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The New Age of Delusion 
– 

Climate change, overshoot and the future of 
civilization
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Let’s be clear – global heating really is a horrific challenge

● Carbon dioxide levels are the highest they have been in 14 million 
years. 

● Temperatures in the early 2020s are unprecedented in the past 24,000 
(possibly 100,000) years. 

● Rate of heating over the last 150 years far exceeds the rate Earth has 
experienced over at least the 24 millennia period. 

● The world in 2023 saw record-shattering heatwaves, drought, wildfires 
and floods—extreme weather events—destroying human lives and 
ecosystems on every continent. 

● 2023 was the warmest year in the instrumental record. 
● January, February and March 2024 were the hottest January, February 

and March on record (the latest in a series of 10 hottest months).





What climate scientists are saying
● “For the past nine months, mean land and sea surface 

temperatures have overshot previous records each 
month by up to 0.2° C — a huge margin at the 
planetary scale.”    

●Climate scientists “don’t really know what’s going 
on.”  We are unable “to reconcile our theories with 
what has happened.”   
 
(Gavin Schmidt, Director NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies [March 2024])



 
Nevertheless

● While climate change is important it is 
not the existential eco-threat facing 
humanity.  

● The present focus on climate change as 
the issue is a prime example of a pan-
cultural shared delusion.   

● Climate change is a distraction from a 
greater meta-problem.



The real existential eco-threat is overshoot
● Overshoot means that:  

The human enterprise is consuming even self-producing resources (e.g., 
fish stocks, forests) and replenishable resources (e.g., fresh-water 
aquifers, arable soils) faster than they can regenerate and producing 
(often toxic) waste in excess of nature’s assimilation capacity.  

● We are literally consuming and polluting the biophysical basis of our own 
existence. 

● Virtually all so-called ‘environmental problems’—plunging biodiversity, ocean 
acidification, tropical deforestation, desertification, more frequent  pandemics, 
soil/landscape degradation, falling sperm counts, pollution of everything, land/
resource wars—are co-symptoms of overshoot. (Climate change/global heating is 
an excess waste [CO2] problem).  

Overshoot is the overriding disease 



Missing the big 
picture ● Modern techno-industrial society 

(MTI) tends to fixate on a single 
problem at a time—the economy, 
climate change, the pandemic, 
the Mid-east war—then back to 
climate change. 

● We don’t ‘get’ complexity; we 
don’t connect the dots among 
various ‘environmental’ 
problems; we don’t see these as 
symptoms of the same meta-
problem, OVERSHOOT.



Terrestrial mammalian biomass 10,000 years ago

Other co-symptoms are as serious as climate chaos: 
E.g., humanity’s competitive displacement of non-
human species   



Source Vaclav Smil 2016

Other 
Livestock  

22%

Humans have ‘competitively displaced’ 
most other mammalian species from 
their habitats and food sources.

Terrestrial Mammal Biomass Today



It’s not just mammals
• Wild bird populations are also tumbling.  (Domestic 

poultry now constitute 70% of the world’s avian 
biomass.) 

• Average populations of thousands of wild vertebrate 
species have declined ~70 percent since 1970. 

• Populations of invertebrates, including essential 
pollinators, are also in free-fall:  Butterflies down 
53%; beetles down 49%; bumblebees down 46%. 



● The human brain evolved when H. sapiens lived in small tribal 
groups, in spatially limited, predictable environments that posed 
only modest challenges to the evolving nervous system.   

● Humans therefore still tend to think in simplistic, linear, 
reductionist ways that were once perfectly adequate for survival. 

●Primitive tribal myths and other shared delusions have 
historically been relatively harmless.

Why don’t we see the ‘big picture’? 
Hypothesis: The human brain is obsolete



● Live in a mind-numbingly complex world-system of overlapping sub-
systems that we ourselves have created and that constantly challenge 
our limited cognitive capacities.  

● Are not cognitively equipped to fully understand, let alone control the 
workings of any major sub-system – the global economy,  the internet, 
AI, geopolitics – or their interactions with the climate system and the 
ecosphere. Again, we don’t connect the dots. 

● In effect, our brains are functionally obsolete. 

●Contemporary tribal narratives and shared 
delusions are potentially catastrophic.

By contrast, modern techno-industrial (MTI) 
humans



 
Yet another cognitive barrier
•  Humans ‘socially construct’ their lived 

realities.   
  

