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A critical discourse analysis of geoengineering advocacy

Tina Sikka∗

School of Communication, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, BC, Canada

In this paper, I examine the discursive field of geoengineering by unpacking how particular
members, associates and academics allied with private institutes frame, treat and discursively
construct a justification of geoengineering technologies. I begin with a brief introduction to
geoengineering, followed by a discussion of relevant international agreements and an
overview of critical discourse analysis. I outline several discursive strategies employed by
scientific and political advocates of geoengineering to reify a particular understanding of its
need. While there are multiple ways geoengineering is being framed by a wide variety of
actors, I discuss the framings of the market and exceptionalism made by The American
Enterprise Institute, The Climate Response Fund and The Climate Institute in detail which I
then supplement by some additional material where appropriate.

Keywords: geoengineering; climate change; critical discourse analysis; exceptionalism;
market economy; American Enterprise Institute; framings; Climate Institute; Climate
Response Fund

This paper uses critical discourse analysis (CDA) in order to critically unpack some of the

assumptions and discursive strategies used by significant political and research actors who

have recently become advocates of geoengineering. Geoengineering, in this context, can be

defined as large-scale and intentional technological interventions into the environment in an

attempt to mitigate or reverse climate change. These technologies range from the outlandish

and seemingly innocuous, e.g. sunlight reflecting mirrors placed in space or painting the

surface of all buildings white in pursuit of similar ends, to the more invasive. The latter includes

proposals such as seeding the ocean with iron in order to promote the growth of carbon-absorb-

ing algae blooms and spraying light scattering sulphates directly into the atmosphere. Currently,

the Stratospheric Particle Injection for Climate Engineering or SPICE project in the UK

(Bristol), supported by the UK’s research councils, is scheduled to test the delivery system

required for the sulphate technique on a small-scale.

Most research into, and discussions of, geoengineering, until quite recently, has been domi-

nated by experts in ways that have left little space for public discussion or intervention.

However, a number of governments (UK, USA, Australian), research institutes and prominent

scientists have, in recent years, become advocates of further geoengineering research particu-

larly since, if it worked, it could lessen the need for painful cuts in consumption and changes

to existing economic structures.

In the past few years, some of the most interesting and simultaneously troubling work in

support of geoengineering efforts has been undertaken by conservative American think-tanks

and affiliated non-governmental groups. These institutes, which tend to be staffed former by

climate-change deniers, have doubled over the past few years. Their importance as agenda-

setting bodies that have both wide access to media and the ears of both governments and corpor-

ations makes a study of their strategies and framings imperative. They include three primary

ISSN 1740-5904 print/ISSN 1740-5912 online

# 2012 Taylor & Francis

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2012.656377

http://www.tandfonline.com

∗Email: tsikka@sfu.ca

Critical Discourse Studies

Vol. 9, No. 2, May 2012, 163–175

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
E

di
nb

ur
gh

] 
at

 0
1:

57
 2

0 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

01
3 



groups whose conferences, press releases, research and position papers and media contributions

form a large part of this paper. They are: The American Enterprise Institute, the Climate Response

Fund (CRF) and the Climate Institute. The American Enterprise Institute (For Public Policy

Research) (AEI) is a larger and more well-known political think tank whose stated mandate

consists of a commitment to ‘to expanding liberty, increasing individual opportunity, and

strengthening free enterprise’. The CRF and the Climate Institute, on the other hand, tend to be

focused solely on environmental issues, particularly what they refer to as ‘climate intervention

research’. These groups were chosen because of the influential individuals (scientists, policy-

makers, etc.) that comprise their boards, the coverage they have had in the media, the amount

of funding they have available and the radical geoengineering proposals they recommend.1,2

Another key source which reveals private interest in the adoption of climate engineering can

be found in the transcripts of a 2009 hearing of the US House Committee on Science and Tech-

nology entitled, ‘Geoengineering: Assessing the Implications of Large-Scale Climate Interven-

tion’. The inclusion of this hearing is relevant since several of the witnesses called before the

hearing have connections to the very think tanks listed above. Lee Lane, for example, is a Resi-

dent Fellow and Co-director of the American Enterprise Institute Geoengineering project. In his

testimony to the House, Lane urged ‘that the committee treat this hearing as a first step in what

should grow into a serious, sustained, and systematic effort by the U.S. government to conduct

research and development (R&D) on solar radiation management (SRM)’ (Lane, 2009, p. 2).

