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‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? Thou art more lovely and more temperate’. The opening lines from Shakespeare’s most famous of sonnets will be so well-known to most History Today readers that they hardly need repeating here. Yet their resonance with our own lives and experience is already beginning to fade into yesterdays’ memories.  ‘Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May and summer’s lease have all to short a date..’ What will our grand-children and great-grandchildren – if any still inhabit this precious planet - make of those strange words as they grapple with years without season: not rough but devastating winds in June, July, or any time of year, summer in winter, winter in summer, springlessness, autumnlessness, not to say an increasingly dangerous, life-threatening spectrum of drought, flood, hurricane, scorched earth, and famine?  

Yes, weather should be a natural starting point for expounding on the culture of this north Atlantic archipelago. It is and probably has been since the very first men came to these shores part of our perennial diet, not to say lament. Yet despite windswept coastlines and, most keenly in these regions, the loss of life associated with dramatic storm events, it has, as with master Will, mostly held the affection of Britons.  That is because it is founded on a notion of its essentially benign stability. Which, of course, in turn may tell us more about what we think is its natural state than any reality, Shakespeare’s brief season giving a small insight into the much cooler centuries of what we now call the little ice age when court painters captured in their landscapes the communal merriment of the frost fairs on a regularly ice-bound winter Thames.

Some of those winters especially in the 16th and 17th centuries were actually so severe as to have people –poor people –dying in their thousands. Even so there was a certain predictability to these long centuries of cold and damp, notable blips of much more terrible conditions notwithstanding. Now in mid-summer as I write, four people have just drowned in the torrential rains which have battered Yorkshire, Humberside and the West Midlands, and a dam near Rotherham is in danger of bursting.  More rain fell in one night than in the entirety of a normal June. Unfortunately, however, the term is no longer operable nor these conditions aberrant; in spite of repeated media reports which persist in referring to them as freak storms. Is it, one wonders, part of the human condition to also deny, or simply obliterate the accumulating evidence on what are now a steadily increasing – and of course frightening - global, climatic trends, when it goes against one’s innate sense of order in the world? 

Which brings us to that little matter of history. We love and cherish it, first and foremost, because it provide a comfort zone around our own lives, a promise that however difficult and dangerous life was in the past, people managed, survived, even flourished; a thread of celebration in other words which connects our ancestors to ourselves and implicitly extends the promise of continuity to future generations. Needless to say, history is a social construction but one which the creators of the recent History Matters campaign have carefully utilised and nurtured, to ‘raise public awareness of the huge contribution that history, heritage and the built environment makes to our quality of life’. That the organisers which include National Trust, English Heritage and the Historic Houses Association have chosen to make much of their pitch around stately piles is hardly surprising but if these are deemed historical landmarks - which we are then asked to believe belong us to as a nation - they are also usually set in bigger landscapes still, in which the dominating motif is nature. 

Quite right too. Can one imagine an historic England, for instance, without a familiar vista of woodland trees. ‘Oak before ash, we’re in for a splash. Ash before oak, in for a soak.’  A country saying entirely unsubstantiated in the scientific evidence the rhyme nevertheless confirms a rural sense of place, season, sight and smell, all rolled into one. Except this year, the ash, long after the oak, chose to hide its face til weeks into our absurdly and grotesquely warm ‘spring.’ Should we be worried? Nigel Pargetter, the nearest thing to an aristocrat in the BBC’s long running radio soap, The Archers, certainly was, when he discovered the likely demise of the beech in southern England, as a consequence of global warming. At least he can wrest some ephemeral advantage from his vineyards, just as equivalent entrepreneurs in early medieval warm-spell England would also have done. 

But what’s any of this got to do with vast majority of us who do not live in the countryside, or work the land, or whose limbs indeed were not made in England? 

Evoking some rural idyll founded on warm beer and cricket by the village green might chime in with former Prime Minster John Major’s notion of a collective consciousness  but in situating History Matters outside of an urban, increasingly diverse and multicultural Britain, what this campaign actually suggests is  an underlying anxiety  about the nature of  contemporary national cohesion. Much more crucially however, by setting humanity’s relationship to nature almost in aspic the campaign has doubly failed to confront what should matter to all lovers of history whatever their backgrounds, or sense of belonging: the strong potentiality of its continuing supply coming to an untimely and almost certainly catastrophic end. 

