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‘What is not always so clear — what the historgo¥ironmental rhetoric amply
illustrates — is just how hard it is to predict th#fect of a particular discourse on an
audience at any given time.’

Killingsworth & Palmer, 1996, p.41

‘The climate change ‘activist’ world, and indeéx tenvironmental world, has all too

often sought refuge in random use of apocalyptageny without seeking to harness

the power of narrative. Without narrative, few plpare ever moved to change or
adapt. [But] the faiths have been masters of [suatratives] for centuries.’

Alliance of Religions and Conservation (2007)
ARC/UNDP Programme Statement on Climate Change

Abstract

The dominating construction of climate change aswaarly physical phenomenon
(what we might designate as lower case climate gdameadily allows the
imaginative idea of climate change to be appropdaincritically in support of an
expanding range of ideologies ... the ideologiesef@mple, of green colonialism, of
the commodification of Nature, of national secyri celebrity culture, and many
others (let’s designate this as upper case Cli@htange). | am not arguing here
whether or not any of these creeds are desirddlecentral point is that the existing
framing of climate change — with its dominating eral and universal properties and
its commensurate exclusion of cultural anchorsdeers it with a near infinite
plasticity.

This paper suggests three ways in which climatagh#ower case) gets
loaded with deeper sets of assumptions about tleahavorld and our relationship
with it — in other words how climate change becoi@ésiate Change. | am not
suggesting that these are the only myths or idésdag circulation, nor even
claiming that they are the three most importanspbet they are ones that have
struck me repeatedly over recent years as | haserebd the language and rhetoric of
Climate Change discourse. | have attached Bibiiegtaphors to these three myths:
lamenting Eden, presaging Apocalypse and constgi&abel.
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We need to use the magnifying power of Climate @eathe things it teaches
us — its focus on the long-term implications ofrslterm choices, its global reach, its
revelation of new centres of power, its attentoibdth material and cultural values -
to attend more closely to what we really want thieee for humanity: whether this
be affluence, justice or mere survival.

Introduction

The relationship between climate and society has lognamic throughout human
history and pre-history, a relationship that hasnbeariously elemental, creative and
fearful. This relationship has now taken a motariate turn. Human actions,
globally aggregated, are changing the compositidgheatmosphere and — as Joseph
Fourier, John Tyndall and Svante Arrhenius knethan19C — changing the gaseous
composition of the atmosphere alters the functigmihthe climate system. Future
climates will not be like past climates.

We humans have often worried about this possikalitg now the knowledge
claims of science have offered new reasons foo b tconcerned. Humanity is
firmly embeddedvithin the functioning of the climate system, whilstla same time
the imaginativedea of anthropogenic climate change is penetratingcrahging
society in novel ways. The past (through histerndssions of greenhouse gases) and
the future (through predictive descriptions of cies to come) are interacting in new
ways to provide a novel motor for cultural chandend this is all happening under
the symbolism of global warming.

Yet the construction of narratives around globalmiag remain strongly tied
to roots within the natural sciences, to their &aons of improving ‘predictions’
and to a problem-solution policy framing, a framualgich claims both global reach
and universal authority. So, for example, the Blicy goal of restricting global
warming to no more than 2°C above 19C global teatpes is seemingly powerful,
yet fundamentally fragile: powerful because it &@sds lineage to the positivist and
predictive sciences; fragile because it is largetpnstruction of elite and neo-liberal
Western minds. This constructed policy goal iskahy to be one around which the
world will be re-engineered willingly. Neither ptgist science nor Western neo-
liberalism seems likely to retain global hegemony.

The emergent phenomenon of climate change theraémds a new

examination. And this re-examination must havéfarmnt starting point from that
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adopted in the 20C. Those origins — particularlyhie 1980s - were to be found in

the scientific disciplines of the natural scienaed in the institutional process of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPC@)paess whose outcomes
rapidly came to dominate climate change discoutdey still do, as evidenced in the
award of the Nobel Peace Prize to the IPCC. Idstear re-examination of climate
change today needs to start with contributions ftieeninterpretative humanities and
social sciences, married to a critical readinchefnatural sciences, and informed by a
spatially and historically contingent view of knadbe.

