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Abstract
This article considers what is necessary politically to respond to the empirical challenge of climate 
change and to the present calls of climate science (a carbon-neutral world by 2050). Its basic 
argument is that, among an array of national and international actors, it remains the state that 
can drive a successful politics of climate change. Without the heavy-lifting of the state and the 
state’s ability as a national entity to motivate behavioural change, neither the daunting scale nor 
imminent time-horizon of climate mitigation and adaptation is possible. The article shows how 
this specific argument, far from pitching anew nationalism against internationalism, can bring the 
two presently polarized movements together. The article then suggests that if these arguments 
are essentially valid, the discipline of International Relations needs to focus much more on the 
climate challenge, re-engage with its traditions of thought on the state and help harbour a specific 
disposition or mindset in the research and teaching of the discipline for the next decades: a fierce 
optimism.
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Introduction

The special report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in October 
2018 made three calls.1 It rehearsed the importance of keeping to a global average 
increase in temperature of 1.5°C relative to pre-industrial levels (rather than the previous 
2°C agreed in Copenhagen in 2009 and ratified in Paris in 2015). It established the need 
for a 50 percent reduction in global CO2eq emissions by 2030 if this goal was to be 
achieved. It concluded with an urgent call for appropriate political response.2 The report 
thereby confirmed two close relations at this historical juncture: the relation between 
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global warming and anthropogenic emissions, and the relation between climate science 
and the need for political action to resolve the former relation. Greenhouse gas emissions 
have nevertheless continued to go up since 2018 by 1.5 percent (percent since 2015 the 
Paris Agreement).3 The political response required to achieve a global average increase 
in temperature of 1.5°C has become all the more daunting in terms of both time and 
scale. The IPCC special report accelerated a broad social movement asking for ‘climate 
action now’: foremost in the northern hemisphere, student climate strikes, led by the 
Swedish activist Greta Thunberg, and Extinction Rebellion. This activism has also been 
mirrored by multiple Climate Emergency calls at municipal levels of government and by 
accelerating arguments for a Green New Deal (invoking the New Deal of the 1930s).4 
The present global pandemic, COVID-19, is also being increasingly tied to climate 
change and climate action. The everyday, corporal recognition that there has been a 
global shock to the system has precipitated a collective desire for forms of reflection and 
action that focus on wellbeing and a regenerative economy. A consensus may also have 
begun to form, during a period of populism in which emotions have trumped rational 
argument and decision-making, that the authority of science has again become the most 
trustworthy. There is, finally, a growing sense that government is still able – despite 
many protestations to the contrary on the Right, but also on the Left of the political spec-
trum – to deliver a political response to a global challenge that is appropriate in time and 
scale to the nature of the challenge. In sum, from the autumn of 2018 to the spring of 
2020, the vital nature of the relationship between climate change and political action has 
been put in diverse ways to the foreground of societal concern. The question remains 
whether this relation can be effectively rehearsed in time and at scale to prevent catastro-
phe: that is, the question remains not only whether a political response to climate change 
is still possible within the parameters given but what political response is appropriate and 
what political agency is necessary that can make the first question of ‘whether’ less 
immediate. Against the background of a rapidly changing social landscape, the following 
article rehearses this relation between the empirical challenge of climate change, on the 
one hand, and the nature of our normative response to it through politics, on the other.

The article is divided into three sections. The first section considers the main points 
of climate science in the IPCC special report of 2018 and unties the major implications 
lying behind them from a social science perspective, particularly that of political theory 
and International Relations (IR).5 The second section considers what kind of politics is 
necessary to address the scale of the challenge and the time-horizon it sets. My argument 
is essentially that the state must constitute the vital agent of political change for the next 
decades ahead, both nationally and internationally. That said, state action can only be 
effective if it proves able to provide a vision and a plan that integrates solutions to the 
climate challenge as well as a canopy/steer for other types of agency to accelerate their 
own actions through this vision and plan (from the action of individuals and local com-
munities to international institutions). These two sections pick up many of the themes of 
this Special Issue (SI) on ‘Facing Human Interconnections: Thinking IR into the Future’: 
in particular, human interconnectedness, the interconnected nature of global challenges 
and alternative futures and governance. It emphasizes the importance of the next three 
decades within the forthcoming century specifically. It is in the context of this emphasis 
on the next three decades that the third section specifically focuses on the SI theme of the 
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‘futures of IR’. What are the implications of the first two sections for the futures of the 
discipline? I suggest that they are in sum threefold: continuous engagement with the state 
and the state system in order, paradoxically if one wishes, to help effect structural change; 
alignment with, and reinvention of, the sustainable development agenda in order to help 
reorganize the North/South divide under general conditions of climate vulnerability; and 
the disciplinary adoption and fostering of a fierce optimism in order to put focused and 
sustained pressure on political institutions and their leaders so that social change is 
brought about.

