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Abstract 

This thesis examines the discourses surrounding the subject of climate change, with particular emphasis 

on the discourse(s) of the emerging social movement for climate justice. Positioned within the social 

constructivist and critical research paradigms, the methodology involves a Foucauldian-inspired discourse 

analysis in which discourse is defined as a historically-situated, materially-embodied, and power-imbued 

set of statements and rules that comprise a unique and coherent representation of the world. A review of 

the climate change-related literature reveals four primary discourses on the phenomenon of rising 

greenhouse gas emissions: early scientific, climate modernization, climate change denial, and climate 

justice. The statements and rules of these four discourses, as well as the theoretical trends and socio-

political, economic, and ecological factors affecting their historical development are described. A deeper 

analysis using 26 primary documents representing every major climate justice organization reveals that 

rather than a single coherent discourse, the climate justice movement encompasses four individual sub-

discourses: global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and civil rights. Focussed on climate-related inequities in 

developing countries of the Southern Hemisphere, the global discourse constructs climate change as a 

problem of the structures and logic of the globalized capitalist economy. The peasant-oriented discourse 

emphasizes inequities to peasant farmers, and represents climate change as largely the result of 

industrialized agriculture and food systems. With specific concern for the wellbeing of Indigenous 

communities, the Indigenous discourse locates the cause of climate change in the “violation of the sacred” 

and the loss of harmony with Mother Earth. The United States-based civil rights discourse primarily 

emphasizes the rights and interests of African American communities and constructs climate change as a 

problem of externalized ecological costs and failure to incent a “green” economy. The relations of power 

between the four climate justice sub-discourses and the prevailing climate modernization discourse are 

tentatively explored on the basis of three indicators of strength (internal coherence, material foundations, 

and adaptive capacity), on which basis several questions related to discursive resistance are proposed as 

possible avenues of future research. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

  Over the past decade, a new social movement surrounding the issue of climate change has 

developed. Known as climate justice, this grassroots movement strives to insert questions of social equity 

into the climate change debate (Tokar 2010; Newell and Paterson 2010; Pettit 2004; Ott, Sterk, and 

Watanabe 2008; Roberts and Parks 2009). In particular, social equity issues surrounding differential 

responsibilities for historic greenhouse gas emissions, vulnerabilities to the impacts of climate change, and 

access to climate change-related decision making processes are emphasized (Tokar 2010; Newell and 

Paterson 2010; Pettit 2004; Roberts and Parks 2009). Since its conception barely a decade ago, the climate 

justice movement has expanded rapidly. In 2004, a gathering of environmental and Indigenous rights 

groups in Durban, South Africa established a transnational organization known as the Durban Group for 

Climate Justice (DGCJ 2012; Roberts and Parks 2009; Tokar 2010). Subsequently, numerous additional 

networks emphasizing the inequities experienced by populations of the Global South – including Climate 

Justice Now!, Climate Justice Action, Klimaforum, and the People’s Movement for Climate Change – 

solidified through civil society events and actions surrounding the annual Conferences of the Parties 

(COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in Bali, Poznan, and 

Copenhagen (CJA 2008; CJN 2004; Klimaforum 2009; PMCC 2009; Tokar 2010; Newell and Paterson 

2010; Roberts and Parks 2009). As the movement grew, it developed strong support from Indigenous 

individuals, groups, and organizations, most notably the Indigenous Environmental Network and its 

founder and long-time activist, Tom Goldtooth (Tokar 2008, 2009, 2010; for examples, see False 

Solutions 2009; IEN 2010; IPGSCC 2009a, 2009b; WPCCC 2010a, 2010b, 2010c). More localized 

climate justice campaigns also sprang up within the United States (Roberts and Parks 2009; see CBC 

2004; Dawson 2010; EJCC 2002; Hoerner and Robinson 2008); for instance, in 2001 the Environmental 

Justice and Climate Change Initiative was launched by the California-based group Redefining Progress 

(Roberts and Parks 2009), and in 2007 a Northern Manhattan organization known as WE ACT for 
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Environmental Justice established the Environmental Justice Leadership Forum on Climate Change (WE 

ACT 2012b). The body of organizations advocating for climate justice continued to expand during the 

2010 conference of the parties to the UNFCCC in Cancún, Mexico: La Via Campesina, a global 

confederation of peasant groups, endorsed the climate justice movement and organized several civil 

society events in parallel to official negotiations (see La Via Campesina 2010c, 2010d). 

Despite its rapid expansion and diversification, few scholars have investigated the climate justice 

movement or its perspectives on climate change. In an effort to help mitigate this knowledge gap, this 

thesis investigates and characterizes the discourse(s) of the climate justice movement, and explores the 

ways wherein they interact with other primary discourses surrounding the subject of climate change.1 As 

such, the thesis was guided by a two-part research question: How does the emerging social movement for 

climate justice discursively construct the phenomenon of climate change, and how do its discourse(s) 

intersect with other discourses on climate change, especially with regard to issues of power and 

resistance? In order to answer this two-pronged question, a research methodology that involved a 

discourse analysis of climate change was developed and implemented, with a particular emphasis on the 

discourse(s) of the emerging climate justice movement. The results of this analysis are contained within 

the thesis that follows, a chapter-by-chapter road map of which is provided in the paragraphs below.  

In chapter 2, the particular methodology of discourse analysis applied in the thesis is described, 

including philosophical and theoretical influences, definition of discourse, and method of analysis. 

Positioned within a social constructivist framework (Burr 1995; Gergen 1985; Guba and Lincoln 1994, 

2000; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002), discourse is understood as a historically-situated, materially-

embodied, and power-imbued set of statements (central arguments) and rules of formation (underlying 

assumptions) that comprise a unique and coherent way of thinking and speaking about the world 

(Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Dryzek 2005; Escobar 1995; Foucault [1969] 2002; Graham 2005; Hajer 

1995; Hall 2001; Hook 2005; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Kendall and Wickham 1999; Mills 2004; 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Within this thesis, the term “climate change” is used to refer to the human-induced climate change that began with 
the Industrial Revolution in the mid-1700s, as distinct from longer-term climate change patterns that have been 
ongoing for millennia.  
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Mitchell 1995; Sawyer 2002; Said [1978] 1979). Following a general literature review to identify the main 

discourses on climate change, the analytical technique involved the deconstruction of selected texts to 

chart present-moment statement and rule regularities, map locations of material manifestation, and 

historically contextualize each discourse within broader meta-discursive trajectories, theoretical traditions, 

and political, socio-economic, and ecological events. This chapter situates my understanding of discourse 

and method of analysis within the array of existing approaches to discourse analysis, pre-emptively 

defends the methodology from positivist critique, and provides a methodological roadmap for navigating 

subsequent chapters.  

In the third chapter, the primary discourses surrounding climate change are deconstructed. It is 

proposed that, in the present moment, four distinct narratives on climate change can be identified: early 

scientific, climate modernization, climate change denial, and climate justice. Using the methodology 

established in the previous chapter, the emergence and historical development of each discourse is 

described in relation to broader theoretical trends and political, socio-economic, and ecological events. On 

the basis of discursive regularities existing at the time of analysis, the statements and rules of formation of 

each discourse – specifically related to the root causes and likely impacts of climate change, as well as 

effective solutions to the perceived problem – are mapped with some emphasis on the prevailing climate 

modernization discourse. This is intended to help readers envisage a discursive field wherein multiple 

distinct representations of climate change co-exist in constant evolution and interaction, and establish the 

conceptual foundation for a more in-depth analysis of the climate justice discourse(s) in chapter 4.   

In the fourth chapter of the thesis, the preliminary analysis of the climate justice discourse in 

chapter 3 is expanded into a full deconstruction. Based on the results of an analysis of 26 primary 

documents representing every major climate justice organization that currently exists, it is proposed that 

the emerging climate justice movement consists of not one unified discourse, but four separate and 

discrete sub-discourses: global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and civil rights. While there is a degree of 

concurrence between these sub-discourses, on the basis of the definition of discourse established in 

chapter 2 wherein it is defined as a unique and coherent set of statements and rules of formation, sufficient 
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differences exist to justify their discursive independence. These four sub-discourses of climate justice are 

described using a two-step technique similar to that applied in chapter 3: following a description of the 

statements and rules of each discourse, the key variables affecting their historical development are 

identified. The chapter is intended to systematically excavate the ways in which the climate justice 

movement discursively constructs the phenomenon of climate change and lay the foundation for 

exploratory discussions of power and resistance – particularly between the climate modernization and 

climate justice discourses – that follow in the next chapter.  

Building on the preceding analysis, the fifth chapter reflects on key issues of power and resistance 

within the discursive field of climate change. Specifically, it tentatively explores the relative strength of, 

and relationships of power between, the prevailing climate modernization discourse and four distinct sub-

discourses of climate justice – global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and civil rights. This is achieved 

through a comparison of the two competing discursive streams using three indicators of discursive 

strength: first, the relative coherence of discursive statements and rules; second, the material foundations 

of a discourse in institutions, infrastructure, policy, laws, publications, events, and so on; and third, the 

capacity of a discourse to adapt in response to broader contextual shifts and external events. The chapter is 

intended to provisionally probe the implications of discursive power relations for the climate justice 

movement and provide some practical recommendations on how individual climate justice organizations 

might strategically work to enhance their collective capacity for discursive resistance. On a theoretical 

level, the chapter also begins to question the relationship between discursive power and features such as 

coherency, materiality, and adaptive capacity.  

The first conclusion of the thesis is that four primary discourses surround the subject of climate 

change: early scientific, climate modernization, climate change denial, and climate justice. The early 

scientific discourse emerged in the late 1950s in response to developing scientific evidence that carbon 

dioxide emissions could affect global climate. As a child of the scientific rationalist worldview, it 

constructs the phenomenon of climate change in largely biophysical and technical terms – a representation 

that currently prevails in climate-related scientific bodies (e.g. the World Meteorological Organization 
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[WMO] and Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC]). In the 1980s, a series of concatenating 

events, including a 1988 heat wave in North America, catapulted the issue of climate change into the 

public and political spotlight and spurred the development of the climate modernization discourse. 

Influenced by prevailing neoliberal economic and development theory, as well as the narratives of 

sustainable development and ecological modernization, this discourse presents a technocratic, market-

based, and managerial representation of climate change that manifests in the policies and programs of 

most industrialized Western countries and international institutions (e.g. the World Bank and UNFCCC). 

The climate change denial discourse developed in the late 1980s and exists in the publications and 

lobbying efforts of contrarian scientists, industry associations, and conservative think tanks (e.g. the 

Marshall, Heartland, and Fraser Institutes). Enabled by oil industry financing and shaped by the narratives 

of conservatism and environmental skepticism, it constructs climate change as a scientifically uncertain, 

likely-fabricated phenomenon that, even in the event that it exists, is non-serious and largely beneficial. In 

the late 2000s, the first-hand experience of climate change impacts by vulnerable populations and 

evidence that prevailing climate strategies were failing to address issues of social equity spurred the 

development of a new climate justice discourse. The discourse manifests in the publications and activities 

of a growing number of grassroots networks and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and, influenced 

by theories of procedural and distributive justice, constructs climate change through the lens of social 

equity.   

Secondly, the thesis concludes that rather than a single unified discourse, the climate justice 

movement encompasses four distinct sub-discourses: global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and civil 

rights. Strongly influenced by neo-Marxist theories of ecological unequal exchange and ecological debt, 

the global discourse emphasizes climate-related inequities affecting populations in the Southern 

Hemisphere and locates the cause of climate change in the structure and logic of the globalized capitalist 

economy. Its material foundations consist of the activities of various transnational networks (e.g. the 

Durban Group for Climate Justice, Climate Justice Now!, and Climate Justice Action) and the policies of 

several southern governments, most prominently the Plurinational State of Bolivia. Drawing on 
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agroecological theory and emphasizing the climate-related vulnerabilities of agricultural workers and 

small-scale producers, the peasant-oriented discourse and frames climate change largely as a problem of 

industrialized agriculture and food systems. It exists materially in the activities of peasant farmers and 

their representative institution, La Via Campesina. Influenced by Indigenous cosmologies and 

worldviews, the Indigenous discourse locates the cause of climate change in the “violation of the sacred” 

and the loss of harmony with Mother Earth and focuses on climate equity issues in the context of 

Indigenous communities. It manifests in the work of various Indigenous individuals, groups, and 

organizations, in particular the Indigenous Environmental Network and its executive director, Tom 

Goldtooth. Finally, growing out of the environmental justice movement in the United States and catalyzed 

by environmental events like Hurricane Katrina, the civil rights discourse of climate justice emphasizes 

the rights and interests of low income and communities of colour, in particular African Americans, within 

the United States. The discourse exists in the work of national and local non-profit organizations (e.g. the 

Environmental Justice and Climate Change Initiative) and constructs climate change as the result of 

externalized ecological costs and a failure to incent a “green” economy.   

  Finally, the thesis also draws some preliminary conclusions regarding the balance of power 

between the climate justice discourse and the prevailing climate modernization discourse. On the basis of 

the indicators selected – internal coherence, material foundations, and adaptive capacity – it is tentatively 

argued that the climate modernization discourse is, at present, considerably stronger than the four climate 

justice sub-discourses and that, in order for the climate justice movement to increase its discursive 

influence, its constituent organizations should take strategic actions to develop a more coherent, 

materially-strong, and adaptive discourse. 

What is the importance of this research in relation to academic debates? As noted, despite the 

rapid growth of the climate justice movement, scholarship on this emergent social movement – including 

its central arguments and underlying assumptions regarding climate change, and its relationship to other 

narratives on the subject – remains notably sparse. What little research does exist is at best cursory and far 

from complete (see for example, De Lucía 2009; Hyder 1993; Newell 2000; Newell and Paterson 2010; 
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Ott, Sterk, and Watanabe 2008; Pettit 2004; Roberts and Parks 2009; Tokar 2008, 2009, 2010). This 

inquiry helps to remedy this knowledge gap by providing a focussed and comprehensive analysis of how 

the social movement for climate justice represents the phenomenon of climate change, and the ways in 

which its discourse(s) interact with other existing discourses on climate change. It is hoped that the results 

of this research will contribute to a more informed academic debate on issues of social equity and climate 

change. As a discourse analysis, it also contributes to knowledge of the links between language, discourse, 

social and material conditions, and power, as well as understandings of discursive resistance and change.  
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Chapter 2 

Methodology of Discourse Analysis 

  The research methodology of this thesis involves a discourse analysis of various narratives 

surrounding climate change, with an emphasis on the emerging climate justice discourse(s). In this 

chapter, I describe and defend my approach to discourse analysis, including its philosophical and 

theoretical underpinnings, definition of discourse, and method of analysis. Positioned within a social 

constructivist framework, discourse is defined as a historically-situated, materially-embodied, and power-

imbued set of statements and rules that comprise a unique and coherent representation of the world. 

Beginning with a general literature review to identify existing discursive perspectives on climate change, 

the method involves the deconstruction of selected texts to identify present moment regularities of central 

arguments (statements) and assumptions (rules of formation); historically contextualize each discourse in 

relation to broader meta-discursive trajectories, theoretical traditions, and political, socio-economic, and 

ecological events; and locate the material existence of each discourse. The purpose of this methodological 

chapter is three-fold. First, it seeks to clearly situate my understanding of discourse and method of 

analysis within the array of existing approaches to discourse analysis. Second, it attempts to pre-emptively 

defend the methodology from positivist critique. Finally, it provides readers with a methodological 

roadmap with which to navigate the subsequent three chapters.  

 

2.1 Foucauldian Influences 

  The practice of discourse analysis as a research methodology is far from uniform. Discourse 

analysis, Jørgensen and Phillips affirm, represents “not just one approach but a series of interdisciplinary 

approaches that can be used to explore many different social domains in many different types of studies” 

(2002, 1). The most established of these methodologies include Foucauldian discourse analysis, 

encompassing both the earlier archaeological analysis and later genealogical approach (1981, 1984, 1990, 

[1969] 2002); the linguistics-based critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 1989, 1992, 1995; Wodak and 
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Meyer 2009; van Dijk 2001); Laclau and Mouffe’s discourse theory (1985); discursive psychology (Potter 

and Wetherell 1987); and, in the estimation of some, Jacques Derrida’s discursive deconstruction (1992). 

These approaches vary widely on everything from philosophical underpinnings and theoretical influences 

to the meaning of discourse and the scale and method of analysis (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Mills 

2004; Phillips and Hardy 2002; Sawyer 2002).  

  The particular approach to discourse analysis used in this thesis has its roots in the work of Michel 

Foucault (1984, 1990, [1969] 2002). Yet, while it uses Foucault’s ideas as conceptual tools, my discourse 

analytic does not claim to be a Foucauldian discourse analysis per se; rather, it is best understood as a 

customized hybrid of various authors’ descriptions and applications of Foucauldian-inspired discourse 

analysis in the fields of development studies and political ecology. Of particular influence on my approach 

were the methodological discussions of Sara Mills (2004), Marianne Jorgensen and Louise J. Phillips 

(2002), Linda J. Graham (2005), Derek Hook (2008), Gavin Kendall and Gary Wickham (1999), and R. 

Keith Sawyer (2002). The examples of discourse analysis found in the work of Timothy Mitchell (1995), 

Arturo Escobar (1995, 1998), Edward Said ([1978] 1979), John Dryzek (2005), Karin Bäckstrand and Eva 

Lövbrand (2007), and Maarten Hajer (1995) also contributed substantially to the analytic applied herein. 

The paragraphs that follow elaborate my particular methodology of discourse analysis, beginning with its 

philosophy and theoretical orientation.  

 

2.2 Philosophy and Theory 

  My methodology of discourse analysis is grounded in the social constructivist paradigm. As such, 

the project assumes a relativist perspective of the nature of reality. That is to say, it begins from the 

premise that while an objective, pre-given material world may exist, what is perceived as “real” is socially 

constituted. In other words, the external world is only available to us through a filter of social assumptions 

and norms that determine how we interpret and attribute meaning to objects and events (Burr 1995; 

Gergen 1985; Guba and Lincoln 1994; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002). More specifically, the thesis takes 

guidance from the particular constructivist theory of poststructuralism (Belsey 2002; Cuff, Sharrock, and 
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Francis 2006; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Sarup 1993; Weedon 1997). Poststructuralism is based on the 

belief that language is not simply a reflection of a fixed essence or pre-existing world, but plays a central 

role in the construction of social meaning and the reality that we experience (Cuff, Sharrock, and Francis 

2006; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Weedon 1997). Beyond a broad association with a particular subject, 

language signifiers do not have a stable, fixed meaning, but rather multiple and changing significations. 

There is no single system of meaning, but a plurality of systems that construct reality and identity in 

distinctive and potentially conflicting ways (Cuff, Sharrock, and Francis 2006; Jørgensen and Phillips 

2002; Weedon 1997). To draw on the subject of this research for an example, while the signifier “climate 

change” is associated with changes to the earth’s weather, beyond this it does not have a single, intrinsic, 

pre-determined meaning, but can be interpreted in a multitude of ways – from a catastrophic 

anthropogenic problem to a non-urgent phenomenon caused by natural variation in the earth’s climate, or 

from a problem solvable largely through carbon pricing to an issue demanding a complete redefinition of 

the present economic system. 

  In addition to constructivist and poststructuralist influences, the thesis is informed by the 

principles of critical research. In brief, research considered to be “critical” investigates underlying social, 

economic, and political structures to expose hidden mechanisms of power and their contributions to 

oppression, marginalization, and inequality (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Kirby, Greaves, and Reid 2006; 

O’Donoghue 2007; Usher 1996). Through the analysis of the climate justice discourse, this project seeks 

to support action for positive and emancipative social change related to the issue of climate change (Guba 

and Lincoln 2000; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Kirby, Greaves, and Reid 2006; O’Donoghue 2007). 

