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ABSTRACT
There is a significant deficit of ‘ecological integrity’ in contemporary climate
change governance, defined as explicit recognition of the mismatch between
rhetoric, intentions and actions. This deficit is not unique to climate
governance: we live in an age of bullshit (indifference to the truth).
Philosopher Harry Frankfurt (On bullshit, 2005, Princeton University Press)
identifies this as ‘one of the most salient features of our culture’. In this
article, I argue that the concept captures the inconsistencies we observe in
global climate governance. I begin by conceptualizing it and identifying the
various forms it can take. I then provide an overview of the past three
decades of global climate governance, before analysing illustrative examples
of bullshit. I conclude by proposing reforms to the climate regime’s
accountability arrangements to enhance the integrity and limit the harmful
effects of bullshit in global climate governance.
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1. Introduction

Globalization and climate change are intimately and inextricably related. Of course, countries were
emitting greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions long before globalization became a defining characteristic
of the international order. But the ‘widening, deepening and speeding up of worldwide interconnect-
edness’ (Held et al., 1999, p. 2) has magnified the scope of the capitalist growth imperative, and cre-
ated and consolidated highly polluting practices and processes (such as high volumes of extraction,
trade and transportation). But, as the editors of this special issue note, globalization has not been all
bad, even for climate change (Bishop & Payne, 2020a, 2020b). It has strengthened the potential for
multilateral cooperation on climate change and enabled new forms of cooperation among state and
non-state actors (as well as exclusively among non-state actors). But, in a context of neoliberal glo-
balization, the global climate regime has produced norms and rules that tend to privilege and protect
the interests of global elites over the needs of the global majority. The climate regime has proven
more effective in protecting neoliberal globalization than in resolving the climate crisis. This regime
is increasingly unfit for purpose and in urgent need of reform.

In this article, I focus on one particular problem within global climate governance: the prevalence
of bullshit. I argue that efforts to reform and ‘reglobalize’ international cooperation on climate
change need to address the deficit of ecological integrity, defined as explicit recognition of the mis-
match between rhetoric, intentions and actions. There is no shortage of declarations, pledges, and
policies promising ambitious emissions reductions. And yet, emissions continue to rise and mitiga-
tion actions fall far short of the ambition required to ensure a stable climate. Words are rarely
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supported by sincere ambition and serious action. Scholarship critical of environmental and climate
politics is, of course, plentiful, but scholars have yet to come to terms with the challenges posed by
insincerity. It is a theme only recently coming under scrutiny. Barry and Blühdorn (2018, p. 249)
observe that environmental decision-making is characterized by ‘half-heartedness, pretending and
delay’. Such ‘symbolic politics’, they argue, is a common strategy that ‘(i)n contexts of uncertainty
or lacking resources…may maintain political momentum until more information has become avail-
able, or more resources and support have been mobilized for the implementation of more satisfac-
tory solutions’. Hudson (2019), by contrast, is concerned that insincerity undermines the potential
for real victories: ‘Taking fake victories at face value strengthens the fakers, reassures the waverers
that they don’t need to get involved, and does nothing to build our own capacity to tell the truth
and expose lies’. Geden (2016, p. 1) observes that climate change policy and research communities
tend to assume ‘consistency between talk, decisions, and actions’. But ‘real-world policymaking’, he
argues, is inherently inconsistent. To deal with inconsistency between progressive rhetoric and cau-
tious action, most governments resort to hypocrisy (Geden, 2016, p. 5). Gunster et al. (2018) show
that charges of hypocrisy can be used to undermine the credibility of climate advocates, but are more
commonly invoked by progressives seeking more ambitious climate action. The impact of insincerity
and hypocrisy on global climate and environmental governance, as well as citizens’ efforts to hold
actors to account, clearly warrants greater research.

In this article, I argue that the concept of bullshit captures the mistruths and inconsistencies we
observe in global climate governance, draws our attention to the insidious effects of deceit and helps
us grasp the kinds of reform needed. As awareness of the climate crisis spreads, citizens are increas-
ingly demanding action, but the complexity of climate change science and policy makes this domain
particularly vulnerable to insincerity and hypocrisy. Few citizens have the capacity to readily dis-
tinguish truth from bullshit in the pronouncements of political leaders and policy actors. It is, there-
fore, an urgent, albeit difficult, problem to address in reforming the climate regime. In the following
section, I conceptualize bullshit and identify the various forms it can take. I then provide an overview
of the past three decades of global climate governance, before analysing illustrative examples of bull-
shit. I conclude by proposing ways to reform and reglobalize the climate regime. Subjecting the
regime to greater public scrutiny and accountability could enhance the integrity and limit the harm-
ful effects of bullshit on global climate governance.

2. Conceptualizing bullshit

Harry Frankfurt’s 1986 essay ‘On Bullshit, later reprinted as a short book (Frankfurt, 2005), was the
first work to trigger interest in the nature and role of bullshit in public life. Political theorists have
conceptualized bullshit as both an activity (verb) and a product (noun). Analysing bullshit as an
activity (bullshitting) focuses more on the actor (the bull) and their motives while focusing on bull-
shit as a product (the shit) minimizes the importance of prior motives (Cohen, 2002). The former is
best illustrated in the work of Harry Frankfurt (2005, 2007), while the latter is developed by G.A.
Cohen (2002).

