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A B S T R A C T

The politics of climate change is not concerned solely with rival scientific claims about global warming

but also with how best to govern the climate. Despite this, categories in climate politics remain caught up

in the concepts of the ‘science wars’, rarely progressing far beyond the denier/believer-dichotomy. This

article aims to nudge climate politics beyond the polarized scientific debates while also counteracting

the de-politicisation that comes from assuming scientific claims lead directly to certain policies. First

existing typologies of climate political positions are reviewed. Diverse contributions make up an

emerging field of ‘climate politology’ but these tend to reduce climate politics either to views on the

science or to products of cultural world-views. Drawing on policy analysis literature, a new approach is

outlined, where problem-definitions and solution-framings provide the coordinates for a two-

dimensional grid. The degree to which climate change is considered a ‘wicked’ problem on the one

hand, and individualist or collectivist ways of understanding political agency on the other, provide a map

of climate political positions beyond ‘believers’ vs ‘deniers’.

� 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

With its origins in climate science, the issue of climate change
has often been considered in ‘narrowly technical and reductionistic

terms’ (Demeritt, 2001, p. 312). Until the mid 2000s western media

typically reported it ‘as an evenly balanced debate between

apparently expert groups who were ‘‘believers’’ or ‘‘deniers’’’

(Boykoff and Smith, 2010, p. 5) in ‘the science’. This dichotomy,

although it never reflected the complexity of the debate, coexists

increasingly awkwardly with a much wider debate about what to

do about climate change and how to engineer major organisational

and societal changes. One observer even suggests that the denier–

believer debate is being replaced by a debate about policy:

‘politicians who flatly reject climate science are now being

replaced by climate policy sceptics’ (Hickman, 2013). Though

‘denialism’ persists, a great debate on how to govern the climate –

what measures to use, precisely what goal to have, how to deal

with effects of climate change and which policy instruments to
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choose – has long been in train. The global climate is not just a
scientific object but also a governance-object (Corry, 2010, 2013).

Despite this, the vocabulary used to identify climate political
stances still rarely goes far beyond ‘sceptic’ and ‘believer’—
categories rooted in the debate about the veracity of scientific
claims. Introductions to global warming usually side-step the
politics, refer to those ‘skeptical’ or ‘supportive’ of the idea that
humans are to blame (e.g. Maslin, 2008, p. 35) or only briefly touch
on the ‘politics of greenhouse’ (Pittlock, 2009, p. 270). Policy
literature typically covers physical climatology, economics and
sometimes institutions, without elaborating on how ideologies or
political dynamics might influence preferences and choices (e.g.
Helm and Hepburn, 2009; Richardson et al., 2011; Stern, 2007; IPCC,
2001). Studies of public opinion on climate change similarly track
attitudes to global warming (e.g. Brechin, 2010) but focus mainly on
whether scientific claims are believed and how seriously global
warming is viewed (see also Leiserowitz et al., 2006; Whitmarsh,
2011). More rare is survey data gauging support for specific policies
such as taxation on energy and other forms of possible government
action on climate change (Leiserowitz, 2006; Nisbet and Myers,
2007). One report suggested a six-fold division between the
alarmed, concerned, cautious, disengaged doubtful and dismissive
segments of American society (Maibach et al., 2009). However, this
amounts to a more detailed breakdown of the same sceptic–
believer continuum, reacting to ‘the science’. Similarly, media
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studies have looked at how the media frame climate change, e.g.
through rival ‘scientific uncertainty’ and ‘climate crisis’-framings
(Nisbet, 2009) that also revolve around trust in scientific claims.
Others have examined how such framings of climate science play into
familiar political cleavages, e.g. between Republicans and Democrats
in the US (Boykoff, 2011; McCright and Dunlap, 2011a; Jenkins, 2011).

The politics surrounding the practice of climate science has not
been ignored. Science and Technology Studies examines the
‘scientisation’ of climate politics (Demeritt, 2001; Van der Sluijs
et al., 1998, 2010) as well as the politicisation of climate science
including the role of right wing groups and US-based think tanks
contesting scientific claims (Oreskes and Conway, 2010; Hoggan,
2009, see also McCright and Dunlap, 2011b). International Relations
scholars have offered typologies of different diplomatic stances, e.g.
being ‘leaders, pushers and laggards’ in relation to a global agreement
(Andresen and Agrawala, 2002), have analysed the role of actors such
as the EU (e.g. Oberthür and Kelly, 2008; Bäckstrand and Elgström,
2013) or pointed to factors determining state stances. How do global
political economy and national interests affect which states and non-
state actors group together behind certain policies (e.g. Newell, 2006,
p. 166)? Stripple and Bulkeley (2013) have expanded the purview of
the study of international climate politics by collating analyses of
governmental techniques designed to govern carbon and populations
through regimes of knowledge and Corry (2013) argues that the
emergence of the global climate as a governable object has a
structuring effect on world politics as a whole.

Nevertheless, despite an ever-widening field, more often than
not climate political reporting and analysis is strangely reticent on
the variety of positions and the structure of political debate
relating to governing climate change (exceptions are covered
below). While the denier–believer debate still has serious political
implications (see O’Neill and Boykoff, 2010; Hoffman, 2011),
reducing the politics of climate change to this obscures some
important issues and leads to a contradiction. On the one hand
understanding the politics of climate change with the compass of
the scientific debate imports the polarisations of the ‘science wars’
to the policy arena. For some groups, climate change policies are
‘invented by self-interested and unpatriotic scientists and activists’
(McCarthy, 2013, p. 23). At the same time a post-political framing
conceals the politics involved, casting climate policy as a ‘global
humanitarian cause’ that somehow flows logically from ‘the
science’ (Swyngedouw, 2010, p. 217). The paradox of consensus
politics coexisting with science wars could thus be two sides of the
same coin: ‘the political nature of matters of concern is disavowed
to the extent that the facts in themselves are elevated, through a
short-circuiting procedure, on to the terrain of the political’
(Swyngedouw, 2010, p. 217, see also Machin, 2013).

