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Abstract

This special issue reflects on the state and direction of global climate governance ten years
after the adoption of the Paris Agreement. Informed by Michel Foucault’s political
thought and the wider field of climate governmentality studies that his work has
inspired, we trace the power/knowledge regimes, political rationalities, and many prac-
tical tools and techniques that make climate change thinkable and knowable as a polit-
ical problem. In this introduction, we draw upon the contributions to this special issue to
examine how the Paris climate regime reinvents itself to maintain legitimacy amid geo-
political rivalry, rising anti-climate populism, and accelerating climate crises. We identify
four practices that work to stabilize this governmental regime by promising future
improvements, governmentalizing new frontiers, normalizing overshoot and climate
disaster, and funneling climate expertise. We conclude by reflecting on the role and
responsibility of global environmental politics scholarship in upholding, resisting, or
rewriting thie script of international climate cooperation.
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In a speech at the World Economic Forum in Davos in January 2026, Canadian
prime minister Mark Carney reflected on the recent rupture in the rules-based
international order. Invoking the Czech dissident Vaclav Havel, Carney shared
the parable of the shopkeeper who supported the communist regime by placing
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a sign in his shop window each morning. He concluded that “the system’s
power comes not from its truth, but from everyone’s willingness to perform
as if it were true, and its fragility comes from the same source. When even
one person stops performing, when the greengrocer removes his sign, the illu-
sion begins to crack” (World Economic Forum 2026). Carney’s speech went
viral and highlights what poststructuralist scholars have long argued: social
and political realities are not fixed but continuously and intersubjectively
(re)produced through shared practices and expectations, often adhering to
implicit scripts. In these scripts we can discern distinct problematizations and
codes of conduct that govern what is possible to think, say, and do in given
political settings—what Michel Foucault (1991a) once termed governmentality.

In this special issue, we use Carney’s poststructuralist insights as a starting
point to reflect upon the state and direction of global climate governance ten
years after the adoption of the Paris Agreement. Informed by Foucault’s political
thought and the wider field of climate governmentality studies that his work has
inspired (e.g., Lovbrand and Stripple 2011; Oels 2005; Steig and Oels 2025;
Stripple and Bulkeley 2014), we ask in this introduction how the “script” of
international climate cooperation (Aykut et al. 2022; Hajer and Oomen 2025;
Oomen and Hajer, this issue) is discursively (re)produced, performed, and
reconfigured at a time when the very foundation of “liberal environmentalism”
(Bernstein 2001) is under threat by great power rivalry, rising anti-climate pop-
ulism, and accelerating climate disasters. How can it be that the annual Confer-
ences of the Parties (COPs) to the 1992 UNFCCC, serving as the Meetings of the
Parties to the 2015 Paris Agreement, continue as normal when the world as we
know it is coming undone? How can countries claim that “the Paris Agreement
is working” (UNFCCC 20253, section 1, para. 11) when their nationally deter-
mined contributions (NDCs) are clearly “off target” and leading us to a 2.8°C
warmer wortld by the end of this century (UNEP 2025)?

To answer these questions, this issue brings together contributions from
leading critical-interpretative scholars across political science, science and tech-
nology studies, sociology, and human geography. Rather than starting from an a
priori assumption about what kind of problem climate change is, the articles
included in this volume direct analytical attention to the power/knowledge
regimes, political rationalities, and many practical tools and techniques that
make climate change thinkable and knowable as a political problem. In line
with an evolving global environmental politics (GEP) scholarship, we recognize
that the construction of climate change as a field of intervention is a complex
process that involves “multiple sites, manifold practices and myriad actors”
(Paterson et al. 2026, 59). Although the political study of climate change was
long centered around the “principles, norms, rules and decision-making proce-
dures” (Krasner 1983, 2) of the UNFCCG, it has over the past decades expanded
into new social and political domains and today encompasses a transnational
(Bulkeley et al. 2014) and polycentric (Jordan et al. 2018) regime complex
(Keohane and Victor 2011) of actors, institutions, and practices.
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By attending to the multiple and often bewildering ways in which “climate
governance is accomplished” (Bulkeley 2016, 3) after Paris, our volume contrib-
utes to the ongoing expansion of this journal’s core elements— “global, environ-
ment, and politics” (DeSombre 2026, 2). However, instead of thinking of this
ever-expanding array of governmental sites and practices as “outside” or
“beyond” the international climate regime (Okereke et al. 2009), we are inter-
ested in the political rationalities that hold them together and thereby help to
“create a discursive field in which exercising of power is ‘rationalized’” (Lemke
2012, 81). For Foucault and his followers, political rationalities are not neutral
knowledge that simply represents the governed reality; rather, knowledge is a
constitutive element of government itself that specifies what and who is in need
of government, who can govern, and what governing is all about (Gordon 1991,
3). Pinning down the rationalities at play in the exercise of climate governance
is therefore a key task for governmentality scholars. It is a careful empirical exer-
cise, we argue, that directs attention to the many small and often mundane
devices of writing, listing, numbering, and computing that make climate change
visible as a problem with a distinct set of properties and characteristics.

