectuals like William Harper performed the
logical contortions seen above. Daily propaganda from slaveholders was
less sophisticated, relying on racist epithets and painting themselves as
victims of a tyrannical North bent on suppressing their liberty. The South
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suffered “humiliation and degradation” due to “the systematic aggressions
of the north,” cried a South Carolina planter in 1851. The northern states
were accused of commandeering the federal government in their favor,
when all the slaveholders asked for was to be left alone and to have “an
equal opportunity to compete in the territories.” The last straw was the 1860
seizure of the federal government by extremists, the “rabid and fanatical
ultraists” out to “destroy the South.”20 As ludicrous as this rhetoric seems, it
was partly based on real threats: internal disruption by enslaved people plus
federal restrictions on territorial expansion did threaten to reduce the value
of slaveholders’ investments, as many secessionists argued.2l The slaves’
own resistance was a key initiating factor in this instability. Not only did it
directly disrupt slaveholders’ operations, it also contributed indirectly to the
growing federal commitment to blocking slavery’s expansion in the western
territories. As historian David Williams writes of the secessionists,
“underlying their fear was the certain knowledge that slaves wanted
freedom. It was that certainty, born of many decades of slave resistance,
that led to secession, war, and slavery’s downfall.”22

“Necessity Is Master over All”
In 1861 Harry Jarvis of Virginia took advantage of the Union presence on
the coast to escape from slavery. He fled to Fort Monroe, where Benjamin
Butler had recently been deployed as commander. “I went to him and asked
him to let me enlist,” Jarvis later recalled, “but he said it wasn’t a black
man’s war. [ told him it would be a black man’s war before they got
through.”2

Jarvis was ultimately proven right, though only after Union leaders tried
for a year and a half to suppress the secession without ending slavery or
enlisting Black soldiers. Lincoln, the commander in chief, condemned
slavery but did not want to confront it directly. In 1837 he had argued that
“slavery is founded on injustice and bad policy, but that the promulgation of
abolition doctrines tends to increase rather than abate its evils.” His
inclination to compromise with slaveholders continued for another quarter-
century. In 1858 he said of Black people, “I think that I would not hold one
in slavery at any rate, yet the point is not clear enough for me to denounce
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people upon.” After his 1860 election he still preached the value of
compromise with slaveholders, even supporting Congress’s March 1861
proposal to strip itself of the power to end slavery. In August 1862 he still
stressed, “If I could save the Union without freeing any slave, I would do
it.” Even after the Emancipation Proclamation of January 1863, Lincoln
continued to advocate the removal of liberated slaves from the country
(“colonization”) and in 1864 still entertained the idea of paying $400
million in compensation to slaveholders.2

Early military policy reflected what abolitionist and former slave
Frederick Douglass called the “neither hot-nor-cold spirit of compromise,”
with the Union “endeavoring to whip the slaveholders without seriously
harming them.” In February 1862 General Henry Halleck sought to reassure
Tennessee slaveholders, whom he called “our fellow-citizens,” that his
forces “come merely to crush out rebellion,” not “to plunder” their property.
Renegade Union commanders who tried to declare abolition in their
jurisdictions were overruled by Lincoln.zs Though clearly influenced by
racism, this policy also had a pragmatic logic. Lincoln and many other pro-
Union whites hoped that by avoiding abolition they could win over enough
slaveholders and other whites, particularly in the border states, to fatally
weaken the secessionist forces. Maryland’s pro-Union governor told the
administration his state would stay loyal “if we can but keep away outside
Issues.” Lincoln and most pro-Union intellectuals argued—and were
probably correct—that “the great mass of whites” in April 1861 had no
appetite for immediate abolition and even less for slave insurrection. The
same day Fort Sumter was attacked, the New York Times warned of “the
unutterable horrors of a servile insurrection” and called for any attempters
to be executed.26

Of course, one could also make a pragmatic argument for why abolition
was militarily essential. Douglass was the most prominent exponent of this
view. From the start he condemned the Lincoln administration for waging
war “with only one hand” and echoed John Brown’s prediction that the
Union would only prevail by “carrying the war into Africa.” Douglass knew
a pro-abolition policy would incite more slave escapes, depriving the
Confederacy of labor. “So long as slavery is respected and protected by our
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Government, the slaveholders can carry on the rebellion, and no longer,”
because abolition would “destroy that which feeds, clothes, and arms” the
secessionists. The liberated would also aid the Union as soldiers and
laborers, thus doubling the blow to the Confederacy. He scoffed at those
who feared abolition would “offend the Union men in the Border States.” In
his estimation “the great mass of Union men” in those states had no firm
commitment to slavery, and those who did “are not now, and have never
been, friends of the Union,” so “it would be a real gain to get rid of them.”
While Douglass’s beliefs were rooted in morality, he knew that moral
appeals would not move the administration: “Nothing short of dire
necessity will bring it to act wisely,” he predicted in August 1861.
“Governments act from necessity, real or supposed. They move only if they
are moved upon.... Necessity 1s master over all.”2Z

What moved Lincoln and his commanders was the realization that only
Black people could tip the balance against the Confederacy. Slave
resistance was the spark for this realization. When the war started, slaves
waited for opportunities to flee across Union lines—a wrenching choice,
since they often had to separate from family members and there was no
guarantee they would not be returned to their tormenters, as many indeed
were. Naturally slave flight was initially concentrated in the Upper South.
Within two weeks of the Fort Sumter attack, some five hundred slaves had
escaped from Maryland into Pennsylvania. By July about nine hundred had
reached Fort Monroe in Virginia, and at least twice that number by
December. A Union general reported that “the negroes are getting free
pretty fast. It is not done by the army, but they are freeing themselves; and
if this war continues long, not a slave will be left in the whole South.”28 As
Union lines advanced farther south, more and more enslaved people seized
the chance to escape. This is what Du Bois meant by the “general strike
against slavery”: a massive, though uncoordinated, rebellion that deprived
the Confederacy of its main source of strength.

Like Butler’s May 1861 decision to accept runaways at Fort Monroe,
other steps toward emancipation were “measures of necessity” given the
military setbacks for the Union early in the war. The Union’s defeat at the
Battle of Bull Run in July was quickly followed by the First Confiscation
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Act, which codified Butler’s policy of legitimating seizure of “property”
being used in service to the Confederacy. A year later the Second
Confiscation Act and Militia Act permitted the Union’s use of runaways,
including as soldiers, and officially freed all who escaped from pro-
Confederate slaveholders.22 Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation came
soon thereafter, issued initially in September 1862 as a warning to the
Confederacy and in final form on January 1. Since it was “a measure of
necessity,” it still exempted slaveholders who professed loyalty to the
Union. Its declaration of freedom largely codified a preexisting reality that
slaves themselves had created. In July Lincoln had warned politicians from
the border states that “the mere incidents of the war,” the “friction and
abrasion” of slave escapes and military operations, were already tending
toward emancipation there. Long before January 1863, many of the
enslaved had “created and signed their own emancipation proclamations,
and seized the time,” writes historian Vincent Harding.30
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Figure 6: Escaped Black people behind Union lines in Cumberland Landing, Virginia,
1862. Photo by James F. Gibson (Library of Congress).
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Figure 7: This image shows a wartime school for formerly enslaved children. Photo by
Mathew Brady (US National Archives).

The policy changes in Washington followed numerous and lesser-known
instances of local conflict in which enslaved people had forced the hand of
commanders and soldiers. The policy of excluding runaways from Union
camps became less tenable as the Union entered the plantation South, where
slaves “entered Union lines in such numbers that it was nearly impossible to
keep them out.” Black men often forced commanders to allow whole
families into the camps by threatening to withhold their own labor if
women and children were excluded.i! These local conflicts were at the root
of national-level policy changes, as the correspondence between field
commanders and their superiors makes clear.

Runaways confronted Union military personnel with a stark choice:
either return them to their brutal captors—the very same people who were
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forcing Union soldiers to risk their own lives—or offer them refuge. In the
South many white soldiers got their “first introduction to slave-life” and
were involuntarily “summoned to confront the gravest question of the war,”
as one Massachusetts soldier wrote in July 1861. Many were disgusted
upon witnessing slaveholders’ savagery and impressed by the courage of
Black runaways. A Wisconsin soldier wrote in 1862 that “soldiers become
abolitionists as they go south if they were not before.” Enlisted soldiers
were usually quicker to embrace antislavery than their commanders and
sometimes aided escaped slaves in violation of orders. In a meticulous
analysis of soldiers’ correspondence, historian Chandra Manning suggests
that the Union rank and file were transformed by encounters with enslaved
people and then helped activate their officers to take, or at least acquiesce
to, antislavery actions. As a result “of overlapping experiences and
interactions with slaves, enlisted men changed their ideas and then their
behavior, leaving their officers with little choice but to sanction the new
behavior with policy shifts.” The moral rationale was reinforced by a
pragmatic one, since runaways offered ‘“valuable assistance and
information” that materially benefited Union troops, as Brigadier General
Ormsby Mitchel reported from Alabama. There “the negroes are our only
friends, and in two instances I owe my own safety to their faithfulness.”
Mitchel requested, and received, permission to protect runaways who
“furnish information or other assistance.”32

While individual Union personnel were sometimes moved by morality,
governments, as Frederick Douglass knew, are driven by pragmatism. In
April 1864 Lincoln said, “I claim not to have controlled events, but confess
plainly that events have controlled me.” He had reluctantly concluded that
“no human power can subdue this rebellion without the use of the
emancipation policy.” Upon victory in 1865 Lincoln acknowledged that
“without the military help of black freedmen, the war against the South
could not have been won.” Almost 200,000 Black men had fought for the
Union and at least as many Black workers had aided Union forces with
noncombat labor.23 Douglass was right about what would move the
government to embrace abolition, and right about the impact. Finally, slave
resistance also intensified the contradictions within the Confederacy.


https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a741
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a742

Slaveholders’ immediate responses to slave flight often backfired. Their
resort to harsher repression unwittingly showed the enslaved “the folly of
expecting that loyalty to the old regime would be rewarded.” As Union
forces advanced southward many slaveholders tried to forcibly relocate
their slaves farther away, which itself often spurred escapes. Slaveholders
also complained that successful escapes led to “the demoralization of the
negroes that remain, which increases with the continuance of the evil &
may finally result in perfect disorganization and rebellion.” The decline of
the Confederacy’s military and economic fortunes also forced policy
changes, such as new taxes, impressment of enslaved workers, and military
conscription, that heightened tensions within white southern society. Many
slaveholders resented the impressment of their slaves, while many
nonslaveholding whites bitterly resented the sacrifices they had to bear in
the form of military service and rising prices. Slave resistance and the many
changes it catalyzed transformed “the Confederacy’s cornerstone into its
tombstone.”34

Essential Conditions and Practical Lessons

Most of the above facts are well established. Unlike in Du Bois’s time, most
reputable scholars today assign an important role to slave resistance.
However, there is still disagreement about its relative importance amid all
the variables that contributed to emancipation. Historians still debate “what
was the sine qua non of emancipation in the 1860s—the essential condition,
the one thing without which it would not have happened.”s The differences
in emphasis are worth parsing since they have implications for movement
strategy today.

