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Crisis epistemology

“what makes some state of affairs of the world crisis-oriented is the
automatic assumption of imminence. ... the need to immediately
become solutions-oriented in a way believed to differ from how
solutions were designed and enacted previously.” (Whyte 2021, 54)

Gloss: a crisis is an (1) unprecedented threat to (2) the present
that (3) requires unprecedented solutions.
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An unprecedented problem

- data from PAGES 2k Consortium (2019).
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A threat to the present, part 1

- from https://climatereanalyzer.org.



Introduction Economics Policy References

A threat to the present, part 2

Zhang et al. (2024) estimate a 2 in 3
chance that this summer will be the
most deadly in India’s history.

And the drought that contributed

to the Syrian civil war was almost

certainly driven in part by climate

change. (Hoerling et al. 2012)
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Unprecedented solutions

Eruption of Mt. Pinatubo in 1991; Photo from wikimedia foundation.
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A crisis epistemology?

So: climate change is paradigmatically crisis-oriented.

Sortof.

Whether climate change is crisis-oriented depends on which
discourse we’re considering.

Or: there is not one “epistemology” of climate change, but many.
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Crisis? What crisis?
Climate change and economics as usual
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A very precedented problem

In economics, climate change is a familiar kind of problem. The
question is: how much should we “invest” towards addressing
climate change?

The basic rule governing such questions comes to us from Frank
Ramsey’s work in the 1920s:

marginal return “ discount rate ˆ
expected future benefit

present cost
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A threat to the future

For economists, climate change is primarily a threat to the future,
not the present.

That is, the present is conceptualized as a time when we pay ; the
future as a time when we benefit (by avoiding harms).

Much of the debate within climate economics—between, e.g.,
Nordhaus (2007), Stern (2007), and Weitzman (2007)—is over
how to evaluate the harms / benefits given that they’re not
happening right now.
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Familiar solutions

What do the economists think we should do?

Tax carbon.
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Economics, crisis, and climate change

Recall: a crisis is an (1) unprecedented threat to (2) the present
that (3) requires unprecedented solutions.

For economists, climate change is (1) a familiar problem that (2)
affects the future (not the present) and (3) calls for moderate
rather than radical solutions.
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Many epistemologies of climate change

Whyte (2021) focuses on activist framings of climate change.
Those are—I agree—largely framings of crisis.

Economists have an entirely different framing, one in which climate
change is a serious problem that requires action, but not a “crisis”
in Whyte’s sense.

Denialists, silicon valley, insurance companies, etc. are liable to
adopt different framings as well.
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The crisis in the machine
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Marginal return redux

Recall:

marginal return “ discount rate ˆ
expected future benefit

present cost
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Expected future benefit
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Expected future benefit
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The debate over fat tails

Weitzman (2007) points out that if you include a scenario with
infinite value, the “expected future benefit” is also infinite.

The implication is that the standard tools of economics are not
well-suited for cases where human extinction is a possibility.

The response by economists has largely been critical. Nordhaus
(2011) is paradigmatic: the major concern is that Weitzman’s
approach doesn’t offer us concrete policy solutions.



Introduction Economics Policy References

The debate over fat tails

Weitzman (2007) points out that if you include a scenario with
infinite value, the “expected future benefit” is also infinite.

The implication is that the standard tools of economics are not
well-suited for cases where human extinction is a possibility.

The response by economists has largely been critical. Nordhaus
(2011) is paradigmatic: the major concern is that Weitzman’s
approach doesn’t offer us concrete policy solutions.



Introduction Economics Policy References

The crisis in the machine

Recall: “what makes some state of affairs of the world
crisis-oriented is the automatic assumption of imminence. ... the
need to immediately become solutions-oriented in a way believed
to differ from how solutions were designed and enacted previously.”
(Whyte 2021, 54)

At least where it is policy-oriented, economics is is always
solutions-oriented. In this sense, “crisis” is built into the framework.
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Putting more of a point on it

Economics—at least in its mainstream realization—seems to be
institutionally committed to crisis-orientation in Whyte’s sense:

The present—our currently way of life—is always under threat
from economic catastrophe, and this demands that all solutions to
any problem, including problems like COVID-19 and climate
change, must be economic.
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The question

Is the “crisis-orientation” of economics simply a recognition of the
realities of global capitalism?

Or, conversely, does this ghost in the machine serve to reinforce
these realities by rendering impossible certain alternatives?
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The end

Thank you!!
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