Frankfurt was one of the first to theorize bullshit, although his work owes much to Black’s prior
(1985) work on humbug, which he saw as distinct from bullshit only in its more polite tone (Frank-
furt, 2005, pp. 4–5). Frankfurt argued that the bullshitter speaks and acts ‘without any regard for how
things really are’ (Frankfurt, 2005, p. 30). It is this indifference to the truth which Frankfurt argues is
the ‘essence’ of bullshit and is ultimately more pernicious that straight-out lying (Frankfurt, 2005, p. 34).
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Fifteen years ago, he saw this as ‘one of the most salient features of our culture’ (Ibid., 1); it is even
more salient today in the era of ‘fake news’ and ‘post-truth’.

Bridgeman and Sandrik’s (2008) study of bullshit in contract law illustrates the difference between
lying and bullshitting. Lying is akin to promissory fraud whereby ‘a party makes a promise that it has
no intention to keep, and it does so in order to deceive the promisee about its intentions (Ibid., 1). A
‘bullshit promise’, by contrast, is made when a party ‘uses promissory language but elsewhere
reserves the right not to perform’. The party in this case may not have a specific plan to change
the terms but keeps their options open such that the promise is insincere, even though the party
may end up keeping it.

As conceptualized by Frankfurt, bullshit reveals a carelessness with the truth; it is not a lapse into
laziness but rather intentionally saying whatever will advance one’s interests (Belfiore, 2009, p. 345).
The content may be true or false; what matters is that it leaves a favorable impression. Bullshit,
Frankfurt (2005, pp. 42–43) argued, is hot air: ‘mere vapor…without substance or content…
Just as hot air is speech that has been emptied of all informative content, so excrement is matter
from which everything nutritive has been removed’. The bullshitter is indifferent to whether the
words they articulate reflect reality or not, they only want the audience to believe it is true. No
attempt is made to confirm the accuracy of the words or attend to all relevant facts. Bullshit ‘is closer
to bluffing than it is to lying’ (Belfiore, 2009, p. 345).

In his product-focused theorization, Cohen (2002) defined bullshit as nonsensical talk or writing.
He delineated three types. The first is the unclarifiable discourse, ‘that is not only obscure but which
cannot be rendered unobscure, where any apparent success in rendering it unobscured creates some-
thing that is not recognizable as a version of what is said’ (Cohen, 2002, p. 6). Cohen was mainly
concerned with this type of bullshit because it is so prevalent in the academy. The other two
types are rubbish or arguments that are ‘grossly deficient either in logic or in sensitivity to empirical
evidence’; and irretrievably speculative comments that simply cannot be verified one way or the
other (Ibid., 6–7). The motives for producing bullshit are not of primary interest for Cohen because
they do not define the concept. One might innocently repeat bullshit under the false belief that it is
true; such a person is not indifferent to the truth, just mistaken about it. For Cohen (2002, p. 5), it
does not make an utterance any less bullshit simply because the speaker did not aim to deceive.
Equally, a bullshitter may be deliberate in their actions; they may ‘have reason to want what they
say to be unintelligible, for example, in order to impress, or in order to give spurious support to a
claim’ (Ibid., 8).

A further type of bullshit, or at least a very close cousin, is hypocrisy (Dovi, 2001; Finnemore,
2009; Krasner, 1999; Runciman, 2008; Seymour, 2014; Shklar, 1984; Weaver, 2008). Hypocrisy
can be understood as an act performed by someone who does not really believe what they are saying,
thereby manifesting as an inconsistency between stated principles and actual behaviour. The stated
principles can be understood as bullshit in the absence of a genuine attempt to align practice with
them; the principles are then shown to be ‘hot air’ designed to affect an audience in the actor’s favour.
This may occur at the individual level, but also at the institutional level. As Thompson (1995, p. 176)
explains, ‘(i)nstitutional hypocrisy involves a disparity between the publicly avowed purposes of an
institution and its actual performance or function. This form of bullshit is pervasive and harmful in
politics. In international relations, this has been studied mostly in the context of states’ responses to
humanitarian crises (Dovi, 2001; Lipson, 2007; Seymour, 2014), as well as bureaucratic hypocrisy in
the World Bank (Weaver, 2008). Some consider it insignificant or benign (Mearsheimer, 2011;
Shklar, 1984). However, others argue that it erodes trust and promotes cynicism (Dovi, 2001;
Thompson, 1995). I agree with this latter assessment and, by examining the case of climate change,
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will show that bullshit also undermines our collective ability to respond to problems of public
concern.

