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This article discusses climate change knowledge from the perspective of social
movement theory, a relatively neglected topic in the literature on climate change
knowledge. This article reviews relevant studies and theories of social movements
with special attention to the role of knowledge-making in social movements, before
tracing the relations between social movements and climate change knowledge
from the 1970s to the present. Climate change first emerged as an issue of public
concern within the context of the environmental movements of the 1970s and 1980s,
while skepticism was shaped, in significant ways, by the neo-conservative and neo-
nationalist movements that grew to political significance in the 1980s and 1990s.
The neo-liberal movements of the 1990s and 2000s have helped shape the recent
rise to public attention of climate change as an overarching political problem.
Finally, this article discusses how concerns with ‘climate justice’ have emerged
as part of a social movement for global justice, and concludes by contrasting the
different social movements that have affected and influenced the making of climate
change knowledge.  2010 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. WIREs Clim Change 2010 1 811–823 DOI:
10.1002/wcc.88

INTRODUCTION

In all the voluminous commentary that accompanied
the failure to reach an international agreement on

climate change in 2009, the connections between
social movements and those who took part in the
formal negotiation process or in the broader public
debate have tended to be neglected. And yet, both
the negotiations and the public debate about climate
change have been significantly shaped by social
movements.

It was in the environmental movements of
the 1970s that the idea that human activity could
be changing the Earth’s climatic conditions first left
the circumscribed confines of academic discussion to
enter into the broader realms of society and politics.
The environmental movements provided a social
context, a cultural space for biochemists, ecologists
and other natural scientists, and engineers to educate
the public about environmental issues. Moreover, as
part of that process of public education, the scientific
conjecture that the accumulation of carbon dioxide
and other gases in the atmosphere could, as in a
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greenhouse, raise the temperature of the Earth and
literally warm the globe started to become public
knowledge.1–3

Today, climate change knowledge is a field of
contention, with fundamental disagreements over the
causes and the appropriate ways to deal with it (for
a recent overview of the debate, refer Ref 4, and
for a discussion of the reasons for the disagreements,
refer Ref 5). While there are a great many different
viewpoints, it can be suggested that there are three
main positions in relation to climate change knowl-
edge, which will be characterized here as dominant,
oppositional, and emergent.

The dominant position is associated with those
who have been most active in raising political aware-
ness about climate change in the past decade, and
who have promoted a substantial lowering of the
emissions of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and
a transition to what has been termed a ‘low-carbon
society’. The oppositional position is associated with
self-proclaimed ‘skeptics’ who, for various reasons,
question the importance of dealing with climate
change as opposed to other issues. They have actively
challenged the dominant position, primarily by ques-
tioning the truth value of the scientific knowledge
claims that have been made on its behalf. The emergent
position is associated with those who are convinced
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that climate change is occurring, and that it will have
serious consequences if it is not abated, but who stress
the importance of dealing with climate change in ways
that take issues of justice and fairness seriously into
account. The positions are neither mutually exclusive
nor all-encompassing, but as ideal–typical categories,
they can be helpful for exploring the connections
between social movements and climate change knowl-
edge.

It is the contention of this article that these
three contending positions have been shaped by social
movements, especially in regard to their conceptions
of science. The neo-conservative and neo-nationalist
movements that emerged in the 1970s and grew to
political significance in the 1980s, not only in the
United States but also in many European countries,
have had a major influence on the development of
the skeptical or oppositional position, both in relation
to climate change, in particular, and environmental
issues in general.6–9 In these movements, adherence to
conservative values or beliefs, including a traditional,
discipline-based conception of scientific knowledge,
has encouraged rejection of the findings of the cli-
mate scientists, who, together with their political
spokespersons, such as Al Gore, have been of such
central importance in making climate change an issue
of public debate during the past two decades.

Many of the most vocal actors in climate change
debates, particularly Al Gore, can be considered to
have close connections with the rise of neo-liberal or
‘transnational capitalist’ movements that grew into
significant forces in the global political economy
after the fall of the Soviet empire in 1989.10 These
movements have been especially important in promot-
ing the establishment of closer relationships between
academic scientists and business firms, and in com-
mercializing scientific knowledge. This has happened
throughout the world but in a particularly strong
manner in the United States, where the process of
‘academic capitalism’ has been most pronounced.11,12

The conception of science that is shared by most
of the vocal actors in climate change politics is non-
disciplinary and entrepreneurial in that the knowledge
that is made in many climate research centers and pan-
els is dependent on the contexts, both financial and
organizational.13–16

In recent years, it has been the so-called
anti-globalization movement that has provided the
social context for concerns with ‘climate justice’ to
be articulated as a third mode of climate change
knowledge.17,18 Like the anti-globalization movement
as a whole, however, the proponents of climate jus-
tice are yet to articulate a coherent sense of collective
identity or common purpose, and that is why this

position in relation to climate change knowledge is
best characterized as emergent.

These relations between social movements and
climate change knowledge have not received much
attention either in the academic or more popular liter-
ature. Those who write about social movements tend
to define and analyze them primarily in political and
organizational terms, while those who write about cli-
mate change knowledge tend to relegate social move-
ments to the contextual background, focusing most of
their attention on the specific discourses, deliberations,
and cognitive claims of actors and institutions con-
cerned with climate change. As such, an understanding
of the social movements that have served to help
shape climate change knowledge has been neglected.
While we all know intuitively that there are con-
nections between broader political and social move-
ments and climate change knowledge, the links are
seldom explicit focuses in the scholarly and popular
literature.

