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 Climate Security as Governmentality: 

From Precaution to Preparedness   

    Angela   Oels    

   Introduction 

 From the early 2000s onwards, climate change has increasingly been articulated as 

a security issue. The UN Security Council had climate change on its agenda in 2007 

and 2011. The UN secretary-general produced a report to the UN General Assembly 

in 2009 entitled  Climate Change and Its Possible Security Implications   . What is the 

meaning of this security turn in climate discourse? To what extent does it differ from 

previous discourse – enough to call it a discursive shift? Is the new wording related 

to new practices of securing in the face of climate change or does the debate remain 

at the level of rhetoric? Scholars have employed a range of theoretical approaches to 

tackle these questions: discourse analysis, the Copenhagen School and neo-Marxist 

poststructuralism    . The overall i nding of these approaches is that the security rhetoric   

does not seem to be linked to any new governmental action on the ground. 

 Researchers have utilized the framework of the Copenhagen School     to argue that 

despite the scale of the dramatic securitizing moves in the i eld of climate change, this 

has not yet enabled a political state of exception – or in fact any signii cant action to 

combat climate change (Trombetta  2008 ). From a neo-Marxist poststructuralist       point 

of view, Swyngedouw   (2010) has argued that what he calls the ‘climate apocalypse’ 

is just the opium of the people, distracting them from the fact that the structural causes 

of climate change remain untackled. From a discourse analytical perspective    , Detraz   

and Betsill   (2009) have developed a more nuanced argument. They show that what 

appears to be a discursive shift is better understood as a continuity of an environmen-

tal security discourse which dei nes security in line with human security. Detraz and 

Betsill welcome such continuity because they argue that the environmental security 

discourse is conducive to enabling effective action to address climate change, while 

what they call environmental conl ict discourse is not. However, this effective action 

could not be traced at the time of completion for their research. So overall, existing 

research remains sceptical about the relevance of security discourses for the politics 

of climate change. If we trust the existing research, climate security may sound a loud 

alarm, but its impact on policy making has thus far been negligible. 
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 In contrast to the existing research outlined, this chapter presents the i ndings of 

Foucauldian studies of climate security which argue that there is evidence of a change 

in international climate policy (Methmann and Rothe  2012 ; Oels  2012 ; Oels  2013 ). 

The security turn in climate politics is neither a continuity nor is it without effect. 

I show that there has been a shift from a coni guration that I call ‘tolerable levels 

of climate change  ’, characteristic of the 1990s and early 2000s, to ‘climate apoc-

alypse’, which is the most recent coni guration. While ‘tolerable levels of climate 

change  ’ is based on an apparatus of risk management   that seeks to keep greenhouse 

gas   concentrations in the atmosphere at ‘safe’ levels, climate apocalypse   insists on 

the fundamental unpredictability of climate change and proposes resilience   in the 

face of sudden disruptions. 

 I introduce the concept of governmentality as a framework for the analysis of ‘secu-

rity’. I suggest that Foucault’s work enables us to distinguish between at least four 

modes of securing, each linked to a technology of power: sovereign power    , discipline  , 

liberal biopower   and advanced liberal   government. Each of these four technologies of 

power   draws on characteristic techniques – for example, sovereign power   draws on 

the law to ban undesirable actions, discipline employs surveillance to induce desired 

behaviour and liberal biopower draws on statistics to target governmental interven-

tions to at-risk groups. Foucault, however, emphasized that these technologies of 

power continue to coexist. The latest technologies of power like liberal biopower   and 

advanced liberal government draw on elements of sovereign power     and discipline   

and reconi gure them to serve their purposes. A topological governmentality analysis 

(Collier  2009 ) must therefore study the coexistence and redeployments of elements of 

all four technologies of power in current problematizations of climate security. 

 I begin the chapter by introducing the work of other researchers on climate secu-

rity in order to highlight the limitations of the theoretical frameworks chosen and 

the arguments made. Next, I introduce Foucault’s concept of governmentality as the 

framework for analysis. In the main part of the chapter, I present the Foucauldian 

argument that climate security marks a discursive shift from a conceptualization of cli-

mate change as controllable to the idea of ‘climate apocalypse  ’. I present evidence for 

new practices of   resilience   which are facilitated in the name of preparedness   for ‘cli-

mate apocalypse  ’. Section i ve returns to the work of other authors and discusses their 

approaches in light of the Foucauldian-inspired studies. By doing so, I seek to highlight 

the added value of the governmentality approach to climate security. The conclusion 

summarizes what can be gained from studying security as  governmentality – on a 

theoretical level and for the empirical case of climate security.  

  Other Approaches to Climate Security 

   Scholars have made a number of attempts in the literature to analyse the political 

implications of producing climate change as a security issue. The main research inter-
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est is to ask i rst, whether it is possible to i nd evidence of a discursive shift and 

second, to assess if this shift has enabled or is likely to enable tougher climate policy. 

