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Abstract: Despite forces struggling to reduce global warming growing stronger, there has been
mixed success in generating substantive policy implementation, while the global spread of the
coronavirus has prompted strong and far-reaching governmental responses around the world. This
paper addresses the complex and partly contradictory responses to these two crises, investigating
their social anatomies. Using temporality, spatiality, and epistemic authority as the main conceptual
vehicles, the two crises are systematically compared. Despite sharing a number of similarities, the
most striking difference between the two crises is the urgency of action to counter the rapid spread of
the pandemic as compared to the slow and meager action to mitigate longstanding, well-documented,
and accelerating climate change. Although the tide now seems to have turned towards a quick and
massive effort to restore the status quo—including attempts to restart the existing economic growth
models, which imply an obvious risk for substantially increasing CO2 emissions—the article finally
points at some signs of an opening window of opportunity for green growth and degrowth initiatives.
However, these signs have to be realistically interpreted in relation to the broader context of power
relations in terms of governance configurations and regulatory strategies worldwide at different
levels of society.

Keywords: climate change; corona; COVID-19; crisis; governance; pandemic; regulatory regime; risk;
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1. Introduction

Coronavirus is on everyone’s lips. Previously, the word was reserved for epidemiologists and
virologists, but in the space of a few months, coronavirus has rapidly become a constituent part of
world-wide public concern. Societal responses that were thought impossible in peacetime—such
as closing borders, stopping international flights, prohibiting crowds, shutting schools and
commerce—were implemented rapidly across a number of countries—albeit to greatly varying
degrees and with varying capacities for implementation. The increased perception and prediction of an
explosive growth of infected people triggered government responses to minimize or at least slow down
the speed of the outbreak, thereby hoping to avoid the collapse of the health and social care systems.
The initial debates around the pandemic looked at relative state capacity and authority to implement
the necessary control measures—with comparisons drawn between democracies such as Italy and
Spain against authoritarian regimes like China and Iran. Thus far, there is no clear co-variation between
outcome and type of regime [1,2]. Disregarding the effects of different strategies on controlling the
spread of the virus, the varied responses have led to cascading effects, instigating or exacerbating
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broader social problems—unprecedented rises in unemployment, the erosion of the public sphere/life,
and citizens facing hard economic and social conditions—to the extent that it was impossible to visit
seriously ill, even dying, relatives.

These secondary effects cascade across administrative borders within as well as between countries,
challenging the steering capacity of governance networks at all political scales. The economic,
social, and political consequences of COVID-19, in terms of the impending global recession, seem to
overshadow the epidemiological root causes and health implications of the pandemic. The multiple and
interrelated trade-offs that need to be weighed up make it clear that “science will not come on a white
horse with a solution” [3], and that both the current mitigation policies and future direction of recovery
are ultimately political decisions. Many world leaders, most notably those in the European Union [4,5],
initially acknowledged, even welcomed, the possibility of a “green recovery”—incorporating a more
sustainable economic model through investment in green industry. It remains to be seen, however,
how much the perceived imperatives of economic recovery will ensure that the policy and political
priorities look to return to the status quo ante with measures focusing on existing institutions of banks,
corporations, and stimulating consumption in households. There is also an increased confidence
among financial as well as political leaders that it is both possible and necessary to stimulate a new
“Great Acceleration”, the post-World War II era of intensive resource exploitation, during which the
economy grew exponentially, and most curves of welfare and happiness seemed to indicate progress [6].
However, despite extremely costly measures by national governments, international political unions
(such as the EU), and global financial institutions (such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
World Bank) to minimize secondary economic effects, it is uncertain to what extent these measures are
sufficient and how the global post-corona situation will look at all levels and sectors of society. The
Economist Intelligence Unit [7], in a seminar call in June 2020, stated:

The global economic picture is grim. Following the coronavirus pandemic, [the Unit] expects
a sharp contraction in global output this year. The years 2020 and 2021 will be lost for growth;
global GDP will not recover to pre-coronavirus levels before at least 2022. Risks are tilted
to the downside, as a second wave of the pandemic would derail the economic recovery.
Delays in developing a vaccine also represent a major downside risk.

It is perhaps too early to draw direct comparisons with previous global pandemics; while many
countries appear to have the spread of infections under control, there are new virus hotspots emerging,
and it remains to be seen whether or where subsequent waves will erupt. What can be said with
some confidence is that the very nature and interconnectedness of global populations and systems
in 2020 gives COVID-19 the potential to be as big a threat to social stability as previous pandemics.
The spread of COVID-19 from China, through Iran, Italy, Spain, and later the US, Brazil, Mexico, and
India—with probably more to come—gives a real-time vision of the extent to which we live in a “world
risk society”. This is a situation in which risk and uncertainty are generated and transmitted globally,
although unevenly, across very different national contexts and in which explicit tensions are exposed
between the practices of people’s everyday lives, national political/policy responses, and the need for
concerted and coordinated action.

Another crucial question highlighted by COVID-19 is why such strong and rapid governmental
responses are marshalled in response to one existential threat—a pandemic—but not for
another—climate change. Global warming has climbed towards the top of the global political agenda
in recent years, receiving enormous media attention, and is acknowledged by a broad community
of scientists and global leaders as a severe and urgent global threat to society. While knowledge of
both the pandemic and climate change, derived very often from mathematical models, include a high
degree of uncertainty about the specific and local impacts, climate models have, for years, shown there
to be severe and irreversible consequences from climate change [8]. Questions over what measures are
most relevant, the social aspect of all measurements, and particularly the relationship between data,
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measurements, and knowledge on the one hand, and policy, mitigation, and implementation on the
other, are increasingly relevant in both cases.

There are clearly a number of important differences between the pandemic and climate change,
which will be discussed below. Still, the challenges are similar to such an extent that it is relevant to
discuss why this kind of strong societal response for COVID-19 has been totally absent for the climate
change threat. Why is it that the perception of risk does not have the same urgency when it comes
to climate change, particularly when the scientifically grounded risk calculations have been known
for such a long time? Renowned geographer/historian Jared Diamond, author of Guns, Germs, and
Steel [9] and other books related to pandemics throughout history, stated in an interview that the
coronavirus has a “limited mortality. The climate crisis can literally kill us all. It is without doubt the
worst threat. It is fine that people buy protecting masks against the coronavirus, but they should also
buy masks against coal power” [10].

The contrast between these two major risks to humanity constitutes the starting point for this
paper, which aims to explore the seemingly contradictory responses to the two macrosocial threats of
pandemic and climate change. To compare these crises is complicated, requiring an analytical approach
that includes temporal, spatial, and epistemic considerations: COVID-19 is a recent and still-emerging
crisis, the response to which has been a mixture of established and novel measures, and the knowledge
produced of the crisis remains both tentative and grounded largely in the immediate present. Climate
change is also ongoing and still emerging to the extent that impacts are variably but increasingly felt,
but the long gestation of climate science and public knowledge of the issue means that it has become a
“normalized” crisis around which institutions and regulatory frameworks have developed. As the
UN [11] states, “climate change is the defining crisis of our time and it is happening even more quickly
than we feared”, and yet the urgency and necessity for action that are typically defining features of “a
crisis” are missing.