But why is such a re-examination necessary? necessary | believe because
the dominating construction of climate change ae\arly physical phenomenon
(what we might designate as lower case climategdiameadily allows climate
change to be appropriated uncritically in suppbdarmexpanding range of ideologies
... the ideologies, for example, of green colonialisinthe commodification of
Nature, of national security, of celebrity cultuaad many others (let’s designate this
as upper case Climate Change). | am not arguirg\mleether or not these creeds are
desirable. My central point is that the existiranfiing of climate change — with its
dominating material and global properties and @isimensurate exclusion of cultural
anchors — endows it with a near infinite plasticiylimate Change is therefore used
to justify, inter alia, emissions trading, geo-engineering, wind turhimeslear
power, national identity cards, flight rationingrbon offsetting, etc. Climate Change
becomes a malleable envoy enlisted in supportmfitany rulers.

This paper makes a small contribution to thisxarenation by suggesting
three ways in which climate change (lower case tpetded with deeper sets of
assumptions about the natural world and our reiahig with it — in other words how
climate change becomes Climate Change. | am mgiesting necessarily that these
are the only myths or ideologiesior even claiming that they are the three most
important ones — but they are three that havelstnerepeatedly over recent years as
| have observed the language and rhetoric of Céntdtange discourse. | have given
Biblical metaphors to these three myths: lamenidgn, presaging Apocalypse and

constructing Babel.

Lamenting Eden

! Ideology = the body of doctrine, myth, belief, etc., that gsicin individual, social movement, institution ssla
or large group.’
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| am suggesting that this ideology views climat@ aspository of what is natural,
something that is pure and pristine and (shouldbgdnd the reach of humans.
Climate therefore becomes something that is fragilé needs to be protected or
‘saved’, just as much as do ‘wild’ landscapes omah species. These are goals
which have fuelled the Romantic, wilderness andrenmental movements of the
Western Enlightenment over two centuries or more.

To characterise this myth | adopt the image afsa Eden, the idea of loss,

lament, and a yearning for restoration ...

‘So the Lord God banished him from the Garden @ work the ground from
which he had been taken. After he drove the mgrhewplaced on the east side of
the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sworshileg back and forth to

guard the way to the tree of lif§Genesis 3/23-24]

This idea in relation to climate change has beerldped in part by the sociologist
Steve Yearley. He proposes that rather than bmngerned about climate change
for its substantive diminution of human welfaresréhis a strong element of
symbolism involved. We are so concerned aboutraptigenic climate change
because our climate has come to symbolise thatiastghold of Nature, untainted by
Man.

Bill McKibbin, in his classic booRhe End of Natureadopted this position
with respect to why we are concerned about climbhtange. His powerful lament for
the end of nature finds its highest expressiohénttansition from a natural climate to
a climate which is being modified through humamiférence with the global
atmosphere. That ‘... a child will now never knowaural summer’ is for
McKibbin a cause of deep sadness and of lossloliad climate is no longer safe
from the contaminating influences of the human mgzethis speaks symbolically of
just how deeply humans have penetrated the idd@eaofatural.

Now of course when and why Nature first becameparsge category in the
human imagination can be argued about, or indeedheh an independent category
of wildness exists in any substantive sense. Mantliropologists and environmental
historians (such as Julie Cruikshank, Michael Theomp Bill Cronon) will argue that
the idea of Naturasa separate category, distinct from Culture, somgtthat can be
objectively studied and therefore ‘damaged’ byisign idea — an ideology —
originating in the Enlightenment. It is an inteeation of the world that finds rarer

expression in traditional or non-Western societibsre Nature and Culture are
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consistently viewed as mutually embedded categertbere is no Nature unless
interpreted by Culture and no Culture disembodiethfNature. There is no denying,
however, that the idea of wildness — Natasseparate - has been a persistent mode
of discourse in Western rationalist cultures oesent centuries ever since that proto-
Romantic Jean-Jacques Rousseau proposed a pwmjectaim a pure Nature freed
from human oppression