Some historians emphasize the importance of the Republican Party and
electoral politics in driving southern elites to secede. They also observe that
news of the election campaigns of 1856 and 1860 gave hope to slaves and
may have inspired some acts of resistance. For James McPherson, an
eminent historian of the war, the “essential condition” was not slave
resistance but rather the war itself, which was precipitated by Lincoln’s
election on a platform of principled opposition to slavery and then his
refusal to recognize the legitimacy of secession. He points out that “without
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the war there would have been no confiscation act, no Emancipation
Proclamation, no Thirteenth Amendment (not to mention the Fourteenth and
Fifteenth), certainly no self-emancipation, and almost certainly no end of
slavery for several more decades.” McPherson also defends Lincoln’s
wartime decisions. Had he endorsed abolition earlier in the war, he would
have alienated whites in both the border states and the North, and additional
states may have seceded, just as northern leaders warned at the time.
Lincoln was thus wise to proceed cautiously. Furthermore, those who
harshly criticize his limitations do not “appreciate the acuity and empathy
that enabled Lincoln to transcend his prejudices” by eventually embracing
abolition and some measure of racial equality.3¢

McPherson and similar scholars are right that only in 1861 did the
context became ripe for immediate, large-scale emancipation. They are right
that Lincoln’s election and his willingness to counter the southern secession
with military force were important factors, though they understate Lincoln’s
readiness to compromise with slaveholders. And they are probably right that
declaring a war for abolition in April 1861 would have upset many northern
and border-state whites whose military participation was important to the
Union victory.

There are, nonetheless, major problems with this argument. First,
McPherson and company “mistake effect for cause.”3Z They view Lincoln,
the Republican Party, and white support for the Union as root causes of
emancipation, when those factors were mostly the products of larger
economic, social, and military developments—the effects of mass
disruption, not its causes. Lincoln’s political ascent and his evolving politics
reflected the rising class struggle, namely the dual conflicts between slaves
and masters and between northern and southern capital. The barbarity of
slaveholders and the resistance of the enslaved is what intensified the latent
rifts among capitalists and galvanized the northern abolitionist movement
from the 1830s onward. These latter forces, in turn, made it harder for
northern politicians to continue accommodating the slaveholders and made
the slaveholders more desperate.

Once the war began, northern capitalists who had sought
accommodation were forced to choose sides. They opted for the Union
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despite the immediate risk to their southern business relationships, both
because of longstanding complaints about southerners’ economic policy and
because secession “‘strikes a death-blow at that confidence in the
Government which is the life and soul of commerce,” as the New York
Times observed.28 Lincoln had to choose sides too. He was correct when he
said that “events have controlled me.” Though he did not say so explicitly,
the key “events” were all traceable to the racialized class struggle swirling
around him. McPherson fails to understand this causation. As David
Williams notes, “no reputable scholar denies that Lincoln and the Union
military played a significant part in the emancipation process. But following
their lines of reasoning more deeply, we cannot help but see the efforts of
black folk at their core.” The “essential condition,” notes Williams, was
“the unrelenting resistance to slavery among slaves themselves,” which in
turn drove other political, economic, and military developments. These
latter developments in turn inspired additional resistance.2

That resistance, and the war it generated, also forced nonelite whites to
choose sides. A second problem with McPherson’s argument is his claim
that radical demands would have alienated most of the white public and that
Lincoln’s embrace of those demands might thus have hindered
emancipation. Although this counterfactual is impossible to disprove, the
record of events gives reason for skepticism. For one thing, the
abolitionists’ alienation of many whites must be weighed against what the
Union gained by embracing abolition, as Frederick Douglass argued. Most
tangibly, it got over 400,000 Black soldiers and workers, most of whom
came from the South and thus deprived the Confederacy of crucial labor.
The Emancipation Proclamation also foreclosed any possibility that Britain
would recognize the Confederacy.4

McPherson also overstates the extent to which abolition alienated
whites. Three decades of abolitionist agitation did not stop the election of
Lincoln, a candidate incessantly vilified (however unfairly) as an
“Abolition bloodhound.”# Once the South seceded, and as slave resistance
intensified further, vacillating whites everywhere were ultimately forced to
choose between slavery and abolition. The Union’s eventual embrace of
abolition rankled some, but it also boosted the morale of many. The
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Emancipation Proclamation did not lead to mass defections from the Union
cause. Nor did it lead the border states to secede. The poor whites of those
states were mostly disinclined to fight for the Confederacy, and most who
did had to be conscripted. A leading scholar of secession, William Barney,
concludes that “secession was never a real possibility” in the four border
states. Not only did business in those states depend more on northern
connections than the rest of the South did, but “secession and southern
independence meant little to the poorest one-third of whites who owned
neither land nor slaves,” and who “entered the Confederate army primarily
through the forced mechanism of the draft.” Furthermore, the border states’
commitment to slavery had grown weaker in the late antebellum period, due
in part to thousands of annual escapes to the North—another ripple effect of
slave resistance.£

How we understand these events has implications for social movement
strategy today. If the bold visionary Abraham Lincoln was the central motor
force in slave emancipation, then presumably today’s movements should
focus their energies on electing visionary politicians. We should prioritize
the “agency of the ballot box,” as Republican senator William Seward urged
in the 1850s.42 Once our allies are in office, we should appeal to their
“acuity and empathy” so that they might “transcend” whatever “prejudices”
prevent them from doing the right thing. If, however, Lincoln was primarily
a reflection of historical forces, then perhaps movements will have the most
impact on politicians by shaping those forces directly through militant
action outside the electoral sphere.

The latter view need not deny the importance of Lincoln or electoral
politics. The breakdown of the traditional Whig and Democratic party
coalitions in the 1850s facilitated the rise of Lincoln and the Republicans.
Congressional politicians like Charles Sumner and Joshua Giddings gave
abolitionist demands greater influence in Washington, for example by
fiercely resisting the proslavery Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, which
“planted the seeds of a northern electoral rebellion against slavery,” writes
Manisha Sinha. Some abolitionists did prioritize electoral work. Even those
most opposed to an electoral strategy, William Lloyd Garrison and his
camp, supported some antislavery politicians and petition campaigns.
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Still, the most essential abolitionist activity occurred outside the realm
of elections and lobbying. Enslaved people fled their captors and at times
rose up in violent rebellion. Northern abolitionists sheltered them and
resisted the Fugitive Slave Act through all means at their disposal. The
resulting confrontations intensified the “popular revulsion against fugitive
rendition in the North,” which “grew with each minibattle,” and fanned the
rage of southern slaveholders.ss Explosive acts of confrontation like the
1859 raid on Harpers Ferry galvanized mass sentiment in a way that
electoral canvassing could not. “I find the hatred of slavery greatly
intensified by the fate of [John] Brown,” reported Joshua Giddings after the
raid. “Men are ready to march to Virginia and depose of her despotism at
once.” These nonelectoral disruptions spilled over into the electoral realm.
They fueled the Republicans’ rising popularity in the 1850s and ensured
that slavery was front and center in the national political debate. Republican
candidates’ rhetorical attacks on slavery in the late 1850s were not intended
“to shape northern public opinion,” but rather to placate ‘“the manifest
political appetite of northern voters.”46

The practical question was one of priority: given their locations in
society and their finite energies, how could abolitionists most effectively
intervene? Most had no power to directly influence Lincoln, Congress, or
party leaders. Electoral developments mattered, but abolitionists did not
automatically conclude that election campaigns should be the focus of their
day-to-day organizing and agitation. Often it was the abolitionists who were
legally disenfranchised—slaves, free northern Blacks, and women—who
most emphasized the nonelectoral work of direct disruption, escape,
sanctuary, and agitation of the northern masses in order “to move the
political center to the left.”4 They focused on the realms where their actions
could make the most difference: the plantations, the communities that
harbored escaped slaves, the church congregations, the courts, the
battlefields of war. Actions in those realms had cascading impacts,
including on elections.
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Implications for the Climate Movement

The most relevant lesson of slave emancipation for the climate movement
concerns the role of a disruptive minority in catalyzing rapid changes. US
abolition shows how a minority acting upon its own moral and material
interests can accelerate the decline of a parasitic elite sector, by forcing that
sector into confrontation with other elite sectors. The latter can be converted
into a counterelite, abandoning their plans for the sector’s “ultimate
extinction” (Lincoln) and instead hastening its extinction as “a measure of
necessity” (Butler). This activation of counterelites was mediated in many
local instances by lower- and middle-level actors in society, notably
northern abolitionists and later the white Union soldiers who abetted slave
resistance during the war. The initiating minority were the rebellious slaves,
themselves a minority of the enslaved population, who catalyzed decisive
shifts among other minorities.

Fortunately, the success of today’s climate movement does not require
the same level of courage and sacrifice that the enslaved rebels or Union
soldiers displayed. However, the demise of fossil fuels will likewise be
initiated by the actions of a minority. A disruptive minority, or multiple
different minorities, will undermine the industry at multiple locations. Some
of those disrupters will use overt confrontation. Others will use institutional
means such as litigation or quiet disinvestment. Once that process reaches a
certain threshold, other sectors, including investors with no moral qualms
about fossil fuels, will jump the fossil fuel ship for self-interested reasons.4&
Election outcomes will play an important role in accelerating or delaying
this process, as in the elections of 1856 and 1860, but nonelectoral action
will be more decisive and more within the average person’s ability to
influence.

Some readers will doubt the comparability of these two cases. The
differences between the 1850s and 2020s are huge and obvious. There is no
chattel slavery, most of the US population has formal legal equality and
suffrage rights, the US economy looks vastly different, and so on. Yet there
are also many parallels. For one, the rhetorical patterns of slaveholders and
the fossil fuel industry are similar. Like the enslavers who argued that their
cotton helped “the poor to obtain cheap and becoming clothing,” fossil fuel
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elites tout the benefits of their products for consumers and workers. Like
those who acknowledged imperfections in the slave system but warned that
change would only “increase all the evils of which we complain,” Big Oil
pays lip service to “net zero” but warns of mass unemployment and
consumer suffering if politicians do anything to promote decarbonization.
Just as slaveholders labeled the antislavery crowd “rabid and fanatical,”
anyone who echoes the policy recommendations of climate scientists is a
“radical extremist” peddling a “woke” agenda on behalf of “special
interests.” The rhetoric of victimhood is central in both cases. Where
slaveholders cried out for “equal opportunity” in the western territories,
polluters accuse government of “discrimination” and of “picking winners
and losers” at the slightest attenuation of their freedom to harm others.
Those who aim to restrict fossil fuels are “intolerant of diversity.”% It would
be easy to disregard slaveholders’ sociopathic entitlement if a parallel
mentality were not so common among today’s parasites.

The multipronged political strategy of fossil fuel companies also recalls
that of slaveholders before 1861. One prong is to populate the three
branches with their own people, who subsidize the parasitic sector in
numerous ways while obstructing the growth of competing sectors. Just as
the doctrine of “frugal spending” was invoked to block the growth of
industrial constituencies that might erode slaveholders’ political power, it is
today weaponized to block government investment in renewables.32 The
other component of political strategy exploits the parasitic sectors’ control
over private investment. Whenever their personnel in government need help
from outside, the threat of disinvestment—no more cheap cotton clothing,
no more cheap fuel—is wielded to coerce government, other capitalists, and
the public back into compliance.