While some may point out an apparent contradiction in my attempt to carry out critical research within a 

social constructivist paradigm, I here adopt the perspective of Jørgensen and Phillips (2002) that “it is 

possible to practice social criticism without being able to make claims to absolute truth” (22).  
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2.3 Definition of Discourse 

  In defining discourse, I will begin with what is excluded from the understanding of discourse used 

in this thesis. First, discourse is not defined in the common sense usage as written or spoken debate or 

“communication of thought by speech; ‘mutual intercourse of language’ (Johnson); talk, conversation” 

(Oxford English Dictionary 2012). In addition, it is not defined in the language-based terms characteristic 

of critical discourse analysis and discursive psychology, in which discourse is largely confined to a textual 

existence and analysis involves systematically pulling apart specific sets of related texts at a grammatical, 

phonological, and semantic level in order to excavate underlying meaning (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 

1999; Dryzek 2005; Fairclough 1989, 1992, 1995; Potter and Wetherell 1987; Wodak and Meyer 2009).   

In sharp contrast with these common sense and text-based understandings, I define discourse as a 

unique and coherent set of central arguments (statements) and assumptions (rules of formation) that 

together comprise a socially-constituted representation of the world. In other words, discourse is a system 

for producing, interpreting, framing, knowing, and attributing meaning to reality and truth, or more 

specifically a particular subject or event like climate change (Escobar 1995; Hajer 1995; Hall 2001; 

Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Mills 2004; Mitchell 1995; Phillips and Hardy 2002; Said [1978] 1979). 

Texts are an important component of discursive materiality and central to the analytical method presented 

below, however discourse is seen to be far more than a set of signs or collection of publications; it also 

consists of the historical context in which it emerged and continues to develop, its wider material impacts 

and manifestations, and its effect as a mechanism of power and social control. The various dimensions of 

this understanding of discourse are elaborated in turn below.  

 

2.3.1 Statements and Rules 

  On a technical level, discourse is herein defined as comprising two main parts: statements and 

rules of formation (Foucault [1969] 2002 1972; Graham 2005; Kendall and Wickham 1999; Mills 2004; 

Sawyer 2002). Every discourse consists of a unique body of statements, which can be understood as the 

basic building blocks or “elementary units” of a discourse (Sawyer 2002, 437; Foucault [1969] 2002; 
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Graham 2005; Kendall and Wickham 1999; Mills 2004). It should be noted that statements are more than 

a mere cluster of sentences addressing a common theme; rather, they take the form of utterances, images, 

documents, gestures, and ways of acting that are systematically produced and rule-governed – in other 

words, they are maintained by a system of internal rules (Foucault [1969] 2002; Graham 2005; Kendall 

and Wickham 1999; Mills 2004; Sawyer 2002). These internal discursive rules – or, to make use of 

Foucault’s terminology, “rules of formation” – are the basic, often unconscious assumptions of a 

particular society at a particular point in time. As the underlying system of presuppositions from which 

statements arise, rules guide the production and recurrence of statements (Kendall and Wickham 1999).   

 In my definition, the statements and rules of a discourse are understood to have an internal 

coherence and regularity – meaning the logical relation of, and consistency of meaning within, the central 

arguments and assumptions of a discourse – and part of discourse analysis is the location of such 

coherencies. On this point, my understanding diverges from Foucault who strives simply to map the 

existence of both discursive concurrences and contradictions (Howarth 2002), and converges more with 

linguistic-based discourse analyses which use coherence as a key analytical concept (de Beaugrande and 

Dressler 1981; Halliday and Hasan 1976) (for further discussion on discursive coherence, see chapter 5). It 

should be stressed that, while discursive regularities can be identified in the present moment, the 

historically-specific and ever-evolving nature of discourse means that these regularities are always and 

only-ever transient and temporary. This tension between regularity and continual evolution must be kept 

in mind to avoid disconnecting discourse from its historical context, the importance of which is elaborated 

below.     

In defining discourse, it is important to specify the criteria for the existence of a distinct and 

independent discourse. By their very nature, discourses are not internally homogenous but tend to exhibit 

a degree of heterogeneity with regard to central arguments and assumptions. How, then, might one 

distinguish between a simple variation of an existing discourse, and an entirely different and separate 

discourse in its own right? Based on the definition of discourse as comprising a set of statements and rules 

characterized by internal regularity, it is here assumed that a discourse can be said to exist when a set of 
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unique set of statements and a unique set of rules of formation can be identified. These sets of statements 

and rules must exhibit coherency and regularity both within themselves and in relation to each other. 

Together, these criteria – unique and internally-coherent statements, a unique and internally-coherent 

rules, and a coherency between statements and rules – can be used to identify and substantiate the 

existence of a discrete discourse.  

 

2.3.2 Historical Context 

  In this thesis, the specific political, economic, and social context wherein a coherent set of 

statements and rules emerge and develop is viewed as an integral part of discourse (Bäckstrand and 

Lövbrand 2007; Hajer 1995; Hall 2001; Hook 2005; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Kendall and Wickham 

1999; Mills 2004; Sawyer 2002). It is assumed that many factors influence the historical trajectory and 

evolution of a particular discourse, including but not limited to economic trends, ecological events, 

scientific research, conferences, media coverage, publications, social movements, financial support or lack 

thereof, and broader theoretical developments. The main point is that discourses cannot be abstracted or 

divorced from the historical context in which they developed and continue to exist, but rather must be seen 

to be rapidly interacting and evolving – both within themselves and in relation to other discourses – in 

direct response to external, contextual changes. 

 

2.3.3 Materiality 

  Herein, discourses are also understood to have a visible, tangible material existence and effect 

(Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Dryzek 1995; Escobar 1995; Hook 2005; Kendall and Wickham 1999; 

Mills 2004; Said [1978] 1979). Discursive representation of reality – or, more specifically a representation 

of a particular phenomenon like climate change – will at some point be transformed into the material 

realm, often taking the form of laws, policies, and programs (Escobar 1995). “The impact of a discourse 

can often be felt in the policies of governments or intergovernmental bodies…” John Dryzek explains. 

“For example, the flurry of environmental legislation enacted in many industrialized countries around 
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1970 mostly reflected a discourse of administrative rationalism…” (2005, 20). In turn, policies have direct 

material effects on institutional architecture, physical infrastructure, resource exploitation, industrial and 

residential development, the flow of people and goods, and so on. The material existence of a discourse 

also includes such things as organized events, from formal conferences and summits to protests and press 

conferences, as well as popular media, academic literature, “vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, [and] 

doctrines” (Said [1978] 1979, 2). Additionally, particular ecological occurrences – such as the North 

American heat wave of 1988 or Hurricane Katrina – can take on social meaning and become associated 

with a particular discourse. The point is that discourse is not just an abstract system of ideas, but has a 

very tangible effect on human behavior, society, and the material world.   

 

2.3.4 Power 

  In this thesis, discourses are viewed as mechanisms of power and control (Bäckstrand and 

Lövbrand 2007; Escobar 1995; Hajer 1995; Hall 2001; Hook 2005; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002; Kendall 

and Wickham 1999; Mills 2004; Mitchell 1995; Sawyer 2002). The power of a discourse is seen to come 

from its capacity to define the conceptual boundaries within which we comprehend, speak, act, and even 

think about an object or phenomenon, and thereby shape knowledge, truth, and social reality (Hall 2001; 

Mitchell 1995). In other words, discourse functions to create a social reality, a common sense 

understanding, that appears “too obvious and straightforward to question” (Mitchell 1995, 210). In the 

words of Robert Young, the effects of discursive practices are “to make it virtually impossible to think 

outside them. To think outside them is, by definition, to be mad, to be beyond comprehension and 

therefore reason” (1981, 48). This becomes a source of power in that it determines what is considered 

relevant and important – and, perhaps more importantly, that which is deemed untruthful and irrelevant – 

to great material effect. “The [discursive] framing of an issue,” Karen O’Brien contends, “influences the 

questions that are asked, the research that is prioritized, and the solutions and policies that are proposed” 

(2006, 1-2). Arturo Escobar provides a similar description; discourse, he explains, “sets the rules of the 

game: who can speak, from what points of view, with what authority, according to what criteria of 
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expertise; it sets the rules that must be followed for this or that problem, theory, or object to emerge and 

be named [and] analysed” (1995).  

  On the subject of power, the concepts of discursive dominance and counter-dominance are 

integral to my definition of discourse (Dryzek 2005; Hajer 1995; Kendall and Wickham 1999; Mills 

2004). At any given time it will be possible to identify one discourse as the strongest, most widely 

influential and authoritative representation of a subject. This is known as the dominant discourse, while 

weaker, more marginal discourses are known as counter-discourses (Dryzek 2005; Mills 2004).2 It is the 

assumption of this research that within this dominant/counter-dominant dynamic, there is always the 

possibility for resistance (Mills 2004). As Sara Mills (2004) explains, “Foucault argues that resistance is 

already contained within the notion of power: where there is power there is resistance as he puts it. This is 

a very attractive concept, since for Foucault no power relation is simply one of total domination. Entailed 

within that relation is the force which may challenge or overthrow it (37).”  

  Discursive resistance may be possible, but is by no means easy. The dominance of a discourse is 

often self-reinforcing – the most influential discourses tend to be “supported by institutional funding, by 

the provision of buildings and staff by the state, and by the respect of the population as a whole, whereas 

the other is treated with suspicion and is cited both metaphorically and literally on the margins of society” 

(Mills 2004, 17; see also Said [1978] 1979). Discursive resistance is further hampered by the inability to 

exist fully “outside” a dominant discourse. As Foucault states, “Where there is power, there is resistance, 

and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power” 

(Foucault [1976] 1990, 95; Kendall and Wickham 1999; Mills 2004). While some believe this negates the 

possibility of resistance (see for example, Macdonnell 1986), I adopt the perspective of Sara Mills (2004), 

who argues that despite being unable to fully position oneself outside a dominant discourse, it is possible 

to create sites of resistance from which the actors surrounding oppressed discourses can challenge 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 As an aside, while Foucault seeks to identify a single discourse in a given historical period, my approach operates 
under the belief that multiple discourses co-exist (for elaboration of this point, see Mills 2004 and Jørgensen and 
Phillips 2002).	  
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prevailing representations of reality. Issues of discursive power and resistance are explored further in 

chapter 5.  

 

2.3.5 A Climate Change Example 

 To concretize this definition of discourse, let us consider it with regard to the subject of this 

research – the phenomenon of climate change. A climate change discourse is a system of statements 

regarding the root causes and likely impacts of, as well as the solutions to, rising greenhouse gas 

emissions. For instance, the cause of climate change could be identified as anything from externalized 

carbon costs to the structure of the capitalist economy to Cartesian views of nature. Similarly, the 

proposed solutions could range from carbon taxes to local resource control to the adoption of an alternate 

cosmology. Whatever their nature, these statements will rest on a set of foundational rules about the nature 

of the world – for example, the degree of human rationality, the extent of human technological ingenuity, 

or the relationship between humans and nature. In short, a climate change discourse consists of an 

intersecting group of rules that gives rise to a set of statements, which together form a coherent 

representation of the phenomenon.  

In the context of climate change, discursive power refers to the ability of a discourse to shape the 

way that people speak and think about the phenomenon of rising greenhouse gas emissions. A discourse 

on climate change ensures that a particular conception of the issue is enabled or even necessitated. For 

those embedded within the conceptual boundaries of a particular climate change discourse, its statements 

with regard to root causes, possible impacts, and effective solutions are seen not as one of many possible 

understandings, but as “self-evident, necessary, and universal truth” (Escobar 1995, 24). As a result, by 

shaping the rules of the game in which climate change can be known and managed, a discourse ensures 

that alternative ways of understanding, representing, and therefore acting upon the problem are excluded 

and obscured. The climate change discourse that most widely influences understandings of the 

phenomenon forms the dominant discourse, while more marginal discourses situated in resistance to the 

dominant discourse become counter-dominant discourses. As shown in the next chapter, multiple 
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discourses on climate change exist, and the actors surrounding each one struggle to make their discourse 

the predominant construction of climate change. 

 

2.4 Analytical Methods 

  On the basis of the above definition of discourse, a four-step method of analysis was developed. 

Elaborated more fully below, these four steps are as follows: (1) Identification of the existing discourses 

surrounding climate change; (2) identification of the statements and rules of formation of each discourse, 

with special attention to those of the emerging climate justice discourse(s); (3) historical contextualization 

of each identified discourse, with emphasis on the climate justice discourse(s); and (4) exploration of 

issues of power and resistance.   

  

2.4.1 Identification of Existing Discourses 

The first step in the method of analysis was to tentatively classify the primary discourses that exist 

on the subject of climate change. This was achieved through a broad exploratory review of the body of 

literature on climate change, beginning with several scholarly publications on environmental and climate 

change discourse. Of particular help were Alf Hornborg’s (2001) analysis of the zero-sum and cornucopia 

discourses and John Dryzek’s (2005) analysis of four environmental discourses – environmental problem-

solving, survivalism, sustainability, and green radicalism. Also of great assistance were Adger et al.’s 

(2001) analysis of two climate change narratives – the managerial and profligacy discourses; Karen 

Bäckstrand and Eva Lövbrand’s (2007) identification of three climate change discourses – green 

governmentality, ecological modernization, and civic environmentalism; and O’Brien et al.’s (2007) 

comparison of the scientific and human-security framings of climate change. While not a discourse 

analysis per se, Peter Newell and Matthew Patterson’s (2010) discussion of “climate capitalism” and the 

countervailing perspectives of climate justice was also useful. Together, these allowed me to establish a 

provisional map of four primary climate change discourses: early scientific, climate modernization, 

climate change denial, and climate justice.  



	   18	  

2.4.2 Identification of Statements and Rules 

The second step in the method of analysis was to confirm and substantiate the existence of these 

four primary discourses by identifying the two main components of a discrete discourse – a set of unique 

and coherent statements and rules of formation. This was accomplished through a focussed review of 

scholarly and primary documents (e.g. organizational publications, statements, websites, media releases, 

blogs, etc.) that appeared to embody each discourse. For each document reviewed, the key statements on 

climate change causes, impacts, and solutions were noted and systematically recorded. Upon completion 

of the review, these statements were compiled and cross-referenced to eliminate duplication, and those 

present in the majority of documents were assembled into a final list of statements for each discourse. To 

identify rules of formation, the statements in each the four lists were collectively deconstructed to 

excavate their underlying presuppositions. Additionally, the coherencies and contradictions of the 

discourses were observed and noted throughout this process.  

  The documents used to identify the statements and rules of the early scientific discourse were 

largely scholarly sources. Several papers on the emergence and early development of climate change 

science were particularly helpful (see Kellogg 1987; NRC 1983; Rowlands 1992; and Ungar 1992). To a 

small degree, the websites of various scientific bodies, for example the WMO and IPCC, were also used to 

substantiate tentatively-identified statements. The key documents used to locate the statements and rules 

of the climate change denial discourse were also scholarly analyses (see Dunlap and McCright 2010; and 

Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008). The website content of several climate change denial organizations, 

including the Marshall, Heartland, and Fraser Institutes, was also drawn upon. For both discourses, the 

documents reviewed were selected on the basis of their comprehensive content describing – or, in the case 

of primary documents, embodying – the central arguments of the two discourses. The justification for 

using a relatively small number of sources is that while the early scientific and climate change denial 

discourses provide important contextualization for the climate justice discourse, they are not the primary 

focus of this research.  



	   19	  

  Due to its apparent status as the dominant discourse on climate change, the climate modernization 

discourse demanded a more thorough analysis. As a result, scholarly articles were supplemented with a 

detailed analysis of a key primary document – the World Bank’s 2010 World Development Report. This 

document is symptomatic of the climate modernization discourse, which spans key institutional sites 

including not only the World Bank, but also the United Nations Environment Programme and a large array 

of large NGOs working on the issue of climate change. While some of the World Bank’s specific analysis 

and policy advocacy differ slightly from other key institutions, there is an evident commonality of 

statements between these institutions that justifies both the existence of a climate modernization discourse 

and also the World Bank’s document as an instantiation of this discourse.   

  As the central focus of this research, the identification of the statements and rules of the climate 

justice discourse involved a much larger selection of academic and primary documents. While scholarly 

descriptions of the climate justice perspective are limited, several scholarly articles referencing the subject 

were reviewed (see Ott, Sterk, and Watanabe 2008; Pettit 2004; and Roberts and Parks 2009). Of greatest 

assistance was a recent book by American activist and academic, Brian Tokar – Toward Climate Justice 

(2010). Despite these scholarly sources, analysis was primarily based on the deconstruction of 26 primary 

publications from major climate justice NGOs, networks, and conferences. These documents were 

selected on the basis of their association with well-established, active organizations or large, well-attended 

conferences on climate justice. In essence, an Internet search was used to identify key organizations and 

events, their list of publications were reviewed, and the prime documents were selected (e.g. declarations, 

statements, and sets of principles). See Appendix 1 for a list of the documents used.  

 

2.4.3 Historical Contextualization 

  After identifying statements and rules, the third analytical step was to investigate and describe the 

particular social, political, economic, and ecological events and circumstances under which each discourse 

emerged, developed, and continues to evolve – which, as noted above, is an integral component of a the 

definition of discourse adopted in this thesis. This task was achieved through an expanded literature 
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review, during which any economic, political, ecological, and social factors that may have influenced the 

evolution of perspectives on climate change (e.g. an economic trend, a notable weather event affecting 

public perception, or the popularization or decline of a particular theory) were tentatively identified and 

investigated. Further reading was used to verify and substantiate the influence of each identified factor on 

the four discourses.    

  

2.4.4 Exploration of Power and Resistance 

  As noted earlier, an integral part of a discourse is its effect as a mechanism of power and control. 

Hence, the fourth step in the analytical method was to tentatively explore the relative influence of the 

identified discourses on climate change, with particular attention to the relationship between the prevailing 

climate modernization discourse and emerging climate justice discourse(s). To begin, a general 

understanding of the nature of discursive power and opportunities for resistance was gained through a 

literature review, with a focus on Foucault-inspired literature (see Mills 2004). Following this, three 

indicators of discursive strength – adaptive capacity, internal coherency, and materiality – were developed 

and used to assess and compare the power of the climate modernization and climate justice discourses. 

Each of these indicators is further elaborated and justified in chapter 5.   

 

2.4.5 Defence of the Method 

  Scholars situated within instrumental research paradigms frequently criticize the methodology of 

discourse analysis. In particular, the absence of a structured, well-defined method of analysis has 

prompted generalized critiques of discourse analysis as an unsystematized, “anything goes” approach 

(Antaki et al. 2003, 2; Hook 2001; Graham 2005; Müller 2010). It is true that many discourse analysts do 

not follow a pre-defined method, and this is especially true of Foucauldian discourse analysts who, in an 

effort to avoid being labeled overly prescriptive by their poststructuralist colleagues, often provide only 

vague description of their research methods (Graham 2005; Kendall and Wickham 1999). However, it is 

my opinion that while discourse analysis has its pitfalls, the lack of a clearly-defined methodology is not 
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one of them. On the contrary, although it is important to explain what one means by discourse and how 

one is going to go about doing it, the very idea that there could be one specific method, or the positivist 

idea of neutral, universal method with which all research should comply, is deeply problematic. To 

elaborate this point, it is useful to draw on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method ([1975] 2004), the 

main theme of which is that scientific method and technique will not lead to truth. The reason for this, 

Gadamer argues, is that human beings are always-already positioned within a particular historical and 

cultural context that defines understanding of truth. In order to uncover truth, one must go beyond 

scientific method and focus instead on discovering the conditions and contexts that shape these 

understandings. In other words, rather than seeking truth, we should seek the conditions that define what is 

truth – which is precisely what is done through the process of discourse analysis.  