This narrative position — what | call the lament Emlen — contends that by
changing the climate - by losing wildness in on¢heflast ‘untouched’ places -
humans are diminishing not just themselves, but sdsnething beyond themselves.
We are the poorer for it. This is a lament whicklerpins the deep ecology
movement and strains of this thinking in relatiorcimate change have | believe
seeped more widely into mainstream environmentali$irey perhaps lie hidden in
even broader climate change discourses acrosallérstern societies. Thus we
find ecological economist Paul Baer challengingWerld Bank economists by
rhetorically asking what an ice-sheet is worth, #rapolar bear - that hackneyed
icon of climate change - ends up not just wornahgut its own survival but has to
carry a huge additional weight on its shoulders weight of human anguish.

Camille Seaman’s haunting photographic exhibifitie Last Iceberfgplays to this
lament.

But if we approach Climate Change throuhis mythic position, we have to
ask exactly what is it that is being lost as cliesathange? Climate is not like
biodiversity — an absolute decline in species numbea loss of ecosystem function,
or even like ozone — a direct physiological hehlirard. As climates change the
various categories of weather are simply beingrasged to occur in difference
places and in different sequences. We are natdadbuds, abandoning rainfall,
denying the sun. Certain climatic types may becertmct in one place, but only for
new climates to emerge somewhere else; theressictothing as a ‘good’ climate or
a ‘bad’ climate, only ‘good’ or ‘bad’ ways of imagng and living with climate.

And if this position is merely lamenting the lafsthe ‘natural’ as McKibbin
suggests, then climate change is simply one maggrgf post on the long human

journey starting half a million years ago with tf@mestication of fire as an agent of

2 “The Last Iceberghronicles just a handful of the many thousandsatfergs that are currently headed to their
end. | approach the images of icebergs as parwéindividuals, much like family photos of my astors. | seek
a moment in their life in which they convey theique personality, some connection to our own eepee and a
glimpse of their soul which endures ywww.camilleseaman.com
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manipulation and control. Climate change themisew category; and lamenting

Eden really is romantic idealism.

Presaging Apocalypse

Environmental discourses have for long been clothi¢ll the language of apocalypse
(and here | use the word apocalypse in its pomglase, meaning destruction, rather
than in its original Greek — and Biblical form - amng simply disclosure or
revelation). Over ten years ago, Jimmie Killingtinoand Jacquie Palmer traced part
of this genealogy from the appearance of Rachedd@@¥s seminal bookilent Spring

in 1962 to what they identified then as the newcapgpse of global warming, passing
along the way through Paul Ehrlich’s 1968e Population Bomband the Club of
Rome’s 1972.imits to Growth Since they wrote this in 1996, and especiallgrdiie
last three or four years in Western Europe andiNamerica (since 9/11 in fact), |
suggest that this apocalyptic narrative of Clim@kange has become even more
dominant.

The linguistic repertoire of the Apocalypse draw®n categories such as
‘impending disaster’, ‘approaching tipping pointspecies wiped out’, ‘billions of
humans at risk of devastation, if not death’. Ehieran endless supply of headlines in
print and on screen that are so phrased (‘Globaiivey: be worried; be very
worried’ saidTime Magazineén April 2006). A separate category of climatepe
is invented - ‘catastrophic’ Climate Change asiniistfrom climate change (just
notice how many times you now see and hear clinlzage qualified with an
adjective — catastrophic, abrupt, dangerous, datragt etc.). It's as though there are
now two distinct sub-species of the phenomenon.

We see evidence of this linguistic trope not jnghe places we would expect
it — in the media, via environmental campaignebsit-also in the words of civil
servants,

‘| believe that climate change is a bigger thrd@n global terrorism’
[Sir David King, January 2004]

and in some scientists,

‘... we [humans] are now so abusing the Earth thatay rise and move back to
the hot state it was in fifty-five million yearscagnd if it does, most of us and our
descendants will die.’

