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• climate as beyond human understanding 

or control - fate

• climate as an instrument for the exercise 

of God’s expressions of favour or 
disfavour on morally accountable 

populations - meaning

• local and regional climates as malleable 

according to human use of the land or 

attempted modification of the skies –
local adaptation 

• global climate as something than can be 

understood, modelled and controlled 

through directed and coordinated 

policies – global governance

A Short History of Climate Governance



Enumerating the weather

Predicting the 

weather/climate

Regulating the climate

High Modernism



The Objective of Climate Governance

“The ultimate objective of this Convention … is to achieve … 
stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the 

atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous 

anthropogenic interference with the climate system. Such a level 

should be achieved within a time frame sufficient to allow 

ecosystems to adapt naturally to climate change, to ensure that 

food production is not threatened and to enable economic 

development to proceed in a sustainable manner”.

1992: the regulation of global climate



• rationalities of government

‘what is to be governed?’

Governmentality … 

Models

Knowledge

Monitoring

Imaginaries

Narrative

Global temperature



The Bretherton diagram of the Earth system, 1986

Earth System Science

“The climate system is a complex, interactive system consisting of the atmosphere, 
land surface, snow and ice, oceans and other bodies of water, and living things”



Knowledge Systems

“Achieving a sustainable world will require ... research 

... to build the consensus required for effective action at 

national and global scales.  There is no other viable way 

forward.”      [Stafford-Smith et al., 2012]

Planetary boundaries (Rockström et al., 2009) and 

the ‘Earth’s cockpit’ visual metaphor



Global Imaginaries

“…the mobilization of the scientific community 
upon the shoulders of a computer culture 

processing big data to divine the severity of future 

climate change scenarios”

Blue Marble, 1972 Google Earth, 2001 Eco-machinima



A “Unified Narrative”
“… a strategic narrative [government-led] under which action on 

climate change can be unified … into a cohesive, coordinated and 
effective message”  [Bushell et al., 2015]

“The relevant stakeholders must all be engaged in crafting the 

story … an exciting, interesting document that tells the narrative”
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The World “We Must Have”

Governments must ...

The carbon budget must ...

We need to …
Every country must ...

We must unleash …
We need a strategy …
We must safeguard sinks …
We must realise …

10

2014: The Earth League Vision –
‘scientists speaking with one voice’



Knowledge as a Claim to Power

“If the will to know is deployed to gain 

knowledge for controlling others, then the will to 

know is also a will to power…  

…Although the will to power may be couched in 
terms of ‘doing good’, it remains a desire to know 
the world in order to manipulate people’s 
behaviour.”Kathleen O’Reilly (2011) Environment 

and Planning A 43, 2788-2800

Is this truth speaking boldly and bravely to power? 

Or is this knowledge-makers seeking to grab control?



The Control Variable – global temperature

2015 COP21, Paris: “…holding the increase in global temperature to well below 

2°C above pre-industrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the increase to 1.5°C”

2021 COP26, Glasgow: “…resolves to pursue efforts to limit temperature increase to 1.5°C”

2009 COP15, Copenhagen:

1996: EU Council … work towards a maximum allowable temperature of 2°C



• rationalities of government

‘what is to be governed?’

Governmentality … 

• technologies of government

‘how is it to be governed?’

Models 

Accounting

Co-ordination

Deadlines

Emergencies

Coercion

Global temperature



Models



Accounting Systems

“… creating a trusted decentralized 
marketplace where purchasers of carbon 

credits can confidently and directly fund 

trusted nature-based projects that ties 

together corporate funders to conservationists 

via automated and transparent global oracles”

“Whether to drink a latte or a cappuccino, to buy your books from a 
shop or from Amazon, whether to fly, go car free, eat less meat or to 

bear a child … all are questions to which carbon calculators can 
seemingly provide the answer” [Hulme, 2019]



16

Co-ordination

Earth System Governance

The Paris rulebook

Conferences of the Parties
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August 2008: “We have 100 months to 

save our climate.  When the clock stops 

ticking, we could be beyond our climate’s 
tipping point, the point of no return”

Deadlines

“We have a window of only 10 to 
15 years to avoid crossing 

catastrophic tipping points”
Tony Blair, October 2006
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‘Emergency’ Declarations

“Emergency is not merely a description of the world … but an 
abstraction that plays an active role in constituting reality itself” 

(Calhoun, 2008)



Moral and Psychological Coercion

“If we fail, and I mean fail now within the 
next couple of years, [my 1-yr old 

grandson] will fight with other human 

beings for water and food.”