This behavior generates frustration among the coerced, yet does not
produce decisive action by counterelites. Other ruling-class interests are of
two minds, at once harmed by the parasitic sector and benefiting from it in
the short term. They might desire the “ultimate extinction” of the parasite,
but they are content to let it survive long into the future and are wary of any
“immediatist” agenda. Though chattel slavery was probably unsustainable
in the long run, it was still very profitable in 1860 and it might have
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endured for many more decades if slaveholders were left to their own
devices.il Similarly, most capitalists know fossil fuels must be phased out
but are not taking concerted action to accelerate that process. The Janus-
faced policy of the Union in 1861-62, with its “two tendencies” of
supporting slaveholders and acquiescing to slave escapes, parallels the
capitalist class’s ambivalence toward fossil fuels.32

The need for coercion also reflects the precariousness of the parasite’s
position, however. Slaveholders decried “the systematic aggressions of the
north” because they were, in fact, besieged by their own enslaved
population and the political shifts that slave resistance had catalyzed.
Slavery was particularly precarious because, contrary to the slaveholders’
claims, it was not indispensable to the US economy by 1860. By 2020 fossil
fuels were likewise expendable given the technological advances in
renewable energy sources, especially if governments were willing to stop
subsidizing fossil fuels and instead support renewables. When parasitic
industries cease to be indispensable they lash out in desperate and violent
attempts to prolong their profitability.

This analogy raises the question of how much damage the fossil fuel
industry will do on its way out. The fact that slavery was abolished only
after a horrible war may raise doubts about the usefulness of this case for
the climate movement. Will the industry launch another civil war, backed
by legions of fascist foot soldiers pledging allegiance to Trump or some
similar savior? Its support for Republicans signals that it has embraced
deeply antidemocratic means, including paramilitary violence, to hold onto
its privileges. On a more optimistic note, there are some reasons why
decarbonization is easier to imagine than peaceful abolition was in 1860.
Slave prices hit a historic high that year, giving slaveholders more incentive
to resist abolition. The enslaved US population was valued at $3 billion,
which was “significantly more than the total capital invested, at the time, in
manufacturing and railroads combined.”3 The fossil fuel industry’s
tentacles may extend everywhere, but the value of fossil fuel capital is
much lower as a proportion of the total economy, and growing numbers of
investors are distancing themselves from the sector. Moreover, the US and
global economies are far richer today, meaning we have the financial
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resources to smoothly transition away from fossil fuels without causing
large-scale economic dislocations.

That is reason for hope. Seven months into the Civil War, Frederick
Douglass assessed the recent shifts that the enslaved and their comrades had
produced. Though fiercely critical of the Union leaders, he noted that
necessity was pushing them in the direction of emancipation, “and that is
something.” His advice to his audience was a stonecutter metaphor: “Keep
pounding on the rock.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

“Behaving as Though Management Is the
Enemy”

Workers Defeat the Auto Industry

IN THE 1920S EMPLOYERS’ CHOKEHOLD SEEMED SECURE. A HISTORIC UPSURGE OF
working-class organizing and strikes had been crushed in the aftermath of
World War I, when capital and state joined hands to imprison, deport, and
terrorize workers back into submission. Between 1920 and 1930 the
percentage of unionized workers in the United States dropped by almost
half, to less than 10 percent. The mass production industries—automobiles,
rubber, steel, electrical manufacturing, and so on—were almost entirely
union-free..

Then, starting in the early 1930s, the employers saw their grip falter.
The threat was not strictly about wages. Particularly worrisome was
workers’ demand for more control over their own labor. From 1933 onward
the titans of US capitalism, like General Motors vice president Donaldson
Brown, warned incessantly of the threat to the natural order. They were
being deprived of “their rightful places of leadership.” Aggressive union
organizers sought to “disrupt the normal and essential processes of
managerial control,” challenging capitalists’ “absolute jurisdiction over
labor.” Many union activists were Communists or other radicals with
“revolutionary ideas” that rejected capitalist hierarchy altogether. By the
mid-1930s the radicals enjoyed growing support among the working class.
As Brown complained to his business colleagues, “we witness unions and
union leadership behaving as though management and labor were natural
and inevitable enemies.” There was a real danger that “the people will lose
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their last faith in industrial leadership.”2 In response, GM and other major
employers fought against unions with every legal or illegal means at their
disposal, and particularly against the leftists.

Yet by the early 1940s, all the big auto companies—GM, Chrysler, even
the violent Nazi sympathizer Henry Ford—had been forced to accept the
unionization of their factories. They concluded that “enlightened self-
interest” required them to acquiesce. In 1943 Brown told business
colleagues that “I can hardly conceive of the abandonment of collective
bargaining in American industry.”? And as went the Big Three, so went the
rest of major industry. Employers across the country consented to
unionization. They accepted the legitimacy of the 1935 National Labor
Relations Act (NLRA, or “Wagner Act”), which almost all had initially
opposed, and the jurisdiction of the National Labor Relations Board
(NLRB) that it established. The new law protected private sector workers’
right to organize by prohibiting many of employers’ intimidation tactics and
by establishing exclusive representation in collective bargaining, which
hindered employers’ ability to divide the workforce. This did not stop
capitalists from trying to limit unions’ power. Still, their acceptance of
independent unions and the principle of exclusive representation marked a
major about-face.

The Wagner Act was one key piece of the New Deal, which also
included the 1935 Social Security Act, the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act,
various jobs programs, and a host of other important changes to fiscal,
monetary, and regulatory policy. Today these reforms have attracted much
interest among proponents of the Green New Deal. Many draw cautionary
lessons, pointing to the New Deal’s deep flaws. At the behest of employers
the major labor and social legislation excluded agricultural and domestic
workers—sectors that included the majority of Black workers—and it did
not force racial desegregation upon employers in either the North or the
South.4 This history informs many climate organizers’ insistence on racial
equity in the Green New Deal. The act also sought to tame radical working-
class demands by diverting shop-floor militancy into the institutional
bureaucracy of the NLRB. Furthermore, all progress would soon be
undermined by a ferocious corporate counteroffensive.s These outcomes
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have informed the Left’s insistence on using reform struggles as a way of
strengthening rather than demobilizing a movement.

On the more positive side, the decade from 1935 to 1945 proves that
major changes to US capitalism are feasible in a very short time. New Deal
reforms represented important defeats for leading sectors of capital. They
incurred capitalists’ wrath because they threatened their ‘“absolute
jurisdiction” over the workplace, the market, and the society. Capitalists’
“rightful place of leadership” in all spheres of life was suddenly in doubt.
World War II offers a further example of rapid and dramatic changes.
Wartime economic conversion, in which the US state assumed a
commanding role over the auto industry and mass production more
generally, shows that economic and technological barriers can be overcome
in short order when the political will exists.¢

How was it possible? The mainstream explanation focuses on President
Franklin D. Roosevelt, his appointees, and liberal politicians in Congress. It
stresses “the autonomous initiatives of politicians” and government
advisers, including “the persistent determination of Senator Wagner” and
“of congressional liberals in general.” It also stresses the refusal of liberal
politicians to use federal and state security forces to repress worker
activism. It recognizes some role for popular agency, but with emphasis on
the electoral mobilization and voting that elevated liberals to office.
Election campaigns and ensuing legislation then “inspired” workplace
union organizing and other activism. This interpretation of the New Deal
has helped shape the strategies of the climate movement.Z

The mainstream view gets it backwards. Far from being “autonomous,”
Wagner, Roosevelt, and colleagues were mostly reflections of their
circumstances. Some capitalists of the time recognized as much. In
November 1937, Fortune magazine argued that liberal politicians who
aided labor were responding to larger economic and social developments.
The “assistance rendered by the government” to workers “is itself
symptomatic of a real pressure, for the machinery of Washington,
unpredictable as its motion may be, does not operate in a vacuum of pure
idealism. Washington has strengthened labor’s position, not just for the hell
of it, but in response to forces that the depression stimulated and
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revitalized.” Fortune’s view was not too different from what the anarchist
Errico Malatesta had argued in 1899, that to see elections and politicians as
determining a social movement’s fortunes was to “mistake effect for cause”
and to “stop at the first appearance of things,” for it missed all the ways that
movements shaped elections and politicians, even without engaging in
electoral campaigns.8

Though Fortune did not specify precisely which “forces” were acting
upon the US government, they were plain to see. One was the Depression
itself, a deep economic crisis generated by the capitalist marketplace and
prolonged by capitalists’ opposition to progressive government action.
Between 1929 and 1935 capitalists themselves controlled most aspects of
the government’s response, and they failed abysmally to restore economic
stability. The landmark legislation of Roosevelt’s first year, the 1933
National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), left capitalists in the driver’s
seat. By 1935 the program was a manifest failure, leading even many
capitalists to advocate stronger government intervention to stabilize the
economy.

The second force influencing the government was the title of the 1937
Fortune article: “The Industrial War.” Class conflict had escalated
dramatically in recent years. Between 1933 and 1937 there were over ten
thousand strikes involving 5.6 million workers.2 As employers’ profits
recovered—and in many cases soared to record levels, as in the auto
industry—workers demanded the right to unionize. Employers responded as
they had historically, by firing workers who joined independent unions.
Now, however, that response failed to beat workers back into submission.
This clash of forces necessitated a response from politicians, and the old
ruling-class formula wouldn’t cut it. By 1935 it was clear that repression
and free rein for capital would not resolve the crisis and might further
radicalize the working class. The need for a solution to the prolonged
depression and to the disruption of production, plus the evident failure of
other approaches, led to the Wagner Act’s passage.

Working-class activism was most effective when it caused direct
disruption, especially on the industrial shop floors but also in commercial
establishments, transportation nodes, public spaces, and the houses,
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apartment buildings, and farms where indebted people were targeted with
eviction. The most effective unionists of the 1930s were not focused on
electoral outcomes or on winning the sympathy of the broad US public.
Those factors were not trivial, but they were only marginally within
activists’ ability to control. During the Great Sit-Down Strike in GM plants
in early 1937, most of the US public sympathized more with GM than with
the strikers, and even said that government should use violence to evict the
strikers. A decade later, most people supported the government’s repression
of Communists, who were some of the most effective organizers of the
1930s and 1940s..2 These poll results were partly an achievement of
capitalist propaganda; the press was overwhelmingly hostile to workers.l.
Most of the public also had little familiarity with the life of the assembly-
line worker and was not directly impacted by conditions in the factories.
For these reasons progressive organizers knew that they could not rely upon
majority sentiment, and that winning basic rights required militant action by
an organized minority of the population. Organizing that minority to take
disruptive collective action is where most shop-floor organizers focused
their energies.

This alternate reading of the New Deal holds lessons for the climate
movement. It demonstrates the importance of nonelectoral, disruptive
action initiated by a minority. It also suggests that a victory over a particular
company or lower level of government can lead to impacts at other levels,
as people elsewhere seek to imitate the victory and the defeated elites try to
impose uniform standards on their competitors. Though my discussion of
the New Deal focuses primarily on labor activism, these two takeaways
might be applied by both labor and nonlabor organizations in today’s
climate movement.