This is not the place to spell out the evidence for this alarming forecast. That would be better suited to the pages of Nature or New Scientist with an earth scientist, not a historian, doing the expounding. It would also take us into a wholly different realm of discussion about the biosphere in which natural carbon cycles, feedbacks and carbon sinks, rising atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations and their aggravated accumulation, the effects of albedo, or the switching off of the Gulf stream, might all predominate. In other words, appearing both off limits to, and, possibly beyond the bounds of polite historical debate. 

Yet this too would be to fatally miss the point. When the atmospheric chemist, Paul Crutzen, coined the term anthropocene, for the era of geological time we now inhabit, he was not offering some abstractisation but rather spelling out the degree to which human impact on the biosphere has become so far–reaching as to be the prime and determining factor in climate change. 

For most of human existence on this planet its effect was something visited on us and to which we had no choice but to respond accordingly.  Indeed, changes in the climate, including the onset of the interglacial period we still live in, could be argued to be the exact parameters in which our particular hominid species, homo sapiens, was able to take that giant leap over a period of a mere few thousand years towards the planetary dominance which we now take for granted. This, notwithstanding critical junctures, such as the very dramatic temperature rise around 9,500 BC -  described by Kate Prendergast in a recent parallel piece -  in which the ability of our hunter gatherer ancestors to adapt and show resilience in the face of entirely abrupt environmental changes was put starkly to the test. By contrast, the fate of our biosphere - bar the arrival of some large meteor from space, or a  giant supervolcano bursting forth from the earth’s  crust  - is now very largely in our hands. With however, a barbed sting in the tail. Its radical anthropogenic alteration, above all at this crucial juncture through accelerating rate of carbon emissions, could quite conceivably initiate a series of earth system changes which once they have passed beyond critical and hence irreversible thresholds could trigger a process of runaway warming which would certainly spell our Nemesis. 

Significantly, it is at this point in the discussion that the study of history could have something useful to offer and which the science on its own could not meet. From the above exposition two historical questions immediately arise. Firstly, if causation is ourselves, how did we arrive here?  What are the factors by which this catastrophe in the making was foretold in the historical record. The second question which necessarily follows is both more problematic but altogether more challenging: through understanding and analysing the processes, patterns and likely trajectories involved, can we arrive at an agreed method by which we can unravel the process? Or to put it more baldly: is there a way out of this mess?  There is a quip which runs ‘historians are prophets looking backwards’. What is at stake here, is whether by finding the key to earlier wrong-turnings the self-proclaimed custodians of the past can provide a road-map to the shores of a safer and more sustainable future.

Before attempting the briefest of outline answers to these most dread questions, let me, however, pose two impediments, one about the nature of history, a second about the nature of historians. The first goes back to that issue of social construction posited earlier. The story of the past which we usually tell ourselves might be considered not so much as an anchor by which we define our sense of place and belonging – the notion is too static to be historical - but more like a rudder, the instrument by which we are able to assess progress towards the present. But this itself is predicated on an implicit assumption that the human voyage– occasional, even frequent storms such as war, epidemic or other sundry disasters notwithstanding - is sufficiently calm and prosperous in the main, for the ship to make it to its destination largely seaworthy and intact.  If one were to propose however that passengers and crew had almost completely failed to notice the turbulence en route and, moreover, had been heading up the equivalent of the Northwest Passage; in other words – pace the explorer Amundsen  -  down a veritable dead end, the psychic consequences for ourselves, as recipients of this voyage, might be so unsettling as to entirely undo our very trust in the instrument itself.  Metaphorically speaking, we would be thrown back on the pilot –in other words the historian -  which assumes , in turn, that he or she knows where they are going. 

The problem is that most historians may not be particularly well-suited to this task. This is not because they are only immersed in narrating the voyage and not in the consequences of arrival. In fact, key to the historians weakness is their own usual, normative assumption that where we have arrived at is indeed terra firma (whether they like it or not is another matter) and will continue to be so. Thus, most historians’ activity is predicated on the perpetuation of a comfort zone from here into the future and to which they, too, are able to retreat. Cut away that reality and they are left as floundering and helpless as the rest of us.

What is being argued is that if we want historians to act as responsible guides –so that they can tell us how we really got into this mess, and thereby help offer a way out  –the requirement upon them actually involves staring into the near-future and facing up to its shocking potential. This historian is not proposing that this is going to be easy – or even fair.  The challenge, after all, is not just epochal: what is at stake is the survival of this species, and all those millions of others on this planet, who have become dependent upon what we do in it.  