The primary focus of this paper is to examine the discursive field of geoengineering. As such,

my objective is to unpack how particular members, associates and academics allied with these

institutes frame, treat and discursively construct a justification of geoengineering technologies. I

begin with a brief introduction to geoengineering, followed by a discussion of relevant inter-

national agreements and a synopsis of how I employ CDA in this article. CDA was chosen as

the method of research because of its ability to encourage a discussion of the ontological and

epistemological assumptions, as well as the hidden motivations, behind how issues are

framed. CDA also, in doing so, broaden the study of discursive practices in light of not only

how they are produced at a local level, but also how they are related to the larger social context.

Finally, I outline the four primarily discursive strategies employed by scientific and political

advocates of geoengineering to reify a particular understanding of its need. While there are

multiple ways geoengineering is being framed by a wide variety of actors, I discuss the framings

of the market and exceptionalism made by The AEI, The CRF and The Climate Institute in

detail which I then supplement by some additional material where appropriate.

Geoengineering: a short introduction

As stated, geoengineering involves the creation and deployment of technical systems aimed at

controlling and mitigating anthropogenic climate change via temperature reduction. Such tech-

niques have a long history beginning in the 1800s with US proposals to burn forestland in order

to trigger rainfall as well as, in the mid-1960s, US Congressional suggestions that it may be

necessary to place reflective substances on oceans or aerosol particulates in the atmosphere to

decrease temperature. While these earlier methods were of course preliminary, it was not

until recently that it has been considered a possible and even probable avenue of action.

Contemporary geoengineering strategies, however, are qualitatively different. According to

the Royal Society, they tend to be classified into two primary methods, which range from the

mild to the invasive.

(1) Carbon dioxide removal techniques address the root cause of climate change by remov-

ing greenhouse gases from the atmosphere. These include land-use management to

enhance carbon sinks, the use of biomass for carbon sequestration and as a carbon
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neutral energy source, the enhancement of weathering processes to remove CO2 from the

atmosphere, direct capture of CO2 from the atmosphere and the increase of oceanic

uptake of CO2 by methods such as ocean fertilization of nutrients that will increase

this upwelling process.

(2) Solar radiation management (SRM) techniques are less invasive and attempt to offset the

effects of increased greenhouse gas concentrations by causing the Earth to absorb less

solar radiation. Methods include increasing the reflectivity of the planet by brightening

human structures to make them more reflective, enhancement of marine cloud

reflectivity, injecting sulphate aerosols into the atmosphere to mimic the effect of

volcanic eruptions and placing reflectors in space to reduce the amount of solar

energy reaching the earth (The Royal Society, 2009, pp. ix–x).

While these methods, on the face of it, seem far-fetched and falling within the realm of science

fiction, they have, as I will show, been taken seriously by scientists, policymakers and non-

governmental groups who are certain that such interventions are our only option.

Pre-existing laws

It is important to note that there are several pre-existing legal frameworks which might impede

or at least slow down large-scale geoengineering. These frameworks are significant since they

must be taken into account by all actors, including private think tanks. They can, as such, act

as a countervailing force against the quick implementation of geoengineering. Moreover,

although policy does not form a large part of this article, legal environmental norms remain

relevant in a larger sense since most of these proposed technological interventions are inherently

boundary transgressing – which is something advocates often fail to acknowledge. That is,

the fallout from these interventions cannot be contained to specific geographic locations.

For example, in the case of the proposed seeding of oceans with iron (a strategy which would

encourage the blooming of plankton which would, in death, sink to the ocean floor and take large

quantities of carbon with it), it is almost certain that obligations under the International Maritime

Organization, the 1972 Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of

Wastes and Other Matter (also known as the London Convention), coupled with the 1996

London Protocol (which enshrines the precautionary approach), would pose substantial barriers.

In fact, in several scientific meetings held under the auspices of the London Convention and Pro-

tocol, dating back to 2007, there has been near unanimity amongst participants that extreme

caution should be exercised in this matter.

Also of importance are state responsibilities under the Convention on Biological Diversity as

well as the statements of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) as well as

several others. In May of 2008, for example, a review by the iron fertilization of oceans by

the Convention on Biological Diversity came to the following conclusion:

(Decision IX/16) . . . requests Parties and urges other Governments, in accordance with the precau-
tionary approach, to ensure that ocean fertilization activities do not take place until there is an ade-
quate scientific basis on which to justify such activities, including assessing associated risks, and a
global, transparent and effective control and regulatory mechanism is in place for these activities;
with the exception of small scale scientific research studies within coastal waters. (as cited by the
International Maritime Organization, 2008, p. 3)

When it comes to space-based, air-based and land-based geoengineering proposals, of course,

there are other national and international laws, treaties and agreements that must be taken

into consideration. These include the Convention on the Prohibition of Military or Any other

Hostile Use of Environmental Modification Techniques (ENMOD Treaty), the Law of the
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Sea Convention and the Long-Range Tranboundary Air Pollution convention to name only a few

others.

