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tephen Gardiner’s aptly titled A Perfect Moral Storm 
provides a deft philosophical analysis of why the 
challenges of climate change have proven so difficult to 

meet. Gardiner carefully lays out the mechanics and the 
psychology of the global community’s response to climate 
change, a response that to date can only be judged as a staggering 
moral failure. His description of a “perfect moral storm” of 
factors shows how, even if the global community had not 
suffered from years of deliberate obfuscation on the part of those 
with vested interests in promoting fossil fuels and even if the 
public had not been side-tracked by a media determined to make 
a long-settled scientific question look like a highly uncertain 
partisan debate, climate change would have remained through it 
all a thoroughly difficult problem to solve. 

Employing an insightful analytical eye, Gardiner teases apart 
how the global and intergenerational dispersion of climate 
change’s causes and effects, the fragmentation of its actors, and 
both institutional and theoretical shortcomings have all combined 
to make it far too easy for the obfuscators, the drama-seekers, 
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and the just plain lazy to carry on kicking the climate can down 
the road. These factors together create a high potential for moral 
corruption, a failure of moral posture that becomes one of the 
key ideas developed throughout the book  

Corruption most generally speaking is the “illegitimate taking 
advantage of a position of superior power for the sake of 
personal gain” (304).1 With dramatically skewed vulnerabilities 
and heavily back-loaded impacts, corruption in the climate change 
arena results in a tendency to “distort our moral sensibilities in 
order to facilitate the exploitation of our global and 
intergenerational position” (8). Clearly the current generation in 
the wealthier nations has largely succumbed. People in these 
nations rarely blame each other for enjoying personal 
automobiles, non-essential air travel, and large, over-powered 
homes as long as they appear to be otherwise morally decent and 
remember, perhaps, to donate a bit of money towards developing 
world hunger around the holidays. To unseat us from this 
complacency, Gardiner performs the valuable service of warning 
about just how deep the perfect moral storm penetrates. The 
spatial and temporal features of climate change lead to bad 
actions in part because they target “our ways of talking and 
thinking about moral problems” (305, emphasis in original). After a 
while, the morally decent path is hidden beneath a conceptual 
fog. Illustrated by the evolving dynamic between John and Fanny, 
the “Dubious Dashwoods” of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility, 
Gardiner shows how easy it is for otherwise decent persons to 
find themselves drawn into perverse and twisted ways of 
thinking. Even genuine attempts to solve the climate change 
problem can contain reasoning so distorted that the proposed 

 
1 Stephen Gardiner, A Perfect Moral Storm. The Ethical Tragedy of Climate Change 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press 2012). Unless otherwise specified, 
parenthetical references refer to this text. 
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“solution” ends up being self-justifying, self-serving, and 
manipulative. 

If the problem of climate change stirs up a perfect moral 
storm, then the prospect of deliberately engineering the climate to 
push back against warming temperatures layers a vigorous moral 
turbulence squarely on top of the existing storm. In a chapter 
titled “Geoengineering in an Atmosphere of Evil,” Gardiner 
illustrates how the potential for moral corruption emerging from 
the perfect storm is realized in the “lesser of two evils” rationale 
for solar radiation management (SRM) research. Gardiner does 
not make any claims about the rightness or wrongness of actual 
deployment of SRM. Rather he scrutinizes the context in which 
discussions about SRM research are shaping up. It turns out to be 
a context rife with the potential for corruption. The rationale to 
“arm the future” by pursuing SRM research, ends up being self-
justifying and self-serving in addition to making it far more likely 
that future people will find themselves in the tragic position of 
being forced to deploy. Geoengineering with SRM is a 
“convenient” (339, 396) option for a culture too distracted—and 
perhaps also too short-sighted and plain idle—to make the 
necessary changes to its practices. 

It is beyond doubt that SRM has great appeal to those looking 
for an excuse to do little about current emissions levels. The fact 
that actors such as the American Enterprise Institute and Newt 
Gingrich, located on the extreme right of the American political 
system and typically hostile to the idea of emission reductions, 
have warmly embraced geoengineering only increases suspicions. 
SRM creates a “moral hazard” if placing hope in an engineering 
solution to warming temperatures draws attention away from 
emissions reductions. As Gardiner insightfully warns, in a context 
of gross political inertia we should be on high alert for deceptive 
and self-deceptive rhetoric. The corruption peaks, according to 
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Gardiner, when today’s recommendation is for “modest 
geoengineering research only” (364-6, 368) to the neglect of 
efforts such as major emissions reductions, adaptation 
preparations, comprehensive climate compensation funds, a 
Manhattan project on renewables, and other serious measures.  