2. Global climate governance: an overview

Since multilateral climate negotiations began three decades ago, rhetoric and action on climate
change have been misaligned. A recent Nature editorial observed that ‘many policymakers who
argue that emissions must be curbed, and fast, don’t seem to appreciate the scale of what’s required’
(Nature, 2018, p. 404). This is as true today as it was 30 years ago. By the 1980s scientists were confi-
dent that increasing concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere posed a threat to climate
stability, which in turn would threaten the stability and even survival of human societies. At the
behest of scientific ‘knowledge brokers’ who stepped out of the academy to advocate political action
to reduce GHG emissions, international leaders began crafting declarations in 1988 and the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was agreed in 1992 (see Bodansky,
2001). Over time, norms emerged about who should take responsibility for mitigating climate
change, and how such mitigation should be pursued. The first norm held that international
efforts to reduce emissions should be based on the universal participation of states, but guided by
the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities (CBDR).
This put the primary responsibility on industrialized countries based on their historical contribution
to pollution and/or their greater capacity to bear the costs incurred. The second norm held that cli-
mate change mitigation should be achieved through domestic emission reduction targets and time-
tables (Stevenson, 2013). Until the collapse of talks in Copenhagen in 2009, states negotiated the
substance of these norms in a top-down fashion in the UNFCCC. The Kyoto Protocol distributed
responsibility for emissions cuts and limitations so as to deliver a 5% reduction in the emissions
of industrialized countries by 2012, relative to 1990 levels. But, as these states pursued their national
targets, the challenge of matching pledges with practice became apparent. This pushed some states to
abandon the Kyoto Protocol (most famously, the United States (US), but also Russia, Canada and
Japan in the second commitment period). Other states rhetorically maintained the commitments
but sought creative techniques such as emissions trading that allowed them to comply without
undermining economic growth ambitions nor transforming unsustainable development practices.
Over time, responsibility was reframed as requiring emission cuts in the developing world on the
basis of their projected emissions. The practice of offsetting allowed many industrialized countries
to make the virtuous claim that they were meeting their own national targets while simultaneously
promoting low-carbon development in poorer countries. Offsetting involves a high-emitting country
or company investing in emissions reduction (reforestation, energy efficiency, renewable energy,
etc.) in a developing country, and claiming the reduction towards their targets.

By the time states came to negotiate a post-2012 climate change agreement, it was clear that gen-
uine mitigation of the scale called for by scientists exceeded political will and capacity. Disagree-
ments over how to distribute responsibility and reduce emissions resulted in a shift from top-
down negotiated targets to a bottom-up process whereby each state determines the scale and style
of their commitment. The 2015 Paris Agreement therefore has an aspirational collective goal of lim-
iting global warming to 2°C, and possibly 1.5°C, but there is no way to ensure consistency between
the goal and individual commitments. Unsurprisingly, national targets and actual policies are insuffi-
ciently ambitious to deliver this result (Climate Action Tracker, n.d.).

Impatience with the slow pace and low ambition of UN processes has pushed non-state actors to
construct parallel governance initiatives. Of course, climate concern was not the only or indeed
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primary motivation; the market-based mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol had already awakened
businesses to the profit potential of mitigation, and advancing voluntary regulation was preferable
to accepting potentially more stringent public regulation in the future. Some, like Hoffmann
(2011, 5) argue that the ‘centre of gravity’ in global climate governance shifted away from the UN
after the failed Copenhagen summit of 2009 and now lies in voluntary transnational experiments
led by market and subnational actors and civil society. Such experiments involve sharing infor-
mation, tools for disclosing and monitoring emissions, offsetting, municipal-based targets, and sub-
national emissions trading. Advocates argue that these experiments are valuable not only for the
emissions they directly reduce but also for signalling to states that society is willing to take action,
which indirectly may push up the level of ambition (Chan et al., 2015). But, while many non-
state actors are committing to voluntary action, the vast majority is not. And, among those who
are, there are very few who are accountable for their pledges (Bulkeley & Newell, 2010, p. 66).
Whether or not transnational governance can make a genuine difference to global GHG emissions,
this style of governance is here to stay. Indeed, the 2015 Paris Agreement recognizes and incorpor-
ates voluntary commitments and actions by non-state actors and sees cooperation between states
and non-state actors as the path to higher ambition. As Geden (2016) observes, this bottom-up pro-
cess has secured a higher level of participation, but its ability to produce the desired outcome is taken
as a matter of faith.

3. Bullshit in global climate governance

As we saw above, bullshit can manifest in various forms: saying whatever will advance one’s interests,
irrespective of whether it reflects reality; making a promise while implicitly or explicitly reserving the
right not to perform accordingly; nonsense statements; unclarifiable discourse; illogical arguments
that are insensitive to empirical evidence; irretrievably speculative comments; and an inconsistency
between statements and practice produced by the lack of genuine effort to ensure consistency. Bull-
shit is pervasive in global climate change governance and manifests in several, and potentially all,
these forms. A vast literature on global climate governance has already captured the problem of
inadequate action. The value of conceptualizing this in terms of bullshit is that it draws our attention
to mistruths and inconsistencies, as well as their potential impacts. Detecting bullshit is difficult for
non-specialists. If undetected, bullshit undermines the likelihood of stabilizing the climate system.
But undetected bullshit is also dangerous because suspicions that it is pervasive will further erode
public trust in political institutions. The erosion of trust will make it even harder to get democratic
mandates to take ambitious action on climate change. Beyond helping to grasp the presence and con-
sequences of mistruths and inconsistencies, the concept of bullshit also helps us to understand better
the types of reforms needed in the global climate regime. There is a vast literature on accountability
in climate governance, but the particular problem of insincerity and hypocrisy is not adequately
addressed by existing reform proposals. In the next section, I address this challenge, but first I analyse
the nature and scope of climate bullshit in greater detail.