Critical discourse analysis

For the purposes of this article, I drew on a broad interpretation of CDA to examine the discourse

surrounding geoengineering. I chose CDA primarily because of its ability to capture and unpack

the discursive strategies used by geoengineering advocates to present it as our only option. CDA

can be understood as the study of how language can perpetuate, or in certain cases undermine,

unequal relations of power. Fairclough and Wodak summarize the primary principles of CDA as

follows:

CDA addresses social problems.

Power relations are discursive.

Discourse constitutes society and culture.

Discourse does ideological work.

Discourse is historical.

The link between text and society is mediated.

Discourse analysis is interpretive and explanatory.

Discourse is a form of social action. (1997, pp. 271–280)

Seen in relation to geoengineering, my interest in using CDA is to show how discursive strat-

egies have been used to construct geoengineering research and practice as necessary, common-

sensical and natural. In this sense, we can understand language as operating as an ideological

tool, that is, as doing ideological work in a historical context. It is my contention that unpacking

these rationalizations is necessary since they are not, in fact, static, fixed or inevitable.

Because of the social and dialectical character of discourse, it is important to unpack how

power operates. Power, according to CDA, works to reify particular ways of seeing through pro-

cesses that are inherently social. In light of this, Fairclough suggests that language must been

seen as a social practice with the following distinct characteristic:

We might say that, in terms of ‘power in discourse’, discourse is the site of power struggles, and in
terms of ‘power behind discourse’, it is the stake in power struggles – for control over orders of
discourse is a powerful mechanism for sustaining power. (Fairclough, 2001c, p. 61)

Seen through this lens, it is also important to add that because geoengineering is such a complex

scientific and technological field, dominated by experts and the so-called experts, it tends to

make public interventions into the debate extremely difficult. Teun van Dijk, in his book Dis-

course and power, shows how access to information and control over its articulation are impor-

tant aspects of meaning and knowledge formation. It is therefore significant that ‘members of

more powerful social groups and institutions, as especially their leaders . . ., have more or less

exclusive access to, and control over . . . public discourse’ (van Dijk, 2008, p. 90). This

monopolization of social power has considerable ramifications for how geoengineering is under-

stood by the majority of the citizenry for whom the scientific data are, on balance, inaccessible.

Finally, it is important to keep in mind that, first, the discursive grounding of justifications of

geoengineering tend to be based on a historically conditioned embrace of Weberian instrumental

rationality and, second, that it is this foundation that forms the semiotic and, most importantly,

ideational landscape of most discussions about technology. As such, my use of CDA will focus

on how it can work to unearth the non-universal nature of such a teleological mode of thought

and, in doing so, de-naturalize these constructions and expose them as discursive creations.
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The specific reports and pieces chosen to form the foundation of this paper were selected

based on a number of factors, the most significant of which are the political, scientific and/or

economic reputation of its authors, the magnitude and power of the media outlets that cover

geoengineering and the number of times governmental and non-government policy reports

have been cited and referred to. A further consequential factor in choosing which pieces of

work to analyse was that the individuals and/or institutions formulating the research and

framing the opinions exert a considerable amount of control over or access to public discourse

and debate.

I identified four discursive frames used by geoengineering advocates to generate support:

The first is a claim to scientific neutrality, the second is technological determinism – with

utopian undertones, the third is the use of unique brand of philosophical exceptionalism and

the fourth is a focus on market-driven solutions as the only way to deal with the impending

social, environmental, political and economic fallout of global warming.

In this article I discuss, at length, the last two of these frames. These powerful discursive

structures have been assembled out of a thorough examination of speeches, articles, research,

media submissions and policy reports given by a variety of organizations and individuals sup-

portive of geoengineering over the past 2 years. These include research conducted by the

three central think tanks list above (AEI, The CRF and the Climate Institute), information com-

piled by governments directly (the US Congress and British Parliament), research undertaken by

individual scientists whose work has figured prominently in the field, and have been mentioned

frequently in media reports, and media coverage by major media outlets in the USA and UK.

These materials were then read critically with an eye to the recurrent language and ideas and

frames that aimed to manipulate the reader into assuming that certain perspectives are legitimate

and true, particularly those articulated by people in positions of power. Huckin’s (1997) method

of mining research and text for topicalization (how the topic is framed), differential power

relations (where ‘experts’ and policymakers are given more power and prominence), insinua-

tions, tone, connotations (through metaphors and figures of speech) and the omission of infor-

mation and perspectives were used. The discursive frames were derived from this method.

