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Abstract
This introduction to a special issue of Climatic Change argues that it is timely and welcome to intensify
historical research into climate change and climate as factors of history. This is also already an ongoing
trend in many disciplines. The article identifies two main strands in historical work on climate change,
both multi-disciplinary: one that looks for it as a driver of historical change in human societies, the other
that analyzes the intellectual and scientific roots of the climate system and its changes. In presenting the
five papers in this special issue the introduction argues that it is becoming increasingly important to also
situate Bhistoricizing climate change^ within the history of thought and practice in wider fields, as a
matter of intellectual, political, and social history and theory. The five papers all serve as examples of
intellectual, political, and social responses to climate-related phenomena and their consequences (ones
that have manifested themselves relatively recently and are predominantly attributable to anthropogenic
climate change). The historicizing work that these papers perform lies in the analysis of issues that are
rising in societies related to climate change in its modern anthropogenic version. The history here is not
so much about past climates, although climate change itself is always directly or indirectly present in
the story, but rather about history as the social space where encounters take place and where new
conditions for humans and societies and their companion species and their life worlds in natures and
environments are unfolding and negotiated. With climate change as a growing phenomenon historicizing climate change in this version will become increasingly relevant.

1 Introduction
Climate change is an historical phenomenon. Climate history is also a specialty in its own
right, drawing increasing attention from scholars in many fields. In this special issue of
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Climatic Change, we explore not the history of climate in itself but the histories of agential
engagements with climate change, as a contribution to making climate change fully a part of
history in both its natural and societal dimensions. BHistoricizing climate change^ as a motto
for this work draws on the work of Reinhart Koselleck, who argued for the need to historicize
concepts, i.e., to contextualize them in processes of change over time. Among these were not
least historical concepts, for example, time, progress, and decline, and indeed history itself
(Koselleck 1975/1997, 1985/2004: ch 9). We explore in this special issue ways of historicizing
climate change in the sense of weaving climate change as an issue and as a context into the
fabric of broader intellectual, political, and social histories. Our focus is on anthropogenic
climate change as a modern phenomenon, and on the recognition of anthropogenic climate
change and its implications in particular for human civilizations and planetary futures, as this
has taken place in particular intellectual disciplines and social and political contexts (not
simply on climatic variation which is of course an eternal fact).
The papers assembled here started as draft contributions to a workshop entitled BHistoricizing
Climate Change^ at Princeton University in May 2014. This workshop was convened by a
research group in the Princeton Institute for International and Regional Studies focused on
BCommunicating Uncertainty: Science, Institution, and Ethics in the Politics of Global Climate
Change.^ Workshop participants included a number of climate scientists as well as historians,
philosophers, economists, and others, who explored several topics relevant both to historicizing
the emergence of climate science and to its relationship to the predicament, and understanding, of
climate change. Five of the papers presented at the workshop are published here (as with many
workshops, the route from presentation to publication has been a complex one). The papers unite
in exploring particular relations and responses (both agential and experiential) to climate change.
These relations are embedded in but not limited to the experiences of place (Hastrup on the
Inughuit, Amrith on the Indian monsoon, Anker on the Norwegian oil economy and the politics
thereof) and intellectual discipline (Forrester on Anglophone moral and political philosophy
especially in the 1970s, Dennig on recent currents within welfare economics, including these
dealing with future time). Together, they bear at least partial witness to the broader themes of the
workshop, which included the relations between prescription and description; the limits of
quantification (including the relations between risk and uncertainty); and the ethical and agential
dilemmas of predicting and responding as well as anticipating.
In what follows, we provide some background on efforts to historicize climate change
before the Bhistoricizing^ concept was in wide circulation. We do this to identify some of the
standard tropes and topics of climate change discourse, especially to assist readers unfamiliar
with historical and historiographical approaches to past and recent climate and its changes.
From there, we proceed to discuss the five papers to bring out some of their crucial ideas.