The analysis in this section draws attention to illustrative examples in state-based climate govern-
ance. A fuller account would encompass the transnational experiments that are now proliferating
and are likely to be a strong source of climate bullshit given the prominence of corporate greenwash-
ing. I start with two examples drawn from the UN’s principal climate body, the United Nations Fra-
mework Convention on Climate Change. As Geden (2016, 3) observed of the UNFCCC, there are
‘numerous instances of disconnect between decisions and actions’. This is enabled by the fact that
policy-makers come and go; unless there is close scrutiny, they can repeat their unfulfilled promises
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ad nauseum. Year after year, the annual climate convention repeats its promise ‘to reach global peak-
ing of greenhouse gas emissions as soon as possible’, and year after year ‘as soon as possible’ is pro-
jected further into the future. Decisions are not taken, nor actions implemented, that will genuinely
produce a peaking of emissions in anything close to the timeline scientists tell us is necessary. The
truth that nobody wants to admit is that climate change negotiations are driven by political feasi-
bility, not environmental desirability (Geden, 2016). This results in various instances of bullshit.
Two instances are selected for illustration to highlight what may become the most dangerous
form of bullshit in climate governance (the growing reliance on ‘negative emissions’) and a form
of bullshit that has been sustained for over two decades (the omission of politically sensitive emis-
sions). Designing more effective and sincere multilateral agreements requires ambitious participation
by states. I, therefore, follow the UNFCCC cases with a national case to illustrate the gap between
rhetoric and action at the national level. I selected Germany not because this country’s climate record
is particularly egregious but because it presents itself, and is widely seen, as a climate leader. The gap
between rhetoric and action is therefore particularly large. In the absence of progress in the
UNFCCC, observers often highlight the potential leadership role of the Group of 20 (G20). I, there-
fore, complete my analysis with this case to show that climate bullshit is also prominent in this multi-
lateral space.

3.1. Negative emissions

Emissions modelling, including that informing the Paris Agreement, now tends to include large-scale
use of ‘negative emissions technologies’ (Larkin et al., 2018). Most scenarios developed by the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) for limiting warming to 1.5 or 2°C are based on
large-scale deployment of negative emissions technologies from 2020 onwards (van Vuuren et al.,
2017). While still unproven, these technologies are expected to remove carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere. Scenarios that exclude these technologies are based on a much larger reduction of
greenhouse emissions by 2050: 60–75% reduction relative to 2010 levels, compared to 40–60%
reduction if negative emissions technologies are used (van Vuuren et al., 2017, p. 902). The assump-
tion that this technology will be deployed and will work therefore injects considerable wriggle room
into emissions-pathway planning (Anderson & Peters, 2016). It is the equivalent of adopting a dras-
tic weight-loss goal while only moderately reducing calorie intake because future medical inno-
vations should be able to offset the excess brownies and burgers. Yet, despite their ‘pivotal role’ in
mitigation scenarios, negative emissions technologies are ‘almost completely absent from climate
policy discussions’ (Anderson & Peters, 2016, p. 183). Some negative emissions technologies are
benign and mundane: many countries already discount the emissions absorbed by afforestation
and reforestation. But modelling for 1.5°C and 2°C depends on a technology known as BECCS, bioe-
nergy combined with carbon capture and storage. It assumes that carbon will be absorbed during the
growth of biomass (trees), then captured before or during the burning of biomass for energy, and
finally stored permanently in underground deposits. As of February 2019, only one pilot demon-
stration plant is in existence (Drax, 2019), but lack of investment in technological development
and still nascent technological demonstration are not deterring its use in emissions planning. It is
not simply that we are at an early stage of research; according to Anderson and Peters (2016, p.
183), ‘(t)wo decades of research and pilot plants have struggled to demonstrate the technical and
economic viability of power regeneration with CCS, even when combusting relatively homogenous
fossil fuels. Substituting for heterogenous biomass feedstock adds to the already considerable chal-
lenges’. Geological storage of the captured CO2 presents the greatest technical problem because ‘the
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subsurface does not contain any empty space’ (Scott et al., 2013, p. 107). Many depleted oil and gas
fields have been filled with water in the process of extracting more energy. Others find that the tech-
nical feasibility is promising, but the likelihood of implementation is undermined by a lack of societal
and political support, as well as concerns about trade-offs. Deploying BECCS would require covering
a land area of between one and two times the size of India with biomass, which would undermine
other land uses such as food production. Existing surveys do not show high levels of disapproval, but
rather ignorance: most people simply do not know anything about this technology (Perdan et al.,
2017; Yang et al., 2016). As one study admits, ‘public views expressed in our survey could be
classified as largely uninformed opinions’ (Perdan et al., 2017, p. 82). Such ‘pseudo-opinions’ are
often considered ‘weak and unstable, and as such regarded as unsuitable for predicting future public
support or opposition to a technology’ (Ibid.). Evidence from Germany shows that public acceptance
of CCS is low and that it decreases further when additional information is provided (Braun et al.,
2017). In the absence of more solid evidence about the technical viability of this negative emissions
technology, and of its public acceptability, its inclusion in mitigation scenarios is bullshit. It reveals
an indifference to truth, as well as a mismatch between the stated urgency of mitigating climate
change and actions to reduce emissions. Geden (2016, pp. 4–5) describes it as ‘magical thinking
that has the effect of ‘masking the growing inconsistency between political talk, decisions, and
actions’.

3.2. Omitted emissions

Two sources of greenhouse gas emissions are fully or partially omitted under the measuring, report-
ing and mitigating rules of the UNFCCC: military emissions and international aviation. Military
emissions are patchy and opaque, while international aviation has been the focus of a new, separate
UN agreement consistent with the contemporary age of bullshit.

Military emissions are never openly talked about in climate negotiations.1 Concerns that global
climate policy would undermine state sovereignty and national security led to loopholes in the
UNFCCC reporting rules that would make it almost impossible to know the true scale of military
GHG emissions, and impossible to ensure states reduce these emissions. Recent estimates suggest
that the Pentagon in the US is the world’s largest institutional emitter of GHG (Nuttall et al.,
2017, p. 3). Based on fuel usage, only 46 countries emit more than the US military (Belcher et al.,
2020, 8). Given the scale of these emissions, their patchy inclusion in inventories and absence
from mitigation plans advances the interests of powerful actors at the expense of the truth.

