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There are already a great many books about climate change and some 
very good ones about its international dimensions. Any author ventur-
ing into this crowded field needs to provide a justification. Here is mine. 
It is essentially twofold. First, that the importance of international 
politics, in the sense of relations between sovereign states rather than 
the transnational and non-state phenomena that now occupy so much 
attention in academic studies of the international relations of global 
environmental change, deserves if not re-instatement then certainly 
a re-statement. Second, those studies of international environmental 
cooperation, now commonly described as ‘global governance’, have 
become rather divorced from the world political context that surrounds 
them. This might not matter so much for functional negotiations on 
highly technical aspects of transborder pollution, but it will be signifi-
cant for the long-running attempt to create a comprehensive and effec-
tive international climate regime. From the outset this has been widely, 
but not universally, recognised as something of critical importance for 
planetary survival and has been accorded a political status which marks 
it out from more mundane environmental issue areas. Conferences of 
the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) have been attended at the highest political level by 
presidents and prime ministers. United Nations (UN) Secretary Generals 
have summoned them to take action and climate change issues have 
appeared on the agenda of the Security Council, Group of 8 (G8) and, 
indeed, most other leading international organisations. Furthermore, 
the international climate regime has been constructed during 20 years 
of the most profound change in the international system, from which 
it cannot have remained isolated.

1
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2 Climate Change in World Politics

It is very understandable that much writing and research on the inter-
national relations of global environmental change has avoided a ‘state-
centric’ approach. The interstate climate regime has moved at a glacial 
pace since the signature of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. There have 
been numerous disappointments and frustrations as the Copenhagen 
Conference of the Parties (COP) of 2009 and other meetings failed to 
match expectations. In fact, in ways which are considered in Chapters 3 
and 8 of this book, the climate regime has not only been becalmed but 
in some respects has moved backwards. In sharp contrast, and frequently 
as the direct result of perceived ‘deadlock’ in international negotiations, 
there has been a flowering of non-state, sub-state and transnational 
activity. This has occurred with the activities of cities (Bulkeley and 
Schroeder, 2012) and in the corporate sector (Clapp, 1998) to the extent 
that private governance is now a very important component of the aca-
demic study of global environmental politics (Pattberg, 2007).

One of the first books to address the international relations of the 
environment, published at the time of the signature of the UN climate 
change Convention, formulated the problem as follows:

Can a fragmented and often highly conflictual political system made 
up of over 170 sovereign states and numerous other actors achieve 
the high (and historically unprecedented) levels of co-operation and 
policy co-ordination needed to manage environmental problems on 
a global scale? 

(Hurrell and Kingsbury, 1992, p. 1)

After 20 years of experience with the climate regime many analysts 
would be tempted to answer in the negative. Disillusionment with 
interstate cooperation goes deeper than the specific failure to produce 
a new and comprehensive climate agreement. It should be seen in the 
context of a more general concern about the continuing viability of 
state-based political forms. The final test of the climate regime will be 
its effectiveness in providing a means to manage the global atmospheric 
commons. Commentators have generally been dismissive of what has 
been achieved so far. Treaties have been made that ‘are easy to agree on’ 
yet ‘had almost no impact on the emissions that cause global warming’ 
(Victor, 2011, p. 3). The question of whether this is true, and likely to 
continue to be so, forms the substance of the concluding chapter of 
this book.

Green thinkers and radical ecologists have, in fact, identified the 
state itself as part of the global environmental problem. In these 
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Introduction  3

circumstances, international cooperation between state authorities 
could be a potentially damaging distraction.1 The question of the 
desirability and relevance of international environmental coopera-
tion has thus been part of a broader political and philosophical debate 
concerning the possibility of a ‘green state’ (Eckersley, 2004). A distrust 
of existing forms of state and government runs deep in green politics 
and, at the international level, was coupled with an enthusiasm for an 
emergent ‘global civil society’ represented by the very large number 
of environmental and development non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) working on climate-related issues and appearing in force at the 
annual UNFCCC COPs. The failure of state governments to take decisive 
action and the apparent weakness of interstate processes led to a search 
for political alternatives in novel forms of discursive democracy and 
‘networked governance’ (Stevenson and Dryzek, 2014).