Corona is a case where social and political perceptions of risk take politics “beyond the established
rules of the game and frame the issue either as a special kind of politics or as above politics”, an
existential threat similar to that of climate change, making comparisons between the two more necessary.
As an issue becomes securitized, it is “presented as an existential threat, requiring emergency measures
and justifying actions outside the normal bounds of political procedure” [12] (pp. 23–24). It is a
discourse that “takes the form of presenting something as an existential threat to a referent object, for
example ’the welfare state’, ’the nation’, or even ’humanity’”. Once defined as a threat by a government,
it is used to legitimate emergency action through securitization. What counts as a risk, as well as
how it should be securitized, is always filtered through someone’s perception [13]. Climate change
has been formulated by the UN, a large part of the scientific community, and many nation-states as
an existential threat to the future of humankind. Yet policymaking has, to a large extent, remained
traditional—with nation-states negotiating around targets and measures—and slow—with a reluctance
to mitigate against even well-documented climate-related problems.

The aim of this article is to explore the social and political anatomies of COVID-19 and climate
change and to propose explanations as to why they have evoked such different governmental responses.
These crises are ongoing processes, involving a myriad of actors, events, understandings, and policies,
which are viewed through a broad lens. This is done in three steps. Section 2 develops the analytical
approach of social and political anatomies of crises and risk regimes by drawing on theories of risk,
disaster, regulation, and securitization. Section 3 analyzes and compares the two crises in terms of
their anatomies as they manifest themselves in largely different risk regimes. Section 4 discusses
similarities and differences between the two crises. Section 5 concludes by reflecting upon the wider
implications of the social and political responses and their actual and potential repercussions on current
and future society.
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2. Conceptual Framework: Governing Crises

Crisis has been defined as a threat to fundamental structures or values in society, especially
those requiring urgent intervention [14,15]. In this article, we focus on three concepts that are crucial
to understanding the way societies react to the COVID-19 and climate change crises: Temporality,
spatiality, and epistemic authority. In other words, comparing the two crises means that we describe
and analyze them in terms of time, space, and the way they are represented in knowledge and images.

Our point of departure is that in order to govern a crisis, it has to be defined and delineated as such,
as an event or period distinct from the status quo. Knowledge has to be developed and synthetized
within frames and narratives about what is at stake and what strategies have to be negotiated [16].
This leads to a social and political anatomy of a crisis, where the constitutive parts—its causes, risks,
and future development as well as relevant remedies—are defined and disseminated. In comparing
these anatomies, we pinpoint three crucial aspects—those of space, time, and knowledge. Of course,
there are additional aspects to consider for understanding why and how an issue is regulated as a
crisis—not least politics [17]—but we find these three crucial when analyzing the different responses to
COVID-19 and climate change.

2.1. Temporality and Anticipatory Governance

Policy response to a crisis involves at least three key components related to temporality: Threat,
uncertainty, and urgency [18]. A threat means that something ordinary people, governments, business
leaders, and non-governmental organizations value is at stake. Closely related to this is the notion of
risk, which refers to uncertainty about and the severity of the outcomes of such a threat [19,20]. Risk
thus connects to its perceived causes, future consequences, and decided action strategies.

The basis for uncertainty is that the future is not pre-determined and that human action shapes
the future, often in unintentional ways [21,22]. Human behavior and purposeful action never rest on
complete knowledge about the possible effects of a decision; what future will be realized is always more
or less uncertain [23]. In this regard, COVID-19 and climate change are similar, although the latter has
been documented for a much longer time and the risks are better evidenced. However, through risk
assessment, possible and probable future consequences of present action are anticipated—or at least
calculated. In this way, risk assessments open up space for action in the absence of firm knowledge,
allowing decision-makers to navigate through alternative risk-based strategies [24].

Anticipatory governance means applying risk evaluations, foresight, and scenario-building to
prevent and avoid unwanted futures and problems from emerging rather than solving them when
they appear [25,26]. Through anticipatory practices, governments and other actors navigate in an
uncertain terrain, aiming to avoid or realize particular future outcomes. An advantage of this mode
of governance is that by pointing to different potential futures, there is less need to provide precise
and firm estimates of risk, which, because of limits in knowledge and lack of time, is often hard or
even impossible to achieve. Thus, anticipatory governance explores uncertainties and their potential
implications if realized, and based on these, makes decisions on what is perceived to be the most
suitable way forward.

The quest for anticipatory governance is accelerated when a crisis feels imminent. Governments
have to act, and when deliberating on relevant responses to a crisis, they need to be aware of potential
futures that may be realized, therefore invoking increased awareness of potential consequences of
actions taken by individuals, organizations, and societies [27]. To avoid unintended and unwanted
consequences (secondary effects) of any action taken, it is important to try to anticipate the consequences
of different options. On the one hand, “[S]imply focusing on one aspect of a problem will ultimately
fail, because the root causes of that problem are tied to other major challenges” [28] (p. 434). On the
other hand, too much information on complexities and possible consequences makes it hard to navigate
and act. The complexity of a crisis, therefore, needs to be reduced, although without excluding crucial
aspects [29,30]. In other words, there is a delicate balance between including too much and too little
information when analyzing and proposing action in the face of a potential crisis.
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Although the cause of the crisis can be incremental (gradual, small-scale changes) or sudden (a
single event), the crisis itself signals urgency [17,31], and needs to be addressed rapidly, otherwise
it may be transformed into a devastating and uncontrollable disaster [18]. This makes anticipatory
governance a potentially powerful technology of governance in societies where political power is
highly legitimized. In societies with a high level of trust in public institutions, governments can act
urgently to prevent disaster, i.e., before the crisis has fully manifested itself.

Urgency is, however, contextually dependent. To act urgently can mean instantly or within a
year, depending on the time frame associated with an issue [32]. A time regime is an institutionalized
unit of how quickly decisions must be made and practices must be performed [33]. It is a social
perception, a belief about the time available for action. This belief is, for many crises, institutionalized
in the sense that the time compression (or extension) of urgency is anchored in social logics of how
particular institutions work and established ways of understanding and governing particular kinds
of issues. Crises may thus accelerate a loss of temporal sovereignty of the state—in which modes of
deliberation, policy options, and knowledge production that are typically utilized by the national state
are all narrowed in response to the imperative for urgent action [34]. A relevant example of this can be
seen in the national responses to the global financial crisis of 2007–2008. In the space of only a few
weeks, as the global economy seemed on the verge of collapse, governments passed massive stimulus
packages with limited public deliberation and over the heads of nominally independent institutions of
economic management, such as central banks [35]. They did so because the consequences of not acting
immediately, or waiting for more information before acting, was considered a greater risk than acting,
and stands to be repeated in the management of the economic consequences of COVID-19.