The US did not, as sometimes claimed (Nelson, 2015), secure a blanket exemption on reporting
military emissions during the Kyoto Protocol negotiations; it sought this (Eizenstat, 1998), but only
secured partial exemption and flexibility that renders it difficult to determine precisely which emis-
sions are included and excluded from national accounts. The fact that the Pentagon was ‘fully sat-
isfied’ (Ibid.) with the reporting rules agreed in the late 1990s makes it clear is that there is no
intention to address the enormous emissions arising from military activity. National reports include
domestically consumed military jet fuel. International bunker fuels (fuel used in commercial and
strategic international aviation and marine transportation) are included but subtracted (e.g. EPA,
2019, Tables 3-1 and 3-13). For a long time, the difficulty of assigning responsibility was resolved
by holding no one responsible. Multilateral operations consistent with the UN Charter are also
excluded from emission totals, but should be reported for information purposes in line with ‘good
practice’ (UNFCCC, 2006, p. 8.2.1; UNFCCC, 2018, Table 1D, Note 2). Few countries conform to
good practice; the vast majority artfully deploys notation keys to deflect attention.2 But reported
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data only includes fuel purchased in-country and used abroad in operations, rather than fuel pur-
chased abroad mid-operation (namely, international bunker fuel).3 Further ambiguity is introduced
by the vagueness of the reference to ‘multilateral operations pursuant to the Charter of the United
Nations’ (UNFCCC, 2006, p. 8.2.1), which should presumably mean operations approved by the
Security Council but has been interpreted more broadly to limit mitigation action. A US State
Department official told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1998 that:

The parties in Kyoto took a position to exempt key overseas military activities from any emissions tar-
gets, including exemptions for bunker fuels we used in international aviation and maritime transport
and from emissions resulting from multilateral operations, such as self-defense, peacekeeping, and
humanitarian relief. This would include everything from Grenada to U.N.-sanctioned activities. Thus,
it exempts from our national targets not only multilateral operations authorized by the Security Council,
like Desert Storm or Bosnia, but importantly it also exempts multilateral operations initiated pursuant to
the charter but without the express authorization of the Council, such as Grenada. (Eizenstat, 1998)

The Paris Agreement neither reaffirms nor modifies rules and expectations on military emissions.
The reporting guidelines used by the UNFCCC have not changed. What has changed is the enhanced
flexibility for countries to choose the degree and nature of their domestic emission reductions.

After three decades of inaction on international aviation, a separate UN agreement (outside the
UNFCCC) was agreed in 2018. However, the CORSIA (Carbon Offsetting and Reduction Scheme for
International Aviation) agreement is riddled with weaknesses that confirm that the international
community remains unwilling to curb emissions from this sector. Firstly, it is an agreement of
the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), whose remit excludes international flights
from police, military, customs and state aircraft (ICAO, 2018a, p. 28). The aviation industry under-
plays the significance of its emissions by stressing that they account for only 2% of global GHG emis-
sions. However, this figure only includes civil aviation, and this is growing at an annual rate of nearly
5%. If the CORSIA objectives are achieved as well as targets on biofuels and technological improve-
ments, the sector will account for some 12% of total emissions in 2050, but if it falls short the sector
may account for over 25% of all emissions (CarbonBrief, 2016). The aviation industry’s statements
are therefore bullshit in the sense of being insensitive to empirical evidence.

Secondly, the agreement is not based on limiting aviation and thereby reducing emissions, but
rather provides a system for offsetting emission increases from 2020 levels. It is a plan for ‘car-
bon-neutral growth’. This entails investing in tree planting or a technological innovation to absorb
emissions from the atmosphere or avoid emissions growth in another sector. But carbon offsets are a
classic case of bullshit that practice has disproven as an effective mitigation measure. Their inclusion
is then another case of insensitivity to empirical evidence or bullshit. An evaluation of the European
Commission’s offset projects under the Kyoto Protocol’s Clean Development Mechanism found that
85% had a low likelihood of reducing emissions; only 2% had a high likelihood of doing so (Cames
et al., 2016, pp. 10–11). The limitations and problems with offsetting are widely known (Song, 2019;
Stevenson, 2013); an agreement based exclusively on their use can only be considered bullshit. As
Lyle (2018, p. 10) summarizes: ‘Offsets carry the risk of encouraging people to believe that they
need not change their behaviour, thus creating irreversibility in consumption and production pat-
terns. Offsetting often lacks due diligence on effectiveness and requires costly management and
administration’.

Thirdly, the agreement measures are voluntary until 2027 (ICAO, 2018b, p. 3), by which time the
international community will have been debating climate change for nearly 50 years. The voluntary
provision requires that both the departure and arrival countries of a route agree to participate,
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although it is the carriers, not the countries, which are responsible for offsetting the emissions. The
countries are responsible for monitoring, verifying and reporting the emissions data (Lyle, 2018, p.
6). But the voluntary provision is not replaced with a mandatory one after 2027: ICAO has no auth-
ority over its member-states and can only encourage them to comply with the scheme through its
completion in 2035 (Ibid., 7).