The call of climate science and its implications

The IPCC’s special report in October 2018 was requested by the outgoing Paris 
Agreement at the CoP21 in 2015, particularly by the small island states which achieved, 
under the French presidency and gavel, political voice. The special report was put 
together by a core group of 70 climate scientists and includes over 6000 peer-reviewed 
references. Working within the parameters of uncertainty and probability particular to 
scientific calculation,6 its estimates have been accepted by a broad swathe of national 
and international actors (but not by the governments of the United States, Russia and 
Saudi Arabia). The initial report made several points that have helped provide a national 
and global framework for climate action. To summarize, they are as follows:

•• Limiting the global average temperature increase to 2°C relative to pre-industrial 
levels could cause catastrophic harm and a new climate regime; the higher ambi-
tion of a 1.5°C increase constitutes, for climate science, the upper limit of present-
day ‘natural’ variability.

•• The remaining allowable global carbon budget, to limit average global tempera-
ture to below 1.5°C relative to pre-industrial levels, is estimated at 420 Gt CO2eq.

•• Whatever the exactitude of this estimate,7 only a 0.5°C additional temperature 
increase is now in view, and only three decades are envisaged before the world has 
to reach average net-zero carbon emissions and, thenceforth, negative emissions.

•• The goal of a 50 percent decrease for the next decade requires on average a five-
fold increase of existing reduction commitments by the nations of the world 
between the years 2020 and 2030.

•• If net-zero is not achieved by 2050, climate science predicts that the climate will 
become self-determining: that is, with tipping-points reached like the melting of 
Canadian and Siberian permafrost or the melting of the Arctic icecap, the climate 
will move outside the powers of the human species to control its effects.

The above calculations were made in late 2018. Although one and a half years later 
– with a 1.5 percent increase of average global temperature since – this fivefold increase 
of existing reduction commitments may be considered conservative,8 these calculations 
already require that the average annual reduction of emissions from 2020 to 2030 (to 
attain the 50% reduction above) must be by 7 percent to 8 percent. To understand the 
order of action required, it is very important to underscore here the recent fact that the 
4-month staggered lockdown of all national economies in the world resulting from 
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COVID-19 has led to a reduction in carbon emissions of 17 per cent, and a predicted 
annual decrease of 8 per cent relative to 2019.9 In other words, the scale of decarboniza-
tion required per year for the next decade is one just witnessed in reactive response to the 
coronavirus pandemic. The scale of proactive action required within the time-horizon 
given is consequently daunting.

If the minimal increase of 1.5°C is not achieved within this century, the IPCC 2018 
special report predicts existential harm to biodiversity and to human life, following soar-
ing temperatures, drought, excess precipitation and severe flooding, with increasingly 
overlapping energy, food and water risks.10 The report maintains that the latter will affect 
in particular small islands, low-lying coastal areas and deltas as well as formerly arable 
land areas. The regions of main attention are West Africa, the Sahel, and Southeast and 
West Asia with an estimation of 450 million people, at most, at risk of death, or, at least, 
as dramatically more vulnerable if an increase of 1.5°C (rather than 2°C) of average 
global warming is not secured. The conclusion to the scientific report therefore maintains 
that the only way to begin to reach 1.5°C is systemic change now. ‘Fundamental societal 
and systems changes are required that explicitly link mitigation and adaptation strategies 
to practices of sustainable development’ of both rich and poor countries in the world 
(economic, financial, technological, behavioural).11 Before turning to the political 
response to the advice of climate science, I wish to rehearse the profound implications of 
the IPCC report.

First, the time within which action is necessary as well as the scale of action necessary 
within this time are literally unprecedented within the 3000-year history of advanced 
human civilization. Most analogies made between previous mass action and the action 
required to achieve a carbon net-zero society by 2050 concern, at an international level, 
the mobilization of forces for the second world war and, at a national level, the progres-
sive New Deal put in place by US president Franklin Roosevelt in response to the Great 
Depression.12 These analogies, while highly relevant, miss something essential: the scale 
of change to keep climate change within the least harmful parameters must be sustained 
over three decades. Nothing short of a large-scale transformation in human self-organi-
zation can reach the scale required over this sustained period of time.