[Jim Lovelock, 2006]
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This contrasts, for example, with the less passeaad loaded language used by the
IPCC ...

‘Abrupt climate changes, such as the collapse ®Miest Antarctic Ice Sheet, the
rapid loss of the Greenland Ice Sheet or large-scilanges in ocean circulation
systems, are not considered likely to occur intthenty-first century.’

[IPCC AR4, 2007, p.123]

Visual imagery too becomes deployed in supporhisfiinyth of Apocalypse, the
calving of ice from the Greenland ice sheet andibeel simulations of a world
without summer Arctic sea ice being the most eveeat

What does this framing of climate change do tdenwmks around the world?

It undoubtedly lends a sense of danger, fear ageinay to discourses around climate
change (e.grhe Independeng8 April 2007; ‘Will this be the summer when Bt
reaches 40 degrees?’). Such stark language degrtiginies audiences the choice to
ignore the phenomenon. Thus we hear the claimitbainly have ten (or maybe
eight or maybe fifteen) years to ‘save the plat@g.The TimesJanuary 2007) or to
‘reduce emissions’. The UK civil movemeitop Climate Chaolsas become expert
in deploying such urgency in their lobbying of Rarient and in their public
protestation (e.g. against expansion of Heathrorpdkt).

Yet heightening saliency and awareness of climagage is rather too easy a
goal. The counter-intuitive outcome of such largguss that it leads to
disempowerment, apathy and scepticism amongstidieace. Several studies — not
only in relation to climate change — have shown ginamoting fear is an ineffective,
even counterproductive, way of inducing attitudiaatl behavioural change. If such
change really is what this ideology is seekingntitenay be self-defeating.

So why should Climate Change be couched this wiayas not always been
thus (cf. the 1980s). | suggest there are perthmpe dimensions to the consolidation

of Apocalypse that we have seen in recent years:

» First, drawing from the myth of a fragile Earth andisappearing climate — as
seen above — the enduring human fear of the finaseuelled these
descriptions of a climate system on the point dibpse. It fits with a
particular view of Nature as fragile or ephemeaaloriginally proposed by
Buzz Holling in 1986.
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» Second, the rhetoric has also been fuelled by ¢meparadigm now affecting
Earth system science, the idea of complexity, tiotels and tipping points.
Working within this paradigm models are able talfan increasing number of
‘choke points’ in their model worlds where non-Bmehanges in climate
function can occur.

» And third, I think it has been partly a responsérastration to the apparent
failures of international measures and agreemerggatt slowing the growth
in carbon emissions. Global carbon emissions @reigg at about 3 per cent
per year, indeed have accelerated in recent yddms.instinctive reaction to
such perceived failure is to turn the dial on thplfier a notch higher and

proclaim that the risks of climate change are eyreter than first thought.

Of course the purpose of environmental rhetoricahasys been to change the future
and not to predict it. Paul Ehrlich, for exampims that by painting in the late
1960s a scenario of a dysfunctional and Malthugiarid owing to unfettered
population growth he in fact contributed to a skogvdown of population growth
thereby averting the very scenario he forsaw. IBehse there is now a new
literalism pervading this heightened discourseliofi@e Apocalypse; spokes-persons
such as Jim Lovelock and Jim Hansen claim to babaseir claims on the science
of the IPCC, a body not acting in an advocacy rdlam not sure that these spokes-
persons believe they are being rhetorical.

Climate as Apocalypse is essentially a call to atvas rather than mere
rhetoric a call that invokes sound science agggimiser. In this sense then itis
different from 1960s environmental radicalism. sTtsi demonstrated in the fact that it
can easily bifurcate into a number of quite différpolicy discourses — radical
ecology, ecological modernisation, social activismg-liberal conservatism are all
projects which can claim ascendency from the pramaif Climate Change as fear.

The one thing they all share, however, is the migplf control.

Constructing Babel
Which brings us to our third ideology, what | calbnstructing Babel’, an ideology
not necessarily orthogonal to either of the presitwo (indeed it gains some of its

legitimacy from narrating Climate Change as catgéte). As the Genesis myth of
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Babel relates, a confident and independent humaneitgopulated after the traumas
of the Flood, claimed ...

‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, with a toweat reaches to the heavens, so
that we might make a name for ourselves and nethttered over the face of the
Earth’

[Genesis, 11/4].

This aspiration towards god-like status, acclaim personal glory exemplifies the
Greek idea of hubris.

And | want to suggest that this confident beliefie human ability to control
is the dominant mind-set of the civil intelliger@sif the West. The challenges of
climate change are seen in essentially modernisiste As with clean air, with
tobacco smoking, and with ozone depletion ... @ask is identified then the
apparatus of the State — or in the case of cliclaamge the apparatus of many States
— needs to be mobilised to mitigate the risk. Bpstdrawing emotional power from
the bullying language of Climate Change as Apocadyphe management of climate
change becomes the latest project over which hugoa@rnance, control and mastery
is demanded. Thus Jim Hansen'’s recent appeattiods’ of control as a reason for
concern ...an important point is that the nonlinear resportsrild easily run out of
control, because of positive feedbacks and systertias [Environmental Research
Letters, 2007, p.4].

This instinct for control can explain the fanfavesich greeted the Kyoto
Protocol on its signing in 1997 and its ratificatio 2005, an agreement which
mimicked the Montreal Ozone Protocol and suggesteaere on the way to full
climate control. It can explain the urgent toreghe Stern Review in 2006 which
laid out using the tools of neo-classical econoraicational argument as to why
stabilisation of carbon dioxide concentrationsetineen 450 and 550ppm could and
should be achieved. It explains, too, a rangedebeacy from biofuels, to emissions
trading, to green taxes — the climate needs sardgve can do it. For example this
has sparked a green ‘gold’ rush for carbon offsgttihus ...

‘The growing political salience of environmentalifios has sparked a “green
gold rush”, which has seen a dramatic expansiothennumber of businesses
offering both companies and individuals the chatacgo “carbon neutral”,

offsetting their own energy use by buying carbadits that cancel out their
contribution to global warming.’

(Financial Times, April 25 2007)
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This ideology of political control and climatic masy also has an interesting
variant, the sub-ideology of geo-engineering. Tagative — drawing power from
the new modelling claims of the Earth system s@&nt- argues that exactly because
we areunlikelyto realise our Tower of Babel using the convergionstruments of
diplomacy, trade and fiscal regulation, we neeéw form of intervention to bring a
runaway climate under human management. Jim Lokedad Chris Rapley capture
this mood perfectly,

‘... [amplifying] feedbacks, the inertia of the HaiSystem - and that of our

response - make it doubtful that any of the we#tioned technical or social
schemes for carbon dieting will restore the stajus.’

[Lovelock and RapleyNature 27 September, 2007, p.403]

They then propose a large-scale scheme for suckirapld, nutrient rich waters from
the deep ocean to the surface where they cariderdilgae who will feed on carbon

dioxide in the atmosphere.

‘If we can’t heal the planet directly, we may béeato help the planet heal itself.’
[Lovelock and RapleyNature 27 September, 2007, p.403]

There is a deep irony here. (a) The inadvertela-sffects of carbon-fuelled
economic growth are charged with de-stabilisingalie; (b) all efforts of using
conventional human control systems to reign indénmage are deemed to be failing;
so (c) anewlarge-scale deliberate geo-physical experimerit thie planet is
proposed. The only difference between this expeminand the last one is that we
now have the wisdom of Earth system models to gugde

Whether one believes in the finance offices ofwharld Bank, the efficacy of
the traditional nation state, or the scientificthgriests of Gaia ... believing that we
can ‘make a name for ourselves’ by stabilising glatimate requires an inordinate

degree of faith.

Conclusion

| have suggested three underlying ideologies —yahst that shape and inflect our
narratives about climate change: Climate Chandarasnt, Climate Change as fear,
Climate Change as hubris. These are not exclygis#ions; indeed, very likely one

finds threads of all three entangling themselvabénbeliefs about Climate Change

10
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held by many of us and in the expressed claimshait\inust be done. And they are
not | am sure the only ideological positions thauld be taken.

