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After theoil is gone

Say goodbyédo your suburbarhouse yoke up that horseand
standby to repelpirates!Author JamedHowardKunstlertalks
aboutthe dire world of his newbook, "TheLong Emergency.

By Katharine  Mieszkowski

May 14, 2005 | Suburbswill collapseinto slums.Farmhand
will be a moreviable careerchoicethanpublic relations
executive. And avoiding starvatiomwill replaceavoiding
boredomasthe nationalpastime.

Thosearejust a few of the predictionsthat Jame$ioward
Kunstlermakesn his newbook. "TheLong Emergency'paints

s “% adystopicview of the United Statesn the wakeof what
Kunstlerdubsthe"cheapoil fiesta."It's a future the authorinsistsis not apocalyptic Calling it the end of the
world would betoo easy.
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No, Kunstlerbelievesthe humanracewill surviveaswe slip downthe othersideof Hubbert'sOil Peak.But
the high standardf living we'vebuilt by gorgingon cheapoil will not. America,asa political entity, will be
history too.

Whenwill thedoombegir? It alreadyhas."Therehavebeenno significantdiscoverief newoil since2002,"
Kunstlersays.And the Saudishavescrewedup theirsupergiant Ghawabil field, long a fossikfuel font for
the U.S."They havedamagedt by pumpingenormousamountsof saltwaterinto it; in fact, thefield itself
may be enteringdepletion,”he says.
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A formerjournalistturnednovelistturnedsocialcritic, Kunstleris bestknownfor his book excoriatinghe
suburbs,'Geographyof Nowhere."Now he foreseeshe endof the entireartifice of Americanlife, from the
suburbgo theinterstatehighwayto Wal-Mart andthe global supplychainthat supportst.

In Kunstler'sworld, a teenagewill be betteroff learninghow to yoke up ahorsedrawnbuggy tharhow to
changetheoil in a car.Woodshopwill be moreimportantthancomputeriteracy. Among Kunstler's
predictions:The Southwill devolveinto agriculturalfeudalismandthe Pacific Northwestwill be besetby a
plagueof piratesfrom Asia. Forgetaboutsleekhydrogenpoweredcarscoming tothe rescueFor that matter,
quit tilting your hopestowardwind power.

Kunstlerdisplaysa kind of macabrewit aboutthe unpleasantnesmd strife that awaitus all. Talkingto himis
like trying to arguewith a prophet.His assertiondiavea neatway of doublingbackto anticipateyour
critiques.If you expressloubtabouthis views, thenyou maywell be amongthe deludedmassegoo addicted
to your McSUV andMcSuburbto accepthereality that liesahead.

Salonspoketo Kunstlerat his homein upstateNew York, mindful that inthe future suchan hour-long, cross
countrytelephonecall, undertakerso casually,could be a remoteluxury, a quaint remnanof a bygoneera
rich in the splendorsof oil.

Plenty of analystsare confident that in coming decadeswe'll switch from oil to another form of energy,
like Europeansswitching from burning wood to burning coal when forests becamescarce.Why aren't
you?

That'sbeena patternin the lastseveralhundredyears but it hasfollowed a supplyof mineralresourceshat
we'veexploitedto their logical end.Whena societyis stressedwhenit comesup againsthingsthat arehard
to understandyou geta lot of delusionalhinking.

Thereareat leasttwo majormentaldisturbance# the collective Americanmind thesedaysthat canbe
describedwith someprecision.Oneis the Jiminy Cricket syndrome-- theideathat whenyou wishupon astar
your dreamscometrue. This is largely a productof the technologicalachievementsf the lastcentury,which
werethemselves productof cheapenergy:namely,thingslike ourtrip to the moon,combinedwith the
effectsof advertising,Hollywood andpop culture.

We havenow becomea peoplewho believethat wishingfor things makesthem happenUnfortunately the
world just doesn'work that way.Thetruth is that no combinatioof alternativefuels or so-calledrenewables
will allow usto runthe U.S.A. -- or evena substantiafractionof it -- the way that we'rerunningit now.

