Kagarlitsky and the climate

The arrest of war resister Boris Kagarlitsky in Russia has opened up a new perspective on the situation in the world. Socio-economic viewpoints and objective changes in nature are put in the center when you listen to what he has to say. A political activist and intellectual who does not weigh in on difficult issues.

This applies not least to global warming. In an interview with Paul Jay from the summer of 2022, he addresses how oligarchs in East and West view the climate crisis. In Russia, there are no leading politicians who deny the climate change, but neither do they take it seriously. The Russian oligarchs are thinking in short-term perspectives. A solution would mean a change to the system and their ability to live on oil revenues. In the West, there are politicians like Trump who deny climate change. But at the same time oligarchs who work for the global reduction of the use of fossil fuels.

The problem for oligarchs or if you like the societal elite in East and West is who will pay for the change that is needed. By all means, it is important to avoid that one's own social class has to pay. The working majority of the population and countries with less power in the prevailing world order is their answer.

The war in Ukraine comes in here as a rescue for the West. The answer to how climate change is to be financed is that Russia has to pay. This is done by the country getting paid less and less for its fossil fuels and at the same time reducing its share of a potentially shrinking world market. China is no way out. China demands up to a 40 percent discount to buy the oil, Kagarlitskij points out. According to him, China is acting in the same colonial way towards Russia and take whatever they want on their own terms in the same way as Russia acted towards China in the 19th century. High general market prices can sustain Russia's income for some time, but in the long run there will be difficulties for the Russian economy.

Painting the image of the evil Putin becomes the strategy of the Western oligarchs to put the burden on others for solutions to climate change. Look we are at war, we have to defend the freedom and democracy of Ukraine and all of Europe! It is an effective method according to Kagarlitsky because it is partly based on a truth, he believes that Russia's attack on Ukraine is an expression of evil politics.

But it will also be a pretext for letting the broad majority of the population pay for the global transition that is needed. Kagarlitskij believes that people in general are willing to accept a lower material standard of living and especially energy austerity under the condition that the costs are distributed equally.

The strong focus on the war in Ukraine becomes a diversionary maneuver if one wants to avoid such a more egalitarian to change the system. The global strategy pursued by the West's oligarchs is not being challenged. Instead, people are generally forced to finance rearmament, accept tightening access to energy, and watch the wealth of the social elite continue to increase.

Here, Kagarlitsky comes into conflict with the dominant beliefs of many in the climate movement and the left. For a long time, the climate movement refused to address the issue of peace. Not even in the radical COP26 coalition's platform for the climate summit in Glasgow was the issue of militarization addressed. Instead it drastically became a theme during Russia's war of aggression against Ukraine since 2022. Pointing out Russia and oil states as the big climate threat has become a recurring theme. Total stop to all imports of fossil fuels from Russia is seen as a simultaneous solution to both the climate situation and to stop the war in Ukraine.

For Kagarlitskij, the global strategy is the most important. As he sees it, there is no other way than to expropriate the oligarchs' assets in both the West and the East if a climate transition that is not only paid for by those who work is to become possible.

Here he is contradicted by Paul Jay, and one can add large parts of the left who get involved in the climate issue in several countries. Jay believes there is no possibility of expropriating the social elite's assets within 2050. Here, Kagarlitsky has a different view of what will happen.

For him, there are objective events in nature that the prevailing social system cannot solve. One way or another we will therefore see upheavals. Not least in Russia. The broad layers of the population in Russia are currently "apathetic, atomized and passive," he says. But circumstances will force a polical awakening. Then the consequences will also be felt far outside Russia.

The choice made by large parts of the climate movement was the exact opposite of Kagarlitsky's claim that the climate transition must be set as the most important issue before acceptance of the prevailing neoliberal world order and its wars. In Sweden even demands aimed at turning nature into a commodity were not acceptable to the climate left who, in collaboration with resourceful neoliberal institutions such as the Center Party's neoliberal think tank Fores, shaped the climate movement. Nor to raise the issue of the military and the role of military alliances. This tendency is there also in many other countries. 

This strategy to push only for incremental changes within the system has now reached the end of the road. Today something more is required than a long list of climate polcies. A unified policy is needed that also includes the issue of war and global financial flows from South to North and from the majority of the population to the rich. It is no longer enough to simply show many small steps, a policy is required to stand for the necessary change in the whole system.
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