2 Chronologies and other necessary linear understandings
One important line of historical work on climate change has sought to understand the
development of the science that underpins current understandings of the Intergovernmental
Panel of Climate Change, IPCC. Its fundamental account of the progress of knowledge is
mapped out in a separate chapter in the Fourth Assessment Report (Le Treut et al. 2007) which
reads very much like a chronology of scientific discoveries and of models. Several book length
studies do the same kind of work. Perhaps the most well known of these is Spencer Weart’s
History of Global Warming (2003/2008).
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On a different tack, Clarence Glacken’s Traces on the Rhodian Shore (1967) remains a
landmark work on theories of climate change and ways of understanding climate in human
history. Many internal histories of geographical thought and of the atmospheric and geophysical sciences provide more work on these lines. Neville Brown’s History and Climate Change
(2001) serves as an example; Rupert Darwall chronicles the last half century of policy history
in The Age of Global Warming (2013); A History of the Science and Politics of Climate
Change (2007), an institutional autobiography by IPCC founding chair Bert Bolin also
belongs among these now quite numerous attempts to recount the emergence of the current
state of the field.
These and other Blinear^ histories have done and keep doing important work for the broader
understanding of climate change. They set the knowledge record straight and they provide
essential information of the sequence of events in science and governance that supplements the
natural history data of climate variation. But, they were based on earlier work of similar kinds:
works such as those by Hubert Lamb in the 1960s and 1970s (Lamb 1972/1977, 1982), Jean
Grove (1988), and the less well-known work of G. E. P. Brooks of the British Met Office,
whose Climate Through the Ages (1926, new ed. 1949) offered a systematic classification of
then-current theories about climate and its variations. Taken as a whole, this literature provides
a useful insight in the sometimes rapid shifts of state-of-the-art knowledge. Brooks is a case in
point. Like Lamb, who had studied medieval warming and predicted coming ice ages, he did
not readily accept the idea of anthropogenic warming during the industrial period, advanced by
G. S. Callendar (1938, cf. Fleming 2007). Brooks, like most experts of the time, dismissed the
idea as late as 1951, writing: B[Svante] Arrhenius and [Thomas] Chamberlin saw in this [i.e.,
increased atmospheric carbon dioxide] a cause of climatic changes, but the theory was never
widely accepted and was abandoned when it was found that all the long-wave radiation
absorbed by CO2 is also absorbed by water vapour.^ Callendar’s theory, judged Brooks was
sadly mistaken, and Bnot considered further.^ (Brooks 1951: 1016).

3 Historical science and politics of climate change
Histories of the scientific understanding of climate change are numerous and they have in
common the rejection of then-current orthodoxy. There is a large body of work on the
epistemology and sociology of climate change, and much of it deals with skepticism and
denial. Although some of that work is historical, its time horizons are not generally very deep.
There is emerging work on how societies can or cannot take on challenges, ranging from
broader synthetic overviews such as Jared Diamond’s Collapse (2004) to specialized studies
related to contemporary policy. A strong example here is Mike Hulme’s Why We Disagree
About Climate Change (2009), but equally important are Hulme’s articles on the problems that
may occur when we reduce Bthe future to climate change^ or disregard the role of humanities
in seeking a deeper understanding of climate change as a societal phenomenon (Hulme 2011a,
Hulme 2011b; cf. Holm and Viniwarter 2017). Also of significance is Joshua P. Howe’s
analysis of the science politics of Charles David Keeling’s now-famous Mauna Loa curve
showing the atmospheric concentration of CO2. Although the curve has been central to
communicating climate change to politicians, environmentalists, and the general public the
focus on the curve has also hidden what has always been behind it: society, economic interests,
and the behavior of millions of humans, all that produces its unbroken upward trend (Howe
2014).