More accurately: 
• Human groups create simplifying interpretations of reality, e.g., 

political ideologies, religious doctrines, economic paradigms, scientific 
models, cultural narratives, etc. 

• Every culture/tribe generates somewhat unique perceptions which its 
citizens (often unconsciously) assume to be the one and true reality.  

Why this matters: 
• The socially constructed frames through which we view 

reality determine the kind of ‘reality’ we perceive.



Potential problem 
• People live out of their constructed 

realities (read ‘made-up stories’ or ‘shared 
delusions’) as if they were real.  

• Sometimes this is harmless – e.g., ‘the 
Earth is flat’, while inaccurate, was an 
adequate first approximation of reality for 
most of human evolutionary history.



But consider our socially-constructed 
dominant economic narrative

• Modern techno-industrial (MTI) culture is 
‘living out of’ an overly-simplistic, nearly 
universal mythic construct called neoliberal 
economics.   

• As a product of the human mind neo-liberal 
economics is virtually untethered from 
biophysical reality. 



The good life the good life

The simplistic Circular Flows model   
= Economic Perpetual Motion   • The standard starting point 

for economic analysis = self-
generating circular flows 
model.   

• Note that the model has no 
representation of the  
‘environment.’   

• The economy has been 
socially constructed as a 
growing self-producing  
system that operates 
separately from, and 
independent of, anything 
outside of itself.



Neoliberal economics
• Promotes unlimited economic growth 

• “There are no... limits to the carrying capacity of the earth that are 
likely to bind any time in the foreseeable future…” (Summers 1991). 

• Assumes that any exogenous constraints will be 
overcome by continuous efficiency gains and 
technological advances (e.g., so-called green 
renewable energy).   

• “We have in our hands now… the technology to feed, clothe and 
supply energy to an ever-growing population for the next 7 billion 
years…” (Simon 1995).



This shared delusion defies  
basic cybernetic maxims

• “We cannot regulate our interaction with any 
aspect of reality that our model of reality does not 
include.” (From Stafford Beer: I said, you are Gods )  

• “When the variety or complexity of the 
environment exceeds the capacity [i.e., variety/
complexity] of a regulatory system, the 
environment will dominate and ultimately 
destroy that system” (Ashby’s law of requisite variety).



Failing the test of Ashby’s Law 
• Neoliberal economics is simplistically reductionist  

(i.e., it lacks essential ‘variety’). 
• Its basic models contain no useful information about the 

structure or functional dynamics of the ecological or 
social systems with which the economy interacts in the 
real world. 

• Neoliberal economics is utterly incompetent to guide MTI 
culture’s interactions with biophysical or social reality. 

• As a globally-shared delusional program, it is 
potentially catastrophic.



250,000 years of 
barely detectable 
growth:  positive 
and negative 
feedback in 
balance. 

200  Years of 
explosive 
growth:  
Positive 
feedback 
dominates 

                 

• Continuous 
population and 
economic growth is 
an anomaly. The 
exponential growth 
spurt that 10 recent 
generations take to be 
the norm is the single 
most abnormal period 
of human history. 

• NB: What goes up  
will come down!

Since ~1800  
• Fossil fuel use is up by a factor of 

1400.   
• The human population has increased 

eight-fold. 
• GWP has increased ~103-fold   
Earth didn’t get any larger!

Consider the explosive growth of modern fossil-
powered techo-industrial civilization 

8.0 billion in Nov 2022



The lock-step growth of  
population and fossil energy use  

FF use and 
population have 
grown  
exponentially  

• Half the fossil fuels and 
many other resources 
ever used by humans 
have been consumed  
in just the past ~30 
years.  

• 90% of FF have been 
burned since 1943.  

1943 1992

Eight billion in  
November 2022



GDP of nations is proportional to oil 
consumption  

(Log scales)  

Energy is essential for any real-world 
activity or process.  Our economy and 
way of life is based on abundant cheap 
energy.  

• Similarly the 
world’s real 
GDP is directly 
proportional to 
global energy 
consumption  
(r2 = .99). 



• Abundant energy 
(currently mostly fossil 
fuels) is essential even 
to maintain the human 
enterprise. 

• If we were to end 
fossil energy use 
abruptly, hundreds of 
millions, even 
billions, of people 
would suffer from 
food and other 
resource shortages, 
civil strife, and geo-
political chaos. 