However, it should be stressed that even if urgency is connected to an extended time frame, it
nevertheless means that decisions must be made without firm knowledge; there is no time to wait
for developing more knowledge about the character of the threat and relevant remedies. Whatever
the causes and consequences, a crisis means that something must be done promptly and resolutely,
notwithstanding the possibility that there could be different opinions on the urgency, causes, and
actions needed, even raising doubts whether there is a “crisis” at all. This, in turn, puts heavy pressure
on political leaders. If denying the existence or severity of the virus while hospitals are overcrowded
with seriously ill and dying people, political leaders—irrespective of being authoritarian or democratic
ones—risk losing legitimacy, trust, and authority.

2.2. Spatiality and Regulatory Regimes

Crises involve governments, public authorities, economic actors, professionals, civil society
organizations, and ordinary citizens, each of which engage in a struggle to understand the precise
nature of events [36,37]. When it comes to initiating, formulating, coordinating, implementing, and
evaluating policies, the potential list of relevant actors is long, including actors at several spatio-political
levels: The UN, the EU, central, regional, and local government authorities, economic actors, voluntary
associations, and individual citizens. Analyzing phenomena like COVID-19 and climate change
consequently requires an approach acknowledging the multi-level, transnational, multi-sector processes
interrelating to create a form of governance where the state or central government is not necessarily the
only or most important political actor [38–41]. In other words, the way perceived crises are defined,
regulated, and securitized is always related to a particular governance configuration, or institutional
machinery of regulation. This is not only a matter of developing and deciding on particular rules, but
also how to make them known, organize their implementation, and create incentives for acceptance and
sanctions in cases when rules are not followed, i.e., it is a question of power, legitimacy, and efficacy.

A regulatory regime denotes the complexity of institutions, norms, practices, and knowledge that
heavily influence the development of a particular kind of risk [42]. Assessing the development of a
regulating regime has to take into consideration the style (what kind?), the structure (how to organize?),
and the scope (how much?) of regulation. Countries have different regulatory regimes depending
on national history, political cultures, and civic epistemologies [43]. In Western Europe, over the last
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30–40 years, public policies have largely developed into a combination of a Regulatory State and a
Networked Polity, commonly legitimized by a “neoliberal” ideology [28,44,45]. When facing existential
threats, during this pandemic, for example, the role of the national state and government becomes
extraordinary, as argued by political scientist David Runciman [46]:

Though the pandemic is a global phenomenon, and is being experienced similarly in many
different places, the impact of the disease is greatly shaped by decisions taken by individual
governments. Different views about when to act and how far to go still mean that no two
nations are having the same experience. At the end of it all we may get to see who was right
and what was wrong. But for now, we are at the mercy of our national leaders.

However, governments do not only differ in the way they govern crises, but also in the way they
define and understand them. It is never the case that an issue is automatically apt for regulation and
ready to be governed by a particular regime. Instead, a regulatory regime has to define and delineate
what should be regulated, that is, it has to construct its regulatory object. It creates demarcations
and boundaries that make objects appear hazardous or harmless, safe or risky, natural or unnatural,
important or unimportant [16]. The reason for this is that mere information gathering—which is a
central aspect of regulation [42]—is not sufficient. To be ready for action, information must be inserted
into a contextual, interpretative framework [47], thereby giving a general understanding of what is at
stake and possible and relevant strategies to handle the situation.

Many current transboundary crises have a truly glocal character. Globalization processes
connect people and places around the world, but affect them unevenly [48]. Equally, many global
processes—such as transport nodes and business hubs—exist as relations between cities or urban areas
around the world [49]. There is a glocal geography of crises and disasters, meaning that countries
are not necessarily the best spatial unit to investigate the consequences or responses to a crisis [50].
This does not mean that regional and local levels of governance should be pitted against national
governance, but that there is a dynamic interplay between the national and supranational, regional,
and local levels of governance.

By ascribing a crisis with specific spatial characteristics, a government implicitly advocates a
certain regime for the handling of the problem as well as who should be responsible for and participate
in the regulatory process [16]. To ascribe spatial identity to an issue is a formative act, where ascribing
a particular level or combination of levels fills it with meaning and creates opportunities for action.
How it is spatially defined—the spatial scale of the threat (consequences), the proper (geopolitical)
level for governing it (solutions), and accountability for its spread (its root cause as well as the handling
of it)—determine what is seen as relevant action. By shaping the spatial identity of an issue, it becomes
a global, international, domestic, or local matter. This, in turn, creates incentives for certain types of
political action and puts expectations on certain actors regarding mandate and accountability. In other
words, it is ultimately a question of how a government in a particular context chooses to define the
crises and decide on the road forward.

2.3. Epistemic Authority and Visualization

Any crisis entails complexity: Decision-makers are faced with unfamiliar, uncertain situations
informed by a multiplicity of interrelated yet competing and often contradictory sources of knowledge
on the very nature of the phenomenon. Regulation needs to be implemented and, at the same time,
legitimized in front of those who are affected by the response. A crucial element of regulation is thus
to control, use, and distribute specific frames and narratives. Ideally, these should be naturalized and
taken for granted by the involved actors as a set of “symbols of justification” or “master symbols” [51,52].
In this sense, regulation is discursively constituted, that is, concerns how a situation perceived as risky
is conceptualized and understood [53–55]. This meaning does not only include knowledge about a
crisis—mere crisis awareness rarely results in desired action—but also more distinct guidance on what
to do, by whom, how, and when [14]. This meaning has to be communicated widely in society and
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also to be seen as legitimate, that is, seen as an authoritative and appropriate way to understand what
has taken place and what to do [47]. A common way to legitimize this is to refer to authoritative
knowledge, which usually means to refer to scientific expertise [53,56,57].

Historically, certain kinds of expertise and ways to organize the expert–policy relations within
states have developed [43]. There are institutionalized ways to develop regulatory knowledge about
a problem, its character, prognosticated development, and what kinds of measures are believed to
be relevant and efficient. This expertise–problem configuration is dynamic and may change over
time, but for the acute handling of a particular problem, it is rather fixed [56]. Certain disciplines,
expert organizations, and expert agencies are attached epistemic authority, that is, accorded (often
unconsciously) the legitimacy to define, describe, and explain a particular problem at a particular time
within a particular space [58].