3.3. Germany

The case of Germany reflects bullshit in the sense of inconsistency between stated principles and
actual performance. Germany has long positioned itself as a leader in global efforts to address climate
change. Perhaps less well known outside climate policy circles is just how convenient this position
was for Germany, at least in the initial years of negotiating the UN climate convention and its Kyoto
Protocol. Following unification in 1990, many heavily polluting and inefficient industries and coal-
fired power plants in the east were shut down. By insisting on 1990 as an emissions baseline,
Germany was able to earn environmental credit through economically-motivated actions. By the
time the Kyoto Protocol was agreed in 1997, Germany was already below its 1990 level of emissions
(Harrison & McIntosh Sundstrom, 2007, p. 4). But little progress has been made further and delib-
erately to reduce GHG emissions since that time. Germany’s emissions in 2018 were similar to their
1992 level (Appunn &Wettengel, 2019). While per capita emissions have decreased from 11.6 metric
tons in 1991–8.8 metric tons in 2018, they remain nearly double the world average of 4.9 (and nearly
three times the estimated sustainable level of 3 tons per capita) (World Bank, 2019a).

Germany has consistently and vocally stressed the importance of ambitious emissions cuts and
criticized regressive steps by the United States. This occurred in the 1990s, first under the leadership
of Sigmar Gabriel and since then under the leadership of the media-dubbed ‘Climate Chancellor’
Angela Merkel (Keating, 2008). But Germany has not been immune to short-termism. Despite its
strong rhetoric, ‘the history of German climate policy shows that short-term economic interests
have frequently won key political battles’ (Michaelowa, 2008, p. 160). If Germany was genuinely
‘leading by example’, as Jänicke (2017, p. 114) suggests, we should have seen progress to transition
away from its dependence on lignite (brown coal) and hard coal. Instead, these sources still account
for 35.4% of Germany’s power production, which is more than all renewable sources combined
(Appunn et al., 2019). Moreover, the energy company RWE recently advanced with plans to clear
the 12,000-year-old Hambach Forest to expand lignite mining (DW, 2018). The federal energy sec-
retary supported the clearing, arguing that ‘we still need lignite for our reliable coal supply’ (quoted
in Vaughan, 2018). This contradicts the Energiewende, a national plan to move to an energy system
based almost entirely on renewable sources.

As a result of failures to cut lignite dependence, Germany has fallen far short of its renewable
energy target of 20% in 2020 (reaching just 13% in 2017) (Wilkes et al., 2018). This figure is well
below the world average of 18% and puts Germany in the company of Turkey, Venezuela, and Mol-
dova, countries hardly known for their ambitious climate change policies (World Bank, 2019b).
Partly for this reason, Germany is set to miss its 2020 goal of reducing emissions by 40% by 2020
(relative to 1990 levels) (Ibid.). This explains the country’s opposition to increasing the European
Union (EU)’s 2030 emissions pledge under the Paris Agreement, with Merkel now saying: ‘I
think we should first stick to the goals we have already set for ourselves. I don’t think permanently
setting ourselves new goals makes any sense.’ (quoted in Stam, 2018). Beyond the coal industry, the
car industry also wields considerable influence over Germany’s climate policy, as evidenced by

GLOBALIZATIONS 9



Merkel’s efforts to delay the introduction of stronger EU-wide CO2 standards for cars (Schreurs,
2016, pp. 115–116).

Much is made of Germany’s renewable electricity production, but this praise hides two problems.
The first is that electricity is just one part of the energy system (heating, cooling, and transport are the
other components). Renewable sources account for 38.2% of electricity consumption (roughly the
same as lignite and coal), but, when we look at total energy supply, Germany’s profile is much
less impressive. Renewables provide just 5.6% of transport energy and 13.9% of heating and cooling
(Renewable Energies Agency, 2019).

The second problem is that, if Germany is going to meet its climate change targets, it will need to
continue expanding renewable electricity production and consumption. However, investment gaps
cast doubt over this. Most renewable electricity is produced from wind in the north and needs to be
transported to the industrial south and west, but doing so requires new high-voltage connectors
between these regions. The current grid lacks the capacity to deliver high volumes of electricity
across the country, which results in switching off wind turbines and a lost opportunity to avoid
GHG emissions (Appunn, 2018). The European Court of Auditors describes the situation as ‘urgent’;
just 10% of the planned extension of 7900 km had been completed by the end of 2017 and grid oper-
ators express doubt that it will be achieved by 2025 (Appunn, 2018; ECA, 2019).

3.4. The Group of 20

Every year, the world’s largest 20 economies meet and agree to a raft of principles and actions on
economic development and financial stability. Every year from 2009 until President Trump joined
the annual meeting in 2017, the G20 repeated its commitment to phase out inefficient fossil fuel sub-
sidies. It took the election of a climate-change-denying US president to bring the G20’s words more
closely into alignment with its actions, which effectively deny the urgency of climate change. But this
has not removed the bullshit from the annual G20 Summit declaration. The inclusion of climate
change and, more recently, reference to the Paris Agreement is typically met with cheer among con-
cerned observers, but this will remain empty rhetoric until member-states cease propping up the fos-
sil-fuel sector with large subsidies. Estimates of the scale of subsidies vary because different actors use
different definitions of subsidies. Industrialized countries frequently claim that they provide no fos-
sil-fuel subsidies, but this claim rests on a definition of subsidies as payments to consumers. Broader
definitions include any public support that reduces the consumer price of coal, petrol, or gas, lowers
production costs, or increases producing companies’ profits. This includes payments to producers,
fiscal benefits, low-interest loans, free or reduced access to water, land, and infrastructure, price con-
trols, and public investment in research and development. The International Monetary Fund (IMF)
includes in its definition the absence of a carbon price by arguing that unless the pollution carries a
price tag it is effectively subsidized. Based on the latest data available, the IMF estimates that US$4.7
trillion (6.3% of global gross domestic product) was spent on fossil-fuel subsidies in 2015 and pro-
jects this number to rise US$5.2 trillion in 2017. It identified China as the largest subsidizer (US$1.4
billion), followed by the US ($649 billion), Russia ($551 billion), the EU ($289 billion) and India
($209 billion) (Coady et al., 2019, p. 1).