There'sanothementaldisturbanceghat Americansaresufferingfrom. It's theideathat it's possiblé¢o get

somethingfor nothing-- unearnediches,free energy perpetuaimotion-- andit's exemplifiedby LasVegas.
Combinethe Jiminy Cricket syndromeandtheideathat it's possibléo getsomethingor nothingandyou end
up with a populationthat'sthoroughlydeludedand unableto dealwith reality. That'spreciselywherewe'reat.

You point out that there are all sorts of waysthat we're dependenton oil that we don't think about.

We haveevolveda cheesedoodleagriculturesystemrun by largecorporationdike Cargill and Archer Daniels
Midland, which grow immenseamountsof corn by usingfossil fuelsto produceimmenseamountsof corn
basedunk food. The prospectsarepoorthat wewill continueliving this way. Theimplicationsareenormous.
We will haveto grow muchmoreof our food closerto home.
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Also, our nationalretail chainsystem-- otherwiseknownasWal-Mart and Co., Wal-Mart andwannabes,
Wal-Mart andimitators-- is unlikely to survive boththerising costs ofoil andfar morevolatile price
fluctuations.Their economicequationrequiresthem topredictthe costof transportoecauseheir marginsare
sorazorthin. And theywon'tbe ableto anymore.

RememberTheseimmenselyhypertrophicorganismdike Wal-Mart areproductsof the specialeconomic
growth of thelate 2&th century,namelyan unusuallylong periodof relativeworld peaceand extraordinarily
cheapenergy.If you removehosetwo elementsall large scaleenterprises-corporatefarming, big-box
shopping big governmentprofessionakports-- aregoingto bein trouble.

So,the collapseof the cheap oilfiestais goingto...

| wouldn'tcall it "collapse."That'sthe causeof a lot of misunderstanding/Vhatwe'retalking aboutis the
procesof headingdownthe archof depletion,not the catastrophicutoff of oil. Headingdownthe arch
implies that wewill not havethe normalgrowth of industrialeconomiesanymore And that hagremendous
implicationsfor capitatfinanceinstrumentdo producewealth,namelysecuritiesandbonds.All thefinancial
paperin theworld is essentiallypasedon theincreasingaccumulatiorof wealth.

You argue that we won't know we've hit the global oil peakuntil a fewyearsafter it's happened.There
will be hangover.

Therearviewmirror effect.
What will be thefirst signsof the long emergency?

We'realreadyseeingthem. Thewo clearessignsareseriousgeopoliticalfriction andthe volatility in the oil
markets.A third one,which hasn'tquite gotten tractionyill be disruptionsin thefinancialmarketsBut that
could happenmat any moment.

And the real estatebubble?

Absolutely. The housingbubbleis a perverseorm of financialbehavior.It's a consequencef capital
desperatelgeekinga way to increasan anindustrialeconomythat hasceasedo grow. Americais no longer
producingwealthin the conventionakense And so the housingbubbleis a way for residualcapitalto produce
wealth.But like all bubblesijt's adelusionalthing that will probablyendin tears.

You write that eventhe educatedminority in the U.S.is cluelessabout its role in geopolitical problems,
like the family in your neighborhood that had a signin their yard that said, "War Is Not the Answer,"
and two SUVsin the garage.

Or all my politically progressivdriendswho drovetheir SUVsto the peacerallies of 2003.
Why do you think that there's sucha disconnect?

Becausewe haven'tbeenchallengedor suchalong time. Thelastchallengewe experiencedvasthe OPEC
oil disturbancesf the 1973, which thunderedhroughour economyandcaused lot of problems But they
were shortdived andthe cheapoil fiestawasableto continuebecausehefinal greatdiscoverief the oil age
cameonline inthe 198G, namelythe North Seaandthe AlaskaNorth Slope.And that allowedusto go back
to sleepfor anothertwo decades.
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Doesthe Irag war presagethe kind of resourcewars that you seein the future ?

Thelragwar is not hardto understandlt wasn'tan attemptto steallraqg'soil. If that washe case |t would
havebeena stupidventurebecauseave'vespenthundredf billions of dollarsoccupyingthe place,notto
mentionthelives lost. It wasnot a matterof stealingthe oil; it wasa matterof retainingaccesgo it. It wasan
attemptto stabilizethe regionof the world that holdstwo-thirds of the remainingoil, namely,the Middle East.

