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Basic thesis

• Global climate change confronts humanity with a 
crisis of culture and character

• It is a deep moral and ethical crisis

• In this crisis humanity is increasingly confronted 
with the negative side of the development path it 
has chosen

• Freedom and self-realization have been associated 
with consumerism

• We literally fuel this consumption with carbon 
based energy that causes climate change

• Both are unsustainable 
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The usual reaction to this …

• Doomsday scenarios and end of the world 
language – images of imminent disaster and 
apocalypse; warnings to become sustainable

• My question is:

How can we acknowledge and respond to the 
very important substance of these warnings in a 
sensible way – acknowledge that we have messed 
up the climate and will have to adapt to it, but  
still stay positive, mitigate causes, and work 
towards human well-being and flourishing?
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Is human flourishing possible?

Methodology

• A critical look at the language in which we talk 
about climate change and adaptation

• The popular language of the press and anecdotes

• The language of science

• The language of economic calculus

• The language of technology and geo-engineering

• The language of politics

• The language of human security (1)

• The language of tragedy and hypocrisy

• The language of human rights 

• The language of human security (2)

• The language of human flourishing
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The language of anecdotes 

• Prof Rainier Ibana from the Philippines has a sister 
who grew up with hurricanes

• She later moved to New Orleans, and when the 
warnings about Hurricane Katrina came, she 
started to prepare how she learned to in the  
Philippines

• Stock piled water

• Boiled eggs

• Charged batteries for her lamps and torches 

• When the storm passed, she was the only one in 
the neighbourhood who did not need assistance –
and everyone around her wondered how she did 
it
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In the past few weeks we heard about

• Wildfires in Colorado

• Unprecedented heat wave in USA

• Flooding in England

• Flooding in Russia

• Flooding in India

• Bleaching of coral reefs because of sea 
becoming more acidic

• Flood warnings in the UK

• Flooding in Japan

• Extreme weather in South Africa

Coping with the storms and the heat wave

• After the USA storm, electricity was down, so it 
was difficult to heat water for coffee

• People drove downtown to Starbucks for a cup

• Domestic air-conditioning was also down

• So people went to churches with air conditioning

• Or sat in the movies for hours on end

• Drove around in their cars with air conditioning

• After a week people started to get very upset 
with local authorities who haven’t succeeded in 
restoring electricity to their homes 
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In another anecdote

• From Milwaukee, north of Chicago

• I love ice fishing; this winter I could not do it

• We usually drive old cars out onto the iced lake, 
take out the fluids, and then take bets when the 
first car will sink through the ice in spring

• The cars make nice reefs for the fish to breed

• This year we could not do it

• I guess I now have to move more north to do my 
ice fishing

First conclusions

• Adaptation here means two things:

• Coping with the immediate effects of a disaster

• Keeping up my life style

• Irony

• Some forms of coping entail behaviour that actually 
worsens the situation – in the long term

• Leaving the causes of climate change intact

• Adaptation can mean much more

• Reducing vulnerability

• Building robust and resilient practices

• Shifting to sustainable living (production and 
consumption)

• Shifting our notions of self-realization and identity
10

Press: Linking wildfires of Colorado 
with climate change

• The Washington Post

• Sunday, July 1, 2012

• Author: Darryl Fears

• Heading: 

Colorado’s table was set for monster fire
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The Quote

• Snow hardly fell during winter in snowy Colorado. 
On top of that, the state’s soaking spring rains did 
not come. So it was no wonder that normally 
emerald landscapes were parched as summer 
approached, tan as a pair of worn khakis.

• All the earth needed was a spark.

• Colorado and U.S. Forest Service fire fighters are 
battling the state’s most destructive wildfires ever. 
Lightning and suspected arson ignited them four 
weeks ago, but scientists and federal officials say 
the table was set by a culprit that will probably 
contribute to bigger and more frequent wildfires 
for years to come: climate change.
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Second conclusion

• Do we not need some scientific proof of this, to 
help us answer the four big questions?

• Is it getting warmer?

• Are humans causing it?

• Will it get warmer still?

• Can we do something about it?
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Here is Darryl Fears’ scientific proof 

• In his article he quotes:
• The National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder

• Nolan Doesken, director of the Colorado Climate Center at 
Colorado State University

• Moritz, Max A., Marc-André Parisien, Enric Batllori, Meg A. 
Krawchuk, Jeff Van Dorn, David J. Ganz, and Katharine 
Hayhoe. June 2012. Climate change and disruptions to global 
fire activity. Ecosphere 3 (6): art 49. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1890/ES11-00345.1
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When we turn to science, we use …

• IPCC reports

• AR4 of 2007

• Interim reports of 2012/3 before AR5 is published 
in 2015

• WWF

• Living Planet Report 2012

• The Royal Society

• People and the Planet (April 2012)

• UNEP

• …
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Science tells us it is getting warmer

• Since industrialization began, mean surface 
temperature of the earth has risen by 0.8o C