4
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Historians and sociologists of science and the environment, joined by historical geographers and historically inclined scientists, have produced studies of climate change, of media
representations of climate change, of the institutions that are involved in climate change
science and policy, of their reports and assessments, and of the local effects of climate change
on various social groups. The geographies of climate change have also been addressed in
multiple ways. Climate-centered historical studies, many of which include compelling case
studies appear from virtually all corners of the world. The Arctic and the North Atlantic have
become hotspots of climate change science and meteorology since the late nineteenth century,
thanks to the work of the Bergen school of meteorology and comprehensive studies of glaciers
and sea ice measurements (Friedman 1989, Sörlin 2009a, 2011, Christensen et al. 2013). We
have detailed investigations (by Matt Farish, John P. Lackenbauer, Ron Doel, Julia Lajus, and
many others) of how the US, Canada, the Soviet Union and other countries built research
stations and specialized laboratories that could monitor and understand snow and ice conditions related to a potential Arctic war (Doel et al. 2014). The changing historical geopolitics of
climate change are well documented by contributions to a volume on Polar Geopolitics (2014)
edited by Klaus Dodds and Richard Powell. Mark Carey’s (2010) work on the encounters of
glaciology with local residents and cultures in the Andes demonstrates historians’ interest in
weaving local, anthropological, and science histories into a richer understanding of what
climate change actually means on the ground and in human communities (cf Taillant 2015).
Similar reinterpretations have been proposed for Australia (McGrath and Jebb 2015), North
American settler history (White 2017), and other regional histories are also being enriched and
nuanced by the re-introduction of climate.
Climate is a key feature of the vibrant multi-disciplinary literature writing of Bplanetary^
histories as reflections of the common human predicament, or as examples of what anthropologist Joseph Masco (2010, 2014), calls the Bsecurity state^ by which he means military,
geoengineering, and terraforming enterprises. Literary scholar Ursula Heise (2008) has similarly identified an emerging Bsense of planet^ in a post-nature—Nach der Natur—state (Heise
2010). Science, and not least climate science, is very much part of histories of the Bplanetary^
and of the Anthropocene (Hamblin 2013; Höhler 2015; Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016).

4 Reinvoking the agency of climate
Using historical climate data to explain history has a much longer pre-history than climate
science. Since Hippocrates (c. 460–370 BC), there has been a rich, if not always venerable,
environmentalist or determinist tendency to understand differences among cultures and
nations and even Braces^ by reference to their climates. Climate was here understood as
local or regional climate. Our modern understanding of climate as a common planetary
phenomenon with average and secular trends of CO2 content, ice, dust, temperature, and
other features is essentially a product of the age of climate models which homogenized
climate into a global phenomenon and thus contributed immensely to the emerging
planetary story. Deborah Coen’s (2013, 2018) work on late nineteenth-century understandings of climatology arising at the boundaries of geography, geophysics, and anthropology, and struggling to situate the various scales of the subject between the local and
regional on the one hand and the global (produced by interaction among local effects) on
the other, highlights philosophical debates about such understanding, poised between lawlike explanations and idiographic meaning.
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In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, environmentalist explanations had their
heyday. An influential root of this line of thinking was the work of Friedrich Ratzel, the
German geographer, whose many followers included geographers Ellen Churchill Semple
(whose key work Influences of Geographic Environment (1911) drew heavily on Ratzel), and
Ellsworth Huntington (famous for claims about the strong influence of climate on human
societies—as in Civilization and Climate 1915 and other books). Both Semple and Huntington
wrote in the first decades of the twentieth century and remained influential up until WW II.
Their histories worked chiefly on a grand scale and had a metaphysical bent. Huntington
wanted to understand why Asian cultures expanded westward. Other geographers in the first
half of the twentieth century, including Griffith Taylor (Strange 2010, Strange and Bashford
2008) and Vilhjalmur Stefansson (e.g. Stefansson 1922; Pálsson 2005) similarly produced
grand schemes of human Bprogress^ or Bdecline^ based on climate. This line of thinking won
little sympathy among historians and diminished rather than stimulated their interest in
environmental factors. When climatic explanations are taken up today, they avoid the many
absurdities of earlier climate determinism (Hornborg and Crumley 2006; White 2017). New
work on the Roman Climate Optimum and on reinterpreting the Norse Sagas in light of new
knowledge of climate change (Hartman et al. 2017; cf. Utterström 1955) exemplifies these
developments.
