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Does “carrying capacity” really increase 
with the discovery of new resources –
like, for example, a new hemisphere, or 
land on the “edges” of cities? 

Well perhaps it appears so for a while to 
any “r-selected” species….
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Central to all our western beliefs -- and 
something which is at the core of our 
enduring commitment to a colonialist 
worldview -- is what has been called the 
“arrogance of humanism” -- the belief 
that nature and all that is “out there” is 
available for us to appropriate and 
exploit with whatever means necessary. 
We feel entitled and empowered to 
appropriate anything in the name of 
growth – especially in the western world.  
Growth is thought to be both natural and 
good and -- in some sense -- inevitable. 
Growth itself is thought to be ethically 
self-justifying, and the pursuit of growth 
is therefore used as moral justification 
for most public policy decisions 
concerning the environment or anything 
else.
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Atlanta’s growth pattern is not alone in America...

In fact, space science is now making available the 
technology that make careful urban comparisons 
possible. * *

Detroit also provides a classic case study of sprawl 
and its link to racism….
These two simultaneous aspects of sprawl need to be kept in 
clear focus:

1) the expansion outward from the city center to “new” 
and “virgin” housing tracts *

and 2) the disinvestment in the city center left behind. *

We are likely to see “The End of Suburbia” in the relatively 
near future… 

http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/sprawlindex/sprawlindex.html
http://science.nasa.gov/headlines/y2002/11oct_sprawl.htm?list80134
http://ecojustice.net/2006-ENVRE120/Class/Sprawl-Inner-City-Blues.htm
http://ecojustice.net/2006-ENVRE120/Class/Sprawl-Fat-of-the-land.htm
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BUT using fossil fuels to subsidize 
primary production has practical limits...

Because of these trends, some 
have begun to argue that there 
need to be limits to growth --
limits which we need to learn 
to impose upon ourselves as a 
species and as a nation.

The famous statement of this 
proposition came in 1972 in a 
Report to the Club of Rome 
which coincided with the first 
world conference on the 
environment in Stockholm.
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Boom & doom -- pattern of 
“overshoot and collapse” -- with a 
declining carrying capacity (K).

This is NOT smart growth

K
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“Smart Growth” is Self-Limiting Growth

What changes in habits of 
mind and culture are 
needed to move toward 
“smart growth?”
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What lies ahead in these circumstances?
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indefinite future?
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Even stabilized 
populations are subject 
to catastrophic collapse 
when the larger 
parameters of the 
ecosystem change.

For example: what will happen 
to a seemingly stable system if 
its “life blood” is curtailed or 
cut off altogether?

What lies beyond “suburbia?”
[End of Suburbia,17:49]
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Our evolving relationship to the land underscores our colonial 
and imperial worldview.



Tim Weiskel - 17

Our evolving relationship to the land underscores our colonial 
and imperial worldview.
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Indeed, all of our sprawl culture with its economy based on 
Wal-Marts, and global resource extraction depends on carbon fuels.

Consider the history of the rise of the importance 
of oil in Western economies….
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But How Much is Enough in an Ecosystem ..?
(the nature and pace of changes immediately ahead -1)
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But How Much is Enough in an Ecosystem ….? 
(the nature and pace of changes immediately ahead -2)
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But How Much is Enough in an Ecosystem….? 
(the nature and pace of changes immediately ahead -3)
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The intensification of agriculture has been made possible 
primarily through fossil fuel subsidies.

Consider how our food is grown…and how we have re-
structured the whole the earth’s agriculture…[End of Suburbia, 
40:55]
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Period of Colonial Expansion and Imperial Control 
based upon petro-intensivity is ending…

Our cultural habit of continuous and perpetual growth, linked to
the phenomena of colonial expansion and imperial control 
are about to come to an end for 3 reasons:

1. It is economically unsustainable – era of cheap oil is nearly 
over – nearly at the “peak” point, if not already past it. (End 
of Suburbia, 26:31).

2. It is increasingly seen to be politically and socially 
intolerable – local populations object to continued colonial 
domination and they are asserting themselves in costly ways. 
(See sources on web page – Supplements for Week 5).