This reflects a wider tendency in environmental political
commentary to underestimate the ‘ideological and social theoreti-
cal underpinnings of the environmental debate’ (Manno, 2004, p.
156). For Hulme ‘disagreements about climate change are as likely
to reveal conflicts within and between societies about the
ideologies that we carry and promote, as they are to be rooted
in contrary readings of the scientific evidence’ (Hulme, 2009, p. 33)
and eck argued that ‘climate politics is precisely not about climate
but about transforming the basic concepts and institutions of (...)
industrial, nation-state modernity’ (Beck, 2010, p. 356). Yet
categories and shorthands originating in the science debate
continue to signpost positions on climate politics.

This article responds to this problem in three steps. In Section 2
we review existing typologies of positions in the politics of climate
change. We ask what categories they offer and identify the key
questions they organize their accounts of climate politics around.
Bringing these together depicts the emerging field of ‘climate
politiology’ and its key challenges. Section 3 prepares the ground for
a new map of climate policy positions, indentifying two dimensions
relating to problem-definition and solution-framing: how ‘wicked’
the problem is viewed, and the degree to which individualistic/
holistic perspectives underpin solution-definitions. A final section
briefly assesses the new map in terms of what it tells us about the
limits and focus of the existing typologies, what aspects of the
politics of climate change have been overlooked by the sceptic–
believer dichotomy and how the simultaneous politicisation of
science and de-politicisation of policy can be challenged.

2. Surveying typologies of the politics of climate change

If the original point of observation was the first-order question
of what is happening to the climate system, there are now a
number of second-order observations (i.e. observations of ‘the
point that we are watching from when we observe ‘‘what is out
there’’’ (Andersen, 2003, p. xi)): observations of observations of
climate change. These offer different lenses for understanding how
people and groups take and defend positions on climate change.
The picture is fragmented, however, and second-order observa-
tions vary in terms of what they find and refer to: ideal-typical
positions, discourses, system logics or world-views of climate
change, for example. Here we bring them together, probing what
might be thought of as climate politology: the study of the politics of
governing the climate, not as a purely either physical or social
phenomenon (politiology is ‘a more unifying term concerning
methods’ (Dreijmanis, 1973, p. 360) compared to political science).
This can in turn be thought of as a contribution to an emerging
interdisciplinary field of climate studies. Social theory and studies of
environmental politics increasingly refuse a sharp distinction
between ‘nature’ and ‘society’(Dunlap 1997; Goldman and Schurman
2000), most recently through the idea of an Anthropocene - a new
Earth epoch where humans drive geological time. As well as referring
to geophysical transformations, Anthropocene is also considered a
‘global political phenomenon’ (Biermann, 2014, p. 57). Climate
politics and the study of it has become ‘part of an ongoing extension
and deepening of combinations, confusions and ‘mixtures’ of nature
and society’ (Beck, 2010, p. 256) and we suggest ‘climate politology’
has the potential to be at the forefront of this process.

We begin with the epistemically most limited claims:—an ‘ideal
type’ is just an analytical construct used to decode complex reality
(Watkins, 1952; Weber, 1973), whereas at the other extreme,
cultural ‘world-views’ refer toframeworks ofmeaning in (andacross)
societies, that supposedly actually affect how people understand
themselves and the world around them (Koltko-Rivera, 2004).

2.1. Ideal-types in climate politics

One strategy is to expand upon the sceptic–believer dichotomy.
Anthony Giddens (2009) offers three ideal-typical positions: the
‘sceptic’ who believes we are living in an age of scares and that
global warming is one of them; ‘radicals’ who focus on risks as
opposed to the opportunities of climate change and take the worst
case of runaway global heating as the basis for prudent action; and
a third ‘mainstream’ position which is treated as broadly
synonymous with the work of the IPCC (2007). Giddens also
allows for sub-categories within both the sceptical and radical
camps, in the latter case between those who believe meaningful
mitigation efforts are still possible and appropriate (such as James
Hansen), and those who do not (such as James Lovelock). We
consider these to be ‘ideal-types’ because they abstract from a
more complex reality in order to sharpen understandings (rather
than claiming to be accurate or exhaustive descriptions of real-
world phenomena). As Max Weber had it, ideal-types bring
together ‘a great many diffuse and discrete, more or less present
and occasionally absent concrete individual events’ into a ‘unified
analytical construct’ (Weber, 1973, p. 191).
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Giddens’ categories take us beyond the denier–believer dyad to
at least a triad of positions. In addition, actors are grouped not just
according to belief in scientific claims but also by different
attitudes to risk. For example, ‘radicals’ share broad agreement on
scientific claims but disagree internally on whether society should
try to muster the effort to mitigate in time or accept more risks
and focus on adaptation. Attitudes to risk are a key theme in
climate politics (Beck, 2010) and the most recent Assessment
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
attempts to provide ‘a basis for judgments about the level of
climate change at which risks become dangerous’ acknowledging
that this also depends on ‘values’ (WGII, 2013, p. 13). All the same,
although Giddens tackles policy-options elsewhere in his book, his
typology of the political debate remains tied fairly closely to the
scientific controversy around interpreting the IPCC’s reports. The
traditional political spectrum from Left to Right is deemed a poor
guide to modern risk-based politics (including climate change,
Giddens, 1994) and Giddens (2009) expressly advocates a non-
partisan approach beyond left and right to provide long-term
continuity. This leaves his readers – somewhat paradoxically –
without a categorization of positions squarely focused on the
politics of climate change.