In what follows, I navigate through and unpack the dubious claims of the two frames and, as

my conclusion, make an argument for the re-articulation of geoengineering science and policy

based on public involvement and a critical examination of all available evidence.

Exceptionalism

Exceptionalism, as a kind of discursive construct, is deployed by experts and political advocates

of geoengineering to present it as the only option with respect to mitigating catastrophic global

warming. Essentially, we can define this discursive tool in three ways. The first is in relation to

political exceptionalism wherein particular states understand themselves to have an exceptional

moral role to play in the world community. Historically, we can see this kind of exceptionalism

deployed in relation to the myths of American political culture. As Robertson argues, these his-

torical myths emerged out of the following set of assumptions and events:

Americans are a new people, formed out of a migration of people seeking freedom in a new world.
The nation was founded in a revolution which was both the first war of liberation and the first lasting
overthrow of an ancien regime. That revolution created a new nation dedicated to the spread of
freedom and democracy and equality. The history of that people and nation has been the struggle,
physically and geographically as well as morally and ideally, to spread freedom across the continent
and around the world. (Robertson, 1980, p. 26)

Extrapolated to the realm of science, this kind of exceptionalism can imbibe technologies with a

kind of transcendent and reconstructive socio-political and economic power. Whether it is in the
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case of stem-cell research or geoengineering, using the rhetoric of exceptionalism in this way

portrays technological quick-fixes as all-powerful.

However, we can also understand exceptionalism, and this is the sense in which I employ it,

as the process of setting up often false, ominous, and therefore exceptional, scenarios in which

we as citizens must choose between two stark and generally unappealing choices. These choices,

furthermore, are set up to demand immediate attention and action with whatever information is

currently at hand.

In an article, for the Herald Tribune, journalist Meg Lowman, in an August 2010 article titled

‘Geo-engineering a rescue?’, cites prominent Carnegie scientist Ken Caldeira’s most powerful

statement in support of geoengineering yet. He asks:

What happens if in 2040 or 2060 temperature increases are so high that crops are failing throughout
tropical regions and billions of people are threatened with famine? We’d better try to understand if
there is something we could do, because there’s no other way to realistically stop the Earth from
warming during the course of this century. (Caldeira as cited by Lowman, 2010)

The setting up of this kind of exceptional scenario buttressed by panic-ridden language makes it dif-

ficult to have a reasonable discussion about geoengineering. It is particularly persuasive because of

the pragmatic function such kinds of discourse have. In another example, in an article for the journal

Nature, University of Calgary physicist David Keith, along with Edward Parson and M. Granger

Morgan, makes the claim that ‘SRM may be the only human response that can fend off rapid and

high-consequence impacts’ (Keith, Parson, & Morgan, 2010, p. 426) of climate change (Gladwell,

2000). Their call for an immediate research programme and discussion of international governance

issues is buttressed by a rather startling claim located on the subtitle of the article which reads

‘Geoengineering studies of solar-radiation management should begin early . . . before a rogue

state decides to act alone’ (Keith et al., 2010, p. 426).

These kinds of statements, coupled with this strange allusion to terrorism, plays on the fears

of the public and advocates technological quick-fixes rather than reasonable debate about insti-

tuting difficult changes to our resource-based and extractive mode of existence. Moreover, it is

because most of these advocates fall under the category of so-called ‘experts’ that what they say

tends to have a ‘direct pragmatic function (elocutionary force), [using] . . . commands, threats,

laws, regulations, instructions . . . recommendations and advice’ (van Dijk, 2008, p. 37).

Another way in which exceptionalism operates in geoengineering discourse is through the

trope of the tipping point. Historically, the tipping point has been used by epidemiologists to

refer to the threshold at which a disease will reach epidemic or pandemic-like proportions.

Malcolm Gladwell, in his book The tipping point, argues that there are three inter-related charac-

teristics of tipping points which are held together by the thematization of abrupt and dramatic

change (Gladwell, 2000). These characteristics include: first that small changes can have

major effects; second that change occurs instantaneously; and third that this change often

spreads like a contagion. These three factors are evident in public statements made by the UN

IPCC for whom such tipping points are both real and impending:

. . . the speed and nature of these changes, the tipping point at which change may accelerate and when
environmentally, socially and economically significant effects become irreversible, and the cost and
effectiveness of mitigation and adaptation responses are all uncertain, to a greater or lesser extent.
(Halsanæs et al., 2007, p. 127)

