MuseLetter 315 / August 2018

richardheinberg.com

MuseLetter #315 / August 2018 by Richard Heinberg

Human Predators, Human Prey - Part 2
Society as Ecosystem in a Time of Collapse

This is part 2 of my 3-part essay that uses predation as a metaphor to unpack
power relations in human societies. Read Part I of this essay

4. Our current context: the adaptive cycle, conservation, and
release
As we’ve seen, predator-prey relationships shape the flow of energy through
ecosystems. But what happens in either a natural ecosystem or a human social
“ecosystem” when energy flows increase? As long as sufficient basic nutrients are
available and other conditions (such as climate) are stable, the system tends to
grow in size (in terms of biomass) and/or complexity.
And that is exactly what has happened within the human “ecosystem,” especially
during the past century or so. We humans learned to use exosomatic energy (that
is, energy apart from what is released from food through metabolism) when we
started using fire several hundred thousand years ago. The domestication of draft
animals (primarily horses, oxen, and mules), and the harnessing of waterpower and
wind power (at first with sails, later windmills) increased our access to exosomatic
energy. More recently, technological developments including metallurgy and the
invention of the steam engine opened the way to our use of fossil fuels—coal, oil,
and natural gas.
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Fossil fuels, representing tens of millions of years’ worth of chemically stored
sunlight, enabled our global per-capita use of energy to grow by more than 800
percent in the past 150 years. With the confluence of science, technology, and
fossil energy, many things became possible that were barely dreamt of previously—
including aviation, global electronic communications, the mass production of goods,
and a way of life (for some, at least) characterized by lavish consumption. Human
population grew from under a billion two centuries ago to 7.5 billion today; cities
and nations exploded in size; trade soared in volume, speed, and distance; and the
destructive power of weaponry became global in scope.
The environmental impacts of human activities also skyrocketed. The rate of
extinctions of species, mostly due to habitat destruction, rose to 1,000 times the
normal rate. Glaciers began melting due to a warming atmosphere (itself due to
the buildup of greenhouse gases from the burning of fossil fuels), raising sea levels.
Topsoil began disappearing at higher rates (currently at a rate of over 25 billion
tons per year). Dead zones appeared in oceans around the mouths of rivers due to
fertilizer runoff. Huge gyres comprised of bits of discarded plastic (made from fossil
fuels) appeared in oceans, endangering sea life. Fish species began dying off due
to over-predation by humans. Indeed, nearly all classes of wild animals declined
severely in number, with half of all wildlife having disappeared in the last 40 years.
It has been estimated that humans—along with our cattle, pigs, dogs, cats, and
other domesticates—now make up over 95 percent of all terrestrial mammalian
biomass.
It is clear that humans’ impacts on the biosphere will ultimately be self-limiting.
Economic growth and population growth, which have driven those impacts, are
subject to ultimate checks including the depletion of fossil fuels, minerals, soils, and
water; as well as the buildup of pollution, including greenhouse gases causing
climate change. As I have written elsewhere, it is extremely unlikely that humanity
will be able to keep the growth party raging by other means (such as renewable
energy or nuclear power); the best we can hope for is an equitable, peaceful, and
relatively happy descent from current levels of population and consumption.
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Source: http://www.futureearth.org/blog/2015-jan-16/great-acceleration
Any population biologist looking at recent trends in human population would
conclude that our species is in overshoot—a condition in which a population
temporarily exceeds its environment’s long-term carrying capacity. In nature,
overshoot is always temporary, and is followed by die-off. One accounting tool for
measuring the degree of our overshoot is the ecological footprint, which represents
the demand on biocapacity, i.e., area of biologically productive land and water
required to produce the ecological services (including resource regeneration and
waste absorption) for a given population. According to the Global Footprint
Network, humanity is currently using over 1.5 Earth’s worth of resources annually
(though this consumption is not distributed equally; it would take four Earths’ worth
of resources to support U.S. consumption levels). This is only possibly by drawing
down future productive capacity—in effect, borrowing from future generations.
To the extent that we are today eroding the carrying capacity on which future
generations would otherwise depend, our way of life could be characterized as
intergenerational “predation”; to put it crudely, the old are “eating” the young.
Here’s yet another way to look at our dilemma: the fossil-fueled industrial age
represents an unprecedented growth phase in a grand, historic adaptive cycle.
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We have seen growth phases before (as ancient empires expanded), but such
