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The Importance of the Humanities  
to the Climate Change Debate

Alexander Elliott and James Cullis

The humanities disciplines have historically played an important role in 
the various debates on environment, climate and society. The past two 
decades have seen a resurfacing of environmental concerns across human-
ity disciplines in the wake of what has been termed ‘climate change’. The 
function of humanities within universities, and how they are viewed in 
society, has also been the focus of much debate. A degree of pessimism 
has begun to pervade, one in which the usefulness of a humanities educa-
tion has been brought under increasing examination. Understood as the 
study of human experience and the ways in which people have expressed 
their experiences, the humanities, we argue, should be more confident 
and vocal in addressing the climate change debate. At their best the dis-
ciplines of history, philosophy, literature, language, religion, art and 
music are fluid, multifarious, critical, complex and non-conformist. We 
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argue in this chapter that they are historically rigorous as well as con-
temporarily significant, and that the absence of such disciplines’ knowl-
edge, expertise and critical awareness will seriously limit our chances of 
combating climate change and the associated environmental crises that 
should be considered the greatest threat humanity has had to face. A 
historically nuanced understanding about the meaning, consequences 
and actions with regard to climate change is vital to our common future. 
Realisation of this need has stimulated a growth in attempts to integrate 
approaches from wide-ranging disciplines. A well-known project in this 
arena is IHOPE that began life in 2003. It has been hugely influential 
in reframing environmental and climate change issues from a historical 
foundation. The IHOPE project has successfully integrated ideas and 
knowledge from biophysics, social sciences and the humanities.1 Taking 
a long-term view of how the climate and the environment have been 
understood reveals the need for a re-evaluation of the way that climate 
change as a crisis is currently being discussed. The growing acceptance 
that a multi-disciplinary approach is needed requires also an acceptance 
that the climate change debate has itself been constructed through a vari-
ety of discourses historically, scientifically, in and through society, politi-
cally and economically. It is therefore important that the humanities are 
included at all stages of this crucial debate. The discussion that follows 
is not meant to be exhaustive, but rather to introduce the main ways in 
which the humanities relate to climate change, and to indicate various 
avenues to be explored and tensions to be investigated.

It seems reasonable to suggest that human beings have always been 
interested in their climate, and it is well documented that concern about 
the impact of humans on the climate has a long and colourful history.2 
Climate change was not discovered in 1975,3,4 it did not first involve 
international co-ordination in 1988 when the IPCC was formed, and it 
was not brought to the masses through Al Gore. The connection with 
capitalism was not first made by Naomi Klein. Governments didn’t real-
ise the importance of the climate in Kyoto and climate change is not 
something that will only happen to future generations.

Around 2,000 years ago, Theophrastus’ writings had already recog-
nised that human activities impacted the climate (c.371–c.287 bc) and 
Ptolemy had already attempted to conceptualise the climate (c.ad 100–
c.170). These are both very early examples of two of the most important 
ways that climate is thought about even today5,6; namely, the role that 
humans play in altering climate and the desire to understand how climate 
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works. These two concerns were later brought together, most notably 
by Edmund Halley in the seventeenth century. Halley sought to chal-
lenge the models of Ptolemy to explain micro-climatic events; this linked 
with his concern for the environmental impact the East India Company 
was having on its island acquisitions.7 His concerns were symptomatic 
of the colonial administration, which quickly realised the efficacy that 
knowledge of climate and environmental conditions could have on their 
ability to turn a profit. Great lengths were gone to by colonial officers 
to acquire the requisite information, often relying heavily on the knowl-
edge of the indigenous population. Transnational networks were created 
for transmitting research back and forth between Britain, Europe and 
the tropics.8 The importance that meteorological research, in particular, 
played in the developing economies of Europe is under-represented in 
both the history of industrialisation and climate change debates. Equally 
the significance of indigenous knowledge has been ignored until very 
recently. The reality is that the climate and the environment have for a 
long time been addressed in plural ways, scientifically, historically, cultur-
ally and economically.