With Gardiner’s warning about potentially distorted reasoning 
heeded, it is interesting to step back from fears about how the 
discussion could go and consider how it is in fact going. It is notable, 
for example, that most of those advocating for more research on 
geoengineering also stress that research must be accompanied by 
serious emissions reductions. Paul Crutzen, in his landmark 2006 
paper on stratospheric aerosols, pushed for a “combination of 
efforts” with reduction in greenhouse gas emissions “clearly the 
main priorit[y].”2 The forward to the Royal Society’s 2009 Report 
on geoengineering insisted “nothing should divert us from the 
main priority of reducing global greenhouse gas emissions.”3 A 
US Bipartisan Policy Center review stated unequivocally that the 
panel “strongly believes that climate remediation technologies are 
no substitute for controlling risk through climate mitigation and 
climate adaptation.”4 None of these important players think 
geoengineering research alone is enough. Holly Buck points out 
that atmospheric scientists “have worked hard to stress to policy 
makers that geoengineering is flawed—by no means a ‘silver 
 
2 Paul Crutzen,. “Albedo Enhancement by Stratospheric Sulfur Injections: A 
Contribution to Resolve a Policy Dilemma?” Climatic Change 77 (2006), 211-
220, at 217. 
3 Royal Society  2009, Geoengineering the Climate: Science, Governance, and 
Uncertainty, v. 
http://royalsociety.org/policy/publications/2009/geoengineering-climate 
4 Bipartisan Policy Center 2011, Geoengineering: A National Strategic Plan for 
Research on the Potential Effectiveness, Feasibility, and Consequences of Climate 
Remediation Technologies, 3. 
http://bipartisanpolicy.org/library/report/task-force-climate-remediation-
research 
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bullet’— and that geoengineering research must take place in a 
context of climate change management that includes mitigation 
and adaptation measures.”5 

The sentiments expressed could, of course, be subterfuge. 
One could talk a serious-sounding talk about emissions reduction, 
all the while hoping that geoengineering would provide a way to 
allow continued inaction. In such a scenario the potential for 
moral corruption lurking in the background has surfaced as 
willful deception. Alternatively, advocates’ thinking about the 
problem may be so corrupted that they are unable to identify 
their position as self-serving. But is this likely? 

Two common observations about SRM deployment suggest 
not. It is well known that SRM is haunted by a “termination 
problem.” If warming is forestalled by SRM while emissions 
continue to rise, then any event demanding a sudden termination 
of the deployment—such as a political or military crisis or an 
unforeseen ecological effect—would lead to very abrupt warming 
indeed, warming far more dangerous than any in store from 
unmitigated emissions alone.6 SRM is also haunted by the ocean 
acidification problem. Reducing solar insolation through 
stratospheric aerosols or cloud brightening leaves atmospheric 
carbon in the atmosphere, ensuring the continuation of ocean 
acidification and all the challenges associated with it.7 Since both 
of these problems are broadly appreciated it seems likely we 

 
5 Holly Jean Buck, “Geoengineering: Re-making Climate for Profit or 
Humanitarian Intervention?” Development and Change 43 (2012), 253–270, at 
258. 
6 Granger Morgan and Katherine Ricke, “Cooling the Earth Through Solar 
Radiation Management:  The Need for Research and an Approach to its 
Governance.” The International Risk Governance Council (2010), 13. 
http://www.irgc.org/IMG/pdf/SRM_Opinion_Piece_web.pdf 
7 Royal Society 2009. 
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should take the research scientists at their word and trust them 
that SRM alone is not their goal. 