By reviewing the history of climate change
knowledge from the perspective of social movements
and social movement theory, and thus bringing, as
it were, the contextual background into the textual
foreground, this article attempts to help fill this gap in
understanding.

WHAT IS A SOCIAL MOVEMENT?

There is little agreement among those who study social
movements about what a social movement ‘really’ is.
Definitions depend on which movements are seen as
typical or most important, what kind of terminology
or conceptual framework is applied, the particular
research questions being addressed and, not least, the
situation or standpoint of the researcher.19,20 Since
Neil Smelser21 in his classic work, Theory of Collective
Behavior, divided movements into those who are vari-
ously ‘results-oriented’ and ‘values-oriented,’ there has
been a bifurcation among the students of social move-
ments; namely, between those who focus on what
might be termed movements in the streets versus those
who focus on movements in the mind. Even so, for all
their differences, the various definitions that have been
most actively applied in the scholarly literature can be
said to share certain common features or elements
which will be used to provide a ‘working definition’
of social movements for the purposes of this article.

On one hand, a social movement will be defined
here as a collective form of social behavior that is
explicitly organized for political action. A social move-
ment is the process by which human and material
resources are mobilized in trying to affect politi-
cal change (an influential recent discussion is Ref
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22). In pursuit of one or another political cause,
they make use of what Herbert Kitschelt23 termed
‘political opportunity structures’ in his analysis of
anti-nuclear movements in the 1970s. Social move-
ments tend to manifest themselves through publicly
recognized forms of protest or direct action, but these
acts do not themselves make a social movement. They
need to be linked or connected to one another in some
way, organized, and coordinated by means of a com-
mon platform or program. This provides what has
been termed a ‘collective identity’, a set of values or
precepts or beliefs that empower those who share and
identify with them. These matters of collective identity
formation have been most influentially theorized and
studied by Alain Touraine and Alberto Melucci and
their students and colleagues (refer Refs 24–27).

On the other hand, a social movement is some-
thing distinct from more formalized political parties,
social institutions or other established kinds of poli-
tics in that it ‘moves’ or, put another way, has a more
informal character than established political and social
activities; in this regard, social movements resem-
ble what Ulrich Beck28 termed ‘subpolitics’. Many
theorists have attempted to distinguish movements
from institutions and movements from organizations
and political parties (perhaps most famously Alberoni
1984),29 and a recurrent theme in social movement
studies has been to analyze processes of institutional-
ization and professionalization. In recent years, social
movements have come to be ever more likened to, and
conceptualized as, networks. They have come to be
seen as central to what Manuel Castells has termed
the ‘network society’,30 with attention given to distin-
guishing between the different kinds of networking,
brokerage and (inter)mediation that goes on in social
movements.31 In many contemporary social move-
ments, not least those related to climate change, much
of this networking activity is now conducted ‘virtually’
via electronic communication and the Internet.32

A third element of almost all theories of social
movements is the understanding that they are more
than ‘merely’ political phenomena and that they
involve some form of what Jurgen Habermas33,34

so influentially has termed communicative action. As
in other fields of social science, there has been an
increasing interest in these more communicative or
cultural aspects of social movements, even though
there is little agreement about how best to study
or theorize them (cf. Refs 35 and 36). Many social
movement analysts use the concept of framing to
discuss these matters37,38 while others emphasize the
role of passions and emotions (cf. Ref 39). Other
theorists, usually within anthropology, have focused
explicit attention on the uses of knowledge by social

movements, perhaps most influentially the uses of
so-called indigenous knowledge by social movements
in non-Western countries.40,41

The cognitive approach to social movements19

makes use of the terms ‘cognitive praxis’ and ‘move-
ment intellectuals’ to emphasize the role of knowledge-
making in social movements and to characterize the
people who are most actively involved. Cognitive
praxis is defined as the linking or integration of ideas,
ideologies, and/or world view assumptions (a cosmo-
logical dimension) to particular activities or forms of
action, including technical development, information
dissemination, and practical demonstration of both
protest and constructive alternative (a technologi-
cal dimension). The movement is seen as providing
an organizational dimension and a public space for
integrating the cosmology and the technology in pro-
cesses of collective learning, and their cognitive praxis
makes social movements particularly important in
the constitution and reconstitution of science and
technology.42,43 Eyerman and Jamison44 broaden the
cognitive approach to encompass cultural practices
and, by so doing, focus attention on the role that
the ‘mobilization of tradition’ plays in the collective
activities of many social movements. It is the mobiliza-
tion and (re)invention of different traditions of ideas,
beliefs, and ideologies that often plays an important
role in attracting active participation and involvement
in social movements.

For the purposes of this article, social movements
will thus be defined as processes of political protest
that mobilize human, material, and cultural resources
in networks linking individual actors and organiza-
tions together in pursuit of a common cause. They
provide spaces in the broader culture for new forms
of knowledge-making and socio-cultural learning as a
central part of their activity.

