
 

 

 

Group 1:  Ethics, time and environmental change 

Responding effectively to the issue of human-induced climate  change calls for us to bring 

social and physical processes into the same  time-frame. However, as touched on in the 

first seminar and the  intervening postgraduate seminar, the possibility of abrupt climate 

shifts  raises the prospect of physical changes that could drastically outstrip  

scientific, political or cultural responses. On the other hand, it is  also likely that there 

will be significant lags in the way some physical  systems respond to human forcing, 

raising the possibility of vast delays  between the timing of causes and the timing of 

effects.  How might we  begin to think and act across such disjunctures of time?  What 

 challenges do they pose for our ethical understandings of climate change  issues? How 

might researchers help prepare the ground for responses and  responsibilities that 

bridge radically different temporalities?    

 

 

 

Group 2 From environmental knowledge to environmental politics  

The science of global environmental change has developed enormous power  to summarise 

current environmental change and to express possible global  futures. But a strong 

underlying topic in the first meeting centred on  the responses that environmental 

researchers have to their work that go  beyond 'curiosity' (and objectivity perhaps?). When 

does professional  commitment to doing science shift into a responsibility to get others to 

 act on that knowledge? How does environmental knowledge intersect with  political 

engagement? And what happens when researchers find themselves  having to speak in terms 

of complexities and uncertainties that seem to  compromise clear story-telling or impede 

political decisiveness?   

 

 



 

 

 

Thought Experiment 1 

Many of us commit ourselves to climate change mitigation strategies knowing we share a 

proportion of blame. On the other hand, a great many people gave generously after the 

2004 Indian Ocean tsunami in the knowledge that the trigger event was emphatically non-

human. What might this say about ethical motivation? Is a sense of implication and guilt a 

stronger motivating force than `pure' care or compassion? Are these mutually exclusive 

forms of responsibility? In this exercise we ask you to consider what kinds of obligation 

and responsibility might coalesce around future climate events (desertification, extreme 

weather events, El Nino effects...) in which causality is likely to be a complex blend of 

anthropogenic and natural factors. How might we frame, narrate and engage with such 

events? Should we always attempt to disentangle human from non-human forcings? Or are 

there other ways of addressing causality and change that might also inform and inspire 

ethical responses?     

 

 

 

 

Thought ExperimenT 2 

It is 2057. Despite intensive efforts at mitigation there has been a gradual warming of 

global climate and corresponding rises in sea levels. There has also been at least one 

major catastrophic shift in climatic or earth processes. Without knowing the exact nature 

or timing of this `surprise', your task is to retrofit the intervening half century with 

ideas, attitudes and strategies which will maximise preparedness for such an event (You 

should also keep in mind what increased attention to the `catastrophic' or `unpredictable' 

event means for engagement with more predictable or endemic environmental and social 

problems)  