Capitalists and Unionization before 1933

Not all US capitalists in the pre-Depression era were entirely opposed to
unions. The National Civic Federation, formed in 1900, brought together
corporate leaders who thought unions might play a constructive role in the
advance of capitalism. The immediate motivation was the threat of rising
class consciousness and militancy among workers, so apparent in the mass
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strikes and confrontations of 1877, 1886, 1894, and most recently 1897—
1903. Federation leaders sought to ensure steady production and to fracture
class solidarity by encouraging union rights for skilled “craft” workers, on
the condition that they cooperated with bosses and turned their backs on
lower strata of the working class. At the turn of the century a spike in
sympathy strikes among skilled workers (where workers in one place struck
in solidarity with workers elsewhere) reminded employers of the need for a
new formula. Stable and procapitalist craft unions that delivered some
benefits to their members might be preferable to endemic disruption and the
possibility of an angry and united working class.12

The other reason some employers began to look favorably on
unionization was the chaotic atmosphere of competition. Market
competition, that heralded ideal of capitalist ideologues, was a scourge of
capitalists in the real world. US businesses often lowered prices to
outcompete their rivals or overproduced to exploit market demand; when
the rivals responded in kind, all suffered. As General Motors economist
Steven DuBrul wrote in 1934, “The only people who seem to believe in
competition” were “that small minority in each industry who gain thereby,
and the academic economists.... Most of us do not like competition and
attempt to set up monopolistic controls which will make life easier for us.”
By the 1920s corporate leaders were groping desperately for ways to limit
competitive pressures. Unionization of entire industries was one possible
way to standardize wages and therefore costs. DuBrul commented that this
motive was at “the heart of the union organization plan” that the railroad
industry had recently embraced. Another US industrialist told the Senate in
1931 that “nationally organized labor” was necessary for the “stabilization
of industrial activity.” A coal executive said he “would rather deal with the
United Mine Workers than with these ruthless price-cutting, wage-cutting
operators who are a detriment to the industry.”3

Yet proponents of this view were always a minority among large US
employers prior to the mid-1930s. The National Civic Federation position
was defeated by the antiunion, “open-shop” majority. After World War I
most employers confronted with worker agitation opted for repression:
firing union members, obtaining court injunctions against strikes and
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boycotts, and using spies, strikebreakers, police, and armed vigilantes.
Sometimes they also offered small benefits to their workers to ward off
unionization (known as “welfare capitalism”), or they set up “company”
unions controlled by their lackeys. Employers in auto and other mass-
production industries were especially disinclined to accept independent
unionization. General Motors and its top shareholder, Du Pont, were active
within the National Association of Manufacturers, known for its ruthlessly
antiunion position.14

Another potential benefit of unionization was that more money for
workers meant more consumer demand and thus more sales.
“Underconsumption,” caused by high levels of inequality, was increasingly
recognized as a source of economic instability in the years before 1933.
However, individual employers knew that raising wages in their own
businesses would do little to raise aggregate demand across the economy,
meaning it would likely reduce profits. Thus, as historian Colin Gordon
observes, “While many agreed that consumers should have more cash in
their pockets, few were willing to extend this reasoning to bargaining with
their own workers.”1s

Most employers on the eve of the Depression remained antiunion. If
there was a certain rationality that could lead employers to favor unions,
other considerations pulled them strongly in the opposite direction. Control
was the ultimate priority. A fear of losing “absolute jurisdiction over labor,”
in the words of GM’s Donaldson Brown, tended to outweigh the potential
benefits of unionization. “Even in situations where unionization might
rationalize competition among firms, its costs on the shop floor seemed too
high,” writes Gordon of the mass-production industries. “For these reasons,
such firms brutally resisted unionization.”16

Not for the first time in history, nor the last, capitalists resisted a
“rational” reform that could ultimately help stabilize their own profits.
Meanwhile, the state showed little will or power to impose that reform
against their wishes. This situation prevailed for the first twenty-eight
months of the Roosevelt administration before the Wagner Act became law.
Even then, enforcement was minimal for two more years. Workers’
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rebellion is essential for understanding how and why unionization rights
finally became a reality.

Closing the Gates of Hell
“The bankers and industrialists who have been running our country have
proved their utter inability, or indifference, to put the country in a better
condition,” wrote an unemployed worker facing eviction in 1933.12 It was a
pervasive sentiment. As the Hoover administration (1929-33) waited for the
market to magically correct itself, unemployment skyrocketed to 25 percent
of the US population, unleashing widespread misery. Hungry people
protested and also took direct measures to survive. Tenants in the cities and
farmers in rural areas organized in large numbers to physically obstruct
eviction attempts, they requisitioned food from large grocery stores, and
they organized mutual aid groups to pool their resources. By 1932 national
protest reached new proportions, notably in the Bonus Army of war
veterans who occupied Washington to demand pension payments and in the
Hunger March of thousands who confronted Henry Ford at his River Rouge
plant in search of jobs. Both protests were suppressed through state
violence. President Hoover sent MacArthur, Patton, and Eisenhower to
evict the Bonus Army, with three protesters killed. Henry Ford, who in 1931
blamed poverty on people’s unwillingness to work (“There is plenty of
work to do if people would do it”), deployed police who murdered four
marchers.18

Repression did not eliminate resistance, though. To maintain some
semblance of social peace, politicians in many cities and states were forced
to limit evictions and increase public assistance. Particularly consequential
were the organizations of the unemployed that included several hundred
thousand members by 1932. Journalist Charles Walker reported on the
Unemployed Councils that year:

In the cities I visited the economic status of the unemployed worker, amount of relief, etc.,
was directly proportional to the strength and the struggle of the Unemployed Council. In
Youngstown, Ohio, where the council was weak and scattered, soup lines generally provided
one meal a day and the other relief was $1.50 per week per family. In Indiana Harbor, where
the Council was strong, relief was $4 to $5 a week, and graded upward according to the size
of the family. Life in any flop-house [i.c., low-cost shelter] is deadly enough, but it is decent
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and tolerable in Chicago compared with the cities where no fight has been made for humane
conditions by the Unemployed Councils.

The councils organized protests against evictions, utility shutoffs, racist
discrimination, and miserly relief policies in general. They also provided
direct help to the unemployed in the form of legal aid and the distribution of
clothing and shoes. 12

Collective action among employed workers also began to intensify. Coal
miners were among the first, carrying out numerous strikes and organizing
local unions between 1929 and June 1933, when the NIRA passed.
Autoworkers soon followed with a series of strikes and walkouts in early
1933. When the economy showed signs of recovery (however illusory) in
early 1933, “hell began to pop,” as radical organizer A.J. Muste recounted.
“Strike followed strike with bewildering rapidity.” Contrary to most
accounts of New Deal labor reforms, this upsurge of militancy began prior
to the passage of the NIRA. The act’s Section 7(a) included a nominal
guarantee of unionization rights, which is often said to have “inspired” the
worker militancy of the mid-1930s. Yet the basic chronology shows that the
upsurge in labor organizing and militancy began well before 7(a) existed.
The law’s impact has been greatly exaggerated.2

Most of the agitation of the early 1930s was spearheaded by dedicated
radical organizers, especially Communists, who were rooted in the
communities, factories, and mines they were organizing. The Communist-
led National Miners Union organized much of the disruption in the coal
mines. The Ford Hunger March and many of the strikes in mass production
industries were likewise organized by Communists, Socialists, and other
radicals. As Walker reported on the struggle of the unemployed, “it is no
secret that Communists organize Unemployed Councils in most cities and
usually lead them, but the councils are organized democratically and the
majority rules.”2l The councils were mass organizations, with no ideological
requirements for membership. Although self-identified anticapitalists were
a minority in most branches, the councils’ growing numbers and militancy
signaled a clear leftward shift among the working-class population, which
was ever more convinced that capitalists and the Republican Party were
unwilling or unable “to put the country in a better condition.” Signs of
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rising cooperation across racial lines were also worrisome to the ownership
class. Many, though certainly not all, of these radical-led struggles were
interracial in nature and sometimes explicitly antiracist. When they were,
they tended to benefit whites as well as workers of color, to the detriment of
capital.22

Figure 8: A 1937 meeting of unemployed miners in Scott’s Run, West Virginia. The
members were affiliated with the Workers Alliance of America, which grew out of
earlier anticapitalist organizing. Much of the radical-led organizing of the 1930s was
consciously interracial. Photo by Lewis Hine (public domain).

The radicals forced shifts in the behavior of government, business, and
more conservative union leaders. As Walker’s account suggests, the
Unemployed Councils won modest public relief measures in locales around
the country, a point conceded by anticommunist writers. Some in Congress
sought federal funds for the unemployed after Communists started
organizing in their districts.22 Radical-led organizing drives and strikes
among workers compelled leaders like John L. Lewis of the United Mine
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Workers (UMW) to devote more resources to organizing. Agitation among
coal miners by the National Miners Union contributed to the revival of the
UMW. In February 1933 Lewis begged Congress for legislation “to foster
collective bargaining as a means of combating Communism.”2¢ The activity
of the radicals also gave employers and government more incentive to
recognize nonradical unions, thus lending leaders like Lewis more political
influence than they would have had otherwise. Without that threat from the
Left it is questionable whether Section 7(a) would even have been included
in the NIRA.

This context of mass agitation and sharpened class consciousness is
essential for understanding the November 1932 election results, which
brought a landslide victory for Roosevelt and Democratic candidates for
Congress. As a candidate Roosevelt had advocated continued austerity and
said nothing about collective bargaining rights. For more than two years
after his inauguration his administration hardly “lifted a finger” in support
of workers’ right to unionize.2s Nevertheless, working-class outrage at
Hoover and Roosevelt’s vague promise of a “new deal” brought him broad
support in 1932, even without labor unions taking any active role in the
campaign. In the years that followed, the actions of all three branches of
government would be driven in large measure by fears that popular
agitation would escalate and that radical critiques of capitalism would
become more appealing to the population. For liberal and moderate
politicians, social-democratic reforms like the Wagner Act were driven by a
“desire to obviate revolution” and “to save capital,” as Roosevelt said in
1938.26

The other outstanding fact at the time of Roosevelt’s inauguration was
the obvious failure of capitalists to resolve the situation. “Industry is unable
to solve its own problems,” remarked the executive of a clock
manufacturing company in 1931.2Z The chaotic and ruinous competition of
the 1920s continued in the early 1930s, demanding a stronger response
from Washington. By March 1933 working people’s perception that “the
bankers and industrialists” were unable “to put the country in a better
condition” was shared by increasing numbers of bankers and industrialists
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themselves. Of course, their preferred solution was quite different from
what most workers wanted.

The first two years of Roosevelt’s presidency involved a series of
experiments to stabilize profits and restore employment without upsetting
the bankers and industrialists. The latter continued groping for minor
adjustments that could restore their profits and assure, as Donaldson Brown
said, “absolute jurisdiction” over their workers. Employers interpreted the
NIRA’s Section 7(a) in their own way, as giving permission for company
unions, hundreds of which were soon established. If they permitted
independent unions at all, bosses usually rejected exclusive representation
rights and insisted on “proportional representation.” Ostensibly a way to
guarantee “the rights of minorities” within the workforce, proportional
representation was in fact a way to undermine independent unions: as GM
privately admitted, it was “simply virtuous camouflage [for] the principle of
‘divide and rule.”” The proworker language in 7(a) was unenforceable and
thus ignored by most employers. The new law did stimulate some
unionization efforts, though hundreds of local unions set up under the
American Federation of Labor (AFL) soon disbanded due to workers’
disillusionment. The increase of strikes and lost workdays, which
quadrupled between early and late 1933, led Roosevelt to create a National
Labor Board (NLB) in August for fear that strikes “would impede the
recovery of business.” That body also failed, due to employer intransigence
that “brought the agency to its knees.” In March 1934 Roosevelt himself
further undermined the NLB when he reached an agreement with the auto
industry that gave his blessing to company unions and proportional
representation—an  outcome that left GM’s Donaldson Brown
“tremendously happy.”2

Just as problematic, the NIRA also failed to stabilize competition among
business. The law aimed to establish industry-specific codes that would
ease competition by regulating prices, wages, and hours. However, the
National Recovery Administration was dominated by its business advisers
and rarely imposed anything on business against its will. As a result, it was
contradictory and inconsistent in its approach. It failed to rein in
overproduction and competition over wages and prices, while at the same


https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a928

time strengthening monopoly conditions in industries like auto. It thus
became one more failed experiment in voluntary self-regulation by
capitalists. Its ineffectiveness was apparent within months of passage, long
before the Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional in May 1935.22

The NIRA’s demise and the continuation of the Depression thus
necessitated a different approach. Wagner thought of his own legislation as
a step toward economic recovery. By allowing more bargaining power for
workers, it would address the underconsumption and chaotic competition
that had long plagued business. And by diverting worker demands into
orderly bureaucratic channels, it would restore stable conditions for
production. As the Wagner Act stated in its preamble, it aimed “to diminish
the causes of labor disputes burdening or obstructing interstate and foreign
commerce.” It would do so by facilitating unionization and collective
bargaining. “The inequality of bargaining power” between labor and capital
“tends to aggravate recurrent business depressions, by depressing wage
rates and the purchasing power of wage earners in industry and by
preventing the stabilization of competitive wage rates and working
conditions within and between industries.”3?

