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Amitav Ghosh may be considered as the Prophet of our era because prophets are people who 

can accurately read the signs of the times. This paper on "Climate Crisis and Political Discourse: 

A Study based on Amitav Ghosh's 'The Great Derangement: the Climate Change and the 

Unthinkable' " (2016) attempts to grasp Ghosh's treatment of the complexity and urgency of 

the subject of climate change  crisis from the perspective of political discourse. This paper 

contextualises Ghosh's scholarly treatment of the subject on the construction of our modern 

sense of freedom rooted in the three main schools of continental philosophy. Philosophers of 

freedom were mainly concerned with the snares of injustice foisted on man by other human 

and human-made systems through the violation of the norms of distributive justice, procedural 

justice, or human rights. However, freedom from the shackles of environment is one aspect of 

freedom that merits special attention of historians because human history is dominated by 

tales of war of man against man and man against nature. However this distinction ends for 

man's war against nature is man's war against himself leading to his own annihilation. This 

article just tries to recapture briefly what Ghosh has so brilliantly elucidated in about a 

hundred pages of the book on the pressing issues that concern humanity on climate crisis.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. The Concept of Postmodern Freedom 

 The most crucial political conception of the post-modern era is the idea of freedom. The 

concept of post-modern freedom is fundamentally an economically constructed freedom whose 

strings are hardly managed by the puppeteer institutions of state, country, and international 

structure.  It is not a condition sanctioned by a body of law-makers from above within a political 

organisation, but rather it appears to spontaneously manifest itself from below within a 

society.  The post-modern condition continuously sprouts new, original and thoroughly 

unpredictable freedoms that in their very nature cannot be regulated or controlled by the usual 

organs of state censorship, or influenced by any parliamentary procedure.  Post-modern 

freedom exists outside of the usual social and political constructs that have guided humanity’s 

cultural development for thousands of years.  This concept which is central to contemporary 

politics, the humanities, the arts and literature poses a powerful challenge to climate change.  

 

1.2. Foundations of Postmodern Sense of Freedom 

 This post-modern sense of freedom has its deep roots in the Continental Philosophy. The 

term is a catch-all label for certain philosophical perspectives that reject Scientism and incline 

towards Historicism. Edmund Husserl, the founder of the movement of Phenomenology, is often 

considered an important figure in Continental Philosophy of the early 20th Century. The 

empirical reality, according to him, consists of objects and events ("phenomena") as they are 

perceived or understood in the human consciousness. This perception is not founded on 

anything independent of human consciousness, which may or may not exist. Consequently, 

sensory data are ignored and the "intentional content" (the mind's built-in mental description of 

external reality), which allows us to perceive aspects of the real world outside is given the 

central focus. In Husserl's view, man is a subject confronted by, and reacting to, objects. The 

student of Husserl named Martin Heidegger in his groundbreaking "Being and Time" (1927), 

gave concrete examples of how Husserl's view broke down in quite common circumstances. 

Heidegger maintained that the existence of objects has any real significance and meaning only 

within a whole social context (what Heidegger called "being in the world"). He further argued 

that existence was inextricably linked with time. And contrary to the Aristotelian idea of a fixed 

essence, he maintained that being can only be comprehended in an ongoing process of 

becoming. This thought-process led him to speculate that we can only avoid what he called 

"inauthentic" lives by accepting how things are in the real world, and responding to situations in 

an individualistic way. For these perceptions, he is considered by many as a founder of 

Existentialism.  

http://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_scientism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_historicism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_husserl.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_phenomenology.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_continental.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_husserl.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_husserl.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_heidegger.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_husserl.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_heidegger.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_aristotelianism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/branch_individualism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_existentialism.html
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1.3. Freedom and Existentialism 

 The  main figureheads of the Existentialism were Jean-Paul Sartre along with his French 

contemporaries Albert Camus, Simone de Beauvoir and Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Sartre adapted 

and extended the work of Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Husserl and Heidegger, and concluded that 

"existence is prior to essence". This means that we are thrust into an unfeeling, godless universe 

against our will, and so we must establish meaning for our lives by what we do and how we act. 

He believed that we always have choices (and therefore freedom) and that, while this freedom is 

empowering, it also brings with it moral responsibility and an existential dread (or "angst"). 

According to Sartre, genuine human dignity can only be achieved by our active acceptance of this 

angst and despair. 

  In the second half of the 20th Century, three main schools (in addition to Existentialism) 

dominated Continental Philosophy: Structuralism, Post-Structuralism and Post-Modernism. 