By telling not only what has happened and why, but also what to do about it, factual statements
and normative orientation are combined as a guidance and trigger for action [59]. Additionally,
when an issue is unexpected and unknown it may be anchored within a familiar context and related
to more well-known phenomena as a guidance for action [16]. Thus, organizing different kinds of
materials into narratives creates meaning and motivates action in certain directions [60]. Complex and
multifarious phenomena are simplified and organized; certain aspects of them are selected and made
central, whereas others are omitted or de-emphasized. There are numerous techniques for simplifying
complex phenomena into ways that justify and legitimize action. One common technique is through
the construction of comparative metrics that allow different countries or regions to be compared
with each other across different indicators. Often, these indicators obscure complex differences and
important contextual details between countries. Stories, metaphors, and symbols (including graphs
and models) are powerful in explaining how the world works, and thereby affect how actors relate to
the world [57]. Thus, visualization is a powerful vehicle to make problems understandable, but also
to create dramatic stories and evoke feelings of hope and fear, thereby motivating and legitimating
action [59].

The development of information technology and technical devices has been very important in
visualizing and spreading of what is taking place. Monitoring stations—for example, for measuring
air pollution, ozone depletion, and carbon dioxide in the atmosphere—provide empirical material for
modeling and prognoses about future trajectories. With mathematical modeling, not only knowledge
about the current situation, but also prognoses of the future are produced and widely distributed [61].
Communicative professionals help experts to visualize their messages in ways that are easy for
decision-makers and the public to understand, even if they remain unaware of the raw data and how
they are produced. In this way, it is the models, trends, and forecasted futures that become central to
decision-making, rather than the raw data or calculated risks [62]. The primary purpose of these kinds
of visualization is not to give detailed information about an issue, but to motivate action by showing
what may happen if no action is taken. These facts, figures, and patterns are distributed widely in
society, where people around the world can follow emission patterns or infection spread in almost real
time (or at least on a daily basis) from the level of a single city (in some cases, even to a residential
area) to the world at large [63]. Through forecasting strategies, an unknown future is made visible and
spaces for action and anticipatory governance are shaped.

To summarize this section, how a threat is socially perceived determines which responses
are developed. To investigate how a crisis is governed implies, therefore, a need to analyze how
decision-makers (and publics) understand and demarcate events, which, in turn, entails the analysis of
how crisis measures are justified, legitimized, and securitized. The understanding and demarcation of
crises are never absolute, but temporarily (and spatially) fixed and contested ways to understand and
govern an issue, and may be re-negotiated or even rejected and replaced by a new understanding in
the future.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 6337 8 of 21

3. Results: Social Anatomy of Two Macrosocial Threats

When comparing the current understanding of COVID-19 and climate change, we pinpoint three
crucial aspects: First, the issue of temporality: What is the perceived time frame for handling the crisis?
Second, the issue of spatiality: What is the perceived appropriate spatial level for governing the crisis?
Third, the issue of epistemic authority: What kind of knowledge is given the power to define, measure,
and visualize the crisis?

3.1. Temporality and Anticipatory Governance

The time regime for COVID-19 includes an extremely compressed time frame. There is a need
for immediate action with no time to postpone. This means that there is no time to wait for further
knowledge, investigation of uncertainties, or broader political or public debates. Lockdowns are
enacted and borders are closed as though they are efficient strategies and without knowing the
broader socio-economic consequences. Obviously, there are great national variations: Some countries
implemented strong responses, based on legislative measures, immediately (e.g., China, Italy, Spain,
South Africa), whereas others developed less robust measures (e.g., Brazil, US), some countries were
late to respond (e.g., United Kingdom), and others responded quickly, but put a greater emphasis on
soft measures (e.g., Sweden). Despite these national variations, the global understanding—as provided
by the international expert authority, the World Health Organization (WHO), and supported by most
national expert bodies and researchers—is based on an extreme time compression; there is no time
to postpone action; the imperative is to act swiftly and, thereby, to hopefully restore control over
the pandemic.

The urgency of action on climate change has been heavily stressed, with calls for immediate
action gaining momentum in recent years. The COP21 in Paris in 2015 was framed as possibly the
last chance for humanity to avoid climate change, which will challenge and threaten biological life
world-wide. The goal of the Paris agreement is to keep the global average temperature well below
2 degrees (Celsius) above pre-industrial levels, and action must be taken immediately in order to
halt further rise. At the same time, the temporality is different from that of COVID-19, with the time
lag between current action and future consequences opening up the political and public space for
contestation. This may not take the form of outright denial, but might include calls for further research
on possible techno-scientific solutions, such as negative emissions technologies and global carbon taxes
or calls for broader public consultation on the targets themselves and the respective trade-offs required
to meet them. Thus, as the science of the catastrophic consequences of climate change becomes stronger
and more difficult to dispute, the relative urgency and temporal aspect of climate change itself comes
another issue open to political contestation, with different groups arguing either for the necessity of
urgent and radical action, while others stress caution and gradual change. Another factor integral to
the temporal contestability of climate change is the inherent complexity of climate systems, which
means that it is difficult to identify uncontested and manifest consequences. Extreme weather has
been a constant companion of humankind, heat waves have happened before, and melting ice at poles
and Greenland has not yet had any clear consequences for most people. While many countries—most
notably, small island states—and communities are already feeling the direct consequences of climate
change, for many—particularly those in the global North—the phenomenon remains largely abstract
in nature, visible largely through the graphs published in news reports, produced by mathematical
modeling and forecasts.

In contrast to this, COVID-19 shows clear and immediate consequences. Here, expert bodies not
only provide graphs of the current number of infected, fatalities, and recovered world-wide, but can
provide projections of likely spread. The pandemic is a phenomenon closer to the lived experience
of publics, as it is likely that people will know some (relatives, friends, or colleagues) that have been
infected and can concretely relate to the consequences of COVID-19, with government measures, from
lockdowns to social distancing, having affected whole populations. Even in cases where this direct link
is missing, the global media has frequently provided rolling coverage of personal stories and reported
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on the plight of those most seriously affected, giving the pandemic the immediacy and apocalyptic feel
of something more akin to a Hollywood movie than a real-life event. This, in turn, gives the pandemic
a disjointed feeling, being at once more real than climate change, but at the same time having an unreal
or surreal feel to it, particularly when life is compared to how it was just five or six months before.

Besides this difference—clear, manifest, immediate, and understandable consequences reported
in real-time versus abstract prognoses of future consequences—they also differ in the location of the
primary threat. For COVID-19, human health, and ultimately life, is at the center, and all other aspects
are secondary to it, whereas climate change has a much broader focus, of which human health is only
one part. Most of the prognosticated consequences of climate change are put in terms of ecosystem
change, sea-level rise, and increased frequencies of extreme weather, all of which are likely to have
profound and serious impacts on human health, but are rarely framed as such.

Furthermore, the issues of uncertainty and non-knowledge function differently in different
temporal contexts. Uncertainty has played a central role for understanding and responding to climate
change. For many years, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has explicitly and
consistently incorporated uncertainties in their assessment work, evaluating the type, amount, quality,
and consistency of evidence [64,65]. The reason for this is both to ensure the validity of its assessment
presented to policy-makers, but also to prevent criticism of bias in its assessment and of not being policy
neutral in its summary for policy-makers. The 2009 Climategate incident highlighted the importance of
this work and accelerated and formalized how the IPCC should treat uncertainties in its assessments.