Political dissent and debate is turned into moral policing



Models

Accounting

Coordinating

Deadlines

Emergencies

Coercion

The Illusion of Climate Governance

“'Emergencies' have always been the pretext on which the safeguards of individual 
liberty have been eroded” [F A Hayek]

“This displacement of politics by morality means that there is now no properly 

‘agonistic’ debate in the democratic political public sphere about possible alternatives 
to the existing hegemonic order” [Mouffe, 2002]

“Hayek’s ‘serfdom’ thesis—when faced with the inability for state planners to agree 

on the contents of a unified plan, pressure mounts for a ‘strong man’ to ‘take 
charge’ and to impose a particular ‘will’” [Pennington, 2021]

“It is wise not to look too far ahead; our powers of prediction are slight, our command 

over results infinitesimal … we can never know enough to make the chance worth 
taking”      [Keynes, quoted in Gamble (1996), p.159]

“A more fundamental problem with deadline-ism is that it might incite cynical, cry-

wolf responses and undermine the credibility of climate science when an anticipated 

disaster does not happen” [Asayama et al., 2019]

“…under the moral logic of carbon metrics, the ‘right’ thing to do emerges from a 
spreadsheet or a calculative model.  This is a dangerous form of carbon utilitarianism, 

similar in principle to seeking to reduce all human moral reasoning to the positivist 

logic of science” [Hulme, 2019] 



Section 1: Climate Histories, Geographies, and Knowledges

1. Climate and Culture Through History: climate change historicised

2. Climate Change and Science: climate change quantified

Section 2: Finding the Meanings of Climate Change

Science-first approaches

3. Reformed Modernism: climate change assimilated

4. Sceptical Contrarianism: climate change contested

5. Transformative Radicalism: climate change mobilized

More-than-science approaches

6. Subaltern Voices: climate change supplanted

7. Artistic Creativities: climate change reimagined

8. Religious Engagements: climate change transcended

Section 3: Climate Change to Come

9. Governing Climate: climate change governed

10. Climate Imaginaries: climate change forever

Climate Change (Key Ideas in Geography)



1. … as an engineering problem
2. … as locus of politics
3. … as a human predicament

The Idea of Climate Change …

“Neither state- nor UN-centric manifestations of power -- nor indeed 

the workings of the market, nor the surprises wrought by cultural, 

economic and technological shifts -- will ever allow future climate a 

predictable ‘safe-landing’” (Hulme, 2021: 212)



Who governs the research?

Who permits mobilisation?

Whose hand on the thermostat?

Which voices are silenced?

1. An Engineering Problem

“’machinima of the visible’; representational forms that rationalise the 

planets eco/mineral systems and humanity’s eco/social interactions within 
the logic of the computer generated simulated model”



2. Politics … Pluralism

‘plural, partial and provisional knowledge’ (V Brown, 2010) ... 

‘plural and conditional advice’ (A Stirling, 2010) ...

‘plural climate ethics’ (M Kamminga, 2008)

‘pluralistic communication’ (D Kahan, 2010) 



2. Politics … Polycentrism

Polycentric 

architectures
Unicentric

architectures

“ ... many analysts have presumed that an enforceable 
global agreement is the only way to address the threat 

of climate change ... [But] it would be better to self-

consciously adopt a polycentric approach ... in order to 

... to encourage experimentation and learning from 

diverse policies adopted at multiple scales”  
[Elinor Ostrom, 2010]



2. Politics … Pragmatism

More modest quests than global governance around Tg and net-zero:

• Attend to short-term climate forcers – e.g. black carbon, methane

• Adaptation to climate risks – e.g. adaptation as public good

• Invest in energy technology innovation – e.g. energy rights 



3. As Predicament

A global festival of cultural 

activity on climate change

November 2021
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