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At the End, or: Climate Change as Cultural Change 

 

It's the end of the world as we know it. R. E. M.  

 

The end of the world? No, not the world is falling apart, as you might have read 

lately, but those structures and institutions supporting it as we knew it: capitalist markets, 

civilized norms, personal autonomy, global cooperation, and democratic processes. As 

modern people, we are used to thinking in linear and progressive terms, open to the 

future. Certainly, there were setbacks along the way to growth and progress but on 

balance, things always turned out better. Metaphors like cycle or decline were 

discredited. The sky was the limit. 

That was the world as we knew it. Markets seemed to expand endlessly, despite 

the occasional crisis. Governments guaranteed social order and world peace. Humankind 

transformed the dangers of nature into manageable risks by means of technology and 

organization. The guiding principle of progress seemed to break down only now and 

then, and only for a short time. Even a rupture in civilization such as the Holocaust or the 

genocide in Darfur could not shake the fundamental belief that we were on the right path. 

Global mobility and communication made the world feel smaller and more accessible. 

And in 1989 democracy completed its triumph. The world became even more familiar as 

a result. The fact that the world as we knew it is no longer recognizable is not due to 

nature itself -- which is certainly not predictable -- but the result of human-induced 

climate change. In a very unpredictable dynamic, the world's climate may reach a tipping 

point if the tendency is not reversed quickly -- strictly speaking if we do not radically 

change course in the next decade.  The short time until 2020 -- just two or three 

legislative periods, a short business cycle, two Summer Olympiads -- will decisively 

affect the conditions of life for generations to come. 

Linear progress has thus been interrupted by a new perspective of finitude, an 

alien (if not outrageous) idea in modern times. Risks are being transformed back into 

dangers. Not only raw materials are finite, but the great achievements of Western 

modernity might also be on their way out: the market economy, civil society and 

democracy.1 Climate change is thus cultural change, gives us an idea how life will be in 
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the future. However, that does not mean “in the year 2525” (to cite another popular song) 

but involves a much more limited span of time. Whoever is born in 2010 will still 

experience the year 2100. But without rapid and decisive countermeasures, the average 

temperature on earth will rise by four to seven degrees Celsius, and our descendants will 

be breathing an air as it today is only found in constricted, stuffy submarines. 

While we -- the inhabitants of the Western Atlantic nations -- still believe we are 

at the heart of world society, able to shape our future at will, we have been drifting away 

from the center for quite some time while other powers move into it. The economic and 

geopolitical influence of countries such as China, India, Brazil, and Russia will continue 

to expand despite their current problems, and others will follow in their wake. World 

society is being refigured and, in the process, our role in it. And problems that initially 

plagued just the European periphery -- Iceland, Latvia, or Hungary -- give the center an 

idea of how its future will look. 

After 250 years of superior power, economy and technology, our habitus  and 

self-image are still tied to circumstances that no longer obtain. The way our self-

perception lags behind the speed of change in our “globalized world” can also be found 

in areas such as the energy, environmental, and climate crises. Although there is not the 

slightest doubt that fossil fuels are finite or that the increasing competition for (shrinking 

quantities of) available resources will lead first to conflicts, then probably wars, and 

finally to a world without oil, we are still practicing a politics and lifestyle developed for 

a world with oil. While the extinction of many species is progressing at an unprecedented 

pace, and while the seas have been over-fished and the forests radically reduced, our 

actions still seem guided by the idea we are dealing with reversible processes. The 

destruction is covered up by the notion that only a few adjustments are needed. And 

despite the evidence of climate change, the majority of politicians -- as revealed by our 

current management crisis -- are fixated on short-lived and illusory repairs. Yet, in view 

of quarterly budgets and electoral periods, those who want to preserve particular jobs in 

failing industries are practicing the politics of yesteryear. 