Several contributions to this volume approach UN climate summits as
vibrant empirical sites for such studies of climate governmentality. Following
long-standing critical-interpretivist GEP scholarship (Backstrand and Loévbrand
2006; Bernstein 2001; Campbell et al. 2014; Death 2010; Vanhala 2025), we
here think of the annual climate COPs as exemplary events where political ratio-
nalities are (re)produced, enacted, and contested in front of global audiences.
While these environmental megaevents offer a powerful theatrical stage on
which multiple actors can perform the drama of global climate politics (Aykut
et al. 2022), they also function as sites of governmentality that project certain
fields of visibility, define and normalize standards of behavior, and produce dis-
tinct forms of subjectivity (Death 2010). Since the early 1990s, this dramaturgical
regime has been animated by cosmopolitan ideas of a world community—
a universal global “We”—bound together by a common ecological fate
(Hamilton 2019; Randalls 2016; Steig, this issue). Although three decades
of international climate cooperation have demonstrated the fragility of this
“imagined community” (Anderson 2006), the Paris Agreement continues to
invite a multiplicity of state and nonstate actors to “join hands” and “rally
together” in defense of our One Earth and shared planetary future (Jernnds
and Lovbrand 2022).

In recent years, this “summit theatre” (Death 2011) has been challenged
by populist uprising and growing party polarization on climate change (Fisher
et al. 2023). Across the liberal democratic West, an anti-climate movement is
pushing back against the costs of decarbonization and the reorganization of
everyday infrastructures of energy, mobility, and food (Huber et al. 2021). As
the Paris Agreement’s climate agenda moves from abstract targets into the mate-
rial organization of social life, it is increasingly depicted as an elite intrusion
into people’s private lives (Daggett 2018). At the same time, a growing radical
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flank of the climate movement is openly accusing the institutions tasked with
governing climate change of covering up their failures (Meyer 2024). Diverse
youth groups and grassroot activists now insist on telling the truth about our
unfolding climate crisis (Buhre 2025), and a new climate collapse movement
is building self-organized structures for prepping in the face of impending
doom (Cassegard and Thorn 2018). Russia’s war on Ukraine and the recent
US-Israeli attacks on Iran have further troubled the sense of “planetary togeth-
erness” (Jasanoff 2001, 334) that underpins the annual climate COPs and given
fossil fuel independence a new sense of urgency.

In the remainder of this introduction, we examine how the Paris climate
regime is rationalized, performed, and reconfigured at this troubled political
moment. We begin by placing the special issue in dialogue with two decades
of climate governmentality studies and previous analyses of the political ratio-
nalities that hold the Paris Agreement together. Second, we draw on the contri-
butions to this special issue to examine how the Paris climate regime reinvents
itself to maintain legitimacy and rationalize failure to achieve self-set goals. We
identify four practices that work to stabilize this governmental regime by prom-
ising future improvements, governmentalizing new frontiers, normalizing overshoot and
climate disaster, and funneling climate expertise. We conclude by reflecting on the
role and responsibility of GEP scholarship in upholding, resisting, or rewriting
this liberal environmental script of international climate cooperation.