Business leaders increasingly agreed on Wagner’s diagnosis but were
still reluctant to accept independent unionism as a solution. Most hoped that
such a dramatic change could still be averted. As of early 1934 their
political representatives felt the same. When Wagner introduced the first
version of his bill in March 1934, it found little support among his
colleagues. The Senate Labor Committee passed a much weaker bill, and
Roosevelt put forward a still weaker, “noncontroversial” version that had no
appreciable impact once it passed in June.3!

The calculus of politicians and business shifted over the following year.
By fall 1934 Wagner and his team were drafting a new version that passed
resoundingly when it was introduced in February 1935 (by a vote of 63 to
12 in the Senate).22 Democratic gains in the 1934 midterms cannot explain
this dramatic reversal. By early 1935 the crisis confronting politicians and
employers alike had become more complicated. Now no one could deny the
NIRA'’s failure to end the Depression. Furthermore, the continued economic
crisis, the intransigence of capital, and the lack of robust action from
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government had helped radicalize workers. Employers now faced “the
unprecedented managerial and political threat of organized labor,” notes
Colin Gordon. The 1,856 strikes of 1934, in which some 1.5 million
workers participated, had clarified that threat. The three most noteworthy
involved longshore workers on the West Coast, truckers in Minneapolis,
and auto parts workers in Toledo. Several features made these strikes
especially threatening. All were led by radicals, a fact condemned by
employers and top politicians of both parties. All were accompanied by
moves toward a general strike in their respective locales. In all cases police
killed multiple strikers, yet the movements just became more determined—
an ominous signal about the limits of repression. In summer 1934 all ended
with the workers winning most of their demands.3

By spring 1935 politicians and capitalists shared a perception of
continued chaos within the country’s labor force. After introducing his new
bill, Robert Wagner warned senators of the “rising tide of industrial
discontent.”3* Representative William Connery implored the House to pass
a similar bill by pointing out that strikes might escalate further if they did
not. He relayed what one labor representative had told him: “You have seen
Toledo, Minneapolis, and San Francisco. That is mild. You have not yet
seen the gates of hell opened, and that is what is going to happen from now
on unless the Congress of the United States passes labor legislation to cure
the evils which are existing in industry and which are driving these workers
to desperation.”3s

Connery was perplexed at business leaders who still opposed the
legislation: “What we are trying to do ... is to save those corporations from
communism and bloodshed [by promoting a capitalist-friendly form of
unionism as a] bulwark against communism.” Wagner expressed similar
exasperation, telling colleagues in June 1935 that since summer 1934 “I
have devoted myself to the task of preventing strikes” that might be “an
impediment to our economic program.” Other representatives warned, “The
passage of this legislation is the only cure for the labor difficulties which
have been characteristic for the past few years,” and “[without the
legislation] we are going to have an epidemic of strikes that has never
before been witnessed in this country.”i¢ A temporary decline in strikes in
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late 1934 and early 1935 did not reassure elites. Political scientist Michael
Goldfield, in a detailed study of the roots of the Wagner Act, notes that
“fear[s] of even greater labor struggles are echoed by virtually every
commentator during the spring of 1935. No opponent in the hearings or on
the floor of Congress ever rises to suggest the opposite or even that the
descriptions are overdone.”3Z

Capitalists shared this perception, but most were still not convinced by
Wagner and Connery’s logic. Few business leaders supported the act in
1935 and many spoke out forcefully against it. After Roosevelt signed the
new law in July, a Business Week editorial pledged that “business will not
obey this edict,” describing it as “tyranny.” The rest of the capitalist press
remained hostile.38 On the other hand, the demise of the NIRA and the
disruption caused by worker militancy may well have softened capitalists’
opposition. There is debate about how ‘“‘heartfelt and uniform” their public
opposition was, and there was in fact a range of business responses to the
law. A month before the Wagner Act’s passage, Alexander Sachs of the
National Recovery Administration wrote that GM and Du Pont’s position,
while publicly opposed to the bill, had “itself become confused and
compromising” in private. The quiet acquiescence witnessed in some
industries, such as electrical manufacturing, suggests that some employers
may have grudgingly accepted the Wagner Act as a necessary measure.
Southern agricultural employers were willing to accept the act since Wagner
agreed to exempt them in order to win the support of southern Democrats in
Congress.2

Though capitalists’ power was not neutralized, their opposition was
more fractured and ambivalent by early 1935. Their direct control over the
state was also reduced due to their glaring failure to generate economic
recovery and ensure labor peace and their increasingly hostile rhetoric
toward the Roosevelt administration’s modest reform efforts. Politicians
like Wagner and Roosevelt were still acting on behalf of business—*“to save
capital,” in Roosevelt’s words—but business was not, in this case, directly
dictating the course of political action. The persistence of economic crisis
and labor militancy required policymakers to find an approach that would
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close “the gates of hell” and restore capitalist stability, even if capitalists
were initially reluctant to accept it.40

Will Business Obey?
If many capitalists were ambivalent in 1935, others remained staunchly
opposed. And capitalist resistance to the new law did not fade quickly. It is
sometimes claimed that Congress’s action “compelled employers to accede
peacefully to the unionization of their plants.”4l In reality, numerous
employers simply ignored the Wagner Act, and the new National Labor
Relations Board was powerless to enforce it. The NLRB complained rather
pitifully that “employers were never complying with our orders.” The auto
giants and others continued to use spies, illegal firings, and armed violence
to crush unionization efforts. Fortune wrote that “some observer poised
high above the class struggle” in early 1936 “might have thought that
capital now had all the advantage.” Furthermore, most observers expected
that the business-friendly Supreme Court would overturn it. As John L.
Lewis said in January 1937, “We know the Supreme Court, and we have
given up hope that the Court will declare the Wagner Act constitutional.”
Even after the Supreme Court unexpectedly upheld the act that April,
noncompliance initially remained common. The following month Ford
thugs beat union leafletters at the “Battle of the Overpass,” and Chicago
police murdered ten strikers in the “Memorial Day Massacre” at Republic
Steel—the latter crime described by Fortune as “one of the most savage
moments in the history of American labor struggles.” Business Week
declared that the fight in Congress and the courts had just been the “first
battle” between bosses and workers: “[now] the second battle is on to
decide if the winners really won anything.”4

Employer compliance was achieved through workers’ own initiative.
Historian Irving Bernstein observes that government could not force
employers to engage in good-faith bargaining: “The realistic sanction lay
not in the order or its ultimate enforcement by the courts but in the power of
the union. A strong union got bargaining from the employer; a weak one
often did not.” The best demonstration of strength was the strike. Given
employers’ recalcitrance, writes Bernstein, “workers were often compelled
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to resort to strikes rather than to the board to win recognition for their
unions.”# Disruptive strikes waged by workers led notoriously antiunion
employers like GM and US Steel to conclude that the NLRB was the lesser-
evil option. Starting in 1937 they responded by agreeing to recognize
independent unions. Later, often after more strikes, they accepted NLRB
elections and the principle of exclusive representation. Doing so meant
relinquishing the “divide and rule” tactic of proportional representation
schemes. This decision in corporate boardrooms paved the way for the
board’s growth into a regulatory body with significant power to enforce the
law. The onset of another crisis with World War II further limited
employers’ power to resist the unionization of their workforces, as the
federal government took a more assertive enforcement approach in order to
guarantee war production.#4 Thus the implementation of the Wagner Act
was made possible, first, by a renewed upsurge in labor militancy in the late
1930s and then reinforced by the imperatives of geopolitical crisis.

The most decisive episode in this process was the Great Sit-Down Strike
in General Motors plants between late December 1936 and early February
1937. GM represented the pinnacle of big business. Automobiles were the
quintessential manufactured good, and GM employed two-thirds of US
autoworkers. Union organizers knew that if they could unionize GM then
the rest of the auto industry, and the other mass-production sectors, would
be easier to crack.ss The aim, as Newsweek magazine observed, was to
“single out one company and subject it to the combined, crushing weight of
strikes and of competitors greedy for the victim’s markets.” By besieging
“the fortress that dominated the entire automotive industry,” the workers
could play the company off against its rivals and pave the way for
unionization across the industry and the country. The significance of this
battle was clear to all. Business Week commented, “The company feels
itself not only a representative of all automotive management, but of
industrial management in all lines. Other companies, lending advice and
support to G.M., feel the same.4¢

Traditional organizing strategies had failed due to GM’s repressive
capacity and its control of local and state governments. By 1936 only a tiny
percentage of autoworkers were unionized. As Communist organizer
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Wyndham Mortimer recalled, independent unions established under the
NIRA “had been destroyed by the concerted attacks of the AFL and the
automobile employers,” capped by Roosevelt’s endorsement of company
unions in 1934.47 The low union membership was certainly not a sign of
worker contentment with their employers. The profits of the Big Three
skyrocketed between 1932 and 1936, with GM’s after-tax profits rising
from $8 billion to $240 billion. If many workers had grudgingly accepted
their misery when it seemed like their employers were struggling, they
expected to be compensated with lighter work or better wages when times
improved. Instead, GM ruthlessly sped up the assembly line while keeping
wages almost flat and refusing to rehire workers it had laid off. Executives’
salaries, meanwhile, jumped as much as 100 percent between 1934 and
1935. The speedups were the most tangible expression of injustice for most
workers and were the primary grievance heard by UAW organizers in Flint
in 1936. As the UAW’s Henry Kraus later wrote, “It was always the
speedup, the horrible speedup.”4t

The strategy involved recruiting a militant minority of the workforce
and launching a strike on the educated guess that most of the other workers
would join (a strategy that is very different from that of most unionization
campaigns today). The strike would target “mother plants,” the factories
that produced essential components for the entire GM supply chain. The
two Fisher Body plants that the workers occupied in Flint just before New
Year’s were a wise choice given their indispensability to the production
network and the fact that automobile “bodies can’t be stored in large
quantities,” as Business Week observed. The magazine noted that organizers
had “skillfully picked out the bottle-necks of production and choked them
off.”4

A normal strike might have been defeated with strikebreakers, but the
fact that workers were occupying the plants—and that hundreds of
previously timid workers joined the initiators—handcuffed GM by
“rendering impotent the traditional strikebreaking technics,” wrote Kraus.20
Organizers in Flint got the idea from workers elsewhere who had sat down
on the job. In early 1936 rubber workers in Akron had carried out a
successful sit-down against Goodyear, which was followed by massive
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enrollment in the United Rubber Workers of America. The victory “gave the
sitdown nationwide publicity” and “sent the strike wave surging to a new
high,” noted Fortune in a later analysis. When GM workers in Flint and
several other cities occupied their plants in late December, it became clear
that the dangerous example was spreading, leaving “all industry wondering
how to stop it.”sl

Figure 9: Workers guarding the window of an occupied Flint plant during the Great
Sit-Down Strike. Photographer unknown (public domain).