In the light of all this, what remains for international cooperation? 
The considered conclusion of over 30 researchers working within the 
‘Earth Systems Governance Project’ addresses this question:

New governance mechanisms cannot take away from the urgent need 
for effective and decisive governmental action, both at the national 
and inter-governmental level. Governance beyond the nation state 
can sometimes be a useful supplement especially when they avoid 
being captured by powerful interests and instead focus on problem 
amelioration. Yet even for this, it requires support and oversight from 
national governments. 

(Biermann et al., 2012, p. 5)

In an attempt to defend the practice of international environmental 
cooperation between governments, I have argued that there are certain 
functions that need to be performed by nation-states as presently con-
stituted, at least within any time frame that is relevant to dealing with 
the climate change problem (Vogler, 2005). Establishing what these 
may be is important because it can provide a perspective on what may 
reasonably be expected of international cooperation. All too often a 
lack of clarity about the, sometimes limited, contribution that can be 
made to the solution of problems at the international level can lead 
to disillusionment and a rejection of the entire process. The point has 
frequently been made that problems that are conceptualised on a global 
scale do not necessarily require fully global solutions. All that may be 
required is an orchestration of local and regional actions. Norm crea-
tion and propagation is one such orchestrating function with which the 
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4 Climate Change in World Politics

UN system, since 1972, has been involved. A famous example, written 
in the 1992 Climate Convention and extensively referenced elsewhere 
is the principle of ‘common but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capabilities’ (CBDR-RC).

Chapter 2 of this book takes up the issue of how prevalent interna-
tional norms and understandings ‘frame’ the issue of climate change, 
defining both substance and the limits of the possible. Much effort 
has been expended on encouraging private sector funding for climate 
mitigation and adaptation, but it remains the case that it is only state 
authorities that are in a position to mobilise the resources required 
to build capacity among less-developed countries and to provide aid 
and assistance. Both are highly significant elements in the operation 
and politics of the climate regime. The same point can be made for 
information-gathering and scientific work. There is really no alterna-
tive to international cooperation and funding of bodies such as the, 
significantly named, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC). The private sector may undertake pharmaceutical and other 
types of commercially relevant research but it will lack the incentives 
and authority to engage in basic climate science and the compilation 
of inventory data.

To this list of state functions in the international environmental 
realm one might normally add the regulation of transboundary flows of 
pollution and goods, and there are parts of the global climate problem 
for which this is relevant activity. However, the fundamental require-
ment for interstate action arises from an understanding that the atmos-
phere constitutes one of the global commons. Because it is beyond 
sovereign jurisdiction there are incentives that drive excessive exploita-
tion in terms of anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) 
with the ‘tragic’ result of dangerous climate change. State authorities 
need to impose some regulatory control to mitigate these emissions, in 
the same way as other commons are governed through voluntary action 
by users. The critical issue, reflecting the competition and distrust that 
exist between users, is to ensure that ‘free riding’ does not occur. Users 
of the commons will need to be assured that any efforts that they make 
to reduce their polluting emissions will not be exploited by others who 
fail to make equivalent reductions. This is, in essence, the economist’s 
view of climate change as a collective action problem where climate 
change represents the world’s greatest market failure in the provision 
of the ultimate public good. Here, the role of international coopera-
tion is expressed in terms of action to: ‘… overcome the market failures 
that lead to the under-provision of public goods where individuals or 
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Introduction  5

countries face an incentive to free ride on the actions of others’ (Stern, 
2007, p. 45).