In the wake of the Special Report, the young activist Greta Thunberg and social move-
ments like Extinction Rebellion emphasize that the temporal horizon of disaster is immi-
nent (they use the language of ‘existential risk’), and that, accordingly, large-scale 
coordinated action is required now.13 As Thunberg memorably put it in March 2019 in 
front of the Davos elite, ‘We don’t want your hope. We don’t want you to be hopeful. We 
want you to panic and take action’.14 The second implication lies here (whether one 
agrees with some of the strategies of present-day environmental activism, or not). The 
long-term future of the planet exists already in our human and non-human present. Or, 
inversely and better, because of the stock of CO2eq in the atmosphere, our present is 
already the future. The point is well made by us returning to the above decrease this year 
in carbon emissions (8% on average). This decrease only reduces the average global 
carbon budget by 0.4 parts per million because of the stock of CO2eq already in the 
atmosphere.15 Now, it is precisely because this stock has a life-expectancy of 1000 years 
that a sustained strategy of carbon reduction and of negative carbon emissions is required. 
Climate change is, as a result, an immediate intergenerational phenomenon. This 
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temporal complication of our present means two things in turn. The past responsibility of 
the largest emitters is about the present and the future. Past, present and future are brought 
together not through a human narrative offered by religion or national myth, myths that 
we know can motivate collective action on vast scales.16 Past, present and future are 
brought together through the scientific fact of climate change: through, that is, the mate-
rial effect of human action on the environment. This bringing together of past, present 
and future is unprecedented because it is empirical, not normative.

Human endeavour (simultaneously creative and destructive) has been marked in the 
last 1000 years by political teleology. According to this teleology, the future exists in the 
present in the specific normative sense that the present constitutes a means to a delimited 
future goal. The politico-religious narrative of Christianity has provided perhaps the 
strongest example of this temporal logic, just as the secularization of this narrative in 
Marxism and Liberalism provide the strongest examples in the temporal logic of moder-
nity.17 Indeed, it is not wrong to say that the embedding of the future in the present con-
stitutes one of the strongest characteristics of political ideology and is the reason why 
such ideologies can motivate people to effect change: structuring the present through the 
future makes this present emotionally resonant and directed. What is clearly particular 
about the climate embedding of the future in the present is that this embedding is empiri-
cal and non-human, not normative and human-focused. In terms of the overall concerns 
of this SI – where the aim is to think through varied types of human interconnections 
which include connections between the human and the non-human – the future present 
of climate change unmakes the modern (human) organization of the present, a present 
pregnant with a future that defines modern notions of progress, development and growth. 
This temporal dimension of climate change constitutes, accordingly, a radical material 
departure from human normative organizations of time, and this departure has important 
political consequences that I address in the next section.18

The final implication of the IPCC special report of 2018 that I wish to address con-
cerns the question of development. It is clear that to reduce emissions by an average of 
50 per cent by 2030 and to reach carbon net-zero by 2050, adaptation will be increasingly 
linked to, and will replace, strategies of mitigation. From this perspective, with regard to 
the time and scale of the global challenge of climate change, all countries, whether 
advanced or developing, are in development. The global challenge of climate change 
reorganizes in this specific sense modernist distinctions between ‘North’ and ‘South’ and 
materially places all countries in one common, if highly differentiated process of develop-
ment. It is difficult to catch this new material phenomenon conceptually for several rea-
sons (although the Sustainable Development Agenda may offer a normative framework 
within which to do so; the IPCC report uses the UN agenda in its concluding comments 
quoted above). There remain huge disparities and inequalities between advanced and 
developing countries, even if the middle-income countries are catching up in terms of 
GDP per capita and the advanced countries are in levels of debt similar to many of the 
developing countries in the 1970s and 1980s.19 Second, it is the poorest countries in the 
world that are most vulnerable to climate change and need development aid that is tar-
geted at one and the same to poverty and climate change. Here, the Sustainable 
Development Agenda remains importantly the successor of the Millennium Development 
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Goals and is engaged with the pursuit of development of vulnerable countries and popu-
lations in the wider context of climate change.20