 

2.5 Reflexivity   

Making a claim about the existence and nature of the discourses surrounding the phenomenon of 

climate change – and more specifically, the discourses surrounding the movement for climate justice – is 

not without consequence. Indeed, such a claim may have significant implications for the development 

trajectory of these discourses. As Mills (2004) explains, a number of mechanisms contribute to the 

construction and maintenance of a discourse. One of these mechanisms is external commentary on a 

discourse, which includes written, visual, and/or verbal analysis – such as this thesis. Regardless of 

whether it is supportive or critical, the very act of creating such commentary unavoidably acknowledges 

and legitimates the existence of the particular discourse being discussed. In this way, it plays a critical role 

in establishing its existence and “ensur[ing] it keeps in circulation as legitimate knowledge” (Mills 2004, 

61). Moreover, the specific way in which a discourse is compartmentalized as a discrete entity, described, 

and represented in external commentary – in terms of its central arguments and assumptions, as well as its 

relationship to other discourses and theoretical traditions – may influence the direction of its future 

development. For instance, such description may inadvertently fail to represent some of the complexity of 

the discourse, intentionally or unintentionally privileging particular streams and perspectives within the 
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discourse while marginalizing others. Thus, it is important to be aware that, by writing about the existence 

of discrete discourse(s) of climate justice, this analysis is itself contributing to the construction of the 

discourse(s), and by extension may have a material impact on the world.  

In summary, this chapter aims to provide a methodological roadmap to guide the reader through 

the subsequent three chapters of my thesis. It defines and defends the chosen methodology of discourse 

analysis in the context of the research subject – climate change, and in particular the social movement for 

climate justice. Situated within the social constructivist and critical paradigms, discourse is defined as a 

historically-situated, materially-embodied, and power-imbued set of statements and rules that comprise a 

coherent way of thinking and speaking about the world. Beginning with a general literature review to 

identify existing discourses, the method that is outlined includes an analysis of present moment 

regularities of statements and rules of formation for each discourse; the historical contextualization of 

each discourse in relation to broader meta-discursive trajectories, theoretical traditions, and political, 

socio-economic, and ecological events; and the tentative exploration of issues of power and resistance on 

the basis of discursive flexibility, internal coherency, and materiality. The results of the application of this 

methodology are found in the following three chapters. 
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Chapter 3 

Primary Discourses on Climate Change 

  In this chapter, the key discourses surrounding climate change are identified and deconstructed. It 

is proposed that, at the present moment, four primary discourses exist: early scientific, climate 

modernization, climate change denial, and climate justice. Using the methodology outlined and justified in 

the second chapter, these four discourses are described using a two-pronged approach. First, the 

emergence and historical evolution of each discourse is described and contextualized in relation to broader 

meta-discursive trajectories, theoretical traditions, and political, socio-economic, and ecological events. 

Second, on the basis of discursive regularities existing at the time of analysis, the statements and rules of 

formation of each discourse – specifically with regard to the root causes and likely impacts of climate 

change, and effective solutions to the perceived problem – are mapped, with emphasis on the dominant 

climate modernization discourse.3 The purpose of this is to help readers envisage a discursive field of 

climate change composed of four distinct, yet continually interacting, interpretations of climate change 

existing side-by-side, and establish a foundation for a more in-depth analysis of the climate justice 

discourse in chapter 4 and a critical analysis of power and resistance within the discursive field of climate 

change in chapter 5.  

 

3.1 Early Scientific Discourse  

  Early discourse on climate change was largely limited to a relatively small community of 

scientists in meteorology, the physical sciences, climatology, and other disciplines related to the study of 

global climate dynamics. The first scientific studies linking variations in carbon dioxide emissions to 

changes in global climate date back to the turn of the nineteenth century (see Arrhenius 1896 and 

Chamberlin 1899), however it was not until the 1950s that the idea of climate change began to gain 

traction with the larger scientific community (Kellogg 1987; Rowlands 1992; Ungar 1992). A key moment 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The emerging climate justice is the central focus of this research; hence, while its statements and rules are briefly 
described in this chapter, they are more thoroughly deconstructed and analysed in chapter 4. 
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came in 1957 when American scientist Charles David Keeling launched an initiative to monitor carbon 

dioxide levels at the Mauna Loa Observatory and the South Pole (Kellogg 1987; NRC 1987; Rowlands 

1992; Ungar 1992). In the same year, scientists Roger Revelle and Hans Suess of the Scripps Institution of 

Oceanography published a paper on oceanic carbon dioxide absorption wherein they declared: “Human 

beings are now carrying out a large-scale geophysical experiment of a kind that could not have happened 

in the past nor be reproduced in the future” (1957, quoted in Rowlands, 89; see also Kellogg 1987; NRC 

1983; Ungar 1992). Only a few years later in March 1963, the Conservation Foundation hosted a scientific 

conference on the Implications of Rising Carbon Dioxide Content of the Atmosphere (Kellogg 1987; NRC 

1987; Rowlands 1992; Ungar 1992).  

  Scientific awareness of climate change solidified in the 1970s and 1980s through a series of 

international conferences. In 1979, the WMO organized the first-ever international scientific meeting on 

the subject – the World Climate Conference (Kellogg 1987; Rowlands 1992; Ungar 1992). On its heels, 

two sister conferences were held in Villach, Austria in 1985 and 1987. Jointly organized by the WMO, the 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), and the International Council of Scientific Unions, the 

Villach conferences addressed the Assessment of the Role of Carbon Dioxide and of Other Greenhouse 

Gases in Climate Variations and Associated Impacts (Kellogg 1987; Rowlands 1992; Ungar 1992; WMO 

2012). Two years later, the 10th Congress of the WMO declared the need for an “objective, balanced, and 

internationally-coordinated scientific assessment” of greenhouse gas impact on the global climate (WMO 

2012). As a result, a new international scientific body, the IPCC, was established and its first assessment 

report was released in 1990 (IPCC 1990; WMO 2012b). While scientists were beginning to acknowledge 

the need to explore the socio-political and economic dimensions of climate change, generally speaking 

research and dialogue remained strictly scientific and apolitical during the early stages of climate change 

awareness (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Neirenberg, Tschinkel & Tschinkel 2010; Rowlands 1992; 

Ungar 1992).  

 As a result of its confinement to scientific circles, the discursive field of climate change was, up 

until the late 1970s and to some degree into the 1980s, dominated by a single scientific framing – the early 
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scientific discourse (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Neirenberg, Tschinkel & Tschinkel 2010; Rowlands 

1992). This discourse problematized climate change in largely biophysical and technical terms. Its core 

statement was that rising carbon dioxide emissions were changing the planet’s climate in potentially 

dangerous ways. The root cause of the phenomenon was understood as the rapid increase in the human 

combustion of fossil fuels, and while the science remained somewhat uncertain, impacts were broadly 

conceived as changes in average air and ocean temperatures, and secondary ecological changes including 

ice cap melt, sea level rise, droughts and floods, more severe storms, and other weather irregularities.4 

“Through the work of an expanding climate science community during the second half of the twentieth 

century,” Karin Bäckstrand and Eva Lövbrand affirm, “anthropogenic climate change at an early stage 

was defined as a global problem caused by human fossil fuel burning and elevated levels of greenhouse 

gases in the atmosphere” (2007, 126). Accordingly, the solutions advanced were technical in nature and 

concentrated on the measurement of greenhouse gas levels, complex numerical modeling, and expanded 

scientific research. For example, the final report from the Conservation Foundation conference 

recommended “special emphasis on continuation of the CO2 monitoring program and more exact 

quantitative knowledge of the biosphere,” and went onto suggest that “a committee of the National 

Academy of Sciences, National Research Council, might be charged with exploring the problem” (NRC 

1983, 491). Overall, little consideration was given to the underlying socio-political and economic 

structures, norms, behaviours, and beliefs driving greenhouse gas combustion, and relationships between 

climate change and social equity and wellbeing, governance structures and policy, and economics were 

largely excluded from the discourse (Neirenberg, Tschinkel & Tschinkel 2010; Rowlands 1992; Ungar 

1992). 

  The early scientific discourse was a child of modern Western science and the scientific rationalist 

worldview within which it emerged. Developing through the work of the seventeenth century philosophers 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 The early scientific discourse had, and continues to have, a material foundation in climate-related scientific 
organizations like the WMO, the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, and the IPCC. For an example of a recent 
primary document from these organizations that instantiates the statements of the early scientific discourse, see 
WMO 2012a.  
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René Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, Gottfried Leibniz, and somewhat later, Immanuel Kant, scientific 

rationalism has prevailed in Western thought since the Enlightenment era and the Scientific Revolution 

(Gennaro and Huenemann 1999; Parkinson 1993; Phemister 2006). At some risk of oversimplification, 

scientific rationalism is based on the belief that “rational, abstract, and universalistic” thought is the most 

dependable source of truth and knowledge (Hekman 1990, 5). When relying on empirical observation of 

the physical world, a scientific method conforming to the principles of objectivity, measurability, and 

repeatability must be used to overcome sensory fallibility and ensure sound results (Gennaro and 

Huenemann 1999; Parkinson 1993; Phemister 2006). A belief in nature as passive, mechanistic, and 

subject to human control and domination, as well as a rigid duality between human beings and nature is 

also central to the worldview of scientific rationalism (Hekman 1990; Merchant 1980). As the 

philosophical basis of modern science, the main principles of scientific rationalism – the link between 

rational thought and truth, the importance of scientific method, and the assumption of human/nature 

separation – comprise the rules of formation of the early scientific discourse on climate change.  

 

3.2 Climate Modernization Discourse  

  By the mid 1980s and early 1990s, the issue of climate change had begun to expand beyond the 

scientific domain to the agendas of politicians, environment ministers, international development 

agencies, policy analysts, the public, and environmental organizations (Franz 1997; Rowlands 1992; 

Ungar 1992). The 1985 Villach conference is often noted as the first time that policies to respond to 

climate change science were discussed (Franz 1997; Kellogg 1987; Rowlands 1992). The conference’s 

final report stated that “support for the analysis of policy and economic options should be increased by 

governments and funding agencies. In these assessments the widest possible range of social responses 

aimed at preventing or adapting to climate change should be identified, analysed and evaluated. These 

assessments should be initiated immediately and should employ a variety of available methods” (quoted in 

Kellogg 1987, 127). In addition to reviewing the state of knowledge with regard to climate change 

science, the IPCC’s 1988 mandate included inquiry into the “social and economic impact of climate 
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change, possible response strategies and elements for inclusion in a possible future international 

convention on climate” (IPCC 2012). However, it was not until the late 1980s that a perfect storm of 

events catapulted the issue to the forefront of public consciousness and the international political agenda 

(Franz 1997; Rowlands 1992; Ungar 1992).  

During the 1980s, a spike in average global temperatures produced five summers of record-

breaking heat in North America in short succession (Ungar 1992). This decade of heatwaves culminated in 

1988 with, as noted by Ungar (1992), such effects as increased air pollution, severe drought, storms that 

were both more frequent and fierce, and extensive forest fires (see also Franz 1997; Rowlands 1992). 

During the same summer, NASA scientist James Hansen presented to the United States Congress the first-

ever study quantifying the human effect on the global climate, in which he asserted 99 percent certainty 

that the heatwaves of the 1980s were linked to global warming (Ungar 1992; Rowlands 1992). New 

research exposing the issue of ozone depletion further contributed to public awareness of human impact 

on the atmosphere. Combined with a growing scientific consensus on climate change, Ungar (1992) notes 

that the confluence of “a reserve of latent public concern” (492) regarding environmental destruction and 

intensive media coverage of the North American heat wave (see for example, Philip Shabecoff, New York 

Times, March 29, 1988) produced a “weather scare” (489) amongst the general public that is widely 

credited with propelling climate change into the political spotlight (see also Franz 1997 and Rowlands 

1992).  

Public anxiety over a global warming catastrophe waned with the heat, but the concept of global 

climate change had been firmly planted in the political realm (Rowlands 1992). In June 1988 the Toronto 

Conference on the Changing Atmosphere marked the first non-scientific international conference on 

climate change; among other things, its final report recommended an ambitious CO2 emission reduction 

target of 20 percent by 2005 and mitigation strategies such as carbon taxation (Franz 1997; Rowlands 

1992; Ungar 1992). The following year, a ministerial meeting on climate policy convened in Noordwijk, 

Netherlands, and in 1992 the UNFCCC became the first multilateral international treaty on climate change 

(Franz 1997; UNFCCC 2012a). In the same year, the World Bank’s annual World Development Report 
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addressed the relationship between development and environment with an emphasis on the issue of 

climate change, and in 1997 the Kyoto Protocol, replete with binding emissions reductions, was opened 

for signature (WDR 1992; UNFCCC 2012a). The first NGOs with climate-related mandates also emerged 

at this time: in October 1988, an international group known as the Global Greenhouse Network was 

established (Gribben and Kelly 1989, cited in Ungar 1992). The Climate Action Network was founded 

shortly after in 1989 and in the same year Greenpeace carried out its first climate action – driving a van 

disguised as a yellow submarine to a meeting of environment ministers in Charlottetown, Prince Edward 

Island (Franz 1997; Sierra Club 2012).  

Not surprisingly, the relatively sudden migration of climate change from the realm of science to 

the realm of policy precipitated a new interest in the socio-political and economic dimensions of the 

climate problem (Rowlands 1992). Beginning in the early 1990s, both academics and lawmakers began to 

pose challenging new questions: What is the relationship between climate change and issues such as 

agriculture and food security, health, economy, technology, policymaking, and social equity? How do 

current socio-economic and political structures affect climate change? What are the socio-economic 

implications of rising emissions, and what types of policies will effectively mitigate climate change? Put 

simply, new questions and concerns that the original scientific narrative was largely unable to encompass 

quickly multiplied. In response to this sudden discursive vacuum, a new narrative on climate change 

began to solidify in the early 1990s – namely, the climate modernization discourse.5  

The climate modernization discourse was largely a child of the policy and institutional 

environment of the 1980s and 1990s – in particular, the dominance of neoliberal ideology in both 

economic and development theory. From the end of WWII through the 1970s, Keynesian economic theory 

– predicated in part on the central role of the public sector and importance of government in economic 

management – had prevailed (Palley 2005). However, the stagflation crisis of 1973 precipitated a shift in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 It is interesting to note that while the climate modernization perspective quickly ascended to a position of 
discursive dominance (see chapter 5), the early scientific discourse continued to exist alongside and in support of the 
new political discourse. In a sense, the climate modernization discourse encompassed the “truth” of	  early scientific 
discourse –	  namely, that human-induced climate change was causing harmful climate change – as one of its founding 
rules of formation.	  



	   29	  

economic philosophy towards neoliberalism and the Washington Consensus program of free markets, 

supply and demand, and individual competition – and it was within this context that the climate 

modernization discourse emerged (Palley 2005). A similar shift took place in development theory. 

Following WWII, national developmentalism – a model for domestic industrialization based on import 

substitution, the expansion of state institutions and regulatory control, and protective tariffs and subsidies 

– dominated development efforts in post-colonial regions (Bresser-Pereira 2009; Taylor 2009). But as 

foreign demand for exports dried up with the oil shock of 1973, this state-directed, centrally-planned 

development model was thrown into crisis (Taylor 2009). By the 1980s, the development policy 

institutionalized at the international level was infused with the doctrine of neoliberal reform; economic 

rationality was seen as a universal attribute of human behaviour and, consequently, markets could be 

relied upon to achieve efficient development without interference from government (Bresser-Pereira 2009; 

Öniș and Şenses 2005).  

The formation of the climate modernization discourse was also strongly influenced by two 

prevailing theories of environmental change – sustainable development and ecological modernization.6 

During the 1970s, several “radical” environmental theories – including deep ecology, dependency theory, 

and world-systems analysis – had enjoyed relative popularity (Dryzek 2005). Based on the notion that 

industrial capitalism was incompatible with ecological integrity and socially just development, these 

theories had challenged the basic premises of orthodox scientific rationalism, including human/nature 

separation (see for example, Naess 1973). However, by the 1980s, shifts towards neoliberalism in 

economic and development theory had propelled the emergence of a new environmental narrative – that of 

sustainable development (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Dryzek 2005; Hornborg 2001; Sevilla-Guzmán 

and Woodgate 1997). Sustainable development – commonly defined as “development that meets the needs 

of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs” – rejected 

indiscriminate economic growth, but did not question growth itself (WCED 1987); rather, environmental 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 As a point of clarification, the term “climate modernization” was extrapolated from the broader discourse of 
“ecological modernization,” in which it is embedded. Accordingly, it refers not to the modernization of the climate, 
but rather the modernization of the current industrial economy as the main solution to climate change.    
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preservation, social equity, and economic growth were assumed reconcilable. The concept, Sevilla-

Guzmán and Woodgate explain,  

promotes generalized increases in levels of consumption so long as they remain in line with 
ecological carrying capacity and do not exceed levels to which all may reasonably aspire. For 
highly industrialized nations, however, where levels of consumption already exceed domestic 
production and carrying capacity, sustainable development allows for continued realization of 
growth potential, so long as it is not achieved at expense of others. Such growth will continue to 
be industrial in nature (1997, 86).  

 

  Dovetailing with sustainable development, the theory of ecological modernization originated in 

the 1980s and early 1990s as both a reaction to radical environmental perspectives and the logical 

extension of neoliberal principles to the environmental realm (see for example, Mol 1995, 2002; Mol and 

Sonnenfeld 2000; Spaargaren, Mol, and Buttel 2000; Spaargaren and Mol 1992; and Spaargaren 1996). It 

offered a market-based, managerial, and technocratic analysis of environmental change with an emphasis 

on cost-effectiveness and flexibility. At its core, the theory argued that environmental problems are not the 

result of deep economic structures, but capitalism’s failure to internalize environmental costs; 

environmental woes can be mitigated through the modernization of economy – for example, affixing a 

price to ecological damage and modifying governance structures to enable more flexible, decentralized, 

and cost effective “green” regulation (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Dryzek 2005; Hajer 1995). Such 

modernization will produce a more efficient, service-based, and materially de-intensified form of 

capitalism in which human capital is substituted for natural capital (Christoff 1996, quoted in Bäckstrand 

and Lövbrand 2007; Dryzek 2005). Furthermore, continual economic expansion and ecological 

preservation are not at odds, but rather mutually reinforcing: growth will increase overall wealth, create a 

populace willing to pay for environmental quality, and incent technological innovations for ever-more-

efficient production and consumptive processes (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Dryzek 2005; Hajer 

1995; Hornborg 2001). John Dryzek usefully sums up the rise of sustainability and ecological 

modernization theory: 

[The discourse of] sustainability commences in the 1980s and is defined by imaginative attempts 
to dissolve the conflicts between environmental and economic values….The concepts of growth 
and development are redefined in ways which render obsolete the simple projections of the limits 
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discourse….At the same time ideas about ecological modernization, seeing economic growth and 
environmental protection as essentially complementary, arise in Europe (2005, 16). 
 

Together with shifts towards neoliberalism in both economic and development policy, the dominance of 

these two dovetailing environmental narratives strongly influenced the new climate change discourse that 

emerged as the phenomenon exploded onto the international political agenda in the late 1980s.  

The climate modernization discourse presents a technocratic, market-based, and managerial 

representation of climate change (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Newell and Paterson 2010).7  It 

constructs climate change not as a fundamental contradiction between unlimited economic growth and 

finite ecological limits, but as a relatively minor problem of the carbon-intensity of current economic 

growth patterns caused by energy inefficiencies and high carbon energy sources. The root causes of such 

inefficiencies are seen as the externalization of the cost of carbon, a lack of incentives for technical 

ingenuity, and governance failures. The uneven distribution of climate change impacts is recognized, 

however it is assumed that adaptation funds and technology/knowledge transfer will serve to mitigate 

these inequalities. In turn, this problematization of climate change shapes the broad solution and particular 

actions that follow: a shift to a low-carbon form of economic growth through increased energy efficiency 

and expansion of low-carbon energy sources – a transition to be achieved with carbon-pricing strategies, 

technological innovation, and improved management (see WDR 2010).  