 On one hand , those following the     Copenhagen School (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 

 1998 ) have asked whether the securitization of climate change has been successful (i.e. 

accepted by a relevant audience) and if it is therefore capable of enabling extraordinary 

policy measures (Stripple  2002 ; Brauch  2009 ). In his application of the Copenhagen 

framework written more than a year before the failure of the Copenhagen summit, 

Brauch   claims that the articulation of climate change as a security issue is used ‘to 

legitimate extraordinary and costly measures that require a progressive increase in 

energy efi ciency and a decarbonisation of the energy system by increasing renew-

able energy sources’ and to justify the ‘allocation of signii cant public funds  ’ (2009: 

71). While demands for such action have certainly been made in the name of climate 

security, there is no evidence whatsoever of this action on the ground. Despite this, 

a successful securitization of climate change could also be used to enable repressive 

measures to uphold global order (for example responsibility to protect interventions 

after a climate-induced disaster) rather than to curb climate change. However, thus far 

no applications of the Copenhagen framework follow this line of investigation. 

  On the other hand , academics following the post-politics discussion have applied 

their framework to the issue of climate change.         Eric Swyngedouw argues that the 

way climate change has been articulated as ‘climate apocalypse’ in public discourse   

is marked by populism   that evacuates ‘the political’ from climate change debates. 

The climate apocalypse is constructed as ‘a universal humanitarian threat’ that turns 

‘us’ into ‘universal victims’, glossing over social differences and conl icts of interests 

(2010: 221). The threat of climate change is constructed as an aberration from an 

otherwise unproblematic capitalist   system: ‘CO2 stands here as the classic example 

of a     fetishized and externalized foe that requires dealing with if sustainable climate 

futures are to be attained’ (2010: 222). From Swyngedouw’s perspective, the pri-

mary function of the securitization of climate change is ‘to make sure that nothing 

really changes’ (2010: 222). To hide the fact that what is being secured is the capital-

ist system, ‘[a]n extraordinary techno-managerial apparatus is under way … with a 

view to producing a socio-ecological   i x to make sure nothing really changes’ (2010: 

222). An example of such a i x is the replacement of fossil fuels   with nuclear energy  . 

The Copenhagen School and the post-politics perspectives   criticize the securitiza-

tion of climate change as a mode of preempting political debate by moving an issue 

‘beyond politics’ and therefore beyond questioning. While the Copenhagen School   

has advanced the hypothesis that drastic climate policy might be enabled as a result 

of the securitization of climate change, those following the post-politics debate claim 

that the climate apocalypse serves to make sure that nothing really changes. 

 From a discourse analytical perspective, the meaning of security can actually 

vary and different discourses of security are linked to different practices and policy 

 implications. Nicole Detraz   and Michele Betsill         (2009) have analysed the articulation 
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of climate change as a security issue in international policy venues from a discourse 

analytical perspective. Detraz and Betsill distinguish between two discourses: the  envi-

ronmental conl ict  discourse   is said to concern itself with the national security   of the 

state in the face of potential conl icts over scarce resources (2009: 305). The  environ-

mental security  discourse    , on the other hand, is said to focus on the human security 

of the population in the broadest sense of the term (2009: 306). In their i ndings, the 

authors claim that the politics of climate change have historically been informed by the 

 environmental security  discourse. They recognize that the problematization of conl icts 

as a result of climate change is a new development, and was most apparent at the 2007 

UN Security Council session. However, Detraz and Betsill refuse to speak of a dis-

cursive shift because the problematization of conl icts as a result of climate change is 

said to be embedded in an  environmental security  discourse. As a result, they i nd that 

no policy changes can be traced. Detraz and   Betsill argue that  national security  dis-

courses are counterproductive in solving the problem of climate change, while  human 

security      discourses are conducive. This analysis demonstrates that different security 

discourses are linked to different policy implications. This distinction between dif-

ferent discourses signii cantly advances the academic debate on the securitization of 

climate change. However, while this analysis is a good starting point, I have at least 

two major problems with it. First, I question Detraz and Betsill’s somewhat stereotypi-

cal assumption that the  environmental security  discourse is conducive to solving the 

problem of climate change while the  environmental conl ict  discourse is judged as 

counterproductive. By contrast, I would like to demonstrate in this chapter that human 

security   is also capable of legitimizing and mobilizing violence   like international mili-

tary interventions. Second, I disagree with Detraz and Betsill that no policy shifts can 

be traced. I argue that we must look for them in different places (for example, the i eld 

of professionals of (in)security) than those suggested by Detraz and Betsill  . Moreover, 

some of these shifts are so recent that Detraz and Betsill could not map them. 

 While some have claimed that the securitization of climate change – if successful – 

might facilitate extraordinary measures to curb greenhouse gas emissions (Brauch 

 2009 ), I demonstrate that the enabled measures are neither exceptional nor geared 

towards halting global warming  . It is exactly because climate change  will not  be 

prevented or slowed that security experts and politicians prepare themselves for 

upholding ‘global order and world peace’ in the face of climate-induced disruptions. 

I demonstrate in the following that the construction of climate change as  threat mul-

tiplier    has enabled  routine  measures of enhancing resilience   to disruptions that could 

potentially result from the secondary impacts of climate change, such as disasters, 

migration and violent conl ict  .  

  Governmentality Studies: From a Categorical to a Topological Analysis 

 In his 1978 governmentality lectures, Foucault uses  security  as synonym for liberal 

biopower. According to this reading, security is a technology of power used to  render 
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certain subject-objects governable. Michel Foucault’s governmentality lectures 

(2007) offer two inroads to the study of security. First, a categorical analysis allows 

us to distinguish between different forms of exercising power. Second, a topological 

analysis investigates how elements of the categorical ideal types are reconi gured and 

recombined in particular instances of rendering an object-subject governable. The 

following sections introduce each approach in turn. 