From history we know of civilizations that were successful for longer than ours in 

the West. They disappeared because they held on too tightly to strategies that had ensured 

their advancement before environmental conditions changed. “What might the person 
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have thought,” asks Jared Diamond, “who cut down the last tree on Easter Island, thereby 

sealing the unstoppable decline of a culture that had been successful for 700 years 

already? Probably that trees had always been cut down and that things would still be 

normal after the last one was gone.”2 We are all Easter Islanders. Let’s assume we were 

to settle on a simple rule of survival and consume in one year only as many resources as 

the Earth could provide for a year. We would then have to ration supplies over 365 days 

without exhausting them before December 31st. The day on which people first began to 

calculate things this way was New Year's Eve in 1986, the first “Earth Overshoot Day.” 

Just ten years later, 15 percent more had been consumed than was budgeted for the year, 

the turning point coming in November. In 2008, that “overshoot day” had already been 

reached by the 23rd of September.3 

If the Earth’s resources continue to be consumed at the current rate, the annual 

ration in 2050 will have been used up within six months. We aren’t clinging to some 

Romantic idea of nature but such seemingly naive calculations reveal the frivolous level 

of consumption in our capitalist growth economy. Not only thoughtless bankers were 

recently involved in making such unrealistic projections. The largest mass movement to 

take place after the “outbreak” of the financial crisis in September 2008 was the rush on 

auto showrooms to take part in the “cash for clunkers” program. 

Particularly in Germany, this meant favoring an industry that in the future will no 

longer be permitted to play the role it once did. To indulge the auto industry this way 

(and especially with such silly measures) is to spend money on something antiquated -- 

money that will no longer be available to build a better future. Such salvage plans 

confirm how susceptible people have become to think that a world with more than nine 

billion people might look like Europe does today with its eight-lane highways and 

sprawling parking lots. 

We have to move away from path dependencies and routines of comparison. The 

current worldwide crisis, for instance, has been compared in its severity with the Great 

Depression of the 1930s. Yet since it already exceeds those parameters, such comparisons 

fail to acknowledge the seriousness of the situation. The world is not only in the midst of 

a historic economic crisis but is also entering the most dramatic warming phase in the last 

three million years. It may sound bombastic or alarmist, but the Great Transformation to 
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come resembles (in breadth and depth) historical turning points such as the transitions to 

agrarian and industrial society. 

That’s why climate change is a culture shock, because it is increasingly difficult 

to ignore how intensely our reality has already changed and how much it still needs to 

change in order to become sustainable. What technicians call decarbonization and 

economists describe as the Low Carbon Economy cannot be realized by making a couple 

of adjustments to the energy industry. Eighty percent of our comfortable way of life is 

already based on fossil fuels. On the horizon of the Great Transformation we need to find 

a post-carboniferous society with radically different social, political, and cultural 

parameters. 

 A society that wishes to understand and overcome the present crisis can no longer 

rely on the art of engineers, the spirit of entrepreneurs, or career politicians (all of which 

have been used). It must instead -- and this is the central thesis of our book -- become a 

political society, a vigorously civil society whose members see themselves as responsible 

parts of a polity that cannot survive if they don’t play an active role in it. Even if this 

demand seems unreasonable and unsuited to the times we live in, the meta-crisis we are 

combating calls for more democracy, individual responsibility and collective 

commitment. 

The climate, the future and the prospects for democracy: Our book combines a 

diagnosis based on the current evidence with a realistic policy proposal. We are not 

climate scientists in the conventional sense,4 but we see climate change as a way to learn 

about the future of culture, a guide for the good life. Culture is an answer to three 

questions: how the world is constituted, what it is supposed to be like and how it will 

likely be in the future.5 In the first chapter, we present the reasons for and extent of the 

current meta-crisis. Merely proclaiming it a crisis does not lead to a change in course but 

(more likely) to denial and resignation. In the second chapter, we describe the gap 

between knowledge and action -- why people do not act upon their knowledge but instead 

turn to “the responsible parties,” to the market, technology, and the government. In the 

third chapter, we provide a critique of the current management of the crisis and how it 

relies on outmoded methods and persists in old patterns. In the fourth chapter, we address 

the competition between authoritarian and democratic approaches for overcoming the 
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global crisis, and in the final chapter, we explore the prospects for a democratization of 

democracy. 