For COVID-19, the situation is almost opposite. In the initial modeling of the viral outbreak,
there was no peer review due to the need to rapidly make the information public and available to
governments [62]. The enactment of urgency also creates uncertainty; there is no time to wait for further
research on the consequences of different options, which means that there is no firm knowledge base
for action to be taken. In the COVID-19 case, however, this uncertainty did not illegitimate a particular
course of action. The dramatic consequences of failing to act and the limited time for restricting the
spread of the virus made the fact of insufficient knowledge an invalid objection for action. This did not
mean that either governments or publics were ignorant of uncertainty or non-knowledge, but that these
issues did not hinder action, but instead fostered it. The claim that we have insufficient knowledge
about the spread and relevant ways to combat it was actively used to speed up decision-making
and legitimate certain remedies. In this sense, the COVID-19 response was based in non-knowledge;
states and expert bodies proposed and tested different strategies based on relatively weak evidence.
Non-knowledge and uncertainties were, in this sense, productive; due to the pressing time frame, they
generated action.

Furthermore, and in contrast to climate change, in many countries, references to economic and
social costs of measures did not constitute an obstacle when deciding on the relevance and viability of
measures. Time frame mattered here again; the responses to COVID-19 were seen as temporary, a
parenthesis in a period of economic growth. The implication was that substantial negative economic
and social effects of the social responses were legitimate; they were needed in order to return to the
pre-corona status quo.

3.2. Spatiality and Regulatory Regimes

One of the particularly striking features of COVID-19 has been the distinctly national nature of the
responses to it—lacking in any real or consistent transnational efforts. This is notable due to both the
global nature of a pandemic, a defining characteristic, and the international institutions of knowledge
production and exchange, such as the WHO being a leading figure in defining the pandemic. Media
reports are framed in national terms (or at least in terms that draw a distinction between “here” and
“there”), with the vast and public production of national statistics reminding us of the origin of the
term in the measurement and control of “the state” [66]. These documented the spread of the virus and
counted the fatalities, complemented by statistics on how it unevenly affected the national population
in terms of age, gender, and ethnicity [67]. Governmental responses are understandably national—and
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even in countries with strong sub-national governance, like Italy and India, regional—focusing on the
immediate and bounded territories, leading to a varied mix of responses to what remains a global
problem, and with limited efforts to coordinate national responses across borders. A reason for this is
that the social anatomy of the issue, not least how it is temporally fixed, makes it possible to perceive
national responses as the most relevant and efficient way to govern the pandemic. National borders are
closed, intercontinental flights are halted, people’s movements and gatherings within their countries
are heavily restricted, and, by force or complicity, citizens have isolated themselves. An important goal
is to minimize the spread, but also to “flatten the curve”, thereby temporally slowing the spread of
the outbreak in order to preserve the capacity of healthcare systems to treat the most severe cases. It
had even led to national (and regional) competition to get access to healthcare equipment, as well as
medicine (the US securing the coming three months’ global supply of Remdesivir, a drug that can help
recovery from COVID-19, is a clear case of this).

For climate change, there are fewer opportunities to rely on national strategies. Nation-states can
develop their own far-reaching policies for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, but these strategies
serve largely as role models, paving the way for other countries to develop similar strategies to reduce
their climate footprints, while their discrete impact remains limited. Unlike responses to COVID-19,
uncoordinated national responses to climate change are only relevant as adaptation strategies (i.e.,
making a country more resilient to a changed climate). To be efficient, any mitigation strategy needs to
be developed by a large majority of, if not all, nation-states—and particularly those who produce the
most greenhouse gases. Even if a single country succeeded in converting to a low-carbon society, the
impact would be negligible as long as other countries continue to emit greenhouse gases at present
levels. Therefore, much of the effort to combat climate change needs to be made in global settings,
where negotiating nation-states are pivotal, but where the aim is to develop shared agreements—global
solutions—to reverse climate change.

Thus, a central difference is that, to a large extent, COVID-19 is presented as a global threat
with national solutions, whereas climate change is a national threat (to the extent that it will affect
individual countries differently) necessitating global solutions. This is due to the spatial (and temporal)
characteristics attached to the respective crises of COVID-19 and climate change. While it is difficult to
attribute a specific and definite cause to the pandemic, there are social phenomena that are broadly
agreed among epidemiologists and other experts to exacerbate the problem. Urbanization and the
commercialization of agriculture have brought people and animals closer to each other, facilitating
the spread of zoonotic diseases. Technological innovations and economic growth have resulted in an
unprecedented circulation of people and goods across the globe. Measures to combat COVID-19 rarely
seek to address the systemic and social phenomena that contribute to the spread and severity of the
pandemic, but are rather focused on the short-term goals of controlling the viral outbreak within the
national borders and preserving the national institutions, such as health services, that might mitigate
the effects. This focus created a global shock of de-globalization and socio-economic domestication, but
this spatial focus is only possible if the overall aim of regulation and action is to control the virus at the
national level. In the long term, this spatial identity of the problem is likely to be re-negotiated. In order
to reduce the risk for future pandemics, or at least control their spread, concerted global action will
be necessary. On the one hand, this may be spontaneously generated by a broad understanding of a
pandemic’s global nature and the inherent damage that it does to established values and practices, such
as cosmopolitanism [68], while on the other hand, it might provoke a retreat from an interconnected
and global normative horizon towards a more nationalistic and insular future.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that, given the diverse national, regional, and
local contexts, universal responses to what is perceived as a global threat may not necessarily be the
most efficient or legitimate way to act [69]. The consequences of extreme events and catastrophes are
contextually dependent; they have different meanings and implications under different conditions.
Therefore, spatially differentiated responses to a threat are not in and of themselves problematic, but
it is a problem if these responses are developed in isolation—without relation to the differentiated
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but interrelated nature of each context. This, in turn, requires an increased level of reflexivity on how
different spatial levels respond and react with each other. COVID-19 is of particular threat to urban
centers that are connected in international networks of tourism, commerce, and migration. Mayors of
cities—such as Los Angeles, Manaus, Moscow, Paris, and Tokyo—have been able to use and augment
their existing powers to develop more far-reaching measures than their central governments, which, in
turn, has provided the discursive space for debates and sparked criticism of the national governments.
In the case of climate change, these kinds of initiatives have been increasingly institutionalized and
formalized around transnational networks of cities that now support each other in the work of
generating and implementing more radical climate policies than their respective nation-states [41].