Historical work on climate change time series deserves particular mention, with eminent
contributions from Christian Pfister and his followers in Switzerland and other Alpine
countries, by Astrid Ogilvie and colleagues in Iceland, and from many archeologists spread
around the world (Pfister 1988, Ogilvie and Jónsson 2001a, b).Some recent historical work in
this area uses models. One major initiative in this regard is IHOPE (Integrated History and
Future of People on Earth; IHOPE 2018). It was started in 2003 as part of the earth science
community of the global ICSU portfolio of programs, which has now changed its umbrella
name to Future Earth. From the outset IHOPE researchers have sought to model and quantify
historical change across time scales that often reach beyond those of traditional history or even
archeology. This fits well into the narrative of a quantifying planetary enterprise resting on
mega-infrastructures for monitoring and modeling (Edwards 2010; Höhler 2015), and some of
IHOPE’s publications so far (e.g., Costanza et al. 2007) show a lot of this ambition. Indeed, so
considerable is the growth in climatic reinterpretations of past events and periods that we may
talk of an Bencounter^ of paleo-science and history (Haldon et al. 2018).
Geoffrey Parker is more conventional in his choice of historical themes—war, disease,
famine, demographic factors—in Global Crisis: War, Climate Change & Catastrophe in the
Seventeenth Century (2013). This is a towering achievement linking events all over the world
into a comprehensive framework, with climate as the ultimate driving force. It is far from new
to propose climate as a key factor in crisis-ridden Europe; the late Eric Hobsbawm did this in
two articles in Past & Present in 1954 and sparked debate about the seventeenth century
Bcrisis^ in Europe (Hobsbawm 1954 a and b). The BLittle Ice Age^—the concept itself dates to
1939 (Matthes 1939; Grove 1988; Fagan 2000)—has been the source of historical explanations of witch hunts (a long standing debate in its own right, e.g., Levack 1987, Behringer
1988, 1995, 1999, Behringer et al. 2005, Büntgen et al. 2011, Büntgen and Hellmann 2014);
demographic change; the course of the thirty-year war; and many other occurrences. What
Parker does, is to expand climatic causality to the world, using recent knowledge of monsoon
changes, El Nino and La Nina phenomena. Above all, Parker seeks to understand how
repercussions of climate-related events such as famine and plague in one place spread to
others through trade, war, colonial policies, and disease (cf Brooke 2014).

6
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Bold and admirable, even ground-breaking though Parker’s attempt to historicize the world
through the agency of climate change, may seem it ultimately fails to convince. Parker leaves
unexplained why his perspective provides a Bglobal^ history, let alone a global Bcrisis,^ a
concept that in and of itself deserves to be thoroughly historicized as agency of major earthly
disruptions is shifting towards humans in the Anthropocene, and by implication to earlier
periods (Mauelshagen 2014; Paglia 2015). Did some imam in the Arab world or some Moghul
leader in India, some aboriginal person in Australia, natives of Tierra del Fuego, or even
people in Europe before the thirty-year war, define their predicament as a crisis? If so, how was
it a worse crisis than those of previous centuries? Empirical testing of the BParker thesis^ has
provided a wealth of new knowledge but does not seem to corroborate his basic claim
(Izdebski 2018; Hieu Phung Corsi 2018). This does not, of course, rule out climatic explanations in other periods or more specific domains, for example from Asian history (e.g.
Lieberman 2003, 2012) or early modern North America (White 2017).
As we have seen, Parker is far from alone in using climatic factors to write a global history;
similar approaches are increasingly evident for the modern period (Mauelshagen 2010), and in
the growing re-interpretive historical literature on the post-WWII period (e.g., McNeill and
Engelke 2016). This interest is bound to increase rapidly just as Bthe environment^ (Warde
et al. 2018) has become a key factor in modern historiography because it has turned into a
major policy issue. History is, after all, largely about societies and their decisions and concerns.
In this respect, climate clearly has causal agency, but its agency differs from that attributed to it
by Parker or some of the other projects looking to climate as a Bdriver^ of historical change.