Structuralism is the broad belief that all human activity and its products (even perception and 

thought itself) are constructed and not natural, and that everything has meaning only through 

the language system in which we operate. Post-Structuralism is a reaction to Structuralism, 

which stresses the culture and society of the reader over that of the author. Post-Modernism is a 

philosophical position, marked by a kind of "pick'n'mix" openness to a variety of different 

meanings and authorities from unexpected places, as well as a willingness to borrow from 

previous movements or traditions.  

 The radical and iconoclastic French philosopher Michel Foucault, has been associated with 

all of these movements. Much of his work is language-based and, among other things, he has 

looked at how certain underlying conditions of truth have constituted what was acceptable at 

different times in history, and how the body and sexuality are cultural constructs rather than 

natural phenomena. Although sometimes criticized for his lax standards of scholarship, 

Foucault's ideas are nevertheless frequently cited in a wide variety of different disciplines. 

Mention should also be made of Deconstructionism (often called just Deconstruction), a theory 

of literary criticism that questions traditional assumptions about certainty, identity and truth, 

and looks for the underlying assumptions (both unspoken and implicit), as well as the ideas and 

frameworks, that form the basis for thought and belief. The method was d eveloped by the 

Frenchman Jacques Derrida (who is also credited as a major figure in Post-Structuralism). His 

work is highly cerebral and self-consciously "difficult", and he has been repeatedly accused of 

pseudo-philosophy and sophistry. 

 Philosophers of freedom were mainly concerned with how humans would escape the snares 

of injustice foisted on man by other "human and human-made systems" (159) through the 

violation of the norms of distributive justice, procedural justice, or human rights. Recently, 

http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_existentialism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_sartre.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_sartre.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_kierkegaard.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_nietzsche.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_husserl.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_heidegger.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_sartre.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_existentialism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_continental.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_structuralism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_poststructuralism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_postmodernism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_structuralism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_poststructuralism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_structuralism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_postmodernism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_foucault.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_foucault.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_deconstructionism.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/philosophers_derrida.html
http://www.philosophybasics.com/movements_poststructuralism.html
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environmental activist group named, "Friends of the Earth", has vowed to fight President Elect 

Donald Trump's agenda every step of the way to protect the planet because they fear that the 

political establishment has ignored the fight for justice and the environment.  Similarly IPEN 

commits to continue the fight for environmental, health and human justice and expresses their 

deep concern over violent conflicts over natural resources which include land grabbing, illegal 

logging, devastating mining, overuse and contamination of water resources, international 

investments violating local laws, and many other activities with the potential to irreversibly 

change the life of people and communities.   

2. Environment, History and Agency  

 Freedom from the shackles of environment is one aspect of freedom that merits special 

attention of historians. Human history is dominated by tales of war and cruelty of man against 

man and man against nature. Only those who dared to break the chains of their environment 

were considered to be endowed with historical agency. The others were thought to lack history. 

However, there has never been a time when humans have been free of non-human constraints. 

This being the case, "how are we to rethink those conceptions of history and agency?" 

(Ghosh160). The concept of agency may require a clarification here.Human agency is the 

capacity for human beings to make choices, and have the condition, or state of acting or of 

exerting power. It is normally contrasted to natural forces, which are causes involving only 

unthinking deterministic processes. In this respect, agency is subtly distinct from the concept of 

free will, the philosophical doctrine that our choices are not the product of causal chains, but are 

significantly free or undetermined. Human agency entails the claim that humans do in fact make 

decisions and enact them on the world. How humans come to make decisions, by free choice or 

other processes, is another issue. The human agency do intervene into the affairs of the  

non-human as well as the human world. 

 We observe in the recent history of art and literature, there has been a radical turn away 

from "the non-human to the human, from the figurative towards the abstract". This turn was 

influenced by the politics of Cold War, when American intelligence agencies promoted abstract 

expressionism against the social realism favoured by the USSR. Frances Stonor Saunders 

convincingly provides reason for this preference: "The Central Intelligence Agency used 

American modern art - including the works of such artists as Jackson Pollock, Robert Motherwell, 

Willem de Kooning and Mark Rothko - as a weapon in the Cold War. In the manner of a 

Renaissance prince - except that it acted secretly - the CIA fostered and promoted American 

Abstract Expressionist painting around the world for more than 20 years…Why did the CIA 

support them? Because in the propaganda war with the Soviet Union, this new artistic  

movement could be held up as proof of the creativity, the intellectual freedom, and the cultural 

power of the US where Russian art, strapped into the communist ideological straitjacket, could 
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not compete" (Independent: 21 October 1995). In the twentieth century art "human 

consciousness, agency and identity came to be placed at the centre of every kind of aesthetic 

enterprise" (Ghosh 160). 