Given the dominance of the climate modernization discourse (see chapter 5), it is worth 

elaborating its key statements and rules. As noted, the primary cause of climate change is seen as the 

market economy’s failure to appropriately internalize the cost of fossil fuel combustion. This has produced 

a classic tragedy of the commons in which the absence of a financial price on carbon means there is little 

incentive for rational economic actors to consume fossil fuels sparingly or demand low-carbon energy 

sources. A second cause is a paucity of low-carbon technological innovation. A lack of financial and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 This section is largely based on a deconstruction of the World Bank’s 2010 World Development Report, which was 
subtitled Development and Climate Change. This document usefully instantiates the climate modernization 
perspective, and was used to provide the following analysis of the statements and assumptions of the discourse 
(WDR 2010). Other primary documents instantiating the climate modernization discourse can be found on the 
website of the United Nations Environment Program (see UNEP 2012).  
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regulatory incentives, the discourse suggests, has inhibited the research, development, and deployment of 

efficient and low-carbon technologies, as well as technologies capable of mitigating greenhouse gases 

post-emission. This has resulted in the prevalence of technologies, for example vehicles or appliances, that 

use energy inefficiently, and a predominance of carbon-based energy sources. The third root cause of 

climate change is identified as economic governance failures. The existence of misdirected or inadequate 

policy – for example, subsidies on fossil fuels – means that governments have failed to compensate for 

energy-related market imperfections (for example, see WDR 2010).  

By extension, the solutions advanced by the climate modernization discourse focus on carbon-

pricing, “green” technological development, and improved governance. The pricing of carbon-intensive 

goods will prompt rational consumers to buy cheaper low-carbon options and rational business owners to 

transition to low-carbon modes of production. Applied on a national or global scale, carbon-pricing tools 

like taxes or cap-and-trade schemes incent societal-level shifts away from high-carbon activities towards 

low-carbon alternatives. In turn, a large-scale transition to low-carbon alternatives would substantially 

increase demand for these options, thereby stimulating rational investors to redirect financial investments 

towards their development. Simultaneously, financial and regulatory incentives for “green” technology 

development will increase the efficiency of energy use – for instance, through the development of vehicles 

that consume less fuel-per-kilometer or refrigerators that use less electricity. It can also advance low-

carbon energy sources, such as biomass, wind, and solar to facilitate the phase-out of high-carbon sources. 

Moreover, human ingenuity can be applied to geoengineer carbon sinks and develop other strategies, 

including adding nutrients to the ocean to increase carbon-absorbing phytoplankton or destroying 

halocarbon molecules with lasers, that can reduce greenhouse gas emissions post-emission. Finally, 

effective regulations – for example subsidies, taxes, and caps that attach a price to carbon – will play a key 

role in internalizing the ecological cost of carbon combustion, as well as minimizing market failure. 

Moreover, public investment can compensate for informational imperfections in sectors that are critical to 

climate mitigation, but in which high transaction costs have generated weak private financing (see for 

example, WDR 2010). 
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As a prime instantiation of the climate modernization discourse, a few excerpts from the World 

Bank’s 2010 World Development Report on development and climate change can help to concretize the 

relationship between markets, technology, and governance described above. From its first page, the Report 

embraces carbon-pricing strategies and envisions a global mitigation effort in which “carbon will have a 

price worldwide and will be traded, taxed, or regulated in all countries.” Once a carbon price exists, it 

goes onto assert, “market forces will direct most consumption and investment decisions toward low-

carbon options. With global coverage many of the complications affecting the current carbon market—

additionality, leakage, competitiveness, scale—will fall away” (2010, 271). Efficiency gains through 

technological innovation are also central to the World Bank’s analysis: 

The second-largest source of potential emission reductions comes from use of low-to zero-
emission fuels for power generation – particularly renewable energy. Many of these technologies 
are commercially available today, have benefits for development, and can be deployed much more 
widely under the right policy frameworks. Scaling them up requires putting a price on carbon and 
providing financial incentives to deploy low-carbon technologies. Large-scale deployment will 
help reduce their costs and make them more competitive….Not-yet-proven advanced 
technologies, such as carbon capture and storage, are needed urgently and on a large scale. 
Accelerating their widespread availability and use will require greatly enhanced research, 
development, and demonstration as well as technology sharing and transfer (2010, 190).  

Additionally, the Report’s perspective on development and climate change emphasizes the role of 

improved governance in climate mitigation:  

Climate change requires public interventions to address the multiple market failures driving it—
the failures of pricing; of research and technology development; and of coordination and 
collective action, global, national, and local. As providers of public goods and correctors of 
externalities, governments are expected to address these market failures….[They] will be expected 
to steer the private sector, facilitate community action, and establish the optimal decentralization 
of adaptation and mitigation decision making and action. On top of steering, governments will be 
expected to play an “ensuring” function: guaranteeing that targets and goals are achieved through 
new emphasis on regulation, taxation, long-term planning, and communication. Addressing these 
challenges will require broadening government objectives and agendas and stepping up the type, 
scope, and quality of government interventions. Governments will need to review the way they 
operate if they are to successfully address the climate challenge (2010, 330).  

 

  The statements of the climate modernization discourse rest on five main rules of formation. First, 

the current science on climate change is sound and a trustworthy basis for policy action. Second, human 

beings are innately, and therefore universally, rational and utility maximizing. By extension, the economy 
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is an aggregate of self-interested individuals, who, under conditions of perfect information, act according 

to the logic of capital accumulation and profit-maximization. It follows that societal-level patterns of 

consumption and investment can be shaped by the financial price (or lack thereof) of goods and services. 

Third, human beings possess technical ingenuity. We have an extraordinary – even unlimited – capacity to 

innovate and apply ideas to solve practical environmental problems. Such innovative abilities enable 

human beings to manage the complexity of ecological systems and negate contradictions between 

economic growth and ecological limits. Fourth, economic benefits and environmental impacts correspond 

geographically – in other words, a country or region that benefits from an economic activity will also 

experience the environmental impact associated with that economic activity (see Hornborg 2001). Fifth, 

human beings are separate from nature, which is a mechanistic, un-thinking and un-feeling resource to be 

exploited for human benefit. While human beings affect and are affected by environmental change, they 

are distinct from the environment that surrounds them.8  

 

3.3 Climate Change Denial Discourse 

  The climate modernization discourse quickly assumed a position of dominance in the discursive 

field of climate change (see chapter 5), however its dominance did not go unchallenged. By the late 1980s, 

a counter-discourse of climate change denial had also started to take form (Dunlap and McCright 2010, 

2011). In the words of Sharon Begley, “As soon as the scientific community began to come together on 

the science of climate change, the pushback began” (Newsweek, August 13, 2007). While it has remained 

in a subordinate discursive position, the climate denial narrative was an influential discourse within the 

global climate change debate throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, and remains a significant force today 

(Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011; Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008). 

In large part, the discourse of climate denial was the product of a conservative political movement 

that resurged in the 1960s and 1970s in response to increased government intervention in social and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 These rules of formation were largely identified through a deconstruction of the World Bank’s World Development 
Report (2010). For a description of this process, see chapter 2.  
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economic matters and the emergence of several liberal social movements, including environmentalism, 

feminism, and civil rights (Dunlap and McCright 2011; Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008). This 

movement was grounded in the basic principles of conservative political philosophy, including free and 

competitive trade, individual freedom, private property rights, and social conservatism (Dunlap and 

McCright 2010; Lo 1982 in Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008). During the Cold War era, much of the 

conservative movement’s efforts had focussed on subduing the “red threat” to free markets. However, the 

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 and shrinking threat of communism, coupled with the increasing 

prominence of environmental issues – for example, James Hansen’s testimony to the United States Senate, 

the establishment of the IPCC, the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, and the formation of the UNFCCC – 

caused the conservative movement to shift its attacks to the emerging “green threat” (Jacques, Dunlap, and 

Freeman 2008; Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011). “The 1992 Earth Summit in Rio marked an important 

turning point,” Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman explain. “The US conservative movement began to see 

global environmentalism as a threat to US national sovereignty and economic power and became 

aggressively anti-environmental” (2008, 1).  

In addition to conservatism, the climate change denial discourse was shaped by a discourse of 

environmental skepticism, particularly within the United States (Simon 1981). Arising in the late 1980s, 

environmental skepticism was, in large part, a reaction to the growth of global environmentalism and its 

perceived capacity to undermine conservative socio-economic principles and modern “Western progress” 

in general (Dunlap and McCright 2010, 243; Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008). The discourse 

espoused a deep suspicion of the legitimacy of environmental problems and the scientific evidence for 

their existence (Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008; Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011). Political 

interests, along with dangerously “radical” environmentalists, the discourse asserted, had manipulated the 

objectivity of scientific studies, and findings on issues from pesticides to pollution were accordingly 

overstated (Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008). In actuality, environmental problems were not as serious 

as environmentalists suggested, and certainly not serious enough to merit prioritization over more pressing 

social and economic issues (Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008).  
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Due to its sudden emergence on the international political agenda in the late 1980s, the issue of 

climate change became a key focus of environmental skepticism. Dunlap and McCright point out that, 

climate change became the cause célèbre among conservatives even before the 1992 Earth 
Summit, as exemplified by a 1989 column in Forbes magazine arguing that “just as Marxism is 
giving way to markets, the political ‘greens’ seem determined to put the world economic back into 
the red, using the greenhouse effect to stop unfettered market-based economic expansion” (quoted 
in Lahsen 1999: 129) (2010, 245).   

 

Aided by improved communication technologies, the lobbying efforts and publications of a small group of 

contrarian scientists and conservative think tanks propelled the development of a discourse of climate 

change denial (Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011). Two conservative think tanks, the Marshall Institute 

and the Heartland Institute, started critiquing climate science in the late 1980s and have been amongst the 

loudest voices of climate change denial (Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011). For example, in 1992 the 

Marshall Institute was joined by two industry organizations – Global Climate Coalition and Information 

Council on the Environment – to lobby against a global treaty for climate change mitigation. Patrick 

Michaels, a climatologist at the University of Virginia, published numerous documents attacking climate 

science, including a regular newsletter and blog known as the World Climate Report. The work of these 

organizations and individuals was enabled by conservative media coverage and funding from oil 

corporations and industry associations that include ExxonMobil, the American Petroleum Institute, and 

the Western Fuels Association (Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011). 

The five central statements of the climate change denial discourse are starkly opposed to those of 

climate modernization. First, despite claims of scientific consensus on the existence of climate change, the 

science of climate change remains uncertain and is highly questionable – even “junk science” (Jacques, 

Dunlap, and Freeman 2008). A quote from a recently published book by Patrick Michaels (2004) reflects 

this statement: “Global warming is an exaggerated issue, predictably blown out of proportion by the 

political and professional climate in which it evolved…. This book chants a litany of questionable science, 

overstated science, poorly reported science and unwarranted statements by scientists themselves, all on the 

subject of climate change” (5). Second, it is highly likely that the phenomenon of climate change does not 
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actually exist. Any evidence of warming can be attributed to natural climate fluctuation, for example 

variability of the sun’s heat (Adger et al. 2001; Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011). Third, even if climate 

change is occurring, it is not a serious problem; any effects will be small and largely beneficial in 

economic and social terms (Adger et al. 2001; Dunlap and McCright 2010, 2011). Fourth, actions to 

address climate change, such as economic regulation, would have a high fiscal and social cost (Dunlap 

and McCright 2010, 2011). Fifth, due to the harmful impacts of climate regulation, any action to address 

the issue of climate change should be postponed until more scientific certainty exists – particularly when 

more pressing issues exist and should be prioritized (Adger et al. 2001; Dunlap and McCright 2010).9 

These statements are produced and delimited by several rules of formation, or underlying assumptions. In 

essence, these rules correspond with the core principles of conservative economic philosophy. These 

include free and competitive markets, the expansion of production and consumption, individual freedoms, 

private property rights, as well as reduced government regulation of business and industry (Greenberg 

2006; Jacques, Dunlap, and Freeman 2008).  

 

3.4 Climate Justice Discourse(s) 

By the early twenty-first century, disaffection with the market-based, managerial, and technocratic 

approach of climate modernization was deepening – particularly amongst politicians and NGOs of the 

Global South, but also amongst Indigenous populations and peasant organizations around the world, as 

well as communities of colour in the United States (Newell 2000; Roberts and Parks 2009; Tokar 2010). 

The discontent of these groups stemmed primarily from the belief that the dominant climate 

modernization approach was failing to adequately address climate-related inequities (Ott, Sterk, and 

Watanabe 2008; Roberts and Parks 2009; Tokar 2010). Of specific concern were historical differences in 

contributions to global greenhouse gas emissions and differences in vulnerability to the impacts of climate 

change: southern countries, Indigenous peoples, peasant farmers, and people of colour have historically 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 For examples of primary documents that instantiate the climate change denial discourse, see George Marshall 
Institute 2008 or Singer, Idso, and Carter 2011.  
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emitted disproportionately lower levels of greenhouse gases, yet are more vulnerable to the impacts of 

climate change and have less economic and technical ability to adapt (Newell 2000; Roberts and Parks 

2009). The climate modernization approach, these groups argued, was not doing enough to recognize and 

mitigate these injustices (Ott, Sterk, and Watanabe 2008; Roberts and Parks 2009; Tokar 2010).   

Southern discontent began with the signing of the UNFCCC. Article 3 of the Convention 

acknowledged common but differentiated responsibilities between North/South (UNFCCC 1992), 

however disagreement between northern and southern countries over real obligations quickly emerged 

(Roberts and Parks 2006, 2007). In the words of Roberts and Parks,  

Developing countries read the ‘common but differentiated’ language with great precision: 
industrialized nations would need to take the lead by cutting their own emissions and transferring 
large sums of environmental assistance to the South. However, developed countries saw more 
room for selective interpretation. Before the ink had even dried on the UNFCCC agreement, rich 
nations began to backpedal on their promise of massive technological transfer and technical 
assistance to the developing world (2006, 338).  
 

The North/South divide deepened with the United States’ refusal to sign onto the Kyoto Protocol until 

“key developing countries meaningful participate” – in other words, adopt binding emissions targets 

(Parks and Roberts 2010; Rajamani 2000, 120; Roberts and Parks 2006, 2007). Moreover, as the years 

passed, it became increasingly apparent that Annex 1 countries were failing to make credible progress 

towards reduction targets: by 2009, five years after the Protocol went into effect, and twelve years after 

the agreement was first signed, emissions in industrialized countries had climbed, rather than fallen, to 

almost 10 percent over 1990 levels (UNFCCC 2009, cited in Adams and Luchsinger 2009). In addition, 

many southern countries considered the financial and technology commitments made within the 

framework to be inadequate, for example the website for the World People’s Conference on Climate 

Change states: “Developing countries have failed to meet their commitments to setting aside additional, 

ongoing financial resources to help developing nations confront the impacts and costs of climate change. 

Additionally, there have been a series of institutional problems affecting the administration of the scant 

resources that have so far been gathered to address the needs of developing countries” (2010d). The final 

blow to North/South climate relations came in 2009 at COP-15 in Copenhagen, when the refusal of some 
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Annex 1 countries to commit to binding emissions reductions unless implemented by all countries resulted 

in a substantially weakened, non-binding accord (Christoff 2010). 

At the same time, vulnerable populations within developing countries, as well as industrialized 

countries, began to experience ecological changes resulting, or perceived to result, from climatic change 

(Roberts and Parks 2006). For example, during the late 1980s and early 1990s, Bangladesh experienced 

two destructive floods and two typhoons with a cumulative death toll of over one hundred thousand 

people – events projected to only increase in intensity and severity with climate change (Roberts and 

Parks 2006). Another notable event occurred in 2005 when Hurricane Katrina tore through New Orleans 

resulting in a levee breach with a clear and disproportionately heavy impact on African American 

neighbourhoods (Bullard and Wright 2009). The significance of these ecological changes lay in the 

concatenating physical effects suffered by vulnerable populations: these first-hand experiences threw the 

social justice aspects of climate change into sharp relief and contributed to a general increase in awareness 

surrounding issues of climate change equity.  

Largely in response to concatenating climatic events and growing evidence of northern countries’ 

inaction, a number of transnational networks and NGOs dedicated to social equity and climate change 

were established in the early 2000s (Ott, Sterk, and Watanabe 2008; Pettit 2004; Roberts and Parks 2009; 

Tokar 2010). In 2004, a gathering of environmental and Indigenous rights groups in Durban, South Africa 

established the Durban Group for Climate Justice – a moment perceived by many as the birth of a broader 

social movement for climate change equity (DGCJ 2012; Tokar 2010; Roberts and Parks 2009). 

Subsequently, numerous additional networks – including Climate Justice Now!, Climate Justice Action, 

Klimaforum09, and the People’s Movement for Climate Change – solidified through civil society events 

and actions at the annual United Nations climate summits in Bali, Poznan, and Copenhagen (Newell and 

Paterson 2010; Tokar 2010; Roberts and Parks 2009).  

As the movement grew, it developed a strong contingent of support from Indigenous individuals, 

groups, and organizations, most notably the Indigenous Environmental Network and its founder, Tom 

Goldtooth (Tokar 2008, 2010; for example, see False Solutions 2009; IEN 2010; IPGSCC 2009a, 2009b; 
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and WPCCC 2010a, 2010b, 2010c), as well as a more localized campaigns within the United States (see 

for example, CBC 2004; Dawson 2010; EJCC 2002; and Hoerner and Robinson 2008); for instance, in 

2007 the Northern Manhattan-based organization WE ACT for Environmental Justice established the 

Environmental Justice Leadership Forum on Climate Change (WE ACT 2012b). The 2010 meetings in 

Cancún, Mexico witnessed the continued expansion of the climate justice movement with the endorsement 

of La Via Campesina, the global confederation of peasant movements (La Via Campesina 2010c, 2010d). 

In response to the perceived failure of COP-15 in Copenhagen, Bolivian President Evo Morales called for 

an alternate peoples’ conference on climate change, resulting in the 2010 World People’s Conference on 

Climate Change in Cochabamba (WPCCC 2010). Through these and a host of other organizations and 

events (see chapter 4), a new movement for climate change equity began to emerge, and with it a new 

perspective on climate change – the climate justice discourse. 

On a theoretical level, the existence of contemporary theories of social justice facilitated the 

emergence of a climate justice discourse (Anand 2001; Dworkin 2002; Fraser 1998; Miller 1992; 

Nussbaum 2004, 2005, 2006; O’Brien and Leichenko 2000 and 2008; Rawls 1971; Young 1990, 2011). In 

particular, the concept of distributive justice – the fair and impartial distribution of social and economic 

opportunities and outcomes, including those related to the environment – is central to climate justice 

(Dworkin 2002; Miller 1992; O’Brien and Leichenko 2000 and 2008; Rawls [1971] 1999). The theory of 

procedural justice, which broadly speaking refers to equal participation in decision-making processes and 

equal recognition of value and knowledge systems, also underpins the climate justice discourse (Anand 

2001; Fraser 1998; Nussbaum 2004, 2005, 2006; Young 1990, 2011).   

It should additionally be noted that the formation of the climate justice movement was strongly 

facilitated by the rise of the modern environmental movement in the late 1960s, and with it the 

introduction of environmental issues into mainstream consciousness. The environmental movement was 

born from new concern over global ecological crises, including overpopulation, desertification, pesticides, 

resource depletion, and pollution. This concern was amplified by increased awareness of planetary 

vulnerability in an atomic age, media coverage of several large ecological disasters (e.g. mercury 
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poisoning in Minamata Bay, Japan), and the diffusion of scientific knowledge to the public realm (Carter 

2007; McCormick 1989; Pepper 1996). By the end of the 1990s, thousands of environmental movement 

organizations existed, many with formal, bureaucratized structures, and a combined membership in the 

millions (Carter 2007). Environmentalism had become what some have called “the most comprehensive 

and influential movement of our time” (Castells 1997, 67). The result was increased public awareness of 

environmental issues and a high level of public support for and trust in environmental movement 

organizations – all of which formed a foundation that was critical to the emergence of the climate justice 

discourse (De Lucía 2009). Other factors affecting the historical development of the climate justice 

discourse are discussed in chapter 4.  