The eighteenth century saw the emergence of an understanding of 
the climate as a factor that could determine human society and action. 
The climatic determinism of the eighteenth century was represented by 
Montesquieu, who famously hypothesised a link between different cli-
mates and the relative character of different people. His idea that you 
could deduce the character (or morality) of a group of people from 
knowledge of their climate, and therefore explain the relative success of a 
given society compared with another, was based on climatic differences.9 
This idea of environmental determinism became widespread during the 
eighteenth century and remained largely unchallenged throughout the 
nineteenth.10 Although heavily critiqued during the twentieth century by 
both humanities scholars and scientists, this theory has proved remark-
ably resilient and can still be seen to influence today’s understanding of 
the relationship between human society and climate.11 This is discussed 
in greater detail below, in relation to population and scarcity.

The long nineteenth century also introduced the notion of what 
would later be called sustainable growth or carrying capacity12; the idea 
that nature is a finite resource, one that can only sustain a certain quota 
of human life. In 1798, Thomas Malthus suggested that nature limits 
population growth and can only provide resources for a given number 
of people. This gained major traction throughout the nineteenth century 
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and is often cited as an illustration of an environmental idea having direct 
influence on state policy; in relation to poor relief reform, and socio-cul-
turally with the advent of family planning.13 Despite Malthus’s equation 
being widely disproved in the twentieth century (in part simply through 
the massive increase in population), his demographic theories have seen 
a renaissance in the past few decades.14 Intrinsic to the Malthus formu-
lation is the characterisation of nature having a limit in its capacity to 
support human life. This idea has become a dominant strand of the cur-
rent climate change conversation: that the climate must remain within a 
certain range for humans to continue flourishing, if not for life to con-
tinue at all.15 Until the end of the nineteenth century the climate was 
understood tangentially through the above discourses and it is not until 
the twentieth century that the scientific view became the dominant lens 
through which the climate would be viewed.

The end of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century 
witnessed in European and North American theories of the climate 
a move towards a global or world understanding of the climate. Fears 
around climatic events in Africa for instance reinforced ideas about 
extinction of both people and other large mammals. This was coupled 
with growing anxiety of the effects of environmental and climate–human 
interactions, rooted in colonial writings of the 1930s. The consequence 
of this was that climate was now studied on a grand scale and with grand 
narratives encompassing more and more the entire globe16.

The specialisation of academic disciplines that occurred in the twenti-
eth century can in part be explained by this. There became increasingly 
more division in the approach to the climate as geographers, anthro-
pologists, archaeologists and ecologists vied with historians and natu-
ral scientist to claim the climate as their object of study. One approach 
above all others that stands out from the early twentieth century up 
until the present is the drive to model the climate. Modelling the cli-
mate moved from a fairly rudimentary sub-field of science to a highly 
sophisticated focus of the scientific community.17 Through advances, 
particularly in the areas of computer modelling and predication, climatol-
ogy came to dominate the way in which climate change was perceived. 
Climate as an epistemological object is framed in ever increasing ways 
through an understanding of the natural world as that of the domain of 
the scientist.18 The explanatory power of science to present an objective 
view of the climate sees it raised exponentially above other forms of cli-
matic understandings19; most notably, the falling away of the perceived 
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relevance of humanities and of the value of indigenous knowledge to 
inform public and political debate.20 This is made all the more striking 
when even the most cursory glance at these two areas reveals a continu-
ous, rigorous and incisive contribution.

The presumption that there are separated spheres of investigation in 
academia has a long and complicated history. It was certainly already 
well established when C.P. Snow took to the lectern to deliver his now 
famous Rede Lecture in 1959, in which he set out clearly a binary 
understanding of the humanities and the sciences. For Snow the chasm 
between the two branches of knowledge was not only intellectual, but 
had its basis in social and cultural circumstances. The contention for 
Snow was that there was an atmosphere of hostility between the two 
camps with neither wishing to give ground to the other.21 Explaining 
how Snow was able to make such a convincing description of his intel-
lectual environment also helps to explain the divergence in climate epis-
temology between disciplines. Earl Gammon, an intellectual historian, 
places the beginning of the separation as early as the start of the nine-
teenth century, interestingly before the advent of the modern university. 
Gammon’s argument centres on the way that natural theology is chal-
lenged and then supplanted.