 

3. Foundations of Asian Expressions on Political Engagements 

 It would be an interesting to explore the political engagements of writers and artists of Asia 

through twentieth century and into the twenty-first.  In the words of Dennis Haskell, 

"Literature is a way of taking a culture's temperature". He argues that reading Asian literatures is 

a deep and pleasurable way to help understand complex societies. .( Haskell 2010) . The English 

playwright Tom Stoppard once said: "‘Words are sacred... If you get the right ones in the right 

order you can nudge the world a little’' (Stoppard 35). The questions that haunted thinkers and 

writers of Asia in the twentieth century were those concerning modernity founded on the 

political concerns of Nehru and Mao Zedong. This meant that the abstract and the formal gained 

ascendancy over the figurative. Consequently many traditions that accorded a special status to 

the non-human were jettisoned. Freedom came to be seen as a way of transcending the shackles 

of material life by exploring the regions of the mind. If so, it would be possible that the arts and 

literature of the time will be more remembered for their complicity in the politics of great 

derangement than for championing the cause of freedom. The rise in industrial and military 

activity during First World War was mirrored by an enormous outpouring of explicitly political 

literature. For instance, the political and military decision‐making processes in the last months, 

weeks, and days of peace in 1914 can elucidate the point. During the interwar years, a rise in 

worldwide rise in industrial activity was matched by the involvement of writers with political 

movements such as socialism, communism, antifascism, nationalism and anti-imperialism. The 

desire of President Woodrow Wilson and many among America's economic and foreign policy 

elites to ensure a liberal, capitalist world order in contrast to reactionary militarism and 

colonialism or widespread revolution and communism may be mentioned as a case in point. 

 

4. Rate of Emissions in Asia - Post 1980 

The rate of emissions from Asia had begun a steady climb upward from 1980 onwards. Writers 

were in the vanguard of many movements like feminism and gay rights, and processes like 

decolonization and the increasing hegemony of the English Language. The changes in 

technologies of communication and a rapid growth in networks of translation aided to 

internationalise both politics and literature. The promise of 'being ahead' has been one of the 

animating forces of the literary and artistic imagination since the start of the twentieth century. 

Conversely obsolescence is modernity's "most portent invocation of damnation, passed down in 

an unbroken relay from Hegel and Marx to President Obama… the malediction of being 'on the 

wrong side of history' " (Ghosh 165). For the modern man the "terror is exactly what is evoked 

by the fear of being left behind…" (165-6). As Bouman remarks, "Progress has turned into a sort 
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of endless and uninterrupted game of musical chairs in which a moment of inattention results in 

irreversible defeat and irrevocable exclusion. Instead of great expectations and sweet dreams, 

"progress" evokes an insomnia full of nightmares of "being left behind" - of missing the train, or 

falling out of the window of a fast accelerating vehicle.” (Bauman 21) This fear drove artists and 

writers in Asia to go to any extraordinary lengths to keep up with every iteration of modernity in 

arts like surrealism and existentialism or to be aware of many other "isms" like structuralism, 

postmodernism or postcolonialism. While the artists and writers of the era are seen racing off in 

dimensions of irreversible time, they remained quite unaware of the crisis on the doorstep of the 

population at large: "the rising death spiral of carbon emissions" ( Ghosh 167). This could be the 

terrible indictment for the derangement of vision by future generations. 

 Lack of productive connection between political mobilisation and global warming is 

recognizably evident in most countries of south Asia, all of which are extraordinarily vulnerable 

to climate change. In India, though there are innumerable environmental organisations and 

grassroots movements, the voices of the country's many eminent climate scientists, activists and 

reporters do not appear to have made much headway in the matter of global warming. The 

political energy gets increasingly focussed on other issues like gender, religion etc. 

 

5. Changes in the Nature of Politics 

 It is not only writers but also the so called 'the intelligentsia' have broadened and intensified 

their political and social engagements over the last couple of decades. A lot of changes in the 

technology of communication have happened during the period. The Internet and the digital 

media have transformed anyone with a computer and a web connection into an activist. Many 

express their indignation over wide range of issues in the media. However this has not led to a 

wider engagement with the crisis of climate change. This lack of productive connection between 

political mobilization and global warming is more evident in the countries of South Asia which 

are found to be vulnerable to climate change. India has many environmental organisations and 

grassroots movements in which climate scientists, environmental activists and reporters are 

esteemed members. Their voices raised on the concerns of our collective survival have not made 

much impact in the country. Much political energy gets focussed on issues that relate to the 

questions of identity, religion, caste, ethnicity, language, gender rights and so on. The issues 

concerning the increasing number of climatic disasters or disasters in the form of slow calamity 

eroding livelihoods do not get the requisite space in the priority of issues to be settled. This 

increasing "divergence between the common interest and the preoccupations of the public 

sphere points to a change in the nature of politics itself. The political is no longer about the 

commonweal or the' body politic' and the making of the collective decisions. It is about 

something else" (169). 
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6. Politics and Personal Authenticity  