In the global system only cooperating governments are in a posi-
tion to agree and impose such controls, and this remains the central 
functional requirement of an effective climate regime. Radical critics 
sometimes portray the state as being trapped within the global structure 
of capitalist accumulation and incapable of independent agency. This is 
unduly fatalistic, for there is evidence to suggest that governments have 
on occasion summoned up the will to make the changes required for, 
to quote a famous example, the restitution of the stratospheric ozone 
layer (in fact one of the problems with the climate regime was that, as 
will be argued in Chapter 2, it was overly influenced by the success of 
the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer).

It also continues to be the case that nation-states remain the focus of 
loyalty and are, in the absence of a central world government, the only 
agents possessing sufficient capability and legitimacy to orchestrate the 
regulatory action necessary to sustain the global atmospheric common. 
A serious qualification needs to be added concerning the undifferenti-
ated use of the category ‘nation state’. In reality we are dealing with a 
class of state actors which do have effective governments and control 
of resources, to which we may add the European Union (EU), when 
acting within its climate-related competences. A substantial number of 
the state Parties to the UNFCCC would not fulfil these requirements. 
They are often miserably poor, highly vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change and lacking in resources, effective internal government 
and the capability to engage in anything more than minimal participa-
tion in the climate regime. It is for this reason that the provision of 
aid and capacity building represents such a significant element of the 
climate regime.

 However, it is evident that a great deal of the activity to be observed 
in international climate politics does not necessarily accord with the 
stated purposes of the regime. The pursuit of very specific national 
interests, often determined by questions of competitiveness and energy 
security, will be evident alongside regional conflicts and the politics of 
organisational status within the UN system. The UNFCCC should be 
conceived of as one arena among many in a long-term North–South 
confrontation over economic development and environmental respon-
sibility and justice. It is also infected by struggles for recognition and 
prestige which have always interacted with the dynamics of power rela-
tions between states. In the background are the momentous structural 
changes that have transformed the global economy and international 
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6 Climate Change in World Politics

political system since the beginnings of the climate regime in the 1980s. 
Such things are, or perhaps ought to be, the stock-in-trade of the aca-
demic study of International Relations (IR).

 Climate change and environmental issues in general have 
often sat uneasily within the discipline of IR. There are several reasons 
for this. Climate change was for a long time seen as a rather specialised 
area, dependent on an understanding of a contested and difficult sci-
ence and negotiated by technical experts operating within an arcane 
and complicated regime. The overwhelming bulk of scholarship was 
performed within a rational choice and liberal-institutionalist para-
digm that took as its main problematic the solution of collective action 
problems. This has been observed by outside critics for some time 
(Smith, 1993). There is no space here to review the extensive literature 
on international environmental politics, a task that has been ably per-
formed elsewhere (O’Neil, K., 2009), but institutionalist approaches are 
still prominent alongside studies of NGOs and transnational activity. 
Their shared, and very understandable, preoccupation is with govern-
ance. The difficulty is that, as I have argued elsewhere, this is often 
to the exclusion of politics (Vogler, 2012). Approaches to IR that are 
prominent in the discipline, including realist power politics, norma-
tive analysis, English School reflection on the nature of international 
society and constructivist studies of the politics of identity, have not 
been very evident in the climate change literature. In consequence, it 
may be argued that the international climate regime tends to be treated 
endogenously, in both empirical and theoretical isolation. Much of the 
literature on international environmental cooperation can also be char-
acterised as having a functionalist orientation towards the conclusion of 
effective international agreements. The functional approach to IR has a 
long history that refers back to the great public international unions of 
the nineteenth century and to later schemes by David Mitrany (1975) 
and others to circumvent the sovereign sensitivities of statesmen, and 
their explicitly political differences, by organising low-level cooperation 
across national borders for the solution of shared economic, social and 
welfare problems. A review of work by Oran Young (2010), who has 
been the leading theorist in the field, makes the point explicitly:

One of the greatest challenges to improving our understanding of 
global environmental governance is acknowledging the excessive 
functionalism of much recent research … It is entirely possible that 
institutions are also created for functionalist purposes – but it is not 
axiomatic. Institutions may also be functional for states precisely 
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Introduction  7

because they are weak. Politicians may find value in supporting insti-
tutions that provide little more than symbolic benefit … The strong 
functionalism implicit in many strands of research on environmen-
tal governance renders them unable to make sense of these dynam-
ics. It also leads them to systematically underestimate the political 
obstacles facing some environmental regimes. 

