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Preface: Why and How to Debate Climate Change 

Climate change is an idea that attracts considerable disagreement.  Yet it is less an 

argument about whether or not the climate is changing—there is abundant evidence for this 

fact from many parts of the world and from both scientific and non-scientific sources.  Nor is 

it even centrally an argument about whether or not the activities of modern human 

societies are causing climates to change or, at the least, contributing significantly to these 

changes.  True, there are different views expressed in answer to this question, but the vast 

weight of scientific evidence points to a clear answer.  I suggest climate change attracts 

argument and dispute because it is an unsettling idea which challenges many of the things 

people have traditionally assumed about their weather, namely that it is natural.  And most 

of all, climate change is a source of disagreement because of the far-reaching implications of 

policy interventions that are often advocated in response to the phenomenon.  These 

interventions raise profound questions about how people should exercise responsibility 

toward others, about the efficacy of individual versus collective action, about the limits of 

personal freedom and about how people imagine the future.   

In one of my earlier books—‘Why We Disagree About Climate Change’ (Hulme, 

2009)—I explained why there are legitimate reasons for well-meaning people to 

understand, interpret and respond to the realities of climate change in quite different ways.  
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These disagreements, I explained, are chronic since they emerge from deeply held, yet 

strongly contrasting, human beliefs, ideologies, values and identities.  A decade later, the 

social, ethical and political fissures exposed by climate change would seem to be wider and 

deeper, not least because the stakes of different courses of action appear to be higher than 

ever and because over the last decade we have become more socially and politically 

polarised rather than less (Mason, 2018).  Climate change continues to provoke new 

questions that engage people’s hopes and fears, their moral reasoning and their notions of 

ethical behaviour.  Rather than simply being a technical problem to be solved--like how to 

prevent mercury pollution of rivers or how to replace asbestos in buildings--at heart climate 

change is entangled with eternal questions about human meaning, purpose, responsibility 

and ethics.  In effect, and to use metaphorical language that has become widespread, 

climate change is a ‘wicked problem’ beyond solution (Rittel & Webber, 1973) rather than a 

‘tame’ one. 

The questions prompted by climate change are therefore more about matters of 

concern than they are about matters of fact (see Callison, 2014).  Answering them draws 

much more upon how people imagine themselves in the world than about what they know 

factually about the world.  It is people’s identities and values, their attitudes to technology, 

their attachment to the idea of ‘progress’ and about how they understand their 

relationships with human and non-human others--whether these others be proximate or 

distant in either time or space.  When disputes erupt over climate science—for example 

whether climate models are accurate; whether climate measurements are reliable; whether 

climate scientists are trustworthy—the ensuing arguments are very often acting as proxies 

for other types of disagreements.  These might be about attitudes to nature, about the 

distribution of wealth, about rights and freedoms, about desirable forms of governance. 
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These value-laden disagreements about climate change are unlikely to be resolved 

through more scientific knowledge.  Even less, through more assertive scientific predictions 

about the climatic future.  This is why the implicit message from advocates of ‘the 97% 

consensus’--that ‘the science is settled’ and the sooner everyone accepts this the easier it 

will be to resolve climate change--can be misleading (although see the debate in Chapter 9).  

Many scientific questions about climate change remain—not least about the future course 

of climate evolution (see Chapter 2).  But it is also the case that this line of reasoning—a 

science-first approach to climate change--mistakes value disputes for knowledge disputes.  

And failing to recognise that to resolve value disputes requires one to engage in dialogue 

and debate rather than in simple name-calling leads some public commentators on climate 

change down a dead-end alley.  They seek to discredit and dismiss people who advance 

credible arguments about climate policies which happen to contradict their own 

preferences.  