  Categorical Analysis: Modes of Power 

         The work of Michel Foucault (2007) has highlighted that government is not simply 

an activity undertaken by an individual actor called ‘the’ government. Instead govern-

ment is better understood as:

  any more or less calculated and rational activity, undertaken by a multiplicity of authori-

ties and agencies, employing a variety of techniques and forms of knowledge, that seeks to 

shape conduct by working through our desires, aspirations, interests and beliefs, for dei nite 

but shifting ends and with a diverse set of relatively unpredictable consequences, effects and 

outcomes. (Dean  2003 : 11)   

 Government does not act upon ‘given’ subjects or objects ‘out there’. Instead, it has 

to make the subject-objects of government knowable and thinkable before techniques 

for acting upon them can be conceived and established. These subject-objects are 

constituted in the act of their regulation, and the very categories of thinking about 

subject-objects are created in these acts of government (for the creation of the cat-

egory ‘lesbian’ in practices of border control see Luibh é id  2002 ). This close link 

between knowledge and power, between thinking and the ability to act on something 

informed Foucault’s governmentality lectures. In his 1977–8 lectures at the Coll é ge 

de France entitled  Security, Territory, Population , Foucault develops the concept of 

governmentality as an analytical framework for studying the coni guration of power 

in the modern era. Leading scholars generally dei ne the concept of governmentality 

‘as a political rationality that shapes the “conditions of possibility” for thinking and 

acting in a certain way’ (Collier  2009 : 96). A governmentality analysis demonstrates 

how problems are ‘made thinkable and practicable [as] knowable and administrable 

domain[s]’ (Rose, O’Malley and Valverde 2006: 86, in Collier  2009 ). 

 The value of Foucault’s work on governmentality lies in the distinction he offered 

between at least three modes of exercising power in government. In Foucault’s 1978 

lectures, the term  governmentality  designates the historic era of biopower, namely 

‘the institutions, procedures, analyses and rel ections, calculations, and tactics that 

allow the exercise of this … power that has the population as its target, political 

economy as its major form of knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential 

technical instrument’ (Foucault  2007 : 108). Foucault distinguishes between biopower 

and other ‘diagrams’ of power    , namely sovereign power      and discipline    . Following 

Collier, I call these modes of exercising power ‘technologies of power  ’ (2009: 97). To 
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my understanding, these are ideal types which cannot be observed as such in the real 

world. Foucault offered them to distinguish certain historic eras and to pin down ‘what 

is general about a new class of governmental forms across a range of cases’ (Collier 

 2009 : 99). The identii cation of these historic eras with their characteristic form for 

the exercise of governmental power   helps orientate the researcher as to which tech-

nologies of power might be most inl uential in contemporary government (Collier 

 2009 : 97). Foucault has linked each historic era to characteristic knowledge systems 

and practices, both of which create (or fail to create) certain visibilities and certain 

subject-objects (Dean  2003 ). Sovereign power     uses the law to rationalize the exercise 

of power and sanctions noncompliance with violence  .     Disciplinary power draws on 

surveillance and control in order to mobilize desired identities and behaviour pat-

terns. Liberal biopower’s key aim is to foster and optimize the life of the population 

to enhance its productivity. Liberal biopower uses statistics about the population to 

identify risk groups towards which costly interventions are targeted. Since Foucault’s 

death in 1984, Niklas Rose has added advanced liberal government as a more recent 

form of risk management. Advanced liberal government often goes hand in hand with 

Michael Dillon  ’s (2007) risk management through contingency  . This is a govern-

mental form of power that seeks to enhance life’s capacity for adaptive emergence in 

the face of sudden and unpredictable shocks (Dean  2003 ; Dillon  2007 ).  Table 11.1  

offers an overview of these four ‘technologies of power’ in the form of ideal types 

abstracted by Foucault (and others) from certain historic eras        .     

  Topological Analysis: Redeployments of Techniques of 

Different Governmentalities 

     Newer scholarship on Foucault’s governmentality lectures proposes a ‘“topological” 

analysis of power that examines how existing techniques and technologies of power 

are re-deployed and recombined in diverse assemblies of biopolitical government’ 

(Collier  2009 : 79; on a similar note Adey and Anderson  2012 ). Foucault himself has 

said of the relationship between sovereign power, discipline and biopolitics that ‘there 

is not a series of successive elements, the appearance of the new causing the earlier 

ones to disappear.… [W]hat above all changes is the dominant characteristic, or more 

exactly, the system of correlation between’ them (2007: 8). This means that the focus 

of analysis should be on how the knowledge systems and practices characteristic of 

sovereignty and discipline are reconi gured and possibly redeployed in the era of 

liberal biopower. Sovereignty   and discipline are ‘governmentalized’; they are recon-

i gured and transformed by liberal biopower  . In a liberal regime of biopower, which 

aims to foster the welfare of the population, it is tricky to exercise the  sovereign  right 

to kill. According to Foucault, killing can only be legitimate in liberal biopower when 

it is deemed necessary for the survival of the population or more specii cally, a desig-

nated subgroup of the population. To legitimize     the killing of others, they must i rst be 
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 Table 11.1     Reading ‘securitization’ with Foucault’s concept of governmentality 

 Technology of power   Sovereign power   Disciplinary power   Biopower I: Probability-based 
risk management 