Natural theology sought, through the observation of nature, the 
underlying laws of nature and through that a greater understanding of 
God’s laws. The reduction in this period of the centrality of religion, 
Gammon claims, shifted the way that nature was thought about from 
one that aided the development of humans to one that threatened it.22 
This altered status required a new approach; one that wished to pacify, 
control and ultimately exploit nature. Obviously, this does not consider 
the range of world religions, in particular Buddhism and Hinduism with 
their in-depth and complex relationship with nature. However, it is the 
hegemonic dominance of European systems of knowledge that are most 
relevant to this account. Gammon’s measured argument can explain 
persuasively the decline of natural theory and how nature comes to be 
something to be feared. This was the period of geologist Charles Lyell’s 
discoveries that showed the real age of the earth, and with that the spec-
tre of human extinction.23 It was the time of Lord Tennyson’s poetry, 
in many ways a dramatisation of Lyell’s work, presenting a personified 
nature that was frightening in its indifference to human life. It is easy to 
see how a once benevolent nature could become a vector for individual 
and societal fears, and ultimately a questioning of religious teleology that 
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placed human development above all else.24,25 Scientific discovery chal-
lenged the Christian worldview in Europe as did the industrialisation that 
occurred in certain places in Northern Europe, most notably in Britain.26 
Several individuals, including Halley and other East India Company offi-
cials, had seen links between economic exploitation of the natural world 
and possible environmental impacts in the context of the explorations of 
the East India Company in the eighteenth century, which as Grove notes 
saw the beginnings of environmentalism.

However it is really in the nineteenth century that the discourse of 
mastery over nature is constituted in its fullest sense. Nature, as the 
holistic whole of God’s creation, comes to be seen as fragmented, quan-
tifiable, malleable and as having calculable economic value. None of 
these aspects was entirely new; humans had always altered their environ-
ments and bought and sold elements of nature for a price. However, 
what were new were the power available to transform nature and a new 
economic-scientific language to describe it.27 A marriage was formed 
in the first half of the nineteenth century between economic commer-
cialisation and scientific invention. The technological advances that 
enabled economic gain through the exploitation of nature were made 
possible through a symbiotic relationship with science.28 The Industrial 
Revolution has had considerable long-lasting consequences, not just for 
where it began in Europe but also globally. It stands as a model for soci-
etal and economic growth and development that has been exported and 
imitated across the world. Much can be said about the long-reach of the 
European industrial model; however, for our purposes, its relevance lies 
in its direct impact on changing the climate materially and how it created 
a narrow lens through which the ‘natural world’ came to be viewed from 
at least the mid-nineteenth century onwards.

It is no coincidence that most scientists date the beginning of the 
Anthropocene from this period (c.1750-to present). This is the name 
that has been given to our current geological era, having left the stable 
Holocene epoch of the past 10,000–12,000 years. The Anthropocene is 
unique, as it is understood to be an era in which humans have become 
geological agents, capable of shaping in more and more profound ways, 
the very geology of the earth. The naming of the Anthropocene (by 
Crutzen and Stoermer in 2000) and its dating continue to be debated, 
but most scientists indicate that it began in the late eighteenth century, 
the time of European industrialisation, and then experienced an accel-
eration period around 1950 which continues to our present day.29 Most 
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scientists link the entering of this new era to the advent of increasing fos-
sil fuel consumption, an important component of industrialisation. Thus, 
the state of the planet since at least the late eighteenth century has been 
correlated to the activities of human beings.30 How the natural world 
was encountered, conceptualised and utilised does have important con-
sequences for understanding climate change as an object of enquiry and 
the ways it can be understood through Snow’s two cultures thesis.

Science came to replace more and more the critical understanding of 
the natural world by the nineteenth century. Nature was seen as a threat 
to human survival; however, it was also seen as something that could 
be overcome using technical and scientific invention. The mechanisa-
tion of agriculture for instance helped to stave off the spectre of food 
shortages that had led to so much social unrest in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. The industrialising societies in Europe at this 
time witnessed unparalleled population growth, and it was to science 
and technological innovation that society turned to support the grow-
ing numbers. The vast demographic shift that occurred in the nineteenth 
century is hotly debated amongst historians.31 Throughout the nine-
teenth century, the idea that nature could be made to provide more and 
more (through the scientific advances of the newly founded disciplines 
of chemistry and geology in particular) was always coupled with the 
Malthusian principle that there must be a limit imposed by nature itself 
to population growth. Therefore, the debate today is about the power of 
fossil fuels to provide technological advantages, whilst at the same time 
there is a residual fear over the capacity to cater for ever increasing num-
bers of people.