Climate is mediated through politics and social institutions, and shaped in our time at least and
perhaps for millennia (Ruddiman 2005) by humans and their diseases, technologies, animals,
and societies. Here lies both a major challenge and an opening as we are considering new ways
to develop our historicizing work. We shall return to this theme at the end of this introduction.

5 Different—but equal
To sum up these broad historiographic trends we can identify two dominant, albeit diverse and
interdisciplinary, and quite distinct, scholarly enterprises and epistemic communities. The first
chiefly tries to understand climate change as a scientific, political, and cultural phenomenon.
To put it crudely, it is an attempt to establish an intellectual history of the climate issue and by
implication it is by and large a late modern history, rarely more than a century long, but clearly
with innovative exceptions, for example Julie Cruikshank’s (2005) work on late eighteenth
century encounters between French naturalists and the local Tlíngit in the Pacific North West.
Its main practitioners are in historical and other humanities and (some) social sciences,
although, clearly, there are many instances of collaboration with scientists and policy.
The second is first and foremost an attempt to give historical agency to climate, albeit in
many instances a climate affected by, humans. The object of historical research here is
material; it is in the records of climate change and in the evidence of human influence of that
climate and its influence on the humans and their societies. This evidence privileges the
methodologies of archeologists, palaeo-ecologists, geoscientists and biophysical experts. Intellectual changes are in the background, although they sometimes play a role. The time depth
of this historicizing enterprise is typically much longer, indeed very little of this work is about
current affairs, although there are efforts in this community to claim relevance by showing
Blessons from the past,^ often, as in Diamond’s Collapse, lessons about the inability of human
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societies to respond to rapid and unfamiliar kinds of change, or, that some past societies have
displayed excellent survival capabilities, or even, as in the case of Ruddiman (2005), that
humans in the past have influenced climate far beyond what was previously assumed.
Even such a cursory introduction as this shows the wide range of topics and approaches that
can be brought to bear on climate change. Still, other categorizations and trends are emerging,
such as a line of work that seeks to widen the scope of climate explanatory history to include
modern periods as well, and thus give relevant causal agency to climate on shorter time scales
and closer to the present. Clearly, we are entering a period of human history when climate is
gaining significantly in historical importance. This serves in turn to explain the rapidly
growing body of work on climate history, including a first ever Handbook of Climate History
(White et al. 2018). All of this has further enhanced interest in the current climate and in the
intellectual and political dimensions of Bclimate^ in contemporary societies, as well as
experiential responses to climate change that have accumulated in the fairly recent past.

6 Encountering climate change—building a trajectory
While the knowledge history of anthropogenic climate change itself, narrowly conceived, and
the history of the significance of climate for past events are both important, we turn now to a
third (if overlapping) area of focus as the topic of this special issue: the broader changes in
history of which climate change makes up a critical (but not exhaustive or narrow) part. For, it
is not only climate that changes. Historicizing work is needed to demonstrate how understandings of and responses to climate change are themselves historical, and hence something
different than Bclimate history,^ although inextricably linked to it.
These five papers are certainly not the first to historicize climate change in this respect. We
find elements of it in Joshua Howe’s Behind the Curve (Howe 2014), with its historicizing of
the Keeling curve and its politics. Many of Mike Hulme’s contributions over the last decade fit
the same pattern; in his own characterization of his work: Bthe cultural and epistemic
construction of the idea of climate change, and its discursive and material effects^ (Hulme
2018). It is worth noting also that the term Bhistoricizing^ itself has sometimes been used in
this same sense (e.g., Sörlin 2009b; Barnes and Dove 2015), probably to signal an ambition to
go beyond the suggestion that lies implicit in the very term Bclimate change^ that it is the
record of that change that is the focus of inquiry. Because, for those with the express wish to
Bhistoricize climate change^ it is rarely climate change itself that is at stake; what is essential is
to make that change part of this thing we call Bhistory.^ Or, as Koselleck would have said,
Bhistorical knowledge (as against information of the past)^ requires theoretical reflection on an
acknowledged historical problem (White 2002: xii-xiii).