 John Updike used the expression 'individual moral adventure' to characterise the modern 

novel. The word 'moral' is frequently used in relation to fiction as well as politics. Just as novels 

have come to be perceived as narratives of identity, so also has politics become "a search for 

personal authenticity, a journey of self-discovery" (170). Believing in perfectibility, this journey 

is a nerve-ending one to a secular ideal constructed by democracy. "This is the vision of the 

world as a secular church, where all the congregants offer testimony about their journeys of 

self-discovery" (171). This conception of the world has serious consequences both for fiction and 

the body politic. In this sense, fiction becomes a form of bearing witness to conscience. Thus 

sincerity and authenticity become the key virtues of politics and literature. But then, if literature 

is conceived as the expression of authentic experience, fiction will be perceived as 'false'. We 

know that reproduction of the world as it is need not be the project of fiction. " What 

fiction…makes possible is to approach the world in a subjective mode, to conceive of it as it were 

other than it is: in short, the great, irreplaceable potentiality of fiction is that it makes possible 

the imagining of possibilities" (172). The challenge posed by the climate crisis is to envision, 

what the world might be rather than to think about the world as it is. This challenge has 

appeared before us every moment but fictional imagination was turned in a radically different 

direction. 

 

7. Body Politic and Levels of Operation 

 For the body politic, there are two levels of operation: the public sphere of political 

performance and the realm of actual governance. Now this vision of politics as moral journey has 

created an ever-widening divergence between the two levels of operation. The realm of actual 

governance is controlled by invisible establishments that are guided by imperatives of their own. 

The technological advancement has made the public sphere more and more performative. 

However, its ability to influence the actual exercise of power becomes attenuated owing to the 

invisible control on the realm of actual governance. . The distrust of the political leaders is not 

only about the workings of government per se. A significant part of this distrust reflects how 

people feel about the nation more generally.  In some sense this has led to mistrust the will of 

the politicians to represent people's interests and implement their demands.  

 

8. Power Transition from Coal to Oil and its Nexus to Personal Expressiveness 

 This altered political tactics may reflect in part on the transition of power from coal 

economy to oil economy. For the requirement of transportation of coal, the Corporations 

depended on the labour force. Aware of this fact the organised labour exerted pressure on 

Corporations and the state. However oil which flows through pipelines can bypass 

concentrations of labour. So after the First World War the political elites encouraged the use of 
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oil over coal. Ghosh says," These efforts succeeded perhaps beyond their wildest dreams. As an 

instrument of disempowerment, oil has been spectacularly effective in removing the levers of 

power from the reach of the populace" (174-5).  It does not matter if people take to streets in 

massive marches. They cannot hold back the real flow of power because they are not the 

producers of it. They are mere consumers. The public sphere of political performance is emptied 

of its content in terms of the exercise of governance. Politics as practised thus primarily becomes 

an exercise in personal expressiveness. "Contemporary culture in all its aspects (including 

religious fundamentalism of all most every variety) is pervaded by this expressionism... (175). In 

the meantime, the Internet makes various means of self-expression instantly available. 

 

9. Deep State and Deadlocked Public Sphere 

 The whole life of the public sphere is reduced to mere accumulations of spectacles. What 

once was directly lived through dialogue has become a mere representation.  A spectacle is 

always immune to any human activity like a projected review or correction. The ways in which 

political engagements unfold over social media confirm this fact. Ghosh succinctly puts the 

outcome of such a situation thus: "The net result is a deadlocked public sphere, with actual 

exercise of power being relegated to the interlocking complex of corporations and institutions of 

governance that has come to be known as  the 'deep state'" (176). A deadlocked public is what 

the Corporations strive to produce because it is the best possible outcome which help them to 

thrive. This somehow complements the deadlocked corporation, unable either to act upon or 

react against its environment substantially. A typical instance to this is the denial of the funding 

of climate change in United States. When participatory politics has become a myth, most 

countries of the West are spaced in 'post-political spaces' which are managed by apparatuses of 

various kinds. Consequently, the situation has led to "… the collapse of political alternatives, the 

accompanying disempowerment, and the ever-growing intrusion of the market…" (177). This in 

turn has formed "nihilistic forms of extremism that employ methods of spectacular violence.    