The Flint strike continued for forty-four days. During that time the
workers withstood two judicial injunctions, GM’s attempts to shut off heat
and prevent food deliveries, a violent attack by Flint police who shot and
injured thirteen workers, and GM’s effort to recruit a “Flint Alliance” of
workers and residents to crush the strike. At each turn the workers thwarted
the company. They ignored the injunctions. When GM tried to freeze them
out, they opened the plant windows to let the expensive water system
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freeze, forcing the company to turn the heat back on. The workers’ outreach
to the Flint community, and most Flint residents’ own familiarity with GM,
helped neutralize GM’s attempts to break the strike.i2 On February 1 the
workers’ occupation of an extra Chevrolet plant “demonstrated the union’s
ability to spread the strike whenever necessary,” recounted Mortimer, who
was representing the workers before Governor Frank Murphy. The February
Chevrolet sit-down “was the chief factor that caused General Motors to
reply favorably to a letter from Governor Murphy requesting a meeting
between the company and the union,” he wrote.s3

Figure 10: Workers during the Great Sit-Down Strike. The occupation left workers
with a lot of free time, which they spent on everything from ping-pong to discussing
the news, including from radical publications that circulated in the plants (Kraus,
Many and the Few, 86—105). Photographer unknown (public domain).

Finally, GM buckled. The sit-downs at just a minority of its plants had
paralyzed most of its national operations. “Every day that the strike lasted it
was getting about 10,000 cars farther behind,” reported Business Week.
Steven DuBrul of GM wrote that “unless [GM] made satisfactory
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concessions it would be losing the greater part of this year’s market.” Under
the February 11 settlement GM agreed to let all strikers keep their jobs, to
let workers wear union buttons, and to temporarily make the UAW the
exclusive bargaining agent at the seventeen plants where workers had
struck, which would implicitly give the union time to sign up a majority of
workers. GM also agreed to begin contract negotiations. From 1936 to
1937, UAW membership jumped from 20,000 to 400,000.54

Why was violent eviction of the strikers not a viable option? The
dominant answer among scholars is that Frank Murphy, the Democratic
governor of Michigan, and President Roosevelt made the difference by
declining to murder strikers and by nudging GM to negotiate. The leading
study of the strike argues that Murphy’s refusal to use force or to cut off
relief payments to workers’ families “was the single most important factor”
in its success. Numerous others have argued that the Flint victory “was only
possible because Frank Murphy was governor.” The takeaway lesson for
today is clear: “electing allies to office” must be a priority of the labor
movement.33

Interestingly, contemporary accounts from both the business press and
Flint-based organizers placed less emphasis on liberal politicians. Strike
organizers did note the value of Murphy and Roosevelt’s restraint but did
not assign it the preeminent importance found in most later accounts. They
made clear that the sit-down “render[ed] impotent the traditional
strikebreaking technics” (Kraus) and that the expansion of the sit-downs
forced GM to the negotiating table in early February (Mortimer).5¢ From the
other side of the political spectrum, Fortune and Business Week also
stressed the importance of the sit-down tactic and other worker actions.
Fortune reported that GM workers, drawing upon the example of Akron
rubber workers and other sit-down strikers, “had developed a new
organizing technique and a new strike strategy” that thwarted the
company’s efforts to break the strike. Their victory owed largely to this
“new concept of strike action” as compared with earlier strikes, including
the unsuccessful 1934 textile strikes. As noted above, the magazine argued
that the “assistance rendered by the government” to labor in the mid-1930s
was “itself symptomatic of a real pressure” coming from elsewhere.3Z
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Sociologists Joshua Murray and Michael Schwartz elaborate on this
point. Based on a detailed analysis of the Flint sit-downs, they conclude that
while Democratic victory in elections “definitely contributed to the labor
movement’s success, it was not the primary factor that it may seem to have
been on the surface.” They instead emphasize the ingenuity of union
organizers like Wyndham Mortimer and Bob Travis, the democratic
structure of shop-floor organizing that allowed rank-and-file workers to
take initiative, and the discipline and perseverance of the strikers and their
community supporters. These assets allowed the workers to triumph despite
the fact that the sit-downs were widely considered illegal (as even Mortimer
told Murphy) and despite the tenuous legal status of the Wagner Act, which
the Supreme Court did not approve until two months after the strikers’
victory over GM.38

The workers won primarily because they tied GM’s hands. The
company itself actually opposed a violent expulsion of the strikers. GM
conveyed to Murphy both publicly and privately that the strikers should not
be “evicted by force.” It was concerned in part for its reputation, which was
vulnerable given its reliance on consumer sales.22 It also knew that a violent
eviction risked major damage to expensive machinery. The eviction of sit-
down strikers in some other US cities in spring 1937 was limited to sit-
downs involving much smaller numbers. In Flint there were, by GM’s own
tally, 653 workers occupying its two Fisher Body plants as of mid-January.
As Murray and Schwartz note, “Murphy was also protecting GM
equipment” by not sending in the National Guard. Whether the National
Guard was ready to commit massive violence was also in doubt. As
historian Sidney Fine writes, the local National Guard “was made up of
youngsters without previous experience in riot duty and with little stomach
for an assignment that might have involved the shooting of fellow citizens.”
National Guard staff in Flint, “impressed with the difficulty of
apprehending and taking to court the several thousand persons inside and
outside the plants against whom the court order was directed,” strongly
advised Murphy not to send the guard in.«

A violent assault on hundreds of sit-down strikers would have carried
unacceptable risks: damage to GM’s machinery and image, a possible
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breakdown of discipline among National Guard forces, and, as a result,
unknowable disruption to labor-capital relations and the US political order
far beyond Flint. Had GM strongly urged violent eviction, and had the
guard been comfortable with the plan, Murphy and Roosevelt might have
made a different choice. The strikers had wagered correctly that the risks of
a violent eviction were too high for elite decision-makers.

The GM sit-downs had a thrilling effect on other workers, who were at
least as inspired by successful worker action as by abstract victories like the
election of Democrats. The sit-down gave an immediate impetus to
unionization efforts in other auto companies and across the whole economy.
As one steelworker told union organizers, “Wait till you win the auto strike.
Then we’ll join.”é! Unionized or not, other workers learned the lesson of the
Flint victory and sought to replicate it. The sit-down tactic spread to “every
conceivable type of worker”: retail workers, bakers, garbage collectors,
textile workers, custodians, incarcerated workers, and numerous others. In
March alone there were 170 recorded sit-down strikes, with Detroit the
epicenter. By year’s end there had been 477 sit-down strikes (and 4,740
total strikes) in the United States, which are in fact underestimates since
they omit strikes lasting less than a day or involving fewer than six workers.
These figures are especially impressive given that few politicians or
newspapers voiced support for sit-down strikes, many ferociously
condemned the tactic, and most of the US public was opposed.©2 Union
leaders themselves often opposed sit-downs, and strikes in general, fearing
that worker militancy would incur legal penalties and jeopardize the cordial
relationships they sought to build with the bosses. But one advantage of the
sit-down tactic was the power it gave to workers on the assembly line. As
Newsweek observed in January 1937, “The newer, more spontaneous
method belongs first of all to the rank and file; the workers themselves may
invoke it when they like.” This approach fostered informal rank-and-file
leadership. As UAW organizer Bob Travis said of the Flint workforce after
the famous sit-down had ended, “Leaders are popping up everywhere.” This
rank-and-file control was apparent in the thousands of unauthorized
(“wildcat”) strikes of the late 1930s and 1940s.62
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After GM’s capitulation, the next most important victory came within
weeks, when the leader of the steel industry, US Steel, consented to
unionization. Its shift resulted from the threat of similar disruption among
its own workforce, which was heightened by the Congress of Industrial
Organizations’ (CIO’s) emphasis on interracial organizing.t¢ US Steel also
hoped that a moderate union would help regulate competition by forcing
competitors to agree to the same wages. As one steel executive told Fortune
magazine, “we knew we were the next citadel for assault by the CIO, and,
in point of fact, we had to sign. Financially, we were in no position to stand
a two- or three-month shutdown of production or to carry the ball for the
rest of the industry.” This logic was echoed in the Wall Street Journal,
which described US Steel’s efforts “to prevent renewal of predatory
competition.” Minimizing competition and ensuring labor stability became
especially important given the growing global demand for steel in the late
1930s. US Steel, like GM right before it, concluded that an independent but
nonradical union was now the lesser-evil option since it might actually
“promote efficiency and quiet,” as banker Alexander Sachs characterized
the companies’ logic.2 Notably, the top two mass-production corporations
in the country had both capitulated before the Supreme Court upheld the
Wagner Act in April 1937.

Competing explanations have been offered for the court’s decision. New
Deal scholars who center elites and intellectuals ascribe the ruling to “the
National Labor Relations Board’s litigation strategy,” which supposedly led
the court’s majority to bow to superior reason and evidence.t¢ This
explanation is dubious given the Supreme Court’s entire history and its
record in the mid-1930s in particular. The court had generally been hostile
to the New Deal, overturning many programs and laws in 1935 and 1936.
Its May 1936 ruling in Carter v. Carter Coal Co. had invalidated a law
pertaining to the coal industry that “contained essentially the same labor
provisions as those in the Wagner Act,” writes James Gross, the leading
historian of the NLRB. Furthermore, the Roosevelt administration’s
attorneys in that case had made the same legal argument (hinging on the
impacts on interstate commerce) that the NLRB was then using to defend
Wagner’s constitutionality. Following the Carfer decision employers
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rejoiced and NLRB officials despaired, all expecting the court to overturn
Wagner as well.&Z

Given this background, Gross argues “it is reasonable to discount the
effect of the board’s strategy and arguments and to give major credit to
environmental conditions” in shaping the decision of the court. The major
such condition, he suggests, was what NLRB investigator Heber
Blankenhorn called “the facts of industrial relations,” meaning the potential
for escalating strike activity and employer repression. It was a very tangible
prospect, since oral arguments concluded the same day that GM and the
UAW signed their February 11 agreement. As Blankenhorn predicted a
month before, events in “auto, steel, and coal [might] possibly ‘render
constitutional’ the Wagner Act.” In a context of ongoing strikes, “The
concept may dawn even on the Court that a Government Labor Board is in
some measure a necessary alternative to a general labor war.” Fortune later
argued that had the court overturned the act, “the labor situation in the US
might swiftly have become blood and chaos.” This argument was often
repeated by the law’s supporters, in and out of court, in the lead-up to April
1937. The court’s own decision was explicit in stating that unionization “is
often an essential condition of industrial peace.” Blankenhorn also
commented that once GM and US Steel capitulated to unionization, there
was less reason for swing vote Justice Owen Roberts to vote against
Wagner.% There was now more incentive for a probusiness judge to support
the law, since it would help compel those companies’ competitors to
unionize.