(Marcoux, 2011, p. 147)

This book attempts to take up this challenge by conducting a politi-
cal investigation of the ways in which the international community 
has sought to deal with the complex and difficult problem of climate 
change. It asks questions about how and why the climate problem has 
been framed in a particular and fragmentary way, leading to responses 
that appear to neglect some of the key socioeconomic drivers of the 
enhanced greenhouse effect. It goes on to consider the motivations and 
national interests of the state Parties to the UNFCCC and the alliances 
that dominate the politics of that institution. Part of the explanation of 
why it has proved so difficult to arrive at a comprehensive post-Kyoto 
climate agreement, is to be found in the incompatibility of perceived 
national economic interests and the disconnection between national 
responsibility and vulnerability to effects of alterations in the climate. 
But this is by no means the whole story. There is also the indissoluble 
relationship between the climate regime and the demands for restitu-
tion and fairness that motivates developing countries, leading to the 
issue of what exactly ‘climate justice’ means at the international level 
and whether it is separable from the pursuit of material national inter-
ests. In common with many areas of international life, symbolic politics 
is an evident dimension of international climate discussions, and it will 
be amplified when the climate is linked to security issues or discussed 
at the level of heads of state or government. There is a need to consider 
who benefits from prestige- and recognition-seeking activities and what 
they may mean for the possibilities of agreement.

Underlying any international political analysis are questions of power 
in both its relational and structural forms. How is power exercised 
within the climate regime and to what effect? Questions of national 
interest and motivation involve agency, but agency is constrained and 
conditioned by structures. Much of the research on the climate regime 
tends to be focused on the regime itself, rather than the wider struc-
tural context of the international system. A further, and very difficult, 
question concerns the extent to which the fate of the regime, and 
power relations within it, are determined by the overall international 
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8 Climate Change in World Politics

economic and political structures. Most significant in all of this is the 
shifting relationship between the climate regime and trends in the wider 
international system within which it is embedded. At the primary level 
of analysis this denotes the international system of states, but beneath 
this are the shifting and crisis-ridden structures of the global economy 
which have driven both the exponential rise in GHGs and the alteration 
in interstate power balances. This is especially important in an era when 
these structures have been subject to very substantial changes.

In grappling with these questions I have resorted to various types of 
IR theory, where appropriate and where they provide tools of analysis 
for the dissection of national interest or the influence of structure. 
This may be criticised as theoretical eclecticism, but I found it useful 
to think through the classic dialogues between liberalism and realism 
or between communitarianism and cosmopolitanism in relation to the 
specifics of the climate regime. In Chapter 2, I have used the framework 
of regime analysis to organise discussion of the way the climate ‘issue 
area’ was defined, and in Chapter 3 the description of the UNFCCC 
follows established practice in terms of its outline of principles, norms, 
rules and decision-making procedures. The influence of constructivism 
is evident in the discussion of ‘framing and fragmentation’ in Chapter 2 
and again, to a lesser extent, in the discussion of EU identity creation 
in Chapter 6.2

An outline of the book

The book is organised as follows. It commences with a discussion of 
the way in which the climate regime was constructed, followed by an 
analysis of its key characteristics and changes up until the beginning 
of 2015. There then follow three chapters that cover agency in interna-
tional climate politics, starting with national interests and then mov-
ing to the related questions of the pursuit of justice and the search for 
recognition and prestige. Structural change and explanation are covered 
in Chapter 7. The concluding chapter reflects on the effectiveness of 
the climate regime and some implications of the political obstacles and 
opportunities identified in the preceding chapters.