THE EMERGENCE OF CLIMATE
CHANGE KNOWLEDGE

Climate change was first identified as a potentially sig-
nificant public concern as one of the many aspects of
an ‘environmental crisis’ that was to lead to the emer-
gence of environmental movements in the 1970s. Like
the other social movements that grew out of the stu-
dent revolts of the 1960s—those of women’s liberation
and anti-imperialism, in particular—the environmen-
tal movements, as they started to be called in the
1970s, were highly critical of the ways in which
knowledge was produced in society, and the ways
in which students were educated. Most of the active
members were University and high-school students,
and most of the activity was a collective learning in
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relation to environmental problems and dealing with
what came to be termed ‘the environmental crisis’.45,46

The cognitive praxis of the environmental move-
ments was based on a philosophy or cosmology of
systemic holism derived from systems theory and pop-
ularized in such books as Barry Commoner’s The
Closing Circle (1971), A Blueprint for Survival,3 Only
One Earth,2 as well as in the influential writings of the
American ecosystem ecologists, Eugene and Howard
Odum.47 In the environmental movements, this eco-
logical philosophy or worldview was combined with a
practical interest in appropriate, small-scale technol-
ogy that was popularized in such books as Tools for
Conviviality by Ivan Illich48 and Alternative Technol-
ogy and the Politics of Technical Change by David
Dickson49 and practiced in new movement settings or
spaces such as the Center for Alternative Technology
in Wales, the New Alchemy Institute in the United
States, and a wide range of production collectives and
alternative communities.50

It was within the cognitive praxis or knowledge-
making activity, of the environmental movements of
the 1960s and 1970s that climate change was first
identified as a potentially significant social and politi-
cal problem. In Barry Commoner’s The Closing Circle,
for instance, before the ‘four laws’ of ecology are pre-
sented as a new political philosophy or program, the
reader is introduced to the crucially important role
that carbon dioxide emissions play in the so-called
greenhouse effect:

Carbon dioxide has a special effect because it is
transparent to most of the sun’s radiation except that
in the infrared region of the spectrum. In this respect,
carbon dioxide is like glass, which readily transmits
visible light, but reflects infrared. This is what makes
glass so useful in a greenhouse in the winter. Visible
energy enters through the glass, is absorbed by the soil
in the greenhouse, and then is converted to heat, which
is reradiated from the soil as infrared energy. But
this infrared energy, reaching the greenhouse glass,
is bounced back and held within the greenhouse as
heat. . . .Like glass, the carbon dioxide in the air that
blankets the earth acts like a giant energy valve.
Visible solar energy easily passes through it; reaching
the earth, much of this energy is converted to heat,
but the resultant infrared radiation is kept within
the earth’s air blanket by the heat reflection due to
carbon dioxide. Thus, the higher the carbon dioxide
concentration in the air, the larger the proportion of
solar radiation that is retained by the earth as heat
(Commoner,1 pp. 26–27).

Commoner’s four laws of ecology—‘everything is
connected to everything else’, ‘everything must go
somewhere’, ‘nature knows best’, and ‘there is no such

thing as a free lunch’—provided a set of cosmological
or worldview assumptions for the environmental
movements that, in the course of the 1970s, became
significant political actors in several northwestern
European countries, as well as in North America.
In political campaigns directed against various kinds
of air and water pollution, chemicals in food and
agriculture, and especially against the development of
nuclear energy, environmental movement organiza-
tions, together with students and teachers at universi-
ties, learned about environmental problems.46,51,52

They also learned about alternative, ‘environ-
mentally friendly’ ways to produce energy, food, and
other necessities of life, that were based on an ecologi-
cal worldview. Activists and academics joined together
to learn how to build solar energy panels and wind
energy plants, grow organic food, and to try to live
more ecologically—what we today would call climate-
smart; i.e., finding ways to develop technology that
do not emit carbon dioxide and other greenhouse
gases (for a contemporary overview, refer Ref 53).
In the Netherlands, ‘science shops’ were established
at several universities to provide points of mediation
between the academic world and the broader society,
and in many other countries the environmental move-
ments fostered other forms of ‘citizen science’.54 The
environmental and energy movements of the 1970s
also inspired the formulation of new ideas about
science and technology, both for the production of
energy but also more generally.55–58

In Denmark, local groups in the national
Organization for Renewable Energy arranged courses
at many folk high schools and created centers for
renewable energy, such as the Nordic center in
Thisted, which is still in operation. In 1978, the
world’s then largest wind energy power plant was
constructed by students at the Tvind folk high schools
on the Danish west coast, not far from where
VESTAS, the world’s largest wind energy company, is
now based.52 Mobilizing a Danish tradition—Poul
La Cour, a folk high school physics teacher in
the 19th century had been one of the first in the
world to experiment systematically with wind-power
generated electricity production—the Organization
for Renewable Energy (or OVE, Organisation
for Vedvarerende Energi) has continued to foster
‘grassroots innovation’ ever since. Of course, the
Danish interest in wind energy was also motivated
by economic concerns and, not least, by the widely
felt need at the time to diminish national dependence
on foreign oil, but the mobilization of an indigenous
engineering tradition was important in providing
valuable cognitive and cultural resources for the
subsequent development of wind energy.59
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THE SHAPING OF CLIMATE CHANGE
SKEPTICISM
As the political climate in North America and north-
western Europe turned to the right in the 1980s,
environmental politics changed character, and the
making of environmental knowledge changed as well.
From a social movement perspective, this right turn
in politics represented a mobilization of conservative
traditions or—as they are often referred to in the
United States—neo-conservative values and interests.
Religious and nationalist concerns were fundamental
to these neo-conservative movements which emerged,
at least in part, as a kind of organized opposition
to the environmental and women’s movements of the
1970s and the kind of knowledge they had embodied
and articulated.6,60–62

In many European countries, similar movements
emerged at this time to oppose immigration and Euro-
pean integration. In Denmark, there was a strong
mobilization against entrance into the European
Union, and this later led to the building of the Danish
People’s Party which, in many ways, retains the char-
acter of a social movement even though it has become
an established political party. Neo-nationalism in
Europe resembles neo-conservatism in the United
States, both in terms of an adherence to what might be
termed a populist conception of knowledge, as well as
in regard to a cosmological belief in national identity
and the importance of upholding traditional values.