Yet, ironically, finding the roots of the present crisis is not rocket science. While the impact of humankind on the atmosphere over the long duree can and should be a matter of debate, atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide before 1750 were relatively stable at 280 parts per million (ppm) for many thousands of years. Since then however, carbon emissions have been rising, the radical acceleration to the present position of 383 ppm, coming in the last fifty years, while current forecasts on our present trajectory suggest a 450 ppm concentration in the very near future, beyond which is extreme danger.  

What matters in terms of history is the close correlation between these trends and key developments in human activity. On the one hand, 18th and 19th century population growth and the consequent extension of agriculture, especially from methane-emitting livestock, have been major contributory factors. Even more, however, has been the advent of the carbon economy, initially through the use of coal, in the first century of the industrial revolution, then more particularly oil and gas in its second.  It is these  sources of sequestrated solar energy – otherwise strictly finite fossil fuels -  which powered the industrially-based mass production and technological advantage which we associate with the ‘rise of the West’. By the first world war, its hegemonic position in the world was plain to see, indeed if we were follow the lead of observers such as Emmanuel Wallerstein, or Mike Davis, the kernel of the present globalised international political economy can be traced to this period.  

There is a paradox, however. The momentum building up towards this global system was stymied in the first half of the 20th century through two massive, planet-wide, Great Power conflagrations. The impact, especially of World War One, was to act as a notably dampener on the growth pattern, the New York stock market crash in 1929, at the very heart of the new US-led economic dispensation further radically undercutting capital and trade flows, which had been harbingers of an initial recovery.  Even after 1945, unfettered momentum was held in check by the command economies of the alternative Soviet system which itself wrought untold environmental  -as well as human -  damage on great swathes of planet earth. However, liberal capitalism’s chief engine and outstanding champion, the USA, had come out of the Second World War, strengthened not diminished, a position which ensured that by the 1960s a resurgent US-led globalisation, irrespective of the dangers of the Cold War, was not only reasserting the earlier trajectory but in terms of annual economic growth rates rapidly overhauling it. 

From our position of hindsight, the direction of the vessel’s steer can be seen as clear and irresistible. With oil and gas for the already industrialised economies ridiculously cheap  and ostensibly plentiful – despite the blips of the 1970s – brakes  in the form of market regulation were largely abandoned. Indeed from this period onwards, all caution was thrown to the winds, as the ‘Great Acceleration’ surged towards its political if not economic apotheosis in 1989-90, the West literally swatting its moribund (if still very  dangerous) Soviet competitor off the board, a triumph famously celebrated in Francis Fukuyama’s End of History and the Last Man.
It is worth pausing very briefly to consider this much extolled and debated treatise which not only reads as eulogy to, but critically represents the new era of post-Cold War globalisation. Its forecast was one of a cornucopia of abundance for everyone on the planet. The irony of its title, however, should not be lost on us. Fukuyama by omitting all mention of the biosphere’s ability to provide carrying capacity for the new dispensation –in all probability because the issue had never occurred to him –simply underscored the profoundly myopic vision of the more general mantra. The year of the book’s publication 1992, was also the year of the Rio ‘Earth Summit’, in which, under the auspices of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, climate scientists clearly and unequivocally asserted that the impact of an ever-increasing carbon economy was unsustainable. Time lags between carbon emissions and their full absorption into climate systems aside, the relationship between the globalising thrust - the main engine of which was none other than now entirely liberated money markets  - and the threat to the biosphere was proving to be a rather exact one. 

Paradoxically, the Malthusian element in this equation while cause for alarm has been less of an imminent threat. With the planet’s human population literally going through the roof from an already massive 3.85 billion in 1972, to 6.1 billion in 2000, and with no demographic downturn in sight until mid 21st century, even putting aside climate change, our species is clearly bursting at the seams and threatening environmental breakdown on all manner of levels. However, accelerating rate of carbon emissions in their specifics have little to do with the world’s masses as such. The average Tanzanian family, for instance, burns up the equivalent fossil fuel in a year to what a single average Briton burns in a day. The message in all this is again quite unequivocal: the unequal nature of production and consumption world wide as determined by a process of historical development which has favoured and continues to favour the North, against the South means that the carbon threat comes primarily from the largely urbanised and metropolitan  - not to say dangerously over-nourished and materially overburdened populations of the polities and societies which made the leap into industrial and post-industrial carbon economies first.  Again the figures speak for themselves : if everyone world wide were to consume at current European rates, in terms of bio-capacity we would need 2.1 planet Earths to sustain us. If we were follow the US example, the resources required would be nearer five Earths

