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The formal adoption of a global temperature target to drive, or at least guide, climate policy 

development dates back to the mid-1990s.  The origins and history of the ‘two degrees’ 

target and how it was adopted by the EU Council in 1996 – and re-affirmed in 2007 - has 

been well told in articles by Tol (2007) and Randalls (2010).  In recent years the two degrees 

target has gained in visibility, both in public discourse and in policy deliberations.  For 

example, it underpins the UK’s 2008 Climate Change Act and was commended by the G8 

meeting at L’Aquila in July 2009.  It was also given prominence in the Copenhagen 

Declaration which emerged from the UNFCCC meeting in December 2009 in Copenhagen. 

 

‘Two degrees’ – limiting the rise in globally-averaged temperature to no more than 2⁰C 

above the pre-industrial level - has become the benchmark for policy advocacy around 

climate change and for many environmental and climate justice campaigns.  It has also 

functioned as an anchoring device (Van der Sluijs et al., 1998) in climate science-policy 

analysis and interaction.  And this single index of climate performance – collapsing the 
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complexity and diversity of weather and climate around the world into global temperature – 

has gained powerful iconic and cultural status
1
.  

 

But does the world need a global target in order to drive and guide climate policy?  And if it 

does, is global temperature the most suitable index to use?  In this short essay I identify four 

characteristics of the ‘two degrees’ target, namely: universality; ambiguity; doubtful 

achievability; and questionable legitimacy.  I suggest why each of these characteristics 

undermines the value and necessity of such a target.  I conclude the essay by contrasting 

the ‘two degrees’ target with other types of targets developed and used in other areas of 

public policy-making. 

 

The ‘two degrees’ target is, by definition, universal.  It offers one numerical index by which 

to judge the future behaviour of the global climate system.  It suggests that climate policy 

effectiveness should ultimately only be judged against whether it contributes to achieving 

this one universal goal.  It draws attention away from the desirability of a wider set of more 

diverse climate policy goals which may have greater regional or national legitimacy and 

traction and which may be easier to implement.  Orstom’s (2010) proposal to approach 

‘global commons’ problems through polycentric policy initiatives may be impaired by the 

imposition of a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to policy orientation.  The ‘two degrees’ target is 

also highly abstract.  Global temperature has no resonance with the everyday experience of 

weather and climate.  It is a constructed quantity.  Whether cognitively or existentially it has 

difficultly engaging the human imagination.  Thinking of environmental and social policy 

through the lens of ‘two degrees’ also opens the way for the emergent discourse around 

climate engineering: deliberate manipulation of the planetary atmosphere and oceans to 

achieve an outcome measured in terms of this one index – global temperature.  The 

metaphor of a global thermostat is a powerful one, but it opens up new frontiers for 

geopolitical tensions about what the thermostat setting should be and who controls it.  

Whether viewed rhetorically or pragmatically, adopting such a universal target to guide the 

conduct of affairs between nations is dangerous and of limited value. 

1
  For example, new business innovation companies (http://www.2degreesnetwork.com/about-us/) and arts 

networks (http://www.artsadmin.co.uk/projects/project.php?id=265) have appropriated ‘two degrees’ as a 

creative brand. 
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The second characteristic of the ‘two degrees’ target is its ambiguity.  Global temperature is 

an ‘output index’ of the climate system rather than corresponding to the range of 

underlying human ‘input factors’ (such as greenhouse gas and aerosol emissions, land cover, 

population).  And because the relationship between input (human forcing) and output 

(global temperature) is deeply uncertain, agreeing a target of ‘two degrees’ helps little in 

specifying what the various input factors should be.  Owing to the wide range of possible 

values of the climate sensitivity and the deep uncertainty about the aggregate global effects 

of forcing agents such as aerosols and black carbon (notwithstanding the extent of natural 

climate variability – see below), the ‘two degrees’ target is compatible with a very wide 

range of input scenarios.  If it were deemed global target setting was necessary for climate 

policy, then a carbon dioxide concentration target, for example, would be much less 

ambiguous.  This has indeed been recognised by many campaigners, such as Bill McKibbin’s 

social movement ‘350.org’ which campaigns for an atmospheric carbon dioxide 

concentration of 350ppm.   

 

Third, the ‘two degrees’ target is unattainable.  I don’t mean here in the sense that politics, 

economics, culture and technology may conspire to prevent the necessary emissions 

reductions (though they may).  I mean in a wider sense that manoeuvring the world’s 

development pathway to deliver a re-stabilised global climate at no more than 2⁰C above 

pre-industrial levels requires a higher level of understanding than we have of the climate 

system and the extent of human influence upon it.  It implies that the only factors affecting 

global temperature are human factors and ignores the extent of natural climate variability.  

Global temperature varies on multiple time-scales for complex reasons and current 

understanding suggests that on multi-decadal timescales natural forcing of the climate 

system could account for up to 0.5⁰C warming or cooling.  This is 25 per cent of the target 

temperature rise and adds further ambiguity about its achievability (see above).  Believing 

that a ‘two degree’ world can be engineered suggests a level of managerial control of the 

planetary system that humans are never likely to attain.   