That all said, there are important reasons for the framework of development to be 
reorganized in order to embrace both advanced and developing countries, and the 
Sustainable Development 2030 Agenda offers an important, but at present insufficient 
step in this direction (precisely because its framework remains informed by ‘develop-
ment of the South’ reasoning). The gap between advanced and developing countries is 
decreasing on average with middle-income countries like China, India, Brazil and South 
Africa and with increasing inequality within the advanced countries since the removal of 
national capital controls from the end of the 1970s (the birth of neoliberalism). But the 
reason is not just economic; it is crucially also cognitive. The practices of indigenous 
communities are increasingly considered to be in tune with the natural environment in a 
way that processes of modernization mis-recognized as they came to dominate nature 
(for a discussion, see article by Chaudhury and Mitchell in this issue).21 Since meeting 
the temporal and scalar challenge of climate change will require a shift from an extrac-
tive to a regenerative relation to nature and natural resources, it is not only the modernist 
narrative of development that is made redundant by climate change. The very distinction 
between ‘advanced’ and ‘developing’ is consequently unmade and made anew.22 The 
agenda of ‘sustainable development’ needs to frame more explicitly this cognitive, eco-
nomic and geographical transformation. Whether it ultimately can or not, the recognition 
that climate change has empirically put us all in the same ship whatever the particular 
state of each country’s lifeboats has profound consequences (see Pasha in this issue for 
discussion on Anthropocene and inequality).23 Whether it be out of self-interest or altru-
ism, the least vulnerable countries must help, in a sustained manner, the most vulnerable 
countries in these coming decades. For, without such help, the inability to adapt to cli-
mate change on the part of the more vulnerable countries will simply make the less vul-
nerable countries themselves more vulnerable (as they battle with the increasing 
insecurity of new flows of migration, disease and international and intranational con-
flict). Solidarity between advanced and developing countries constitutes, accordingly, a 
necessary normative consequence of the material reality of climate change. The next 
section takes up the political dimension of this consequence.

To conclude this section: since at least the foundation of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) at the Rio summit of 1992, climate science 
has confronted the nations of the world with an increasingly accurate account of the close 
relationship between anthropogenic emissions and global warming. In so doing, it has 
provided these nations with scenarios of both mitigation of, and adaptation to, climate 
change that reduce harm to our human and non-human world as much as possible: that 
is, before tipping points are reached that take solutions to climate change beyond human 
control. With 30 years of climate inaction, this science, under the aegis of the United 
Nations, confronted the countries of the world in 2018 with an agenda that has profound 
implications – ones regarding the scale of action required, regarding the time within 
which this action is necessary; ones that undo and redo our understandings of modernity 
and progress and of development and international/global solidarity.

What climate action, then, can respond to this science and to these implications?
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The politics of climate change

Climate action requires political action simply because, without political action, the scale 
of the challenge as well as the time within which this action must be achieved cannot be 
met. If the shutting down of the global economy during the first 4 months of COVID-19 
led to an 8 percent annual decrease in carbon emissions, and this decrease is required 
yearly for the next 10 years, nothing short of coordinated national and international 
action can be effective. As the logic behind the CoP15 Paris Agreement understood, in a 
world structured by a system of states, the state remains, in relation with other states, the 
effective focus for these national and international acts of coordination.

One can maintain, of course, that concerted reflection on goals and their practice can-
not be rehearsed within the same state system that, in co-evolution with capitalism, has 
produced the climate problem in the first place.24 Yet, my argument here is simple: (1) 
climate action must be of a political kind if this action is to be coherent and effective, and 
the horizon of this understanding of the political (comprehensive and effective action) is 
in a vital sense defined by the state; (2) this political action redounds above all to the 
agency and responsibility of the state both in relation to its own citizenry and in relation 
to other states and their citizenry. In response to the challenge of time and scale, I argue 
we should turn to, not turn away from, the state as an agent of change. Only if one 
renounces the potential of political action today through historically constituted practices 
of political efficacy does one shun this kind of conclusion. In which case, I would argue, 
one has renounced politics for our age, as well as the major emotion on which politics is 
based, hope.25

Since Max Weber, the state is sociologically defined by the legitimate monopoly of 
violence that it holds over all other forms of force within a nationally determined terri-
tory.26 There are many ways in which this monopoly is contested today. The description 
of a state as ‘vulnerable’ is nothing but the indication that a particular state does not hold 
the monopoly of violence within its territory. Prior to questions of political authority and 
legitimacy, all states are today vulnerable in this sense given the nature of global chal-
lenges that follow intended and unintended processes of interdependence (global finan-
cial instability, global terrorism, migration flows, pandemics, climate change, etc.). That 
said, the responses both to the financial crisis of 2008 and (much more so) to the present 
COVID-19 crisis testify to the fact that the monopoly of violence particular to the effec-
tiveness of state governance remains in place. Among an increasing complexity of social 
actors, the state still holds the levers of power that are decisive in effecting social trans-
formation. Consequently, to one side of the empirical fact that countries constitute the 
beef of the UNFCCC climate regime, I am arguing that the state remains the primary 
vehicle of a politics of climate change. As the emerging literature on the Green New Deal 
implies, the state can do the following.