Yet, again, however an historical analysis of present woes, cannot end at this point.
While the most obvious drivers of this global roller coaster may be Western corporate transnationals, in turn sustained and nurtured by a range of predatory financial service industries, they are no longer the sole protagonists in the despoilment and rape of the global commons. If we can certainly see in early corporates such as the British India East Company, or some of its French and Dutch equivalents, early prototypes of what later become a regularised process of state-sanctioned and hence legalised business plunder, we forget at our peril that their writ was often founded on their own, or their respective state’s military force being used against historic world empires who were forced to bow to this force majeure.

These world empires were historically highly organised, economically largely self-contained and with industrial production rates which in, pre-fossil fuel economy terms were often highly significant. Even in 1800 the entirety of Western production was insufficient to dislodge Chinese industrial paramountcy. A century later a staggering nine-tenths of such production was Western. The point here though is two-fold. Firstly, for large number of people across the globe for century upon century, these imperial units were the norm, at the very heart of what that now much sidelined historian of civilisation, Arnold Toynbee would call the Oikumene, ‘the habitat of mankind.’ Secondly, while certainly in the New World, empires disintegrated or collapsed on the 16th century arrival of the Europeans, in Eurasia, at the advent of Crutzen’s anthropocene, the Qing, the Ottoman, the Romanov, and the Mughal were still holding on.  True, for the best part of the next 200 years these empires were either liquidated by their Western competitors or struggled on as relatively weaker, often consciously anti-system polities against the logic of their peripheral or semi-peripheral status. However, again, this was not the end of the story: radical transformation by the start of the’ Great Acceleration’ being part of many of their destinies too. 

It came –again paradoxically –through the internationalisation of the political model the West had devised and developed in tandem with, and corollary to, its own economic imperatives: the nation-state. Bequeathed to a post-colonial world, after World War Two, as normative, the poisoned chalice which went with it was the requirement for all such ‘liberated’ states to participate in a joined-up international economy with rules and a pace of transformation as set by the hegemons. The result was darwinian, though survival of the fastest might be the most apt way of describing the result. As J.R. McNeill has put it, anything short of maximum economic growth came to be seen ‘as a form of lunacy or treason.’ Not surprisingly lots of weaker, poorly grounded new polities , starting off from low  economic base-lines, rapidly fell by the wayside in this uneven competition, in Africa especially with disastrous  environmental and human consequences. But as the ‘Great Acceleration’ gathered pace, and with no impediments to the state itself providing dirigiste route-planning and infrastructural support to rapid, catch-up industrialisation., it should perhaps be no surprise that some of the old world empires, now risen phoenix-like in reformulated nation-state mode, should be by the turn of the 21st century be making rapid strides towards overhauling and trouncing the West on terms as set by it. 

And so here we are in the present faced not just with a seemingly irreversible thrust towards expansion and divergence but with an implicit lethal logic built into its process  founded on both Western greed and Eastern revenge. Indeed, as one key indicator, China, this year, surpassed the USA as the greatest emitter of greenhouse gases. The conundrum is, if this is the history, the saga of a developmental dialectic leading towards inevitable self-destruct, where does that leave the historians? Indeed what can they do about any of this, not least when scientists already have got there first to spell out loud and clear the perils before us?

The key problem with the science, however, it is that it is equally part of Western historical process, which, especially since the triumph of the Enlightenment, assumes nature to be an object not only to be understood but also mastered. The result today is that while the best scientific analysis of the processes of climate change is not to be faulted, its answers, repeatedly found in technical fixes, are: pumping excess carbon down oil wells, nuclear power stations, reflecting sunlight back into space through giant space mirrors, or reflecting dust into the atmosphere, as some other last resort.  These may be exactly the sort of solutions which government and business either encourage or lean towards, dovetailing with their ongoing assurances to a wider public that climate change can somehow be managed and controlled. In reality, all fail utterly because they cannot and will not address the problem at source. 