Two Decades of Climate Governmentality Studies

Over the past two decades, climate governmentality studies has gained ground
as a field of research that seeks to understand how climate change is “rendered
governable” (Bulkeley 2016; Lévbrand and Stripple 2011; Oels 2005; Stripple
and Bulkeley 2014). Inspired by Michel Foucault’'s decentered and relational
account of power, work in this field has attended to the different styles of
thought and forms of knowledge, practical tools and techniques, expert calcu-
lations and vocabularies, that give climate governance form and effect. Although
provisional and far from a unified theory, Foucault’s work on governmentality
has encouraged scholars to detach the term government from state and to see how
“a whole variety of authorities govern in different sites, in relation to different
objectives” (Rose et al. 2006, 85). The open definition of government as “the con-
duct of conduct” (Gordon 1991, 48) has invited novel perspectives on the forms
and operations of power in global climate governance (Lévbrand and Stripple
2014; Steig and Oels 2025). Rather than approaching power as a zero-sum game
within an a priori structural distribution, Foucauldian analytics of government
direct attention to “how different locales are constituted as authoritative and
powerful, how different agents are assembled with specific powers, and how
different domains are constituted as governable and administrable” (Dean
2010, 40).
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By beginning the study of climate governance from below, in the specific
“dispositions, maneuvers, tactics, techniques, functionings” of power (Foucault
1991b, 26), governmentality studies often look for climate politics where we
typically do not expect to find it—for example, in mundane bureaucratic prac-
tices (see Barnes, this issue; Lovbrand et al., this issue), in scientific documents
such as the IPCC reports (see Oomen and Hajer, this issue), or in digital tech-
nologies to monitor and optimize the environment (see Gabrys and Hamilton
Jones, this issue; Oliveira, this issue). As explained by Walters (2012, 57),
studies of governmentality “do not presume to know in advance what actors
are like, what kinds of actions and ends they are predisposed towards, what
kind of stuff the political world is made out of, or what kind of dynamics ani-
mate its movement.” Governmentality is best understood as an “analytical
toolbox” (Rose et al. 2006, 100) that allows us to study how the world is onto-
logized in the first place. This toolbox converges around an empirical interest
in government as a practical activity that can be studied, historicized, and spec-
ified at the level of the rationalities, techniques, and subjectivities that underpin
it and give it form and effect (Walters 2012, 2).

From work in this field emerge empirically dense analyses of how climate
governance is accomplished in practical terms and “for whom, why, and, in the
end, with what outcomes” (Fransen and Bulkeley 2024, 81). The UNFCCC has,
in this Foucault-inspired literature, been characterized as a regime of biopower
that extends the concern of government to the planetary and the very life sup-
port systems upon which human populations depend (Backstrand and
Lovbrand 2006; Oels 2005; Rutherford 1999). Through a complex knowledge
infrastructure of data collection stations, measurement techniques, and stan-
dardized metrics (Edwards 2010), climate change was made thinkable as a
“system of systems” (Luke 1997, 79) in need of intergovernmental monitor-
ing, management, and control (Corry 2024; Jasanoff 2004).

Since the adoption of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, this biopolitical adminis-
tration of the Earth’s climate system has increasingly been accomplished by
responsibilizing states, corporations, and individuals to become entrepreneurs
of climate action (Oels 2005). The proliferation of carbon markets, product
labeling, and footprinting schemes in the early 2000s has, in the Foucauldian
literature, been interpreted as an articulation of a neoliberal form of climate rule
that seeks to activate the “free” subject as an instrument in the achievement of
governmental objectives (Bulkeley et al. 2016; Levenda 2019; Paterson and
Stripple 2010). The Paris Agreement’s experimentation with catalytic and
“nationally appropriate” forms of governing has further expanded and sedimen-
ted this neoliberal governmentality in policy and discourse. Through an ever-
expanding array of benchmarks, performance indicators, and good practice
guidance, the Paris Agreement seeks to enroll state and nonstate actors as free
and responsible partners in “the global race to net-zero emissions” (Jernnds
2024; Jernnds and Lovbrand 2022). In view of a rapidly shrinking carbon
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budget, actors of all kinds are now expected to “care for the low carbon self” and
subordinate their desires to the common planetary good (Luke 2016).