At a national level, it can organize and steer fiscal, monetary and sector-policies like 
those of energy, transport, agriculture, the communications industry and housing in such 
a way that both businesses and consumers are motivated to shift behaviour towards a 
carbon-neutral society. This model of the state is one of a regulated market economy that 
uses the coordination of state direction with market dynamism to effect broad social 
change. Governments respond to markets as they plan ahead with regard to climate 
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change (the rapid fall in the price of solar and wind energy, for example), and much of 
the new green infrastructure is/will be locally distributed and assembled (no ‘giant public 
works’ given that contemporary technology is smart).27 That said, governments are the 
sole governance body with appropriate fiscal and monetary tools (1) to set up the rebuild-
ing of national economies with new strategic priorities; (2) to steer and to guarantee 
concerted action across sectors; and (3) to guarantee, in turn, that this action is under-
pinned by the principles of ‘a just transition’.28 If the timeline to a 50 percent reduction 
of carbon emissions is 2030, then the state must so organize and steer that solutions to 
climate change are integrated. Attention to ‘the climate emergency’ alone will not lead 
to the necessary change. This last point is important and suggests why the idea of the 
Green New Deal, whether one is on the Left or Right, harbours the appropriate response. 
The integration of climate policy with radical policies for poverty alleviation and re-
employment in sustainable industries and commerce provides the only way in which the 
shift from an extractive to a regenerative economy and society is possible in the first 
place. Without this convergence of solutions, practical solutions to climate change will 
not only tackle the scale and timeline of the problem; they will re-create a deeply divided 
polity of the employed and unemployed that could lead to ever-worse scenarios of a poli-
tics based on division and fear, not community and hope. It is the state alone – in con-
junction with the forces of the market and civil society – that can provide the vision, the 
terms of execution of this vision (organized integration) and, critically, the policy-lever-
age that can bring about economic and social convergence.

This primary focus on the governance of the state may appear to baulk international-
ism, especially against the background of recent attempts, within the broad church of 
international liberalism, to move to the ‘post-national’ and show the necessity of global 
governance to resolve global problems.29 One of the major lessons of contemporary pop-
ulism is nevertheless that attention to the global cannot be made at the expense of national 
communities. To focus on the capacity of the state to respond to the scalar and temporal 
challenge of climate change by fostering deep social change at national and local levels 
answers also to the internationalist brief, however. Under the present climate regime, a 
state is internationalist if it is able to set a best practice and offer leadership in climate 
action that other countries can follow. CoP26, postponed till 2021 due to COVID-19, 
aims to review and update the nationally determined contributions (NDCs) of all 193 
signatories to the 2015 Paris agreement.30 If the immediate timelines of 2030 and 2050 
mean anything with regard to decarbonizing human civilization, then the climate leader-
ship of particular states and their governments will be critical to the conference’s suc-
cess. What will make a success of CoP26, in distinction to many CoPs before and after 
Paris, is that a leading group of states and unions like the EU commit to markedly higher 
NDCs. Whether this is achieved at CoP26 is an empirical question of political influence 
and struggle, highly dependent on the outcome of the US presidential elections in 
November 2020. My concern here is one of principle and theoretical focus: in the present 
international structure of responsibilities and interests, major progress on the interna-
tional climate agenda can come, and perhaps can only come, through progressive state 
action. Furthermore, it is perhaps only through this progressive state action that a suc-
cessful multilateral order will again emerge.
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This action must harness the energies of business and active citizenry to lead appro-
priately. That said, it is primarily particular states and particular groups of states that will 
offer the terms of climate leadership through the next 10 years, whatever other forms of 
climate leadership are also offered at post-national and sub-national levels (in decarbon-
izing markets, among NGOs and among the actors of the UNFCCC and the United 
Nations more broadly). The Paris Agreement would have been impossible without the 
prior bilateral agreement the previous year between the United States and China to lower 
their national carbon emissions.31 In an international system of states, effective response 
to the global challenge of climate change requires heavy lifting. This is not an argument 
for hegemonic practices in international relations; it is, for example, critical that transfor-
mational alliances are increasingly formed between the more vulnerable and less vulner-
able countries. Rather, it is an argument for the critical role of state leadership, at this 
historical juncture, in the simultaneously national and international politics of climate 
change. I take this point further in my comments below on sustainable development.