Our attention here is on the history of attempts to understand, engage with, and
respond to current and future anthropogenic climate change, whether academically,
politically, or experientially, while recognizing that such attempts must themselves
grapple with the causes and consequences of the varying phenomena of a changing
climate. Within and across political and disciplinary boundaries, human ideas, and
practices that respond to climate change are thereby becoming part of what needs to
be historicized. BHistoricizing climate change^ in this sense moves outward from the
specific phenomena of climate history and the discovery of anthropogenic climate
change, to trace how these phenomena are becoming embedded in the histories of
intellectual disciplines and of particular societies. BHistoricizing climate change^ must
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involve these more general histories as well as the specific ones that have so far gone
under the labels of climate history and the history of climate change narrowly conceived.
The papers that follow are all representative of this turn. They historicize both the
understanding of recent climate debates and the varied responses that such understanding (or
lack of understanding) can produce in wider contexts. A brief summary of each paper draws
out the main themes that they raise.
Sunil Amrith’s article on BRisk and the South Asian Monsoon^ goes several centuries back
to review the emerging scientific-cum-political understanding of the monsoon, before focusing
on views of the monsoon as a challenge for modern India and the Indian state project. The
challenge has largely been met by large dam projects to lessen dependence on monsoon
agriculture but with contemporary climate change this has opened the door to a new kind of
uncertainty and to some, only partially quantifiable, attendant risks; as Amrith writes:
BAnthropogenic climate change introduces a new level of uncertainty into monsoon
forecasting.^ Amrith’s paper picks up the question of scaling, between the regional effects
of the monsoon and the national boundaries of the Indian state, as well as the difficulties of
prediction, in relation to the human need to anticipate the future, created by a particular
technological mentality and the rapidly changing climatic factors driving the monsoon.
Peder Anker tells the story of Norway, a small Scandinavian country rich in oil and gas,
with large oil field reserves and the largest per capita national oil fund in the world, as well as
(and partly because of that) one of the world’s most affluent populations. But as Anker shows,
it is also a country with an early and strong environmental movement that has been riven by
debates over how to navigate the realities of a fossil fuel dependent economy, ethically, and
politically. Anker argues that we can understand the particular set of global policy approaches
(focused on tradeable carbon credits) advocated by some of the country’s intellectual and
political elite, as an effort to reconcile environmental self-understanding with the country’s
economic reliance on oil and gas. BA Pioneer Country?^—the question mark is warranted, as
Anker’s analysis (subtitled BA History of Norwegian Climate Politics^) shows.
Both Amrith and Anker seek to explain how states have endeavored to navigate economic,
existential, and ideological challenges posed by climate change. In different ways, India and
Norway canvassed institutions and political leadership to combine academic approaches with
political purposes to formulate elite policy projects. By contrast, Francis Dennig and Katrina
Forrester focus primarily on academic practitioners themselves and on currents within academic disciplines, though Dennig’s study of BClimate Change and the Re-Evaluation of CostBenefit Analysis^ does identify the significance of academic debates for public policy. Dennig
looks at the emergence of dominant approaches to cost-benefit analysis (CBA) and surveys
debates about their applicability for understanding the economics of climate change. He
focuses especially on normative questions such as the appropriate choice of discount rate.
He concludes Bthat climate change has reopened a debate on the normative foundations of
economics that had laid dormant for some time.^
The role of intellectual disciplines in conceiving of the future—and the necessity for them
to take stances on controversial normative questions about the nature and extent of the
connection between past, present, and future—is also broached by Katrina Forrester on BThe
Problem of the Future in Postwar Anglo-American Political Philosophy.^ Forrester explores
the emergence of the intergenerational problem that has become acute in contemporary
analytical philosophy. She attributes this to environmental debates that included recognition
of climate change. She traces a tension (explored by the philosophers in those debates),
between conceiving of the future as part of a sequence of historical change (but leading to
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future people whose own ethical views are hard to imagine), and flattening it out to give full
and equal ethical weight to future people no different from those in the present.