2024: A world still dependent on fossil fuels: 

Global primary energy consumption by 
source Solar and wind  

together:  ~14% of electricity or < 
3% of final consumption in 2023

Fossil fuels  
    ~80%



The path to atmospheric CO2 reductions is paved with 
increasing FF use and strewn with  failed climate agreements

Fifty years, 28 COP 
climate conferences, a 
half dozen major 
international climate 
agreements and various 
scientists’ warnings  have 
failed utterly to reduce 
atmospheric carbon 
concentrations.Limits to Growth

World 
Scientists’ 
warning to 
Humanity

 Dubai 2023 CO2 = 422 ppm 
49% above pre-
industrial levels

Atmospheric 
CO2 (ppm) 
 
 



But there’s lots of delusional good news pushing  
100% Renewable Energy
▪ According to Mark Jacobson et al., progress towards a 100% renewable 

energy system can be fast: “The goal is 80% by 2030, and 100% by 2050. 
But, ideally, if we can get 80% by 2030, we should get 100% by 2035 to 
2040.” 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/23/no-miracles-needed-prof-mark-jacobson-
on-how-wind-sun-and-water-can-power-the-world  (See Jacobson’s book, 100% Clean, Renewable 
Energy and Storage for Everything) 

▪ “By 2050, we could get all the energy we need from renewable sources. 
This report shows that such a transition is not only possible but also cost-
effective, providing energy that is affordable for all and producing it in 
ways that can be sustained by the global economy and the planet.”  
https://awsassets.panda.org/downloads/the_energy_report_lowres_111110.pdf 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/23/no-miracles-needed-prof-mark-jacobson-on-how-wind-sun-and-water-can-power-the-world
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/23/no-miracles-needed-prof-mark-jacobson-on-how-wind-sun-and-water-can-power-the-world
https://awsassets.panda.org/downloads/the_energy_report_lowres_111110.pdf


Politically acceptable ‘solutions’ derive from 
capitalist goals and growthist neoliberal thinking

• Simplistic thinking can lead only to simplistic solutions. 
• Present approaches are ‘socially constructed’ to maintain the 

existing growth-based economic order. They include:  
• Any capital-intensive investment (e.g., wind and solar power; 

EVs; non-existent carbon capture technologies, geo-engineering), 
e.g., techno-fixes that serve the status quo.  

• Disaster policy is being designed to serve the capitalist growth–
based economy “…so the latter becomes the solution to (not the 
cause of) the [problem]” (Spash 2016, p.931).



This is ‘Business-as-usual-by-alternative-means’  

We agree to 
replace the coal-
powered engines 
with  electric 
motors.

• Trying to reverse 
climate change by 
focussing on climate 
change is not fixing 
climate and is 
worsening overshoot. 

• In effect, society is 
Electrifying the 
Titanic while 
ignoring the icebergs.  
 
(William Ophuls 2021).



The chief virtue of self-delusion 
is that it enables one to ignore 

discomforting aspects of reality.  
The  downside is that habitual 

practice may prove 
catastrophic, even fatal.



Overshoot: An exemplary wicked 
problem
● Overshoot is the inevitable emergent consequence 

of the interaction of a growing techno-industrial 
society expanding within the non-growing 
ecosphere. 

● Overshoot means  too many people are consuming 
and polluting too much. 

If we don’t deal with overshoot directly, 
Gaia will deal with it for us.



What’s really happening? Reality check 2023
● In 2023, fossil fuels still accounted for 82% of primary energy consumption  

(NB: 32 years ago, in 1992, fossil fuels provided  81% of the world’s primary energy) 
● Despite rapid growth of so-called clean renewable energy, the positive effect on 

emissions has largely been neutered by increasing global demand for energy.   
● Wind and solar power (W&S), where most investment is going, accounted for only 

14.3% of global electricity production (compared to ~60% by fossil fuels).  
● I.e., despite the promotional hype, billions invested, and rapid capacity growth, W&S 

electricity contributed only ~2.7% to final energy consumption last year.  
● There is no possibility that we will achieve quantitatively equivalent “100% renewable 

energy by 2050. ” (And as we try, the mining, transportation, refining, manufacturing, 
installation, maintenance and replacement associated with W&S is powered mainly by 
fossil fuels and is producing massive collateral ecological damage.)  

● The stricter Paris goal of limiting global warming to 1.5 Co is already in the rearview 
mirror, and Earth will likely experience 2 Celsius degree heating by 2050  well on the 
way to….?  



According to the US Energy Information Administration

28% 

22% 

 4% 

27% 

20%

Share by 2050

In 2050, 
fossil fuels 
are still ~70% 
of total 
energy 
consumption
.