It is beyond the scope of this article to dis-
cuss these movements in any detail. However, like
other social movements, they can be said to have
mobilized human, material, and cultural resources for
purposes of political protest. As with many other
recent movements, they have organized themselves
through various social networks that provide opportu-
nities for interested individuals to interact. Networks
in the mass media, radio, and television, as well as in
other settings, such as political action committees in
the United States, have provided what can be termed
the organizational dimension of these movements’
cognitive praxis. Most recently, these networks have
been strengthened by the Internet and various other
forms of electronic communication, but even before
the Internet became widely used, a number of new
think tanks and study organizations developed in both
Europe and the United States to spread the ideas of
neo-conservatism and neo-nationalism.8,62 As such,
the neo-conservative cosmology was linked to spe-
cific actions (to protest, among other things, abortion
rights in the United States, and immigrant rights in
Europe).

It was within the socio-cultural space carved
out by these neo-conservative and neo-nationalist

movements that anti-environmentalism would emerge
as a political force in the course of the 1980s.
Already in the debates about nuclear energy in the
1970s, a number of natural scientists, especially
atomic physicists, began to challenge the forms of
knowledge-making and the epistemic claims that were
promulgated in the new social movements of the
1970s, particularly in the environmental and anti-
nuclear movements. Indeed, the energy debates of the
1970s were, in large measure, debates about different
conceptions of science and technology. Out of those
debates would later grow a defensive attitude toward
what might be termed traditional science on the part of
many scientists, and, more specifically, an opposition
to the scientific methods and modeling techniques
that would become so important in the making of
climate change knowledge, in particular the complex
general circulation models.63,64 While certainly not all
climate change skeptics are neo-conservatives or neo-
nationalists—many skeptics are simply dubious about
the kind of scientific claims that are made—it was the
neo-conservative movement that provided a context
for climate change skepticism to become politically
significant.

Denmark is an interesting example in this
regard. Bjorn Lomborg’s65 rise to national and,
later, international prominence corresponds in time
to the rise in political significance of neo-nationalist
movements in Denmark and its political wing, the
Danish People’s Party.9 While disagreeing on many
substantive issues, Lomborg and the Danish People’s
Party share a common opposition to the strong
emphasis that was given to ‘green’ politics in Denmark
in the 1990s and, in terms of their cognitive praxis,
they share what might be termed a traditional
conception of scientific knowledge.

THE RISE OF GREEN BUSINESS
At the same time as the anti-environmental ‘backlash’
was taking shape in the 1980s, the environmental
movement itself fragmented into a number of different
organizations and institutions, both in terms of
politics and knowledge-making.46,51 Green parties
were formed in many countries and professional
activist organizations, such as Greenpeace, grew
in significance, while more broad-based grassroots
organizations that led the campaigns against nuclear
energy in the 1970s tended to weaken.66 Within
universities and new environmental ‘think tanks’ such
as the World Resources Institute and the Wuppertal
Institute, different sorts of experts started to make
more specialized kinds of knowledge in areas such as
renewable energy, organic agriculture and, eventually,
in relation to climate change.67
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As such, more professional and established
forms of knowledge-making started to replace the
kinds of appropriate or alternative science and tech-
nology that had been so prominent in the 1970s.
Many of those who had been active in the envi-
ronmental movements in the 1970s left the movement
behind to make careers in universities, as well as in the
wider worlds of government, media, and business. As
the surrounding society became more commercial and
competitive in the course of the 1990s—the result, one
might say, of another social movement, namely that of
globalization or neo-liberalism—a good deal of green
knowledge also became more commercial and com-
petitive. Instead of learning together and cooperating
with each other in projects of collective learning, many
makers of green knowledge went into business.68–70

Especially in the United States but also in many
European countries, universities were encouraged to
form closer ties with private companies. At first, in the
1980s, the links were primarily institutional, as offices
for technology transfer and product development were
established at many universities and science parks
allowing companies to locate near University cam-
puses became ubiquitous. In the course of the 1990s, a
broader process of commercialization of science took
place as new neo-liberal think tanks and a range
of research institutes started to proliferate outside the
universities, often funded by private companies.11,12,71

These forms of knowledge-making were sup-
ported and encouraged by new market-oriented
approaches to science, technology, and environmen-
tal policy that became especially important in several
European countries in which social-democratic gov-
ernments pursued policies of ‘ecological moderniza-
tion’ in the 1990s, often with the support of green
parties. These forms of knowledge-making and new
market-oriented approaches to science, technology,
and environmental policy also marked the Clinton–-
Gore administration in the United States.72,73 In
Germany, Great Britain, Denmark, Sweden, and the
Netherlands, as well as at the European Commission,
promoters of ecological modernization sought to com-
bine environmental concern with economic growth.
As climate change became a more integral part of
environmental politics in the 1990s, it was the market-
oriented approaches that tended to dominate the
international deliberations, both in Kyoto, as well as
within intergovernmental administrative and scientific
advisory bodies, such as the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC).