• Greenhouse gasses already in atmosphere will 
lead inevitably to a further rise of 0.7o C during 
21st century

• Beyond 2o C warming we enter the danger zone

• If we do nothing to mitigate GHG emissions, we 
may have warming of between 2.4 and 6o C
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Science tells us humans are causing it

• There are natural causes of global warming

• Methane produced by animals

• Emissions from volcanoes

• Sun spots / Sun storms

• These causes have stayed fairly constant

• Human caused pollutants in atmosphere

• Before industrialization: 270 ppm

• Since industrialization: has risen to 380 ppm

• We still have a chance to stabilize at 450 ppm
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Science tells us it will get warmer still

• Carbon inertia will cause warming to continue, 
even if emissions stabilize and drop

• Greenhouse gasses already in atmosphere will lead 
inevitably to another 0.7o C warming during 21st

century

18



Science tells us we can do something 
about human caused climate change

• We could avert dangerous climate change by 
keeping

• Warming below 2o C 

• Pollutants below 450 ppm

• This will require drastic mitigation of GHG 
emissions, particularly carbon
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The limitations of climate science

• Science can help us a lot to understand the causes 
and effects of climate change

• But science cannot predict when, where and how 
intense the next extreme weather event will be

• Climate science has many uncertainties

• Knowledge gaps (observation gaps)

• Challenges of scientific models

• About threshold behaviour of complex systems

• Climate science has a northern bias

• AR4 based on 28 000 northern data bases and only 
about 1 000 southern data-bases
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Many still does not believe climate science
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Specific problems with IPCC reports

• Conservative in their estimates

• Based on consensus

• Other studies show climate change is setting in 
faster than what is predicted by IPCC

• For instance: melting of Arctic ice

• IPCC: blue arctic ocean in 2070

• Other studies based on 2007 and 2008 melting 
trends: blue arctic ocean could be a reality in 2030  
trends continue
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Language of economic calculus

• Can help to determine costs (e.g. Nicholas Stern)

• Investment needed to mitigate climate change

• 2% of world GDP

• Loss of world GDP if climate change is not 
mitigated: 20%

• This insurance charge seems reasonable

• Can help to determine broadly who should pay 
what to whom for adaptation costs, based on 
responsibility for historic emissions

• US$22 by each northerner/year

• US$6 for each southerner/year
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Conventional economic instruments …

• Have problems with quantification of risks – if 
risks are distant in time and place, and uncertain

• Usually takes only recordable financial figures into 
account

• Effectively discourages us from acting to mitigate 
climate change

• Financial discounting

• Social discounting

• Discounting and accounting should be 
transformed to acknowledge real risks and 
impacts, and real ecological value lost by CC
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The language of technology and 
geo-engineering

• Carbon capturing and sequestration (CCS)

• Geological repositories

• Afforestation

• Carbon dioxide removal (CDR)

• Cooling the earth with reflectors: Solar radiation 
management (SRM)
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Problems with geo-engineering (SRM)

• Effects are not known

• Its nature:

• In some forms (sulphite aerosols) it is a second 
pollutant – fighting pollution with pollution

• It can be administered unilaterally (undemocratic)

• Regarded as the lesser of two evils 

• A moral hazard: seduces us into continuing with 
business as usual, not addressing the causes of 
climate change
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The language of political (in)action

• To mitigate climate change, we need decisive and 
timely political action – clear political guidance

• A legally binding agreement to ensure effective 
mitigation and adaptation

• Reduction of green house gas emissions

• Coordination of multi-sectoral mitigation efforts 
within and between nations states

• Transnational governance ensuring this

• What did we achieve under the UNFCCC of 1992

• An ineffective Kyoto Protocol

• Nothing in its place at the end of its first 
commitment period in 2012
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The trouble with the Kyoto Protocol

• Did not achieve to cut emissions by 5% below 
1990 levels – Biggest polluters virtually no change

• Many Annex 1 countries did not keep their 
commitments

• Annex II countries were not required to cut 
emissions

• Created a carbon trade market – that facilitated 
basically no cuts in emissions

• USA did not ratify the Kyoto Protocol

• Fines create incentives to leave KP (Canada)
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Emissions reductions?

• Land Use, Land-Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) 



Emissions reductions

• Land Use, Land-Use Change and Forestry (LULUCF) 

What happened at COP 17 in Durban?

• Very little, if anything at all

• A vague promise for a new legally binding 
dispensation from 2020, agreed upon by 2015
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What happened at Rio+20?

• Also basically nothing – a very vague and weak 
outcomes document

• No guidance from politicians

• The real conference was taking place in the 
streets of Rio where people protested against this 
inaction

• The onus seems to shift to

• People’s movements

• Business

• Scientists
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The language of human tragedy

• We are locked in a value framework (including 
notions of identity and self-realization) and 
practice that constitutes a perfect moral storm

• At best we find ourselves in a tragic situation in 
which we know what we should do, but cannot do 
it

• At worst we find ourselves in a situation of 
hypocrisy, knowing what harm we cause to others 
and our children’s children, but we do not care –
we continue to merely serve our own interests 
and continue with business as usual
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Climate change makes it easy for us to 
be hypocrites (rationalise inaction)

• Dispersion of causes and effects

• Shifting negative effects to others, other times, 
other species

• Fragmentation of agency

• A problem of collective action

• A problem of intergenerational buck-passing 
(relationship between generations: non-reciprocal)

• Institutional inadequacy

• UNFCCC; Kyoto Protocol; COP process …?

