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 Oil! Our secret god, our secret sharer, our magic wand, fulfiller of our every desire, our 
co-conspirator, the sine qua non in all we do! Can't live with it, can't — right at this moment — live 
without it. But it's on everyone's mind. 

 Back in 2009, as fracking and the mining of the oil/tar sands in Alberta ramped up — when 
people were talking about Peak Oil and the dangers of the supply giving out — I wrote a piece 
for the German newspaper Die Zeit. In English it was called "The Future Without Oil." It went like 
this: 

 . . . 

1 The future without oil! For optimists, a pleasant picture: let's call it Picture One. Shall we imagine 
it? 

2 There we are, driving around in our cars fueled by hydrogen, or methane, or solar, or something 
else we have yet to dream up. Goods from afar come to us by solar-and-sail-driven ship — the 
sails computerized to catch every whiff of air — or else by new versions of the airship, which can 
lift and carry a huge amount of freight with minimal pollution and no ear-slitting noise. Trains 
have made a comeback. So have bicycles, when it isn't snowing; but maybe there won't be any 
more winter. 

3 We've gone back to small-scale hydropower, using fish-friendly dams. We're eating locally, and 
even growing organic vegetables on our erstwhile front lawns, watering them with greywater 
and rainwater, and with the water saved from using low-flush toilets, showers instead of baths, 
water-saving washing machines, and other appliances already on the market. We're using 
low-draw lightbulbs — incandescents have been banned — and energy-efficient heating 
systems, including pellet stoves, radiant panels, and long underwear. Heat yourself, not the room 
is no longer a slogan for nutty eccentrics: it's the way we all live now. 

4 Due to improved insulation and indoor-climate-enhancing practices, including heatproof blinds 
and awnings, air-conditioning systems are obsolete, so they no longer suck up huge amounts of 
power every summer. As for power, in addition to hydro, solar, geothermal, wave, and wind 
generation, and emissions-free coal plants, we're using almost foolproof nuclear power. Even 
when there are accidents it isn't all bad news, because instant wildlife refuges are created as 
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Nature invades those high-radiation zones where Man now fears to tread. There's said to be 
some remarkable wildlife and botany in the area surrounding Chernobyl. 

5 What will we wear? A lot of hemp clothing, I expect: hemp is a hardy fiber source with few 
pesticide requirements, and cotton will have proven too costly and destructive to grow. We 
might also be wearing a lot of recycled tinfoil — keeps the heat in — and garments made from 
the recycled plastic we've harvested from the island of it twice the size of Texas currently 
floating around in the Pacific Ocean. What will we eat, besides our front-lawn vegetables? That 
may be a problem — we're coming to the end of cheap fish, and there are other shortages 
looming. Abundant animal protein in large hunks may have had its day. However, we're an 
inventive species, and when push comes to shove we don't have a lot of fastidiousness: being 
omnivores, we'll eat anything as long as there's ketchup. Looking on the bright side: obesity due 
to over-eating will no longer be a crisis, and diet plans will not only be free, but mandatory. 

6 That's Picture One. I like it. It's comforting. Under certain conditions, it might even come true. 
Sort of. More or less. 

 . . . 

7 Then there's Picture Two. Suppose the future without oil arrives very quickly. Suppose a bad 
fairy waves his wand, and poof! Suddenly there's no oil, anywhere, at all. 

8 Everything would immediately come to a halt. No cars, no planes; a few trains still running on 
hydroelectric, and some bicycles, but that wouldn't take very many people very far. Food would 
cease to flow into the cities, water would cease to flow out of the taps. Within hours, panic would 
set in. 

9 The first result would be the disappearance of the word "we": except in areas with exceptional 
organization and leadership, the word "I" would replace it, as the war of all against all sets in. 
There would be a run on the supermarkets, followed immediately by food riots and looting. 
There would also be a run on the banks — people would want their money out for black market 
purchasing, although all currencies would quickly lose value, replaced by bartering. In any case 
the banks would close: their electronic systems would shut down, and they'd run out of cash. 

10 Having looted and hoarded some food and filled their bathtubs with water, people would hunker 
down in their houses, creeping out into the backyards if they dared because their toilets would 
no longer flush. The lights would go out. Communication systems would break down. What 
next? Open a can of dog food, eat it, then eat the dog, then wait for the authorities to restore 
order. But the authorities — lacking transport — would be unable to do this. 