 

10. Climate Change as Individual Moral Issue 

 Some activist on the other hand, began to consider the fact of climate change as a 'moral 

issue'. In the words of Sharon Delgado, a United Methodist preacher, author and activist 

""Climate change is also a moral issue.  It requires us to consider what it means to walk justly in 

relationship with God, with the human family, with future generations, and with the whole 

community of life." (Delgado 2013).People like Sharon would content that any action on climate 

change confronts serious ethical issues of fairness and responsibility across individuals, 

generations, nations, and the rest of nature.Having failed to produce any concerted action on 

climate change, as a sort of last resort, climate ethicists appeal to the individual conscience: "…it 

is as if every other resource of democratic governance had been exhausted, leaving only this 

residue - the  moral"(Ghosh 178). One recognizable result of this approach is that  "it  breaks 
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with the economistic, cost-benefit language that the international climate change bureaucracy 

has imposed" on discussants. However its invocation to 'politics of sincerity' through questions 

posed to individual conscience, would make its central virtues of sincerity and consistency on 

the one hand, and authenticity and sacrifice on the other, as the touchstone by which political 

positions will be judged. This will aid more the 'deniers' in charging the activists of personal 

hypocrisy by pointing to their lifestyle choices. The issue of climate change is such that 

individual choices will hardly make any difference unless certain collective decisions are taken 

and executed. 

 

11. Collective Action and Tragedy of Commons 

  Daniel Bodansky, offers a workable alternative approach to climate crisis thus:  

"[Nations] realize that they cannot solve some transnational or global environmental problems 

through individual action. So they agree to collective action by means of a reciprocal exchange of 

promises ..." (Bodansky 597). However this approach is not without difficulties. Speaking about 

the collective action, Lisa M. Schenck in her write-up, "Climate Change Crisis - Struggling for 

Worldwide Collective Action " speaks about  a phenomenon known as a tragedy of the 

commons: 

   "The difficulties associated with achieving collective action are compounded by 

 the fact that…the climate is a readily and freely available resource subject to exploitation-a 

phenomenon known as a tragedy of the commons.  Without regulation parties may use the 

resource as much as desired, even though such action  may lead to the destruction of the 

resource itself. To respond to climate change, equity issues and economic concerns must be 

addressed. This section first contemplates the equity issues that inhibit collective action. It then 

goes on to address background factors beyond economic concerns that impede collective action. 

Finally, it describes several foundational problems that parties must understand and forestall to 

successfully develop and implement an global collective response." (334) 

This approach obviously follows the neo-liberal premises. Besides, morality-in-practice is not 

same everywhere. The canons of judgement on issues rest on economic, cultural, social, religious 

and philosophical conceptions. Owing to these limitations climate activists' appeal to morality 

may not find the much needed support to fight the industrial, carbon-intensive economy.  

 

12. Gandhian Model Vs. Carbn-intensive Economy 

 Mahatma Gandhi fought tooth and nail to prevent India adopting the Western, industrial 

model of economy. Yet Gandhian model is often criticised on the ground of a misunderstanding 

that it has an anti-industrial and anti-advanced technology bias. To some, this model appears as 

replica of the feudal model. Many do know that such criticism is both unfair and superficial. Ram 

Binod Singh defends Gandhi's position convincingly thus: "Gandhi never expressed unqualified 

opposition to industrialization and modern technology. He was opposed to developing the Indian 
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economy industrially along the same lines as those of Western industrialized economies. Such 

industrialization, he feared, would spell disaster - moral economic, social and political" (Ghosh 

133).   He was an exemplar of a politics of moral sincerity. Drawing on numerous traditions, he 

articulated and embodied a powerful vision of denunciatory politics founded on the idea of 

sacrifice. Yet he did not succeed in leading India along a different economic path. What he could 

do at best was "to slightly delay a headlong rush towards an all-devouring, carbon-intensive 

economy" (181). It is doubtful if Gandhian politics will succeed in relation to global warming 

today. We need to find a way out of "the individualising imaginary in which we are trapped" and 

settle on a collective action for humanity.  

 

13. The Role of Anglosphere 

 One of the important factors that play a prominent role in the global politics of climate 

change today is the one played by the Anglosphere- "the Five alliance that now binds the 

intelligence and surveillance structures of the United States, Great Britain, Australia, Canada and 

New Zealand" (182). The old laissez-faire ideas are still dominant within the Anglosphere. The 

global warming poses a powerful challenge to the belief that the free pursuit of individual 

interests always leads to the general good. Yet the Anglosphere has produced the bulk of climate 

sciences as well as some of the earliest warnings of global warming. Many who had taken lead on 

the issue of climate crisis whether as thinkers, activists, or theorists are from these five countries. 

And these countries have some of the most active environmental movements in the world. The 

public politics of climate change within the Anglosphere is defined by these polar positions: 

widespread denialism and vigorous activist movements. Christopher Wright and Daniel Nyberg 

provide a convincing account of why political will for a stronger legal response to climate change 

has been lacking within the Anglosphere. 