2.2. Discourses of climate governance

A second approach originating in policy analysis or political
sociology suggests a typology of discourses of climate change
(Bäckstrand and Lövbrand, 2007, Stevenson and Dryzek, 2012;
Somorin et al., 2012; Hoffman, 2011). Rather than offering ideal-
typical devices, such approaches go further towards claiming to
have identified actually existing structures of meaning and
signification in (global) society that regulate and generate
practices and identities (i.e. ‘discourses’ (see Hajer, 2005, p. 300;
Bäckstrand and Lövbrand, 2007, p. 125) that influence climate
change governance and politics.

However, different discourses (and varying numbers of dis-
courses) are identified by different authors. Hoffman (2011) follows
a familiar science-orientation by offering ‘sceptical’, ‘convinced’ and
‘bridge-building’ discourses as a typology. Stevenson and Dryzek
(2012) shift the focus to political and economic strategies and
identify ‘Mainstream Sustainability’, ‘Expansive Sustainability’,
‘Limits’ and ‘Green Radicalism’. The first two broadly accept the
current economic order but differ in the breadth of their political
aims: ‘Expansive Sustainability’ discourse portrays climate politics
as properly oriented towards human development rather than just
preventing ‘pollution’, as in the Mainstream Sustainability approach.
The latter pair of discourses challenge the current economic order,
but differ in terms of political stances: ‘Limits’ conservatively
emphasises the need to stay within social as well as natural
boundaries, while ‘Green Radicalism’ seeks to challenge economic
and political orders.

Others identify competing meta-discourses of climate change
policy concerning future governance options. Bäckstrand and
Lövbrand (2007, p. 124) identify three overall positions: ‘green
governmentality’ propagating a multilateral climate regime
negotiated under the auspices of the United Nations involving a
science-based monitoring of the global climate system as well as of
human activity; ‘eco-modernisation’ promoting a liberal economic
framework of thinking and acting in which the initiative and
creativity of individual rational actors are envisaged to work
towards lowest-cost solutions to climate-related problems; and
‘civic environmentalism’ which is subdivided into two versions
(radical and reformist) relying on the third sector (rather than
markets or states) to tackle climate change.

Such typologies make further progress towards climate
politology by identifying primarily political stances rather than
stances on scientific claims. Unlike ideal types, identifying
discourses makes a stronger claim to correspond to actually
existing structures of meaning that facilitate and limit action. For
this reason they are also not necessarily logically consistent or
mutually exclusive. They can mix and be rearticulated since
discourses are historically contingent, dependent on how social
actors articulate diverse elements of social reality (see Hajer, 2005;
Torfing, 1999). Their existence is in principle a question of
empirical investigation, although in practice it can become difficult
to determine precisely which discourses exist as distinct struc-
tures, or how they relate to one another. Green governmentality,
eco-modernization, civic environmentalism, we must assume, are
at least partially autonomous of the familiar social categories of
state, market and civil society, although the symmetry is striking.
Unlike ‘ideology’, the concept of discourse emerged in part via the
argument that symbolic structures have causal effects in
themselves rather than merely reflecting another more funda-
mental (e.g. economic) realms (e.g. Laclau and Mouffe, 1985;
Torfing, 1999). This prevents discourse from being reduced to
being an epiphenomenon (wholly dependent on a deeper
ontology) but therefore also, for some, means that discourse
analysis misses the significance of social conditions that allow
certain discourses to thrive over others (see Joseph, 2012 for a
critique).

A further implication is that without discourses tied to an
underlying social sphere, their number and structure can vary.
Dryzek (2005) earlier identified seven discourses of environ-
mentalism (Survivalism, Promethean Response, Administrative
Rationalism, Democratic Pragmatism, Economic Rationalism,
Sustainable Development and Ecological Modernization). In
practice there may be overlaps between discourses identified,
e.g. the grass roots version of the ‘civic environmentalist’
discourse identified by Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2007) could
overlap with Stevenson’s ‘Green Radical’ discourse, although
some civic environmentalists may also be advocates of Expansive
Sustainability or Limits. Green-governmentality positions could
also have elements of both Expansive Environmentalist and
Mainstream Sustainability legitimating large-scale governmen-
tal intervention and monitoring. This implies that perhaps these
‘discourses’ are as much analytical constructs as empirical
findings. In any case we need to know how they relate to each
other, and in particular whether there are underlying dimensions
explaining why some may be more easily combined than others
and which tend to co-vary.

2.3. System codes and climate change

One potential way of clarifying which set of discourses is most
relevant in particular contexts is to relax the reading of discourses
as autonomous and reconnect them to social systems and their
associated social spheres. In his book Why We Disagree About

Climate Change Mike Hulme views the debate about climate
change through multiple logics linked to societal sub-systems
such as religion, law, politics and economics (Hulme, 2009). In
short, his argument implies that we disagree because different
social sub-systems understand the question differently. Ultimate
solutions to climate change are nigh impossible to envisage
because, being a ‘wicked problem’, climate change is defined
differently and as a phenomenon straddling economics, politics,
culture etc. is also dogged by ‘complex interdependences in the
system affected’ (Hulme, 2009, p. 334). Hence, ‘a solution to one
aspect of a wicked problem often reveals or creates other, even
more complex, problems demanding further solutions’ (Hulme,
2009, p. 334). Climate change, while a physical reality, is
considered to be just as much a multidimensional social artefact
spread across different social subsystems.
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This echoes some of the themes brought forward by risk-writers
– that solutions such as new technologies typically generate new
problems, complex interdependence, manufactured risks. But
Hulme’s approach also echoes discursive approaches as it
emphasises different social constructions of climate change.
Unlike discourses, however, the different positions are linked
directly to social systems. Hulme does not reference Systems
Theory but each climate perspective appears to be linked to its own
particular subsystem. In Niklas Luhmann’s Systems Theory, each
social system is not a ‘area’ as such but a logic that has a binary
code that it distinguishes itself from its environment by coding
differently (Luhmann 2002). E.g. science operates with the code
truth/non-truth, economics according to pay/not to pay, politics
with power/non-power (or governor/governed), the media system
with information/non-information (Rhomberg, 2010, p. 57, see
Gershon, 2005 for an excellent summary). Each system codes
climate change differently, such that any statement or figure
calculated is as much an expression of the medium and logic of a
social system as it is an objective calculation based on evidence.