From a social movement perspective, the
rise of market-oriented environmentalism—what I
have termed ‘green business’46—was shaped by the
broader neo-liberal movement that Leslie Sklair10

has characterized in social movement terms as
‘transnational capitalism in action’. Whether we con-
sider neo-liberalism as a social movement or as a
political ideology, it has certainly exerted a powerful
influence on environmental politics in general and on
the politics of climate change, in particular. Much of
the knowledge-making activity within green business
tends to be organized in commercial networks, with
University scientists and engineers working together
with companies on specific projects. There are also
a number of ‘movement intellectuals’ in the commer-
cial media as well as in private consulting companies
who serve to articulate the underlying importance of
meeting the climate challenge in commercial terms.
Along with Al Gore, the author and New York Times
columnist, Thomas Friedman, have been perhaps the
most publicly visible intellectuals of these movements.
The ‘cognitive praxis’ of green business exemplifies
the dominant approaches of academic capitalism in
the promotion of commercially oriented technological
innovation and of green product development as the
main ‘solution’ to climate change.

The cosmology of green business is based on a
belief in a convergence between economic growth
and environmental protection. Depending on the
context, it has been termed ecological moderniza-
tion, eco-efficiency, corporate sustainability or green
growth. In the words of Maarten Hajer, central to
the political discourse of ecological modernization
in the 1990s was ‘the fundamental assumption that
economic growth and the resolution of the ecologi-
cal problems, can in principle, be reconciled. Hence,
although some supporters may individually start from
moral premises, ecological modernization basically
follows a utilitarian logic: at the core of ecological
modernization is the idea that pollution prevention
pays’(Ref 68, p.27). In the course of the past 15 years,
particularly in China and other Asian countries, this
fundamental assumption is central to major national
programs in ‘green growth’.

One of the main proponents of market-oriented,
green business approaches to addressing climate
change has been the former US vice-president Al Gore.
Already in his first book, Gore74 combined arguments
for economic growth with arguments for environ-
mental protection in providing what he called a ‘new
common purpose’ for humanity. After the fall of the
Soviet empire, the ‘singular will of totalitarianism’ had
fallen as a challenge:

But now a new challenge—the threat to the
global environment—may wrest control of our destiny
away from us. Our response to this challenge must
become our new central organizing principle. The
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service of this principle is consistent in every way with
democracy and free markets (Gore,74 p. 277).

In his book, Gore proposed what he then termed
a ‘Global Marshall Plan’ for saving the environment,
by which he meant massive investments in renewable
energy companies and in other environmentally
friendly technological developments. In the 1990s,
as vice-President, Gore led the US delegation to
Kyoto, where he was one of the central promoters
of what has since been termed the cap-and-trade
approach for dealing with climate change. After
losing the 2000 election, Gore emerged as the main
proponent for using market mechanisms and business
ventures to respond to what he so famously called the
‘inconvenient truth’ of climate change.

AN EMERGENT MOVEMENT FOR
CLIMATE JUSTICE

In the last few years, a new kind of political activism,
often involving forms of civil disobedience and direct
action, has emerged in relation to climate change and
has led some observers to begin referring to a climate
justice movement as a part of a broader movement for
global justice.

The global justice movement has been charac-
terized as a ‘movement of movements’, a term coined
by Naomi Klein in the wake of the anti-globalization
protests of the late 1990s. The term captures well the
heterogeneous character of the emerging submove-
ment for climate justice, as well as the broader global
justice movement.75 Both the movement and sub-
movement are filled with tensions and contradictions,
composed as they are of a variety of groups and
individuals who have begun to take political action
in order to protest the quite different kinds of nega-
tive consequences that they attribute to globalization,
and proposing ways of dealing with them in a more
equitable and just manner.

For the influential theorists Hardt and Negri,76

the working class ‘masses’ that were mobilized in
the social movements of the late 19th and early
20th centuries have given way to a ‘multitude’
of disenfranchized and disenchanted global citizens.
While a multitude of voices and concerns has begun
to be heard in relation to globalization and climate
change, the multitude has not yet formed a shared
set of beliefs that can serve as a cosmological
dimension for a social movement’s cognitive praxis.
An awareness throughout the world is emerging about
the need for a movement for climate justice but, at least
for this observer, there is little agreement as to what the
movement should do and how it should organize itself.

Like other social movements in their initial stages,
there is as yet no real integration of the relatively
abstract theorizing about global injustice voiced by
theorists like Hardt and Negri with the multifaceted
array of practical activities that are being carried out.
In other words, there is no social movement with a
coherent or integrated cognitive praxis yet.

There are at least three different kinds of sub-
movements or networks concerned with global justice
and which take part in various international gather-
ings that sometimes are said to represent the global
justice movement. On one hand, there are the parties,
organizations, federations, and other institutionalized
legacies of the so-called ‘old’ social movements of
the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the various
outgrowths of populist and socialist movements that
have become integral parts of the political landscape
in both the global North and the global South. Issues
of equality and justice for workers and farmers have
been central to these movements from the outset and
in the contemporary world they tend to base their
political activity on socialist values of one denomina-
tion or another. In the emerging movement for global
justice, members of various socialist organizations and
parties often enter into alliances with other kinds of
organizations with very different backgrounds and
motivations. As a result, it has been difficult to reach
an agreement or form a collective identity about par-
ticular topics such as climate change.

A second important component of the emerging
movement is based on the concerns of the so-
called new social movements of the 1970s, especially
the movements for environmental protection, anti-
imperialism, and women’s liberation that were so
significant in the United States and northern Europe.
These movements have tended to become established
fixtures in the contemporary world, primarily in the
form of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that
have developed around particular issues and projects.
These organizations have developed a more business-
like, professional approach to politics; they have
largely become institutions rather than movements
and, much like University scientists and engineers,
have become dependent on external funding for much,
if not most, of their activity (cf. Ref 67).

