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Destination without route-map 
NOSTALGIA, as more than one wa,g has said, is not what 
it used to be. Nor, according to Denis Hayes, is the 
future . The entire world, he argues -in his Wo,rldwatch 
Institute book Rays of Hope (published this week in 
the United States*), stands at the edge of an "awesome 
discontinuity" in its production and use of energy
hence the book's subtitle, 'The transition to a post
petroleum world'. In try,ing to anticipate what tha,t 
world could look like, it is undoubtedly an important 
sketch of a growingly complex picture; i,ts flaw, if that 
is what it is, is that it ignores how the disputed views 
of the final canvas a,re ·to be reconciled and 
implemented. 

Firmly in the now well-established tradition of World
watch publications, the lucidly written and remarkably 
broad-ranging exposi,tion is a valuable synthesis o.f exist
ing work, here in the burgeoning field of energy-indeed, 
it is a synthesis of a synthesis, inoorporating Hayes' 
already-published arguments on conservation, nuclear 
po,wer and solar energy. Designed also to influence as 
well ais inform, it has a clear message to convey: the 
three energy sources on which to build a self-sustaini-ng 
post-petroleum world, namely coal, nuclear and solar, 
have narrowed to just one-the sun; the technology is 
already available, now is the time to move. 

Part of the argument is familiar enough . The fossil 
fuels outlook is discoura,ging: without a change, the 
current generation will consume most of the oil and 
gas. Resource, environmental and climatic constraints 
make coal jus:t a transit'io·nal fue1. The nuclea,r outlook is 
even less encouraging: the threats of proli·feration and 
terrorism come on top of problems of radiation, wa,ste, 
uranium resources, breeders and safety. With fusion's 
promise weak, that leaves the safe sustainable sources
the sun, wind, water and 'plant power'-and a crying 
need for conservation. 

To see i,t simply as a 'pro-solar' or as an 'anti
nuclear' book would be a mistake, however, though it is 
this almost ·to a fault and as convincing as anything that 
has taken the opposite point of view. The book's 
relentless onslaught on the wasteful use of energy, 
specifically in food production, transport and construc
tion, together with its detailed technical picture of a 
mor,e energy-efficient world is especially welcome. So too 
is its historical and global perspective, although parts 
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are plainly pitched to a US audience. 
Where the argument is different, but also troubled, is 

in the character of its advocacy. Worldwatch's president, 
Lester Brown, says in a foreword that the question is 
not whether or not we make the transition, but whether 
it will be smooth or chaotic. Unfortunate,ly Hay,es seems 
to believe it .is better to arrive than to travel, for he is 
a~ short and unenlighte,ni·ng on how politically to secure 
his alternative as he is long and rewarding on what, in 
energy terms, the world ought to look like under it. 

On a subj,ect this controversial, this is a ra,ther 
glaring omissfon. To considell." global energy problems 
without considering the global political economy is like 
scaling a mountain without allowing for the weather. 
But few books go even as far as Hayes does. It also 
remains unfortunately trne that people let the un
predictability of the weather mask their apprecia,t,ion of 
mountains, a,nd he has undoubtedly taken account of 
this. Yet in a book whose underlying theme is world-wide 
change, questi:ons are bound to go begg,ing when the tech
nical changes are ,teased out while the concomi,tant social 
changes are not. And that is exactly what happens. 

We are told-bu.t only told-of the 'weighty' deple
tion issue, which focuses on the discount rates that the 
markets and the politicians apply to, say, a future 
barrel o.f oil. We are told o.f the highly centralised 
technocratic and authoritarian societies that nuclear 
power fosters. We are also told that there is neither a 
'quick fix' nor a deus ex machina, .that the coming tran
sition is unlikely to be smooth and painless, that •there 
will be opposition. And we are told that the issues a,re 
not scientific and technical, but social, political and 
philosophical~that redistributions of la,nd and of wealth 
must be enormous, both within and between countries. 

This too will demand some authoritarian action, for, 
historically speaking, a more explosive political issue is 
difficult to find. But for Hayes it musit be the subject of 
another book. So we are left with rays of hope instead 
of straws, and an argument for a least bad option. It is 
a pity. Perhaps, as he intimates, civilised societies must 
discover thek own solutions and carve out their own 
paiths. But in an interdependent and competi-tive world, 
events look more and more Iike intervening to do their 
own damage. This book was needed five years ago. Even 
with it, people will regret not being institutionally pre
pared as well as technically competent to survive the 
impending threat of holocaust. D 
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