According to most climate scientists, a 28C rise in global temperature above pre-industrial

average temperatures represents the ‘tipping point’ of climate change wherein major and

perhaps even catastrophic changes to the earth will result. In a recent article in The Lancet,

which focuses on the global health impacts of surpassing the tipping point, it is argued that

anything over this 28C limit will result in
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major threats – both direct and indirect – to global health . . . through changing patterns of disease,
water and food insecurity, vulnerable shelter and human settlements, extreme climatic events, and
population growth and migration. Although vector-borne diseases will expand their reach and
death tolls, especially among elderly people, will increase because of heatwaves, the indirect
effects of climate change on water, food security, and extreme climatic events are likely to have
the biggest effect on global health. (The Lancet and University College London Institute for
Global Health Commission, 2009, p. 1693)

The Lancet defines the tipping point as ‘the critical threshold at which a tiny perturbation can

qualitatively alter the state or development of a system’ (The Lancet and University College

London Institute for Global Health Commission, 2009, p. 1698). Notably, it is argued that

such tipping points include not only climate, but also the effects such climate change have on

the environment – such as a precipitous rise in ocean levels due to the melting of arctic sea

ice. The solution to such possible calamities given by these bodies conspicuously and consist-

ently lies in the areas of changing to a low-carbon economy, empowering local bodies and

poor countries to act, general practices of sustainability, information sharing and developing

innovative modes of urban planning. The responsibility of high-income countries to assist

poorer nations to develop sustainable capacities is also often cited. In these cases, the tipping

point analogy is used both scientifically, in order to describe climate change and its conse-

quences, and politically in compelling people to act.

What is troubling, however, is that a variety of public figures, most notably politicians and

also media pundits, have jumped onto this tipping point bandwagon in a way that has distorted

the debate. John P. Holdren, for example, who is the assistant to President Obama for Science

and Technology, has been clear that the rise of heat-trapping pollutants is leading to

‘tipping points’ in the climate system . . . associated climate variable results in major changes to the
affected system. Examples of tipping points of potential concern [in addition to the two degrees
centigrade example discussed] include the complete disappearance of Arctic sea ice in summer,
leading to drastic changes in ocean circulation and climate patterns across the whole Northern Hemi-
sphere; drastic acceleration of the rate of ice loss from the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets,
driving rates of sea-level increase that could reach 6 feet per century or more; ocean acidification
from CO2 absorption reaching a level that causes massive disruption in ocean food webs; and a
flood of carbon dioxide and methane from warming tundra and thawing permafrost, accelerating
the onset of all of the other impacts of concern. (Holdren, 2009, p. 4)

In light of this likely scenario, Holdren suggests that investment in research, the development of

new sustainable technologies and engagement with the private sector and global actors are

essential to tackling this existential threat. Note, however, that a transformation in the economic

practices of the world is never mentioned. More recently, Holdren has taken his personal affinity

for further research into geoengineering and began discussions on its viability at the White

House, NASA and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

To reiterate, it is not that the climate tipping-point analogy is inherently bad, but that it is

being misused as a rhetorical ploy by geoengineering promoters who have taken this analogy

out of context. Jose-Manuel Barroso, for example, president of the European Commission,

has also been a vocal advocate of the need to develop a plan to avoid climate-induced biodiver-

sity loss and other such ‘ecological’ tipping points. Ban Ki-Moon, the current Secretary General

of the United Nations, has commented that global action is required to avoid such tipping points.

As far back as 1997, Mr Ban has underlined that action against climate change represents a moral

challenge. In a speech to delegates in Bali at the UN Climate Change conference he said: ‘We are

at a crossroad. One path leads to a comprehensive climate change agreement, the other to

oblivion. The choice is clear’.

However, geoengineering advocates, as I have argued, have more seriously usurped how

most climate scientists and policymakers have chosen to draw on the tipping point analogy in
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order to press for dramatic technical interventions into the environment. For example, in a paper,

titled ‘The climate engineering option: Economics and policy implications’, prepared for the

American Enterprise Institute, author Eric J. Bickel argues the following:

Managing ‘tipping points’ or temperature thresholds in the climate system, if they exist, with emis-
sions reductions will be costly and potentially dangerous. They will be costly because GHG concen-
trations would need to be reduced significantly, perhaps to preindustrial levels, to rule out the
possibility of significant warming. They are dangerous because emissions reductions do not
provide direct control over temperature. If we needed to cool the earth quickly (on the order of
years), we simply could not do so via emissions reductions. (Bickel, 2010, p. 2)

Such an assertion, that we have no choice but to geoengineer, fuses the tipping point frame with

the discourse of exceptionalism to snuff out any opposition.

The CRF has also used the discursive frame of exceptionalism to great success. What makes

their discussions of geoengineering unique is that much of its stated mandate and literature

focuses on lobbying for the need for further research, rather than on scientific testing or specific

policy goals. However, it remains the case that this organization has been able to use the trope of

‘neutral research’ coupled with the rhetoric of exceptional circumstances to make geoengineer-

ing the obvious choice.