Broadly speaking, the climate justice perspective is characterized by an emphasis on social equity 

related to differential responsibilities for climate change and differential distribution of impacts (Tokar 

2010; Pettit 2004; Roberts and Parks 2009; Newell 2000; Newell and Paterson 2010; De Lucía 2009; 

Hyder 1993; Ott, Sterk, and Watanabe 2008). It also highlights the role of various structures and logics of 

the market-based economy in climate change, strongly critiques the market-based and technocratic 

strategies of climate modernization as “false solutions” incapable of effectively mitigate climate change, 

and sees adaptation as part of a broader process of social transformation that should pivot around issues of 

equity (see False Solutions 2009). As an alternative, it promotes locally-appropriate solutions, including 

public ownership of resources, collaborative and community-based solutions, and decentralization of 

resource control (see for example, Klimaforum 2009). Indigenous groups advocating for climate justice 

emphasize the need to incorporate an Indigenous cosmology and the principle of “living well” into climate 

change solutions (IEN 2010; IPGSCC 2009a, 2009b; WPCCC 2010a, 2010b, 2010c).  

Despite the rapid growth of the climate justice movement, scholarship on its discursive 

construction of climate change remains sparse (for examples, see De Lucía 2009; Hyder 1993; Newell 

2000; Newell and Paterson 2010; Pettit 2004; Ott, Sterk, and Watanabe 2008; Roberts and Parks 2009; 

Tokar 2010). While the climate justice discourse is clearly situated in opposition to both the climate 

modernization and climate change denial discourses, a detailed examination of its representation of 
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climate change does not exist. Based on this need, the statements and rules of the climate justice discourse 

are deconstructed and explored in the following chapter, in which it is propositioned that, on the basis of 

the definition of discourse established in chapter 2 wherein it is defined as a unique and coherent set of 

statements and rules of formation, the climate justice movement in fact consists of four independent sub-

discourses: global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and civil rights.  

In summary, this chapter has introduced the discursive field of climate change and its historical 

evolutions over the past fifty years in relation to broader meta-discursive trajectories, theoretical 

developments, and socio-political events. It has outlined and described the basic statements and 

assumptions of four distinct discourses on climate change: the early scientific framing, climate 

modernization, climate change denial, and climate justice. The purpose of the chapter has been to envisage 

and understand climate change not simply as a physical phenomenon, but as a historically specific and 

socially constructed concept. This conceptualization will provide an essential foundation for a more 

detailed examination of the climate justice discourse in chapter 4, and an analysis of discursive power, 

dominance, and resistance in the final chapter.    
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Chapter 4 

Sub-Discourses of Climate Justice 

  In this chapter, the discourses surrounding the concept of climate justice are identified and 

deconstructed. It is proposed that, rather than a single unified discourse, the emerging climate justice 

movement consists of four discrete sub-discourses: global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and civil rights. 

Drawing on the methodology outlined and justified in the second chapter, these four climate justice 

discourses are described using a two-pronged approach. First, the statements and rules of formation of 

each discourse with regard to the root causes and likely impacts of climate change, as well as its effective 

solutions, are located and charted. Second, the key factors influencing the conception and historical 

evolution of each discourse are described, including broader meta-discursive trajectories, theoretical 

traditions, and political, socio-economic, and ecological events. The purpose of the chapter is to discover 

the ways in which the emerging movement for climate justice discursively constructs the phenomenon of 

climate change and lay the groundwork for the exploratory discussion of power and resistance – 

particularly with regard to the climate modernization and climate justice discourses – that follows the final 

chapter.  

In the second chapter, it is established that in order to qualify as independent and discrete, a 

discourse must have a unique and coherent set of statements and rules. The four identified climate justice 

sub-discourses overlap substantially in both their statements and rules. For instance, all four discourses 

converge on the statement that climate change is a severe global problem demanding immediate and far-

reaching action (see CJA 2008; EJCC 2002; False Solutions 2009; Hoerner and Robinson 2008; ICJF 

2002; ICJN 2002; Bruno, Karliner, and Brotsky 1999; La Via Campesina 2010b, 2011a; RTCCJ 2011; 

WPCCC 2010b). Additionally, they all agree that issues of equity – particularly with regard to differential 

historical responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions, distribution of impacts, and influence on climate 

change-related decision-making – are central to climate change (see Bruno, Karliner, and Brotsky 1999; 

CJA 2008; CJN! 2004; EJCC 2002; Hoerner and Robinson 2008; ICJF 2002; ICJN 2002; IPGSCC 2009a; 
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La Via Campesina 2010b, 2011a; PMCC 2009; RTCCJ 2011; WPCCC 2010b). Moreover, with the partial 

exception of the civil rights discourse, the discourses concur that the managerial, market-based, 

technocratic strategies of the climate modernization discourse are “false solutions” that perpetuate social 

inequity and are incapable of effectively mitigating climate change (see CBC 2004; CJN! 2004; ICJN 

2002; Hoerner and Robinson 2008; ICJF 2002; Klimaforum 2009; RTCCJ 2011; PMCC 2009; La Via 

Campesina 2010b, 2011a). Despite these concurrences, the four discourses nonetheless differ sufficiently 

to negate the notion that they comprise a single unified discourse. They diverge with regard to the part of 

the population seen to experience climate-related inequity, the root cause of climate change, and the most 

effective solutions. Overall, according to the criteria laid out in chapter 2, this sufficiently justifies their 

existence as independent discourses.  

 

4.1 Global Sub-Discourse 

The global discourse of climate justice is a narrative on climate change produced by several key 

transnational networks and supported by a growing number of southern countries (see Bruno, Karliner and 

Brotsky 1999; CJA 2008; CJN! 2004; CJN! 2008; DGCJ 2010; ICJF 2002; ICJN 2002; Klimaforum 2009; 

MCJ 2009; PMCC 2009; RTCCJ 2011). In the early 2000s, a number of global networks for climate 

justice were established. With membership bases that included hundreds of environmental and social 

justice organizations, these networks included the International Climate Justice Network, Durban Group 

for Climate Justice, Climate Justice Now, and Climate Justice Action. A series of “parallel conferences” – 

large civil society forums timed to occur alongside official UNFCCC negotiations – have been the central 

location for the development and dissemination of the global discourse. The most notable of these 

conferences was Klimaforum09; paralleling COP-15 in Copenhagen, Denmark, Klimaforum09 drew 

50,000 participants from around the world and featured 201 presentations, 70 exhibits, 43 films, and 

dozens of theatre and music performances (Klimaforum 2009). Other notable forums include the Climate 

Justice summit paralleling COP-6 in The Hague; the India Climate Justice Forum paralleling COP-8 in 
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New Delhi, India; and the Foro de la Justicia Climática (Climate Justice Forum) and Alternative Global 

Forum for Life and Environmental and Social Justice paralleling COP-16 in Cancún, Mexico.  

Like all the climate justice discourses, issues of social equity are central to the global sub-

discourse. However, unlike the other discourses, the global discourse focuses on the needs and interests of 

populations in the Global South, for whom climate injustice is seen to manifest in three ways: historical 

disparity in North/South emissions, disproportionate vulnerability to climate change impacts, and 

exclusion from relevant decision-making processes (see CJA 2008; CJN! 2004, 2008; ICJN 2002; ICJF 

2002; PMCC 2009; Klimaforum 2009). With regard to disparity in North/South emission levels, the 

global discourse maintains that due to industrialization processes, northern countries have historically 

produced more greenhouse gas emissions than southern regions and thereby consumed an amount of 

atmospheric space that is grossly disproportionate to their size and populations. Accordingly, northern 

countries owe a “climate debt” to populations of the Southern Hemisphere (see Bruno, Karliner, and 

Brotsky 1999; ICJF 2002; ICJN 2002; RTCCJ 2011). With regard to the issue of differential climate 

change impacts, the global discourse suggests that due to geographical and socio-economic vulnerabilities, 

the populations of southern countries will experience the impacts of climate change more acutely than 

those in northern regions (see Bruno, Karliner, and Brotsky 1999; CJA 2008; CJN! 2004, 2008; ICJN 

2002; ICJF 2002; Klimaforum 2009). Finally, the discourse also asserts that southern populations have 

been systematically excluded from meaningful participation in international climate change decision-

making – an injustice that is largely attributed to the undemocratic nature of institutions like the United 

Nations and the World Bank and their domination by northern states, southern elites, and transnational 

corporations (see Bruno, Karliner, and Brotsky 1999; ICJN 2002; ICJF 2002).     

The global discourse locates the root cause of climate change in the deep structures and logics of 

the globalized capitalist economy. It specifically problematizes the logic of unlimited growth and capital 

accumulation, which is viewed as unsustainable in the context of finite ecological resources. Other aspects 

of the current economic system that the discourse rejects include competition and profit, the 

commodification and privatization of resources and knowledge, unequal access to resources, and the 
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globalization of production and consumption chains (see Bruno, Karliner, and Brotsky 1999; CJN! 2011; 

ICJF 2002; ICJN 2002; Klimaforum 2009; PMCC 2009; RTCCJ 2011). According to the global discourse, 

these features result in a carbon-intensive economic system that is the main driver of rising greenhouse 

gas emissions and other ecological crises. Climate change is thus defined as a complex social, political, 

and economic problem that involves complex relations of power, rather than – as the ecological 

modernization approach assumes – a relatively straightforward technical and managerial issue. 

On the basis of this framing, the global discourse locates the most effective solutions to climate 

change in deep and transformative changes to the economic system. These changes revolve around a 

transition to a more sustainable and equitable economic system based on the principles of steady-state 

economics, cooperation and common good, local and democratized forms of ownership, localized chains 

of production and consumption, and equitable access to and local community sovereignty over food, 

energy, land and water resources (see CJA 2008; CJN! 2008; ICJN 2002; Klimaforum 2009; PMCC 2009; 

RTCCJ 2011). Moreover, the discourse asserts that an equitable climate deal must include deep emissions 

cuts and reduced consumption for northern countries and southern elites, an acknowledgement of and 

compensation for historic climate debt, and the democratization of international climate change 

institutions (see Bruno, Karliner, and Brotsky 1999; CJN! 2008; ICJN 2002; Klimaforum 2009; PMCC 

2009; RTCCJ 2011). Specific proposals to operationalize these strategies remain sparse, however the 

documents analysed consistently affirmed a belief that widespread grassroots social mobilization will play 

a key role in climate change mitigation (see DGCJ 2010; ICJF 2002; Klimaforum 2009).  

Like the other sub-discourses of the climate justice movement, the global discourse assumes that 

the benefits and impacts of economic growth are not geographically aligned. Its statements are also based 

on three additional rules of formation. First, the discourse assumes that rather than an innate and universal 

economic rationality, human behaviour is shaped by a plurality of socially-constituted and geographically-

specific rationalities. In other words, while human beings may have some economic sensibility, their 

choices are shaped by more than price incentives; accordingly, their behavior will not always be self-

serving and utility-maximizing. Other forces and imperatives, such as a concern for the common good, 
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compassion for the environment, or cultural traditions, may also influence human choices. Secondly, the 

discourse rests on the belief that although human technical capacity is large, it is by no means unlimited – 

a rule that produces the position’s rejection of the technology-based solutions advanced by the climate 

modernization discourse. Thirdly, the discourse assumes that while humans and nature are interdependent, 

nature is ultimately a resource that is separate from human beings; rather than extending rights to the non-

human world, the discourse merely calls for equal access to and distribution of the Earth’s elements. 

In addition to the theories and historical events noted in chapter 3, the formation of the global 

discourse was strongly supported by two concepts that emerged in the early twenty-first century: 

ecological unequal exchange and ecological debt (Fischer-Kowalski and Amann 2001; Giljum and 

Eisenmenger 2004; Haberl et al. 2004; Hornborg 2001, 2003, 2009; Martínez-Alier 2002; Muradian,	  

O’Connor,	  and	  Martínez-Alier	  2002;	  Parks and Roberts 2010; Rice 2007, 2009; Roberts and Parks 2007, 

2009). In the early 2000s, a group of scholars began to explore the unequal flow of ecological resources 

and waste products within the global capitalist economy (Roberts and Parks 2007, 2009; Parks and 

Roberts 2010). Using empirical methods, they suggested that existing structures of global trade are 

ecologically asymmetric on two fronts. First, the exchange of raw materials for manufactured goods 

involved a monetarily uncompensated transfer of value embodied in matter and energy from peripheral, 

extractive economies to core, industrialized states (Bunker 1985; Hornborg 2001, 2003, 2009; Parks and 

Roberts 2010; Rice 2007, 2009; Roberts and Parks 2007, 2009). Second, the extraction of resources from 

peripheral areas is resulting in ecological externalities – such as greenhouse gas emissions – that are 

unaccounted for in exchange values (Bunker 1985; Martínez-Alier 2002; Parks and Roberts 2010; Rice 

2007, 2009; Roberts and Parks 2007, 2009).  

In 1992, a Chilean NGO known as the Instituto de Ecologia Politica (Political Ecology Institute) 

coined the term ecological debt (Robleto and Marcelo 1992). Encompassing the idea that, due to the 

uncompensated over-use of environmental space, industrialized countries owe a deepening environmental 

debt to underdeveloped southern regions, the term was soon widely used by environmental organizations 
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in the Global South (Martínez-Alier 2002; Parks and Roberts 2010; Rice 2007; Roberts and Parks 2007, 

2009). Spanish economist Joan Martínez-Alier (2002) was one of the first academics to elaborate the idea: 

The ecological debt arises from two separate ecological distribution conflicts. First…the exports 
of raw materials and other products from relatively poor countries are sold at prices that do not 
include compensation for local or global externalities. Second, rich countries make a 
disproportionate use of environmental space or services without payment, and even without 
recognition of other people’s entitlements to such services (particularly, the disproportionate free 
use of carbon dioxide sinks and reservoirs) (213). 

 

Applied to the issue of climate change, the concept of ecological debt produced the parallel idea of climate 

debt – the idea that through the consumption of fossil fuels, industrialized states have consumed a 

percentage of the global atmospheric space beyond their fair share, and consequently owe a historical 

carbon debt to less developed countries. Together, the theory of ecological unequal exchange and the 

concept of ecological debt contributed to a theoretical basis for the global discourse of climate justice.   

The global discourse was also the product of a new understanding of security in the field of 

international relations: in the mid-1990s, the traditional concept of national security began to give way to a 

new focus on individual security and wellbeing – in other words, human security (Matthew et al. 2010). A 

group of scholars subsequently extrapolated the concept of human security to the study of environmental 

issues, including climate change, and launched a research program known as Global Environmental 

Change and Human Security (Matthew et al. 2010; O’Brien 2006). The application of a human security 

lens to environmental problems drew attention to the links between issues like rising greenhouse gas 

emissions and injustice, poverty, conflict, and vulnerability (Matthew et al. 2010). A solid and expanding 

body of literature has since developed around human security and climate change, providing some 

theoretical support for the global discourse and the social movement for climate justice more broadly.  

 

4.2 Peasant-Oriented Sub-Discourse  

The peasant-oriented discourse is a climate justice discourse produced by peasant farmers and 

their representative institutions. The international federation of agricultural workers and small-scale 

producers, La Via Campesina, has played a particularly important role in the development of the 
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discourse. Founded in 1993, La Via Campesina is a worldwide network of 148 organizations advocating 

for a sustainable, family-based agricultural system (La Via Campesina 2011b). By the late 2000s, the 

effects of climate change on agriculture had emerged as a primary concern for the organization. “We are 

now at the worst moment for agriculture and small farmers and for nature,” La Via Campesina declared in 

a recent statement. “The impacts of climate change are steadily worsening, leading to harvest failures, 

destruction of habitats and homes, hunger and famine and loss of lives” (La Via Campesina 2011a). As a 

result, La Via Campesina launched a campaign for climate justice in 2009, and in doing so developed a 

new peasant-oriented discourse of climate justice. 

The peasant-oriented discourse has largely developed through civil society activities surrounding 

the most recent Conferences of the Parties to the UNFCCC in Cancún, Mexico and Durban, South Africa 

(see La Via Campesina 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2010d, 2011a, 2011b). In the lead-up to the 2010 

negotiations in Cancún, La Via Campesina mobilized its members across Mexico in five “caravans for 

justice.” Bringing together 3,000 farmers and activists, the caravans commenced in different parts of the 

country and travelled towards Cancún (La Via Campesina 2010c). The organization also played a leading 

role in the coordination of the Alternative Global Forum for Life and Environmental and Social Justice 

that paralleled the official negotiations, as well as a global day of action known as 1,000 Cancúns for 

Climate Justice (La Via Campesina 2010c). La Via Campesina was similarly active in the organization of 

grassroots activities in the lead-up to and during the 2011 Conference of the Parties in Durban (La Via 

Campesina 2010a).  

Like the other climate justice sub-discourses, issues of social equity are at the heart of the peasant-

oriented discourse. However, consideration of climate equity in the context of agriculture has led La Via 

Campesina to place particular emphasis on the rights and interests of small-holder farmers and producers, 

who are seen to be the “first victims” of climate change impacts that include unpredictable planting dates 

and more severe droughts, hurricanes, and monsoons (La Via Campesina 2011a). Deepening their 

vulnerability is the fact that members of La Via Campesina have been systematically excluded from 

meaningful participation in global negotiations and national decision-making on climate change (La Via 
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Campesina 2010b). It should be acknowledged that La Via Campesina’s advocacy does extend to 

Indigenous and women’s groups, however this is largely due to the active role of these groups in farming 

and food production; these populations are defined first and foremost in their agricultural capacities.  

Like the global discourse, La Via Campesina locates the source of climate change in the “current 

models of consumption, production and trade” of the capitalist economic system (La Via Campesina, 

2010b). However, the discourse distinguishes itself by almost exclusively problematizing one particular 

sector of the economy: agriculture and food (see La Via Campesina, 2010b, 2010a). In the Call to Action 

(2010a) for the Conference of the Parties in Durban, La Via Campesina declares that “the global food 

system currently generates at least 44% of all greenhouse gas emissions through long-distance transport of 

food that could easily have been grown locally, by excessive use of petroleum and petroleum-based 

agrochemical inputs, by monoculture, and by forest clearing for the industrial plantations we call ‘green 

deserts.’” Embodying Eric Hobsbawn’s “death of the peasantry” concept (Bernstein 2001, 2003; 

Hobsbawn 1994), the peasant-oriented discourse asserts that the global spread of capitalism and the 

associated industrialization of agriculture and food systems – including long-distance transportation, the 

use of agrochemicals, the loss of local self-sufficiency and control – and the concurrent marginalization of 

local, traditional, and Indigenous agricultural knowledge and practices are at the heart of the climate 

change problem (see for example, La Via Campesina 2010b, 2011a).  

Like the global discourse discussed above, the peasant discourse offers a set of solutions for 

climate change mitigation based on a transformation of economic and development paradigms, but with a 

focus on those aspects related to the agricultural system. The changes envisioned include the revival of 

food sovereignty – the right of communities to appropriately define food, agriculture, livestock and 

fisheries systems to meet local needs, rather than be subject to larger market forces and trade interests – 

through sustainable agroecological practices, and the localization and diversification of production and 

consumption (Food First 2005; see for examples, La Via Campesina 2011a, 2010a). Drawing on the 

traditional practices, knowledge, and wisdom of local farmers will, the discourse asserts, be critical to 

achieving such a transformation (2010a, 2010b). Indeed, one of the slogans contained within the Durban 



	   51	  

Declaration (2011a) reads, “Sustainable peasant’s agriculture and agroecology cool down the planet,” 

while the byline of the Declaration in Cancún states, “The people hold thousands of solutions in their 

hands” (2010b). Additional mitigation and adaptation strategies include support for farmer training, 

education in diversified agroecological farming, an end to subsidies for industrial farming, a ban on 

agrochemicals, credit programs for small farmers, elimination of the middle man through direct farmer-

consumer sales (see La Via Campesina 2010a). Like the other climate justice discourses, La Via 

Campesina opposes carbon pricing and technological solutions to climate change as false solutions – 

specifically the extension of carbon pricing to soil carbon and genetic modification of seeds (2011a). Such 

solutions, the discourse asserts, treat agriculture as a carbon sink rather than a source of food and 

livelihood, threatening food sovereignty and the autonomy of farmers and their ability to control their 

farming systems, and perpetuate emission-intensive and socially-unjust systems of industrial agriculture 

(2010a; 2011a).   

