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1. ALAN PETERSEN

THE POLITICS OF GIDDENS

•From abstract theorist to public intellectual/politician

•Enduring concerns with modernity, structure/agency, risk 
(‘risk society’), and identity

•Architect of politics of the ‘third way’

•Published in the midst of Global Financial Crisis and 
before Copenhagen Summit and challenges to some IPCC 
findings



Strengths

•Puts politics of climate change on the agenda

•Identifies some of the key issues needing attention: the need for a multi-
sectoral, multilateral approach, the issue of energy security

•Highlights concrete ways in which the state may intervene in this field

•Provides an informative overview of global and geopolitical issues and 
policies (e.g. tax) bearing on carbon markets, emissions control, and 
adaptation



Weaknesses/gaps

•Over-reliance on ‘the market’ to solve problems

•No challenge to ‘growth’, models of development, capitalist mode of 
production

•Too much faith in ‘the state’ as planner/mitigator

•No discussion of how to develop civil society and citizen engagement in 
political decision-making (civil society equated with NGO activism)

•Too much faith in science and technology; no discussion about how to 
engender public involvement in technological decision making

•Says little about the significance of the car and the role of public 
transport and urban planning in reducing carbon emissions

•The role of the media in agenda setting and public communication 
efforts ignored
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Table 1  Treasury assumptions for the calculation of the reference case level 

of greenhouse gasses in 2020
2000 2020

Population (million) 19.1 25.2 (1)

GDP per capita ($) 44,532 (2) 61,403 (3)

GDP ($billion) 853 (4) 1,547 (5)

Greenhouse emissions per $GDP (Kg) 0.64 (6) 0.5 (7)

Emissions (tons CO2e) 551 (8) 774 (9)

Per capita emissions (tons CO2e) 28.8 30.7
(1) CPUR projection based on Treasury's assumption that Australia's population reaches 33 million by 2050

(2) ABS, Australian National Accounts: National income, expenditures and product, 5206.0, June 2009, Table 1

(3) CPUR calculation based on Treasury assumption that GDP grow s at 1.4% per annum

(4) GDP per capita by population

(5) GDP per capita by population

(6) Greenhouse emissions divided by GDP

(7) Treasury

(8) Australian Greenhouse Office, National Greenhouse Gas Inventory, 2005

(9) CPUR calculation



Table 2  Estimated CO2e emissions growth under Federal Treasury reference case scenario 

2006 to 2051

2006 2011 2021 2031 2041 2051
Population (1) 20,697,880 22,051,039 25,156,012 28,327,749 31,313,852 34,166,490
GDP $million (2) 970,635 1,138,077 1,508,613 1,956,219 2,529,899 3,233,368

Kg CO2e emissions per $ GDP (3) 0.61 0.57 0.49 0.43 0.37 0.32

National emissions (tonnes) (4) 592,087,133 646,972,830 744,837,218 838,822,920 942,160,935 1,045,793,971
Emissions per capita (tonnes) (5) 28.6 29.3 29.6 29.6 30.1 30.6

GDP per capita ($000) (6) 46.90 51.61 59.97 69.06 80.79 95

Sources: 

(1) Approximation of population grow th assumptions in reference scenario, Australia's Low  Pollution Future, the Economics of Climate Change Mitigation (ALPF), 

            Dept of Treasury and Dept of Climate Change, 2008

(2) Approximation of GDP grow th assumptions in reference scenario, ALPF, Dept of Treasury and Dept of Climate Change, 2008

(3) These rates are derived from Chart 3.24 ALPF, 2008

(4) Product of GDP and emissions per capita

(5) National CO2e emissions divided by population

(6) GDP divided by population



How much of the national greenhouse gas emissions growth

under the Treasury reference case scenario is due to immigration?