booms always led to periods of consolidation (the conservation phase) and collapse
(or release), in which population declines and cultural achievements were lost. It
could be argued that the last few decades have represented a global conservation
phase, as the world has enjoyed a period of relative peace and stability, with rates
of growth in population and GDP beginning to slow.
Meanwhile, we are confronted with a paradox. On one hand, since there is now
more to go around (in terms of energy and wealth), there is a lot to share. During
the 20 th century, the “domesticated” classes (i.e., workers) in industrial societies
gained access to unprecedented benefits, including education, health care,
improved housing conditions, cheap and rapid transportation, and entertainment.
Life in liberal democracies implies universal access to certain social services,
freedom of speech, and social mobility. But on the other hand, the “prey” classes
are often “predated” upon in more subtle ways, often having to do with debt.
Interest-bearing debt is nothing new; it has a 5,000-year history. And for millennia
debt and interest have served as tools for the owning classes to “predate” upon
borrower classes. The rapid growth of energy supplies during the 20 th century
implied the possibility of a rapid growth in money supplies. Since energy is required
for all work (whether done by humans or machines), more available energy meant
more work could be done, and thus more money could be generated by work or
used to pay for work. During the 20 th century the link between money and
precious metals (which were inherently limited in quantity) was gradually severed,
and money was instead linked to debt (the making of a bank loan calls the money
into existence). Hence nearly all money is now tied to interest-bearing debt, with
the ever-growing stream of interest flowing to the financial sector. As economist
Michael Hudson explains, the financial system has become the primary means of
enslavement and plunder in the modern world.
But debt itself eventually becomes a limit to growth. Following the Great
Depression of the 1930s, economist Irving Fisher developed the theory of debt
deflation, which holds that as debt levels rise to the point at which repayment
becomes impossible, a moment arrives when large numbers of people default on
their loans and mortgages, causing banks to fail and economies to implode. In
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present circumstances, soaring debt levels temporarily mask rising systemic
problems that could undermine the wealth-generation system supporting modern
industrial societies. Modern societies run on oil (which powers most ways of
transporting food, raw materials, manufactured goods, and people). As highquality, easily accessed oil deposits deplete, a greater percentage of overall world
petroleum supply comes from marginal sources such as U.S. tight oil—produced by
hydrofracturing (“fracking”) and horizontal drilling. However, such production is
unprofitable with oil prices at affordable levels, and the companies specializing in
extracting these resources are therefore deeply in debt. In effect, debt is acting as
an energy extender, enabling the current conservation phase of the grand adaptive
cycle to continue—but only until the moment when debt deflation arrives. Other
characteristic symptoms of a societal conservation phase arguably include
increasing wealth inequality, a decline in growth of workers’ wages, and declining
economic prospects for younger generations. While these now appear to be gradual
trends, when the release phase arrives it could do so with a vengeance (see the
“Seneca Effect”).
5. The world turned upside down: “predators” and “prey” in times of
growth, and in times of ecological release
How ever such “predation” occurs, it must somehow be justified—at least in the
minds of “predators,” if not in those of “prey” as well. Religion served this function
in many ancient complex societies (the followers of the “true faith” having been
given divine license to subjugate non-believers), while economic and political
ideology do so today more frequently. Priests served the kings of ancient
civilizations, channeling myths and rituals that valorized the divine right of the
monarch. The king claimed ultimate ownership of everything and everybody within
the borders of the state, as ordained by the dictates of the sky god—of which he
was regarded as an earthly embodiment. Later, as the state became more culturally
diverse and more secularized, philosophers and economists served a function
similar to that of the ancient priesthood, explaining why the rich deserved their
riches and the poor their poverty, and why everyone owed loyalty to the state, the
economic system, or both.
One ideological system for the justification of “predation” stands out as particularly
influential in the last few hundred years—namely, racism. The circumstances that
gave rise to racism centered on the brutal and blatant form of “predation” involving
the kidnapping and intergenerational enslavement of Africans by Europeans and
European-Americans. The practice occurred within wealthy, sophisticated societies
that fancied themselves rational, moral, and religious. Thus it required a new and
compelling ideological basis.
Before the 15 th century, the European slave trade centered on East European Slavs
(hence the term “slave”). By the 1400s, the Slavs had improved their self-defenses