Upon the release of measured statements in 2009 by the American Meteorological Associ-

ation, the Royal Society and the US National Academy of Sciences in support of further scien-

tific and social scientific research into the impacts of geoengineering, the CRF held a conference,

titled ‘The Asilomar International Conference on Climate Intervention Technologies’ (March

2010), with the objective of developing neutral ‘risk assessment and management strategies

for climate engineering research’. In their conference brochure, it is made clear that the CRF

is of the opinion that geoengineering research is necessary because of the irreversible pace of

climate change: ‘Recent model projections indicate, however, that current emissions trends

could lead to a global warming of 4C before 2100, far exceeding the 2C rise that, based on

the IPCC findings, political leaders have set as the appropriate upper limit for global

warming’ (Climate Response Fund [CRF], 2010, p. 1).

Cumulatively, according to the CRF brochure, it is in light of ‘ice sheet deterioration, rapid

reductions in water stored in mountain snowpack, devastation of Pacific Northwest forests by

pine-beetles, and changing ranges for plants and animals’ (CRF, 2010, p. 1) that such research

is necessary. As such, it is this perceived level of scientific neutrality (keeping in mind that

research is never neutral), together with the use of, on the face of it, alarming IPCC data

(which was meant to encourage steps towards sustainable mitigation, not geoengineering), that

the CFR is able to portray a ‘prevailing social order and social processes as constituted and

sustained . . . by the pervasiveness of [a] particular construction . . . of reality’ (Locke, 2004, p. 1).

As I have shown, this discursive frame of exceptionalism has been successfully deployed by

a variety of organizations and individuals to generate support for a technologically drastic inter-

vention into nature. When coupled with the rhetoric of the market, which I discuss below, the

closure of debate on this issue comes even closer.

The market and the economy

As far back as 1999, the Cato Institute has been at the forefront of discursively positioning oppo-

sition to geoengineering as opposition to the economy. In an article prepared for the Cato Insti-

tute by adjunct scholar and president of the Institute for Energy Research in Houston, Texas,

Robert L. Bradley Jr, Bradley makes the argument that the ‘global warming scare’ cannot be

mitigated by the kinds of sustainable practices and carbon-free technologies currently supported

by most nations and international organizations. Instead, Bradley claims that technological
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improvements to fossil-fuel production has rendered their use almost innocuous and that if there

is indeed a need to mitigate higher temperatures, the market and technology will take care of it:

‘A “reality check” of the increasing sustainability of conventional energy, and a better appreci-

ation of the circumscribed role of backstop technologies, can reestablish the market momentum

in energy policy and propel energy entrepreneurship for the new millennium’ (Bradley, 1999,

p. 1).

This faith in the market, innovation and entrepreneurialism to fix climate problems unduly

constrains the geoengineering debate considerably. Bradley argues that the pessimism surround-

ing these technologies reveals not a considered apprehension about what such interventions

might unleash, but a conspiracy to obstruct economic growth. He claims that geoengineering

has the potential to mitigate greenhouse-induced warming in a cost-effective manner and

suggests that

This [opposition to geoengineering] raises the following question: are the real concern and mission
of mainstream environmentalism to reduce climate change and eliminate the risk of radiation or to
arrest the high levels of global development and population sustainability that increasingly abundant
energy affords? (Bradley, 1999, p. 33)

Overall, Bradley’s central thesis is based upon the following assumption: ‘Thanks to technologi-

cal advances and improved practices [as a result of market-induced innovation], environmental

quality has continued to improve to such an extent that increased fossil fuel consumption is no

longer incompatible with ecological improvement’ (Bradley, 1999, p. 2). Cumulatively, it is this

fusing of faith in the market, economic growth and technology to fix climate change that discur-

sively limits resistance to geoengineering and, as a result, leads to this opposition being seen as

self-interested, juvenile, misguided and against human prosperity.

In another example, we can see this discourse of the market being deployed by the so-called

super-rich. Software mogul Bill Gates has set up a large fund to support market-driven solutions

to climate change which has more recently focused on geoengineering research. Gates has

funded such climate-related research in the past, including the work of David Keith and Ken Cal-

deira, but has now applied for geoengineering patents through Intellectual Ventures (a venture

firm located in Seattle). Gates claimed, during the annual TED conference this year, that we

require ‘energy miracles’ on the scale of the Internet and microprocessor to undercut the most

dramatic effects of climate change. He has also been clear that that more money and time

needs to be allocated to the private sector, to geoengineering and to clean-energy solutions.

