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Albert Hirschman, 1970

Lessons from Three Lost Decades

Daniel Sarewitz
Arizona State University



Byerly, 19891989



Source:  https://www.newsweek.com/french-gas-tax-chaos-ensues-yellow-vest-protests-enter-eighth-day-1229833

2018



The Original Sins . . .  

With unusual unanimity, scientists testified at a recent Senate hearing that using the atmosphere as a garbage dump 
is about to catch up with us on a global scale . . . The sea level will rise as land ice melts and the ocean expands.  
Beaches will erode while wetlands will largely disappear.

Michael Oppenheiemer, 1984
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Science and Policy

One of the purposes of research into global change is to allow nations to 
undertake better policies to mitigate or adapt to climate change.  

William Nordhaus, 1991

The moment there is disagreement or uncertainty, that is to say, when 
someone says a risk is unacceptable, the question becomes political.

Douglas and Wildavsky,  1982



The Original Sins . . .  



Rayner, 1991

172 Nations

2400 NGO Reps
The first essential for policy in a complex world is to resist the 
urge to declare one viewpoint true and to reject others.  

Rayner and Malone, 1997



Quantitative targets create problems that seriously hinder our ability to actually [reduce] GHG emissions . . .  
Technological systems do change, often because of a crisis, but we know very little about how public policies 
can affect or guide such changes.  In short, we do not know how to implement the Kyoto Protocol.  

Laird, 2000



Those who propose adaptation as our principle response are really advocating just another form of 
appeasement. . . . But there are terrible moral consequences to the current policy of delay, just as there were 
when we tried to postpone World War II. Then, as now, the real enemy was a dysfunctional way of thinking.  
In Nazi Germany, dysfunctional thinking was institutionalized in the totalitarian state, its dogma, and its war 
machine.  Today, a different dysfunction takes the form of ravenous, insatiable consumption . . . 

Al Gore, Earth in the Balance, 1992

As an organizing principle for political action, vulnerability to weather and climate offers 
everything that global warming does not . . .  Sarewitz and Pielke, Jr., 2000



Clearly the whole problem is too big, too diffuse, and too interconnected to be tackled at once.
Byerly, 1989

Climate change is not amenable to an elegant solution because it is not a discrete problem.  It is better 
understood as a  . . .  complex nexus of mutually reinforcing, intertwined patterns of human behavior, 
physical materials, and the resulting technology.  It is impossible to change such complex systems in 
desired ways by focusing on just one thing. Prins and Rayner, 2007



“The architect of social change can  never have a reliable blueprint . . .“ 

Global:  2007-2008 recession
US:  fracking and coal
China:  technology dumping and the price of solar PV
Europe:  biodiesel and tropical forests
Japan:  tsunami and nuclear power
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1. Adapt and mitigate
2. Use a public good/public works approach, rather 
than polluter-pays approach
3. Foster technological, political, and policy pluralism
4. Foster co-benefits in non-climate domains

5.  Take innovation seriously—it’s not automatic
6.  Take livelihoods seriously—politicians do
7.  Foster effective networks at multiple social scales
8.  Make climate about many things, but don’t make 
everything about climate (disaggregate rather than 
aggregate it)

A condition to be managed, not a problem to be solved.
Some principles from 30 years of critical analysis:



Infant mortality
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An analogy:

100 Years of US Public Health Efforts
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2. Use a public good/public works approach, rather than 

polluter-pays approach.



4. Foster co-benefits in non-climate domains

8.  Make climate about many things, but don’t 
make everything about climate (disaggregate 
rather than aggregate it)

7.  Foster effective networks at multiple social scales
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