and slave traders turned to Africa for victims. As Portuguese Prince Henry the
Navigator explored the West African coast in the early 15 th century searching for
sources of wealth, his chronicler Gomes Eanes de Zurara described the burgeoning
Portuguese slave trade, categorizing Africans as a separate and inferior “black” race
and Europeans as a “white” and superior race (previously, “white” had not existed
as a racial category). The idea caught on among other Europeans, who drew on
textual sources from classical antiquity to sort humans into groups based on
physical appearance, attributing deeply ingrained behaviors and capacities to those
groups. Quickly the notion arose that people of the allegedly superior “white” race
were not only right in enslaving what amounted cumulatively to several million
“inferior” people of color, but were doing God’s work by bringing civilization to the
“savages” (an idea later encapsulated in the title of Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The
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White Man’s Burden”). In the southern United States, where slavery became the
basis of the agricultural economy, race came to serve as an organizing social
principle.
Slavery ended in the U.S. in 1865 due to resistance on the part of slaves and exslaves, campaigns of persuasion by abolitionists, and a bloody Civil War that
entailed up to 750,000 deaths out of a total population of 34,000,000. But racism
continued—and does to this day, not just in the American South but throughout
the nation and internationally as well. For the “white” upper classes, it ensures the
solidarity of much of the “white” working class with elites, rather than with people
of color of similar economic status. Meanwhile, the poor of all ethnicities (including
poor European-Americans) remain subject to a “predatory” economic system.
From the “prey’s” point of view, “predation” looks and feels like persistent poverty,
lack of opportunity, cultural oppression, and much higher rates of incarceration and
police violence. The lower-class person is encouraged to think, “If I’m not getting
ahead, it’s my fault”—or it’s the fault of other groups who are competing unfairly
for scarce resources.
From the elites’ point of view, “predation” looks quite different. The upper classes
are encouraged to think, “We deserve all that we have because we are superior:
we’re smarter, we work harder, and we are the result of good breeding.” The
“prey,” in contrast, are often conceived of by elites as unintelligent, lazy, and
lacking in breeding. They are to be managed like cattle or sheep, for their own
good, via low-wage jobs, drugs, debt, and prisons. Often elites turn reality on its
head, painting the poor as “parasites,” and themselves as the producers of all that
is worthwhile in society. The ideology of the elites is inculcated in each new
generation in exclusive schools, and reinforced through “high-class” amusements
(including memberships in country clubs) and symbols of achievement. The upper
and lower classes alike tend to share the view that “it is better to be a ‘predator.’”
However, such “predator-prey” relationships are not stable over long periods of
time. As we have seen, human society is subject to environmental carrying capacity
limits, population cycles, and debt cycles analogous to the adaptive cycle in
ecosystems. During the growth phase of such cycles, society as a whole tends to
become more complex. “Predators” and “prey” may all benefit, though to differing
degrees. But during the release phase, revolution, civil war, invasion, and collapse
may ensue. The system of domestication partially breaks down, to the detriment of
both “predators” and “prey.”
For “prey” classes, which are already living with little or no surplus or cushion
against hard times, collapse brings immediate and severe hardship. Nevertheless
“prey” may have opportunity to escape from dreary routines as the mechanisms for
the maintenance of the means of “predation” (including the financial system) fail.
There is the opportunity to form cooperative efforts to meet basic needs directly,
rather than via elite-managed systems of production and distribution.
“Predator” classes are initially at least somewhat insulated from hard times as the
release phase of the cycle approaches; after all, they have plenty of surplus,
including money and means of mobility (hence the current elite craze for building
bunkers in New Zealand). But wealth held in stocks, bonds, and derivatives can
disappear virtually overnight during times of financial crisis. Under such
circumstances, elites can find themselves in mortal competition not just with angry
mobs of former “prey,” but with other elites as well.
In effect, the human ecosystem in times of ecological release finds itself plagued
with an overabundance of “predators.” During times of growth and conservation,
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elites maintain gatekeeping mechanisms and forms of intra-elite competition to
ensure that the “predatory” class does not become overpopulated in relation to
available “prey.” As the release phase approaches, an “overproduction of elites” (to
use Peter Turchin’s phrase) leads to much fiercer intra-elite competition, which can
take the forms of coups and revolutionary movements.
This leads us to the consideration of still more biological metaphors.

Part 3 will appear in the next Museletter.
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