The most comprehensive study of G20 countries estimates the value of their coal, oil and gas sub-
sidies at US$147 billion annually (Climate Transparency, 2018, p. 7). Saudi Arabia is unsurprisingly
the largest subsidizer, at US$30 billion, followed by Italy (US$14 billion), Australia (US$7 billion)
and Brazil (US$16 billion). According to a European Commission report, annual fossil fuel subsidies
in the EU total EUR 55 billion (nearly US$62 billion) and have not decreased despite commitments
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to the UNFCCC and G20 (EC, 2019, p. 10). However, we should take this data with a grain of salt
since governments typically underestimate their subsidies. Germany, for example, identified 22 tax
breaks and budgetary transfers that favour fossil fuels to the value of US$17.6 billion annually (GSI,
2017). Civil society estimates put the value of German fossil-fuel subsidies at between US$40 and 50
billion (GermanWatch, 2017).

4. Enhancing integrity in global climate governance

In the context of neoliberal globalization, bullshit has thrived in the climate regime. Reform is una-
voidable if the international community is to respond successfully to the global climate crisis, but the
challenge is to identify forms of reform that are immediately politically feasible. I argue that the most
promising forms of reform lie within the realm of ‘democratic reglobalization’. Democratic regloba-
lization could harness worldwide interconnectedness to bring the climate regime under greater pub-
lic scrutiny and control, with the aim of producing better outcomes. This would not require
shrinking the role of either state or non-state actors, but rather bringing their decisions and actions
under greater democratic control. One key element of this, and the one on which I focus in this sec-
tion, is to reform the climate regime’s accountability mechanisms to make it harder for powerful
actors to get away with climate bullshit.4

When the Paris Agreement entered into force in November 2016, attention began turning
towards the challenge of ensuring that it is effectively implemented. Its standing as a piece of inter-
national law requires states to take steps to fulfil their own commitments (although the commit-
ments themselves are not legally binding) and to ensure the agreement fulfils its overall
objectives. Unfortunately, enforcement and accountability mechanisms remain weak at the inter-
national level, largely because states were keen to ensure they remained so (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen
et al., 2018). The Paris Agreement anchors accountability in a transparency framework on the pre-
mise that ‘peer and public pressure can be as effective as legal obligation in influencing behavior’
(Bodansky, 2016, p. 311). This requires states to submit regular GHG emissions inventories and pro-
vide ‘information necessary to track progress in implementing and achieving its nationally deter-
mined contribution’ (Article 13.7). A technical review panel is then to review submissions and
make ‘non-intrusive, non-punitive’ suggestions for improving performance (Article 15). Whether
such a mechanism can induce compliance is debatable. What is clear, however, is that such a polite,
peer-review approach will not reveal the bullshit in states’ policies and practices. Throughout three
decades, the UNFCCC has proven incapable of recognizing and rectifying inconsistencies and con-
tradictions in its approach to governing climate change. Rather than abandoning the accountability
architecture of the Paris Agreement, I propose reforms based on an expanded notion of accountabil-
ity. My reform proposal expands both the audience of accountability (to whom states and the
UNFCCC ought to be accountable) and the means by which this is achieved. It retains the
UNFCCC’s notion of communicative-based (as opposed to punitive-based) accountability but
strengthens this by aligning it with the principles of deliberative democracy (Dryzek et al., 2019; Ste-
venson & Dryzek, 2014).

The Paris Agreement’s transparency mechanism makes the states themselves the audience of
accountability. It is based on the traditional institutionalist assumption that international institutions
can best facilitate cooperation by reducing asymmetries of information, thereby limiting uncertainty
and building trust between states (Keohane, 1984). Certainly, we do need to ensure that the climate
regime continues to promote cooperation. But, with a problem as grave as climate change, this is
clearly insufficient. We need a functioning institution that also resolves the climate crisis. This latter
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understanding of institutional effectiveness requires holding states to a higher standard than they will
typically hold each other. There is evidence to suggest that citizens have a higher level of climate
ambition than that pursued by their states in international negotiations (Stevenson & Dryzek,
2014, p. 20). Making citizens and civil society part of the accountability audience, therefore, has prag-
matic merit (in addition to normative merit, if one accepts democratic principles). Arguably, citizens
already constitute part of the accountability audience. After all, in democratic states, they can punish
underperforming governments at the ballot box. In practice, though, citizens vote on the basis of a
portfolio of preferences, of which climate change is only one. Accountability will remain diluted if we
make do with this existing punitive option.

