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A technologically driven system evolution 
Robert King 

 

This short piece puts into conversation bits from three texts to isolate a few symptoms of the 

contemporary geopolitical landscape and to say what might be happening in this landscape in 

terms of a technologically driven system evolution, that is, what may come about in the short 

and mid-run future of the planet.  

 

The three texts here put into circulation are systems-analyst Nafeez Ahmed’s 1Age of 

Transformation newsletter’s article, “America’s Fossil Fuel Economy is Heading for Collapse 

– It Signals the End of the Oil Age”; Sean Carroll’s September 2019 Mindscape podcast with 

Ramez Naam on Renewable Energy; and Mattias Schmelzer, Andrea Vetter, and Aaron 

Vansintjan’s 2022 book, The Future is Degrowth: A Guide to the World Beyond Capitalism 

(Verso).  

 

What all three texts have in common is the desire to solve today’s global problems, but they 

also evidence a productive tension as concerns the scale, and even manner, of how to go about 

solving these problems. What follows is a three-part presentation of this conversation. Part 1, 

today, I’ll give the background to the conversation, a summary and commentary to Ahmed’s 

article. Part 2 will take a closer look at prospects for renewables within capital’s long-historical 

dynamics, a speculation on future tech trends. Part 3 will bring this conversation to a close by 

contending with the thesis that the future is, in some sense, degrowth.  

 

First, Ahmed notes that even hydrocarbon-based energy industry leaders are announcing that 

the oil and gas revolution is “over,” yet he states that no one is talking about why this is 

happening. A point Ahmed commonly makes, rightly, is that we tend not to think about the 

systemic connections that produce current realities, even perilous ones. What is driving this 

insider admission that oil and gas are done? Prices? If industry leaders are saying this, they’re 

taking cues from profit projections. While Russia’s war in Ukraine is the biggest immediate 
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driver, the realization is becoming all the starker that, ultimately, climate change and 

environmental degradation are the core drivers (so say the models that worry over money, 

through assessments of agricultural productivity via rising food costs and in damages to 

infrastructure brought on by extreme weather). Ahmed notes that this stuff is difficult to 

quantify, but of course the problem stems ultimately from the fact that conventional economic 

models have historically and structurally neglected analytic inputs from climate and 

environment. But he does note, “less difficult to quantify is the fact that inflation is historically 

linked to energy price hikes. And there is mounting evidence that the world is experiencing a 

major shift in the global fossil fuel system that entails rising costs and diminishing returns, 

which will end up having a major inflationary effect for far longer than conventionally 

assumed.” 

 

 Ahmed sees something telling in the U.S. shale market, signs of its peaking are witness to that 

darker, deeper reality of global energy markets. Shale merely covered over this inevitable trend: 

peak oil and the long overdue need to implement clean energy. As Wallerstein’s systems-

analytic has always so pointedly made clear, in times of chaos the system has more freedom to 

trend in simultaneously opposing directions. Is it time to seize the opportunity for more and 

more popular degrowth imperatives or can a full-blooded capitalist technologico-economic 

revolution “come to the rescue” of the historically now perhaps 500 year duration of the capital 

system as such, as believed by Ramez Naam? Ahmed himself appears to tend toward thinking 

that capitalism has for some time now run its course, that shale’s short-lived but impressive 

booster shot into the bloodstream of the system was but a mirage because the economy was 

already in a rather major recession, stagnant and slow, and thus that it wouldn’t have taken 

much to give optimists for capital reason to believe again in the powers of cheap oil. But 

thinkers like Jason Moore have it right, the system tracks cheap natures (in oil and more 

recently surveillance technologies, and what about this green tech revolution in wind, water 

and solar– can these things be made cheap?) and evolves in accord with pocket-book style 

affordability. Deeper down, as Ahmed is always keen to see, “I predicted that U.S. oil and gas 

production would probably peak and plateau around 2025, and that major Middle East 

producers would peak and plateau around the 2030s”. This scenario now appears to be 

unfolding…The near-term economic and financial consequences will be devastating, and they 

could lead to permanent long-term consequences…this will be experienced as protracted 
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inflationary economic crisis which, in turn, will contribute to volatility in global financial 

markets. Pundits will likely fail to understand these systemic interlinkages, focusing instead on 

failing banks, financial institutions, and debt, without understanding its energetic triggers. All 

this implies that we are sleepwalking into a global energy crisis that will, without accelerating 

the clean transformation of the energy system, create severe economic and financial 

consequences by undercutting the fundamental energetic basis of global economic flows.” 

 

Short-run consequences of these longer trends, for Ahmed, are: the illusion evaporating of 

some continuous cheap oil energy base, the near-term beneficiaries of this will be Gulf oil and 

gas producers, some capital will move into OPEC for safety (but this is a mirage), oil prices 

will fluctuate within a higher range as shale peaks, heightened political polarisation will result, 

and clean energy transformation will be required as the “only viable pathway through this 

crisis.” Here, Ahmed seems indeed (and probably is) on the same page as future trend 

speculator Ramez Naam: the current crisis will accelerate the clean energy transformation, 

drawing down prices on solar, solar batteries, and wind, and e-fuels from green ammonia or 

hydrogen, again, at a fraction of the current costs of hydrocarbon intensive technologies like 

oil, coal, and gas. He predicts these incumbent industries to collapse by 2040, and this isn’t 

because of a degrowth-minded political revolution; this is because we will think with our 

money and act accordingly. It’s crude to say, but as with Naam, it seems thrift is expected to 

save the day. But in saving the day, do we avert long-term crisis? Must capital be finally 

expunged, or should we expect another system phase-shift internal to capital’s already-existing 

evolutionary dynamics? At what cost? Ahmed ends his article by asking, what to do? “...the 

most lucrative areas of new investments where the highest potential for returns can be found 

will ultimately…[be in] exponentially improving technologies.”  

 

But here is where Ahmed seems in camp with proponents of degrowth. “These technologies 

could help unlock future prosperity for all, as long as they are deployed in the context of a new 

social, organisational and cultural paradigm optimised for decentralisation.”And here we can 

anticipate Ahmed calling out Naam, as we shall see, for what might be a blindness to complex 

system dynamics: “among the biggest barriers to system transformation are that financial 

institutions and policymakers still do not largely understand these processes, which are phase-

shift dynamics. This means that the inflation crisis is not a crisis within a static, incumbent 
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economic system; it is a symptom of the demise of the Oil Age system as a new potential 

system emerges, which means that trying to solve it using the same old macroscopic economic 

tools of the old system will not work.”  

 

So this is Ahmed’s take, a sober but rather realistic one on prospects for our energy future. 

Next, in my presentation of parts two and three, I take samples from what might appear as 

attitudes about prospects of moving forward: one optimistic (so far as saving the current system 

is concerned) - Ramez Naam’s view that in investment in new technologies there is salvation - 

and one that, should the current system effectively stay in place, is pessimistic about the future 

of anything like civilization at all - the degrowth platform. 
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