One egregious example of this from a few years ago was the calling out of respected 

advocates for nuclear power—eminent climate scientists such as Jim Hansen and Tom 

Wigley--as ‘climate denialists’i.  And more recenty I have been labelled a ‘climate contrarian’ 

by the American climate scientist Michael Mannii.  Using simple labels to denigrate one’s 

opponent without considering in detail the reasons for their views, is a tactic used to ‘win an 

argument’ without in fact winning the argument.  In contrast, and as explained by Sharman 

and Howarth in their review of labelling in climate change discourse, “Focusing on the 

motivations behind different opinions about climate change is important … [for] … allowing 

for the identification of common ground between previously polarized individuals, thus 

creating a thread by which dialog may begin” (Howarth & Sharman, 2015: 249).  Calling out 

your opponent as a climate ‘denier’ or ‘contrarian’—or indeed as a climate ‘alarmist’ or 
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‘zealot’--does nothing to encourage constructive dialog (see Chapter 15).  In value disputes, 

moves to generate yet more scientific knowledge, to claim the science is settled, to 

communicate climate science ever more aggressively or to simply label your opponents as 

‘deniers’, will not achieve much of lasting value.  Rather what is needed is a clear 

articulation of the different values that are at stake in the dispute and then to engage in 

political processes to explore and reach decisions about what to do.  Science provides no 

short-cut to this challenging and often messy task.   

Given this perspective, Contemporary Climate Change Debates: A Student Primer 

approaches arguments about climate change primarily as value disputes that cannot be 

satisfactorily resolved simply by providing more scientific knowledge and asserting its truth 

more loudly or engaging in more vocal science communication.  This is not to say that 

scientific knowledge about the climate is irrelevant.  Of course not.  Even less is it to suggest 

that I question the physical reality of climate change or the growing responsibility for many 

of these changes that humans must shoulder.  I question neither of these facts, whatever 

Michael Mann may think is implied in the label ‘climate contrarian’.  Rather, it is to argue 

that climate change raises many complex and interlocking moral, ethical and political 

questions about the future the answers to which lie beyond the reach of science.  Examining 

these questions, and understanding how different scholars analyse and answer them in 

different ways, is a crucial learning experience for any student of climate change whether at 

high school, college or university.  It opens the way for deeper appreciation of what is at 

stake with climate change.  More broadly, it illuminates in fresh ways some of the enduring 

attributes of the human condition to which climate change draws our attention. 
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Questions of perspective, identity, value and prescription are central to many of the 

disagreements fostered by climate change.  These same questions are central to the 

humanities and so Contemporary Climate Change Debates approaches climate change more 

from the humanities tradition than from that of the natural or social sciences (Kagan, 2009).  

As philosopher Richard Foley observes in his book ‘The Geography of Insight: The Sciences, 

The Humanities, How They Differ, Why They Matter’, “… individuals can have a better or 

worse understanding of prescriptive issues, and it can be an aim or inquiry [of the 

humanities] to increase this understanding.  This cannot be the primary responsibility of 

scientific inquiries, however” (Foley, 2018: 29).  Contemporary Climate Change Debates 

invites readers to increase their understanding of ‘the prescriptive issues’ that underlie 15 

significant questions raised by the challenges of climate change.  

Each of the chapters in the book answers one of these 15 questions, but it does so by 

presenting two different answers: one ‘Yes’, the other ‘No’.  These different answers are 

written by leading scholars to lay out the evidential and normative grounds—the descriptive 

and prescriptive bases--for these competing positions on each question.   This is a different 

approach to writing a student textbook on climate change than one offering a systematic or 

synoptic account of the topic from a single author or one offering a primer of some climate 

research field.  It is an approach intended to appeal to students studying climate change 

across the sciences, social sciences and humanities.  In Contemporary Climate Change 

Debates you will hear different voices and arguments, shaped by different disciplinary and 

value commitments, whilst the book as a whole retains strong editorial cohesion.  The 

authors are selected from 12 different countries: nearly half the 36 contributors are from 

non-anglophone countries and there is a roughly equal number of male and female voices.  
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There is of course a large population of important climate change questions from 

which I selected these 15.  My choices illustrate the range of cultural, economic, epistemic, 

ethical, legal, political, social and technological challenges raised by climate change.  