 Biopower II: Risk management 
through contingency 

  Referent object of 
securit  y  

 The nation-state  The individual body  The population as living entity 
(man-as-species) 

 International circulation of 
goods, services and people, 
especially emergent life 

  Mechanism of 
securing  

 Inclusion/exclusion  Normation  Normalization 

 Distinguishing good and bad 
circulation, maximizing good 
circulation, keeping bad 
circulation at a tolerable level 

 Enhancing life’s capacity 
for adaptive emergence, 
enhancing resilience and 
capacity to regenerate 

  Practices   -Rights and duties 
of government 
and subjects 
enshrined in law 

 -Punishment for 
those that violate 
the law 

 -Normation: dei ne 
an ideal as norm 

 -stigmatize those 
deviating from the 
norm as abnormal 

 -provide incentives 
to return to the 
norm 

 -Normalization: identify the 
statistical average as ‘normal’ 

 -identify risk groups that deviate 
most from the norm 

 -target measures/treatment on 
risk groups 

 -state insurance 

 -build resilient communities 

 -create markets: make risks 
transferable by speculating 
about futures in i nancial 
markets 

 -private insurance 

 -scenario planning 

 -responsibilize subjects 

 -preparedness 

  Subjects produced   Criminals  Abnormals 

 Victims or villains 

 Risk groups  Adaptive life 

 Responsible subjects 
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dehumanized in a racist sense. In liberal biopower ‘the imperative to kill is acceptable 

only if it results not in a victory over political adversaries, but in the elimination of the 

biological threat to and the improvement of the species or race’ (Foucault  2003 : 256). 

The law that had such a prominent role in sovereign power is still in use in liberal 

biopower, but its function has changed away from punishment towards the betterment 

and education of life. 

 Under a regime of liberal biopower  , security discourses   have led to a prolifera-

tion of technologies of    discipline  into all areas of life (Lentzos and Rose  2009 : 234). 

The liberal regime of biopower has reconceptualized   discipline as a precondition and 

driving force of liberty in a ‘free’ market economy based on circulation (Lentzos and 

Rose  2009 : 234). Lentzos   and Rose   identify important differences between traditional 

and contemporary forms of   discipline: i rst, they argue that discipline today is not so 

much about securing an enclosed space as it is about securing circulation. Second, the 

authors argue that a ‘plurality of agencies and forces’ is involved in the act of secur-

ing, not just the state. Third, discipline gathers observations to identify patterns and 

regularities rather than i xed preconceived norms (2009: 234–5). 

  Advanced liberal government  has facilitated the latest redeployment of elements of 

sovereign power, discipline and biopower. Advanced liberal   government as a technol-

ogy of power requires ‘free subjects    ’. As Dean   explains, ‘in order to act freely, the 

subject must i rst be shaped, guided and moulded into one capable of responsibly 

exercising that freedom through systems of domination’ (2003: 165). In that sense, 

‘[t]his is a subject whose freedom is a condition of subjection’ and vice versa (2003: 

165). Advanced liberal government addresses the subjects of government as ‘capable’ 

and ‘responsible’ for their own risks (2003: 166). Security is achieved by stimulat-

ing insecurity in individuals, so that they will be mobilized to participate in their 

own securing (Lentzos and Rose  2009 : 235). Communities are required to anticipate 

threats, take precautions and prepare for the unexpected (Lentzos and Rose  2009 : 

235). In these arrangements, the state is no longer seen as the ultimate guarantor of 

security and it is no longer taken for granted that the national territory is the ‘natural’ 

spatial reference point (Lentzos and Rose  2009 : 233). Instead, advanced liberal gov-

ernment governs through ‘community’, targeting certain subgroups of the population 

in order to mobilize them to enter into partnership with state agencies, professionals 

and service providers, to become both objects and subjects of their government at the 

same time (Dean  2003 : 170). A topological analysis has to examine specii c prob-

lematizations of subject-objects, and which elements of sovereign power, discipline, 

biopower and advanced liberal government are correlated to render these subject-

objects governable. 

 Collier has remarked that trying to i t descriptions of the workings of ‘neolibera-

lism  ’ into the framework provided by advanced liberal government has often obscured 

more than it has clarii ed (2009: 100). Instead, neoliberalism   should be understood and 

studied as ‘a form of thinking, a kind of rel ection that aims to critique and  remediate 
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existing  mentalities  and practices of government that have become uncertain or 

problematic’ (2009: 100). This implies not focussing too much on the ‘conditions 

of possibility’ of thinking and acting implied by certain texts, but instead engaging 

more with how interventions like those of neoliberal thinkers try to reconi gure and 

overcome the currently dominant ‘conditions of possibility’. Their texts should be 

studied as responses to historically situated problems which they are trying to over-

come with their ‘specii c activity of thought’ (2009: 100). Rather than remain at the 

descriptive level of passive discourses, a focus on thought can trace and ‘understand 

the processes of recombination and reproblematization through which contemporary 

government … is being rei gured’ (2009: 100). This also helps to mark how existing 

‘conditions of the possible’ may be overcome by new strategies of ‘thinking’. The fol-

lowing section illustrates what a topological analysis of climate security might look 

like and highlights the added value of adopting such an analytical framework    .   