But | do think it is very important that we analytbés phenomenon of Climate
Change at this deeper level. It is simplistic &itd to suggest that there are those
who believe in the science of climate change anddlwho are sceptical. This really
tells us nothing, certainly nothing about Climatea@ge; science thrives on dissent.
Equally, it gets us no-where to castigate GeorgehBand American Republicans as
being thereal obstacle to progress on tackling climate chanye. people really
suggesting that under the leadership of Democtagrican society would have
turned around and become exemplary in their consompabits?

What science can tell us about climate change -theh¢hrough IPCC
reports, National Science Foundation revieMatureandSciencepapers - does not
present us with a script from which any of thes®ldgies can be read. Science
endorses only itself, not any other ideology. Wealowing ourselves to get into a
hopeless muddle by confusing the lower case andruggse variants of the
phenomenon, i.e., Climate change or climate Change.

| believe it is only at this deeper level of an@ythat we can see what really is
at stake over Climate Change.

Should our real focus of concern lie with the diotian of this category we in
the West have invented called Nature? In whicle €lsnate Change reallg about
a symbolic loss, a loss to our imaginative capegitather than a loss of something
substantive. If this is so, it would certainly in¢b explain why the reaction to climate
change is so heterogeneous and disputed — thenaiag symbolism of climate has
a wide diversity of interpretations across cultuaed traditions.

Or maybe anthropogenic climate change really hiasdoced a new non-
negotiable absolute limit to human survival onphanet: is the melting of the
Greenland Ice Sheet really the end of civilisatiod do we really only have ten years
to save the world? Has science, once and foregdlaced the prophets of religion and
astrology by telling us the end of the world i®1ahd?

Or is climate change all about global governanoew institutions for a new
millennium? Here, Climate Change demands thateligat on the hubristic goal of
re-stabilising world climate at some new safe ldweinventing new institutions of
governance and then seeing our social behaviounesmgd towards this long-term

goal. In the history of humanity we certainly hanaver got close to achieving such a

11
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project before — Stalin’s Five Year Plans and TiheaGLeap Forward in China were
doomed to disaster.

Now these are of course rhetorical questions | sking.

So let me end with an alternative proposition. eHesuggest that we are using
Climate Change to distract ourselves from the yeallher uncomfortable perversions
that exist in our world — so many of them a resfibur infatuation with economic
growth at the expense of human health and sogttgl The unavoidable question
to ask is why do we not see the same politicalggnand social capital being invested
in the achievement of the Millennium Developmen&(Sas we see daily in the drive
to establish a global climate regime? The MDGg- eradicate extreme poverty and
hunger, reduce child mortality, achieve universahpry education — are now only
seven years away from delivery. Is Climate Chamgase of convenient transference
of ethical concern away from the urgent and impurta the distant and
unachievable? Is Climate Change, rather than kaingconvenient truth, in fact
being used as a very convenient category becaofferis us a psychological focus
for our loss of the past, our fear of the futurd aar instinct for hubris? We are
using climate change to act as a conduit for sgreur deeper psychological needs.

The function of Climate Change | suggest themoisas a lower case physical
phenomenon to be ‘solved’. It reallyristabout stopping climate chaos. Instead, we
need to see how we can use the idea of Climategéhathe matrix of power
relationships, social meanings and cultural dissesithat Climate Change reveals
and spawns - to re-think how we take forward ouitipal, social and economic
projects over the decades to come. We shosédlimate Change as a magnifying
glass in more forensic and honest examinationswehave been used to of each of
these projects — projects of economic growth, frage, poverty reduction,
community-building, demographic management, sdwailth, etc. Let us use the
magnifying power of Climate Change, the things tBlihate Change teaches us — its
focus on the long-term implications of short-termoices, its global reach, its
revelation of new centres of power, its attentmiboth material and cultural values -
to attend more closely to what we really want thieee for humanity: whether this

be affluence, justice or mere survival.
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