This is anything but a doomsday scenario. We wish for readers who are glad to 

leave the old world behind and want to take part in the shaping of a better one. For all the 

danger of failure, the economic crisis and climate change offer leeway for individual 

action, democratic participation, and global cooperation. The entire world is being 

involuntarily -- but consciously -- subjected to what is a large-scale experiment under 

enormous time pressure. 

 

 

Business as Usual: On the Critique of Crisis Management 

 

The Bush Administration needed Chinese funds in order to increase the assets of 

the Saudi royal family somewhat so that oil can be burned in inefficient machines (whose 

technology is two centuries old) so that overweight Westerners can get to the grocery 

store in their SUVs (Nils Minkmar). 

 

 

According to a prominent sociological explanation, the world as we knew it was 

held together by four functional systems: economic, political, cultural, and communal.6 

This systematic approach, tough as nails, now appears to be ailing. Systems theorists and 

entrenched Luhmannians (or Luhmenschen) like to issue warnings about the harm caused 

by excitement because it increases the real harm done. Those such as Dirk Baecker praise 

“the great moderation through which society learns both internally and externally to 

count on different environments and therefore assume that churches, schools and 

businesses, government agencies, theaters and hospitals, political parties, associations 

and newspapers each have their own and therefore “good” reasons to act the way they 

do.”7 This sounds like the observation of a “non-political man,” which has a long history 

in Germany from Thomas Mann through Helmut Schelsky all the way to Niklas 

Luhmann: “On the contrary: that does not mean that we have to agree with the results [of 

such actions]. But in every instance, it means we can only operate with these institutions 
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and not against them. Society produces its filth on a level of the first order. It does what it 

does and does it as long as it is not noticed and as long as observers can be kept at a 

distance. Society can only produce its solutions on a level of the second order.”8 

Yet how do we get to the second level? By giving up two illusions: that we are 

dealing with a problem we have already comprehended in all its dimensions and effects, a 

problem that might be dealt with by traditional strategies of observation, moderation, and 

correction. But it’s not that kind of problem. This is precisely what we mean by meta-

crisis, a condition in which the system itself is endangered -- which is why we have to 

change our frame of reference for looking at the system. Before it becomes a possible 

opportunity, every crisis can lead to collapse -- a “prospect” that systems theorists usually 

haven’t bargained with and even leftist critics not longer expect. Friedrich Engels, 

however, would not have counted on it: “Capitalist production cannot be stable. It must 

grow and expand, or it will die out. . . . This is the vulnerable Achilles heel of capitalist 

production. Its condition of existence is the need for continuous expansion, and this 

continuous expansion is now becoming impossible. Capitalist production is running into 

a dead end.”9 

This theory, buttressed by wishful thinking, has been outlived by capitalism for 

over a hundred years, which is not to say that it has finally been refuted. Rather, the limits 

of growth have now been revealed with unprecedented clarity. Not only climate change 

might go off course, causing societies to fail; the aforementioned tipping points also 

represent a danger, which until now seems only to have been found in the fantasy world 

of disaster movies. These risks are more real than the popular meteorite of disaster 

sociology that is supposed to eventually knock the blue planet off its orbit. Global 

environmental and climatic changes affect all instruments of social control -- markets, 

global cooperation, and (not least) democracy. We only have to realize just how de-

democratizing the effect was in 2009 as banks and businesses were saved and others were 

not. Democracy lives on trust and begins to erode when that is lost. Mistrust is now own 

first civic duty. 
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Market Failure 

 

Since 2008, the social market economy has received sympathetic obituaries and 

been vindicated in defiant speeches. And contrary to Engels’ prediction, it at least had a 

glorious past. That same year, former World Bank economist Nicholas Stern called 

climate change the greatest “market failure in history” without nonetheless losing his 

faith in market solutions to the crisis. An “economy of climate change” has roughly three 

aspects: 

• the causes of climate change in the mode of production based on the burning of 

fossil energies, 

• the calculation of costs, and 

• the economic instruments of climate protection. 