Such an approach explains how many different layers of
meaning and differing codes and logics compete with each other in
the climate change debate, together generating a ‘wicked problem’
which has no trans-system definitive formulation and therefore no
clear solution, low scope to learn from trial and error and complex
feedbacks between divergent aspects of the problem (see Rittel
and Webber, 1973). In fact, the conundrum the reader is left with is
not ‘why we disagree about climate change’ but how any sort of

agreement is ever achieved with such a multifarious and contested
field of differing schemas of valuation and sub-system logics.

Arguably, this reflects the fact that Hulme is not considering
specifically the politics of climate change but is examining climate
change as it appears in a tapestry of societal systems including (but
not limited to) the political system. One binary given little
prominence is in fact that pertaining to the political system, which
operates according distinctions of govern/governed, (see Luh-
mann, 1990). If politics understands itself to be fundamentally
about authoritative decisions, the political question of climate
governance must focus on precisely how knowledges from other
systems are made sense of, aggregated and through power turned
into binding decisions: how the system ‘decides on the allocation
of competences, tasks, authorities and responsibilities’ (Rhomberg,
2010, p. 49) regarding climate change. This requires a closer look at
how information taken from other systems (notably the scientific,
economic and mass media systems) is processed into decisions.
The discourse-analytic approaches charted above may be attempts
at doing this (through the analysis of competing discourses), but
different political codings of climate change are of course to be
found within the political system, not by scanning across other
social sub-systems, as Hulme does.

2.4. Cultures or world-views of climate change

Another way used to identify climate political positions that
simultaneously links these to social contexts is Cultural Theory.
Cultural Theory developed apparatus for political analysis based on
two dimensions of social life generating four ‘ways of life’ each
with a concomitant political logic: Fatalism, Hierarchy, Individu-
alism and Egalitarianism (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1983; Schwarz
and Thompson, 1990). Along one dimension people differ as to
their experience of rules or a social ‘grid’ while another dimension
is related to affiliation or ‘group’ experience: ‘Grid measures the
extent to which ranking and stratification constrains the behavior
of individuals. Group, by contrast, measures the extent to which an
overriding commitment to a social unit constrains the thought and
action of individuals’ (Verweij, 2006, p. 819). These two dimen-
sions create a four-by-four grid of high grid/high group (hierarchy),
low grid and low group (individualism), high group and low grid
(egalitarianism) and low group and high grid (fatalism).

Cultural theorists further argue that each social form is linked to
a particular view of nature (see Thompson and Rayner, 1998, p.
284). Hierarchists view nature as basically robust within limits
(defined by the experts and enforced by leaders). Egalitarians see
nature as fragile and unstable, vulnerable to disruption and they
emphasize that everybody – high group cohesion assumed –
should therefore tread lightly with the precautionary principle
‘strictly imposed on those who are tempted not to share the simple
life’ (, p. 820). Individualists view nature as something robust and
resilient that essentially provides a platform for strong and free
individuals to exercise their freedoms. Fatalists doubt that any real
influence over society or nature is possible as both are ultimately
unpredictable and fickle. Atomized from other people (low group)
but governed by seemingly immutable social structures (high
grid), fatalism encourages its holders to distrust others, make no
personal sacrifices and withdraw from any interactions if possible
essentially abstaining from governing nature. This schema has
been combined with cognitive theories in ‘cultural cognition
theory’ furnishing Cultural Theory with ‘an account of the
individual-level mechanism to explain how cultural values shape
risk perceptions’ (Kahan et al., 2011b, p. 148).

Cultural theorists claim that their schema can be applied to ‘any
possible domain of human life (from sexual relations to the nuclear
arms race)’ (Verweij et al., 2006, p. 821) and inevitably they have
applied it to climate change (Thompson, 1995; Verweij et al., 2006;
Jones, 2011; Kahan et al., 2011a) resulting broadly in three policy
stories (Fatalism is deemed to not generate a policy program).
Egalitarians view climate change as a result of profligacy, capitalist
competition and overconsumption in an unequal world. In contrast
the Hierarchist sees climate change as a result of a lack of central
control and planning in a global version of the tragedy of the
commons in which individual emissions collectively result in
collective problems for the climate. For the Individualists, climate
change generally means ‘business as usual’, because any attempt at
grand or top-down governance would fail or be directly counter-
productive. Nature is in any case benign and resilient, and
innovation, initiative, and bottom-up solutions will solve the
problem—if indeed there is one.

This trilogy of climate change cultures provides another set of
postitions, some of which overlap with some of the preceding ones,
not least that of green-governmentality (hierarchy), civic environ-
mentalism (egalitarianism) and eco-modernization (competitive
individualism). In this case, however, each one is derived from
underlying grid/group determined world-views rather than being
inductively gleaned from contemporary discourse about tackling
global warming (although Leiserowitz (2006) and Kahan et al.
(2011a) subsequently find evidence to support the importance of
world-views for climate policy choices). Their categories are
claimed to be based on underlying and relatively permanent social
forms: ‘these continuously changing stances remain underpinned
and separated by invariant alternative assumptions regarding
nature, human nature, governance, justice, blame, risk, and so on.’
(Verweij et al., 2006, p. 827).