Science has come to symbolise knowledge that can be used in the 
world. Scientists can be seen to be epitomising a utilitarian function; 
the knowledge that they are developing can be quantified, exploited and 
monetised.32 The humanities by contrast are seen as occupying esoteric 
occupations concerned with non-practical knowledge, entertainment 
or as social and political criticism. Progress was easier to measure in the 
sciences than the humanities and this is how it comes to be viewed in 
the public imagination.33 This separation was not just built on technical, 
epistemic barriers as is clear today, it was also built on an implicit division 
of labour; the natural world was for the scientist to explain and manipu-
late, the human social world was for the humanities to investigate.34 This 
can be seen most clearly in the scientisation of nature. Nature at the turn 
of the twentieth century is redefined as a life-sustaining environment 
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or ecosystem. Nature, in its reconstituted form, takes on a functionalist 
character, one that is seen primarily as fundamental to humans’ contin-
ued survival.35 The double movement that makes nature the environ-
ment and the human a species can be seen to become the dominant way 
in which discussions around the climate evolved in the twentieth cen-
tury. The idea of the human as a species has a long intellectual history 
stemming from Marxist notions of species-being, the idea has seen a 
resurgence in attention in anthropological writing, with the most well-
known being the multi-species arguments put forward by Anna Tsing.36 
Although, not acknowledged as such, it is clear that a species model of 
the human is in the background to debates around resources, consump-
tion and population fears. The primary mode to understanding this alter-
ation is to combine what has already been mentioned; de-mystification 
of the natural world in the early nineteenth century, the role of indus-
trialisation and the commercialisation of science and concern for coun-
teracting a threatening nature with the addition of a subtler factor, the 
way that knowledge of the world is regulated. What counts as knowledge 
undergoes a dramatic shift in relation to this phenomenon.

Much has been made of the influence of the Enlightenment on scien-
tific advances, social, political and philosophical thought, and art. What 
has received slightly less attention is the way in which key Enlightenment 
thinkers redefined what could count as knowledge. Reaction to a strain 
of scepticism that emanated from the Renaissance philosophers such as 
Descartes sought to give knowledge the possibility of certainty. In pursu-
ing this end, Descartes unwittingly placed a very high burden of proof 
on what could count as knowledge.37 The reduction in what could be 
knowable, to what could be universally applicable at all times and all 
places and the need for a measurable quality to support abstract knowl-
edge became the benchmark for epistemic legitimacy. Science was able to 
lend itself to these new criteria as it could demonstrate the laws or indu-
bitable truths about the world, something which the humanities were 
either unable or unwilling to provide. This goes some way to explain 
why it was the scientists, by the end of the nineteenth century, who took 
the lead on the big problems that affected human society.38

Discussing the divide in academia between the sciences and the 
humanities reveals some of the fundamental shifts in understanding the 
world. However, the story is more complicated than a simple binary dis-
tinction. Even Snow as the populariser of the idea would admit that the 
two cultures do not fit so easily into discrete blocks. The latter part of 
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the nineteenth century saw the emergence of new disciplines that were 
neither science in the traditional sense or part of the humanities; these 
can broadly be labelled the social sciences. They aimed to combine sci-
entific methods with social questions. Sociology, for example, gained a 
footing in universities in the last decade of the nineteenth century, pro-
pelled most notably by Emile Durkheim.39 Ethnography, anthropol-
ogy and political sciences were also beginning to emerge. It can be seen 
that these new disciplines required for themselves a territory of enquiry 
that was distinct from pre-existing dominant forms, such as history and 
philosophy.40 In marking out their intellectual boundaries, acute diver-
gences occurred between academics who were ostensibly looking at the 
same questions and objects. What is significant for our account of cli-
mate change research is that as the disciplines divided, they also come 
to investigate nature, the environment and climate change in their own 
ways. The twentieth century therefore followed a diverse path in terms of 
engagement with climate change. The sciences, as described above, came 
to dominate the discourse; however other non-scientific disciplines began 
to produce work that has only very recently been recognised as part of 
the debate.41