Moving from the study of political theory to the practice of anthropology, Kirsten Hastrup
draws on evidence from her many years of field work among North West Greenland Inughuit in
Quaanaaq to explore how efforts to understand climate change depend upon and disrupt
relationships between past and future. Hers is a very concrete narrative of human experiences
of climate change in the circumpolar world. Here too, much of the traditional ethnography
holds—this is a community that is able to maintain its basic tenets. But climate change, at the
same time, Bchanges everything^, to use Naomi Klein’s (2014) phrase. The role of anticipation,
the relationship between explanation and understanding, and the question of scale in tackling the
very meaning of historicization of climate change are all engaged powerfully by Hastrup.
These five papers contribute to Bclimate history^ although they are not self-identified
(either as papers or in terms of the academic subfield of their authors) as belonging in a
particular Bclimate^ subfield of history, archeology, or the environmental and atmospheric
sciences. Each author stays fairly loyal to his or her primary area of expertise in political
philosophy, colonial and environmental history, economics, or anthropology. Yet, they all help
to Bhistoricize climate change.^ Historicizing this planetary and global/societal phenomenon
requires unusual combinations of efforts in a multitude of disciplines, not least in the social
sciences and humanities.
At the same time, these papers Bperform^ historical work as they articulate their problems.
Each addresses, in a particular way, an encounter with climate change, a phenomenon that may
have occurred in the past, as natural variability, but which in its current anthropogenic version
cannot be discussed only in terms of effects or human/societal responses. In reality, climate
change must be addressed in moral, political and intellectual terms, and all such discussions
will follow a historical trajectory. At some point anthropogenic climate change enters the
discussions of a community of hunters in the Arctic, a community of political economists or
philosophers thinking about the future, or the intellectual and political leadership of a nation
state. They all find that the foundations on which they have built their understanding and
practice are changing, probably forever. The Bhistory^ here is about past climates only more
indirectly (although distinct instances of historical climate change can sometimes play important roles). Rather, it is about history as the social space where encounters take place and where
new conditions for humans and societies and their companion species and their life worlds in
natures and environments are unfolding and negotiated.
Showcasing the five studies in this vein is useful, because they are all anchored in a
theoretical approach that locates climate change in history and likewise traces the
histories that evolve around it. We can already see that this is work that attracts scholars
in the social sciences and humanities. But we must also reflect on the fact that most
historians and other humanists and social scientists have still not (yet?) found it relevant
to engage with climate issues. Given the pervasive nature and the ominous ramifications
of climate change, would it not be useful to consider historicizing climate change to
engage wider strands of history, and related disciplines? Could climate change history be
sorted as a dimension of the history of capitalism? Should it be located in a historical
discourse centered on justice, distribution, and rights, one that engages postcolonial
scholars and social historians as much as specialists in the history of atmospheric
sciences and meteorology? What is climate, and what could it be, in economic history?
In business history? Feminist history? Diplomatic history? Subaltern history? How,
taking Dipesh Chakrabarty’s much debated Bspecies history^ proposition seriously, could
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it be an active part of a, perhaps refined, Big History on the planetary level?
(Chakrabarty 2009; Christian 2004).
This would involve widening the range of historical specialists involved, as this special
issue has sought to do. Many of these specialists work on issues of power and politics that are
close to the hearts of broad social groups, or on histories of ideas that may seem at first blush to
be unrelated to the materialities of climate. The writing of a broad and integrated history makes
it necessary to reflect on the relative weight of different factors. If we think that climate change
is an increasingly important factor in history it behooves us to consider how it is affecting
historical understanding and the self-understanding of other disciplines as their histories
unfold. Climate change is working its way through social institutions, legislation, economic
regulation, and markets, and it will become visible in cultural expressions and a wide range of
intellectual fields and social practices.
To historicize climate change in the sense of the Bclimate change of modern, contemporary,
and future societies^ rather than climate change only as it appears in nature and environment is
not only an urgent and worthy mission. It may also serve as a common ground to engage,
bridge, and thereby further advance, the two dominant strands of previous climate historiography. By uncovering modes of intellectual engagements with climate change, the historicizing
work exemplified here may also advance the practical efforts to counter and hopefully escape
anthropogenic climate change to which so many such engagements point as urgent.
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