In addition to the assumption that the benefits and impacts of economic growth do not 

geographically correspond, the peasant-oriented discourse rests on three main rules of formation. Like the 

global discourse, the peasant discourse assumes that human beings have multiple rationalities including a 

concern for the common good. It also presumes that human technical capacity is great, but not unlimited 

and can be easily misguided. Finally, the discourse is also based on the belief that while human beings and 

nature are co-dependent and interrelated, nature is still a resource that exists in separation from human 

beings.    

  The historical formation of the peasant-oriented discourse was strongly supported by the 

theoretical orientation of agroecology, the genesis of which took place in the Spanish-speaking world in 

the 1980s (Altieri 1987; Altieri and Hecht 1990; Gliessman 1990; Martínez-Alier 1987, 1992; Naredo 

1987; Sevilla-Guzmán 1991). The emergence of agroecological theory was closely tied to the founding 

and convergence of independent peasant unions in Latin America and local resistance to the impacts of the 

agricultural modernization – brought about by global neoliberal development, and symbolized by 

institutions such as the North American Free Trade Agreement – on rural areas, including ecosystem 
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degradation, deepening poverty and inequality, and threats to peasant livelihoods and culture (Sevilla-

Guzmán and Martínez-Alier 2006; Sevilla-Guzmán and Woodgate 1997). 

In brief, agroecology suggests that radical political-economic changes based on the principles of 

the endogenous potential of agricultural systems; bio- and cultural diversity; the fusion of local and 

traditional knowledge and modern innovation; equitable access to resources; and local self-sufficiency and 

control over production are required to mitigate the crisis of modernity and renew the productive capacity 

of agroecosystems (Sevilla-Guzmán and Martínez-Alier 2006; Sevilla-Guzmán and Woodgate 1997). 

Sevilla-Guzmán and Woodgate provide a useful definition:  

Agroecology promotes the ecological management of biological systems through collective forms 
of social action, which redirect the course of coevolution between nature and society in order to 
address the “crisis of modernity.” This is to be achieved by systemic strategies that control the 
development of the forces and relations of production in order selectively to change modes of 
human production and consumption that have produced this crisis. Central to such strategies is the 
local dimension where we encounter endogenous potential encoded within knowledge systems 
(local, peasant or indigenous) that demonstrate and promote both ecological and cultural diversity. 
Such diversity should form the starting point of alternative agricultures and the establishment of 
dynamic yet sustainable rural societies (1997, 93-94). 

 

Agroecology is also positioned as an alternative to the dominant “ecotechnocratic” approach of rural 

sustainable development that also emerged as a response to the “crisis of modernity” but advocates a very 

different response – namely, the continuation of modern capitalism, global cultural integration, and 

industrial technological advances including genetic engineering and tissue culture (Sevilla-Guzmán and 

Woodgate 1997). It was from within this broader discourse of agroecology that the peasant-oriented 

discourse of climate justice arose.  

 

4.3 Indigenous Sub-Discourse 

The Indigenous sub-discourse is the climate justice perspective constructed by Indigenous 

individuals, groups, and organizations (see False Solutions 2009; IEN 2010; IPGSCC 2009a, 2009b; 

WPCCC 2010a, 2010b, 2010c). In particular, the Minnesota-based Indigenous Environmental Network 

and its executive director, Tom Goldtooth, have played a pivotal role in the narrative’s development. A 
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long-time Indigenous rights activist, Goldtooth is often credited with originally coining the term “climate 

justice” as early as the mid-1990s and has been a principal figure in the movement ever since (Tokar 2008, 

2010). The Indigenous Environmental Network, established in 1990 to confront environmental and 

economic justice issues affecting Indigenous communities, is an alliance of over 250 Indigenous 

communities across North America (IEN 2012). As the phenomenon of climate change emerged as a 

global problem, under Goldtooth’s guidance the organization launched several campaigns and 

publications addressing the nexus of rising greenhouse gas emissions and Indigenous rights, including a 

substantial 15-page document titled False Solutions to Climate Change: Indigenous Peoples’ Guide 

(2009). The Indigenous Environmental Network is also a member of numerous global climate justice 

alliances, including the International Climate Justice Network, Climate Justice Now, and the Mobilization 

for Climate Justice, and actively participates in international climate justice conferences, protests, and 

other events. 

Another pivotal event in the development of the Indigenous climate justice discourse was the 

World Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth. In April 2010, 35,000 participants 

from 140 countries convened in Cochabamba, Bolivia in response to Bolivian president Evo Morales’ call 

for an alternative people’s conference on climate change (Raman 2010). Although the majority of 

participants were not of Indigenous descent, the dialogue and documents produced during the conference 

– including the People’s Agreement of Cochabamba (WPCCC 2010b), the Indigenous People’s 

Declaration (WPCCC 2010a), and perhaps most notably, the Universal Declaration on the Rights of 

Mother Earth (WPCCC 2010c) – were steeped in the language of the Indigenous discourse and 

contributed significantly to its further evolution and growth.  

With regard to social justice, the Indigenous discourse is distinguished by an emphasis on climate 

change equity issues in the context of Indigenous communities. It asserts that, as a result of climate 

change, “[Indigenous people] are experiencing profound and disproportionate adverse impacts on [their] 

cultures, human and environmental health, human rights, well-being, traditional livelihoods, food systems 

and food sovereignty, local infrastructure, economic viability, and [their] very survival as Indigenous 
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Peoples” (IPGSCC 2009a). This vulnerability to climate change impacts is seen to result from the location 

of Indigenous communities in susceptible geographic regions, socio-economic disadvantages that make 

adaptation difficult, and exclusion from meaningful participation in climate change-related decision-

making (see IPGSCC 2009a; WPCCC 2010a). Significantly, in a complete divergence from the other 

three climate justice discourses, the Indigenous discourse is also concerned with justice for Mother Earth 

herself. As discussed in more depth below, within the Indigenous discourse, the Earth and her elements 

are seen to have a right to life and a right to fulfill their creation-purpose that is equal to that of human 

beings. Climatic change, the discourse asserts, interferes with these rights to existence.  

In sharp contrast with the other climate justice sub-discourses, the Indigenous discourse locates 

the root cause of climate change not in the capitalist economy per se, but in the “violation of the sacred” 

and the loss of harmony with Mother Earth (see IEN 2010; WPCCC 2010a, 2010b). In turn, this loss of 

harmony has resulted from the displacement and marginalization of Indigenous cosmologies by orthodox 

scientific views arising from the philosophies of René Descartes, Isaac Newton, and Francis Bacon which 

construct nature as separate rather than inseparable from human beings, a mechanical device rather than 

living being, and a resource to be mastered rather than a relative for which to care (Sevilla-Guzmán and 

Woodgate 1997). Ultimately, the discourse sees this conventional scientific worldview as the key driver of 

disrespect for Mother Earth and her inherent rights, and in turn widespread environmental degradation 

including climate change.  

Yet, the Indigenous discourse does not diverge entirely from the other climate justice discourses 

in its analysis of the origin of climate change. Although not understood to be the root cause, the 

globalization of the neoliberal economic system is identified as a key factor in the expansion of the 

conventional scientific rationality and the loss of Indigenous cosmologies (see IEN 2010; WPCCC 2010a, 

2010b). “The capitalist system has imposed upon us a mindset that seeks competition, progress, and 

unlimited growth,” the Indigenous Environmental Network’s Four Principles for Climate Justice states.  

This production-consumption regime pursues profits without limit, separating human beings from 
nature. It establishes a mindset that seeks to dominate nature, turning everything into a 
commodity: the land, water, air (carbon), forests, agriculture, flora and fauna, biodiversity, genes, 
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and even Indigenous traditional knowledge. Under capitalism, Mother Earth is turned into nothing 
more than a source of raw materials. Human beings are seen as consumers and a means of 
production….Humanity is at a crossroads: we can either continue taking the path of capitalism, 
depredation and death, or take the road of harmony with nature and respect for the Circle of Life 
(2010, 2).  
 

Thus, it can be seen that the Indigenous discourse converges with the other discourses in the belief that the 

modern economic system plays a significant role in the phenomenon of climate change.  

According to the Indigenous discourse, the primary solution to climate change is a transition to an 

alternate cosmological vision and spirituality – one that is grounded in a deep respect for the rights of 

Mother Earth and will “Honor the Earth and the Sky” (see False Solutions 2009, 15; see also IEN 2010; 

IPGSCC 2009a; WPCCC 2010a, 2010b). As the Indigenous Environmental Network states, “Industrial 

society must redefine its relationship with the sacredness of Mother Earth” (2010, 1).  Specifically, the 

discourse suggests that the Indigenous principle of “living well” embodies the type of cosmology that 

must be achieved in order to address climate change (see WPCCC 2010b; IEN 2010). As the Indigenous 

Environmental Network explains, mitigating climate change will require “governments, corporations and 

the peoples of the world to restore, revaluate and strengthen the knowledge, wisdom and ancestral 

practices of Indigenous Peoples affirmed in our experiences and the proposal for ‘Living in a Good Way,’ 

recognizing Mother Earth as a living being with which we have an indivisible, interdependent, 

complementary and spiritual relationship” (2010, 2).   

In more practical terms, the first step towards such a cosmological shift is seen to be the adoption 

of a universal declaration of the rights of Mother Earth, such as that conceived during the 2010 

Cochabamba People’s Conference on Climate Change and subsequently enshrined in Bolivian law 

(Plurinational State of Bolivia 2010; WPCCC 2010b). Since the logic and structures of the present 

economic system are understood to play a role in the violation of the sacred, addressing climate change 

will also entail a fundamental re-shaping of production and consumption models (see IEN 2010; WPCCC 

2010b). The discourse suggests that numerous alternative systems already exist within the traditional 

knowledge of Indigenous communities and these can become templates for a new method of production 

and consumption (see IPGSCC 2009a; WPCCC 2010a). As the Anchorage Report states, “There are 
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examples where Indigenous Peoples have developed real alternatives to the unsustainable market 

economy based on consumption and accumulation" (2009, 75). 

Excepting the assumption that the benefits and impacts of economic growth and industrial 

development do not correspond geographically, the rules of the Indigenous discourse differ starkly from 

those of the other three discourses. First, the discourse presumes that the inherent rationality that must 

guide human action in order to achieve sustainability is a respect for Mother Earth and her elements and 

their duties to Creation. Second, as expanded on below, the Indigenous discourse is grounded in the 

underlying belief that the Mother Earth and her elements are the inseparable relations of human beings 

and hold an equal right to fulfill their duties to Creation.  

The development of the Indigenous discourse was strongly influenced by Indigenous cosmology 

and creation stories. The worldviews of Indigenous communities are diverse, however it is possible to 

identify a number of ideas that instantiate Indigenous understandings of the world (McGregor 2004). First, 

Indigenous worldviews widely rest on the belief that people, knowledge, and the land (physical, biological 

and spiritual environments) are inseparable (McGregor 2004, 2009; Gwich’in Elders 1997; Roberts 1996). 

Secondly, the Earth and her elements (animals, plants, land, weather, and spirits) are seen not as resources, 

but as living, conscious, and sacred relatives and gifts – each, including human beings, with a duty that 

must be fulfilled to sustain Creation (Alfred 1999; McGregor 2004, 2009). All of the elements of Creation 

hold a right to life and right to perform their special duty that is equal to that of human beings (McGregor 

2004, 2009). The principle of reciprocity is also central to Indigenous cosmologies: human beings have a 

responsibility to give back to, respect, and care for Creation, rather than take away. Above all else, 

humans must avoid interfering with the ability of the Earth’s elements to fulfill their duties to Creation 

(McGregor 2004, 2009). “When we interfere,” McGregor states, “then the sustainability of Creation is 

threatened (as we see now)” (2004, 76).  

The development of the Indigenous discourse was additionally supported by an emergent 

grassroots effort known as the rights of nature movement. Cohering within the last few years, this 

movement seeks legal acknowledgment and protection of the rights of nature, and a broader legal and 
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cultural shift away from property-based law towards a rights-based legal framework (GARN 2012; Global 

Exchange 2012; Rights of Nature 2011). In turn, the rights of nature movement has emerged from and 

grown alongside a developing legal theory known as earth jurisprudence – a term coined by cultural 

historian Thomas Berry in the early 2000s (Berry 2002; Burdon 2010; Cullinan [2002] 2011; Koons 2008, 

2011). In brief, earth jurisprudence is based on the idea that present-day laws are failing, and will continue 

to fail, to protect the environment because they are embedded in an anthropocentric, human-based 

jurisprudence system. To change this, existing legal systems must be reinvented into an eco-centric Earth 

jurisprudence grounded in the concept that human beings are one component of a broader “community of 

beings,” each of which has a right to fulfill its roles and functions (CEJ 2011). The concept of earth 

jurisprudence and the rights of nature movement contributed to a theoretical foundation for the Indigenous 

discourse of climate justice.   

 

4.4 Civil Rights Sub-Discourse 

Over the past decade, the activities of environmental justice organizations within the United States 

have resulted in yet another distinct sub-discourse of climate justice – namely, the civil rights discourse 

(Dawson 2010; see for examples, CBC 2004; EJCC 2002; Hoerner and Robinson 2008). While the 

environmental justice movement initially emerged in response to toxic waste and air pollution issues in 

low-income and African American communities in the 1980s, growing concern over rising greenhouse gas 

emissions led many organizations to extend their advocacy to climate change (Tokar 2009). In particular, 

the impact of Hurricane Katrina on the African American residents of New Orleans in 2005 was a key 

catalyst in emergence of climate justice activism in the United States (Dawson 2010). A few years later in 

2007, the Northern Manhattan-based organization WE ACT for Environmental Justice established the 

Environmental Justice Leadership Forum on Climate Change, a national coalition of 35 organizations 

(WE ACT 2012b). Several years after that, WE ACT established another project known as the Advancing 

Climate Justice Initiative to strengthen the participation of low income and coloured communities in 

climate change decision-making. In early 2009, the Initiative organized a conference intended to improve 
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understanding of the significance of climate justice to the existing United States environmental justice 

movement (WE ACT 2012a). In a similar vein, although climate justice was not the sole focus of the 2002 

Second People of Colour Environmental Leadership Summit, the subject was featured in two resource 

papers and formed the foundation for various resolutions. Through these and other activities, a distinct 

civil rights-based narrative on climate justice has developed.   

Another organization that contributed to the development of the civil rights discourse was the 

Environmental Justice and Climate Change Initiative (Dawson 2010; EJCC 2002; Hoerner and Robinson 

2008; Pettit 2004). Established in 2001 by the California-based NGO Redefining Progress, the project 

“call[ed] attention to a litany of scientific studies linking pollution, health, poverty and race in the USA, 

and s[aw] more disaster on its way with climate change because 80 percent of people of colour and 

Indigenous people live in coastal regions” (Pettit 2004, 103-104). At the World Summit on Sustainability 

in Johannesburg, South Africa in 2002, the Initiative published a substantial document titled A Climate of 

Change: African Americans, Global Warming, and a Just Climate Policy for the United States (Hoerner 

and Robinson 2008). 

Like the other climate justice sub-discourses, social equity is central to the civil rights discourse. 

However, the civil rights discourse distinguishes itself with a particular emphasis on the rights and 

interests of low income and communities of colour, in particular African Americans, within the United 

States. The discourse sees these communities to be unjustly affected by climate change in a number of 

ways. First, the emissions of African Americans are significantly lower than the non-Hispanic white 

population yet, despite bearing less responsibility for the problem, African Americans are at 

disproportionate risk to the effects of climate change on multiple fronts, including health, housing, and 

economic livelihood (see CBC 2004; Hoerner and Robinson 2008). Among the health risks noted are heat 

waves and pollution-related asthma (see CBC 2004; Hoerner and Robinson 2008). Heat waves, the 

Environmental Justice and Climate Change initiative states, most severely impact “those living in urban 

areas and people with low incomes…both groups in which African Americans are disproportionately 

represented” (Hoerner and Robinson 2008, 10). African Americans are also more likely than non-Hispanic 
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whites to live in areas of poor air quality, which will worsen with the continued burning of fossil fuels and 

increased temperatures (see CBC 2004). Moreover, the states with the highest African American 

population exist in the Atlantic hurricane zone, making them more vulnerable to increased storms, 

tornadoes, and flooding, while institutionalized racism reduces the amount of post-disaster aid that reaches 

people of colour (see Hoerner and Robinson 2008). In terms of economic livelihood, the civil rights 

discourse also points out that, because African Americans have lower incomes, higher unemployment 

rates, and spend a larger percentage of income on food and energy than non-Hispanic whites, they are 

more economically vulnerable to increases in food and energy costs, as well as recessions and associated 

rises in unemployment brought about by global energy price shocks (see CBC 2004, Hoerner and 

Robinson 2008).  Moreover, despite being disproportionately affected, African Americans have been 

excluded from meaningful participation in the development of climate change policy in the United States 

(see Hoerner and Robinson 2008).  

The civil rights discourse is also distinguished from the other three sub-discourses with regard to 

its understanding of the root cause of climate change. Indeed, on this point, the discourse is more closely 

aligned with the dominant climate modernization: rather than the deep structures of the capitalist 

economy, the discourse sees climate change to result from relatively minor structural defects in the present 

economic system, including poor governance and failure to appropriately internalize the ecological cost of 

fossil fuels, which has, in turn, failed to incentivize the “greening” of the economy. The discourse asserts 

that economic growth and development can be decoupled from increased greenhouse gas emissions 

through processes of technological and economic “greening” within a capitalist framework (see CBC 

2004; EJCC 2002; Hoerner and Robinson 2008). One exception to this alignment is that the civil rights 

movement strongly rejects extreme and untested geoengineering proposals as well as the carbon trading 

system, the latter of which, in allowing the United States to continue to burn fossil fuels unabated, only 

worsens air quality problems in African American communities (see CBC 2004; Hoerner and Robinson 

2008). Despite concurrences with the climate modernization perspective, the civil rights discourse is 

categorized as a climate justice discourse because it overlays its climate modernization definition with a 
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keen concern for the rights and interests of minority communities (see CBC 2004; Hoerner and Robinson 

2008). Hence, the discourse can be said to hybridize the core statements of climate modernization and 

climate justice framings of climate change.  

The set of solutions advanced by the civil rights discourse focus on continued growth, improved 

energy efficiency, technological advances, and some market-based strategies designed to internalize the 

cost of carbon (see CBC 2004; Hoerner and Robinson 2008). Improved governance is also emphasized 

(see EJCC 2002; Hoerner and Robinson 2008). However, unlike climate modernization, the civil rights 

discourse carefully selects only those market-based and technical strategies that simultaneously mitigate 

injustices to African American communities by improving health, employment opportunities, and 

incomes. For example, increased development of the renewable energy technology sector – which is more 

labour intensive and employs a larger percentage of African Americans than the fossil fuel industry – is 

seen to be an effective solution. Carbon taxes are also supported, but only those with appropriate revenue 

recycling to offset increased energy prices in order to avoid negatively impacting low-income African 

American families (see Hoerner and Robinson 2008). Policies to increase energy efficiency, such as home 

weatherization programs and higher fuel economy standards, which benefit African Americans by 

reducing the amount of money spend on energy and food and reducing the likelihood of energy price 

shocks (and hence African American unemployment) are also supported (see CBC 2004; Hoerner and 

Robinson 2008). The civil rights discourse is distinguished from the other three sub-discourses of climate 

justice in its emphasis on legislative action and policy change rather than social activism (see for example, 

CBC 2004; EJCC 2002; Hoerner and Robinson 2008).  

With regard to rules, the civil rights discourse converges with the global and peasant-oriented 

discourses in the assumption that human beings have large, but not unlimited, technical capacity and that 

nature is a mechanical resource that is separate from human beings and available for exploitation to meet 

human needs. However, it differs in its belief that human beings are inherently and universally 

economically rational. On this front, the discourse finds itself aligned more closely with the climate 
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modernization discourse and distinguished from the global and peasant discourses, which presume human 

behavior to be shaped by multiple factors.  