In addition, an overall policy prescription is derived from
Cultural Theory. Divergent cultural perspectives render the climate
debate into a sort of inter-paradigm debate in which protagonists
speaking their own languages ‘will never agree’ (Verjweij et al.,
2006, p. 821). The institutional strategy for decision-making
suggested is therefore one of ‘clumsiness’: climate politicians must
take account of all three narratives, each of which contains an
element of validity: ‘each of the stories represents a political voice
in the policy process. Ignoring any of these voices, within
democratic polities, inevitably leads to a loss of legitimacy’
(Verweij et al, 2006, p. 828; Rayner, 2010). Using Cultural Theory
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also offers dimensional tools of analysis that provide a map of
positions on climate change and so avoids the arbitrary nature of
naming a discrete number of discourses without accounting for how
they vary and co-vary. Verweij et al. (2006a) are clear that ‘the
various ways people understand a phenomenon like global
warming are derived from a strictly limited number of alternative
perceptions of reality’ (p. 1). Cultural Theory also avoids explana-
tions of climate politics divorced from wider social contexts.

However, this deductive strategy runs the risk of ignoring the
specificity and variability of climate politics in favour of apparently
perennial cultural forms (Jasanoff and Wynne, 1998, p. 44). The
idea of competing world-views suggests a degree of incommensu-
rability since people are deemed to interpret reality through
encompassing ideational structures. Positions on climate change
differ ‘fundamentally among different world-views and competing
value systems’ (Thompson and Rayner, 1998, p. 289). Each cultural
group has a different diagnosis, different prescriptions and
different rhetorical styles, in a ‘competitive process (. . .) marked
by mutual discrediting’ resulting in languages ‘so different that one
might never guess that any one set of treatises is provoked by and
is developed in response to the other sets’ (Thompson and Rayner,
1998, p. 303). In fact, by the theory’s own logic, they are not
articulated primarily in response to each other but are derived,
ultimately, from ways of life and social institutions. Cultural
Theory focuses explicitly not on individual risk perception but on
‘an institution that is driven by organizational imperatives to select
risks for management attention’ (Jaeger et al. 1998, p. 190)
designating ‘fundamental propositions or assumptions that are
unquestionable within the context of a particular discourse’
(Thompson and Rayner, 1998, p. 289, emphasis added).

This suggests a highly limited notion of politics, which, although
it allows for clashing values, makes it difficult to envisage rational
debate, policy innovation and/or wider social mobilisations
(Crompton, 2010). Policy analysis then becomes mainly a question
of accommodating different worldviews (‘clumsiness’) or selecting
policies simply because they happen to chime with all the cultural
groups’ preferences (Jones, 2011). Cultural cognitivists recommend
that scientific communication is embedded into different narratives
that speak to each cultural group seperately (Kahan et al., 2011a).
Marketing of climate change policy to ‘segments’ has been taken up
by governments and NGOs working along such assumptions (e.g.
Department for Environment, 2008) but has been found to have
limited success(Corner andRandall, 2011), andcould bearthe risk of
exacerbating social divisions by reifying them or inadvertently
strengthening cultural values incompatible with the policy in
question just to curry favour (Brulle, 2010). Rather than an
eclecticism of climate political discourses, the danger for Cultural
Theory is cultural reductionism: the politics of climate change is
determined by immutable world-views.

To sum up so far, most popular accounts and some academic
approaches to the politics of climate change remain caught in the
categories of the scientific debate, mapping the debate in terms of
‘believers and deniers’ rather than distinguishing between rival
positions concerning policy and governance strategies. However,
as the contours of a climate politology begin to be discernible,
authors across multiple disciplines have mapped out multiple
climate-political positions albeit posing very different questions
and pointing to different referent objects: ‘attitudes’ to climate
change media ‘framings’, ‘policy discourses’, varying ‘logics’ and
‘codes’, and multiple discrete positions derived from pre-existing
‘world-views’ (see Table 1).

The following aims to maintain a dimensions-based approach
(thus allowing intermediate positions on a spectrum to be mapped
ratherthanforcingempirics intoarbitrarycategories)but focuseson
climate change in the political system in particular where divergent
approachesand framings are processed into authoritativedecisions.
3. Towards a map of climate politics

Drawing on policy analysis literature, positions in the politics of
climate change may be said to depend, at base, on two basic
questions, one related to problem-definition, and the other to the
framing of solutions. As Dery puts it, ‘the first maxim of problem
definition is the recognition that problems do not exist ‘‘out there’’,
are not objective entities in their own right, but are analytic
constructs, or conceptual entities’ (Dery, 2000, p. 40). This of course
goes for solutions also: problem-definition concerns the social
construction of ‘the decision to be made, the ends to be achieved,
the means which may be chosen’ (Schön, p. 40). Once an issue is on
the agenda (as climate change now firmly is) the crucial question is
how that problem and its possible solutions are framed (Kingdon,
1984; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993). In Systems Theory terms
information from other systems is taken in and coded according to
the imperative of decision-making: ‘the political system deter-
mines whether something is political or not but once [a] political
communication positions a theme on the side of politics [the
political system] is under pressure to take action’ (Andersen, 2001,
p. 7). The medium of the political system is power, whereas in the
economic system it is money, and in the scientific system it is
knowledge, etc. The political system interprets information from
other systems (including science and economics) according to its
own logic of governing and opposing: reports from other systems
will be used by governments and oppositions very differently. But
commonly to all actors in the political system, stances regarding
climate change will differ along two main dimensions: one related
to the construction of the problem and the other to the
construction of means or solutions to govern it.

3.1. Two dimensions of climate politics

Regarding problem-definition, whereas Hulme’s analysis is that
climate change simply is a wicked problem, we propose that it is a
variable: protagonists differ according to whether they construct
climate change as wicked or ‘tame’. This is related to (but more
encompassing than) whether global warming is ‘real’ or not. At one
extreme are those who think of climate change as a ‘super wicked
problem’ (Lazarus, 2008), i.e. a wicked problem (see Section 2.3)
made even more intractable by a situation (a) where time is
running out, (b) where those who can solve the problem are also
the ones who caused it, (c) where there is no governance structure
in place capable of solving it and finally (d) where hyperbolic
discounting occurs—i.e. short term thinking is dominant (Thomp-
son, 1995; Verweij et al., 2006). At the other end of the problem-
definition dimension are those who see climate change as a ‘tame’
problem: the mission is clear and whether or not the problem has
been solved would also be clear (Rittel and Webber, 1973, p. 136).
Tamists would also hold that climate change is non-urgent (time is
virtually ‘free’—we can always solve it later), clearly delineated,
relatively amenable to rational problem definition and effective
solutions. Those denying there is any problem at all are at the
extreme end of the tame problem dimension. In essence they
redefine the ‘climate’ problem from one of the environment to one
of environmentalists pushing harmful remedies.