In recent years, these ‘old’ and ‘new’ social
movements have been complemented by a newer
wave consisting of a new generation of activists and
of groups and organizations which are often more
confrontational than the older movements. These are
more directly focused on the negative consequences of
globalization, including climate change. Beginning in
the 1980s, sometimes in the name of ‘environmental
justice’, these groups have often emerged in direct
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opposition to particular examples of global injustice,
as in campaigns against the imposition of genetically
modified organisms by transnational corporations
in developing countries, the construction of large
infrastructural projects (dams, airports, and bridges)
in both developed and developing countries, and the
destruction of rain forests and other biotopes in the
name of economic development.77–79

These are, for the most part, campaign
organizations that sometimes band together in
alliances in order to oppose specific cases of global
injustice, but there are also a number of primarily local
organizations in both the global North and global
South that carry out a range of more constructive
activities in relation to such areas as renewable
energy, ecological housing and design, and organic
agriculture. In recent years, there have been attempts
to arrange gatherings, where the different component
parts of the global justice movement can meet and
discuss their concerns, and exchange their experiences.
These various ‘social forums’, as they have come to be
called, have taken place both at an international level
(at world social forums, that have been held each year
since 2000), as well as at more regional, national, and
local levels, particularly in Europe.80

There are geographical tensions among the var-
ious component parts of the emerging global justice
movement and, as might be expected, major differ-
ences among those actively involved in regard to
specific issues like climate change. Climate justice
tends to mean something very different for activists
in the global North than it does for activists in the
global South. The very different life experiences and
expectations of the participants make it difficult to
develop a common understanding and shared belief
system. Ideas of fairness and equity are highly depen-
dent on contexts of history and place. As has been
clear throughout the history of international climate
change deliberations, there is a fundamental difference
between the meaning of ‘climate justice’ for those liv-
ing in the industrialized and developed countries of the
global North and those living in the industrializing and
developing countries of the global South (cf. Ref 81).

In addition to this basic geographical conflict,
there are also generational and intellectual tensions.
On one hand, the attitudes of labor organizations
and social-democratic and communist parties tend to
be positive toward modern science and technology
and toward ‘modernization’ in general. In relation to
climate change, technological development is generally
seen as a central ingredient of the politics and policy
of climate change, most controversially leading to
a resurgent support for the development of nuclear
energy among many on the left who also purport to

believe in one or another form of ‘climate justice’ (cf.
Ref 82). On the other hand, the institutional legacies
of the new social movements of the 1970s—primarily
the larger environmental NGOs—tend to see climate
change exclusively as an environmental challenge and,
until quite recently, have tended to disregard the social
and political implications of climate change.

The task of alerting the public to the wide range
of challenges that climate change raises in regard to
global justice and social inequality has fallen primar-
ily to a relatively small group of newer organizations
and activists. Particularly in Africa, Asia, and Latin
America, groups and alliances to save rainforests,
preserve biodiversity, defend the rights of indigenous
peoples, and develop sustainable forms of agriculture
and industry are rapidly proliferating, and some of
them have begun to take part in the international
climate change debate.18,83,84 In North America and
Europe, some of the development-oriented and more
radical environmental NGOs, such as OXFAM and
Friends of the Earth, have begun to include climate
change in their activities as well. In several European
climate action campaigns, and internationally through
the 350.org campaign started by American writer and
environmentalist Bill McKibben, a number of protest
actions and climate camps have been carried out in
recent years, the most noticeable being perhaps the
occupations of airport runways with activists dressed
as polar bears. At the Copenhagen COP15 meetings,
there were several organized protest actions as well as
large street demonstrations, and it is to be expected
that such a direct action will continue in the years to
come.

There is also a growing, but still relatively small,
number of cases of collaboration between academics
and activists in universities and local communities
in trying to deal with climate change and other
environmental problems in just or equitable ways.85,86

New forms of community based innovation and
knowledge-making can be identified in local food
movements around the world, as well as in a range
of not-for-profit engineering projects in such areas
as sustainable transport, renewable energy, and low-
cost, environmentally friendly housing. A project
at the School of Architecture and Planning at the
University of Texas, in which students and teachers,
in cooperation with local housing suppliers and
neighborhood groups in East Austin, Texas, have
designed low-cost, climate-smart housing shows what
can be done ([87, cf. Ref 88]).

Unfortunately, such activities fall well outside
of the mainstream and remain quite marginal at
universities in most countries, although several
universities in the United States have established
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programs in engineering for sustainable community
development in recent years.89 In some of these
programs there is institutional outreach of a kind
that was characteristic of the bridge-building activities
that took place at many universities in the 1970s, but
most of them are yet to achieve the influence and
legitimacy that would make them significant players
in the global politics of climate change. The increasing
encroachment of a commercial and entrepreneurial
value system at universities makes it difficult for
concerns with climate justice to be given the attention
they deserve in higher education.

It has proved difficult for such activities
to coalesce into what Keck and Sikkink90 have
termed transnational advocacy networks. The kind of
‘activism beyond borders’ that has been so important
in political struggles in many parts of the world
has often mobilized forms of local or indigenous
knowledge which up to now have not entered into the
making of climate change knowledge in a significant
way. The failure of the Copenhagen meeting has led
to some efforts in this regard, such as the formulation
of the ‘people’s agreement of Cochamamba’ in April
2010 at the World People’s Conference on Climate
Change and the Rights of Mother Earth, held in
Bolivia,91 and the establishment of climate justice
networks in both the global North and the global
South. It remains to be seen, however, whether
such efforts will be able to play a significant role
in the making of climate change knowledge and in
establishing meaningful international agreements.