Even the Supreme Court ruling did not automatically lead employers to
comply, at least not fully. The Wagner Act had mandated exclusive
representation to stop employers from pitting one worker faction against
another—*“divide and rule,” in GM’s words. Yet on February 11 GM had
only temporarily recognized the UAW as the sole bargaining agent and only
in some GM plants. Durable recognition of exclusive representation would
come in 1940, after the company itself requested an NLRB election to
select an exclusive bargaining agent by majority vote. This was a dramatic
departure from earlier GM policy, and it was driven by the same forces—
worker strikes and the desperate quest for business stability—that had
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motivated its concessions in February 1937. Between 1937 and 1939 the
new UAW split into two competing factions, one affiliated with the CIO
and the other with the AFL. Though the AFL leaders were more
conservative, they were dragged leftward by the demands of their members.
By early 1939 the competition for workers’ allegiance was giving rise to
“new demands on the companies,” including for a thirty-hour work week,
and workers had begun striking over those demands. The problem, noted
one observer: “Where factionalism is strong, union officials are especially
likely to feel they must bring home the bacon.” It took this new round of
disruption for GM to finally accept exclusive representation as a way to end
the chaos engendered by unions’ jurisdictional competition.&

Other companies and industries evinced a similar logic. In the late 1930s
and 1940s employers increasingly recognized “intra-union conflict as a
threat to peace.” The head of the Automobile Manufacturers Association
warned in 1939 that without a binding NLRB election, “the manufacturer
[would] find himself ground between the millstones of union factionalism.”
As Business Week reported in 1938, more employers now “looked to the
government for help” to help them deal with strikes and escalating worker
demands. As a result, the NLRB was finally endowed with enforcement
power. Whereas it handled just 203 union election cases in fiscal year
1935-36, by 1941 the number reached 13,856.20

World War II reinforced this trajectory, for two reasons. First, the federal
government forced many of the most recalcitrant employers, under implicit
threat of nationalization, to accept unions; in exchange, capitalists got
lucrative military contracts, wage controls, and government-assisted
repression of labor militancy. In the case of Ford, worker disruption and the
company’s brazen disobedience of the Wagner Act led the Roosevelt
administration to threaten to withhold contracts and then to intervene to
settle a massive strike at Ford’s River Rouge plant in April 1941.2L The
conjunction of the geopolitical emergency and the disruptive class warfare
inside Ford plants forced the previously timid administration to take
decisive action to ensure smooth industrial output.

Second, the war reaffirmed employers’ sense that union leadership could
help them discipline the rank and file. The need was obvious. From 1938 to
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1941 there were 12,181 strikes, many initiated by rank-and-file organizers
over their leaders’ fierce objections. Then, despite the nearly universal
agreement from labor’s national leaders to a wartime no-strike policy, there
were 16,426 more strikes in 1942—45, most undertaken by workers illegally
and in defiance of union leadership.22 The fact that labor leaders so often
failed “to keep labor in step” (as Roosevelt ordered Sidney Hillman of the
Amalgamated Clothing Workers) did not blind employers to their potential
utility. In 1942 a Roosevelt appointee on the War Labor Board wrote, “The
maintenance of a stable union membership makes for the maintenance of
responsible union leadership.” Those “responsible and cooperative” union
leaders would discipline their “irresponsible and uncooperative members”
who sought to “disrupt relations and hamper production.”2 Much of the
wartime disruption was related to ongoing jurisdictional conflicts between
union factions. By war’s end the nation’s top employers were searching
even more desperately for “definite procedures under which such
jurisdictional disputes can be peacefully resolved,” given that they were
“helpless while factions of labor contend with each other.” They reversed
their prior position and embraced the hated NLRB. By 1945 the dominant
preference among major employers was to allow for elections to select
“collective bargaining representatives” under the auspices of “the National
Labor Relations Board and corresponding state agencies.” These “orderly
legal procedures” were deemed preferable to worker militancy.

The conditions that brought success to the sit-downs of 1936-37
diminished greatly between the late 1930s and late 1940s. Success against
GM had been possible due, first and foremost, to the creativity and
militancy of rankand-file organizers. The capitalist counteroffensive took
aim at that source of strength using both carrots and sticks. Employers
cultivated “responsible and cooperative” union leaders and offered them
union security clauses and modest raises for members. Simultaneously they
outlawed sit-down strikes (which both the NLRB and Supreme Court ruled
against in 1939), purged radicals from union leadership, and further
restricted union activity through the 1943 Smith-Connally Act, the 1947
Taft-Hartley Act, and other measures. The US auto industry overhauled its
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entire production structure, which helped it dominate workers more
effectively by impeding shop-floor disruptions.z

Labor leaders themselves bear substantial blame, for most were
willingly “cooperative” or at least failed to build upon the radical
organizing approach that had brought victory in Flint. Soon after the 1937
victory at US Steel the United Steelworkers became “one of the most stable
and well-behaved unions,” as Business Week wrote in 1939. The magazine
gave “about 99% of the credit to Philip Murray,” the steel workers’ leader
and soon-to-be CIO president. Rather than behaving as though management
was the enemy, leaders like Murray cultivated cozy relations with the
bosses. Rather than building rank-and-file power on the shop floor, they
poured union resources into electoral and legislative politics.z

The consequences were apparent by the late 1940s. Labor lobbied
intensely, and unsuccessfully, against the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act that
imposed severe restrictions on union activity. It then went all-out in support
of Truman and the Democrats in the 1948 election, in the vain hope that the
victors would repeal Taft-Hartley. As sociologists Frances Fox Piven and
Richard Cloward observed in the mid-1970s, “Although the investment of
the unions in electoral politics increased, the ability of labor unions to
protect the gains that had been won in the mid-1930s rapidly diminished.”Z
That verdict has become only more justified in the decades since.

Reassessing the Mainstream Explanation

We can now revisit the dominant explanation for the New Deal, the one that
stresses the role of leaders like Franklin D. Roosevelt, Robert Wagner, and
Frank Murphy. This interpretation has influenced the thinking of numerous
scholars and activists. Many studies of the Flint sit-down strikes conclude
that “electing allies to office” is essential for a social movement’s success.
Similarly, one study of the Depression-era movement for social security
argues that “collective action will be most productive if it focuses on
elected officials.” Theda Skocpol, a prominent sociologist known in part for
her work on the New Deal, has argued that the climate movement should
focus on “pressing politicians for change.”z
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Many climate organizers have drawn similar lessons. For example, some
cite the New Deal in support of their strategic emphasis on the need to
“elect friendly politicians.”2 In a recent book edited by organizers from the
Sunrise Movement, US labor official Bob Master makes the lessons
explicit. It was Congress’s passage of the Wagner Act and then “the historic
election campaign of 1936 that ultimately endowed the industrial working
class with the confidence to challenge the corporate tyranny of basic
industry.” Master warns leftists against overestimating the role of “rank-
and-file militancy and mass strikes” and underestimating the role of
friendly politicians. “The CIO needed Senator Wagner and his
congressional allies to create a new framework for collective bargaining,”
which in turn gave workers the “confidence” to confront their employers.&2
In this narrative great credit goes to congressional initiative. Congress is
also endowed with the power to impose its will on capitalists: the Wagner
Act compelled “employers to accede peacefully to the unionization of their
plants.”8l The takeaway for today is that the climate movement should focus
much, even most, of its energies on “electing friendly politicians.”

As I have argued, this conventional interpretation of the Wagner Act is
based on a misreading of the record. The escalation of worker militancy
began long before 1936 and even well before the passage of the National
Industrial Recovery Act in June 1933. The pre-NIRA upsurge of 1929-33
helped enable labor’s growth throughout the rest of the decade. Successful
organizing in coal, textiles, and other sectors demonstrated to other workers
what was possible, and by resuscitating the United Mine Workers it brought
an influx of union dues that were then used to fund organizing in auto, steel,
meatpacking, and other mass production industries.&2 Worker militancy in
auto and adjacent industries predated the November 1936 election, and the
election does not figure as a central source of worker “confidence” in
contemporary accounts by either sit-down strike organizers or their
enemies.8 The claim of one historian that “the CIO might have remained
little more than a general staff and officers corps without the electrifying
electoral victory of 1936 ignores the organizing groundwork that people
like Wyndham Mortimer had been laying, independently of electoral
campaigns, in the months and years prior.8 It also misses the centrality of


https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a979
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a980
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a981
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a982
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a983
https://calibre-pdf-anchor.a/#a984

workplace class conflict in determining the ebbs and flows of worker
militancy. In the auto industry, shop floor militancy surged in 1936-37 (and
continued for a decade) because the Big Three were making record profits
while intensifying their exploitation of workers, which violated workers’
sense of justice. It also surged because workers had discovered how to
exploit chokepoints in the industry’s structure of production. Throughout
the 1930s and 1940s workers everywhere learned from each other. More so
than legislation and the “electrifying electoral victory” of Democrats, it was
the “electrifying demonstration effect” of other exploited people taking bold
actions that moved workers to do likewise.8s Observers at the time,
including in capitalist circles, often perceived this phenomenon more
clearly than later academics.

There are additional problems with a narrative that stresses the
importance of “friendly politicians” like Wagner, FDR, and Frank Murphy.
None of those politicians were as ideologically friendly to workers as they
are commonly portrayed. To the extent they acted in support of workers,
they were largely guided by pragmatic concern for the overall health of the
economy, which required workplace stability. Nor did those politicians have
the power to force capitalists to “accede peacefully to the unionization of
their plants.” Long after the Wagner Act’s signing in July 1935, numerous
major employers across the country refused to allow unions. Only after
workers took disruptive collective action to force implementation did the
most recalcitrant capitalists finally accede to it (and never without
reservations).

A more limited claim is more tenable: that some workers were further
emboldened by national events like NIRA’s Section 7(a) in 1933, the
Wagner Act’s passage in 1935, and the 1936 election landslide, and they
escalated their militancy in part in response to these favorable outcomes.
Even this claim must be treated cautiously, since it’s often based on claims
made in later decades or on statements from top labor leaders like John L.
Lewis who were not doing the organizing work themselves.8¢ There is,
nonetheless, much evidence of workers perceiving Roosevelt and other
New Deal politicians as their allies. This perception was one of several
“facilitating factors” that encouraged workers’ militancy. In this
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interpretation, electoral and legislative politics, even if mostly symbolic,
sometimes facilitated working-class resistance to capital; that resistance in
turn generated new impacts on elections, legislation, and the courts, as well
as on capitalists themselves.tZ This dynamic is common in history. The
movement to abolish slavery had likewise benefited from the rise of free-
soil politics and the Republican Party, and one could locate similar parallels
elsewhere.

However, here again arises the question of priority posed by Errico
Malatesta in 1924: “Since no one can do everything in this world,” we must
decide what uses of our limited energy are most efficacious. Elections and
politicians are one variable that helps shape the prospects for movement
success. But it does not follow that electoral and legislative campaigns are
the best way for movements to spend our resources, or even the best way to
influence what politicians do. Most working-class activism of the 1930s—
in numbers, hours, sweat, money—was not focused on electoral canvassing
and legislative lobbying, yet it powerfully influenced officeholders. When
favorable government actions did expand the opportunities available to
labor, those actions stemmed mostly from the “forces that the depression
stimulated and revitalized,” as Fortune suggested: the ongoing market
chaos and the clash between workers and employers. Some other business-
friendly sources at the time drew a similar conclusion. A later report
commissioned by the Republican minority in the Senate noted that “it must
be admitted that in obtaining these gains [from government], strikes often
played a conspicuous part.”82 One of the key legislative victories of the
1930s, the famous Section 7(a) that so many scholars say “inspired”
workers to organize, certainly did not come as a result of large-scale worker
campaigning or lobbying. Labor union participation in the 1932 election
was minimal. If anything, it was the nonelectoral militancy in the coal
sector in 1929-33, often organized by radicals, that gave Lewis the leverage
to demand 7(a)’s inclusion in the NIRA as a way of restoring labor
discipline and “combating Communism.”® In later elections labor did
mount a larger electoral effort, though whether that was the most effective
use of unions’ time and money is doubtful .2
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Implications for the Climate Movement

Understandings of the New Deal have helped shape left and liberal
strategies since the 1930s. My rereading of New Deal labor reforms has
been based on the insights of radical organizers and scholars as well as the
observations of capitalists and business media at the time. Interestingly,
these sources often coincide in their causal explanations. They hold several
lessons for today’s climate movement.