3. AND the habit of carbon-intensive growth is ecologically 
suicidal because of the ecological instabilities CO2 will 
engender in the entire system.
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The “drum beat of human 
social history has been 
one of “overshoot and 
collapse,” through a 
succession of ancient 
civilizations, through to 
the modern experiences 
of colonialism and 
imperialsm.  
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Empire itself worked 
more often than not to 
degrade the 
ecosystems of the 
peripheral regions of 
the world that were 
brought into global 
communication and 
exchange networks.  



Tim Weiskel - 26

The colonialist outlook on 
mining is abundantly manifest 
in our culture’s approach to oil. 

We know there is a finite 
supply whose limits are 
becoming clear, yet we have 
built the entire post-World War 
II American culture on the 
presumption of unlimited 
supply. 

Geologists have been warning 
us for years.
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Some have even drawn our 
attention in detail to why the 
problem of absolute supply is 
not the real issue.  

After the Club of Rome, 
Limits to Growth report of 
1972, scientists warned of 
the need to plan for a post-
petroleum world in 1986.
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You might think a “Blackout” affecting 57 million 
people would serve as a “wake-up call.”
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Some have pointed out 
that, in fact, the party is 
over for all industrial 
powers that have come 
to depend increasingly 
on a dwindling resource.
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Michael Klare, among 
others, has described this 
dependence as the basis 
for “the new landscape of 
global conflict.” 
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…and most recently 
has highlighted the 
consequences of 
America’s growing 
dependency on 
foreign petroleum.
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James Howard Kunstler
argues that there are in fact a 
series of converging 
catastrophes that will cause 
imminent “discontinuities” in 
the hear future because of our 
inability to understand the 
phenomenon of “Peak Oil” 
and what it means for the 
culture of consumption we 
have come to regard as 
normal.   

http://ecojustice.net/2005-ENVRE120/Audio/20051018-OpenSource-Kunstler-Index.htm
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Matthew Simmons has 
drawn particular attention to 
the “oil peak” phenomenon 
in reference to the oil 
reserves in Saudi Arabia. 

He has been a key voice in 
America, drawing attention 
to the 50 year-old 
predictions of M. King 
Hubbert.

http://ecojustice.net/2005-ENVRE120/Video/20050615-E&ETV-Simmons-Index.htm
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Ken Deffeyes has 
underscored the 
importance of 
“Hubbert’s Peak.”
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In the fact, he feels 
we will reach it in the 
next few weeks… 
just before – or 
perhaps just after –
Thanksgiving, 2005.

http://ecojustice.net/2005-ENVRE120/Video/20050727-E&ETV-OnPoint-Deffeyes-Index.htm
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Private Lands -- Public Problems

One of the most extensive uses of privately held land in 
America and throughout the wider world is that 
involving agriculture. 

An examination of the use of these lands reveals that 
private land management decisions often lead to the 
generation or exacerbation of public problems. 
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Private Lands -- Public Problems

How have agricultural lands been managed in the past? 
What are the factors that lead farmers to manage 
their lands poorly?

What affect has the changing structure of American 
agriculture had upon land management in 
agriculture? 
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Private Lands -- Public Problems

Beyond the United States, a number of very important 
environmental management questions are directly 
related to the structure of American agriculture. 

How land is managed (or mismanaged) in the United 
States affects the agricultural commodities that are 
produced domestically and therefore structures the 
demand for these and other commodities on the 
international markets. 
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Private Lands -- Public Problems

The international demand for commodities in turn 
sends "signals" both to international investors and to 
individual peasant producers in global cash-crop 
production that has come to characterize the Third 
World. 

The international cash-crop/food-stuff trade has 
emerged as a global pattern of ecosystem 
organization as a legacy of the colonial domination 
of some peoples of the world by others.
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Private Lands -- Public Problems

Colonialism as a political system has collapsed, but, for 
the most part, this fact has not halted the emerging 
trends in agricultural land use established under 
colonial rule. 

Since formal systems of colonialism have collapsed, the 
logic of agricultural production has come to be 
dominated by large multinational food and 
commodity corporations. 
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What is the global“trajectory” of agricultural 
systems? What should it be?

Managers of these firms and their investors -- with the 
assistance of public policy makers who largely share 
their outlook -- have been driving the evolution of 
the global agricultural system in directions that both 
agronomists and ecologists warn are increasing 
unsustainable and vulnerable to perturbation and 
collapse. 
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