 

14. The Role of Corporations and Their Vested Interests 

 Wright and Nyberg focus on the role of corporations (and corporate leaders) in the 

causation of human-induced climate change and their suitability in contributing to a solution. 

The promise of corporations as actors who might be charged with a key role in responding to 

climate change has become much more prominent with the rise of neoliberal thinking in 

environmental policy. As the State has struggled to pass laws with sufficient strength to 

significantly reduce greenhouse gas emissions, politicians and policy analysts have looked to 

corporations as a possible set of actors who might provide a response. The corporate social 

responsibility agenda has placed significant trust in the capacity of corporations to act as leaders 

in responding to the climate challenge. Yet the real facts concerning corporations are otherwise: 

very often the opposition to climate science is encouraged and funded by certain corporations 

and energy billionaires. Their vested interests drive them to support organisations that 

systematically spread misinformation, distort the findings of climate scientists and create 
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confusion within the electorate. Despite every effort to disseminate accurate information about 

climate science, the public domain of Anglosphere remains deeply divided on the issue. Two 

important units in the United States that are clearly seized with genuine seriousness of their 

commitment to climate change are the Dept. of Defence and US intelligence agencies. The US 

military has launched several hundred renewable energy initiatives and is investing heavily in 

biofuels, eclectic vehicles and so on. It has appropriated the language and even the tactics of 

climate change activism. On the other hand, the US intelligence agencies have produced some of 

the earliest and most detailed studies on the security implications of climate change. American 

intelligence services have already made the surveillance of environmentalists and climate 

activists a top priority. The Australian and the British defence establishments are also working 

hard to coordinate the climate security strategy in their respective countries. 

 

15. Climate Justice and Political Legitimacy 

 Sartre once said that the truths of the metropolis are most visible in the colonies. This is 

because outside metropolitan areas, the functioning of power was always guided by 

considerations of security and maintenance of dominance. Statecraft was primarily oriented 

towards these ends. When 'biopolitics' became central to the mission of modern governments, 

the issue of global warming which represented simultaneously an unprecedented global and 

domestic crisis, was something that practices of governments could not  ignore.  Besides, the 

climate crisis has the potential of radical reordering of the global distribution of power and 

wealth. There is an inevitable dependency between power and the consumption of fossil fuels in 

the nature of carbon economy. Hence those in power would continue to maintain their status 

quo with reference to the global ranking of power. Consequently, if the emissions of some 

countries were to be curbed, whole emissions of other were allowed to rise, this will lead to a 

redistribution of global power. All the modern governments admit that the question of climate 

justice lies at the heart of all contemporary claims of political legitimacy. 

 

16. The "Politics of the Armed Lifeboat" 

  Hence many strategies are created on the principle of 'equitable regime of emissions' such 

as  " 'contraction and convergence'… or 'per capita climate accord' or a fair apportioning of the 

world's remaining 'climate budget'. But the resulting equity would lead not just to a 

redistribution of wealth but also to a recalibration of global power" (191-2).  This will pose a 

threat to the security establishments of the West that is oriented towards the maintenance of 

global dominance. New strategies like "preparations for open-ended counter-insurgency, 

militarized boarders, … aggressive anti-immigrant policing"  (192) and so on will come into 

operation to combat this threat. " The tasks of  the nation  state  under these circumstances 

will be those of  keeping ' blood-dimmed tides' of climate refugees at bay and protecting their 
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own resources" (192). The consequence of such a world view would be obvious: humanity 

would not only be fighting a war against itself but it would also be locked into mortal combat 

with the earth. Christian Parenti calls this strategy, the "politics of the armed lifeboat'( Busch 

2011). The way other nations have handled the current Syrian refugee crisis may be considered 

as an instance of 'armed lifeboat' strategy. "…it is a strategy that conceives of the preservation of 

the 'body of the nation' in the most literal sense: by a reinforcement of boundaries that are seen 

to be under threat from the infiltration of the pathological 'bare life' that is spilling over from 

other nations" (193). 

17. Roots of Resistance to Climate Change 

 A bit of wisdom should teach us that the ongoing climatic changes and the perturbations 

that will give rise to within nations cannot be held at bay by reinforcing man-made boundaries. 