We openeda police stationin the Middle East,andlIraq just happenedo be the bestcandidateor it. Theyhad
a troublesomdlictator. Theywere geographicalljjocatedbetweenran and SaudiArabia. Sowe wentto Iraq
to moderateandinfluencethe behaviorof thetwo countries-Iran and SaudiArabia-- that areso importantto
us. We desperatelyvantedthe oil suppliesto continuecoming outof them ina reliableway. Sothelraq
venturewasall aboutstabilizingthe Middle East.It raisesthe obviousquestion:How long canthe U.S. hope
to occupyunfriendly nation® Theansweris, not forever.

Why do you skewer Amory Lovins of the Rocky Mountain Institute, who promotesthe idea of a
futuristic hypercar, which would get 100 milesper gallon?

| regardLovins hypercawventureasa stupiddistraction,if for no otherreasorthat ittendsto promotethe idea
that wecancontinuebeinga cardependensociety.Clearly we can't,no mattethow good thegasmileageis. |
wrote threeotherbooksaboutthe fiascoof suburbiabeforel evengota bug up myassaboutthe energy
issues.

What's wrong with trying to make a more efficient car?

I'm not againstefficient cars.I'm againsttheideathat somebodjn Amory's positionwould focuson carsat
the expensef somethingelselike promotingwalkablecommunitiesThe New Urbanistmovementfor
example wascampaigningor a muchmoreintelligentresponséo suburbiaat aroundthe sametime. And the
solutionsthat theywere promotingmadea lot moresensehanunderwritingthe continuationof the suburban
fiasco.l think that thiswasperhapsan unintendedconsequencef Lovins' venture It showsthelimits of our
imagination.

Is your basiccritique of renewableenergythat wind, solar and biomassall depend,to someextent, on
fossil fuels?

That'sonecritique.I'm not trying to militate againsthem. Wearegoing to usethem. Butwe'renot goingto
run the interstatehighwaysand DisneyWorld on them. Suburbig not goingto run on biodieselThe easy
motoringtouristindustryis not goingto run on biodieselwind powerandsolarfuel. Thepoint| would repeat
is this: We don'tknow whetherwe canfabricatethe componentdor thesethingsabsent fossilfuel economy.

My beefwith the alt-fuel peopleis not the renewableor alt-fuel ideasthemselvesSooneror later,there'sno
guestionwe'regoingto haveto rely on them. Fome, it's anissue ofscale As far asl cantell, we'remuch
morelikely to usethesethingson avery smallneighborhoodr town basis.

We'regoingto haveto maketremendouseadjustmentf everyaspecbf howwe live. Let megive you an
example.Oneof the main characteristicsf the suburbss that everyoneanleadan urbanlife in arural
setting.But landis simply not going to be availablefor suburbardevelopmenanymore Sowhatwe'regoing
to seein theyearsaheads the returnof a muchfirmer distinctionbetweerwhatis urbanandwhatis rural,
betweenwhat'sthe town andwhat'sthe country.Becauseave'regoingto haveto grow so muchmoreof our
food closeto home,we'regoingto haveto valuerural land differently thanwe havefor the pasthalf century.
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How will this affect our livelihoods?

We will no longerbe a nation ofpublic relationsexecutivediving 38 milesawayfrom town. Thefuture that |
seetells methat thelargercitieswill bein big troubleandthe actionwill bein the smallercitiesandsmaller
towns. Theywill haveresilience.lt will be very importantto live closeto placesthat haveviable agriculture,
andthe placeswherethis is not possiblearegoingto bein trouble.

The hugesuburbammetroplexedike New York and Chicagoarenot goingto functionvery well. They're
productsof the oil age.Theyareoversuppliedvith skyscraperand megastructureghat havepoor prospects
In a societywith scarceenergy.We will seea painful contractionin theseplaces.

The Southwests goingto be realtrouble.And the problemof contractingbig citieswill bereal.l would also
hasterto point out that manyof them havealreadyenteredan advancedstateof contraction:Detroit, St. Louis,
KansasCity, Milwaukee,DesMoines, Louisvilleand Cincinnati. Thelist is very long of citiesthat havebeen
in contractionfor quite abit of time. Thedifference of coursejs that theyhavebeenenjoying hypemrmega
growthin their suburbsandthat'sgoingto stop.