One is similar to the key takeaway from the previous chapter: we do not
need the support of an electoral majority if we have strong support from a
sizable minority that is structurally positioned to undermine a system by
withholding labor, money, or other resources. The Great Sit-Down Strike
shows that we may not even need prior support from a majority within a
workplace before taking action. This minority action tends to be more
effective than election-centered approaches. Organizing people to directly
confront polluters, banks, insurance companies, and employers will usually
result in bigger impacts on both the targets and on government. In other
chapters I offer more specifics about the current and potential forms of such
minority action in the climate movement. In the conclusion I will say more
about what role the labor movement might play in the climate war. Despite
the decline of mass production industries in the United States, workers in
diverse sectors still possess the power to disrupt production, transportation,
and logistical operations, which gives them potential leverage over
economic and political elites.22

Second, targeting one or a handful of powerful entities, and winning,
can generate positive ripple effects across entire industries. The GM union
organizers knew that a victory there would pave the way for unionization
across the auto industry and other mass production sectors. GM’s
capitulation inspired other workers to strike and to unionize. It also
influenced the decisions of other employers as well as government,
including, it seems, the Supreme Court. The climate movement can
generate a parallel momentum by applying concentrated pressure against
particular companies, industries, or state and local governments. As the
Rainforest Action Network argues, if they can “move” one or more “major
corporations, it puts pressure on the whole industry, leading to entire
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sectoral shifts.”2 Chapter 2 noted some of the ways this dynamic is already
playing out on climate policy. Chapter 6 will offer some additional
examples of how local victories might generate broader change.

A third lesson of the 1930s labor upsurge is that the climate movement
will benefit from organizational structures that promote creativity and
experimentation by the rank and file. The work stoppages that caused so
many headaches for capitalists and politicians were usually spearheaded by
rank-and-file workers or local union leaders rather than top labor officials.
The latter were more distant from the realities of the shop floor and were
also afraid of incurring legal penalties or souring their negotiating
relationships with capitalists and politicians. Locally rooted organizers were
crucial to the development and execution of strategy. Today many labor
unions or nonprofits realize the importance of local organizers in mobilizing
people, but most are not set up to foster rank-and-file participation in
strategic decisions. The victorious strategies of the 1930s cannot be
mechanically replicated today. Like the sit-down strikers in Flint, today’s
climate movement must be creative in exploiting available pressure points.
Participatory organizations can help us find them.
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CHAPTER FIVE

“The Boycott Road to Rights”

A Lost Weapon against White Supremacists
(and Climate Criminals)

THE CAMPAIGN IN BIRMINGHAM, ALABAMA, IN APRIL AND MAY 1963 WAS THE MOST
crucial turning point in the movement to end formal racial segregation in
the United States. In addition to forcing integration in a bastion of white
supremacy in the Deep South, the victorious campaign led a timid and
accommodationist John F. Kennedy to introduce civil rights legislation in
Congress in June, a full twenty-nine months after he had taken office.
Though racists were by no means entirely vanquished, Birmingham
catalyzed a decisive shift in the balance of power both locally and
nationally.

The conventional explanation for this victory is that images of
nonviolent Black activists being assaulted by police shocked liberal
consciences in the North. By “mobilizing public opinion” on behalf of the
movement, the scenes of this “brutality forced the Kennedy administration
to intervene.” This interpretation of Birmingham has achieved the status of
dogma, influencing countless organizers over the years. Many, including in
the climate movement, conclude from Birmingham that by organizing
large-scale nonviolent protests with “moral clarity of message,” we can
exert an “impact on the nation’s conscience and politics.”!

Dogma is often wrong. By stressing the role of public opinion and
northern politicians, the conventional explanation misses the deeper reason
for the movement’s victory: its ability to disrupt capitalist profits and to
sustain that disruption in the face of repression. As this chapter will show,
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many Black people recognized that the capacity to exert sustained
economic pressure was their most potent weapon. This fact was not lost on
capitalists, either. In June 1963, 7ime magazine responded to the
Birmingham victory with an article titled “The Boycott Road to Rights™:

“The quickest way to a white man’s conscience,” goes a favorite Negro saying, “is through
his pocketbook.” This may hit the mark, because the most successful Negro civil rights
stratagem so far has been neither sit-in nor lawsuit. Negro leaders, skirting restraint-of-trade
laws, call the device “selective buying.” It is really a consumer boycott, and it can be
devastatingly effective.... In Birmingham, retailers have averaged a $750,000 weekly loss,
some because Negro trade boycotted stores, some because whites did not venture downtown
for fear of possible violence. “The boycott seems to be moderating,” says one businessman.
“But it has been effective all right.”2

The “devastatingly effective” boycott of downtown stores was the
centerpiece of the movement’s strategy. Beyond Birmingham, boycotts
were a central tactic of Black struggle between the mid-1950s and late
1960s. Though the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott is famous, far less known
are the many local boycott campaigns that followed it. Montgomery aside,
the role of economic disruption has been downplayed or ignored in many
accounts of the southern civil rights movement. Yet organizers and their
targets knew how effective it could be.2

Sometimes the impact of a local boycott was magnified by riots and
property destruction. Though these latter tactics were usually condemned by
official boycott organizers, they could add to capitalists’ sense that policy
reform was necessary to restore profitability. In May 1963, working-class
Black residents of Birmingham responded to white supremacist bombings
and police violence by vandalizing businesses and confronting the cops. As
news reports indicated, this atmosphere of “racial tensions” further reduced
sales for Birmingham merchants and increased the local business elite’s
interest in finding a negotiated solution that could avert the “impending
disaster to life and property.”s

This chapter examines the use of economic pressure by the Black
freedom movement and the implications for today’s climate movement. The
first section below examines why Jim Crow segregation and terror in the
US South were desirable, or at least acceptable, to business elites in both
South and North. Although many capitalists personally disliked Jim Crow
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laws, they were disinclined to confront them until they were threatened by a
disruptive movement that raised the cost of the status quo. The second
section illustrates the centrality of boycotts, and economic disruption more
generally, to the strategic repertoire of the Black movement. I trace the
Birmingham campaign in more detail and show how it influenced both
capitalists and political leaders, leading to local desegregation in many
spots across the South and then to the 1964 Civil Rights Act.

If economic pressure was often “devastatingly effective,” why isn’t it
more central to the strategy of US social movements today? And why is
economic pressure all but forgotten in many histories of Black struggle?
The third section seeks to explain why movements sometimes turn to
boycotts and, conversely, why boycotts have fallen out of favor among
mainstream progressive organizations in the twenty-first century—which
may itself help explain why economic pressure campaigns are marginalized
in most historical retellings. The final section reflects on how today’s
climate movement might recover this forgotten weapon and deploy it as one
key part of a larger disruptive strategy. Some climate organizers are already
doing so.

The lessons for the climate movement are similar to those posited in
earlier chapters. The movement’s success depends largely on its capacity to
generate sustained economic disruption, especially through boycott and
divestment campaigns targeting banks, insurers, asset managers, and
nonfinancial businesses. These campaigns do not need to win over a
majority of the public, only a substantial minority of workers and
consumers who can press business, labor unions, churches, and local and
state governments to turn against fossil fuels and their financial enablers.
Nor do the campaigns need to target the entire corporate elite. Once a few
powerful targets succumb to movement pressure most of the rest will fall,
for reasons explored in other chapters and again below. Focused, sustained
economic disruption can unleash a chain reaction that reshapes both
business and government policy.



Racism and Capitalist Rationality

In triumphalist narratives of history, racism appears as an irrational vestige
of the past, destined to fade away over time as society and legal institutions
become more enlightened. By the 1960s racial integration was simply “an
1dea whose time has come,” in the famous words of Senator Everett Dirksen
in 1964.2 Mainstream economists offer a material explanation for this view.
In a classic 1957 book, Gary Becker argued that employers in a competitive
economy who discriminated against workers, consumers, and business
owners of color would suffer lower profits as a result. Capitalists who let
racism or any other “non-pecuniary motivation” guide their business
decisions would lose out to more enlightened competitors.¢ By this logic the
sheer need to maximize profits would eventually erode Jim Crow
segregation in the South. The argument is plausible: building two sets of
everything is more expensive, and barring certain workers from certain
occupations might raise the wages that employers have to pay.

What Becker and his followers ignore is that discrimination also brings
benefits for capitalists. Racial or national tensions among workers hinder
class unity, helping to safeguard capitalists’ economic and political power.Z
Many business owners have been explicit about it. Urban employers in the
antebellum South defended their use of enslaved labor as “our only bulwark
against extortion and our safeguard against the turbulence of white
mechanics as seen in the great strikes, both in England and the North, and it
is the only protection we have in any possible struggle between capital and
labor.”’¢ After the war, employers continued to exploit racial and ethnic
divisions, to the detriment of white workers as well as Black. The racist
disenfranchisement of Black voters after Reconstruction was accompanied
by the disenfranchisement of poor whites, which reinforced a starkly
unequal class system. In fact, the initial wave of Jim Crow laws and
disenfranchisement came only in the 1890s, largely as a response to the
threat of a class-based movement of poor farmers and workers represented
by the Southern Farmers’ Alliance and the Agricultural Wheel, which
featured partial steps toward Black-white unity.2 Racial conflict also
benefited northern employers. As steel magnates directed their goons during
the 1919 national steel strike, “Call up every question you can in reference
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to racial hatred” as a way of breaking the strike. Employers enlisted the Ku
Klux Klan and other white supremacist groups for their war against unions
in the 1920s.10

The benefits for capitalists hold whether or not discrimination takes
formal, legal form. Greater wage differentials between workers of different
races (one measure of racism) correlate with lower wages for all workers.1.
Even when wage differentials are not significant, capitalists can use racism
to hold down wages across the board. Here’s one Georgia plantation owner
in 1902: “We have white men working on the farms. We frequently have
applications every day. But when the white men come and are willing to
work we have to say: We cannot afford to pay you any more because I can
get a negro for 60 cents a day; if you are willing to work at that price the
first vacancy we have you can get it. We occasionally put a white man on
that way.”12 Most employers are not so explicit or even so intentional. The
persistence of racism, with all its benefits for capitalists, depends much less
on deliberate scheming than on the capitalist system itself. The inherent
precariousness of workers’ position within capitalism creates incentives for
racial and ethnic solidarity as a strategy “for protection from the
maelstrom.”12

If racial hierarchy was in some ways inefficient for southern capitalists,
it was also highly efficient. The balance of costs and benefits was very
difficult to weigh in any quantitative sense, leaving the net impact of
discrimination ambiguous or even positive in most employers’ eyes. Even
where southern capitalists had initially opposed formal segregation in the
late nineteenth century, they soon came to defend it. By the early 1900s
they saw Jim Cro