The adoption of a wicked-tame continuum is important first
because it moves the debate beyond the question of denial/belief in
AGW while still leaving room for that controversy. It also takes a
both-and approach to whether social or natural factors are
decisive. Disagreement rests on both assumptions about the
climate itself and assumptions about societies and how they
function and react. Those who see climate change as a tame
problem tend to believe that the natural world can be known with
a high degree of accuracy and that the social world is manageable
and well geared to solving ‘the problem’. Thus, not only ‘sceptics’



Table 1
The emerging field of climate politology.

Academic discipline + illustrative examples Climate political typologies Referent object Key questions

Public opinion research Public attitudes Do people believe climate science?

Nisbet and Myers (2007) Skeptics (‘deniers’)

Believers (‘warmists’)

Maibach et al. (2009) 6 Americas of climate change

(Alarmed, Concerned, Cautious,

Disengaged, Doubtful, Dismissive).

How much harm is global warming

believed to cause?

Media studies Framings/discourses Media representation of climate

change/global warming?Nisbet (2009) ‘Scientific uncertainty’

‘Climate crisis’

Social theory Ideal-types (heuristic labels) Attitudes to science and risk?

Giddens (2009) Sceptics

Mainstream

Radicals

Discourse analysis Discourses How should the climate be

governed?Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2007) Eco-modernization

Green Governmentality

Civic Environmentalism

Stevenson and Dryzek (2012) Mainstream sustainability

Expansive sustainability

Limits and green radicalism

Systems approaches

Rhomberg (2010)

Climate Change communicated

from multiple social system logics

Binary codes by which social

systems identify themselves

In which codes is climate

change being communicated?

e.g. science, mass media, politics

Cultural Theory

Thompson and Rayner (1998),

Verweij et al. (2006),

Jones (2011)

Cultural worldviews What view of society, nature and

risk is preferred?

Egalitarian

Hierarchist

Individualist

(Fatalist)
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who cast doubt on scientific knowledge claims, but also some
environmentalists can be tamists: they assert that climate change
would be easy to solve, if only certain policies were implemented,
e.g. supporters of a global Kyoto-style agreement demanding
‘decisive action’ to ‘solve climate change’ (usually defined in terms
of keeping global average temperature rises below 2 degrees). For
those who consider climate change a super-tame problem the
‘problem’ may actually turn out to be an advantage (see Lomborg,
2001; Ridley, 2011). Others insist that the problem is unpredict-
able and to some degree unknowable; that society is badly suited
to dealing with it and/or the climate is hyper-complex; and that
proposed solutions – e.g. carbon capture and storage, or growth –
tend to exacerbate other problems. Where an actor finds him or
herself on this dimension depends on how much wickedness he or
she sees in climate change as a political problem rather than just
whether human CO2-emissions are the main driver of climatic
change.

Concerning the solution-dimension, in a domestic setting state
versus market (or regulatory versus ‘new’ environmental policy
instruments (NEPIs)) is often assumed to be the basic policy divide
(see Jordan et al., 2003). In relation to a global climate agreement,
however, the cap-and-trade model has competed with the global
carbon tax idea (Yonah et al., 2009) amongst many others (Aldy
et al., 2003). We suggest that the key underlying dimension for all
these concerns whether policy choice relies on methodological
holist or methodological individualist assumptions concerning
political agency. Ritzer labels holism and individualism ‘meta-
theories’: theories about how to theorize the world, which reflect
assumptions and political preferences. Methodological holism is
an approach that ‘takes as its basic unit of analysis, and focuses
most of its attention on, ‘‘social wholes’’ such as social structures,
social institutions, imperatively coordinated associations, capital-
ism, etc.’ (Ritzer, 2007). Methodological individualism on the other
hand ‘takes as its unit of analysis and focal concern individual-level
phenomena such as the mind, self, action, accounts, behavior,
rational action, and so on’ (Ritzer, 2007) and so ‘social institutions
are something to be explained in terms of individuals’ (Udehn,
2002, p. 489). ‘Weak’ methodological individualism accepts that
social institutions play a role, but still takes individual-level
phenomena and behaviour as its primary unit of analysis: ‘Social
concepts can be defined in terms of individuals, social phenomena
explained in terms of individuals, and macro-theories reduced to
microtheories’ (Udehn, 2002, p. 498).

This individualist–holist dimension influences, but is not
identical to, the distinction between state and market. Some holist
approaches to climate politics include direct regulation e.g. of
vehicle efficiency, but others are suspicious of top-down state
intervention, proposing community-based solutions, for example
(Randall, 2009). Methodological individualists might tend to favour
market-based solutions, which share the individualist assumption
that ultimately individuals are the ones who make choices and act,
but tools such as carbon taxes or cap-and-trade systems also need
common institutions and collective agents of some kind. In the large
grey area between extreme individualism and holism the key point
becomes the order of thinking about agency: methodological
individualists focus primarily on what modifies behaviour at the
individual level and how that might translate into large-scale
change, whereas collectivists focus on collective entities and then
consider how that transmits to the individual level.