The civil rights discourse of climate justice is a child of the theoretical tradition and social 

movement of environmental justice (Agarwal, Narain, and Sharma 2002; Bryant 1995; Byrne, Martínez, 

and Glover 2002; Bullard 1993, 1994; Cole and Foster 2001; Curruthers 2008; Kiefer and Benjamin 1993; 

Khor 1993; Mutz, Bryner, and Kenney 2002; Novotny 2000; Pellow and Brulle 2005; Rhodes 2005; 

Sandler and Pezzulo 2007; Taylor 2000; Westra and Lawson 2001). As a fusion of the United States 

environmental and civil rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s, the environmental justice perspective 

developed in response to anger over the disproportionate location of polluting industries and hazardous 

waste disposal in African American, Hispanic and Indigenous communities during the 1980s (Bullard 

1993, 1994; Cole and Foster 2001; Pellow and Brulle 2005). As it matured, the movement developed a 

social justice approach to environmental concerns, defining environment broadly as the places where we 

“live, work, and play" (Novotny 2000). It was in the context of a strong and well-established movement 

for environmental justice that the civil rights discourse of climate justice emerged.  

 

4.5 Summary of Distinctions 

The paragraphs above describe the statements, rules, and historical development of the four 

perspectives on climate change existing within the climate justice movement – global, peasant, 

Indigenous, and civil rights. As noted, it is evident that these perspectives share a core set of statements 

and rules regarding the existence of climate change, the centrality of social justice, and the falsity of the 

solutions advanced by the prevailing climate modernization discourse. It is also clear that the statements 

and rules of each position overlap to varying degrees with those of the other positions. For example, the 

global and peasant-oriented discourses overlap in their assumption that human behavior is guided by 

multiple rationalities, including a concern for the common good. Similarly, the global, peasant, and civil 

rights discourses all assume that human technical capacity is great, but not limitless.  
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Despite these concurrences, when evaluated according to the conditions for the existence of a 

discrete discourse outlined in chapter 2 (a set of unique statements and a set of unique rules), it is evident 

that sufficient differences exist between the four perspectives on climate justice to justify their existence 

as independent, stand alone sub-discourses. For instance, while they share a concern for social justice, the 

four discourses make different statements with regard to the specific population viewed to experience 

injustices in relation to climate change. Exhibiting the widest scope, the global discourse is generally 

concerned with the rights and interests of the poor, peasant, Indigenous populations of the Southern 

Hemisphere; the peasant discourse focuses specifically on peasant farmers around the world; the 

Indigenous discourse advocates for the rights of Indigenous populations, as well as the Mother Earth and 

all her elements, including animals, plants, the land, the water, the sky, and the spirit; and finally, the civil 

rights is primarily interested in African American communities within the geographical space of the 

United States.  

The discourses also differ with regard to their statements on the root cause of climate change. 

While the global and peasant discourses locate the original source of climate change in the deep 

underlying structures and logics of global neoliberal development and the capitalist economy, they differ 

in that the peasant-oriented discourse specifically focuses on the agricultural dimensions of the economy. 

In contradiction to both, the civil rights discourse pinpoints the cause as the failure of that economy to 

“green” and modernize in environmentally-sound ways, while the Indigenous discourse identifies the 

“violation of the sacred” and loss of harmony with Mother Earth, in turn driven by orthodox scientific 

views of nature as separate from human beings and a resource to be mastered, as the underlying cause of 

the climate crisis.  

With regard to climate change solutions, the four discourses again differ in their statements. For 

the global discourse, the resolution of climate change lies in a deep and transformative change in the 

capitalist economic system based on the principles of steady state production, cooperation and common 

good, local and democratic forms of ownership, and decentralized and equalized resource control. 

Although it focuses specifically on the agricultural sector, the peasant discourse is largely in agreement 



	   63	  

with the global discourse on the above points. In contrast, the solutions put forward by the civil rights 

discourse are more reminiscent of the dominant climate modernization framing in their focus on 

“greening” the economic system through continued growth, good governance, technological innovations, 

and market-based strategies – so long as they also reduce African American inequality. Although the 

Indigenous discourse also discusses economic changes, contrary to the other three narratives, it sees the 

real solution to climate change to lie in a deeper philosophical transition from orthodox scientific 

understandings of nature to a cosmological vision grounded in Indigenous principles.  

While they converge on the assumption that the benefits and impacts of economic growth do not 

correspond geographically, the four climate justice positions vary with regard to their other rules, further 

justifying their distinction as separate discourses as per the criteria established in chapter 2. For instance, 

while the civil rights discourse is based on the rule that human beings are inherently, and therefore 

universally, rational in the economic sense, the global and peasant-oriented discourses assume that human 

behavior is guided by multiple rationalities, including a concern for the common good. In contrast, the 

Indigenous discourse is grounded in the presupposition that, in order to achieve sustainability, human 

actions are guided by a respect for Mother Earth and her elements and their right to fulfill their duties. 

Similarly, while the global, peasant positions presuppose the co-dependence and inter-relatedness, yet 

distinct separation, of human beings and nature, the Indigenous discourse is grounded in the idea that 

human beings are inseparable from Creation. Rather than resources to be mastered, the Earth and her 

elements are relatives to be respected. In contradiction to both these rules, the civil rights discourse 

assumes the separation of human beings and nature, but without acknowledging interdependence.   

This chapter has identified and deconstructed four perspectives on climate justice and proposed 

that, based on the criteria laid out in chapter 2, the climate justice movement consists of not a single 

unified discourse, but four distinct, stand-alone discourses – global, peasant, Indigenous, and civil rights. 

The two conditions for a discourse – the existence of a unified, coherent set of statements and a unified, 

coherent set of rules – are both ruptured by the four perspectives outlined in the paragraphs above; while 

commonalities exist, these positions consist of distinct sets of statements and rules that are often in direct 
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contradiction to one another. Therefore, it is possible to justify the claim that four independent climate 

justice discourses exist within the movement. This analysis of the ways in which the climate justice 

movement constructs the problem of climate change will provide an essential foundation for the 

exploratory analysis of power and resistance with regard to the climate justice and climate modernization 

discourses undertaken in chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5 

Exploring Power and Resistance 

Building on the preceding analysis, this fifth and final chapter reflects on key issues of power and 

resistance within the discursive field of climate change. Specifically, it tentatively assesses and compares 

the strength of the dominant climate modernization discourse and the four counter-dominant sub-

discourses of climate justice (global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and civil rights), and explores the 

relationships of power between these competing discursive streams. In order to appropriately delimit the 

analysis, three indicators of discursive strength are used to assess the relative power of the discourses: 

first, the coherence of discursive statements and rules; second, the material foundations of a discourse in 

institutions, infrastructure, policy, laws, publications, events, and so on; and third, the adaptive capacity of 

a discourse to evolve in response to broader contextual shifts and external events. On the basis of these 

indicators, it is tentatively argued that the climate modernization discourse presently appears to be 

considerably stronger than the four climate justice discourses and that, in order for the climate justice 

movement to increase its influence, it must work to develop a more coherent, materially-strong, and 

adaptive discourse.  

The purpose of this concluding chapter is two-fold. First, it attempts to probe – in a preliminary 

manner – the significance of existing discursive power dynamics for the emerging movement for climate 

justice. The goal is to develop an analytical foundation for exploratory propositions regarding the future 

growth, influence, and longevity of this new and rapidly growing social movement. This includes the 

development of practical and accessible suggestions for how specific climate justice organizations might 

strategically shift their discourses to enhance the power of the movement as a whole. Second, on a more 

theoretical level, the chapter seeks to question the relationship between discursive power and 

characteristics like coherence, materiality, adaptive capacity. On both these fronts, interesting questions 

for further research are uncovered.  
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Before synopsizing the relative strength and relationships of power between the climate 

modernization and climate justice discourses, it is useful to briefly review and elaborate the concept of 

discursive authority introduced in chapter 2. In brief, the power of a discourse lies in its capacity to shape 

and produce social reality and truth. Put slightly differently, discursive power stems from a discourse’s 

ability to establish the conceptual boundaries within which we operate, and thereby define human 

knowledge and understanding of the world (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007; Cuff, Sharrock, and Francis 

2006; Escobar 1995; Mitchell 1995; Weedon 1997). This becomes a source of power and influence 

because, in shaping human knowledge and truth, a discourse may define what counts as relevant, 

legitimate, and important – and perhaps more importantly what is excluded and obscured as irrelevant, 

invalid, and unimportant. In turn, this influences everything from the thoughts we think, the utterances we 

speak, the actions we take, the types of questions posed, the research that is funded, the policies and laws 

that are passed, the books that are published, and so on (O’Brien 2006, 2007; Escobar 1995).  

Applied more specifically to discourses of climate change, discursive power refers to the capacity 

of a discourse to influence the manner in which people comprehend, think and speak about, and act upon, 

the phenomenon of rising greenhouse gas emissions. In other words, it is the ability of a discourse to 

ensure that a particular understanding of the issue – including its root causes, possible impacts, and most 

effective solutions – is enabled or even necessitated, while alternate understandings are obscured and 

marginalized.   

 

5.1 Internal Coherence 

The Oxford English Dictionary (2012) defines the word coherent as that which is “accordant or 

related logically or in sense; congruent; harmoniously accordant.” In specific reference to thought, speech, 

or reasoning, it signifies that “of which all the parts are consistent, and hang well together.” The idea of 

coherence is important within most forms of discourse analysis, yet is diversely applied. At one end of the 

spectrum, linguistics-based discourse analyses engage coherence as a key analytical concept that signifies 

“the ways in which the components of the textual world, i.e. the configuration of concepts and relations 
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which underlie the surface text, are mutually accessible and relevant” (de Beaugrande and Dressler 1981, 

3). In less technical terms, coherence is the “underlying organizer that makes the words and sentences into 

a unified discourse that conforms to a consistent world picture” (Kormos 2012, 1; Halliday and Hasan 

1976). At the other end of the spectrum, Foucauldian discourse analysts typically reject the search for 

discursive coherence (Howarth 2002). In a chapter of The Archaeology of Knowledge dedicated to the 

matter of coherence and contradiction, Foucault asserts, “For archaeological analysis, contradictions are 

neither appearances to be overcome, nor secret principles to be uncovered. They are objects to be 

described for themselves....In short, its purpose is to maintain discourse in all its many irregularities” 

(Foucault [1969] 2002, 169-173). 

While my discourse analytic uses aspects of Foucault’s archaeology as a conceptual tool, it 

diverges on the point of coherence. Aligning more closely with linguistic perspectives, I view the 

coherence of a discourse’s statements and rules as a key indicator of its power and influence. Hence, as 

interpreted within this thesis, coherence is understood as the logical relation of, and consistency of 

meaning within and between, the statements and rules of a discourse. Put simply, the degree discursive 

coherency is directly linked to the number and severity of contradictions present within the narrative of a 

discourse: the less incongruence, the greater the coherency and the more incongruence, the weaker the 

coherency. In assessing the coherence of a discourse, one might pose questions such as: Do the 

assumptions of a given discourse lead logically to its statements, and do they contradict one another or 

relate harmoniously? Are the statements made by a discourse complementary and do they “hang together” 

when viewed as a whole? (Kormos 2012, 1).  

What is the rational behind this understanding of discursive coherency and power? In brief, 

coherency is positively correlated with the perceived validity of a discourse: the more coherent a narrative, 

the more legitimate its explanation of reality or a particular phenomenon like climate change appears to 

the human subconscious. A narrative in which statements work together complementarily and flow 

logically from underlying assumptions will naturally provide a more compelling way of approaching and 

thinking about an issue. In contrast, a discursive representation riddled with contradictions and 
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inconsistencies will inevitably be a less persuasive framing. In turn, the perceived credibility of a 

discourse directly affects its influence over the thoughts, words, and actions of human subjects.10  

As noted in chapter 3, the discourse of climate modernization ranks high in terms of internal 

coherence and unity. This may in part help explain its dominance of current climate change debate and 

action. Whether or not one agrees with its underlying assumptions, the climate modernization discourse 

consists of a set of statements regarding the causes and impacts of, and solutions to, climate change that 

follow largely without immediate contradiction from its foundational rules. If, for instance, it is presumed 

that human beings are economically rational and seek to exchange goods to maximize utility, it follows 

logically that the cause of climate change is the failure to properly internalize the cost of carbon, and that 

the key solution is to put a price on greenhouse gas emissions. Similarly, if one assumes that the benefits 

of economic development and its ecological impacts correspond geographically, to disregard social justice 

concerns from the climate change debate becomes quite cogent. Likewise, solutions such as the 

geoengineering of giant atmospheric reflectors become plausible within the conceptual parameters of the 

assumption of human technical ingenuity. Hence, so long as one accepts its rules as truth, the climate 

modernization discourse “hangs together” as a coherent unity. 

In large part, the unity of the climate modernization discourse relates to its coherence with the 

universalizing drive of capitalist development which, despite its fractures and contradictions with external 

political, economic, social, and physical events and evolutions, has managed to project itself as a universal 

script for humankind over the past three centuries. To elaborate this point, it is useful to draw on Arturo 

Escobar’s Problematization of Poverty, in which he describes how the post-WWII “discovery” of mass 

poverty in the Third World brought into existence the modern discourse of development (1995). In 1948, 

the World Bank defined poverty as an annual per capita income of less than $100; virtually overnight, 

two-thirds of the world became “poor.” The need to treat poverty before it affected global economic 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 This chapter interprets discursive coherency as an indicator of strength; however, other authors have argued 
otherwise. For example, in a analysis of neoliberal discourse, Peck, Brenner, and Theodore (2010) suggest that, in 
fact, the fact that neoliberalism does not exist as a “unified and static structure” it is less likely to “fail in a totalizing 
moment of collapse” – hence implying that some degree and form of disunity is actually a measure of discursive 
strength. 
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stability, caused countries to succumb to communism, or resulted in over-population became the prime 

justification for the restructuring of global political economy and the expansion of capitalist development 

(Escobar, 1995). Like the idea of poverty, the “discovery” of climate change as a global problem caused 

primarily by the failure to internalize the cost of carbon and a lack of “green” technologies has helped to 

institutionally ingrain the climate modernization discourse and facilitate the extension of markets. It is the 

coherence of the climate modernization discourse with the three century-long drive for capitalist 

development that contributes to its unity – and consequently its strength.  

In contrast to the climate modernization discourse, the discourse of the climate justice movement 

is far from unified: as shown in the previous chapter, its narrative on climate change can be deconstructed 

into four separate discourses – the global, civil rights, peasant-oriented, and Indigenous discourses. Each 

of these discourses is sufficiently distinct with regard to rules and statements to justify classification as an 

independent discourse in its own right. Not only do the statements of the four discourses conflict, in many 

cases, particularly between the Indigenous discourse and the other three discourses, the underlying rules 

are also contradictory. Indeed, the broader cosmology of the Indigenous climate justice discourse exists in 

sharp contradiction with the more orthodox scientific worldview underpinning the global, civil rights, and 

peasant-oriented climate justice perspectives. From the Indigenous viewpoint, people, knowledge, and the 

land are inseparable (McGregor 2004, 2009; Gwich’in Elders 1997; Roberts 1996); the Earth and her 

elements are living, conscious, sacred relatives – each with a duty to carry out to sustain Creation (Alfred 

1999; McGregor 2004, 2009); and human beings have a responsibility to give back to, respect, and care 

for the Earth (McGregor 2004, 2009). Despite acknowledging some interdependence, the scientific 

worldview on which the other climate justice discourses ultimately rest assumes the separation of humans 

and nature, and perceives nature as a mechanical device and resource to be mastered. Hence, it can be seen 

that, while each of the four discourses presents a relatively coherent discourse when considered 

individually, when viewed together as the discourse of the climate justice movement, the level of 

incoherency and disunity is high.   
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One of the main reasons for the disunity of the specific sub-discourses of the climate justice 

movement is that each has emerged in part from the distinct historical experiences and struggles of 

particular localized populations at different scales, including local, national, and regional. For example, 

the civil rights discourse of climate justice is embedded in the specific historical experience of African 

Americans in the United States, while the peasant-oriented discourse is largely derived from the struggle 

of peasant farmers and small producers during the neoliberalization of Latin American economies 

beginning in the 1980s. At least in part, it is this specificity of origin that in part frustrates the ability of 

these discourses to be melded into a single unitary and universalizing discourse for climate justice.    

 

5.2 Material Foundations 

Most text-based forms of discourse analysis, including discursive psychology (Potter and 

Wetherell 1987; Parker 1990), limit discourse to its textual existence. In contrast, Foucault underscores the 

material dimensions of discourse; his approach to discursive analysis fixes discourse firmly in “the 

physicality of its effects, in the materiality of its practices” (Hook 2001, 28; 2008). Indeed, one of the 

conditions for the existence of a statement laid out by Foucault in the Archaeology of Knowledge ([1969] 

2002) is a material existence, which is seen to be a constructive, intrinsic characteristic of discursive 

statements. “Could one speak of a statement if a voice had not articulated it, if a surface did not bear its 

signs, if it had not become embodied in a sense-perceptible element…?” Foucault queries. “The statement 

is always given through some material medium….Its materiality is not given to it, in addition, once all its 

determinations have been fixed: it is partly made up of this materiality” (Foucault [1969] 2002, 112). 

Materiality is a key element of Foucauldian discourse analysis, allowing the analyst to move beyond a 

decontextualized mapping of the “markings of textuality” to an understanding of the ways in which 

discourse interacts with and affects the material realm (Hook 2005, 9; Foucault 1981).  

Drawing loosely on the work of Foucault and three authors who operationalized his approach, 

Arturo Escobar (1995), Timothy Mitchell (1995), and Edward Said ([1978] 1979), this chapter defines 

discursive materiality as the physical foundation of a discourse. As a particular representation of reality, a 
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discourse will inevitably be translated into the physical realm (Escobar 1995). This material foundation 

may take wide range of forms, including institutional bodies; organizations of all types, including 

governmental, nongovernmental, community-based groups, and international alliances; legislative bills, 

laws, policies, and programmes – and their physical impacts including infrastructure, development 

planning, resource exploitation, the flow of people and goods, and so on; formal and informal publications 

from books, journal articles, magazine and newspaper articles, and online blogs and forums; events 

including formal and informal conferences, forums, meetings, presentations, and protests; and finally, 

ecological events, such as droughts or hurricanes that assume discursive significance (Escobar 1995; Said 

[1978] 1979; Dryzek 2005). 

As with internal coherence, within this thesis the materiality of a discourse is taken as an indicator 

of discursive power and influence over human thought, speech, and action. The basic premise is that the 

greater the influence of a discourse’s statements and rules on human understanding of the world, the more 

frequently and extensively it will be physically manifested in government policy, institutional design, 

physical infrastructure, publications, events, and so on. Moreover, in turn, each of the material foundations 

of a discourse – from a legislative act to a newspaper article – function to reproduce the very statements 

that originally brought them into existence. Such reproduction further reinforces and expands the power of 

a discourse to permeate and define human knowledge and understanding of reality (Escobar 1995). While 

materiality may indicate discursive strength, the inverse is also true: the more institutionally embedded a 

discourse, the greater influence it will have over human thought and actions. Hence, a mutually-

corresponding influence between discursive strength and material foundations can be said to exist. 

The discourse of climate modernization has a deeply-rooted and extensive material existence. 

First and foremost, the discourse manifests in the programs, policies, conventions, official conferences, 

and publications of the major international institutions engaged in the climate change issue, including the 

World Bank and the United Nations. For example, the green economy agendas of the annual Conferences 

of the Parties to the UNFCCC and the recent United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development 

(Rio+20) plainly reflect the technocratic, market-based, and managerial approach of climate 



	   72	  

modernization. As evidence of this, the final agreement of COP-15, known as the Copenhagen Accord, 

included explicit agreement to use markets to promote and enhance the cost-effectiveness of climate 

mitigation, support for the financial incentives of REDD-plus, and support for a technology mechanism to 

accelerate action on the development and transfer of climate mitigation technologies (UNFCCC 2009a). 