The relegation of this work speaks to an important element of how 
the climate change debate has been conducted in the twentieth cen-
tury. The use of science as a unifying principle that can act as a lingua 
franca between different groups is shown most clearly in the formation 
of international organisations and treaty arrangements since 1870. The 
scientisation of the natural world and its transformation into a ‘law like 
physical system providing basic life support to Homo sapiens’ lends itself 
to a structural apparatus for ‘international discourse and activity concern-
ing the environment’.42 The last hundred years have seen a huge rise in 
the number of international agreements, organisations and co-ordina-
tion. The international character of these arrangements was both made 
possible through a hegemonic scientific viewpoint that was shared by 
the actors involved, and perpetuated by it, through the realisation of the 
planet as a total system. Science then became the mechanism through 
which international political conversations were conducted and where 
politicians would turn for a grounding in the discussions. Although 
there have been some small steps since around the year 2000 to include 
a larger plurality of voices at the international level, it is still very much 
dominated by the sciences.43 Having one dominant depiction of nature, 
the one that science puts forward, is in pragmatic terms very useful for 



24   A. Elliott and J. Cullis

discourse happening between actors from different cultural, linguistic 
and historical backgrounds. However, other depictions of nature that 
do not adhere to the model are ignored or immensely modulated.44 The 
idea that nature could be local, or that it has cultural and religious sig-
nificance in difference places, or that perhaps conservationist ideas held 
in one place might not be applicable in another, or that one group of 
people may have industrialised and another not, complicates the scientific 
understanding of nature as a homogenous totality.

Throughout the twentieth century there have been many significant 
works produced by those that come from the humanities. Grove and 
Damodaran, have been instrumental in highlighting this work through 
offering an exhaustive literature review of the development of environ-
mental history. They prove convincingly that the humanities from the 
turn of the twentieth century—with Sir Halford Mackinder’s Britain 
and the British Seas (1902) through Ellsworth Huntington’s influential 
variant on environmental determinism in The Pulse of Asia (1907) and 
the later engagement of Toynbee’s and the Annual School’s more gen-
eral ‘world’ environmental projects in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s—
form a formidable array of material relating to climate, human history 
and culture.45 The development of the field of environmental history has 
continued from these early advocates to become one of the fastest grow-
ing disciplines within the humanities, with the most noteworthy con-
tributions coming from Le Roy Ladurie, Alfred Crosby, John McNeil, 
Jared Diamond, Richard Grove and Vinita Damodaran. They vary mas-
sively in style, methodology and sites of enquiry; however, they all are 
concerned ultimately with the relationship between nature, climate, his-
tory and peoples.

Elsewhere, and often not alone, usually in collaboration with the 
social sciences, the humanities have produced work that is challenging 
and important. Not dealing directly with climate change, philosophers 
from the 1920s to the 1950s in particular (such as Adorno, Horkheimer 
and Heidegger) wrote elegantly and powerfully about the restrictive way 
in which nature is thought about.46,47 Seeing that humans’ relation to 
nature was one of control through language and technology, they began 
a movement later referred to as ‘deep ecology’.48 Underpinning much 
of the thinking was coming to terms with a position already articulated 
by Hegel; namely, that humans are a part of nature and yet separate 
from nature. This conundrum was developed, particularly by Adorno 
who wrestled with this idea in an attempt to explain the mechanism that 
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could lead to the Holocaust. Treating nature in the instrumental way as 
described above, the scientisation of nature narrows down dramatically 
what can be made comprehensible in terms of the nature–human rela-
tionship.49 What these philosophers were able to show was that the very 
structures of our language and way of thinking are prescribed prior to 
the engagement with the world. Despite being immensely influential in 
a number of fields outside philosophy, their critique of the relationship 
with nature has not broken through into mainstream discourses on cli-
mate change. One exception to this is the recent book by Naomi Klein, 
who is praised for her lucid prose and bringing deeper thinking into the 
climate change debate, whilst simultaneously bringing it to the mass 
level. Her understanding of the way in which this debate is currently 
framed echoes very clearly the now nearly 100-year-old thought of these 
philosophers.50

In a more obvious way Klein correlates the rise of capitalist con-
sumption with climate change. The relationship between the economic 
needs, scientific advances and technology that flourished in the nine-
teenth century and became entrenched in the late capitalism of the past 
30–40 years has, according to Klein, co-created a situation that cannot 
do anything but lead to changes in nature. Her argument, hailed by 
many to be an original standpoint (although not by her) has in fact a 
long history, some of which has already been discussed above. Adorno, 
who saw that capitalism could only lead to destruction given its inher-
ently instrumental treatment of nature (as containing the human), in 
many ways already foreshadowed arguments such as Klein’s. The link 
between a capitalist system, consumerism and climate change is now 
fairly well accepted. This is largely down to the work of the humanities, 
not through the increasingly sophisticated prowess of the sciences. The 
scientist can say how and why coal burning depletes the ozone layer, the 
humanities scholar can say why the coal was and continues to be kept 
burning. In a slightly crude analogy, guns don’t kill people, people kill 
people.