11 Other authorities would take over. These would at first be known as thugs and street gangs, 
then as warlords. They'd attack the barricaded houses, raping, pillaging and murdering. But soon 
even they would run out of stolen food. It wouldn't take long — given starvation, festering 

Atwood, M. (2015, July 27). It's not climate change—it's everything change. Medium. 
https://medium.com/matter/it-s-not-climate-change-it-s-everything-change-8fd9aa671804  

https://medium.com/matter/it-s-not-climate-change-it-s-everything-change-8fd9aa671804


 

garbage, multiplying rats, and putrefying corpses — for pandemic disease to break out. It will 
quickly become apparent that the present world population of six and a half billion people is not 
only dependent on oil, but was created by it: humanity has expanded to fill the space made 
possible to it by oil, and without that oil it would shrink with astounding rapidity. As for the costs 
to "the economy," there won't be any "economy." Money will vanish: the only items of exchange 
will be food, water, and most likely — before everyone topples over — sex. 

12 Picture Two is extreme, and also unlikely, but it exposes the truth: we're hooked on oil, and 
without it we can't do much of anything. And since it's bound to run out eventually, and since 
cheap oil is already a thing of the past, we ought to be investing a lot of time, effort, and money 
in ways to replace it. 

13 Unfortunately, like every other species on the planet, we're conservative: we don't change our 
ways unless necessity forces us. The early lungfish didn't develop lungs because it wanted to be 
a land animal, but because it wanted to remain a fish even as the dry season drew down the 
water around it. We're also self-interested: unless there are laws mandating conservation of 
energy, most won't do it, because why make sacrifices if others don't? The absence of fair and 
enforceable energy-use rules penalizes the conscientious while enriching the amoral. In 
business, the laws of competition mean that most corporations will extract maximum riches from 
available resources with not much thought to the consequences. Why expect any human being 
or institution to behave otherwise unless they can see clear benefits? 

 . . . 

14 In addition to Pictures One and Two, there's Picture Three. In Picture Three, some countries plan 
for the future of diminished oil, some don't. Those planning now include — not strangely — those 
that don't have any, or don't need any. Iceland generates over half its power from abundant 
geothermal sources: it will not suffer much from an oil dearth. Germany is rapidly converting, as 
are a number of other oil-poor European countries. They are preparing to weather the coming 
storm. 

15 Then there are the oil-rich countries. Of these, those who were poor in the past, who got rich 
quick, and who have no resources other than oil are investing the oil wealth they know to be 
temporary in technologies they hope will work for them when the oil runs out. But in countries 
that have oil, but that have other resources too, such foresight is lacking. It does exist in one 
form: as a Pentagon report of 2003 called "An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario and its 
Implications for United States National Security" put it, "Nations with the resources to do so may 
build virtual fortresses around their countries, preserving resources for themselves." That's 
already happening: the walls grow higher and stronger every day. 

16 But the long-term government planning needed to deal with diminishing oil within rich, 
mixed-resource countries is mostly lacking. Biofuel is largely delusional: the amount of oil 
required to make it is larger than the payout. Some oil companies are exploring the 
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development of other energy sources, but by and large they're simply lobbying against anything 
and anyone that might cause a decrease in consumption and thus impact on their profits. It's 
gold-rush time, and oil is the gold, and short-term gain outweighs long-term pain, and madness 
is afoot, and anyone who wants to stop the rush is deemed an enemy. 

17 My own country, Canada, is an oil-rich country. A lot of the oil is in the Athabasca oil sands, 
where licenses to mine oil are sold to anyone with the cash, and where CO2 is being poured 
into the atmosphere, not only from the oil used as an end product, but also in the course of its 
manufacture. Also used in its manufacture is an enormous amount of water. The water mostly 
comes from the Athabasca River, which is fed by a glacier. But due to global warming, glaciers 
are melting fast. When they're gone, no more water, and thus no more oil from oil sands. Maybe 
we'll be saved — partially — by our own ineptness. But we'll leave much destruction in our wake. 

18 The Athabasca oil-sand project has now replaced the pyramids as the must-see manmade 
colossal sight, although it's not exactly a monument to hopes of immortality. There has even 
been a tour to it: the venerable Canadian company Butterfield & Robinson ran one in 2008 as 
part of its series "Places on the Verge." 

19 Destinations at risk: first stop, the oil sands. Next stop, the planet. If we don't start aiming for 
Picture One, we'll end up with some version of Picture Two. So hoard some dog food, because 
you may be needing it. 

  
[Paragraphs 20–65 have been omitted. Read the full article.] 
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