In a piece written for The Huffington Post blog on 10 January 2010, Gates makes the case

that small efficiencies drawn from decreased consumption are insufficient to tackle global

warming. Rather, he argues we must: first, develop ‘a distributed R&D with economic

rewards for innovators’; second, ‘fix market barriers and dysfunctions’ that prevent such

gains; and third, focus on ‘innovating our way to essentially 0-carbon energy technology’.

While Gates does not discuss geoengineering specifically in this piece, his focus on the

market, economy and technology bellies a discursive frame that stifles serious debate on the

deployment of such technologies. The power Gates holds as a public figure, coupled with his

resources, serves to legitimize this technological and market-driven fix to climate change.

This fusing of a powerful social agent (Gates) with social practices that give priority to the

economy and technology, as Norman Fairclough argues, makes this particular reading of geoengi-

neering dominant and, as such, hegemonic. That is, it naturalizes this point of view and wins ‘accep-

tance of [it] as non-ideological “common sense”’ (Fairclough, in Jaworski & Coupland, 1999,

p. 34). This reading is based on the orderliness and rationality such ideological frames encourage.

In a final example, we can see the discourse of the market being deployed to support geoen-

gineering using the rhetoric of economic costs. It has been argued by several advocates of
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geoengineering that the economic costs of decreased consumption, and the encouragement of

sustainable practices on a global scale, will be prohibitively expensive.

In an interview with the Council on Foreign Relations, M. Granger Morgan, Head of the

Department of Engineering at Carnegie Mellon University, makes it clear that the monetary

costs that will be incurred by controlling emissions through public policy will be several

times that of employing climate engineering methods: ‘the stuff that involves changing the

albedo by, for example, putting very fine particles in the stratosphere . . . could be done at rela-

tively low cost, perhaps a hundredth or less the cost of abating emissions, and could be done by a

single state operating within the confines of its national borders’ (Morgan, 2010). The cost of

decarbonizing the entire economy, on the other hand, is cited by Morgan to be unreasonable,

e.g. 0.7–1% of GDP.

This perspective continues to draw on a neoliberal logic which holds that

If demand exceeds supply, resources will become expensive. As a result, new supplies will be found,
or technological alternatives developed. In this view, so long as market pricing is in place and tech-
nological innovation continues, economic growth cannot be derailed by scarcity. For all practical
purposes, natural resources are infinite. (Gray, 2003, p. 59)

It is also the case that under a market-based approach to climate change, a particular kind of

rhetoric has appeared which employs a cost–benefit kinds of analysis. According to a position

paper written for the Copenhagen Consensus Center, a prominent Denmark-based think tank

focused on giving advice to governments and other actors on the best way to combat climate

change, authors Eric Bickel and Lee Lane use a cost–benefit approach to argue that geoengi-

neering is necessary. By dismissing a reduction in carbon emissions, green-house gases,

pollution, etc., as both economically devastating, impractical and painful, Bickel and Lane

state that even under a 2C constraint, with a 2025 start, the cost reduction of employing SRM

would be up to 18.6 trillion and that, on the other hand, a single W/m2 (watt per meter

squared) of SRM:

Is worth over $6 trillion under optimal controls

Can turn an emissions control strategy of limiting temperatures to +2C, which is worse than doing
nothing, into a strategy better than that of DICE’s Optimal Controls [DICE is a model of climate
change based on consumer/producers making choices between various climate mitigating
strategies].

Can blunt the economic damage caused by policies such as those of the Stern Review [a report
created for the British Government by economist Nicholas Stern on the effects of global warming
on the global economy].

Has an economic benefit, when considering the impact of temperature changes, equivalent to captur-
ing and sequestering over 65% of the world’s annual CO2 emissions. (Bickel & Lane, 2009, p. 43)

This asymmetrical focus on a cost–benefit kind of analysis, as exemplified by the above-noted

benefits of SRM geoengineering, is problematic because of its role in deepening a discourse of

neoliberalism based on the dominance of corporate interests and markers of efficiency. What

this has done is it has used the pervasiveness of a discursive frame to solidify the ‘disorientation

and disarming of economic, political and social forces committed to radical alternatives. This in

turn has contributed to a closure of public debate and a weakening of democracy’ (Fairclough,

2001a, p. 239).