  Shifting Topologies of Climate Security: From Tolerable Levels of 

Climate Change to Climate Apocalypse 

   This section explores the topologies of power at work in climate security, drawing on 

existing Foucauldian studies of climate security     (Methmann and Rothe  2012 ; Oels 

 2012 ,  2013 ). As the perception of climate change has shifted over the past twenty 

years, so too have the modes of ‘securing’ in the face of a changing climate. How have 

the practices of securing changed as a result of (or contributing to) the shifting prob-

lematizations of climate change? Based on the Foucauldian work on climate security, 

      I argue that there has been a shift from a coni guration that I term ‘tolerable levels 

of climate change’, characteristic of the 1990s and early 2000s, to ‘climate apoca-

lypse’, the most recent coni guration. While ‘tolerable levels of climate change’ is 

based on an apparatus of risk management that seeks to keep atmospheric greenhouse 

gas concentrations at ‘safe’ levels, ‘climate apocalypse’ insists on the fundamental 

unpredictability of climate change and proposes resilience in the face of sudden dis-

ruptions. The topology of power characteristic of each coni guration is introduced in 

turn. The main focus of analysis will be to highlight how techniques of various tech-

nologies of power are redeployed by a regime of liberal biopower and/or advanced 

liberal government  . 

  Tolerable Levels of Climate Change 

 In the early 1990s, climate change was dei ned as a problem of dei ning ‘safe’ levels 

of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere. The idea was that greenhouse 

gas emissions and global warming were not problems as such. The problem was if 

greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere reached a critical threshold where 

‘dangerous’ levels of climate change would occur. These were levels where  ecosystems 
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or the economy would fail to adapt and would therefore break down (UNFCCC 1995, 

Article 2). Article 2 of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC)   signed in 1992 dei nes the aim of the convention as the ‘stabilization of 

greenhouse gas   concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent danger-

ous anthropogenic     interference with the climate system’ (UNFCCC 1995, Article 2). 

Comprehensive monitoring systems were set up to survey the earth system. Computer 

modelling was used to develop scenarios of future emission trends and their likely 

impact on the global climate system (Edwards  2010 ). 

 Overall, constructing the climate as in need of securing facilitates a large range of 

state interventions on its behalf (Luke  1999 : 122). The idea of the climate regime in 

these early days was clearly that climate change was a knowable and therefore con-

trollable phenomenon (Oels  2012 ). In the i eld of greenhouse gas emissions, there are 

clear biopolitical attempts aimed at ‘organising circulation, eliminating its danger-

ous elements, making a division between good and bad circulation, and maximising 

the good circulation by diminishing the bad’ (Foucault  2007 : 18). We can see how 

a certain level of greenhouse gas emissions is considered unproblematic. Only the 

‘excess’ emissions which threaten to destabilize the system are to be addressed and 

reduced to a ‘tolerable’ level, in line with economic cost-benei t analysis  . Not until 

the 2009 Copenhagen climate summit did politicians declare that dangerous climate 

change could be prevented if the increase in global average temperature remained     

below two degrees Celsius compared to preindustrial levels. The Copenhagen Accord   

explicitly makes reference to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)   

as an authority on whose work this target was supposedly based. However, the IPCC 

has never ofi cially dei ned any ‘safe’ levels of climate change as huge uncertainties 

remain in climate science. 

   This biopolitical regime of keeping climate change at ‘safe’ levels is based on a 

proliferation of disciplinary elements. Under such a regime, the entire planet is sub-

ject to large-scale technological surveillance systems. The ‘eco-knowledge’ (Luke 

 1999 ) gained from these systems is used to subject the planet to techno-scientii c 

management. Luke has pointedly argued that ‘[e]nvironments are spaces under police 

supervision, expert management or technocratic control; hence, by taking environ-

mentalistic agendas into the heart of state policy, one i nds the ultimate meaning of the 

police state fuli lled’ (1999: 149). In the case of climate policy  , the IPCC has played a 

key role in dei ning baselines and facilitating norms for the measurement and report-

ing of data for national reports on emissions and greenhouse gas sinks   (Beck  2009 ). 

 Other phenomena also monitored by disciplinary systems of surveillance   and 

modelled in global computer models were the possible impacts of climate change in 

industrialized and developing countries. Vulnerability mapping     was undertaken as a 

precondition for focussing possible governmental interventions on risk groups (Meth-

mann and Oels forthcoming). Scientists identii ed ‘climate hotspots  ’ in which climate 

impacts might cause major disruptions and trigger uncontrolled mass migration and 
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conl ict (German Advisory Council on Global Change  2007 ). These projections have 

led to calls for a legal refugee   status for populations displaced by the impacts of climate 

change (Conisbee and Simms  2003 ; Docherty and Giannini  2009 ; Biermann and Boas 

 2010 ). Here, the law would be used as a means of enabling (and possibly responsibiliz-

ing) foreign governments to go out and ‘save’ populations not of their own nationality. 

 With the signing of the Kyoto Protocol   in 1997, advanced liberal   elements joined 

the biopolitical management of the global climate. The Kyoto Protocol used the form 

of a contract between its member states to agree upon targets and timetables for emis-

sion reductions. Self-reporting on target fuli lment at regular intervals was employed 

to monitor performance. These are clearly technologies of agency   and technologies 

of performance  , which create member states as ‘free’ agents in the realm of climate 

policy while at the same time disciplining their freedom along the path of emission 

reductions (Oels  2005 ). However, these emission reductions were to be achieved in 

the most cost-effective way by allowing project-based emissions trading  . From 2005 

onwards, when the Kyoto Protocol   entered into force, certii ed emission reductions 

could be traded between industrialized countries   (joint implementation) and also 

between industrialized and developing countries   (clean development mechanism). 