Steig and Oels (2025) have coined the term Paris cli-mentality to denote
this historically specific governmental regime, which combines the care of bio-
power with activating elements of neoliberal government. In their review of 120
climate governmentality papers published since 2015, they demonstrate how
the political rationalities that underpin the Paris Agreement have narrowed
the solution space for climate action to incremental, technomanagerial interven-
tions while obscuring structural drivers of the climate crisis (Steig and Oels
2025). In this special issue, we examine how this Paris cli-mentality is rational-
ized and sustained when confronted with temperature overshoot, political
pushback, and accelerating climate impacts. Just as the rule-based international
order referred to by Carney in his Davos speech requires constant discursive
reproduction to prevail, we note that the voluntarism of the Paris era requires
that state and nonstate actors continue to perform as responsible partners in
pursuing the common ecological good.

Drawing on empirical insights from the contributions to this special issue,
we here identify four stabilizing practices that keep the Paris cli-mentality and
its underlying dramaturgical script intact. Whereas each practice illustrates how
the Paris regime absorbs critique and renews its claim to authority, Foucault
(1976, 95) reminds us that “where there is power, there is resistance.” In this
spirit, and informed by participant observation at the thirtieth COP (COP30)
in Belém in November 2025, we also point to small cracks in and resistances
to the Paris cli-mentality that might reconfigure the drama of international cli-
mate cooperation in the years to come.

The Promise of Future Improvements

The Paris Agreement is known for its “pledge and review” system, which seeks to
align the strategies and preferences of states through incremental action (Hale
2020). Rather than committing states to mandatory emission cuts, the Paris
Agreement invites states to regularly submit updated NDCs and thereby ratchet
up their climate ambition over time. Over the past years, numerous UNEP
reports have problematized the gap between estimated global greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions resulting from states’ NDCs and the emissions consistent with
a 1.5°C and 2°C temperature pathway (e.g., UNEP 2025). Hence the “emis-
sions gap” and the “ambition gap” have become part of the Paris Agreement'’s
standard terminology. While these demonstrated gaps highlight the “dangerous
incrementalism of the Paris Agreement” (Allan 2019), they do not disqualify the
Paris cli-mentality as such. Rather, gaps are central to the Paris Agreement’s cat-
alytic logic (Hale 2020) and form a central “problematics of government”
within which the exercise of power is rationalized (Rose and Miller 1992). Arti-
cle 4.3 of the Paris Agreement establishes the NDC as a project of continuous
improvement, and climate governance post-Paris therefore operates through
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promises of enhanced future climate ambition and accelerated policy
implementation.

Several contributions to this special issue draw attention to the wide range
of tools, schemes, and strategies that underpin the Paris cli-mentality’s catalytic
logic. Eva Lovbrand, Maria Jernnds, and Aarti Gupta (this issue) examine the
power that resides in the seemingly technical and mundane transparency provi-
sions of the Paris Agreement. Through a close examination of the Enhanced
Transparency Framework, they identify a power-knowledge regime that acts
upon the agency of states and their capacity to measure the climate performance
of themselves and others. Governing is here less about constraining states’ free-
dom through emission targets and timetables and more about stimulating and
nurturing a kind of responsibilized freedom. Similarly, Jonathan Barnes (this
issue) demonstrates how the Paris Agreement’s climate finance mechanisms
have institutionalized a results-based management framework to channel fund-
ing to climate adaptation projects. He argues that the success of climate finance
is evaluated based on money spent rather than material improvements to peo-
ple’s lives. The legitimacy of adaptation projects here stems from the ex ante
measurement of anticipated project outcomes, which contains promises of
future improvements once the money is allocated. By serving as placeholders
of desired climate futures, these promises confer political authority to the Green
Climate Fund despite uncertain outcomes in the present.

In the Paris era, climate governance relies on the narrative trope that suc-
cess is around the corner despite demonstrated failure in the present. Through
neoliberal technologies of activation and responsibilization, the promise of
incremental improvement is still intact and appears to further reinforce the
agreement’s core logic. With (even) more transparency, accountability, partner-
ing, and collaboration, states will eventually demonstrate that “the Paris Agree-
ment is working” (UNFCCC 20254, sec. 1, para. 11). Numerous Foucauldian
scholars have paid close attention to the symbols, rituals, and discourses that
allow this performance to go on (Aykut et al. 2021; Bickstrand and Lévbrand
2019; Death 2010; Jernnas and Lovbrand 2022). At a time when the objective of
the UN climate regime is no longer the production of new legal norms but the
alignment of state and nonstate actors’ expectations on the prospect of a low-
carbon future, the signals and momentum generated by the annual COPs are
key (Aykut et al. 2021, 524). At the closing ceremony of COP30, UN climate
change executive secretary Simon Stiell therefore insisted that “climate cooper-
ation is alive and kicking, keeping humanity in the fight for a livable planet,
with a firm resolve to keep 1.5C within reach” (UNFCCC 2025c).