Overall, by focusing so intently on the ways in which markets and corporations might be able

to forestall and perhaps prevent the most catastrophic impacts of climate change, proponents of

this view have whittled down the number of stakeholders to one or possibly two. They have also,

in doing so, focused on a single operational criterion (market efficiency, the economy) at the

expense of all others. As Soderbaum argues, this ‘Business as Usual’ approach employs an
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‘Extreme market ideology; GDP-growth, reductionist ideas of efficiency, preference of privati-

zation (neo-liberalism)’ (Soderbaum, 2007, p. 28) that does little to nothing in the way of tack-

ling the underlying causes of global warming. It is important, in light of this, to ask: what is the

public’s role in the geoengineering debate? I discuss the role of the public in the conclusion.

Finally, what is even more troubling about this admixture of geoengineering and a neoliberal

ideology, in addition to removing discussions from the public realm, is that it fails to recognize

that corporate investment into these technologies might distort said research and testing and, in

certain cases, lead to countries or companies neglecting proper risk assessment in place of more

profit-driven considerations.

Conclusion

When examined through the lens of CDA, it become blatantly clear that special interests, includ-

ing private corporations, conservative think tanks and scientists affiliated with both have drawn

on a variety of discursive frames to limit, shape and mould the current debate surrounding geoen-

gineering. The frames of exceptionalism and the market are just two of several strategies used to

force closure on the climate-change debate.

The rhetoric of exceptionalism, as I have demonstrated, has become almost hegemonic in

how it has been deployed to define the parameters of climate-change discourse. In presenting

our current choices in such stark terms, i.e. between catastrophic disaster and life-saving tech-

nical intervention using the trope of ‘the tipping point’, the ‘right’ decision, ipso facto, is made

for us. To be clear, the kind of power generated by this discourse is located not in language itself

but, rather, ‘it gains power by the use powerful people make of it’ (Wodak, 2001, p. 10).

In the case of the frame of the market or economy, I have shown how an inordinate amount of

emphasis and attention has been placed on the economic benefits of geoengineering and

unpacked how this has happened. I have also revealed precisely how a multifaceted and

complex socio-technical and political issue as climate change and geoengineering has been suc-

cessfully reduced to cost–benefit and monetary decisions. Moreover, it is essential to note how

these ‘neo-liberal discourses are [and form] a significant part of the resources which are

deployed in pursing the neo-liberal project’ and work to represent economic growth as ‘inevita-

ble and irresistible, and something we must simply learn to live with and adapt to’ (Fairclough,

2001b, p. 128).

Further, as I have argued, there are other significant problems with geoengineering which

tend to stem from the fact that it fails to address the root cause of climate change, i.e. too

much carbon in the atmosphere, and would thus be a temporary stop gap, if it worked at all.

There is also the problem that the consequences of geoengineering are intrinsically unpredict-

able and probably global. There are also no stable sets of laws, norms or a pertinent international

body to license and administer either the research or the deployment of such technologies.

Overall, it is clear that the discursive frames of the market and exceptionalism, as it is

deployed by the panoply of actors noted above, hold significant power and have begun to

shape public, media and government discourse around climate change and the kinds of

actions needed to deal with its fallout. And while international law might act as a countervailing

force limiting geoengineering, since it forms clearest avenue through which to challenge its

implementation, it is clear that these needs to be supplemented by considered public action.

As such, and as promised, I end this article with a discussion of the public and, specifically,

the power individuals and social groups have to alter, subvert and challenge this dominant dis-

course. According to the tenets of CDA, linguistic re-articulations of dominant discourses ‘can

be used to challenge power, to subvert it, to alter distributions of power in the short and long

term’ (Wodak, 2001, p. 11). As such, it is imperative that we follow the example set by such
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civil society groups as: the ETC Group, which is involved in studying the impacts technologies

such as geoengineering have on the poor and the dispossessed; the Hands off Mother Earth

(HOME) campaign; Biofuelwatch; Third World Network; Indigenous Environmental

Network and others. All these groups are working to foster genuine forms of solidarity across

boundaries in pursuit of an understanding of climate and technology that is politically and ethi-

cally inclusive, sound and perhaps even empowering.

As such, it is important to emphasize that these dominant articulations of geoengineering

(using exceptionalism and neo-liberalism) are not predestined or inescapable. That is, there is

no monopoly over signs and, as Laclau and Mouffe argue, it is possible to rearticulate

demands in a larger and more inclusive chain of democratic struggle since ‘the progressive char-

acter of a struggle . . . [is premised on] on its link to other struggle. The longer the chain of equiv-

alences set up between the defense of the rights of one group and those of other groups . . . the

more difficult it will be to neutralize certain struggles’ (Mouffe, 1988, p. 100). The work of the

chain of groups noted above serves as a serious and credible starting point.
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Notes

1. Additional material from other bodies (e.g. the Cato Institute) are also used in this piece where
appropriate.

2. Similar backing of technologies like genetic engineering and nanotechnologies have been made by
private think-tanks as well.
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