Here, the creation of a   market to trade certii ed emission reductions was employed 

as a technology of governing  , disciplining market participants into a sophisticated 

bureaucracy of verii cation and certii cation   prior to realizing market sales         (B ä ck-

strand and L ö vbrand  2006 ).  

  Climate Apocalypse 

       From 2003 onwards, sources other than the IPCC began to sound the alarm about 

runaway climate change. Climate change was considered capable of marking the end 

of civilization (Schwartz and Randall  2003 ), triggering millions of climate refugees   

(Christian Aid  2007 ) and possibly climate wars (Welzer  2012 ). The idea of linking 

climate change and variability to violent conl icts goes back to an earlier debate about 

environmental security in the 1990s, often using identical methodologies and argu-

ments, now updated with regard to climate change (El-Hinnawi  1985 ; Homer-Dixon 

 1994 ,  1999 ; Myers and Kent  1995 ). The 2007   IPCC Report was criticized for pre-

senting overly conservative scenarios which do not rel ect the more recent published 

research (Mabey et al.  2011 : 19). In particular, the IPCC was charged with not paying 

enough attention to tipping elements     in the global climate system, such as the insta-

bility of the West Antarctic ice sheet   (Lenton et al.  2008 ). Moreover, the inadequacy 

of the nonbinding mitigation pledges made by countries in Copenhagen 2009 was a 

cause of concern. According to scientii c calculations, even if all these reduction tar-

gets were met, this would still result in a greater than 50 per cent chance that warming   

would exceed three to four degrees Celsius (Rogelj et al.  2010 ). The new scenario 

is then a world     where a rise in global average temperature by three to four degrees 
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Celsius is likely and an increase of i ve to seven degrees Celsius is possible (Mabey 

et al.  2011 ). The proponents of the climate security discourse argue that ‘[w]ith such 

warming, there is little uncertainty over whether extreme impacts will occur, only 

when they will happen, and to what extent they will affect specii c locales’ (Mabey 

et al.  2011 : 43). 

 Not only active climate securitizers  , but also concerned scientists have questioned 

how realistic it is to dei ne ‘safe’ levels of climate change because of the remaining 

uncertainties in modelling carbon cycle   dynamics and in quantifying climate sensi-

tivity   (Boykoff, Frame and Randalls  2010 : 53). As a result, the climate is no longer 

understood as a system that can be kept in a stable equilibrium. Instead, it is now 

described more along the lines of a complex adaptive system with multiple equilibria. 

This system is acknowledged to be nonlinear, as well as inherently unpredictable and 

radically uncertain. Climate change is part of ‘an environment that, operating through 

uncertainty and surprise, has itself become terroristic’ (Dufi eld  2011 : 763). The UN 

secretary-general reacted with his report  Climate Change and Its Possible Security 

Implications      in 2009, while the UN Security Council   discussed climate change in 

open sessions in 2007 and 2011. 

     Here, the problem of climate change becomes one of securing global (capital) cir-

culation from disruptions caused by the unpredictable, yet apparently unavoidable 

impacts of climate change (Oels  2013 ). Instead of avoiding the possible consequences 

of climate change, the new emphasis is on preparing for these contingencies, suri ng 

them, surviving them and making sure that they are dealt with appropriately to pre-

vent them from turning into large-scale disasters. The UN secretary-general’s report 

emphasizes the importance of sustainable development as a key strategy for ‘building 

resilience to physical and economic shocks’ (UN GA  2009 : 4). The report frames 

the issue of climate change as a threat to human security   without explicitly using the 

term – it instead uses ‘human vulnerability    ’ (UN GA  2009 : 2). The report recom-

mends conl ict prevention, disaster preparedness and capacity building for disaster 

risk   reduction   as ways of preparing for the increasing number of extreme weather 

events   (UN GA  2009 : 27). These are demonstrably elements of a politics of prepared-

ness   (Collier and Lakoff  2008 ; Aradau and Van Munster  2011 ). The new buzzword to 

be found in all recent reports on climate change is  resilience  (Methmann and Rothe 

 2012 ; Methmann and Oels forthcoming). 

 The concept of resilience   originates from ecology and has been dei ned by Holling   

as ‘a measure of the ability of these systems to absorb changes of state variables, 

driving variables, and parameters, and still persist’ (1973: 17). Applied to climate 

change, resilience must be built into important social systems called ‘critical infra-

structure    ’ (Lundborg and Vaughan-Williams  2011 ). At the individual level, resilience 

implies capacity building for self-reliance. Resilience can be fostered by diversifying 

livelihoods and by enhancing the capacity for adaptive emergence (Dillon  2008 ). 

The emphasis on empowerment and self-reliance implicit in resilience means that 
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Western interventions     in severely affected regions are likely to take the form of help-

ing the poor   to help themselves (Chandler  2012 ). According to Dufi eld  , there has 

been a remarkable shift in development policy. While in the past Western interven-

tions   sought to raise absolute wealth levels in developing countries, this goal has 

now been dropped. Instead, the main target of development policy is to make the 

poor i t for survival in an ever-changing world of ‘unavoidable’ disruptions (Dufi eld 

 2008 ). The subject is responsibilized to prepare for the next crisis (Methmann and 

Rothe  2012 ; Methmann and Oels forthcoming). In line with advanced liberalism  , it 

is addressed as a subject capable of responding and coping on its own. However, the 

subjects created by this mode of securing are not as empowered as one might think. 