CONCLUSIONS

From a social movement perspective, climate change
knowledge can be seen as a field of contention and, as I
have attempted to show in this article, the contending
positions are connected to broader political and social
movements (refer Box 1).

On one hand, there is an oppositional approach
to climate change knowledge that is connected to the
broader neo-conservative and neo-nationalist move-
ments. In these movements, which developed as a
kind of a backlash to the new social movements of the
1970s, there is a traditional conception of science and
knowledge as detached, objective truth-seeking. Many
older scientists and engineers, among them physicists
trained during the 1940s and 1950s when physics
enjoyed high prestige in the sciences and broader soci-
ety, joined together with more reactionary people and
outright anti-environmentalists in being skeptical to
the scientific claims and policy recommendations of
those favoring more ambitious responses to climate
change.

BOX 1  

CONTENDING APPROACHES TO CLIMATE  CHANGE KNOWLEDGE

  Oppositional        Dominant            Emergent 
‘skepticism’    ‘    ‘green business’ climate justice’  

Broader     neo-conservative                neo-liberal             global justice 
movement

Ideal of  academic,           entrepreneurial, engaged, 
science     disciplinary                   non-disciplinary           cross-disciplinary

Forms of        traditional, context-dependent,         ‘hybrid’, public  
knowledge      personal   proprietary                        collective  

As noted in the case of Bjorn Lomborg,92

self-proclaimed skeptics do not necessarily accept
neo-conservative or neo-nationalist positions on all
political issues, but when it comes to climate change,
there is a widely shared belief in what might be
termed the traditional academic norms of science.
These were influentially formulated in the 1940s by
the American sociologist Robert Merton and they have
long been seen by many natural and social scientists,
as well as large segments of the general public, as
core values in the scientific enterprise.93 The norms
of communalism, universalism, disinterestedness and,
not least, organized skepticism continue to be seen as
defining features of science, even though the practice
of science has fundamentally changed since Merton
characterized them, largely as a way to help defend
science from communism and Nazism. As such, even
though many skeptics do not actually ‘practice what
they preach’ in their own scientific or political work,
they serve as a shared rhetorical resource for the
very different kinds of skeptical positions in regard to
ambitious efforts to deal with climate change.

The dominant approach to climate change
knowledge corresponds to what has been termed the
new ‘mode’ of knowledge production13 in which the
traditional boundaries between science and politics
and the borders between the academic and commercial
worlds are increasingly transgressed.71,94 In these
contexts, science is not carried out in a disinterested
and impartial fashion. Rather, it is funded by external
interests in order to contribute directly to policy-
making as well as to technological development.
In relation to climate change, such policy relevant
research has been extremely important in many
climate research centers, as well as in the IPCC.15,95–97

Such research is often carried out in networks
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connecting academics, government, and business in
specific projects, to provide policy advice as well as
profitable ‘solutions’ to climate change. As such, it
is based on a different set of epistemic criteria than
traditional, academic science, with different methods
of investigation, different procedures of interpreta-
tion, and different rationales of justification and
verification.14,16,63,98,99

At the same time, the entrepreneurial values that
have come to replace the traditional academic values
of science, even among many self-proclaimed skep-
tics, has led at least some more traditionally minded
scientists to question the truth value of the dominant
approach to climate change knowledge.64 One partic-
ularly notable example of a highly-renowned scientist
who has been vocal in his skepticism is physicist Free-
man Dyson.100 The close links to business of at least
some of the leading spokespersons for this kind of
science, such as Al Gore, have also led to charges of
conflict of interest.101,102

A third approach to climate change knowl-
edge, that is explicitly connected to concerns of
global justice and fairness, is comparatively weak
at the present time, and its future development will
depend not so much on transcending disciplines as
in cross-fertilizing activist and academic knowledge in
developing a change-oriented ‘green knowledge’.46,103

While a number of good examples have provided
sources of inspiration and mobilization in recent
years, perhaps especially in relation to food and
energy, a commonly shared theoretical and concep-
tual framework has not yet developed. In a world in
which universities have become increasingly market-
oriented and in which knowledge has largely been

transformed into a commercial commodity, cross-
disciplinary and cross-cultural knowledge making is,
to put it mildly, not particularly encouraged, well-
supported or understood.

Will the emergent movement for climate justice
be able to develop a new approach to knowledge-
making that moves beyond the traditional and the
commercial approaches? How can ideas of global
justice and citizenship be combined with practical
experiments in sustainable development so that a pro-
cess of collective learning might actually take place?
What might an integrative cognitive praxis around
climate justice actually look like?

Since climate change is such an all-encompassing
and multifaceted issue, it will be necessary to foster
what I have termed a ‘hybrid imagination’ mixing nat-
ural and social, local and global, academic and activist
forms of knowledge in new combinations.104,105 In
this regard, perhaps the efforts of the physicists-
turned-environmentalists, Vandana Shiva and Fritjof
Capra can provide inspiring role models. In their writ-
ings, both Shiva and Capra have tried through many
years to combine disparate fields of science in an
engaged and personal way, and have presented their
knowledge in popular, accessible form outside the
established academic world.58,106–110 Both have also
created centers for research and education and taken
part in a wide range of political campaigns and strug-
gles. Much will depend on how successful ‘movement
intellectuals’ in an emergent movement of climate
justice will be in developing public spaces where sci-
entists, engineers, and citizens can come together to
learn from each other and bring their different kinds
of knowledge into fruitful combinations.
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71. Hård M, Jamison A. Hubris and Hybrids: A Cul-
tural History of Technology and Science. New York:
Routledge; 2005.

