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Climate change – most especially global warming and its consequences – is arguably the 

lynchpin of several intertwined crises facing the world in 2010:  global economic insecurity, the 

human and economic costs of wars in a number of locations, and the pressing poverty and 

inequality that pervade both the Rich World (North America, Europe, Japan, and Australia/New 

Zealand) and what we might call the Majority World.  That the whole planet is in the midst of a 

slow-motion ecological catastrophe can be seen in the writings and public interventions of 

thinkers ranging from mainstream environmentalists such as James Gustave Speth,2 leading eco-

socialists, for example, John Bellamy Foster,3 influential public figures including Al Gore,4 and 

public intellectuals like environmentalist icon Bill McKibben.5

Against critics who dismiss this language of crisis as apocalyptic or millennial, and thus 

irrational, or, from a different point of view, our characterization of it as “slow motion” (i.e. 

  We read about this upheaval 

every day in the news and on the Web – an infinite stream of reports coming in from the fields of 

investigative journalism, academic research, scientific panels, policy reports, and spilling over 

into literature, music, and art.  Every ocean, lake, stream, forest, mountain, desert, species, and 

existing or potential human or animal habitat on earth is already seen as threatened or will likely 

be soon. 
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unfolding over a generation or more) as not sufficiently alarmist, consider these measured words 

of the Union of Concerned Scientists’ 1992 “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity,” endorsed 

by 1,575 top-ranking members:  “Human beings and the natural world are on a collision course. 

Human activities inflict harsh and often irreversible damage on the environment and on critical 

resources.  If not checked, many of our current practices put at risk the future we wish for human 

society and the plant and animal kingdom, and may so alter the living world that it will be unable 

to sustain life in the manner that we know.  Fundamental changes are urgent if we are to avoid 

the collision our present course will bring.”6

Eighteen years after this anxious appeal no fundamental social or economic changes have 

been registered, at least not changes of the magnitude necessary – namely that of an ecological 

revolution similar in size and scope to the so-called industrial and agricultural revolutions.  

Perhaps the recent increase in public and political attention to the possibilities of alternative fuels 

may suggest that a structural adjustment is underway, but the oil-driven rise of China, India, 

Brazil, and elsewhere across the global south puts a check on even this modicum of optimism;  it 

signals rather the built-in momentum of global warming, collapsing fisheries, deforestation, and 

species decline.  It seems in other words to confirm the Union of Concerned Scientists’ worst 

fears.  The urban life world is also in trouble, as Mike Davis plainly argues in his aptly titled 

Planet of Slums (2006).7 In the final analysis, modern oil-driven industrial capitalism is 

structured for potentially limitless growth by global market competition, and that puts it 

increasingly at odds with both planetary ecological sustainability and social justice, as does 

expansion of the chemical, nuclear, mining, forestry, and corporate agricultural industries, in 

spite of their now nearly universal self-identification as advocates of green “sustainability.”  In 

the 21st century, one great challenge for the human, behavioral, and economic sciences will be to 
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respond to this changing planet by seeking better explanations of the underlying cultural causes 

and consequences of these changes. 

In our view, the National Science Foundation should fund the investigation of these 

changes in a two-pronged program.  

First on the agenda should be support for research aimed at understanding the changing 

cultural/institutional engines of economic accumulation in general, the results of which are 

twofold:  on the one hand, an ever increasing quantity of wealth, and on the other, the attendant 

negative social and environmental externalities, by which we mean unpaid social and 

environmental costs that are the exact correlate of this wealth production. 

These culturally generated externalities are the causes of a major cultural response, the 

consequences of which we expect to be great – climate change activism, in which people 

everywhere are engaging with climate change by banding together in new social movements and 

new social forum-style politics to demand that corporations, nations, and international governing 

agencies like the UN, World Bank, and IMF address the problem now.  

The second prong of the research program we suggest is therefore aimed at documenting 

and understanding this civil society response – i.e., the social movements and forum politics of 

climate change activism.  

Modern social imaginaries8 are cultural engines of economic accumulation  

The modern, western form of free enterprise is a driving force behind the globalizing 

process of privatization by which the most deleterious effects of world economic expansion 

register in the interlinked social (communities of labor) and ecological (communities of nature) 

domains.  But economic institutions are nested together in society with the relatively autonomous 

institutions of rights-based free speech public spheres and democratic–republican polities (the 
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state) – a three-fold institutional nexus that social scientists and theorists have identified as the 

cultural dynamo of modernity, and which we believe should be the focus of renewed research.  

Only an integrated analysis of these crucial institutional engines of modernization will be able to 

adequately address the linkage of accumulation (wealth) and its externalities (the unpaid social 

and environmental costs of accumulation),9 marked by the proliferation of global slums and 

poverty and the frightening specter of global warming. 

 A major challenge for holistic research of this kind is thrown up by the barriers of 

disciplinary traditions, and especially the artificial divisions between the disciplines themselves. 

The program we propose is more than interdisciplinary – it is pan-disciplinary, and must be so 

because it begins from the cultural sociological standpoint of Earth in Crisis, and orients 

everything toward determining how and why this is the case, rather than devolving into intra-

disciplinary debates, however interesting and relevant those may be to economists, sociologists, 

or political scientists at a lower level of strictly disciplinary analysis.   Environmental scientists 

need to be working with sociologists, mediologists, anthropologists, historians, economists, 

political scientists, cultural studies scholars, and educational theorists to get at the reasons why 

carbon-fueled culture in many places, each with its own stamp, offers such stiff resistance to 

reform, and how climate activism has managed to achieve the global profile it has while still 

ultimately falling short of achieving its daunting goal of an adequate global response to climate 

change. 