The resilient subject   is one ‘which accepts the disastrousness of the world it lives 

in as a condition for partaking of that world and which accepts the necessity of the 

injunction to change itself in correspondence with the threats and dangers now pre-

supposed as endemic’ (Reid  2012 : 75). In this context, migration induced by climate 

change is reconceptualized as an appropriate strategy of adaptation which ‘in many 

cases will be an extremely effective way to build long-term resilience    ’ (Foresight 

 2011 : 7).   However, when interviewed, ambassadors of small Pacii c island nations       

strongly resist the idea of relocation: ‘ambassadors envision a future as self-deter-

mining nation-states, and thus, strongly resist media/policy discourses that legitimise 

their possible future displacement en masse’ (McNamara and Gibson  2009 : 481). 

The inherent depoliticization of the causes of the need for dislocation   disempow-

ers political action and the political voice of affected populations (Farbotko  2005 ; 

Farbotko and Lazrus  2011 ). 

 However, not all subjects can be governed in a liberal way. Some may   resist or 

simply fail to adapt in ways foreseen by government and instead do so in more radical 

spontaneous ways, sometimes drawing on nonliberal strategies of coping (Dufi eld 

2007 offers the example of the global drug trade). This form of ‘adaptive self-reliance  ’ 

(Dufi eld  2010 ) ‘constantly exceeds and resists neoliberal governmental techniques 

of preparedness    ’ (Grove forthcoming: 17). These resistant subjects are then targeted – 

for example by sustainable development and resilience programming – ‘to produce a 

docile population that will not threaten the vital circulations of liberal order’ (Grove 

forthcoming: 17).       A disciplinary system monitors when the vulnerable are on the 

brink of becoming dangerous to global circulation, for example by engaging in 

uncontrolled mass   migration which can be spotted in satellite pictures. Acts of ‘adap-

tive self-reliance’ may be countered with military violence     if necessary. However, 

such use of violence is then not framed as overriding the sovereignty of affected 

states. Instead, the intervening forces are represented as working hand in hand with 

the government which is conceptualized as in need of support:

  It does mean, however, that even when military intervention takes place, it is discursively 

framed as an act of facilitating, empowering or capacity-building the vulnerable subjects on 

the ground. (Chandler  2012 : 225)   
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 We can recognize here how disciplinary monitoring of vulnerable     populations   and 

sovereign violence to cope with radical adaptation   are reframed and reconi gured in 

the light of risk management   through contingency as acts of empowerment. Here, 

sovereign violence     can be employed fully in line with human security, if not actually 

carried out in its name   (Dufi eld and Waddel  2006 ).   

  The Added Value of a Topological Governmentality 

Analysis Compared to Other Approaches 

 In the previous sections, I suggested a new and different reading of climate security 

drawing on a governmentality analysis. In contrast to   Betsill and Detraz  , I demon-

strated that there actually has been a discursive shift in international climate policy. 

This shift is clearly linked to a reconceptualization of climate change  . In the 1990s 

and early 2000s, climate change was conceptualized as a knowable and manageable 

phenomenon that could be kept at ‘safe’ levels. From the early 2000s onwards, how-

ever, climate change emerges as a largely uncontrollable phenomenon capable of 

causing major disruptions and which is therefore more along the lines of ‘environ-

mental terror’ (Dufi eld  2011 ). I have shown that, linked to this reconceptualization of 

climate change as ‘climate apocalypse’, a new set of practices of building resilience 

to survive the climate apocalypse is emerging. Betsill and Detraz’s discourse analysis   

was inherently limited by the fact that they contrasted ‘environmental conl ict’ (based 

on national security) discourse with ‘environmental security’ discourse (based on 

human security). Betsill and Detraz are right that the notion of human security is – at 

least implicitly – dominant in ofi cial documents on climate security, while national 

security is placed in the background (Oels  2013 ). This is even true of documents pub-

lished after 2008, when their analysis ended. However, the authors fail to recognize 

what is new: the apocalyptic conception of climate change and the emerging response 

in the form of resilience. Resilience   is fully in line with – if not implied by – the 

concept of human security. However, as shown earlier, neither resilience nor human 

security are in themselves necessarily conducive towards effective action to tackle 

the causes of climate change. In fact, a governmentality approach allows an informed 

critique of human security as just another coni guration of power which, in the case of 

resilience, may even facilitate military interventions – in the name of empowerment 

and self-help. Human security as such is neither benign nor malign – it is the way 

that such concepts are actually redeployed in a larger coni guration of technologies of 

power   that matters for the effects they facilitate. 

 The governmentality approach has also enabled the development of a more 

nuanced argument along the lines of Swyngedouw  , who declared that ‘climate apoc-

alypse’ served to ensure that nothing really changes. I have shown that there has 

been a shift: a shift towards even  less  action than before. Of course, at a fundamental 

level Swyngedouw is right: the capitalist   system and its fossil  -fuel-based economic 
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growth   are left completely unquestioned in climate security discourses. In fact, as I 

have argued elsewhere (Oels  2005 ), what is secured is still capitalist circulation and 

capital reproduction – in this case from climatic disruptions. However, on the level 

of practices of government, there have been changes in  how  capitalism is secured. 