Anthropogenic climate change is a result of an historical trajectory leading to an international political-economic system which is not simply flawed but bankrupt and hence redundant.  More immediately it has encumbered all of us with a form of globalism which in its hugely over-complex, yet hierarchical, and consumer-orientated interdependence is extraordinary brittle. It would take very little to bring it to its knees.  A short, sharp run on the markets brought about, for instance, through a handful of climate change-related disasters striking simultaneously across the industrialised polities of the globe and emanating initially out of unsustainable demands on the insurance industry is one obvious scenario. The economic after-shocks, even putting aside, all the other likely disaster variables, including mass environmental refugee flows, are almost too horrible to contemplate. 

In these circumstances, historians have a particular responsibility to speak truth to power. Most people in the rich, and hence heavily insulated West may assume the world they inhabit will continue into the distant future ‘ substantially unchanged’. The words are those of Bryan Ward-Perkins who has written with notable acuity on the fall of Rome, the last time in the European arena that a world system came to an abrupt and extremely violent terminus. Historians’ role now is to make clear that the road to our current system has within it an equal if not greater potential for collapse. 

But even at this twilight hour it does not have to be inevitable. History teaches us that nothing is preordained. Other paths can be taken. These, however, are dependent on human beings grasping the nettle as agents for their own wellbeing.  What is needed now is certainly a paradigm shift, one which takes us away from hierarchical relationships of the so-called global village towards a more heterarchic order founded on adapting to local environmental conditions in terms of productive capacity, grass-roots economic exchange, and an egalitarian politics of human scale.

It is interesting how in the recent past an observation of this kind would almost immediately have elicited a retort that that what was being proposed was a return to the stone age: somewhat ironic given that our  ancestors from not so long ago, were considerably more capable, resilient and attuned to the world around them than we will ever be. We cannot possibly go back to then – nor would we want to -  but we might start learning from recent and then more deep history as to  how people managed and survived in conditions of often great extremis.  

We might also begin taking a leaf out of our ancestors’ spiritual world, founded above all their connect to nature. It is again significant that Toynbee in his great valedictory study Mankind and Mother Earth, written before the onset of a general knowledge about anthropogenic climate change specifically urged that for our biosphere to remain inhabitable would require of us a mission not to seek material mastery over our non-human environment but a spiritual mastery over ourselves. Richard Fortey, a great observer of the natural world, has put it in very similar terms when he proposed that for us to have a future, human consciousness must be met with that of human conscience. 

Is such a shift achievable? The contemporary moment does not seem promising. If spirituality and science, reason and compassion might still come together through a human outcry forcing the UN to implement the necessary framework -  a process of contraction and convergence  - by which the rudder might yet be altered onto a saner path, the problem is that the instrument is not actually in universal hands at all but that of system drivers more embedded, more hubristic, more intent on their reckless  and tunnel-visioned rush to the abyss than ever. 

The historian’s critical role in all this can only thus be to repeatedly demonstrate that that trajectory is founded on a false premise while at the same time stating abundantly and clearly that there can be no manipulation of this verdict by pretending that we can, at one and the same time, reduce carbon emissions yet continue the pursuit of voracious profligacy. Instead, our efforts should be focused on reconnecting humanity to the elements of its more resilient and sustainable past. And thus inevitably to our complex, fraught, precarious, but sometimes remarkably synergistic and holistic relationship with nature.  As we learn from this historic reality with a little more humility we might also begin to recognise global warming for what it actually is: our last best friend. Its actions –anthropormorphically speaking - remind us that we were always dependent on the biosphere and if we abused it the gods would avenge themselves on us. History is our witness. It’s time like no other for historians to get a grip on what really matters. 

For further reading

Robert Constanza et al. ed. Sustainability or Collapse, An Integrated History and Future of People on Earth (Dahlem University Press, 2007)
Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts, El Nino Famines and the Making of the Third World (Verso, 2001)

Jared Diamond, Collapse, How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive (Penguin Books, 2005)

Richard Fortey, Life, an Unauthorised Biography (Flamingo, 1998)

Arnold Toynbee, Mankind and Mother Earth, A Narrative History of the World (Oxford University Press, 1976) 

Bryan Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the End of Civilisation (Oxford University Press, 2005). 

Mark Levene teaches at the University of Southampton, and is founder of Rescue!History http://rescue-history-from-climate-change.org/indexClassic.php
which seeks to explore the relationship between our past and a present dominated by anthropogenic climate change. 

1
1