The policy arena is also revealing. International negotiators 
and governments have demonstrated a consistent reluctance to 
embrace geoengineering without first pursuing other steps to 
address climate change. At the 18th UNFCCC conference of the 
parties meeting in Doha in late 2012, the Chicago Tribune 
observed that geoengineering was garnering “scant enthusiasm.” 
Christiana Figueres, head of the U.N. Climate Change Secretariat, 
emphasized mitigation over geoengineering, suggesting “Let’s 
first use what we know …There are so many proven technologies 
we know exist that are tried and true that have not been used to 
their maximum potential.”8 Rajendra Pachauri, chairman of the 
U.N.’s panel of climate scientists, expressed his own lack of 
enthusiasm by asking Reuters rhetorically “How can you go into 
an area where you don’t know anything?”9 At the same time as 
presenting a tepid front towards geoengineering, negotiators at 
Doha for the first time introduced the principle of “Loss and 
Damage” into the negotiations demonstrating at least in-principle 
a commitment to funds for adaptation and even compensation 
for the most harmed countries. A UK government position paper 
on geoengineering research states “it is premature to consider 
geo-engineering as a viable option for addressing climate change. 
The priority is, and must be, to tackle the root cause by reducing 
emissions of greenhouse gases from human activities and 
adapting to those impacts that are unavoidable” (DECC 2013).10 
 
8 Josh Horton, “Views on Geoengineering from UNFCCC COP 18 in Doha,” 
December 3, 2012. Geoengineering Politics Blogspot. 
http://geoengineeringpolitics.blogspot.com/2012/12/views-on-
geoengineering-from-unfccc.html 
9 Ibid. 
10 Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC), 2013. “Government 
View on Geoengineering Research.” 
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All of this suggests that, at least for the present, the international 
community is not approaching climate change simply by 
redirecting attention towards geoengineering. In the seven years 
since the taboo on discussion of SRM was broken by Crutzen, 
despite lots of hype, nobody yet seems to be embracing 
geoengineering at the expense of more traditional mitigative, 
adaptive, and compensatory strategies.  

Again, this could all be subterfuge. The expressed reluctance 
of governments and the UN to publicly embrace geoengineering 
may be pure politics. Governments in the developed world could 
be publicly shunning geoengineering, all the while hoping that 
someone—perhaps a vulnerable nation—will end up doing it 
unilaterally to get the global community off the climate hook. Bad 
faith and moral corruption may be at the core of inter-
governmental climate negotiations. But there is at least one more 
rationale worth considering for why serious emissions reductions, 
adaptation measures, and a pursuit of non-carbon energy sources 
remain in the interests of SRM researchers.  

Geoengineering may be unique among recent emerging 
technologies for how the timescale in which it is will operate is 
intended to be finite.11 Most advocates of geoengineering 
consider deployment a temporary measure until emissions have 
been reduced and some form of climate stabilization has 
occurred. David Keith, for example, has talked about using SRM 
to “shave the top off the curve” of rising global temperatures 

                                                                                                                                 
http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/about/science/activities/climate_c
hange/ger/ger.aspx 
11 Christopher Preston, “Ethics and Geoengineering: Reviewing the Moral 
Issues Raised by Solar Radiation Management and Carbon Dioxide Removal,” 
WIREs Climate Change (2012), doi: 10.1002/wcc.198 
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until greenhouse gases can be reduced.12 If this is the intent of 
those who research geoengineering then the discussion of the 
conditions under which geoengineering would be deployed clearly 
needs to be supplemented by a discussion of the conditions under 
which it would be withdrawn. Under-discussed questions about 
cessation are as relevant as questions about deployment. 

What is clear about SRM technologies is that in the absence of 
serious mitigation and adaptation efforts, there simply isn’t any 
prospect for cessation.13 The masking of incoming solar radiation 
would have to go on forever if greenhouse gases continued to 
accumulate. Moreover, the masking would require increasingly 
large quantities of SRM as the radiative forcing created by ever-
higher greenhouse gas concentrations increased. As already 
discussed, technologies to combat ocean acidification would have 
to be deployed and the political security necessary for a stable, 
long-term deployment would have to be established. Additional 
costs would quickly pile up. Mechanisms to compensate those 
harmed by precipitation changes associated with SRM would 
have to be created.14 The “incidental” effects of SRM 
deployments, including reduced solar photovoltaic generating 
potential, whiter skies, degraded astronomy, a damaged ozone 
layer, artificially red sunsets, the presence of permanent 
deployment infrastructure, and constantly changing weather 
patterns would all have to be deemed acceptable prices to pay.15 