Social movements for climate change as political cultures of opposition and resistance 

The second dimension of the program we recommend focuses on the various social 

movements that address the negative social and environmental externalities of globalization.  Of 

these, studying climate change activism is the most important, because of its implications for 
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looming interrelated problems of food security, water supplies, resource wars, economic 

instability, immigration, health epidemics, and deteriorating governance, both national and 

global, among a whole host of others. 

The entire spectrum of responses to climate change is a natural area for deep 

interdisciplinary research collaborations between natural and social scientists.  Some scholars 

will want to focus on the efforts of private interests to protect their fortunes, for example the 

sustained campaign by energy corporations to undermine climate science, while others will study 

the negotiation of a comprehensive climate treaty – perhaps humanity’s most pressing future 

need, from the halting process started at Kyoto in 1997 to the virtually stalled outcome of the 

recent summit in Copenhagen in December 2009 (which one of us – John Foran – attended).  

The NSF should keep its resources trained on these contentious and very consequential public 

sphere conflicts and political negotiations as they continue to develop over the coming decades. 

Our proposal therefore focuses on the demand for a just, binding, and scientifically 

grounded global climate agreement,10 or set of agreements, that will in some measure be the fruit 

of social movements on the global, regional, national, state/provincial, and local levels.  These 

movements interact with governmental negotiation processes and climate change science in 

important ways that research needs to continuously document and analyze.  At present, there are 

hundreds of social movements and NGOs, large and small, playing important roles in this 

process and collectively promising to transform the global politics of climate change in ways that 

research needs to keep track of and appraise.  Some of the most visible of these are the Global 

Climate Action Network (http://www.climatenetwork.org/), 350.org (http://www.350.org/), 

Friends of the Earth International (http://www.foei.org/), the world’s Green parties 

(http://www.greens.org/), and the World Social Forum (http://www.forumsocialmundial.org).  
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Many of these groups and their members were active in Copenhagen – at the huge marches and 

demonstrations in the streets, but also inside the Bella Center where non-governmental 

organizations were present as official delegates, and at the impressive ten-day alternative 

Klimaforum0911 with its full schedule of workshops and plenary speakers that generated 

analyses of substantial sophistication and real promise. 

We believe that social scientists should study the origins (social, cultural, political), 

developmental trajectory, animating visions, tactics and strategies, growth or decline, and 

possible futures of these movements.  To do this, we need to mobilize the best social science 

tools we have and use them to fashion powerful new conceptual frameworks.  For example, 

Foran’s perspective on political cultures of opposition and resistance studies how people make 

political sense of the worlds that constrict them.12 The origins of such political cultures lie in the 

experiences of people, in the grievances they endure and the emotional and political responses 

they fashion using every available cultural and historical tool they possess.  For example, when 

collective discourses like environmentalism or feminism are available in the form of consciously 

articulated ideologies, would-be social actors take them up and put them to work locally, and in 

this way they tend to diffuse through activist groups into local settings and circulate between 

social movements.  Popular idioms13 or folk understandings – what might be called ‘rich 

stories’14 – are also available for use, providing new social actors as well as seasoned activists 

with locally understood, everyday terms of fairness, justice, or autonomy.  When these take hold 

in a large enough part of society, often through the work of some kind of radical/progressive 

organization or network, a social movement can gain enough committed followers to take 

decisive action.  The forging of a strong and vibrant political culture of opposition is thus a 

collective accomplishment, carried through by the actions of many people. 
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Political cultures of opposition and resistance exhibit further characteristics of interest:  

In any given society, there usually exist multiple political cultures of opposition, for people do 

not necessarily share the same experiences, speak the same idioms, or respond to the same 

formal ideologies.  Effective social movements find ways of bridging such differences through 

the skillful creation of a common goal – for example, when First Peoples, labor activists, and 

environmentalists agree that “the corporations must be held responsible,” that voters must “throw 

them [the politicians] all out,” or that “the foreign powers must leave.” When this happens, a 

movement’s chances of success are considerably increased.15   There is an extremely moving 

video interview of a young participant at Copenhagen that eloquently shows some of the key 

elements of what we mean.16  We recommend that readers listen to it with care:  it is the voice of 

climate activism for the 20-teens, and it illustrates how emotions, discourses, idioms, and 

networks can fold together in the making of a powerful emergent political culture of climate 

change resistance. 

Conclusion 

We feel it is time to lay the groundwork for a large new research project on global 

climate struggles as they unfold.  Bringing together and understanding the interactions among 

grassroots social movements from below, key non-governmental organizations, and nation-state 

policymakers and leaders could result in a far more hopeful outcome to the question of an “Earth 

in Crisis.” Studying the cultural causes of climate change and the institutional forces behind 

resistance to future-oriented climate reform are crucial starting points for this research, which 

could with NSF guidance contribute much to our understanding of political activism, and to the 

climate change movements themselves, in the process thereby perhaps contributing to world 

economic, social, and ecological sustainability.  Established science tells us that global warming 
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is here – but not why society is so resistant to positive change.  The program we propose seeks 

first of all to sharpen our understanding of the institutional logic and durability of carbon-fueled 

industrial culture, and through this to improve the chances that climate change activism and 

movements will succeed in calling up a political constituency strong enough to force the 

necessary change toward sustainable economic, social, and political practices.  Surely this must 

be counted as one of the most important research agendas for the coming decade or more. 
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