3.3. Epistemic Authority and Visualization

The character or nature of any particular crisis will legitimate a particular form of knowledge
lodged with a specific discipline or epistemic regime. As a pandemic, epidemiological knowledge has
been central to understanding COVID-19 [70]. The type of knowledge that is privileged within this
specific discipline includes the numbers of infected, fatalities, and recovered. Worldwide, there are
health officials that track and record what is happening in countries, and graphs are constructed that
show the spread at global, national, and local levels. Epidemiologists and medical statisticians give
empirical data about the pandemic’s progress and what relevant measures should be taken to halt this
spread [67]. Secondary to this is economic expertise, which calculates the effects these measures might
have on the economy in terms of the relative loss in consumer and industrial demand and the resultant
job losses. This subsequently feeds into suggestions as to what kind of state support is needed for
different sectors of the economy to survive the crisis. Occasionally, social scientists are consulted to
provide knowledge about how social inequalities affect both the spread of the virus and also responses
to it. However, within this social machinery of expertise, the expertise valorized most highly is that
of epidemiological and medical expertise, supported by the sociotechnical apparatus of tracking
and recording the spread, as well as laboratories characterizing the biological agent COVID-19 and
measuring to what extent immunity seems to be achieved amongst recovered people. The valorization
of medical knowledge, thus, had an important role in directing the policy orientation, with the negative
effects of lockdowns considered secondary to the primary focus of reducing the numbers of infections
and preserving the health services.

From the earliest days of climate science, a variety of expertise has been informative, albeit to
greater or lesser degrees and with greater or lesser impact on the policies implemented. The IPCC’s
Working Group I assesses the natural science of climate systems—how they work and how they are
changing. The other two working groups assess impacts and vulnerabilities of climate change (WGII)
and mitigation strategies for preventing or limiting greenhouse gas emissions into the atmosphere
(WGIII). Thus, the fundamental knowledge of the climate change issue is created by natural scientists,
but when moving to the issue of what this means and what needs be done, social science expertise
is necessary. Predominant in this are economists, providing knowledge relevant for designing and
implementing emission trading systems, followed by other social sciences, producing knowledge on,
for example, the impact of climate change on societies, settlements, and systems, and what effects
governmental and voluntary measures have in reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Despite the root
of anthropogenic climate change lying in how contemporary society works, the fundamental base of
knowledge for how climate systems work and change lies within the natural sciences.

There remain a number of fundamental differences between these issues: The COVID-19 pandemic
is defined principally as a health crisis and thus engages with epidemiologists, medical science, and
public health agencies, whereas climate change is defined as an environmental issue, engaging climate
science (e.g., meteorologists, climatologists) and environmental protection agencies. Most striking is
that the expertise and expert authorities in the COVID-19 case have, in many countries, been given the
opportunity not only to diagnose the problem, but also to directly guide the governmental response.
In the case of climate change, scientific expertise has also been central in diagnosing the problem, but
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much less successful in influencing governmental responses, to the extent that the IPCC’s mandate
expressly prevents it from being “policy prescriptive”.

Another striking feature, which is mentioned above when discussing temporal aspects, is that in
the case of climate change, lack of knowledge and uncertainty have hindered action, and, therefore,
the IPCC has developed a structured way to handle it. In the case of COVID-19, unknowns and
uncertainties are actively used to legitimize governmental action. Hasty lockdowns of cities as well as
whole countries are implemented (and repealed) based on quickly made forecasting, in some cases
even without peer review [71].

Last but not least, there is different institutional machinery in place here. Epidemiological risks
signify an established risk regulatory regime to handle them; national public agencies have tentacles
up to the WHO and down to regional hospitals and local health centers, populated by medical experts
and equipped with strong instruments for intervening in society. In contrast to this, the regulatory
mechanisms of climate change are much less institutionalized across different spatial levels, and it
is also a more complex issue. Public environmental or meteorological agencies do not have similar
powers to rapidly implement strong regulatory instruments.

In addition to the differences between them, there are a number of striking similarities. The most
obvious one is the role of models and forecasting in legitimizing interventions. For regulatory science,
it is not sufficient to diagnose a problem, but it must also inform of probable future development as
well as inform on relevant measures. In both of these cases, expert advice is concerned with how
to prevent, mitigate, and treat the problem. For COVID-19, it is how to stop the spread (preventive
measures and creating a vaccine) and hospitalization of affected people (medical treatment of those
who are infected). For climate change, it is to halt the increase of carbon in the atmosphere (mitigation)
and to make society more resilient towards the effects of a changed climate (adaptation). In both
cases, the visualization of data, trends, and predictions has played an important role in prompting and
justifying action.

Similar to the (contested) graphs of human progress, such as those provided by Steven Pinker and
Hans Rosling/Gapminder, and graphs of environmental decay, such as those of the Great Accelerations
and Planetary Boundaries [59,72] graphs, form prominent parts of the discussions on COVID-19 and
climate change. These graphs communicate a lot about the direction, speed, and severity of the issues,
without burdening the message with details on how units are defined and measures are performed.
For example, “confirmed cases” for COVID-19 vary largely nationally because of different levels of
ambition in detection strategies and different criteria for measuring cases of infected [73]. Nevertheless,
graphs are published as if they measure phenomena in a uniform and directly comparable way. In
addition, in contrast to climate change figures, epidemiological figures are primarily based on manually
collected and coded data. Thus, even if these graphs are based in empirical measures, they nevertheless
work seductively to present a dynamic and ambiguous issue as “hard facts” that are rarely contested
in public and political debates.

In modeling and projecting the future, this is taken one step further. Mathematical projections
provide a sense of control; they forecast how the future will be. In this sense, they make a contingent
future known and thereby make anticipatory governance possible. Proposed responses to climate
change and existing responses to COVID-19 are frequently based on models. Simultaneously, these
models legitimize decisions made for political (or politically expedient) reasons. The models are widely
distributed in society and are central to the public understanding of an issue. This kind of forecasting
of the future functions to motivate and initiate action in the present, not least if importance is the
function of the curves. For both COVID-19 and climate change, the message is “to flatten the curve”.
In the case of COVID-19, the message is that, after a while, the curve then will deviate downwards,
whereas for climate change, the message is that the curve will stabilize on this level (hopefully below
+2 degrees). To visualize what is happening unless measures are taken and what will hopefully be the
result if proposed measures are implemented is an important tool.
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Another similarity is how visualization works through symbols in the form of words, pictures,
and curves. Words such as “the curve”, “social quarantine”, “social distancing”, and “herd immunity”
have been appropriated by the public and politicians in the same way that “greenhouse gases”, “global
warming”, and “1.5 degrees” have been for climate change. Photos of healthcare professionals in
protective clothing and patients in respirators or of melting icebergs, desolate polar bears, and flooding
stress the severity of the issues.

Table 1 summarizes the social anatomies of the two crises.

Table 1. Selected aspects of the social anatomies of COVID-19 and climate change.