The humanities have made other important contributions that recently 
have appeared as novel, but have been much discussed in the twentieth 
century. Creating a similar impact to Klein today, Rachel Carson’s Silent 
Spring in the 1960s (although in many ways very different in content) 
was a catalyst for a social, cultural and historical re-imagining of human–
nature relations through the gaze of science. Carson, a scientist, sought 
to expose the use of pesticides on crops in the USA.51 What is clear, 
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however, is that it was also an example of science and technology being 
understood as a social process. The debate that arose from the Silent 
Spring centred not just upon the use of pesticides, but more importantly 
ignited existing concerns about the moral ambivalence of science. Carson 
understood that the rapacious and inflexible attitude to nature, exempli-
fied through her study of pesticides, ‘constituted an abnegation of moral 
responsibility to both the human community and the rest of the natural 
world’.52 The legacy of Silent Spring has been vast, and in no small way 
gave rise to a critical moralism that could challenge and be understood by 
and through engagement with science. Equally, her work can be seen to 
have had direct influence on state policy throughout the world.53 Carson 
marks a high point in what is possible with regards to combining scien-
tific rigour with equally astute social and political consideration. There 
are however examples that are just as important that belong within the 
more traditionally understood humanities.

The impact that the humanities have had, can have or should have 
on state/international policy arrangements is a difficult conundrum. 
There have been in recent years an increasing number of researchers 
from across many disciplines who have tried to manifest a formula for 
creating the best conditions to include the different fields in conversation 
on climate change.54 For the most part these calls for collaboration have 
come from the social sciences. However, the humanities actually have (as 
has already been shown in the nineteenth century) over the past hun-
dred years greatly contributed to policy concerns. The issues for ascer-
taining the impacts that humanities research has on policy or the public 
sphere more generally are difficult to identify. There are many reasons 
for this; however, the one most pressing in terms of what has been dis-
cussed already is that humanities output does not lend itself to the utility 
function as readily as scientific output; it is harder to see the results as 
the results are measured in a positive way. The humanities have tended 
towards highlighting problems and are characterised as not offering solu-
tions with regards to climate change. This can be seen clearly through 
the complex development of eco-feminism or gendering the environ-
ment and its interactions with international policy forums, particularly 
the United Nations.55

Gendering the environment highlights both the influence that the 
humanities can have, particularly at the international policy level, and 
how humanities can fall foul of the instrumentality of the solutions-based 
dominance of the sort of thinking that has been discussed. The basic 
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thought is as follows; men and women experience climate change in 
different ways. Women, particularly in the Global South, experience far 
greater adversity from the changes wrought by climate change than men. 
The reasons for this are as multifarious as they are site-specific; however, 
as a general trend, it has been shown that because women are more likely 
to be connected to the household,56 polluted water or scarcity of fuel 
(firewood) impacts on them more. Likewise, generally speaking, they are 
less likely to own private property and so will be more reliant on com-
mon property resources. Finally, their expertise is more likely to come in 
the form of indigenous or traditional knowledge, a form that does not 
suit the current climate change discourse.57 This is a relatively ignored 
aspect of climate change along with the implications that have arisen 
through the commencement of policies and initiatives linked with popu-
lation. Mentioned earlier, fear of over-population has led to a return of 
Malthusian doctrine, only now it is coupled with concerns around envi-
ronmental refugees and an industrialisation drive in China, India, Brazil 
and parts of Africa and South East Asia.