Global society’s default 
position 
  

Maintain economic 
growth and a growing 
population using mainly 
fossil fuel  

which leads to  
• a catastrophic 2.4 C 

degrees  warming and 
increasingly erratic 
weather.  

• more and longer heat 
waves/droughts. 

• More energetically violent 
storms and floods 

• accelerating desertification 
• melting permafrost & 

methane releases. 
• water shortages & failing 

agriculture. 
• widespread famine. 
• the flooding and loss of 

many coastal cities. 
• an increase in other 

uninhabitable regions 
• mass migrations. 
• collapsed economies and 

geopolitical chaos.



  
 would lead to:  
• Continued global warming in the 

short term (with expansion of 
‘clean’ electricity).   

• Increasingly erratic weather. 
• inadequate energy supplies.  

• economic contraction (lower GDP) 
and falling incomes. 

• rising inequality & widespread 
unemployment. 

• broken supply lines. 

• failing agriculture.  
• food and other resource shortages. 

• local famines. 

• civil unrest & abandoned cities. 

• mass migrations. 

• collapsed economies & geopolitical 
chaos

“Stop Fossil Fuel?”  
Not likely – rapid de-
carbonization  
without a ‘Plan B’ 



The choice before us
● Overshoot is a terminal condition. In 

coming years, the human enterprise will 
contract. 

● As an intelligent, forward-thinking species we 
can theoretically choose between:   
● 1.  Business as usual – risking a chaotic implosion imposed by 

nature followed by geopolitical turmoil and resource wars 
(basically the current tack) or; 

● 2. ‘Plan B’ – a well-coordinated, orderly, cooperative descent 
toward a more socially just sustainability. 



What if we got serious about climate/overshoot?  
‘Plan B’ on a war-like footing

● No major co-symptom of overshoot can be cured in 
isolation but all can be addressed by reversing overshoot.  

● We should be developing a realistic, ecologically adaptive 
cultural narrative and preparing for the corresponding life-
style transformation. 

● Reversing overshoot will require absolute reductions in 
energy and material consumption (e.g., ecological tax 
reform, resource quotas and rationing) which is one reason 
why the obvious solution is being ignored by the growth-
deluded mainstream.



Even with just the present population

=



Then there’s the intractable population problem
On a finite planet 
already in overshoot  

● It is not biophysically 
possible to raise all 8 
billion people to high-
income material 
standards. 

● The only way to achieve 
a just sustainability 
without reduced 
populations is for the 
impoverished to remain 
poor and the wealthy to 
join them.  



There is as yet no 
political or popular 
taste for ‘getting 
serious’ about 
overshoot 
• Humans have an innate tendency for 

temporal, spatial, and social discounting. 
I.e., people naturally value the certain, 
comfortable present, their home 
communities and close relatives/friends 
over uncertain future threats, distant 
places, and complete strangers.  

 



It doesn’t help that this is the ‘Post-
truth’ era  
Oxford dictionaries word of the year for 2016 • With the increase in false news, 

particularly on social media, many 
people have become ill-informed  self-
delusionists and denialists.  

• “…virtually everyone wants to hear good 
news, even when the news isn’t very 
good.”   
(Tverberg  2021). 

• Which is another reason the world 
has so far chosen the delusional 
‘business-as-usual-by-alternative-
means.’



Wind turbines,   
solar photo-
voltaics, electric 
vehicles,  smart 
cities, geo-
engineering, etc., 
i.e.,  growth-bound 
business-as-usual 
via techno-fixes 
leading to collapse.

Smaller eco-
footprints, lifestyle 
changes, greater 
equality,  
population 
planning, 
i.e., degrowth  
leading to 
improved well-
being including 
eco-stability and 
enonomic security.

Delusional thinking: It’s the human way



Recalibration of limits to growth: An 
update of the World3 model https://
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jiec.1344  

 “…despite 50 years of knowledge about the dynamics of 
the collapse of our life support systems, we have failed to 
initiate a systematic change to prevent this collapse. It is 
becoming increasingly clear that, despite technological 
advances, the change needed to put us on a different 
trajectory will also require a change in belief systems, 
mindsets, and the way we organize our society.”





Our MTI paradigmatic 
trap“What is ecologically and socially 

necessary for sustainability is not 
politically feasible, but the politically 
feasible is ecologically and socially 

Ineffective, if not catastrophic.” 