However, COP30 also demonstrated cracks in this promissory script. In
the run-up to the conference, states showed a marked reluctance to comply with
the procedural requirements of the Paris Agreement. Only sixty-four out of 196
states had submitted updated NDCs by the (already extended) September 2025
deadline (UNFCCC 2025b), challenging the slow grind of climate bureaucracy
that the Paris Agreement’s incremental approach seeks to institutionalize. On
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November 15, 2025, thousands of protesters marched through the streets of
Belém demanding recognition of Indigenous land rights, a phaseout of fossil
fuels, and accountability from large polluters. The phaseout of fossil fuels has
long been a taboo in climate policy discourse, and COP30 in Belém failed once
more to make reference to a “road map” to transition away from fossil fuels,
which was supported by eighty-two countries. Still, the Netherlands and Colom-
bia hosted the first Transitioning Away from Fossil Fuels conference on April
24-29, 2026, in Santa Marta, Colombia, including a science preconference,
and thereby sought to expand what is possible to say and do in the drama of
international climate cooperation.

The Constant Governmentalization of New Domains

Over the past decades, climate change has emerged as a “frame of reference
through which other policy issues and forms of global activism are mediated
and hierarchized” (Aykut and Maertens 2022, 501; Hulme 2023). This “clima-
tization” (Oels 2012) of social and political life rests upon a complex body of
knowledge, techniques, and vocabularies (e.g., carbon metrics, integrated assess-
ment models, satellites, and sensors) that constantly expands the grid of climate
governance to new domains. We argue that these “[ever-|changing contours of
climate politics” (Paterson et al. 2026) represent an important governmental
technology through which the Paris climate regime reproduces its legitimacy.
By identifying new fields of political intervention, an increasing number of
objects (e.g., the ocean, the Arctic) are now translated into governmental prob-
lems that states can collectively address (Allan 2017). Through the constant
expansion and reconfiguration of what counts as climate governance, new
“solutions” (such as blue carbon or Al-based instruments) are surfaced, keeping
the self-set climate goals in reach.

In their contribution to this special issue, Jennifer Gabrys and Phoebe
Hamilton-Jones find that climate change in recent years has been made think-
able as a problem to which digital technologies are the answer—a condition
they call “techno-climentality.” Technologies for environmental monitoring,
optimization, automation, and transformation—from robotic tree planting to
cloud seeding—constitute a growing area of eco-innovation and entrepreneur-
ship that is currently reworking the sites, practices, and actors of climate gover-
nance. Marketed as efficacious and “hopeful” countermeasures in response to
expected overshoot, digital technologies increasingly function as distributed
mechanisms of power (Steig et al. 2025) that make environments governable
through expert-driven infrastructures, metrics, and Al-driven analytics (Gabrys
2016; Gabrys and Hamilton Jones, this issue; Kloppenburg et al. 2022). In this
rationality, monitoring and optimization of ever-increasing sites and variables,
rather than the transformation of socioeconomic systems, emerge as the central
problem of governing.
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Cecilia Oliveira (this issue) illustrates how these technical ways of know-
ing and seeing climate change have turned the Amazon into a “transterritorial
space of governmentality” defined by its global and planetary utility. Just as bio-
diversity governance (Fransen and Bulkeley 2024) and the “blue economy”
(Choi 2017) discursively transform marshes, mangroves, and seagrasses into
nature-based solutions and marketable carbon sinks, the Amazon forest is today
governmentalized as a new frontier of climate-political intervention. Through
diplomatic practices, finance flows, and knowledge infrastructures, the Amazon
is rendered amenable for global climate governance frameworks, often sidelin-
ing local knowledges and realities.