• Theoretical incredulity

• Continuing existing political and economic theories
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What we seem to hold on to …

• An ideal of being human (freedom and self-
realization) that is shaped by consumerism

• An ideal of human development as constant 
economic growth (GDP)

• An idea of human rights and security as 
instruments to safeguard our material wealth 
(instruments in our fight for business as usual; and 
to keep what we got)
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Language of security and climate change - I

• Climate change has become a security threat

• Unpredictable behaviour of people exposed to 
effects of climate change (droughts, migration, 
climate refugees …)

• Security measures are often aimed at victims of 
climate change

• Only security issues are addressed

• Not wider adaptation needs

• Not causes

• Security measures seems to safeguard the lifestyle 
and economic system that causes climate change 
and create victims
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Climate change unmasks …

• Consumerism as fundamentally unsustainable 

• if  based on carbon based, and environmentally 
destructive production 

• Mere growth in GDP as a very narrow 
development ideal to pursue

• Human rights and security as unattainable in the 
face of current global divides 
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A broadened language of human rights

• Acknowledges climate change causes harm to 
others – direct and indirect harm – in particular 
the poor

• That basic human rights are threatened

• Right not to be harmed

• Right to life

• Right to health

• Right to a livelihood

• Right to dignity

• Human security

• Human development
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A broadened language of human security

• Shifts the question to what it is we need to secure

• Human dignity and flourishing

• Social, political, economic and ecological conditions 
for human dignity and flourishing

• Sustainable living

• Basic rights
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Implications for adaptation

• Much more than just a reduction of vulnerability

• Disaster reduction and recovery

• Building resilient communities

• Developing robust policies that can handle 
surprises

• Much more than just ensuring survival of the 
human species and life on earth

• Adaptation will require that we think hard and 
deep about what should be in place to ensure 
human flourishing

• What it means to be human
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Adaptation will require …

• Rethink of our economic system

• Is it really in the service of human needs?

• Does it really provide us with livelihoods?

• Does it really ensure human development?

• Does it really ensure a distribution of goods and 
services that we can accept as fair?
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Adaptation will require …

• Rethink of the state, democracy & representation

• Whose interests are really served by the state?

• Is the state a trustworthy custodian of my interests 
– the interests of all of the citizens within its 
borders?

• Is the state a trustworthy custodian of the 
interests of a wider humanity – living now and in 
the future?

• Is the state a trustworthy custodian of the 
interests of non-human life?

• Can I influence the decision-making of the state in 
which I live? Can these other interests influence 
the decision-making of the state?
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Adaptation will require …

• Rethink of the nature of politics

• From: a fight for yourself and your children

• To: a fight for a wider community and a future 
community – to leave them a home, and not a ruin

• Rethink of the nature of time:

• The present as temporal locus of sovereignty

• Forgetting our history and evolution

• Forgetting that we influence times and others 
coming after us
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Adaptation will require …

• Rethink of what the unit and framework of human 
responsibility entails

• Nation state? – not adequate

• Individual? – ineffective when acting alone

• Supra-national institutions? – Required, but not yet 
existing

• Personal behaviour in collectives?
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Adaptation will require …

• Rethink of our character and culture

• Our identities

• Our ideals of self-realization

• The methods and tools we choose to realize ourselves

• Rethink of our morals and ethics

• What human flourishing really entails
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The negative side of my conclusion

• We are in trouble and we will stay in trouble as 
long as we hold on to the thinking and practices 
that brought us to this point in the history of 
unsustainable development

• Climate change confronts us with the (up till 
recently unintended) negative consequences of 
industrialization (using carbon energy) 

• The effects of industrialization on the flourishing of 
life in

• Other places

• Other times

• Other species

• Us, living now
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Still on the negative side
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And on the positive side

• We are not in a fundamentally tragic situation

• We can say no, and we do say no to our situation

• We can still choose

• And  we can still start to make that difference

• If we link our flourishing to …
the discovery of a new morality, of a heightened 
consciousness, a widened and more intense sense 
of care, caring and carefulness … a common sense 
of decency … a sense of solidarity …
and use that as a basis to question and challenge 
the powers and authorities that would like us to 
believe otherwise …
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To end with another quote …
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In short …

• Climate change and adaptation confronts us with 
real and deep questions about human 
development

• If we wish to flourish as human beings, and face 
the challenge of having to adapt to unavoidable 
climate change

• We really have to stop … and think very critically 
about who we as human beings, are and what we 
would like to achieve on this earth

Thank you very much

All of the best with your conference
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