What kind of reaction have youbeen gettingwhen you say we're better off learning how to operatea
horse-drawn plow than becominga P.R.executive?

To putit mildly, alot of peoplehavetrouble processinghesedeas.
What if you put it not somildly ?

It tendsto conflict with their pictureof reality.

Do they take you seriously?

Thereis a good termfor this andl hasterto pointoutthat Idid notinvent it,although Icouldn'ttell you who
did. It's really what'scalled"an outsidecontextproblem."It's so far from our normalrealmof experiencehat
we arecollectively havinga hardtime processingt. In fact, we can'tprocesst. Talking aboutthesethings
tendsto inducewavesof denial,fear,ridicule.

But a greatphilosophersaidnewideasareoftengreetedn threestagesFirst, they'reridiculed. Secondthey're
violently opposedAnd finally they'reacceptedsself-evident.

What stagedo you think that you're in?

| think we'rein theridicule stage for sure.Onething that I'mpredictingis that therewill be a vigorous and
futile defenseof suburbiaandall its entittementsno mattewhatreality is telling usto do. Andthis will
translateinto a lot of political mischief.You canquoteme: Americanwill vote for cornponeNazisbefore
theywill give up theirentitlementgo a McHouseanda McCar.

If there is such a massivethreat to the American way of life, why are our governmentand civic
institutions unable to foreseeit and make any changesto addressit?

You will now be enlightenedThedirty secretof the Americaneconomyfor morethana decadenow is that it
Is largely basedon thecontinuedcreationof suburbarsprawlandall its accessorieandfurnishings. Andf
you removehat fromour economythereisn't awhole lot left besideshair cutting, ColonelSandersthicken,
andopenheartsurgery.
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Soit would take down the American economy?

If we hadto actuallyreformthe way that welive, or let go ofsomeof it, the losseswould bepolitically
untenableNo politician, whetherit is the gallantJohnKerry or GeorgeW. Bush,will go neartheissue. They
know that if the suburbarsprawleconomyis challengedhereisn't awhole lot left behindit.

But we'regoingto haveto let thosethingsgo, whetheme like it or not. Justdon'texpectto be led throughthis
in anorderlyway. Thekey to understandingvhat we faceis turbulence We'regoing throughbig changes
attendedoy alot of turbulencedisorderandhardship.

Thereasorthat | calledthis book "TheLong Emergency'is preciselybecauseét describesn interval of
trouble.I'm not sayingthat theworld is coming toan end.I'm sayingwe'regoingto passthrougha periodof
history that'sgoingto be very difficult. There'sa distinctionbetweencalling somethinghe apocalypsend
calling somethingan epochaldiscontinuity.

But won't the political landscapechange inreaction? If the lights aren't coming on becausenatural gas
is scarce,don't you think that a lot of the barriers to, say, nuclear power, will drop pretty quickly?

Theywill shift the political landscapeandthe shift will include a greatdealof turbulenceand mischief. That's
preciselywhy the quixotic attemptto defendsuburbiawill probablyproducea lot of political trouble.
Politically, we will try to saveit. We will try to takemeasuresyhetherthat meangngagingn moreoverseas
adventures.

What | don't understand is why you're so confident that any political change willbe futile.
| think that we'veovershotour window of opportunityto havean orderly transition.
It's too late to invest heavilyin nuclear energy?

No, we maydo that. Ifwe wantto keepthelights on after2020, wemay haveto seriouslyconsiderbuilding
morenuclearpowerplants.But evenunderthe bestcircumstancest would takefive or 10 yeardo getthem
built.

Here is my talk showquestion: What do you think peopleshould do?

Peoplehaveto askthemselvesboutwherethey'reliving, whetherthat placehasa viable future. If 1 was
living in the Atlanta suburbs] would giveseriousconsideratiorto relocating ditto Las Vegasor Tucson.If |
wasa young personl, would rethinkmy expectationso makepublic relationany career,or indeedhavea
corporatefuture atall. If | wasa local politician, | would thinkvery seriouslyaboutstoppingthe sprawt
approvalsystemin my town. Andl would turnmy attentionto local self-sufficiency. The bottomline isthis:
All thesethingspointto thefactthat we'regoingto haveto live alot morelocally andprofoundlyin theyears
ahead.