While this climatization (Oels 2012) of the Amazon, the ocean, and sim-
ilar territories inflicts new subject positions on, for example, forest communities
and “vulnerable” populations (Mills-Novoa et al. 2020; Miiller 2017), it is often
resisted on the local level (Collins 2019; Kaika 2017; Mills-Novoa and
Mikulewicz 2025). The digital infrastructures and devices that underpin the
Paris cli-mentality may favor measurable and technocratic forms of intervention
but can also be repurposed and transformed to validate local (forest) knowledge
and enhance (forest) livelihoods (Gabrys and Hamilton Jones, this issue).

The Normalization of Overshoot and Climate Disaster

Since the adoption of the Paris Agreement, limiting global warming to 1.5°C
has been the biopolitical baseline for global climate governance. However, with
an unabated rise in global GHG emissions, the expectation of temporary tem-
perature “overshoot” (Malm and Carton 2024) is now gaining traction in cli-
mate science and policy discourse. At COP30 in Belém, parties reiterated their
“resolve to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C, to limit
both the magnitude and the duration of any temperature overshoot” in the
Global Mutirdo decision (UNFCCC 20253, sec. 1, para. 7). From a governmen-
tality perspective, overshoot can be understood as a discursive adaptation that
allows the dramaturgical script of the Paris climate regime to maintain legiti-
macy in view of a rapidly shrinking global carbon budget. Rather than signaling
the end of the Paris cli-mentality, overshoot thus appears as part of its ongoing
reconfiguration.

Numerous studies of climate governmentality have pointed to a gradual
normalization of overshoot and adverse climate impacts through the concept
of “resilience” (e.g., De Roeck 2019; Jackson 2024; Methmann and Oels
2015). In its dominant articulation, resilience operates as a neoliberal govern-
mentality that responsibilizes substate and nonstate actors to prepare for and
live with unfolding climate disasters (Methmann and Oels 2015) and reframes
vulnerability as “an opportunity to transform and adapt” (Joseph 2021, 63; see
also Remling 2018). The resilience discourse contains powerful truth claims
about the (un)inhabitability of certain regions, typically in the Global South
(Weatherill 2023). Moreover, it renders other climate risks manageable by
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“empowering” actors with the necessary skills, infrastructure, and dispositions
to adapt (Jackson 2024; Jackson et al. 2023; Steig and Oels 2025; Tschakert
and Wheatley 2025).

Florian Steig (this issue) demonstrates how this political rationality fea-
tures in the emerging global politics of sea level rise adaptation. He examines
the ways of seeing and knowing, discursive frames, and dramaturgical practices
through which sea level rise is constituted as an object of global governance that
can be tackled through multilevel cooperation. Steig illustrates how transna-
tional actor coalitions turn coastal vulnerability into a biophysical rather than
an inherently political and social condition, thereby undermining the potential
of global adaptation efforts to achieve transformative change. Through technical
assessments of “viability” and economistic cost-benefit analyses, interventions
like managed retreat are rationalized and depoliticized (Steig, this issue).

Similar rationalities are also visible in the governance of climate-induced
loss and damage (L&D). Fischer and Oels (this issue) explore how the newly
established Fund for Responding to Loss and Damage seeks to empower recip-
ients to become resilient and to attract further payments, especially from the
private sector. Given the shortage of money, Fischer and Oels find that the fund
governs by negotiating what it means to be “particularly vulnerable” and where
the border to expected “uninhabitability” lies. What began in 1992 as a crusade
to hold historic emitters in the Global North liable for climate-induced losses
and damages has over the past ten years of negotiation resulted in “an empty
bucket” that deflects cries for climate justice. Rather than challenging or break-
ing the script of international climate cooperation, L&D has been absorbed by it
and become part of its ongoing reconfiguration.

Efforts by the Global South to resist the “organized irresponsibility” (Steig
and Oels 2025) institutionalized through the Paris Agreement were visible at
COP30 in Belém. A case in point are the negotiations on the Third Review of
the Warsaw International Mechanism for Loss and Damage (WIM), where lan-
guage on scaling up finance for L&D was pushed by the Independent Alliance of
Latin America and the Caribbean, in collaboration with Vanuatu. The normal-
ization of overshoot and climate disaster was also challenged by efforts to wel-
come the latest Advisory Opinion on Climate Change by the International
Court of Justice in the preamble to the Third Review of the WIM. This crack
in the script of international climate cooperation opens the possibility for future
liability and reparations/compensation for climate harm (International Court of
Justice 2025). At the same time, it suggests that the Paris Agreement is turning
into a governmental regime increasingly tasked with managing unavoided
catastrophe.