Following an opening framing question--‘Is climate change the most important challenge of 

our time?’ (Chapter 1)--the questions are grouped into four sections: 

Part I: What do we need to know? 

 Is the concept of ‘tipping point’ helpful for describing and communicating possible climate 

futures? 

 Should individual extreme weather events be attributed to human agency? 

 Does climate change drive violence, conflict and human migration? 

 Can the social cost of carbon be calculated? 

Part II: What should we do?   

 Are carbon markets the best way to address climate change? 

 Should future investments in energy technology be limited exclusively to renewables? 

 Is it necessary to research solar climate engineering as a possible backstop technology? 

Part III: On what grounds should we base our actions?   

 Is emphasising consensus in climate science helpful for policymaking? 

 Do rich people rather than rich countries bear the greatest responsibility for climate change? 

 Is climate change a human rights violation? 

Part IV: Who should be the agents of change?   

 Does successful emissions reduction lie in the hands of non-state rather than State actors? 

 Is legal adjudication essential for enforcing ambitious climate change policies? 
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 Does the ‘Chinese model’ of environmental governance demonstrate to the world how to 

govern the climate? 

 Are new social media making constructive climate policymaking harder? 

 

I have used classroom debates in my higher education teaching in the UK for over a decade--

with environmental science and geography students and with final year undergraduates and 

Master’s students.  For a wicked problem like climate change, where there is no single 

correct position on how to deal with the challenge, nor why it should be dealt with this way, 

nor by whom, structured debates become effective learning devices for students.  Stylised 

debating positions allow the interweaving of both descriptive (‘this is known’) and 

prescriptive (‘this is right’) arguments.  In other words, through debate students learn not 

only about the state of academic knowledge on a topic, but also see how knowledge is 

politically and ethically sterile unless it is interpreted using strong normative reasoning.  To 

paraphrase Hannah Arendt, it is necessary to pass judgement on the facts to be able to act 

politically in the world.  Furthermore, through debate students learn that such reasoning 

often leads to disagreement.  But they also learn that disagreement, far from being innately 

destructive, can at best be an opportunity for self-reflection and personal learning.   

At a time when there is rising concern about the narrowness of students’ 

educational experiences and their lack of exposure to people and/or views with which they 

disagree, this book is timely.   With growing evidence of on-line echo chambers and strong 

social sorting (Mason, 2018), both feeding the rise of identity politics and populism in many 

societies, we owe our students a learning experience of climate change which exposes and 

explains the reasons for answering the challenging questions posed by climate change in 
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different ways.  Contemporary Climate Change Debates: A Student Primer is therefore a 

textbook which will help you develop your own well-informed position on these questions 

without being told what to think.  You should be able to arrive at answers to complex 

questions, giving credible and reasonable accounts of their reasoning, without mere appeal 

to the authority of others or to calling down your own social identity.  To quote Foley again, 

scholars and students alike “… should minimise the reliance on the opinions of others 

‘floating in their brains’ and should instead to the extent possible arrive at conclusions there 

are able to defend on their own” (Foley, 2018: 74).   

Equally, it is important in a democracy to learn to disagree well, to realise that 

people with whom you disagree are not necessarily misguided, malicious or out to harm 

you.  Their own life experience, education, moral or value commitments, might just mean 

that they see and interpret the world differently.  Being able to recognise this, being able to 

engage in respectful debate and to learn from your antagonist, is the essence of learning.  It 

helps break a deepening and polarising partisanship which is anathema for democratic 

deliberation.   

The 15 questions debated in this book are presented in such a way as to contribute 

to this learning goal for students of climate change in the sciences, social sciences and 

humanities alike. 

 

Mike Hulme 

Cambridge, August 2019 
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