Chapter 2: Framing and fragmentation

Issue areas are politically derived constructs which often define a prob-
lem in a partial way. The inclusions and exclusions in the UNFCCC 
and its Kyoto Protocol are considered in specific terms, for example the 
concentration on territorial emissions and the exclusion of emissions 
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Introduction  9

arising from international aviation and sea transport. Broader ques-
tions are also raised as to why, what might be considered by independ-
ent observers as essential drivers of anthropogenic emissions, such as 
increases in population and consumption, do not appear on the agenda. 
On the other hand, there have been serious attempts to redefine the 
climate problem in ways which link emissions mitigation and adapta-
tion to security. The absences from, and fragmentation of, what is com-
monly described as the climate ‘regime complex’ may be explained not 
only by the way in which the issues are framed but by the self-interested 
manoeuvres of governments and organisational bureaucracies.

Chapter 3: The UNFCCC regime

Here, the central international climate regime is analysed as a global 
commons regime. The evolution of its principles and norms is reviewed. 
The principle of common but differentiated responsibilities, which 
has exempted Group of 77 (G77) members from making mandatory 
emission reductions, has come under increasing strain as developing 
countries are predicted to become responsible for the majority of global 
emissions by the 2020s. The Kyoto Protocol represented one approach 
to organising the mitigation activities of developed countries. It has 
largely been replaced by a looser but comprehensive and differenti-
ated system of ‘bottom up’ voluntary ‘contributions’. The regime has 
evolved complex rules for information gathering and for the operation 
of the flexibility mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol. There has been 
slow but evident progress in areas such as adaptation funding and tech-
nology transfer. The history of the UNFCCC has been punctuated by 
attempts to use development funding as a lever to promote G77 adher-
ence to the regime – as with current adaptation measures and develop-
ment of arrangements for ‘reducing emissions from deforestation and 
degradation in developing countries, including conservation’ (REDD+). 
The internal political system of the regime is also considered, with its 
proliferation of sub groups and committees and the continuing failure 
to agree on voting procedures, which have provided ample scope for 
obstruction.

Chapter 4: Interests and alignments

This chapter employs an orthodox definition of national interests to set 
out the varying motives of the Parties to the Convention. Unlike many 
other environmental regimes, the interests engaged are unlikely to fall 
within the category of ‘milieu goals’ for general improvement. Instead 
they are ‘possession goals’ which are likely to be taken most seriously 
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10 Climate Change in World Politics

by governments. Such goals are seen as a balance between national 
economic and energy security interests and perceptions of cost and 
vulnerability to the impacts of climate change. Climate politics can be 
portrayed as a nexus of the environmental agenda of the North and the 
developmental demands of the South, and it is important to relate what 
has occurred within the regime to broader changes in North–South 
relations. Developing countries have very different stakes in the climate 
negotiations, but what unites them is the concept of the primacy of 
development over GHG mitigation and adherence to CBDR-RC prin-
ciples. The chapter is structured around the major negotiating groups: 
The European Union, The Umbrella Group, Environmental Integrity 
Group and G77. Within the latter are the Alliance of Small Island States 
(AOSIS), the members of the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC), the Less Developed and, since 2009, Brazil, South 
Africa, India and China, the BASIC group of large emerging economies. 
Special attention is paid to positions adopted on a 2015 agreement 
and recent crosscutting alignments, the Cartagena Dialogue and the 
Like-Minded Developing Countries. The benefits, along with the costs 
of climate change, are unevenly distributed in other ways and a simple 
North–South dichotomy is no longer adequate to describe the cleavages 
between rich and poor and centre and periphery in both hemispheres.