Climate change raises a general question: If the destructive forces of capitalism 

were responsible for it, can it still be managed “system-immanently,” by means of the 

market economy? Having already articulated how industrial production has caused global 

warming, it only remains to highlight the importance of reflecting on the economic and 

social history of this process. This type of reflection can hardly be found in the very 

ahistorical science of economics, meaning that economic expertise is becoming less 

valuable in policy making. The climate and the economic crisis stem from the same 

pattern of organized irresponsibility: the massive 2008 “credit crisis” was not only the 

outcome of the American real estate market but also revealed “the basic method by which 

the planet’s resources come to market”: exploitation and profit first, dealing with the 

damage later.10 Nature and environment can no longer be perceived as a bank from which 

we take out food, water, and raw materials as if they were loans that we then pay back in 

carbon dioxide. The only ones to have calculated the true costs from the beginning are 

those exceptions in the field of economics, such as the Briton Arthur Cecil Pigou one 

hundred years back and (in retrospect) authorities such as Nicholas Stern.11 

The most respected calculation of the costs of climate change is found in his 2006 

report, a 650-page survey created for the British government. Since then, climate change 

at least has a price tag: If we do not spend one to two percent of the gross world product 

on it in the next few years, climate change will cost us a quarter (or even more) of it in 
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the decades to come. Doing this does not involve great sacrifices, because investments in 

climate are worth it. Investments in renewable energy and alternative technologies pay 

off, creating jobs and promoting the development of the southern hemisphere. The 

message is therefore: the market system cannot only afford the course correction; it will 

even benefit from it. 

Capitalism has its eyes on the “Low Carbon Economy,” a de-carbonized way of 

doing business without coal, oil, and gas. In the medium term, this economy should 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions to nearly zero. It is the dominant paradigm in the 

United Nations, many national governments, the European Commission, the World 

Economic Forum, and even in corporations that provide electricity primarily from coal. 

The consulting firm McKinsey expects an annual investment requirement of around 530 

billion Euros until 2020 in order to realize the goal of a two-degree reduction in 

temperature; by 2030, the annual volume will have to increase to approximately 810 

billion Euros.12 According to an environmental study of the United Nations, 

industrialized nations ought to spend one percent of their annual GDP to invest in low-

carbon and resource-efficient businesses.13 Postponing such investments another ten 

years will make it impossible to limit the increase in global mean temperatures by two 

degrees (or more) and in the future, we ought to anticipate much higher costs for climate 

adjustments. 

Financing this environmental Marshall Plan takes place partly through rapid 

capital recovery by means of in market growth and energy savings and partly through 

revenues earned from emissions trading. The majority of economists and environmental 

policy makers see the solution to the climate crisis is not in raising taxes, but in using 

market-based instruments.14 Emissions trading (or the trading of emission allowances, 

known as “cap and trade”) is currently the preferred tool of environmental policy for 

reducing pollution emissions at the lowest possible costs. Here’s how it is done: National 

lawmakers, usually on the basis of international agreements, set a cap on total emissions 

for a defined period and provide environmental allowances that can be traded freely. In 

contrast to other ecological taxes, this one is guided by a volume target that, according to 

prevailing opinion, makes for greater ecological accuracy than a price target. The 

intended effect: Whoever is responsible for more emissions than it has allowances must 
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buy more allowances; whoever causes emissions without having such rights is liable and 

penalized. As a result, there is an economic incentive to reduce emissions through energy 

conservation and greater efficiency. Emissions trading is preferred over the legal setting 

of pollution limits because it can be managed easily and efficiently, and it has the greatest 

likelihood of bringing about the best technical solutions. Mandatory requirements, 

however, would be: 

• that emissions allowances be auctioned for a price (and not allocated politically), 

• that binding maximums be set and respected, so that cap and trade does not apply 

selectively to particular sectors (such as power plants and industry) but to all emitters 

(such as transportation and buildings), 

• that cap and trade provides incentives to convert to renewable energy and de-

centralized technologies, and 

• that regional trading systems are eventually linked and coordinated globally.15 

If this were to work (which is currently far from the case), the capitalist market 

economy would get away with a slap on the wrist, precisely because it can deploys its 

strength -- the regulation of prices. 