COVID-19 Climate Change

Time Regime
Cause Rapid–Present Incremental–Historical

Consequences Immediate Extended/delayed
Time compression Extreme Slow, but now accelerating

Life-span Reversible Irreversible

Uncertainty Fuels prompt decision-making Fuels slow and reluctant
decision-making

Spatial Identity

Threat Global—with large disparities in
national and local exposure

Global—with large disparities in
national and local exposure

Regulation Regulating the spread nationally and
locally

Regulating the emissions by global
targets and national strategies

Reporting level National basis
(national infected/fatalities)

Global basis
(greenhouse gases in atmosphere)

Epistemic Authority

Main disciplines Epidemiology and
medical sciences Climate sciences and economics

Primary focus Health Environment
Institutional machinery In place and partly at work Partly in place, but fragmented

Visualization Strong Strong

4. Discussion: Similarities and Differences

Needless to say, there is a huge and growing gap between what has been done and what needs to
be done in responding to climate change, whereas combating COVID-19 is still in a very precarious
state, with huge variation in responses—temporally, spatially, and in terms of epistemic authority.
Whereas climate change has to compete with a broad array of other high-priority challenges, despite it
gradually moving up in the agenda in many countries, COVID-19 is still a largely unknown problem
with regards to its temporal development and geographical extension. Despite its global expansion,
international organizations like the WHO, United Nations, and the EU have been unable to orchestrate
coordinated action in relation to COVID-19, whereas bilateral cooperation has resulted in the closing
(and reopening) of specific international borders in order to halt the spread of the pandemic.

In terms of temporality, COVID-19 has a perceived, prolonged, or repeated life-span, whereas
climate change is widely understood to be an irreversible, man-made phenomenon casting a present
and future generational shadow over humankind. Paradoxically, the temporal regime developed for
climate change makes it possible to hesitate and even postpone necessary action, as it does not hit
humankind promptly and brutally all over the planet, shifting the major burden on future generations,
i.e., a case of “after us—the Deluge”, and to “other” countries and locations. COVID-19 has immediate
and dramatic repercussions on society broadly, in terms of life and death, social and intimate relations,
and production and economy, whereas climate change, with its gradual and globally differentiated
effects, makes it possible to obstruct, postpone, or find ways to compromise solutions with dubious
long-term outcomes.
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In terms of spatiality and institutional settings, there are risks from COVID-19 to entire populations,
even if the specifics of social and geographical location, class, and political system mean that the risk is
spread unevenly. Climate change differs from this in the way that its immediacy, as well as the capacity
to adapt, is very much dependent on one’s geographical and social position. A massive boost to owners
of capital and banks may speed up investment in industries and push human behavior in a direction
detrimental to climate change. In both cases, what we have, and must live with in a foreseeable future,
is a patchwork of more or less overlapping assemblies representing different spheres of authority; it is
a matter of multi-level governance, including global institutions like the UN, World Bank, and WHO,
international institutions like the EU other transnational arrangements, and national, regional, and
local governments. While the potential exists for radical and progressive modes of governance to
emerge from the pandemic, COVID-19 has, to date, triggered a regressive swing towards the primacy
of national sovereignty [74]. However, paradoxically, the virus has, at the same time, made it obvious
that we are all in a way “cosmopolitan”, as people all over the world are affected and can follow the
development of the virus visually on their mobile phones, computers, and TV screens, making us
understand that we share the same fate and fears [75] (p. 79).

In terms of epistemic authority, an institutional machinery of expertise was not only ready to measure
infected, recovered, and fatalities of COVID-19, but also had direct access to governments and strongly
influenced not only how governments understood, but also how they responded to the pandemic. For
climate change, a similar machinery for measuring greenhouse gases has developed over decades,
and similarly to COVID-19, it can present, in real time, figures on the concentration of greenhouse
gases in the Earth’s atmosphere. The IPCC has successfully spread the message of a threatened planet,
both in terms of graphs on current emission trends and prognoses of future development. In contrast
to COVID-19, climate change has not been given priority over other sectors and issues. Although
climate change will also greatly affect human health and also change the likelihood and distribution of
infectious disease outbreaks, it has not succeeded in guiding governments or prompting substantive
interventions. This can be partly explained by the different temporal and spatial horizons of the crises,
but also by the different institutionalization of expertise, health expertise and environmental expertise,
respectively within different science–policy interfaces. Common for both crises is the fundamental
dependency on expertise in understanding the crises. Paradoxically, despite the obvious social nature
of the crises, social sciences still play a secondary role in understanding and governing the crises [69],
partly because the dominant framing obscures important aspects of the character of the crises.

In addition to these three conclusions, strictly following our analytical framework, we now add
three other comparative observations that need to be included in a broader interpretative framework,
stating differences and similarities between the two threats, or crises.

First, COVID-19 has no obvious or easily identifiable human enemy that could be used as a
scapegoat, although some political leaders have attempted to do so by pointing blame at specific groups
as responsible for multiplying the virus, e.g., the “the Chinese”, “immigrants”, “the sitting government”,
“irresponsible young party people”, or “fragile oldies”. Climate change, on the other hand, makes us
all responsible in varying degrees and different ways, as producers and/or consumers. However, from
a radical, “capitalocene” perspective, there is no doubt that the root cause of climate change lies with
the destructive, carbon-dependent fossil fuel industry and the powerful financial/technical complex of
owners and supporters [76].

Second, rather few established interests in society could take immediate advantage of the
COVID-19 crisis, as the virus leads to dramatic loss of profits, rising unemployment, social isolation,
and general drop in face-to-face activities in society, whereas, for example, investments in “green
growth” are rapidly becoming a profitable branch of the economy. Even the political benefits of
having done something, such as demonstrating political leadership in times of crisis, are fraught with
uncertainty, as the ultimate impact of the pandemic—in health, social, and economic terms—remains
unknown. The strong, sometimes extremely rapid, financial stimuli to mitigate the consequences of
the pandemic do not challenge the current structure of society, but aim to maintain or reproduce it;
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this sits in direct contrast to many of the suggested measures argued to be necessary to mitigate and
reverse climate change. Ironically, the pandemic crisis caused a dramatic, temporary slowdown of
carbon dioxide and other emissions, thus giving a lesson in what would happen to the atmosphere
should radical climate change mitigation be implemented. However, the current restoration of the
Great-Acceleration-inspired high-speed capitalist growth may reverse the trend in a very short time.

Third, although the tide now seems to have turned towards a quick and comprehensive effort to
restore something of the economic optimism of the Great Acceleration, there is a potential window
of opportunity for degrowth and green growth initiatives depending on what kind of governance
configurations and regulatory strategies will be created at different levels of society. This, in turn, is
largely a matter of legitimacy and power. Common to both kinds of crises, then, is that they actualize
multi-level and multi-scalar governance relations between governments, profit-making business, and
civil society, even raising reconsideration of accountability and power relations between political
leadership and citizens.