 
12 This was a view Keith expressed at a University of Montana workshop in 
2010 
(http://www.umt.edu/ethics/EthicsGeoengineering/Workshop/default.aspx). 
13 The case changes for CDR technologies. 
14 Martin Bunzl, “Geoengineering Harms and Compensation,” Stanford Journal 
of Law, Science, and Policy 4 (2011), 70-76. 
15 A. Robock, “Reasons Why Geoengeneering May Be a Bad Idea,” Scientist 64 
(2008), 14-18; C. Preston, “Ethics and Geoengineering: Reviewing the Moral 
Issues Raised by Solar Radiation Management and Carbon Dioxide Removal.” 
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There are some, apparently, who think nothing of these costs. 
The new age of the anthropocene, where humans extend their 
control over earth systems by intentionally altering fundamental 
global processes such as the climate, is viewed by some to be rife 
with opportunity. Earle Ellis enthusiastically subscribes, stating, 
“Creating the future will mean going beyond fears of 
transgressing natural limits and nostalgic hopes of returning to 
some pastoral or pristine era […]. We must not see the 
Anthropocene as a crisis, but as the beginning of a new geological 
epoch ripe with human-directed opportunity.”16 Others demur. 
Maialen Galarraga and Bronislaw Szerszynski point out that 
“making climate” in this fashion will force us into unceasing and 
perhaps dangerous acts of creative endeavour.17 James Fleming’s 
history of attempts at weather modification is a reminder of the 
folly such activities tend to display.18 This list of requirements 
necessary for perpetual SRM is long and the costs are obviously 
high. 

If the prospect of perpetual SRM is rejected then some serious 
planning for cessation—involving significant emissions 
reductions and perhaps even some carbon dioxide removal from 
ambient air—is required.19 If the cessation discussion is tied into 
 
16 Earle Ellis,“The Planet of No Return,” Breakthrough Journal  2 (2011). 
http://breakthroughjournal.org/content/authors/erle-ellis/the-planet-of-no-
return.shtml 
17 Maialen Galarraga and Bronislaw Szerszynski, “Making Climates: Solar 
Radiation Management and the Ethics of Fabrication,” In Engineering the 
Climate: The Ethics of Solar Radiation Management, edited by Christopher J. 
Preston, (Lanham, MD: Lexington Press ,2012) 221-235. 
18 James Fleming, Fixing the Sky: The Checkered History of Weather and Climate 
Control (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010). 
19 Carbon dioxide removal might in the process come to be viewed as a 
legitimate type of mitigation. See Clare Heyward, “Situating and Abandoning 
Geoengineering: A Typology of Five Responses to Dangerous Climate 
Change,” PS: Political Science and Politics 46 (2013), 23-27. 
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the deployment discussion, then those advocating for more SRM 
research are unlikely to be displaying quite the level of moral 
corruption that Gardiner fears. The moral corruption frame used 
in chapter 10 of A Perfect Moral Storm suggests that geoengineering 
advocates are ready to abandon all other climate strategies. The 
evidence suggests they are not. If geoengineering research were 
coupled with a comprehensive and serious discussion about 
cessation, then desire for SRM research may not display moral 
corruption but instead may be a genuine exploration of a safer 
path towards a low or zero emissions future. 

The reason to make these points is not to shift the burden of 
proof-back onto those who would reject geoengineering. From 
the way the discussion of SRM appears to be going, it is clear that 
the burden remains very much on the shoulders of those who 
favor it, as indeed it should. The purpose is to re-examine the 
stigma of moral corruption that attends the discussion of 
geoengineering. Arguably, the idea that advocating for 
geoengineering research has an association with moral corruption 
has come with a political cost. Well-meaning researchers become 
defensive when it is suggested that their intentions are simply to 
avoid doing anything about emissions. This is regrettable when 
they seem to view their work as a genuine effort to help in the 
face of a situation that seems increasingly to be getting out of 
hand. While Gardiner’s warning about moral corruption must be 
heeded, it should not drive the discussion. 

There is, of course, a difficult catch-22 that the whole idea of 
moral corruption has created. Any attempt to acknowledge moral 
corruption and still talk seriously about geoengineering research 
might serve only to reveal how deeply corrupted the thinking 
about climate change has become. The second half of this 
commentary could certainly appear sadly symptomatic of a severe 
case of moral corruption and of reasoning that is badly diseased 
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and distorted. But, given the gravity of what is currently 
happening to the planet’s climate, can we really be sure? 
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