There were some detailed criticisms of Stern’s basis for his calculations but 

hardly anyone is casting doubt on capitalism’s capacity for self-enlightenment.16 The 

market will correct its earlier mistakes by calculating the environmental damage done to 

date and adding it into the cost of products and services. It is sufficiently able to learn to 

overcome selective inefficiencies in what are (by and large) highly efficient regimes of 

production. And like Baron von Münchhausen, it can pull itself up by its own bootstraps 

with the help of a “third industrial revolution.” We can see the project of a green 

marketplace appearing on the horizon, embedded in social norms such as environmental 

protection and sustainability. 

By appealing to people’s pocketbooks, Stern is speaking a language that both the 

public and politicians understand: It’s better to pay now so that everything doesn’t cost 

more later. Similar arguments were made by the Münchner Rück, which is (after the 

Swiss Re) the largest reinsurer in the world. It attributed a large part of the disasters and 

crises of 2008 to climate change.17 Board member Torsten Jeworrek drew three 

consequences for his corporation: 
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“In our core business, we only take on risk at risk-appropriate prices. This means 

that if the level of danger changes, we adjust the price structure accordingly. Second, 

with our expertise in the context of environmental protection and adaptation measures, 

we are developing new business opportunities. And third: in international discussions, we 

as a company are committed to effective and mandatory rules on CO2 emissions so that 

climate change will be slowed down and coming generations will not have to live with 

weather scenarios that are difficult to control.”18 

Putting a price on the impact of climate change -- combining the regulations that 

conform to the system with new business opportunities that stabilize it -- allows global 

warming to appear more real. This has psychological advantages. The climate projections 

of scientists have apparently been too abstract. Now it’s a matter of dollars and cents and 

a clear mandate for Jeworrek and other reinsurers to take action. “At the next climate 

summit in Copenhagen [he is referring to December 2009], the path must be laid for a 

(minimal) fifty percent reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, with appropriate 

milestones along the way. If there is too much delay, it will get very expensive for future 

generations.”19 

 

 

The Political Economy of Climate Protection  

 

Polls show that capitalism has lost much of its luster and credibility. For two short 

decades, its thought leaders imagined themselves to be the victors over socialism. But 

despite their astonishment (and delight), this audience is now noticing that socialism may 

not be the only system that was “historically obsolete.” Margaret Thatcher's famous 

“TINA verdict” (“There is no alternative”) sounds stale even if there is no alternative at 

hand after the bankruptcy of “real, existing socialism” which we now know was even 

more ruthless than its capitalism in insisting on industrial growth over humanity and 

nature. In the absence of alternatives, some critics are also hoping that capitalism will 

outlive those who gamble with it, perhaps rising up out of the crisis like a phoenix from 

the ashes. 
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Against theories of its collapse, the system always displayed a self-critical 

capacity to assert “an interest of the capitalist whole” (Marx) against certain excesses, 

thus uses its phases of crisis for “creative destruction.” After naïve surprise and stubborn 

obtuseness prevailed in the first months of the financial crisis, the more intelligent 

defenders of capitalism entered a self-reflective phase intended to achieve this purifying 

effect.20 

Even if there continues to be no alternative to capitalism, we have to recall as 

clearly as we can the colossal failure of markets and neoliberal economic policies in view 

of the environmental and climate crisis. An essential prerequisite for rescuing ourselves 

would be a political economy of sustainability, a re-embedding of markets in social 

networks and institutions -- which would incidentally mean understanding economic 

science as cultural science once again.21 Embeddedness, the term used by social 

anthropologist Karl Polanyi, is becoming relevant again. In his classic work, The Great 