The existing accountability architecture of the Paris Agreement reflects what Jane Mansbridge
(2009) calls ‘narrative accountability’ whereby actors provide an account of their actions and
decisions. The anticipated exchanges with a technical panel potentially present an opportunity for
two-way based dialogue, but diplomatic norms and respect for state sovereignty are unlikely to pro-
mote a robust process of questioning and answering. A more deliberative approach to accountability
could be constructed by nesting the existing ‘technical chamber’ in a ‘public chamber’ constituted by
civil-society representatives. Detecting and publicizing bullshit requires sustained scrutiny by actors
unconstrained by diplomatic decorum and committed to minimizing the impacts of climate change.
Civil society is best placed to perform this function. This nested-accountability arrangement could
work by requiring parties to respond to questions from a technical panel and to engage in a two-way
dialogue of questions and answers with civil society. Thousands of organizations are already accre-
dited observers of the UNFCCC, many of which are aware of the nuances of existing and evolving
climate policies. Populating the public chamber would not be a challenge.

However, to be most effective in holding states to account for their bullshit, the public chamber of
a reformed accountability institution would have to be connected to a wider public sphere. For con-
cerned citizens, it is easy to demand ‘Climate Action Now’, but they are poorly equipped to critique
the subtleties of national pledges and plans. For the average citizen, it is exceedingly difficult to detect
climate bullshit. The cynical and the savvy among themmay assume that political rhetoric on climate
change is laden with bullshit, but pointing it out with confidence and substantiation requires contact
with actors dedicated to scrutinizing the UNFCCC. Stronger channels of communication between
well-informed civil society organizations and the broader public would develop citizens’ capacity
to detect and denounce climate bullshit. Of course, civil society organizations engaged in the
UNFCCC are not a homogeneous group. However, a diversity of views can be a strength, not a weak-
ness, in helping citizens to discriminate between truth and nonsense, but only if arguments and their
implications are clearly explained.

The idea of a ‘citizen broker’ moving between the multilateral/global and local levels is found in
the Swedish schoolgirl, Greta Thunberg. She is well-informed and speaks eloquently and passio-
nately to the powerful and the ordinary alike. Greta goes beyond the usual exaltations for greater
action by pinpointing precisely where leaders are failing, and where their words are inconsistent
with their actions. Exposure of her words has had an extraordinary impact on public consciousness,
triggering protests by schoolchildren in cities across the world and inducing ‘flight shame’, which has
led to an 8% rise in Swedish rail travel.

In the absence of institutional reform, informal accountability arrangements would still be ben-
eficial. A nested approach would be ideal in the formal realm too and could require UNFCCC-accre-
dited civil society groups and activist scientists to make their observations and analyses more
accessible to nationally- and locally-based citizen groups. For example, greater exposure of the ‘Fossil
of the Day’ activist ceremonies that take place at UN meetings could sensitize citizens to bullshit. A
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performance is played out to recognize the countries deemed to have behaved most reprehensibly in
each day of negotiations. Argentina, for example, won a ‘fossil award’ at the 2015 Paris summit for
simultaneously supporting a goal of 1.5°C and investing in the fossil-fuel industry by passing a law to
nationalize a coal company (GreenTV, 2015). Existing civil-society initiatives, such as Climate
Action Tracker and the Universal Ecological Fund, aim to make climate science and policy accessible
and help non-specialists understand whether the rhetoric and substance of national mitigation plans
match up.

5. Conclusion

Harry Frankfurt (2007, p. 72) concluded that human society cannot flourish in the face of pervasive
bullshit unless we heighten our ability ‘to discriminate reliably between instances in which people are
misrepresenting things to us and instances in which they are dealing with us straight’. Until we can
better detect bullshit about climate change policies, more nuanced democratic debate about how we
can effectively confront this challenge will continue to be repressed. There are no easy solutions for
mitigating bullshit in global climate governance, but the most promising options lie in nested
accountability arrangements that stretch from the local to the global levels.

Many states are likely to resist such a reform. However, norms of civil society engagement are
constantly being renegotiated. The UNFCCC is a living institution that has proven capable of adapt-
ing to changing expectations of who should mitigate climate change and how they should do so. In
global governance more generally, civil society contributes to the legitimation and delegitimation of
international institutions through various forms of discursive, institutional and behavioural practices
(Bäckstrand & Söderbaum, 2018). It is up to civil society to incorporate enhanced accountability into
its narratives of what constitutes legitimate global climate governance. Celebrating weak achieve-
ments merely confers unwarranted legitimacy and gives the impression that ‘the solution to climate
change is now at hand’ (Allan, 2019, p. 5).

Public pressure has been the key to getting climate change on the political agenda and keeping it
there. Now that nearly all states and an increasing number of non-state actors have pledged to reduce
their greenhouse gas emissions, the challenge is to ensure the integrity of these pledges. I have pro-
posed nested accountability arrangements to enhance our collective capacity to detect and denounce
bullshit and thereby hold political leaders to account. However, there is a clear need still for more
research to be done on bullshit mitigation in environmental and climate change governance.

Notes

1. This can be confirmed by searching the meeting reports of the Earth Negotiations Bulletin.
2. NE: not estimated; IE: included elsewhere (precisely where is unknowable because the data is protected);

C: confidential; NA: not applicable; NO: not occurring. I verified this by checking data submitted to
UNFCCC in 2006, a year which captured key conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, available at: http://
unfccc.int/di/DetailedByCategory/Event.do?event=go Only three countries, France, Sweden and Slove-
nia, transparently reported emissions from their participation in multilateral operations.

3. See the Swedish explanation: ‘These emissions are calculated based on information from the military on
the amount of fuel purchased in Sweden but used abroad by Swedish forces participating in international
operations.’ (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2017, p. 126).

4. For a fuller account of reforms consistent with democratic reglobalization, see Stevenson and Dryzek
(2014).
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