3.2. A new map of climate political positions

Together the problem and solution framings generate a two-
dimensional map allowing gradations of positions. As a model the
resulting map is necessarily a simplification of how climate policy
positions are reached. Like ideal types, dimensions are theoretical
and gain leverage by moving away from reality, not by being
identical to it (Waltz, 2004). Unlike discrete ideal types and
discourses, identifying dimensions specifies heuristically how
positions are likely to vary and co-vary. The following considers
some aspects of climate politics that the suggested dimensions
allow us to focus on (see Table 2).



Table 2
Dimensions and positions in the politics of climate change..
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holist solution
framing (e.g. radical
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(Wicked problem) M1

M2
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holist solutions
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led voluntary change,

if any).
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individualist solutions
framing (e.g. Kyoto-

style global agreements).
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‘Tame-problem holist’ (lower-left area) has in a sense been the
mainstream position so far. This assumes climate change – though
perhaps a serious problem – is ultimately knowable (‘the science is
clear’) and soluble (‘yes we can’) provided the collective action
problem can be overcome (e.g. Gore, 2006). The Kyoto Protocol
relied on international agreement on (binding) targets, allocation
plans between states and national implementation and this was
the prototype for the attempts at making a post-Kyoto deal in
Copenhagen in 2009. Climate change could, with the right
framework, be solved (usually defined as keeping global average
temperature rises below 2 degrees (Van der Sluijs et al., 2010)) and
the focus of solutions was at the collective level: the solution was
by definition global and essentially state-led with individual level
action to follow from that framework.

A ‘wicked-problem holist’ (top left, Table 2) on the other hand,
sees climate change in terms of a complex of problems potentially
spiralling out of control with no easy solutions, but will also
approach measures initially at the level of collective entities such
as changing cultures or social structures such as fossil fuel
economies or capitalism. To manage climate change requires
wholesale and permanent reorganization of society and the
economy, rather than a few technical fixes which, according to a
wicked view of the problem, will simply displace problems or
create new ones. Some argue that mass reorientation and
transformation – social as well as physical – is too often discounted
prematurely (O’Brien, 2012). This would be the framing closest to
some environmentalists aiming characteristically for ‘System
Change not Climate Change’ (Jamison, 2010; Schlembach, 2011).

In the super-wicked but individualist zone (top right, Table 2) –
a hitherto largely ignored position – some argue that climate
change cannot realistically be solved but action is viewed from a
methodological individualist perspective. Adaptation may be
favoured as this allows for more individualist approaches and
copes better with wickedness. This is less common a position
amongst public figures, but James Lovelock’s survivalist ethos is
one example. He suggests that environmentalists are deluding
themselves that renewable energy can help, and chides them for
focusing narrowly on reducing carbon emissions (Lovelock, 2009).
Since the problem is too complex for climate models and human
knowledge, Lovelock advocates a version of the lifeboat strategy
whereby the favourably placed regions prepare to hunker down to
tough-out the all-but-inevitable shift to a 5–8 degree hotter world
(Lovelock, 2009). Heroic individual inventors will be key to
managing the problem (there are no ‘solutions’), although the
process of radical adaptation will also need to be managed.

Moving downwards on Table 2 (less wicked and more
collectivist), some view solutions to climate change as wicked
but partial solutions revolve around how groups and communities
can react, e.g. The Transition Town movement which facilitates
community initiatives aimed at moving to low-carbon and lower
dependency on fossil fuels, by-passing central government
(Hopkins, 2008). This takes a ‘root and branch’ approach that
views climate change as a relatively wicked problem but one that
can be tackled by reshaping society from below along community
based efforts to both adapt and bring low-carbon ways of life into
being. This is more collectivist yet focuses also on individual
creativity, local/group action and incremental small-scale solu-
tions rather than either a state-level or top-down system-wide
orchestrated change.

In the lower right area tame-problem individualists would see
the problem as relatively manageable, clear-cut and non-urgent.
They would also draw on solutions that take individual perspec-
tives and incentives as their starting point. Some groups
advocating a do-nothing approach would be found at the extreme
tame end. For example, the Heartland Institute asserts that the
problem has been exaggerated and that a collective response is
unnecessary and of course undesirable (McCright and Dunlap,
2003). One protagonist argues that the richer future generations
get, ‘the less weather dependent their economies will be and the
more affordable they will find adaptation to climate change’
(Ridley, 2011, p. 333). The repercussions from climate change are
considered manageable or small and the solutions will come from
ingenuity and growth resulting from individual entrepreneurial
initiative. Thus, ‘(t)he future will feature ideas that are barely glints
in engineer’s eyes right now—devices in space to harness the solar
wind, say, or the rotational energy of the earth; or devices to shade
the planet with mirrors placed at the Lagrange Point between the
sun and the earth’ (Ridley, 2011, p. 346). The problem is well
defined and manageable – tame – and solutions will arise via
individuals (engineers). This sheds light on why some climate
‘sceptics’ suddenly become warm advocates of certain geoengi-
neering solutions that propose direct intervention on a global scale
to tackle climate change (e.g. Lomborg, 2009).

Less individualistic and more wicked-problem oriented
approaches (towards the upper left in the middle region: M1)
would direct attention to the context of individual decision-making
(reflecting weak individualist assumptions). This would be where
some market-based solution advocates will be found e.g. those
recommending carbon taxes. This works via individual incentives
but requires multilateral coordination in setting the carbon tax
levels (and redistributing income). Cap and trade solutions
similarly need central or coordinated cap-setting before allowing
trade in permits to distribute costs and benefits according to
market principles. Here the problem of climate change is
acknowledged as perhaps somewhat wicked in the sense that
although the solution of decarbonisation of the economy is clear,
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this is considered a multilevel and complex process that requires
the ‘intelligence’ of market solutions rather than ‘cruder’ command
and control measures. Not only the sheer complexity of refitting a
whole energy system but also the unforeseeable nature of the
social world makes centralised solutions to climate change
unlikely to succeed, according to this view.