Diana Eriksson Lagerqvist and Johannes Stripple (this issue) explore the
emerging power-knowledge configurations of living with and administering
disaster. Rather than treating overshoot and climate disaster as singular
future-breaking events, they understand “climate apocalypse” as a slow-moving
and uneven biopolitical formation that manages how life should be organized,
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whose lives are to be protected or exposed, and what kinds of subjects are called
upon to live through the crisis. Eriksson Lagerqvist and Stripple identify three
strategies of living through ecological breakdown: avoidance through with-
drawal, enclosure, and insulation; preparation through alternative infrastructures
and practices of readiness; and endurance through persistence, care, and grief
amid collapse.

The Funneling of Climate Expertise

Climate governmentality studies is a field of inquiry concerned with how we
think about governing. As such, it directs attention to the often taken-for-granted
systems of thought and knowledge that define what kind of political problem
climate change is and what expert techniques, devices, and practices are deemed
necessary for its solution. In their contribution to this special issue, Jeroen
Oomen and Maarten Hajer critically ask what forms of knowledge uphold the
Paris Agreement and its neoliberal modes of governing. In line with long-
standing critical scholarship (Castree et al. 2014; Lovbrand et al. 2015;
Swyngedouw 2010), they identify a “script” that projects highly ritualized ways
of thinking, knowing, and acting upon the climate science-policy interface. This
script allows only a narrow range of expertise to speak authoritatively about cli-
mate change—namely, climate sciences and economics—and polices the adher-
ence of others. Hence the power-knowledge regime of the Paris Agreement,
institutionalized through the script of the science-policy interface, defines what
constitutes successful climate governance and what it means to avert climate
catastrophe. As a result, the imagined “corridor” for decision-making, its space
for politics and future sociopolitical and economic configurations, is highly
restricted (Beck and Oomen 2021; Hajer and Oomen 2025; Kanitkar et al.
2024).

As Oomen and Hajer (this issue) outline, the legitimacy of the Paris cli-
mate regime relies on the speculative promise that it can still deliver—that it is
“only” five minutes to midnight. Central to this promise is the inclusion of neg-
ative emissions technologies (NETs) in the IPCC's scenarios. Although NETs
remain highly speculative, they render the Paris Agreement’s 1.5°C temperature
target “feasible” even when global GHG emissions show no sign of peaking
(Beck and Mahony 2018; Low and Boettcher 2020; van Beek et al. 2022). In line
with previous techno-optimist narratives, mitigation is thus rendered a matter of
innovation and human ingenuity, and the achievement of climate goals a mat-
ter of time. Importantly, these imaginaries and future promises are coproduced
by dominant environmental sciences. Norms of “neutrality” and “policy rele-
vance” foster research in line “with the dominant frames and assumptions of
... policy actors” (Turnhout 2024, 3) and thereby privilege the status quo.

In recent years, however, more and more greengrocers have removed their
signs from the window. Critical social scientists have stopped pretending that
climate change can be “fixed” within hegemonic power-knowledge
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configurations (Nightingale et al. 2020; Stoddard et al. 2021) and now insist
that dominant forms of climate science function as “an obstacle for transforma-
tive change” (Turnhout 2024, 2). Within the climate science community, an
increasing number of experts are openly speaking of the Paris Agreement’s
1.5°C target as “a fairy tale” (Bart van den Hurk) and calling large-scale carbon
dioxide removal “a fantasy” (Fatih Birol). With the renewed withdrawal of the
United States from the Paris Agreement and the IPCC process, the institutional
underpinnings of the science-policy script are also changing. Since January
2025, the US federal Environmental Protection Agency has seen a layoff of more
than 25 percent of its staff (Kozlov et al. 2026), the prestigious US Global
Change Research program has been terminated (Igini 2026), and the National
Science Foundation is no longer funding grant proposals with “climate change”
in the abstract or title.

As a reaction, the Brazilian presidency framed COP30 in Belém as “the
COP of truth” and requested the setup of the first ever Planetary Science Pavil-
ion in the history of UN Climate Change Conferences. While this Brazilian ini-
tiative illustrates how the script of international climate cooperation continues
to be enacted and performed, it also points to cracks and ongoing reconfigura-
tions of the science-policy interface on climate change.