I argued above that the second implication of climate science concerns the temporal-
ity of the present: with the stock of CO2eq in the atmosphere for another 1000 years, the 
present is essentially structured by the future. I argued above that the material embedding 
of the future in the present through global warming presents an important departure from 
past and present human organizations of time. The present is no longer constructed nor-
matively through a future horizon that bestows upon the present meaning and purpose; it 
is structured empirically through future force that has no regard to the human. This dif-
ference in the way in which the present is pregnant with the future has political conse-
quences. Fashioning a just transition to net-zero societies requires enormous political 
ambition and imagination. Focusing on meeting the challenges of this re-imagination, I 
argue, should be our focus, not focusing on new political imaginations per se. This ambi-
tion is channelled towards creating a society of limits in which the wellbeing of human 
beings is predicated on the lesser violence and self-restraint. Catastrophic climate change 
will happen, and carbon neutrality will require negative emissions. A politics of climate 
change that has vision and execution around a set of integrated climate solutions must, 
therefore, motivate many sections of society to behave in a self-limiting way and in a 
common direction. Motivation structured over long periods of human history through 
political narratives of human redemption or collective/individual emancipation must be 
quickly replaced by a political narrative of human limits. Quite simply, is the logic of 
‘the lesser violence’ (to the climate, to other species, to the human species) enough to 
give common hope and motivate people in a common direction of self-restraint?32

Considerable attention has been given in the last 40 years to the narrative potential of 
the nation.33 The nation has proved itself a highly effective repository within which past, 
present and future can be effectively conjoined. In his new book, the journalist and IR 
scholar Anatol Lieven has argued, for example, that:

the Democratic Party . . . needs to frame the [. . .] public appeal of the Green New Deal not just 
in socioeconomic terms but in national and nationalist ones; to infuse it with ‘a conscious sense 
of national purpose’ and in turn build this national sense of purpose and pursuit of the common 
good around the struggle to limit climate change.34
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For him the Green New Deal builds this sense of purpose around limitation by appeal-
ing to the memories of the New Deal and the Second World War, reminding Americans 
of ‘great national collective efforts in the past’.35 Lieven’s argument appears correct, 
however divided the present American polity is. National identity stretches between past, 
present and future in a way that can allow for common direction at the level at which 
people live. The nationalism advocated by Lieven is not the opposite of cosmopolitan-
ism. Rather, it is the way in which a political response to the global challenge of climate 
change (a future embedded in the present) can be lived by citizenry in the texture of their 
local lives. Without this texture self-restraint, I fear, will be meaningless. Despite the best 
efforts of global environmentalism and pragmatically focused versions of cosmopolitan-
ism, political narratives of the world cannot yet reach this level of experience and moti-
vation: hence, the vital distinction within contemporary populism between the winners 
and losers of globalization.36 And yet, to limit the average increase in global temperature 
to 1.5°C, political action is necessary and, therefore, such motivation is necessary. Lieven 
is right: to be a nationalist is accordingly, in this specific circumstance, to be globally 
minded. In our terms, the political action brought about by the state to respond to climate 
change can use national narratives precisely to motivate a politics of limits and self-
restraint. Ultimately, these national narratives become global (given the material nature 
of climate change); they begin nevertheless with the local texture of people’s lives.

The third implication of contemporary climate science concerns what I have called 
above ‘the necessary normative consequence’ of climate change – the sustainable devel-
opment agenda. This agenda, I have argued, unmakes and reorganizes the distinction 
between Global North and Global South since all countries are in processes of develop-
ment with regard to climate change. Within this agenda, solidarity between nations pre-
sents a necessary moral response to an empirical reality that concerns at one and same 
time the peoples of other nations and one’s own. Lieven’s above argument for a civic 
nationalism makes a lot of sense in terms of the requirements of motivation; it also works 
with a realistic sense of democratic accountability. As he argues, the primary responsibil-
ity of government and state officials is to their state and its people.37 The foreign aid of 
government departments is understandable, but the officials of that aid are, he argues, 
‘not accountable to the people receiving it’ and ‘they are not responsible for these foreign 
countries’ policies or these countries’ fates’.38 Lieven’s important argument for national 
responsibility towards climate change fails here to consider widely enough the normative 
implications of the reality of climate change. If, under unintended processes of interde-
pendence like global warming, the fates of countries become inextricably entangled, then 
a political vision as well as its terms of execution are required that respond to, are respon-
sible for, the entangling of these fates.39 The sustainable development agenda (as I have 
argued it here) begins to assume this vision. It requires international institutions like the 
UN to frame it and coordinate action among states and non-governmental organizations. 
However, for the next decades, it is, and will remain, states that drive this action politi-
cally, in partnership with international and domestic actors. In this sense, and contra 
Lieven’s argument here to reframe the struggle against climate change in nationalist 
terms, nationalism and cosmopolitanism must be rehearsed together in one and the same 
response to climate change’s empirical reality. It is this convergence of nationalism and 
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a cosmopolitan internationalism that provides the right political choice for states, state 
responsibility and state leadership under the constraint of the climate challenge.40