72. Fischer K, Schot J, eds. Environmental Strategies for
Industry. Washington, DC: Island Press; 1993.

73. Mol A, Sonnenfeld D, eds. Ecological Modernization
Around the World: Perspectives and Critical Debates.
London: Frank Cass; 2000.

74. Gore AL. Earth in the Balance. London: Earthscan;
1992.

75. Klein N. No Logo: No Space, No Choice, No Joba.
London: Flamingo; 2000.

76. Hardt M, Negri A. Multitude. London: Penguin;
2004.

77. Taylor B. Ecological resistance movements. In: The
Global Emergence of Radical and Popular Environ-
mentalism. Albany: SUNY Press; 1995.

78. Schlosberg D. Environmental Justice and the New
Pluralism. Oxford: Oxford University Press; 1999.

79. Tokar B, ed. Redesigning Life? The Worldwide Chal-
lenge to Genetic Engineering. London: Zed Books;
2001.

80. Fisher W, Ponniah T, eds. Another World is Possible.
London: Zed Books; 2003.

81. Parks B, Roberts JT. Climate change, social theory
and justice. Theory Cult Soc 2010, 27:134–166.

82. Giddens A. The Politics of Climate Change. Cam-
bridge: Polity Press; 2009.

83. Engler M. The climate justice movement breaks
through. 2009. Available at: www.yesmagazine.org.
Accessed February 25, 2010.

84. Vinthagen S. The birth of a global climate justice
movement. 2009. Available at: http://resistancestudies.
org. Accessed February 25, 2010.

85. Hess D. Alternative Pathways in Science and Industry:
Activism, Innovation and the Environment in an Era of
Globalization. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press; 2007.

86. Worldwatch Institute. State of the World 2010. Lon-
don: Earthscan; 2010.

87. The Alley Flat Initiative. 2009 Available at:
http://thealleyflatinitiative.org/. (Accessed February
11, 2009)

88. Jamison A. Educating sustainable architects. Reflec-
tions on the Alley Flat Initiative at the University of
Texas; 2009. In press.

89. Lucena J, Schneider J, Leydens J. Engineering and
Sustainable Community Development. Morgan and
Claypool; 2010.

90. Keck M, Sikkink K. Activists Beyond Borders: Advo-
cacy Networks in International Politics. Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press; 1999.

91. People’s Agreement. People’s Agreement of Cocham-
bamba, World People’s Conference on Climate
Change and the Rights of Mother Earth. 2010.
Available at: http://pwccc.wordpress.com/2010/04/24/
peoples-agreement/#more-1584. Accessed June 11,
2010.

92. Lomborg B. Cool It: The Skeptical Environmentalist’s
Guide to Global Warming. New York: Knopf; 2007.

93. Merton R. Science and technology in a democratic
society. J Leg Polit Soc 1942, 1:115–126.

822  2010 John Wiley & Sons, L td. Volume 1, November/December 2010



WIREs Climate Change Climate change knowledge and social movement theory

94. Elzinga A, Jamison A. Changing policy agendas in
science and technology. In: Jasanoff S, Markle G,
Petersen J, Pinch T. eds. Handbook of Science and
Technology Studies. London: Sage; 1995.

95. Shackley S. Global climate change and modes of inter-
national science and policy. In: Elzinga A, Landström
C, eds. Internationalism and Science. London: Taylor
Graham; 1996.

96. Edwards P, Miller C, eds. Changing the Atmosphere:
Expert Knowledge and Environmental Governance.
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press; 2001.

97. Grundmann R. Climate change and knowledge poli-
tics. Env Polit 2007, 16:414–432

98. Elzinga A. Research, bureaucracy and the drift of
epsietmic criteria. In: Wittrock B, Elzinga A, eds. The
University Research System. Stockholm: Almqvist &
Wiksell; 1985.

99. Jasanoff S, Martello M, eds. Earthly Politics: Local
and Global in Environmental Governance. Cam-
bridge, MA: The MIT Press; 2004.

100. Dawidoff N. The Civil Heretic. The New York Times
Magazine, March 29, 2009.

101. McGirt E. Al Gore’s 100 million makeover. Fast
Company 2007.

102. Broder J. Gore’s Dual Role: Advocate and Investor.
The New York Times, November 2, 2009.

103. Jamison A. In search of green knowledge. In: Moore S,
ed. Pragmatic Sustainability. London: Routledge;
2010.

104. Jamison, Andrew. To Foster a Hybrid Imagination:
Science and the Humanities in a Commercial Age,
N.T.M. 16:119–125.

105. Jamison A, Mejlgaard N. Contextualizing nanotech-
nology education: fostering a hybrid imagination in
Aalborg, Denmark. Sci Cult 2010, 19:351–368.

106. Capra F. The Hidden Connections. New York: Dou-
bleday; 2002.

107. Capra F. The Science of Leonardo. New York: Anchor
Books; 2007.

108. Shiva V. Staying Alive. Women, Ecology and Devel-
opment. London: Zed Books; 1988.

109. Shiva V. Stolen Harvest. The Hijacking of the Global
Food Supply. Cambridge, MA: South End Press; 2000.

110. Shiva V. Earth Democracy. Justice, Sustainability and
Peace. Cambridge, MA: South End Press; 2005.

Volume 1, November/December 2010  2010 John Wiley & Sons, L td. 823