Estimated Population, Gross Domestic Product and National Carbon dioxide Equivalent emissions growth 2006 to 2051, 

with zero net overseas migration
2006 2011 2016 2021 2026 2031 2036 2041 2046 2051

Population 20,697,880 21,430,507 21,978,764 22,483,325 22,936,344 23,317,619 23,606,642 23,798,010 23,898,381 23,922,198
GDP $million @ 2006-07 prices 970,635 1,099,122 1,209,392 1,321,168 1,433,894 1,551,375 1,676,316 1,813,668 1,963,190 2,125,099

Kg CO2e emissions per $ GDP 0.61 0.57 0.53 0.49 0.46 0.43 0.40 0.37 0.35 0.32

National emissions (tonnes) 592,087,133 624,827,603 640,716,607 652,291,284 659,758,597 665,226,414 669,873,956 675,428,845 681,347,729 687,337,601
Emissions per capita (tonnes) 28.6 29.2 29.2 29.0 28.8 28.5 28.4 28.4 28.5 28.7

GDP per capita ($000) 46.895 51,288 55,025 58,762 62,516 66,532 71,010 76,211 82,147 88,834

Sources: As in Table 7, but w ith zero net overseas migration assumption applied and GDP calculation adjusted accordingly

Of the 13.5 million population growth under the Treasury reference case

assumptions, 10.2 million (76% ) is due to immigration over that period.

With zero net migration, other things being equal, national emissions 

by 2051 reach 687.3 million tonnes of CO2e, rather than 1045.8 million 

tonnes.  
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3. Ray Ison

• ‘Framing’ my remarks

– My preference for understanding Climate 

Change Adaptation (CCA) as a 

co-evolutionary dynamic

• Reactions to Giddens

• We are in the wrong conversation?
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Metaphors for ‘adaptation’

• There are three different understandings :

– adaptation as ‘fitting into’ as when doing a 

jigsaw
– adaptation to…

– adaptation as comfortable shoes
– adaptation with …

– i.e. adaptation as co-evolution

– questions of purpose
– adaptation for ….
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Reactions to Giddens

• ‘We have no politics of climate change’ (p.4)

– equally we have no praxis (particularly systemic praxis) of 

climate change

– his limited focus on praxis and his rejection of the 

precautionary principle have consequences

• The long-term thinking needed to counter CC 

has to operate against a backdrop of 

uncertainty…(p. 7)

– Yes…but like many others he seeks to reduce 

uncertainty to risk
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Reactions to Giddens

• ‘To develop a politics of climate change new 
concepts are needed’ (p. 8)

– Yes – but are we even in the right conversation?

– The ‘state as facilitator or enabler’ is a desirable way to 
go but is the state structured’ to do this? 

• ‘Economic growth elevates emissions; what is 
the point of making a fetish of growth if ..it 
diminishes rather than promotes welfare?’

– The GFC opened up a conversational space for 
moving to something different – but nothing appears 
to be happening 
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Reactions to Giddens

• ‘Governments should have more ambitious aims alongside 
targets’ (p.11)

– Yes – targets distort.  Cap and trade seems dead in the water (China 
and India) 

– ‘Carbon taxes are the way to go’ (p.12)

• ‘We must ..disavow any remaining forms of mystical reverence 
for nature, including the more limited versions which shift the 
centre of values away from human beings to the earth itself –
tackling global arming has nothing to do with saving the earth, 
which will survive whatever we do.  Living in harmony with the 
earth, respecting the earth, respecting nature – these ideas all 
fall into the same category’ (p. 56)

– reveals a particular worldview – utilitarianism?

– we need to have conversations at the level of worldview



Ison, R.L. (2010) Systems 

practice. How to act in a 

climate-change world. 

London: Springer.



Monash Sustainability Institute 19

We are in the wrong conversation(s)?

• Gidden’s arguments support the need for a new 
conversation about systemic and adaptive 
governance

– Long-term thinking; holistic approaches

– Ringen, S. 2009. The Economic Consequences of Mr. Brown. 
How a Strong Government Was Defeated by a Weak System of 
Governance. Oxford, Bardwell Press.

• CCA and CCM are fostering an emotion of fear. 
We need to change the conversation to foster 
an emotion of hope.  I suggest ‘transformation 
to a post carbon-society’.

– My claims are based on the concepts of ‘structural 
determinism’ and emotional dynamics