Concluding this section, I turn to present political realities. Contemporary forms of 
nationalism and populism throughout the countries of the world pitch nationalism against 
internationalism. The opposition has been, and continues to be, a battle between two 
responses to processes of interdependence and global challenges: one that has turned, 
rhetorically at least, to the state and to its people; one that seeks to place an interdepend-
ent world in institutional structures fit for purpose. Pursuing the implications of climate 
science, this section has argued for a politics of climate change that shows how national-
ism and the global and cosmopolitan dimensions of internationalism must work together 
if political action in response to climate reality can be remotely successful, and it has 
argued that this action is dependent, first, on the powers, responsibilities and leadership 
of states. The present pandemic provides both an intellectual and practical window of 
opportunity to transcend the above opposition and bring recently polarized strands of 
ideology and experience together into a more common direction. Effective political 
action in the next 10 years regarding a comprehensive set of solutions to climate change 
will be proof of whether this opportunity – in distinction to the missed opportunity of the 
financial crisis of 2008 – has been seized.

The politics of climate change and the futures of IR

What are the implications of the argument of the last two sections for the discipline of 
International Relations and its futures? I have argued, first, that climate change presents 
an empirical global challenge that necessitates not only a normative response, but a nor-
mative response through politics if this change is not, at worst, to obliterate human pos-
sibility, human time and human space. This political response requires, second, 
comprehensive, integrated political action on a scale and within a timeline that is histori-
cally unprecedented. Given both the nature of the response needed and the scale and time 
within which this response must work, this politics must be structured, third, through the 
modern state system and through the economic system upon which this system was built 
(capitalism). In contradistinction to sub-national and post-national forms of governance, 
it is only the state that has the power and leverage to organize, steer and enable con-
certed, coordinated, intersectoral action so that a just transition to a carbon-neutral, 
indeed carbon-negative society is in the least possible by 2050. If it is only the state in 
principle that can do this, the success of its action will, at the same time, only happen 
through enabling other actors across society (both domestic and global) to work to the 
end of transition more effectively than itself – in energy markets, in local areas, in finan-
cial investment strategies for nature-based solutions, in behavioural change towards a 
society of limits and so forth. The argument is, consequently, not state-centric; it posits 
that the state, within processes of social agency and social transformation, is the sole 
political instance of governance, at the same time, to enable and steer in an integrated, 
comprehensive manner. Fourth, I argue, therefore, that, against the background of falter-
ing global governance regimes and a renewed nationalist mindset, it is the state that bears 
the responsibility, both towards its own citizens and towards those most vulnerable to the 
effects of climate change, to respond to climate change and lead, with international 
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institutions, climate alliances among states. Finally, fifth, I have intimated that it is 
through these alliances that coordinated global climate action will emerge that reorgan-
izes the development agenda beyond the distinction between North and South. A new 
global order could emerge from this reorganization, in response to climate change.

This sequence of points means that a state-focused perspective on international poli-
tics must continue to be embraced in the discipline of IR for the coming decades. In the 
last 40 years, and partly as a healthy intellectual reaction against the supposed domina-
tion of state-centred realism and inter-state liberalism in the discipline, there have been 
multiple initiatives in IR to step to one side of the state and seek the grain of international 
politics in other actors and processes (from Susan Strange’s Retreat of the State41 to 
recent critical theoretical interest, as also exemplified in this SI, in the ‘posthuman’). 
These diverse initiatives have made the discipline intellectually richer and more inter- 
and pluri-disciplinary. They have, I would suggest, come at the cost, however, of losing 
grasp of the state where and when the state remains a necessary agent of change. This 
article has argued that this is foremostly the case when it comes to responding to climate 
change. From this perspective, continued engagement with the state as an agent of 
change requires that the discipline as a whole re-engages with the legacy of Weberian 
realism (the state and the state system), the legacy of classical realism (the ethics of the 
lesser violence in world of limitation) and the legacy of the English School (state respon-
sibility and state leadership), together with the insights of constructivism, in order to 
reconstruct domestic and foreign policies in tight relation to climate change and its 
effects.42 Only, perhaps, as a result of this reconstruction can something like a reinvigor-
ated liberal internationalism emerge that has authentically cosmopolitan aspirations: that 
is, aspirations that do not redound to the national interests of the more powerful states, 
but seek to organize, amid the risks of regression, conflict and the greater violence, a 
global order of sustainable development and sustainability that transcends the conceptual 
and practical ‘North/South’ divide.