Chapter 5: The pursuit of justice 

Only a narrow realism would deny the significance of normative con-
siderations alongside national interests. Attempts to mitigate emissions 
and adapt to climate change are essentially inseparable from questions 
of climate justice and the obligations of those primarily responsible for 
the emissions that cause climate change to those who are vulnerable 
and/or less developed. The question of distributive climate justice, as 
between developed and developing worlds, has never been resolved and 
continues to provide a basis for asserting national rights and claiming 
legitimacy. This chapter employs the distinction between communitar-
ian and cosmopolitan conceptions of international ethics to investigate 
the nature of the different proposals on fairness, the distribution of 
mitigation commitments in relation to current and cumulative emis-
sions and occupation of the ‘carbon space’. This helps to not only 
clarify the differences between the contending nations, but also reveals 
strong links to national economic interests and the failure to consider 
a truly cosmopolitan approach that would establish the rights of indi-
vidual human beings. Nonetheless, the climate regime demonstrates 
the beginnings of a communitarian approach through developing 
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Introduction  11

principles of assistance with adaptation and compensation for loss and 
damage.

Chapter 6: Recognition and prestige

The starting point of this chapter is the recent revival in IR theory 
of the study of identity and recognition as elements of state policy. 
The symbolic politics that arise from this can account for some of the 
significant and sometimes apparently irrational behaviour that occurs 
within the climate regime, which is often neglected in rationalistic 
interest-based accounts of negotiations but is readily apparent to par-
ticipants. Climate diplomacy resonates with assertions of sovereignty 
and national prestige because, it will be argued, it has diverged from 
‘normal’ international environmental negotiations, attaining a much 
higher political profile. The final week of the 2009 Copenhagen COP 
provides the most graphic illustration of this trend. Three examples are 
used to illustrate these propositions. Japan, denied some of the normal 
trappings of great power status, attempted to use sponsorship of envi-
ronmental conventions as a means of improving its international stand-
ing. The climate ‘leadership’ role of the EU is analysed as a case study in 
identity construction in which symbolic opposition to the United States 
(US) became an important justification of the Union as an international 
actor. Then there is the very different case of the members of ALBA (the 
Bolivarian Alliance of the Peoples of Our America), who used dissent 
from the agreement reached by the big climate powers at Copenhagen 
to register their independence and opposition to ‘imperialism’. Finally, 
this chapter considers the status conferred by the membership of select 
international ‘clubs’ such as the G8, G20 and the Major Economies 
Forum.

Chapter 7: Structural change and climate politics

The preceding chapters focus on interpretations of agency. The purpose 
of this chapter is to set these actions in their structural context. A fun-
damental thesis of the book is that the climate change regime, which 
has become very different from a ‘normal’ or ‘functional’ type of inter-
national environmental cooperation, should not be viewed in isolation. 
This chapter attempts to consider in detail the extent to which changes 
in the climate regime can be associated with the dramatic shifts occur-
ring in its wider political environment, including the collapse of bipo-
larity and the changed structure that emerged after 2000. Underlying 
economic trends in the system are considered in relation to the way in 
which they both contributed to increases in emissions of GHGs and 
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12 Climate Change in World Politics

shaped the international political structure. Structural interpretations 
matter because they can provide explanations of power relationships 
and the determination of outcomes. Clearly the overall ‘hegemony’ 
of the United States and the subsequent rise of the BASIC countries 
provide significant structural influences over the course of the climate 
regime. However, the specific structural relationships within the climate 
regime itself, as part of a UN General Assembly-based system, have pro-
vided a countervailing source of power.

Chapter 8: Conclusion

In the end, questions of the effectiveness of the regime and its future 
development cannot and should not be avoided. This concluding 
chapter reviews evidence on its impact on governmental and corporate 
behaviour in relation to reducing emissions to achieve stabilisation at 
or below the 2 °C threshold. Current trends towards formulating a new 
agreement to be operative in 2020 are considered in the light of the 
political evolution of the regime. The fact that the UNFCCC cannot be 
extracted from its politico-economic context limits the scope for purely 
institutional solutions of the type that may be applicable to other, less 
contentious, environmental regimes. The climate regime may also be 
incapable of accommodating those demands for climate justice that are 
not necessarily represented by the ‘state Parties’. This leads to analysis 
of what role, if any, the UNFCCC can be expected to play. The politi-
cal dimensions of the regime that are examined in this book certainly 
complicate and obstruct the search for agreement, but there may also be 
ways in which they can be utilised to provide a more positive outcome.
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