The return of the Malthusian doctrine in the last 50 years is connected 
to two environmental issues. The first is that over-population will lead 
to a scarcity of resources and the second is that over-population will 
cause an increase in pollution and other forms of environmental degra-
dation.58 There are many ways in which these two problems have been 
discussed, but the one that we will use as illustrative of the tension that 
exists between the humanities and policy decisions is concerned with 
family planning and with predictive migration. Influencing demographic 
changes is complex and wrought with contentious issues; the USA in 
particular has since the 1960s aimed to influence the population growth 
of other countries, most notably in the Global South.59 The rhetoric has 
changed through time from (for example) ‘birth control’ to ‘family plan-
ning’ or ‘population control’ to ‘population assistance’, yet in practical 
terms little has changed. The fundamental principle is that to stop a pop-
ulation from increasing, you have to reduce the birth rate, and to achieve 
that you have to increase access to contraception.60 This form of action is 
characterised by a belief that falling fertility rates are pro-poor and reduce 
the potential for further greenhouse emissions.61 Importantly, this is 
an instance where humanities scholars have written convincingly about 
why this kind of outside, one-size-fits-all approach has been so inef-
fective. The literature which has been emerging in the last few decades 
clearly shows the importance history, culture, gender and politics have on 
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attempts to artificially control population growth.62 Among other things, 
attention has been drawn to the specificity of different places, even 
within similar geographical areas. The demographic models drawn from 
developed countries have been shown to be inadequate at predicting and 
explaining changes in the developing world. Equally, a growing number 
of scholars have sought to show that poverty and its perpetuation cannot 
be addressed simply by reducing the birth rate, for example, by pointing 
out that improving access to education, healthcare and higher wages is 
far more effective.63 The fact that these concerns voiced by humanities 
scholars are rarely if ever being heard at policy discussions is something 
that must be rectified.

The humanities do not speak with one voice, and nor should they; how-
ever, divergence of opinions in the humanities has led to some unfortunate 
consequences; none more so than with the question of environmental ref-
ugees. Norman Myers is perhaps most famous for his environmental refu-
gee thesis of the early 2000s, a highly influential set of predictions that have 
been adopted at international policy level, particularly through the United 
Nations. Myers made predictions that there could be upwards of 25 million 
refugees propelled by environmental factors. He writes that this will ‘rank as 
one of the foremost human crises of our times’.64 This appears to be a logical 
argument; as environmental problems occur with ever increasing frequency 
and severity, people will seek to leave the affected areas. The consequences 
of such a movement of people can only be guessed at, but the assumption 
is that it will lead to violent conflict. This is only part of the story; scholars 
from different humanities disciplines have sought to debunk this theory.65 
In the main they have aimed to challenge the implicit determinism in argu-
ments such as that put forward by Myers. An updated form of the environ-
mental determinism already discussed makes the assumption that given a set 
of a particular environmental conditions a given society will react in a given 
way. What is false about this assumption is that it relegates human agency,66 
ignores historical precedent,67 replicates an ethnocentric world view and fails 
to taken into account the social, cultural, historical and political particularity 
of place. The humanities are capable of expressing these complex relation-
ships and exposing the dominant narratives to rigorous examination.

Another way in which the humanities are actively engaging with the 
current climate change conversation is through curatorship. For exam-
ple, the website of the global research project EJOLT (which brings 
together science and society) demonstrates what a collaborative approach 
can achieve, spearheaded by harnessing key skills of the humanities.68 
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The humanities have for some time produced important work that can 
forge links between local conflicts and wider considerations of wealth dis-
tribution, social, political and cultural history and religious and cultural 
overlap. The humanities have sought successfully to promote voices that 
are usually left out of the climate change debate, allowing them to be 
heard on their own terms, with their own priorities, understandings and 
demands. What the ejolt.org project does is combine these contributions 
with the potential of new digital technology. The project, led in part by 
the respected social economist and environmental activist Joan Martinez-
Alier, seeks amongst many other things to visually map local environ-
mental conflicts from around the globe. The maps, created through 
crowdsourcing knowledge, allow users to search for specific types of con-
flict (for example, due to water pollution), provide co-ordinated infor-
mation on each instance from local sources, scientists, social scientists 
and humanities scholars. This is an example of the humanities having 
the potential to emancipate the disenfranchised communities that have 
been almost absent from the most prominent organisational attempts to 
address climate change. This project can be seen to reconnect the human-
ities with actual humans, without losing its identity or critical capacity.

In conclusion, understanding the climate has never been and will 
never be an objective science. It has always involved social, economic, 
cultural and linguistic elements. Understanding anything about the cur-
rent climate change crisis requires that it be looked at as a constellation 
of interlinking parts. Each part needs to be given equal attention and the 
science of explaining and predicting climate change should be under-
stood as one amongst equals. The humanities, taken as a whole, can lay 
claim to many of these elements and should therefore be more confident 
in demonstrating what they can bring to the debate. This volume will 
hopefully go some way to being a catalyst for this.
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