Another middle group (M2) would be technology-led
approaches, which, although often advocating collective measures
to promote research and development, similarly aim to make low-
carbon solutions available and ‘competitive’ and thus appeal,
ultimately, to individual decision-makers. For Hartwell Group
participants, what is needed is more of a ‘bottom-up’ and
multifaceted approach rather than waiting for a global framework
on mitigation. The key question is ‘how to stimulate the necessary
R&D and, even more importantly, the demonstration and
deployment of carbon-neutral technology that will bring it to
the scale where it can potentially displace fossil energy’ (Rayner,
2010, p. 318). This focuses on how individual inventors and
entrepreneurs can be fostered and the Hartwell Group also argues
that progress on climate has to be pursued indirectly by working it
into other major goals such as development and energy security—
causes that supposedly follow the grain of human nature more
closely (Prins et al., 2010). Such approaches take individual
rationality to be relatively given entities and around this they aim
to shape collective responses including adaptation and technology
policy (Verweij et al., 2006a).

4. Moving beyond the sceptic–believer dichotomy

The proposed dimensions aim to provide a different map that
relates to the climate as a governance-object and to questions of
what kind of problem climate change is and how to govern or
tackle it. This has several implications:

First, the map highlights the fact that categories and labels used
to understand and navigate the policy-debate have hitherto largely
been derived from the debate about scientific claims. Our framework
accommodates that controversy but is not defined by it. This is
important as long as the debate about anthropogenic global
warming continues and affects the politics of climate change, while
in terms of policy-making and governing the climate, it is less
directly relevant. The new map of climate politics accommodates
important differences in views of social systems as well as natural
ones and does not presuppose a sharp nature/society distinction.

Second, moving beyond the categories of ‘believer’ and ‘denier’
may facilitate debate about rival political strategies for climate
governance—re-politicising the policy debate while depoliticising
the science debate. Critics of Kyoto-style agreements are not
necessarily ‘deniers’ of AGW, while on the other hand scientific
evidence in itself does not legitimate one particular set of climate
policies. ‘Sceptics’ as well as ‘believers’ can be challenged on their
problem- and solution-assumptions above and beyond their
assertions about climate science.

Third, rather than invalidate the existing perspectives on climate
politics, our framework can be used to shed more light on them.
Thus, Giddens’ categories of skeptic, mainstream and radical, we can
now see, relate mainly to problem-definition, including, essentially,
whether the problem is wicked or tame. They tell us less about
political differences in how climate solutions are approached. In
contrast, Bäckstrand and Lövbrand have constructed their typology
of discourses mainly in relation to solution-framings. Methodologi-
cal individualists fall roughly into the Eco-modernisation category
while green governmentality and certain types of civic environ-
mentalist operate on collectivist assumptions that groups such as
the state or civic groups will be the agents of change or stasis.

Fourth, by specifying the underlying dimensions behind
different stances it becomes possible to think in terms of multiple
positions yet retain an intellectually manageable amount of
variation. Cultural Theory does this too, but our schema focuses
specifically on politics and leaves some autonomy for climate
politics to generate new discourses and coalitions rather than
simply accommodate mutually hostile ones. If worldviews are
incommensurable and generate mutually irreconcilable climate
political positions, then the scope for climate politics to shape
perceptions and to forge new associations would be limited. In
contrast, the dimensions we suggest should be taken as heuristic
sliding scales, rather than discrete and encompassing groups. Good
governance is then not necessarily reduced to ‘clumsiness’
(Verweij et al., 2006, p. 839) or managing ‘an unconstructive
dialogue of the deaf’ (Verweij et al., 2006, p. 838)—something
cultural analysts are rightly aware is a potential problem for
clashing worldviews. Instead our dimensional approach accounts
for gradation, negotiation and aggregation of diverse positions –
politics, in other words – potentially involving ‘policy-oriented
learning’ (see Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993) or development of
new storylines (Hajer, 1995) and even broad mobilisation across
cultural divides (Crompton, 2010).

Finally, alternative approaches to the whole idea of public
decision-making and policy planning become more visible using
the map. The IPCC system implicitly endorses a ‘linear model’ of
decision-making according to which ‘scientific uncertainty is seen
as a temporary shortcoming of knowledge’ and ‘good governance is
getting the facts right and calculat(ing) the optimal policy’ (Van der
Sluijs et al., 2010, p. 410). This assumes many things including a
certain consensus view of science and basic predictability in the
climate system. Arguably it therefore only makes sense from the
tame-collectivist area of the map. Critics of such a linear model
point out that climate change is a complex of unpredictable social
and natural processes (Hulme, 2009). When predictions fail, for
example, a new policy is typically adopted, making policy-making
itself an added source of unpredictability (Haasnoot et al., 2013).
An alternative policy-paradigm could be based on conditions of
deep uncertainty and complex adaptive system volatility. This
suggests drawing on pluralist rather than consensus models of
science-in-policy (Van der Sluijs, 2012; Chris, 2014) and more
negotiated and interactive policy tools such as Dynamic Adaptive
Policy Pathways where planners commit to strategic visions but
short-term actions. This would allow adaptive longer-term
frameworks for action, treating policy-making as experimentation
(see Haasnoot et al., 2013).

Thus the map of the climate governance debate proposed aims to
go beyond the strictures of existing popular categories, and provide
an alternative shorthand. The aim has been to take a step towards
identifying climate politics as a field of study in its own right and to
redirect attention to the urgent question of how, rather than just
whether, to govern the climate. In doing so, we have not claimed to
capture all the salient aspects of climate politics but rather pointed
heuristically to two important dimensions that underlie positions
that can then be identified. This could help defuse the politicisation
of the scientific process and re-politicise understandings of the
policy-making process. This also invites further work on the
diversity of climate political positions and how diverging interests
might be interpreted through different problem- and solution-
definitions in a way that does not rely on ‘nature’ and ‘society’ being
conceived of as mutually exclusive categories.
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