Transformation (1944), Polanyi outlined two major economic organizing principles in 

modern history. One advocates the unbridled freedom of the self-regulating marketplace, 

i.e., its “disembedding” from all non-economic references. The other seeks to limit the 

self-destructive effects of the market principle. Polanyi reminds us that economics is not 

just an integrated market-based system of exchange involving rationally calculating 

individuals but also a system that invariably reveals patterns of reciprocity across social 

networks, households and cooperatives as well as patterns of redistribution across 

political organizations such as the state. 

By contrast, the dominant economic doctrine is unrealistic, dogmatic and 

affirmative. Unrealistic because it has settled into an econometric fool’s paradise that 

hardly has anything in common with the real economy. The image of the homo 

economicus either ignores the economy’s cultural embeddedness or it explicitly denies it. 

The doctrine is also dogmatic because competing schools of thought (inside and outside 

of the discipline) are routinely rejected without even having been tested.22 Those wishing 

to be economically successful in the future can no longer be sold on the idea that the 

“rational man” is a “realistic” notion. The financial crisis is more than a caesura in 

economic history. It marks a deep cultural turning point that displaces current decision 

theory, submitting human risk behavior to a serious examination. Finally, the prevailing 
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economic theory is affirmative because it has no critical distance from its object of study 

-- the capitalist economy -- instead choosing to promote it relentlessly.23 

As a result, the diagnostic and predictive weakness of economics become 

apparent to all, rendering it useless for both policy making and general discussion. 

Actually, it now appears that it was only good at explaining why the political economy of 

climate protection had developed differently than predicted. As long as the enterprise was 

functioning, it did not really attract attention. As a result, all proposals related to it are to 

be taken with a grain of salt. Consider the advice of a “rational climate policy,” which is 

accompanied by the mantra that the “freedom of markets” is not to be disturbed by 

governmental dos and don’ts.24 A climate policy that is economically sound and 

socioculturally embedded will first have to step away from path dependencies caused by 

economic theory or policy. 

From this perspective, we can once more reflect on the political economy of 

climate change. In order to limit harmful emissions, there are basically three options: 

establishing regulatory caps, collecting taxes (which also factor into costs of 

consumption), and trading with emissions allowances. Emissions trading, as we have 

seen, is consistent with market conditions, favorable to technological progress, and easy 

to administer. But the devil is always in the details, and emissions credits still have not 

proven to be the most efficient way of reducing greenhouse gases. Hans-Werner Sinn has 

identified the “green paradox” according to which unwanted effects of lowered prices can 

even lead to an increase in global emissions of hazardous substances: “The fear of green 

politics -- which is always enlarging the set of instruments available to it -- is leading to 

an expansion in the supply of fossil fuels, rather than a reduction.“25 

Other critics fundamentally question the mechanism of transforming a global 

public or common good such as the atmosphere into pollution rights to be traded: 

“Although emissions will be reduced, we are creating a tool that requires us to create 

those very emissions so that they can be traded in the first place. . . . .  Consuming fewer 

fossil fuels and moving toward an economy without them or switching to renewable 

energy in a rational manner are beyond the comprehension of those involved in emissions 

trading. Even in principle, therefore, emissions trading is an inadequate instrument of 

climate policy. Monetary mechanisms are inappropriate because the Earth’s reserves 
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would have to be sealed and then depreciate in capital terms if we move to a fossil-fuel 

free economy.”26 The consequences are similar when private savings lead to a reduction 

in the balance of CO2 which may then be used by an energy provider for a cap and trade 

advantage. This means that provider has to buy fewer pollution rights, or can sell more. 

The energy that one company, in good faith, has not consumed will now be consumed by 

someone else. That’s how the market works. 
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