The end of the cheap oilfiesta is going to destroy the suburbs and createa simpler, community-based
future?

Let medrawa parallelfor you. Alot of peoplepoint out that thekind of predictionsl've madeaboutthe post
oil world seemto resemblehe PentecostaChristianscenaricaboutapocalypselt happenghat I'mnot a born
againChristian.My view of thefutureis no morea matterof anti-suburbarreligion thanit is a matterof being
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a Christian.It wassimply self-evidentthat theAmericanway of life wasmovinginto a kind of terminalstage,
whetheryou liked itor not. And | think that therewill be a lot of benefitsfor us.

What are the benefits?

| think that wewill returnto manysocialrelationsandsocialenactmentshat welost andthat wereof great
valueto us, suchasworking closelywith otherpeopleon thingsthat reallymatterto us.

Like farming, sowe can eaf

I'm not sayingeverybodyis goingto be a farmer.In the book, Ithink that |wentto greatpainsto saythat we
were goingto haveto reconstructhole networksof local economicrelationsandinterdependences.

As opposedto the globalized situation we have now?

Yeah.Peopleareworking for largeentitiesthat theydon't careaboutandthat don'tcareaboutthem. Ithink
that peoplewill be working on thingsthat will tendto be moremeaningful that will tendto havemeaningfor
their neighborsandthe placesthat theylive.

Oneof the greattragedief the Wal-Mart fiascohasbeenthe destructionof the socialandeconomicroles of
businesses communitiesThoseroleswere pretty complexand createddeepwebsof culturethat we've
allowedto be systematicallydismantledanddestroyedWe'regoingto getsomeof them back.

| alsothink we will ceasdo be a nation of TV zombieswho aremerelyentertainingourselvedo avoid being
bored.

So, much aswe may resist, there will be upside®

Yes.lIt's possibleto boil them dowrto the ideathat wewill not beliving in thekind of narcissistidsolation
that wasso pervasiven recentdecadesGeopolitically,the world is goingto be a largerplace.But our
individual worlds may becomesmallerplaces Americanlife will be muchmoreaboutstayingwhereyou are
thanaboutceaselesandendlessand pointlessmobility.

And that will resonateWe'reafflicted by somanyplacesthat aresimply not worth caringaboutanymore.This
Is havinga tremendougffecton us.It's corrodingour spirits. And, if pressed| would haveto saythat it's led
directly to theideathat it's possibléo getsomethingor nothingandif you wishupon astaryour dreams
cometrue.

Americansaresufferingso muchfrom beingin unrewardingenvironmentghat ithasmadeus very cynical. |
think that Americansuburbiahasbecomea powerfulgeneratoof anxietyanddepressionlf we happeno let
it go, wewon'tmissit that much Very few peoplearegoingto feel nostalgicaboutthe parkinglot betweerthe
ChuckE. Cheesesndthe Kmart.

Why do you think we resist this transition ?

| think the notion behindyour questionis that we'vebecomeso accustomedo leisureand comfortthat we're
afraid to let them go anentera world of less comforandgreatertoil. | myselfama fairly cheerfulpersonl
madecertainchoicesyearsagothat havded meto leada rewardingand purposefullife. At 56 yearsold, I've
alreadyoutlived BabeRuth andMozart. I've enjoyedthe cheapoil fiesta.l barelymadea living until | was
over 40 yearsld asa professionalvriter. I've experienced moderateamount ofhardshipmyself. And I'm
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not afraid of it. But | alsofeel fortunate.

Fortunate for what?

06/22/2005 09:28 AM

| feelfortunatethat | enjoyedthe blandishment®f modernity.l hadhip replacemenandroot canal.l wasable
to travel on airplanesl wasableto takecheapfood for grantedl wentto the movies.l enjoyedrock 'n'roll.

And now I'm readyto moveon.

About the writer
KatharineMieszkowskiis a senior
writer for Salon.
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