 

Finally, I consider the ‘two degrees’ target in terms of its legitimacy.  Who has established 

this goal of international climate policy and who has the right to establish it?  What is 
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interesting here is that neither scientists nor politicians are willing to fully accept 

responsibility for its adoption.  The scientific community – as given voice through the Inter-

governmental Panel on Climate Change – assiduously makes clear that identifying a target 

for climate policy is a value-laden judgement and therefore falls beyond the remit of 

scientific enquiry.  Yet the political community – whether advocacy campaigns or national 

and international politicians – continue to defer to ‘what the science demands’.  The 

Copenhagen Accord, for example, recognised ‘the scientific [sic] view that the increase in 

global temperature should be below 2 degrees Celsius’ (UNFCCC, 2009: 1). 

 

I believe these four characteristics of the ‘two degrees’ target - its universality, its ambiguity, 

its unachievability and its illegitimacy – challenge its validity and necessity for climate policy-

making.  Counter-arguments in favour of this target include that: (a) it ‘is demanded by the 

science’ and (b) it usefully focuses the political mind.  But as we have seen above, ‘two 

degrees’ is not demanded by science any more than science demands a target of zero 

degrees or of four degrees.  There is not a global temperature target waiting to be 

discovered by scientific enquiry.  And it is debatable whether the ‘two degrees’ target in fact 

inhibits policy-making at an international level.  As discussed above, global temperature is 

an abstract index of planetary behaviour which hides deep ambiguity in the relationship 

between input control factors and output performance.  The ‘two degree’ target – being 

abstract, distant in time and ambiguous - is as likely to allow politicians to evade its 

demands as to encourage them to embrace them. 

 

It can also be argued that the ‘two degrees’ target is socially regressive, or at best 

diversionary.  It runs the danger of confusing ends with means.  It is not a global climate 

system delivering some abstract global temperature – whether zero, two or four degrees 

above the nineteenth century level – that is a public good.  The ultimate goals of progressive 

environmental and social welfare policy revolve around individual and collective human 

well-being (unless one adopts a strong non-anthropocentric ethic).  Thus the end goal of 

such policy must surely include reducing global poverty, improving literacy and educational 

opportunity, empowering citizens, etc.  Elevating ‘two degrees’ to the ultimate goal of 

climate policy development may endanger this human welfare agenda. 
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The ‘two degrees’ target sits easily within a managerialist audit culture which has come to 

dominate (at least) European societies in recent years, with numerical public sector league 

tables and performance targets.  The danger of such highly quantified audit cultures is that 

one may hit the narrowly defined numerical target, but miss the desired underlying welfare 

goals of the policy intervention.  With climate change the example of this would be a policy 

intervention that secured the ‘two degrees’ target through intrusive large-scale 

biogeophysical engineering of the atmosphere or oceans, but which did nothing to, say, 

alleviate poverty, achieve universal energy access or improve female literacy.  

   

In conclusion I wish to contrast the case of climate change and ‘two degrees’ with other 

areas of public policy where different types and levels of target-setting are introduced. Take 

the example of public health.  National health ministries do not rhetoricise or plan around a 

national goal to increase average life expectancy by ‘x’ years within ‘y’ decades.  If they did 

set such targets they would be seen as purely aspirational, with little tangible value for 

health policy-making.  The relationships between the range of input (health risk) factors and 

output performance (average life expectancy across a population) are too complex and 

unknown.  Instead, national health policy targets are much more narrowly prescribed – e.g. 

different treatment rates for different forms of cancer, screening and vaccination 

programmes, dietary guidelines.  Such a fragmented approach to public health policy 

facilitates more pragmatic, targeted, accountable – and hence achievable - management 

interventions.  A by-product of their implementation will be to increase life expectancy. 

 

An example closer to the climate change case would be the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs).  A key difference here is that specification of the MDGs is explicitly political – it is 

not claimed that they derive from a scientific analysis which warrants one set of targets over 

any other ones.  The MDGs are focused on very specific welfare goals, unlike the ‘two 

degrees’ target which is several (ambiguous) steps removed from delivering tangible welfare 

gains on the ground. 

 

A final example would be to ask why the world has been willing to embrace a universal 

global temperature target, but has kept well away from the adoption of a global population 

target.  A global population target would be heavily contested for all of the reasons I have 
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suggested above that afflict the ‘two degree’ target: universality, ambiguity, unachievability 

and illegitimacy.  And yet these reasons have not prevented ‘two degrees’ emerging as the 

goal around which climate policy rhetorically congregates.  I suspect one of the reasons for 

this has to do with the different ways in which scientific knowledge claims – deriving from 

Earth system modelling in the case of climate change – have interacted with political and 

ethical argumentation.  Science has been used to trump political, ethical and religious 

argumentation in the case of climate change, but not in the case of population policy - 

where a global population target is recognised as being undesirable and infeasible. 
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