"We are in an era when the body of the nation can no longer be conceived of as consisting only  

of a territorialized human population: its very sinews are now  revealed to be intertwined with 

forces that cannot be confined by boundaries"(193). If a considerable number of the world's 

powerful nations adopt the "politics of the armed lifeboat'' population in the world's weaker 

nations will certainly face doom. History has always been the story of domination and 

subjugation. In the colonial history the colonizers placed far great store on the sanctity of the 

free market than on human life. In the communist regimes ensured that ideology prevailed over 

the preservation of life. Malthusian ideas were often invoked in the context of famine and 

starvation in Asia and Africa. A typical example comes from Winston Churchill when he said, 

"Famine or no famine, Indians will breed like rabbits". A similar position will be followed in the 

case of climate change as well. Many delegates participating in the climate change negotiations 

do understand that such negotiations may have the effect of changing their country's standing in 

the world's hierarchies of power as well as wealth. This could be one of the predominant reasons 

for their resistance to climate science in general. Our world has been profoundly shaped by 

empire and its disparities. Differentials of power between and within nations are closely related 

to carbon emissions. Hence distribution of power lies at the core of the climate issue. What we 

refer here is not to economic disparities but to equitable distribution of power. The obstacle  

before us is that "within the current system of international relations, there is no language in 

which questions related to the equitable distribution of power can be openly and frankly 

addressed" (196). 

 

18. The Politics of Attrition 

 

 Linked to the politics of the armed lifeboat is the 'politics of attrition'.  The term was 

initially used by Michael Leifer in his article, "Kampuchea in 1980: The Politics of Attrition".The 
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word 'attrition' indicate a method of gradually making something weaker with the intention of 

destroying it, especially the strength or confidence of an enemy by repeatedly attacking it.  The 

assumption underlying this is explained by Ghosh thus: "…the populations of poor nations, 

because they are accustomed to hardship, possess a capacity to absorb… certain shocks and 

stresses that might cripple rich nations. In dealing with situations of extraordinary stress the 

very factors that are considered advantages in coping with extreme weather- a high degree of 

social organisation, wealth and education- can actually become vulnerabilities. For instance, the 

power failures are so rare in advanced countries that they often cause great disruption, including 

spikes in rates of crime, when they happen. On the other hand, in many parts of the global south, 

breakdowns are a way of life, and everybody is used to improvisations and work-arounds. Hence 

the question is whether we should abandon the quest for Western-style prosperity so that a 

greater number will survive to take the struggle for justice and to freeze a system of colonial 

style- inequality. A hidden strategy is already implied in this apparently honest consideration. It 

is another way of saying, let the poor make sacrifices so that the rich can continue to enjoy the 

fruits of their wealth. Under the euphemistic exhortations that urge poor countries to take a 

'different road to development', the dominant political power centres assert their unwillingness 

to give up the trodden path. The end result of such negotiations would "resemble a form of 

high-stakes gambling in which catastrophe is the card that is expected to trump all others" (200). 

 

19. Laudato Si and the Paris Agreement 

 In the annals of record-keeping on climate change, 2015 was declared the hottest year. 

Extreme weather events which were almost impossible to ignore abounded throughout the year. 

Two important publications that came out during the year on climate change were Pope 

Francis's encyclical letter Laudato Si and the Paris Agreement on climate change. These two 

documents did bring changes in the real world. These two documents represent a historic 

milestone as they were founded on an acceptance of the research produced by climate science. 

They assert two premises: the world's climate is changing; human beings are largely responsible 

for these changes. Readers might expect the style of Pope's Encyclical to be allusive and ornate 

but the opposite is true. It is recognizably remarkable for the lucidity of language and simplicity 

of its construction. However the document of the Paris Agreement is highly stylized in its 

wording and complex in structure. 

 The goal of Paris Agreement was to limit the rise in global mean temperatures to 1.5 degrees 

Celsius. However, the Agreement's provisions will come into force only in 2020. There were no 

definite premises on which this target was based but vaguely hinted at the technological 

advances which can control the rise in global warming. On the other hand, Laudato Si does not 

provide any miraculous intervention as a lasting solution to global temperatures. It attempts to 

make sense of "humanity's present predicament by mining the wisdom of tradition that far 

predates the carbon economy" (2005). It strives to reconcile an ecological consciousness with 
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the Christian doctrine of Man's dominion over Nature. The document repeatedly insists that we 

fail to see deepest roots of our present failures owing to the technological paradigm of our era 

which ignored the direction, goals, meaning and social implications of technological growth. 

 In the text of the Paris Agreement there is hardly a hint that something has really gone 

wrong with our dominant paradigms. It does not make a critique of the current practices which 

are known to have created the situation that the agreement seeks to address. Instead, the 

"current paradigm of perpetual growth is enshrined at the core of the text" (206). The 

Agreement also does not name the conditions that it seeks to remedy. 

 In Laudato Si terms like catastrophe and disaster appear several times. It challenges the 

contemporary practices in the directness of its style. Naming Saint Francis of Assisi as guide and 

inspiration it invites to seek an integral ecology that "calls for openness to categories which 

transcend the language of mathematics and biology and take us to the heart of what it is to be 

human". On the other hand the Agreement moves in the opposite direction towards confinement 

and occlusion. The style and the language deployed in it function as an instrument of 

concealment and withdrawal accessible only to " a small circle of initiates" (208). 

