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Weather and climate … vulnerability and security 
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Climate anxieties    

The Romanian historian Lucian Boia,  

 

 ‘The history of humanity is characterised by an 

endemic anxiety .... it is as if something or 

someone is remorselessly trying to sabotage the 

world’s driving force – and particularly its climate.’ 
 

Boia,L. (2005)  The Weather in the Imagination 

  



 “New forms of millennialism around the environmental nexus is of a 

particular kind that promises neither redemption nor realization. As 

Klaus Scherpe insists, this is not simply apocalypse now, but 

apocalypse forever … an end that never comes”  [Swyngedouw, 2010] 

Apocalypse: but what type of ending?    



1988: The Toronto Conference 

“consequences 
could be 

second only to 

nuclear war” 

“a major 
threat to 

international 

security” 

“increase risk of 
conflicts among 

and within 

nations” 



• from ‘climatic change’ to ‘climate-change’ 

• from climate as index, to climate as agency 

• from climate change to Climate Change 

• climate change as synedoche 
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Changing meanings of climate change 

“The abstractions of time, space and 

belonging which dominant climate change 

narratives often assume are not 

universally shared”  [Carol Farbotko, 2012] 



Science 

Development  

Justice Religion 

Cultural change 

Security 
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Framing climate change 

Business 
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“The purpose of this report is to imagine the 

unthinkable – to push the boundaries of current 

research on climate change so we may better 

understand the potential implications on United 

States national security.” [Schwartz & Randall, 2003] 

From 9/11 to …  

October 2011 “Climate change will only grow in concern 

for the United States and its security interests” 



“Climate change is a threat to international security … 
so achieving climate security must be at the core of 

foreign policy … climate security [must be] one of the 
continent’s greatest priorities” [Margaret Beckett, 24 

October 2006, Berlin] 
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… the UN Security Council (2007) 

17 April 2007, New York … 

Security Council debate on the 

relationship between climate 

change and international security 
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Climate change as warmonger 

“We discuss Darfur in a convenient military and 

political shorthand - an ethnic conflict pitting Arab 

militias against black rebels and farmers. Look to 

its roots, though, and you discover a more complex 

dynamic … the Darfur conflict began as an 
ecological crisis, arising at least in part from 

climate change” [Ban Ki Moon, 16 June 2007] 

The Guardian, 28 April 2007 
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‘The violent geography of global warming’ 

“46 countries are at risk of violent conflict and 

a further 56 facing a high risk of instability as 

a result of climate change“  [Dan Smith and 

Janani Vivekananda, 2007, International Alert]  

“Climate change to cause wars in 
North Africa”  Jordan Environment 

Watch, 19 January 2008 

 

“Climate change likely to cause 
wars” The Daily Telegraph, 10 

December 2007 



But, evidence of poor quality …  
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“In summary, Ban Ki-Moon’s linking of climate 
change and the Darfur crisis is simplistic. 

Climate change causes livelihood change, which 

in turn causes disputes. Social institutions can 

handle these conflicts and settle them in a non-

violent manner—it is mismanagement and 

militarization that cause war and massacre.” 
[Alex de Waal, 2011] 

“Individuals who constitute the present military regime 

in Sudan … are being considered for indictment by the 
International Criminal Court and the defence that they 

were reluctantly embroiled in a local conflict induced 

by climate change has little merit.”  [Michael Kevane & 
Lesley Gray, 2008] 



So, we are asked to find climate wars and climate 

conflicts everywhere, but … “on the whole ... it 

seems fair to say that so far there is not yet much 

evidence for climate change as an important 

driver of conflict” [Nils Petter Gleditsch, 2012] 
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… and limited in extent 

“Although some quantitative empirical 

studies support a link between climate 

change and violent conflict, others find no 

connection or only weak evidence” [Jürgen 

Scheffran et al., 2012] 



Hi-jack by military interests …  
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“Framing climate change as a security 
issue may influence the perceptions of 

the actors in local and regional conflict 

and lead to militarised responses and 

thus perhaps contribute to a self-fulfilling 

prophecy” [Gleditsch, 2012] 

“There remains the problem of governing 

SRM geoengineering and of assuring that the 

technology is deployed for good purposes … 
there is the potential for SRM geoengineering 

to generate new forms of conflict and to 

reconfigure geopolitics.” [Bron Szerzynski & 
Phil Macnaghton] 



… aided by a vulnerability discourse 

“Tuvaluans are being used as the 

immediate evidence of displacement 

that the climate change crisis narrative 

seems to require”  [Farbotko, 2012] 
 

“This paradigm [of vulnerability] is 

sustaining an ‘emergency imaginary’ of 
human insecurity”  [Michael Mason, this 

conference] 
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• climate change victimhood 

• climate refugees and migrants 

• climate tipping points and climate chaos 



The return of determinism 
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Climatic determinism collapses the 

complexity of social, ethnic, political, 

economic and cultural interactions 

into a one-dimensional narrative of 

climatic cause and effect 

Climate has too often been viewed as 

the determinant of racial character, 

of intellectual vigour, of moral virtue 

and of civilisational superiority 



Climate change as agency 

• “… climate change is estimated to induce 
1.4 to 6.7 million adult Mexicans to 

emigrate to the USA” [Feng et al., 2010] 

• “A 1°C warming in Africa leads to a 49% 

relative increase in the incidence of civil 

war” [Burke et al., 2009] 

• “A 1°C rise in temperature in a given 

year reduces economic growth [in poor 

countries] by 1.3% of GDP on average” 
[Dell et al., 2012] 

 

17 



Reducing the future to climate 

• the rise of a powerful epistemic community of climate modellers 

• the asymmetrical incorporation of climate and social change 

• the lack of theory around climate-society interactions 
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Climate as index and/or agency? 

“Historically, climate has been defined more by what 

it does than by what it is” 
 

an index to monitor; an agency to explain 
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