5. Conclusions: More of the Same or New Paths?

Humanity faces several huge, simultaneous, and interlinked challenges. It is tempting to view
climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic as distinct and discrete, but their interrelations are
complex and dynamic. To them we can add other social crises, such as growing global inequality,
the accelerating extinction of species, and huge numbers of refugees and globally displaced people.
These challenges raise the question of whether humanity is currently thrown into a “perfect storm”
of accelerating and exacerbating crises of governance and democracy [44,77]. Here, the concept of
a “critical juncture” comes to the fore, alluding to a situation where crucial actors have to urgently
reconsider traditional policies in breadth and depth and initiate transformative change [78,79]. A crisis
or a disaster may thus open windows of opportunity for alternative pathways to the road that led up
to the drama [80,81]. What signs of hope for such a window are there in this “critical juncture”?

One could presume that the spread of the COVID-19 virus will ebb away, although according
to different time scales around the globe, the dominant discourse among world leaders seems to be
one of returning to the status quo ante [82,83]. Governments that were once strongly committed to a
neoliberal, state-reductionist agenda now cry out for massive financial boosts from the state in order to
save private companies (or, more accurately, their investors and banks), getting people to return to
work and make their living in a way that may revive the Great Acceleration of the past. This economic
boost will, unfortunately, also trigger a parallel boost for fossil fuel production, as documented and
visualized in a running Energy Policy Tracker of real-time data published by the International Institute
for Sustainable Development: “G20 governments have pledged to inject trillions of dollars into the
global economy to counteract the health, social, and financial shocks caused by the COVID-19 crisis.
This large-scale stimulus spending will shape the global economy for decades to come. These decisions
could trigger unbearable climate disasters or create a resilient and safe economy powered by clean energy” [84]
(our emphasis). However, despite presuming a basically traditional capitalist framework for recovery,
there are still windows potentially open for “green growth”, re-directing regulations and investments
in a carbon-neutral direction—particularly in the energy and transport sectors [85,86]. Unfortunately,
“green growth” production also presumes an increase of CO2 emissions over several years, making it
even more difficult to reach the carbon budget reduction target of the Paris agreement [87].

Despite the increased political rhetoric advocating for the capitalist Great Acceleration, there is an
enormous potential for alternative “crisis governance” to be realized. While mass unemployment is on
the rise worldwide, we see an increased amount of voluntary efforts by individuals and multi-level
civil society associations moving in to help those at risk of being hit by the health, social, and economic
consequences of COVID-19. For example, people and organizations are giving support to professional
health workers, delivering food and other necessities to old and sick people, and creating virtual
networks to keep and nurture education, cultural, and social relations without physical contact [74].
Despite such impressive efforts outside the logic of state and capital, there is no doubt that the
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social consequences of the pandemic hit more heavily on the poor. Socio-economic studies indicate
that the consequences of lockdowns and other pandemic-related mitigation policies hit the poor in
less-developed countries even harder than the pandemic itself [88].

The voices of scientists, activists, and ordinary people demand a radical shift in development
focus, arguing that now, in the midst of interrelated crises, is exactly the right moment for forging new
paths and implementing new strategies of work and living [70,78,89]. Criticism of the dominant global
economic discourse is growing, as exemplified by the degrowth hypothesis, stating that “it is possible
to organize a transition and live well under a different political–economic system that has a radically
smaller resource throughput” [90] (p. 2). Importantly, and not to fall into the trap of implicating
degrowth in a retrotopian swing backwards to mass poverty, this discourse has to be coupled with
notions of global social justice, promoting economic growth for poor nations and degrowth for the
rich ones. Both theories of degrowth and environmental justice “share a common quest for profound
socio-ecological transformations towards justice and sustainability, and that an alliance among these
research and activist communities is essential” [91] (p. 7). With regard to climate change, the Principle
of Common but Differentiated Responsibility proclaimed as early as the Rio Declaration that “while
addressing the problem of climate change is the responsibility of all countries (hence a common
responsibility), this [ . . . ] should nonetheless be asymmetrically allocated to countries depending on
their background circumstances, such as their varying economic needs” [92] (p. 123).

A similar logic was at play in the European context during the recent negotiations on the
distribution of COVID-19 support to member states. A political conflict emerged over the issue of
whether countries should receive direct transfers of aid or have to take out loans, based on policy
conditionality and to be paid back when the situation, presumably, will improve. The result was a
kind of compromise between the positions, in an echo of the situation during the Eurozone crisis, with
some countries emphasizing the need for fiscal responsibility and economic conservatism while others
argued for a show of solidarity and an expression of social and economic justice [93]. With regard
to climate change, the issue of social justice is—or at least, should be—crucial when implementing a
“New Green Deal”, i.e., “to find public support, then it must be demonstrably egalitarian, providing
working-class people with economic security, decent housing, and good public services” [94] (p. 12).
This argument is also strongly raised by the French economist Thomas Piketty in an interview [95] on
his latest book Capital and Ideology:

Times of crisis are times when existing conceptions about the economy are being challenged
and when new political–ideological trajectories can arise. COVID-19 illustrates the fact that
public authorities can choose to regulate economic forces if they so wish. The question is
whether we’ll be able to act strongly in order to address global warming or rising inequality.
Together with the 2008–2012 bank bailout and money creation, the 2020 health crisis will
challenge long-standing discourses about laissez-faire and will feed social demand for other
intervention. For now, however, the only issue is survival: we need to do everything we can
to avoid a dreadful rise in the number of casualties (Piketty 2020).

Although echoes of utopian—perhaps even “nowtopian” [96,97]—thoughts are only weakly
apparent in mainstream political rhetoric (the EU Green Deal talks, for example), the dominant discourse
among world political and financial leaders is still much closer to that of the Great Acceleration,
showing the hegemonic power of the current capitalist system. As stated by Newell and Lane, this is not
surprising, as environmental issues are “shaped by the social relations, institutional configurations, and
practices of power that we observe in other areas produced by the same global political economy that
provides the ideological, institutional, and material context in which responses to the ecological crisis
have to be forged. Recognition of this fact takes us to the heart of the contradictions and opportunities
that we observe in global attempts to manage environmental crises” [98].

In accordance with both (orthodox) Marxist and liberal theories of development, accumulation
and competition are driving mechanisms intrinsic to the contemporary system, and are adjustable
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to different cultural, political, and geographical contexts. Despite the shifting labels of “corporate
capitalism” [99], “crony capitalism” [100], “green capitalism” [101], and “surveillance capitalism” [102],
most diagnoses of the current social and economic pathologies share one thing in common—a critique
of (contemporary) capitalism. The current wave of academic, literary, and existential reflections on the
COVID-19 and climate change crises contains an enormous breadth of perspectives about what will
happen in the future, spanning from the optimistic liberalism of “soon back to the normal” [103], to the
more radical and progressive image of “a portal to a new world” [104]. Well aware of the intricate
power relations in global and international politics [98,105,106], we here contend with a modest, and
perhaps too naïve, plea for a critical navigation between the emotional messages of fear and hope,
searching for paths to unblock the road to more responsible and livable societies.
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