  Laudato Si refers to the way decisions are made in international political and economic 

discussions. Centres of power are almost always located in affluent urban areas, away from the 

poor, with little contact with their problems. These professionals and opinion-makers speak 

from the comfortable position of development and a quality of life quite inaccessible to the 

common population. It is with this bent of mind that Laudato Si makes an attempt to address 

those to whom it repeatedly refers to as the 'excluded'. On the other hand, the rhetoric of the 

Agreement is "like a shimmering screen, set up to conceal implicit bargains, unspoken 

agreements and loopholes visible only to those in the know" (209). The role that billionaires, 

corporations and climate entrepreneurs played in the Paris negotiations is easily deducible from 

the diction of the agreement. The terms such as 'public and private participation', 'stakeholder', 

'technology development', 'insurance solutions', 'good practices' and so on are borrowed from 

free-trade agreements of the neo-liberal era. The rhetoric signals the creation of yet another 

neo-liberal frontier where corporations will be able to join forces in enriching each other. In 

other words the text of the Agreement hints at their strategy of exclusion for their mutual 

benefits.  

 It is for a different reason that Laudato Si considers exclusion its recurrent theme. The 

central concern of the Encyclical is poverty and justice. Yet it does not treat the subject in 

isolation with other related issues. It maintains that the issue of justice for the poor has a close 

bond with other issues as concern for nature, commitment to society and interior peace. Poverty 

is not to be envisaged as a state that can be handled in isolation from other factors just as 

ecological issues cannot be solved without taking into consideration social inequalities. Laudato 

Si Insists that a true ecological approach always becomes a social approach. Such integrated 

approach will always integrate questions of justice in debates on environment. Only then will we 
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be able to listen to both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor. This naturally leads to the 

"blunt assertion that a true 'ecological debt' exists, particularly between the global north and 

south" (211). The Paris Agreement on the other hand considers poverty as a state that needs to 

be alleviated through financial and other mechanisms. 

 The stark differences between the two documents become very obvious in the manner of 

their endings. Ghosh's summarises the ending of the Agreement most succinctly thus: " The 

Agreement concludes by conjuring itself into being through the will of the signatories and by 

announcing the date of its self-actualization: the twelfth day of December, in the year 2015. The 

very syntax is an expression of faith in the sovereignty of Man and in his ability to shape  the 

future" (212). Laudato Si ends with prayers that acknowledge how profoundly humanity has lost 

its way placing irrational confidence in progress and human abilities. It questions the whole idea 

of limitless freedom which man "creates for himself" unmindful of the fact that "he is  spirit and 

will, but also nature." The global warming will most obdurately resists the whole idea of 

limitlessness of human freedom. 

 

20. Conclusion 

 

 Ghosh's final chapter under the section "Politics" recounts some signs of hope with regard to 

climate change like "a spreading sense of urgency among governments and the public; the 

emergence of realistic alternative  energy solutions; widening activism around the world;  and 

even a few  signal victories for environmental movements" (213). However in his view the most 

promising development is the growing involvement of religious groups and leaders in the 

politics of climate change like Pope Francis. The formal political structures of our time are 

incapable of confronting the crisis on their own because they are built on certain interests 

specific to members of each of those structures. Owing to questions of power and geo-political 

rivalries, even the transnational groupings of nation states like the UN are unable to overcome it. 

The climate change by its very nature represents "an unresolved problem for modern nations in 

terms of their biopolitical mission and the practices of governance that are associated with it" 

(214). The issue of climate change is very peculiar because the time horizon in which effective 

action could be taken is very narrow. If drastic reduction in global emissions is not executed, the 

catastrophe is bound to happen soon. Popular protest movements take years, even decades to 

build. Hence the question is how to gain enough momentum within such a narrow horizon of 

time. While this is the case there is the threat of securitization and corporatization taking an 

upper hand. Organizations with religious associations have greater advantage than other groups: 

they can mobilize people in greater numbers, their religious worldviews transcend the views of 

the institutions of governance and economist ways of thinking and they can dwell on the 

intergenerational responsibilities. Besides, the religious groups can as well join hands with 

popular movements to move forward drastically reducing emissions. 
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 We are already too late to avoid serious disruptions of the global climate crisis. Yet out of 

this struggle for action will be born " a generation that will be able to look upon the world with 

clearer eyes than those that preceded it; they will be able to transcend the isolation in which 

humanity was entrapped in the time of its derangement; that they will rediscover their kinship 

with other beings, and that this vision, at once new and ancient, will find expression in a 

transformed and renewed art and literature" (217).  
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