A great deal needs to be unpacked in the suggestions of the last paragraph in order to 
map how the various theoretical legacies in IR can be turned to the most complex human 
interconnection at hand: climate change. Suffice it to add here three things of import. 
First, the discipline’s response to climate change must work across its various traditions 
and ‘schools’ to have ontological, epistemological, ethical and political traction upon it. 
I have maintained that the state must be foregrounded in this response, but this fore-
grounding can only make sense if the state is seen to be working in, through, and for a 
larger environment of actors and their practices. The discipline of IR needs to provide 
normative vision for, and empirical analysis of, this coordinated set of arrangements. 
Second, the move to deepen and reconfigure the sustainable development agenda in the 
light of response to climate change should, I have suggested several times, be far-reach-
ing. Vision for, and analysis of, the ever-closer connections between the disciplines of 
International Relations and International Development must be forged; for example, 
connections based not on conflict and post-conflict scenarios, but primarily on what 
sustainable resilience means conceptually and policy-wise across all states and their 
populations. Third, and finally, a new academic mindset in the discipline may be required; 
or it should at least be fostered through the discipline. At a theoretical level, liberalism is 
considered the one ‘optimistic’ tradition within IR, a tradition predicated on belief in 
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rational politics and cooperation, progress and embetterment. Liberalism harbours an 
optimism the very critique of which often defines the respective critical mindsets of real-
ism, Marxism, feminism, post-colonialism (and) IR critical theory. These critiques have 
again been very rich for the discipline of IR over the last 40 years, perhaps, most tellingly 
for the contemporary student with regard to the hubris of post-Cold War liberalisms. In 
the context of climate change’s challenge for IR, a fierce optimism is nevertheless now 
required: an optimism no longer harnessed to the nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
terms of liberal progress, but a mindset of purpose that is focused, deftly aggressive and 
sustained within the logics of sustainable resilience. Given both the time and the scale of 
political action required for net-zero national and global societies to emerge by 2050, 
there is, in essence, no time to be pessimistic or sceptical; whatever happens empirically 
in the next 30 years, there is the time to place sustained, focused pressure on political 
institutions and their leaders so that social transformation towards a national and global 
society of limits is brought about. In this sense, fiercely optimistic, bearers of the disci-
pline of IR should assume a strong intellectual, pedagogical and social role in the three 
coming decades.

Conclusion

Climate science has put society as a whole in front of an unprecedented empirical chal-
lenge: to reduce carbon emissions by 2030 and attain carbon neutrality by 2050 if cata-
strophic harm is to be avoided and the human species is to remain in basic control of its 
planetary environment. This article has argued that, in appropriate response to the esti-
mates of climate science, concerted political action is necessary. Contemporary political 
realities are shaped by strong reaction against globalization and the ideologies of both 
neoliberalism and international liberalism that have, in diverse ways, underpinned the 
uneven nature of post-Cold War globalization. The present COVID-19 crisis suggests, 
for many, a window of opportunity to think and practice both national and international 
political action differently. This requires trust in the authority of science, on the one 
hand, and, on the other, strong support for policy that is as visionary and integrative as 
possible. At this moment in history, visionary and integrative policies can only be led by 
the state and by the political agency of the state: first, it is the only social organization 
that has the monopoly of violence to effect strong fiscal and monetary policies; second, 
at national and sub-national levels, it is the only social organization that can help mobi-
lize other social actors and steer society as a whole within a common national direction 
of economic and social transformation; third, at the international and global levels, it is 
the only political organization that can lead other states into the virtuous circle of inter-
national cooperation that has a common global direction (the ‘ratcheting up’ of mitiga-
tion and adaptation measures among the major emitters of greenhouse gases; alliances 
between less vulnerable and more vulnerable states). I have argued in conclusion that in 
the context of the challenge of climate change and of the unprecedented normative politi-
cal response needed to meet this challenge, the mindset of a fierce optimism is required 
in the discipline of IR and its futures. This mindset believes that radical change is still 
possible within present political and economic governance systems and works in a sus-
tained manner within these systems to effect this change. Against this background, I 
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have, perhaps provocatively, suggested that the traditions constitutively critical of liber-
alism in the discipline of International Relations are not yet attuned to the unprecedented 
specificity of the problem and directed to address solutions to it. A re-alignment of these 
traditions, together with the reinvention of the liberal sustainable development agenda, 
would be welcome to enable IR to both research and teach effectively in the next 30 years 
of national and international politics.
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