Looking Ahead

In this introduction we have asked how it is possible that the thirtieth UN Cli-
mate Change Conference in Belém in November 2025 went down as another
“routine” COP amid international conflicts, rising climate populism, and
official recognition of likely overshoot. Informed by the contributions to this
special issue, we identified four stabilizing practices that keep the “Paris cli-
mentality” and its underlying script of international climate cooperation
intact by promising future improvements, expanding its fields of interven-
tion, normalizing overshoot and climate disaster, and funneling climate
expertise. Like Canadian prime minister Mark Carney, we contend that the
power and persistence of this governmental script comes not from its truth
but from everyone’s willingness to perform as if it were true. When enough
actors stop performing, the script begins to unravel.

To scholars who have long pointed to the limitations of (neo)liberal envi-
ronmentalism, this troubled moment in the history of global climate politics
may appear as a window of opportunity. The decentralized, voluntary, and
incremental modes of governing that underpin the Paris climate regime have
been useful for high emitters, allowing them to deflect responsibility and to
delay the societal transformation that structural decarbonization entails
(Bulkeley et al. 2016; Steig and Oels 2025). Although the liberal environmen-
tal rationalities that underpin the annual climate COPs have been criticized for
fostering “collaborative management of sustained unsustainability” (Blithdorn
and Deflorian 2019), they should not be interpreted as a mere deception or
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manipulation by powerful elites. As outlined in this special issue, UN climate
summitry is better understood as a form of exemplary politics performed and
enacted by state and nonstate actors to cope with the seemingly irresolvable
dilemmas of international climate cooperation. This summit theater has been
challenged by developing countries and climate justice activists for many
years. As highlighted by Colombia in the Mutirao negotiations in Belém on
November 13, 2025, the COP process has for long kept the Global South in
a “toxic relationship.” While Canada urged parties to “avoid divorce,” Colom-
bia insisted that a breakup is necessary to enable a just, equitable, and orderly
transition away from fossil fuels.

Is it therefore, as Carney suggests in his Davos speech, “time for companies
and countries to put their signs down” (World Economic Forum 2026) and
stop performing the (neo)liberal script of international climate cooperation?
Is this a moment of possibility to alter and expand the solution space for global
climate governance? While moments of rupture may give way to new political
imaginaries and practices, they also carry risks, as competing political projects
seek to redefine the terms on which climate futures are governed. If the institu-
tions, discourses, and subject positions that have long structured climate gover-
nance lose some of their stabilizing force, what forms of politics might emerge
in their place? Will an unraveling of the script undo the progress made by three
decades of international climate cooperation? How can the script be rewritten
without abandoning the project of climate multilateralism and evidence-based
policymaking altogether?

To us, questions of this sort form a pressing research agenda for GEP
scholarship in the years to come. We agree with Paterson et al. (2026) that
the shifting sites, dynamics, relations, and forms of climate politics call for
adaptive, improvisational, and experimental forms of future research. In this
special issue, we propose that Foucault’s analytical toolbox is well suited to con-
tribute to such an agenda. Rather than offering a theory in the strong sense of
the term, climate governmentality studies invite close empirical attention to
dominant (but always mutable) ways of thinking, knowing, and acting that give
climate governance form and effect. We recognize the power of such govern-
mental scripts to act upon our own academic practices and to shape what we
(can) say and do. Rather than thinking about critical research as transcendent,
we are well aware that our own knowledge is deeply enmeshed in the construc-
tion and framing of the very problems that global climate governance seeks to
resolve. How we as GEP scholars come to understand and act upon ourselves
within established regimes of authority and knowledge will thus affect how cli-
mate change is (re)configured as a political problem in the years to come.

In this volume, we seek to open such problem descriptions to critical scru-
tiny by interrogating “how they came about, how power operates through them,
and, ultimately, how they could be different” (Backstrand and Lévbrand 2019,
522). By attending to subtle shifts, failures, and resistances in the rationalities,
technologies, and strategies of climate governance after Paris, we aim to
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challenge the inevitability of established systems of governance and put them to
the test of our troubled political present. When we as GEP scholars come to
understand how the script of international climate cooperation is discursively
(re)produced, rationalized, performed, and resisted, we can also contribute to
its rewriting.
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