The UNFCCC’s support for a global trade in carbon emissions credits further evidences the manifestation 

of the climate modernization perspective: in 2005, an international carbon market was launched through 

three mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol – international emissions trading, joint implementation, and the 

Clean Development Mechanism (Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007). “The idea of a global carbon market 

gained ground in the multilateral process after the Kyoto meeting in 1997,” Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 

explain. “Today the cap and trade system enacted through the flexibility mechanisms has become a widely 

accepted part of the Kyoto concept” (2007, 130). Moreover, in another manifestation of climate 

modernization, the parties to the Kyoto Protocol agreed to support the transfer of climate-friendly 

technologies and knowledge to developing countries, and the non-binding 2009 Copenhagen Accord and 

subsequent Cancún agreement established a “technology mechanism” – consisting of a technology 

executive committee and a Climate Technology Centre – intended to hasten this process (UNFCCC 

2009a, 2010, 2012b).  

In addition to international development agencies, the climate modernization discourse manifests 

materially in the government policies of many northern industrialized countries – perhaps in part because 

in allowing for business as usual, its representation of climate change appears to have a profound 

resonance with the general Western public. The vast majority of existing state institutions and climate 

policies at both national and local levels are aligned with this discourse; for a Canadian example, one 

needs only look to the province of Ontario’s green energy policies and British Columbia’s carbon tax 

(Province of Ontario 2009; Duff 2008). More recently, many mainstream environmental movement 

organizations – including 350.org, Climate Action Network International, the World Wildlife Fund, and 

Greenpeace – have also started to adopt the climate modernization perspective on climate change 

(Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007). These groups’ support for market-based and technological solutions is 
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partly explained as a reaction to the United State’s withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol in 2005; rather 

than face the potential collapse of negotiations, some NGOs pragmatically chose to back the Convention 

(Bäckstrand and Lövbrand 2007). While they remain critical of progress towards reduced greenhouse gas 

emissions, the advocacy campaigns of many major environmental organizations now largely embody the 

climate modernization discourse (Yamin and Wasserstein 1999).  

At present, the materiality of the climate justice sub-discourses is far less expansive than that of 

the climate modernization discourse. For the most part, these discourses manifest physically in the civil 

society-based events and publications of grassroots organizations, networks, and alliances – for instance, 

the Climate Justice Summit paralleling COP-6 in The Hague and Klimaforum09, a conference that took 

place during COP-15 in Copenhagen, Denmark. While many of these events have been quite large (for 

example, Klimaforum09 drew 50,000 participants), in comparison with the climate modernization 

discourse, the climate justice discourses have had little material effect on state policy, international 

institutions, and formal global conventions (Klimaforum 2009). The most likely explanation for the weak 

institutional foundation of the climate justice discourses is that these perspectives have emerged through 

the work of grassroots organizations and networks, many of which have limited institutional foundations 

and operate on shoestring budgets. 

In notable exception to the generally-weak materiality of the climate justice discourses, the main 

statements and assumptions of the Indigenous sub-discourse are reflected in several recent state laws 

regarding the rights of nature. In 2008, the Ecuadorian constitution was amended to acknowledge that 

nature, or pachamama, possesses the right to exist, flourish, and evolve; Bolivia’s 2010 Mother Earth 

Rights Law recognized the Indigenous concept of “living well;” and more than a dozen local ordinances in 

the United States, starting with an ordinance from the Tamaqua Borough Council in Schuylkill County, 

Pennsylvania, have recognized that “natural communities and ecosystems have a legal right to exist and 

flourish” (Biggs and Margil 2011, 65; Barlow 2011; Greene 2012; Plurinational State of Bolivia 2010). 

Additionally, in 2009, the United Nations considered a draft resolution submitted by Bolivia entitled 

Harmony with Nature, which proposed the adoption of a declaration on the rights of Mother Earth. The 
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rights of nature were also included in a draft text on Long Term Cooperation at COP-17, and in 2011 the 

Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother Earth was tabled as a draft treaty at the United Nations 

(Raman 2010).  

 

5.3 Adaptive Capacity 

The word adaptation is generally defined as the “action or process of adapting one thing to fit 

with another, or suit specified conditions, especially a new or changed environment” (Oxford English 

Dictionary 2012). In the context of discourse analysis, I understand adaptive capacity to refer to the ability 

of a discourse to adjust its statements and rules in response to changing environmental conditions while 

maintaining its original coherency and identity. In other words, adaptive capacity is the extent to, and 

speed at which, a discourse is able to morph its particular narrative to match shifting ecological, economic, 

or socio-political conditions and associated theoretical evolutions – for example, a natural disaster, a new 

social movement, or a sudden global economic downturn.  

As noted above, I also view adaptive capacity as a key gauge of discursive power. To elaborate, 

any change to the environment in which a discourse exists – whether social, political, ecological, or 

economic in nature – has the potential to either contradict or support its narrative. Should an external 

change contradict the statements or assumptions of a discourse, it has the potential to also undermine its 

logic and coherency, thereby opening it up to critique. In turn, this could cause the discourse to fall out of 

favour and decrease its relative power. Thus, the ability to mutate flexibly and quickly in response to both 

minor and major environmental changes that challenge its narrative will permit a discourse to avoid, or at 

least respond effectively to, critique – thereby increasing the likelihood it will be able to maintain its 

discursive influence in a field. As such external environmental changes occur constantly, the ability to 

continually and effectively manage these changes through adaptation without losing its core identity will 

greatly increase the resiliency and long-term power of a discourse.  

The relative newness of both the climate modernization and the climate justice discourses makes 

it difficult to assess their adaptive capacity. Nonetheless, it is possible to draw some tentative conclusions 
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based on the flexibility exhibited by the broader, pre-existing discourses in which these climate change 

discourses are embedded. As explained in chapter 3, the climate modernization discourse is nested within 

the discourse of environmental modernization and in turn, the discourse of neoliberal economic theory. 

Neoliberalism in particular has exhibited a high degree of flexibility and ability to adapt in response to 

moments of crisis that challenge its basic assumptions and statements (Peck, Brenner, and Theodore 

2010). “On their own,” Peck, Brenner, and Theodore state, “crisis conditions will never be enough [to 

escape the ‘neoliberal mind-map’]….The tools of neoliberal governance were forged in, and for, precisely 

such conditions, and the project of market rule has been periodically rejuvenated and restructured through 

crises” (2010, 110). Neoliberalism’s adaptive capacity can be seen, for example, in its response to 

mounting evidence in the late 1990s that the principle of a freely-operating price mechanism underpinning 

a decade of World Bank and International Monetary Fund structural adjustment programs had failed to 

stimulate economic development and alleviate poverty. Rather than crumpling under criticism, the 

discourse mutated: by adding a statement regarding the existence of informational asymmetries in 

economic transactions, it was able to explain away the lack of growth and permit a subtle shift towards 

increased government regulation without losing its original identity (Stiglitz 1998). Although the climate 

modernization discourse has yet to provide such a clear example of flexibility, its embeddedness within 

the highly adaptive neoliberalism suggests its potential for similar mutations in response to external 

changes. 

Given the ease with which nearly anything can be conceptualized in market terms, it would be 

close to impossible for the climate justice sub-discourses to rival the high degree of flexibility exhibited 

by the climate modernization perspective. A full analysis of the adaptability of the four sub-discourses is 

beyond the scope of this chapter, however it is possible to at least partially substantiate this claim by 

exploring an example of the inflexibility of the climate justice discourses: the issue of consumption. As 

noted in chapter 4, the idea that overconsumption by wealthy northern countries is a key driver of climate 

change, and dramatic reduction of consumption is required to mitigate the problem, is central to the 

climate justice discourses, in particular the global discourse. Yet, this statement exists in direct conflict 
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with existing normative values of the numerically minor, but politically important, Western middle class; 

as Princen, Maniates, and Conca (2001) assert, challenging consumption has “an awkward tendency to 

challenge deeply held assumptions about progress and the ‘good life;’ [to] call into question the very idea 

of consumer sovereignty, a cornerstone of mainstream economic thinking; [and] challenge prevailing 

distributions of power and influence” (1). In liberal democracies where the primary purpose of elected 

officials is seen as the improvement of its citizen’s wellbeing, and wellbeing is normatively linked to 

consumption and economic growth, the introduction of policies to reduce consumption would be 

politically unthinkable (Hay 1994; Luban 1998). The discourse/context conflict of climate justice seems 

difficult to reconcile: while an adaptation towards a “green consumption” narrative would reduce conflict 

with external conditions, such a mutation would seriously undermine the deepest premises and integrity of 

the climate justice sub-discourses. On the basis of this and other related examples, it seems likely that the 

climate modernization discourse very likely has a greater ability to adapt to contextual shifts and critique 

than do the four climate justice sub-discourses. 

In summary, with regard to two of the three measures of discursive power – coherence and 

materiality – the climate modernization discourse appears stronger than the climate justice sub-discourses. 

The third measure, adaptive capacity, remains difficult to assess; however, based on the high degree of 

flexibility exhibited by the neoliberal discourse and seemingly irreconcilable conflicts between the climate 

justice discourses and modern Western socio-economic norms, it appears probable that the climate 

modernization discourse has a greater capacity to adapt to external circumstances than do the four climate 

justice discourses. 

 

5.4 Implications for Climate Justice  

What, then, are the primary implications of these conclusions for the climate justice movement? 

First, in order to challenge the dominance of the climate modernization discourse and increase the 

influence of the climate justice discourse in the global climate change debate, the individuals and 

organizations comprising the movement for climate justice would be wise to concentrate financial and 
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human resources on simultaneously strengthening the coherency and expanding the material foundation of 

their discourse. Particular strategies to effectively increase discursive coherency and materiality in the 

context of climate justice could be usefully explored through future research. With regard to the indicator 

of adaptive capacity, the implications are less clear-cut. Nonetheless, it appears that the climate justice 

sub-discourses – in particular the global and civil rights strands – would be wise to strongly resist the 

influence of dominant socio-economic norms. While adapting to align with such norms would 

undoubtedly increase the popularity of these discourses, it would simultaneously undermine their deepest 

premises and compromise their independence from the dominant climate modernization perspective. 

Contrarily, rather than adapting to external circumstances, the organizations of the climate justice 

movement might do well to hone their skills as norm entrepreneurs and strategically work to shift external 

norms to better align with their discourse. This point could also benefit from additional research. On a 

more theoretical level, later research could also examine whether the three indicators (coherence, 

materiality, and adaptive capacity) used here provide a sufficient assessment of discursive power, or 

whether other indicators might be included for a more thorough and meaningful analysis.  

In conclusion, this chapter took the first step in an analysis of the relationship of power between 

the prevailing climate modernization discourse and the four counter-dominant sub-discourses of climate 

justice identified in chapter 4. In order to do so, the discourses were compared according to three main 

indicators – coherency, materiality, and adaptive capacity. On the basis of this tripartite analysis, it was 

suggested that the climate modernization discourse is, at present, stronger than the climate justice 

discourses on all three fronts. The primary implication of this conclusion for the climate justice movement 

is that, in order to increase discursive influence, energy and resources should be strategically focussed on 

building discursive unity and expanding material foundations, as well as developing capacity to act as 

norm entrepreneurs – all topics which present fertile ground for productive future research.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusions 

This thesis began with the following two-part question: How does the emerging movement for 

climate justice discursively construct the phenomenon of climate change, and how do its discourse(s) 

intersect and relate with other primary discourses on the subject? In order to answer this question, a 

discourse analysis of climate change with a specific focus on the discourse(s) of climate justice was 

carried out.  

The thesis began with a description and defence of the methodological approach to discourse 

analysis developed and applied throughout the research process. The philosophical framework was 

identified as a mixture of social constructivist and critical perspectives, and the influence of 

poststructuralist understandings of language on the research was acknowledged. Drawing on Foucauldian-

inspired literature, the concept of discourse was defined not in the common sense usage of conversation or 

communication, but as a historically-situated, materially-embodied, and power-imbued representation of 

reality or, more technically speaking, a set of statements (central arguments) and rules of formation 

(underlying assumptions) that comprise a unique and coherent way of understanding the world. This 

methodology established a solid foundation whereon a discourse-based analysis of the subject of climate 

change, including the discourse(s) of the climate justice movement, could be completed.  

On this methodological basis, the primary discourses surrounding the subject of climate change 

were identified and presented in chapter 3. These included the early scientific, climate modernization, 

climate change denial, and climate justice discourses. The statements and rules of formation regarding the 

root causes and likely impacts of climate change, as well as its effective solutions, were described. 

Further, the discourses were historically contextualized through a description of the various factors 

influencing their emergence and development, including theoretical trends and socio-political, economic, 

and ecological events.   
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The identification of the primary discourses surrounding climate change provided essential 

context for a more in-depth analysis of climate justice in chapter 4. In this section, the analysis of 26 

primary documents representing every major climate justice organization and network revealed four 

distinct sub-discourses within the climate justice movement: global, peasant-oriented, Indigenous, and 

civil rights. While there was a degree of concurrence between these sub-discourses, on the basis of the 

definition of discourse established in chapter 2 wherein it is defined as a unique and coherent set of 

statements and rules of formation, sufficient differences existed to justify their discursive independence. 

As in the previous chapter, the statements and rules of formation for each discourse were described and 

the theoretical, socio-economic, political, and ecological factors influencing their emergence and historical 

development were explored.  

Having mapped the primary discourses surrounding climate change, including four sub-discourses 

of climate justice, the relationships of power between the discourses were tentatively explored. 

Specifically, the prevailing climate modernization discourse and four counter-dominant sub-discourses of 

climate justice were assessed and compared using three indicators of discursive strength: coherence of 

statements and rules, material foundations (e.g. institutions, infrastructure, policy, laws, publications, 

events, etc.), and capacity to evolve in response to broader contextual shifts and external events. 

The first conclusion of this thesis was that four major discourses exist on the subject of climate 

change. As a child of scientific rationalism, the early scientific discourse constructs the phenomenon of 

climate change in largely biophysical and technical terms. Influenced by prevailing neoliberal economic 

and development theories, as well as the concept of sustainable development, the climate modernization 

discourse presents a technocratic, market-based, and managerial representation of climate change. The 

climate change denial discourse is shaped by the narratives of conservatism and environmental skepticism 

and constructs climate change as a scientifically uncertain, likely-fabricated phenomenon that, even in the 

event that it exists, is non-urgent and largely beneficial. Finally, driven by first-hand experience of the 

disproportionate impact of climate change on vulnerable populations and evidence that prevailing climate 

strategies are not adequately addressing issues of social equity, the climate justice discourse(s) construct 
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climate change through the lens of differential responsibility for historic emissions, vulnerability to 

climate change impacts, and influence on decision-making processes.  

Secondly, the thesis concluded that rather than consisting of a single unified discourse, the 

primary climate justice discourse can be further deconstructed into four distinct sub-discourses. Shaped by 

the neo-Marxist theories of ecological unequal exchange and ecological debt, the global sub-discourse 

emphasizes climate-related injustices experienced by Southern Hemispheric populations and defines 

climate change as a problem of the structures and logic of the globalized capitalist economy. The peasant-

oriented sub-discourse draws on agroecological theory to highlight the climate change-related 

vulnerabilities of peasant farmers. It sees climate change to be largely the result of the industrialization of 

agriculture and food. Influenced by Indigenous cosmologies and worldviews, the Indigenous sub-

discourse locates the cause of climate change in the “violation of the sacred” and the loss of harmony with 

Mother Earth and focuses on equity issues related to Indigenous communities. Finally, growing out of the 

environmental justice movement, the United States-based civil rights sub-discourse emphasizes the rights 

and interests of low income and coloured communities, particularly African Americans, and locates the 

cause of climate change in the externalization of ecological costs and failure to incent a “green” economy.   

Finally, the thesis also drew some tentative conclusions regarding the balance of power between 

the climate justice sub-discourse(s) and the prevailing climate modernization discourse. On the basis of 

the indicators selected – internal coherence, material foundations, and adaptive capacity – it was suggested 

that the climate modernization discourse is considerably stronger than the four climate justice sub-

discourses. The implication of this conclusion for the organizations and governmental bodies comprising 

the social movement for climate justice is that, in order to increase discursive influence, energy and 

resources should be strategically focussed on strengthening discursive unity and expanding material 

foundations, as well as developing capacity to act as norm entrepreneurs. The climate justice movement 

arguably lies at a pivotal moment of development; in the spirit of critical research, it is hoped that by 

contributing to a better understanding of the movement’s discourses and how they interact with other 

positions on climate change, this thesis will help the movement increase its ability to challenge the 
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dominant construction of climate change and insert questions of equity into the global debate on climate 

change. 

The findings of this thesis open up several avenues for future research. Some of the questions 

raised are as follows: Are the indicators of discursive strength used in this thesis – adaptive capacity, 

material existence, and internal coherency – a useful starting place for exploring the relative power of two 

or more discourses? How might these indicators be adapted or expanded to gain additional insight into 

discursive relations of power? Of the four climate justice discourses, is one or another better positioned to 

challenge and resist the prevailing climate modernization perspective? What risks of co-option do the 

discourses on climate justice face in their challenge to the dominant climate modernization discourse? 

What locations for discursive resistance against the prevailing climate modernization discourse exist, and 

how might more such locations be created? It is hoped that, as the social movement for climate justice 

continues to grow and expand, future research may begin to address some of these questions.    
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Appendix 1 

List of Climate Justice Documents  

Global Sub-Discourse  

• A Call to Climate Action. Climate Justice Action. 2008.   
 

• Common Statement on the Outcome of the UN Conference on Sustainable Development. Climate 
Justice Now! 2011.  
 

• A People’s Declaration from Klimaforum09: System Change – not Climate Change. 
Klimaforum09. 2009. 
 

• The Peoples’ Protocol on Climate Change. Peoples’ Movement on Climate Change. 2009.  
 

• Durban Declaration on Carbon Trading. Climate Justice Now! 2004. 
 

• “Principles.” Climate Justice Now! 2008.  
 

• Durban Statement on REDD: No REDD! No REDD Plus! Durban Group for Climate Justice. 
2010. 
 

• Delhi Climate Justice Declaration. India Climate Justice Forum. 2002. 
 

• Bali Principles of Climate Justice. International Climate Justice Network. 2002. 
 

• Greenhouse Gangsters vs. Climate Justice. Transnational Resource and Action Center.1999.   
 

• The Rising Tide Coalition for Climate Justice Political Statement. Rising Tide Coalition for 
Climate Justice. 2011. 
 

• Open Letter to the Grassroots. Mobilization for Climate Justice. 2009. 
 

Peasant-Oriented Sub-Discourse 
 

• “Call to Durban.” La Via Campesina. 2010. 
 

• Declaration in Cancún.	  2010.	  La Via Campesina.  
 

• “Thousands of Cancúns for Climate Justice!” La Via Campesina. 2010. 
 

• Declaration in Durban. La Via Campesina. La Via Campesina. 2011. 
 

Indigenous Sub-Discourse 
 

• False Solutions to Climate Change: Indigenous Peoples’ Guide. Published by a consortium of 
organizations, including the Indigenous Environmental Network. 2009.  
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• 4	  Principles	  of	  Climate	  Justice.	  Indigenous	  Environmental	  Network.	  2010.	  
 

• The Anchorage Declaration. Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change, Anchorage, 
AK, April 20-24, 2009.  
 

• Report of the Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change. Indigenous Peoples’ 
Global Summit on Climate Change, Anchorage, AK, April 20-24, 2009.  
 

• Indigenous Peoples’ Declaration: Mother Earth Can Live Without Us, but We Can’t Live Without 
Her. World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth, 
Cochabamba, Bolivia, April 2010.  
 

• People’s Agreement of Cochabamba. World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the 
Rights of Mother Earth. Cochabamba, Bolivia, April 2010. 
 

• Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth. World People’s Conference on Climate 
Change and the Rights of Mother Earth, Cochabamba, Bolivia, April 2010. 
 

Civil Rights Sub-Discourse 
 

• African Americans and Climate Change: An Unequal Burden. Congressional Black Caucus. 2004. 
 

• 10 Principles for Just Climate Change Policies in the United States. Environmental Justice and 
Climate Change Initiative. 2002. 
 

• A Climate of Change: African Americans, Global Warming, and a Just Climate Policy for the 
United States. Environmental Justice and Climate Change Initiative. 2008. 
 
 

 

 

 