The practices of securing in the face of a changing climate have shifted and the new 

focus is clearly on preparedness   for unpredictable disruptive climate change impacts 

(Methmann and Rothe  2012 ). Preventing climate contingencies by engaging in miti-

gation action has taken a back seat. A coni guration of mostly advanced liberal 

elements is calling on affected populations to become resilient to climate-change-

induced disasters, for example by diversifying their livelihoods or by   migrating. 

Interestingly, the more dramatic conceptualization of ‘climate apocalypse’ marks 

a retreat of Western interventionism  . There is evidence for a post-interventionist 

paradigm     (Chandler  2012 ) in dealing with potentially catastrophic climate change 

impacts. I have offered the example of displacement induced by climate change  . 

While the ‘tolerable levels of climate change’ coni guration of power is concerned 

with creating a legal status for   those displaced by climate-change-induced disasters 

and organizing resettlement in advance, ‘climate apocalypse’ responsibilizes the 

affected populations to do the right thing to survive – by either migrating in time 

or building shelters. It is this shift towards a ‘do it yourself’ response to ‘climate 

apocalypse’ which is remarkable. 

 Returning to the Copenhagen School    , the real scandal is actually  too little  interven-

tion in the face of ‘climate apocalypse’, not too much. The focus of the Copenhagen 

School is too limited in the case of climate security: it is only interested in i nding out 

if a political state of exception might be enabled by security discourses  , and whether 

an issue is thereby removed from ‘normal’ politics into a depoliticized sphere of high 

politics. In this case, the Copenhagen School   can congratulate ‘climate apocalypse’ 

for operating in the realm of ‘normal’ democratic politics. However, as the govern-

mentality approach has shown, ‘climate apocalypse’ is also a highly depoliticizing 

affair  . The coni guration of power termed ‘climate apocalypse’ tends to naturalize 

climate change     as an unfortunate but unavoidable problem and focuses attention on 

preparedness for the impacts of climate change (Methmann and Oels forthcoming). 

A vision of reality is enacted as future perfect (Bigo  2008 ), in which small island   

states are submerged and weather-related extreme events like l oods, droughts   and 

heat waves   have   become endemic (McNamara and Gibson  2009 ). It is the acceptance 

of this vision of the future which is implied by ‘climate apocalypse’.  

  Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have argued that climate security actually signii es a shift in the 

technologies of power that render climate change governable. Contrary to existing 

discourse analytical work, I have demonstrated that the discourses of ‘climate apoc-
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alypse’ enable a new set of practices for fostering resilience. These practices are 

mostly in line with advanced liberal techniques of government. However, they also 

draw on disciplinary monitoring of the environment and of vulnerable populations. 

Moreover, they could draw on sovereign violence     when liberal government fails 

to prevent disruptions to global (capital) circulation. Following Chandler (2012), I 

have argued that sovereign violence can indeed be exercised in the name of human 

security    . 

 On a theoretical level, I have demonstrated that we need an analytical framework 

of security that is sensitive to the shifting modes of power   enabled in its name. It is 

not enough to distinguish between essentialized notions of security like ‘national 

security’ and ‘human security’ and then conclude that one is good and the other bad. 

Instead, security is best studied as a coni guration of different technologies of power   

and their characteristic techniques. It is the correlation of these various technologies 

that must be studied – a correlation that varies across time and place. Moreover, tech-

niques can be redeployed and serve different purposes under different technologies of 

power. This requires a constant reassessment of the actual policy implications of the 

specii c coni gurations of power exercised in the name of security. 

 Even if climate change is not ‘securitized’ in the form of a state of exception, ‘cli-

mate apocalypse’ has facilitated scandalous levels of depoliticization of the structural 

causes of climate change    . If used as an approach for studying competing forms of 

‘thinking’ (Collier  2009 ), a governmentality analysis also offers a great framework 

for highlighting what is hidden by the current dominant ‘conditions of possibility’ 

for thinking and acting. The many acts of resistance and the many existing attempts 

to transgress dominant ‘conditions of possibility’ for thinking and acting have often 

been missing from the picture. Elsewhere, we have discussed the naturalization of 

these ‘conditions of possibility’ for thinking and acting as depoliticization (Meth-

mann and Oels forthcoming). For climate security, I have presented the case of small 

Pacii c island populations     which strongly object to proposals that they be resettled, 

while dominant forms of government seek to render them governable as ‘  climate ref-

ugees’ and to ‘save’ them. A governmentality analysis enables us to demonstrate that 

the very partition of the sensible (Ranci è re  2004 ) is the primary locus of resistance  . 

In their research on why ambassadors from small Pacii c island states reject the ‘cli-

mate refugee’ category, McNamara and Gibson found that: ‘Pacii c ambassadors 

argued that before their people are inundated out of their homes … industrialised 

countries must act to contain and reduce greenhouse gases’ (2009: 482). However, 

this demand to tackle the causes of climate change is easily brushed aside as long as 

climate change remains constructed as an uncontrollable phenomenon, where even 

ambitious emission reductions will not necessarily translate directly into lower sea 

levels and a lower number of extreme events. Here, the discursive struggle for a 

new partition of the sensible has to begin with the very conceptualization of climate 

change itself.  
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