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Abstract 

With rising sea levels and disappearing species as harbingers of a planet-wide existential crisis 

facing the Earth, this article considers the ways in which geoengineering proposals diverge 

from understandings of global uncertainties and threats within scholarship on the globalization 

of insecurity, instead identifying ‘the planetary’ as a distinctive space of insecurity. Working 

at that scale, geoengineering proposals in turn not only claim to offer technological fixes but 

also in the process fix – in the sense of hypostatising – the meaning of (planetary) crisis, usually 

circumscribed as a climate crisis. The technopolitics of planetary crisis management thus 

produces and sustains a wider political economy that can and should be opened up to critical 

reflection: given that it assumes particular understandings – and thus precludes possible 

alternative conceptions – of what crisis entails, and consequent sociotechnical imaginaries of 

how market forces, scientific knowledge, and technological infrastructures might be combined 

in response. 
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Introduction 

Illustrated by reference to proposals for and debates on geoengineering and climate 

engineering, this article makes the case that there is a distinctive technopolitics of planetary 

crisis management that we might seek to better understand – and critically evaluate and engage 

with – in terms of how planetary threats are identified, defined and prospectively addressed. 

The study of globalizations has recently turned explicitly towards “the planetary” (e.g., 

Pedersen 2020), and critical consideration of the ways in which climate change and ecological 

breakdown, systemic crisis of capitalism, and the onset and impacts of the covid-19 pandemic 

intersect such that “The world as we know it is literally breaking down” (Gills 2020, 1; see also 

Gills and Morgan 2019).  As a further contribution to these debates, this article reflects on the 

ways in which considerations of the planetary might relate to – and disrupt – efforts to come to 

terms with the “globalization of insecurity” (Camilleri 2017), as well as necessitating in turn 

greater critical attention to modes of “planetary crisis management” (cf. Masco 2010). If the 

world is in a state of crisis and breaking down, the article contends, then we should pay 

particular attention to efforts and initiatives that seek to manage “fix” that breakdown and that, 

in the process, affix particular meanings to crisis. 

 

To develop the argument above the article first considers the proposition that issues of climatic 

and ecological crisis are not easily captured within conceptions of “global (in)security” and 

should instead be considered as distinct issues of planetary crisis, emergency, and insecurity. 

Debates on planetary crisis are wide-ranging, transdisciplinary and give rise to potentially 

radically different normative positions and institutional recommendations as to how to respond. 

They are arguably minimally bound, though, by the sense that existing concepts and 

understandings of the world and the ways in which we live in it must be altered in response 

(see Chakrabarty 2018). Of course, who “we” are in this respect and what “it” is, in terms of 

“the world” we live in and how it works, are all issues that are subjects of potential contestation 

and degrees of uncertainty. With that in mind, the discussion below focuses on how proposals 

for planetary crisis management are frequently predicated on the “perpetual gamble” that “there 

will in fact always be at some point a technological solution to the problems created, and so 

there would be no need to opt for immediate and radical social change that prevents such 

problems manifesting” (Gills and Morgan: 7; see also Asayama 2014: 92). It is in this sense, 
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the article seeks to argue, that the sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff 2015) associated with 

proposals for geo- and climate- engineering should be critically interrogated. Constituting as 

they often do forms of technological utopianism that seek to preserve the conditions for the 

continuation of “market civilization” (Gill 2019; see also Moore 2016), such proposals are most 

often predicated on an understanding of technopolitics that already an assume a prior 

assumption of who “we” are and a corresponding mode of life to be preserved. In addition, 

proposals for climatic and geoengineering also necessarily define not only the world as a 

planetary space but also the ways in which “it” is threatened. In particular, these proposals tend 

to circumscribe the meaning of crisis primarily if not solely as “climate crisis” which, as is 

discussed later in the paper, is a conception of crisis that is potentially open to critique. 

 

Critical scholarship on the planetary tends to stress the ways in “old” paradigms (cf. Pederson 

2020; Fagan 2017) of security – even those thought to be operative at a global scale – are being 

called into question by conditions of planetary emergency and crisis. Climatic and 

geoengineering proposals, conversely, imagine scenarios and technologies for preserving the 

conditions of modern life as far as possible (Altvater 2016). Although such proposals for 

planetary crisis management might ostensibly seem to share much in common with imagery 

and tropes of science fiction, as is illustrated below they have and continue to be given serious 

consideration and investment by select political and scientific elites. If implemented, they may 

actually exacerbate conditions of planetary inequality, insecurity and crisis, but it is 

nevertheless also likely that as conditions of planetary emergency intensify, so too will interest 

in and exploration of applications of climatic and geo-engineering. Thus, as well as taking 

seriously considerations of how forms of planetary crisis disrupt “the global”, critical 

scholarship, as is argued and illustrated below, should also pay sustained attention to the ways 

in which in which proposals to manage planetary crisis are predicated upon, and may serve to 

further, the imagination and perpetuation of capitalist industrial modernity.  

 

Global Uncertainties, Insecure Globalities 

At least as notable as the rise and recurrence of “the global” within discourses of security is the 

tendency to relate that term to associated degrees of ambiguity and uncertainty. The “Global 

Uncertainties” programme of research funding in the UK, for example, as one of the foremost 

initiatives in this vein (see, e.g., EPSRC 2019; STEPS 2019) has been predicated precisely on 

a need to fund research to reduce “core” global uncertainties associated with “cyber-security”, 

“ideologies and beliefs”, “proliferation of chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear and 
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explosive weapons and technologies”, “terrorism”, “threats to infrastructure” and 

“transnational organised crime” (EPSRC 2019). If, such endeavours propose, epistemological 

uncertainty can be reduced in relation to these kinds of core issues, they may remain critical 

but can come to be more manageable and possibly even reframed as policy “challenges” to be 

addressed and ameliorated.   

 

How, when and why specific issues come to be designated both as global uncertainties and 

“core” is, though, less immediately clear. Although the longer list of issues cited above persists 

in some quarters (e.g., EPSRC 2019), the more recent evolution of the overarching initiative to 

fund research into global uncertainties has been revised to focus specifically on a shortened list 

of the “complex challenges” of “conflict, cybersecurity [and] transnational organised crime” 

(PaCCS 2019). The fact that the lists above vary in their itemisation suggests, we might 

plausibly infer, a degree of doubt about which specific issues should be identified and 

addressed as forms of “global uncertainty”. The protean nature of both “global” and 

“uncertainties” has seemingly allowed for varying collections of threats and issues to be 

highlighted as critical issues. Looking to wider academic analysis, when the term “global” is 

invoked in relation to security, a similar degree of ambiguity and uncertainty tends to persist. 

Peter Hough’s Understanding Global Security (2013), for example, for all its merits as a text, 

never really presents readers with detailed explanation of what global security is. The chapters 

of the book, by virtue of their inclusion, suggests that military threats to states, non-state 

military threats, economics, social identity, environmental threats, health, natural disasters, 

accidents (hazards), and crime should all be grouped under the heading of “global security”. 

But, by simply assuming the term “global security” in its title rather than delving in detail into 

what that term might mean, Hough implies by consequence that global security is simply a 

label that can be used to capture and accumulation of military and non-military issues.   

 

While Hough leaves this understanding as an unspoken assumption, Charli Carpenter, writing 

in the issue that launched the Journal of Global Security Studies, is more overt in making the 

case that the study of “global security” is and should be similarly porous in its terms of 

reference, declaring that “I would take the perhaps radical position that if it happens on the 

globe, and pertains to securing individuals or institutions from threat, it belongs under the big 

tent of ‘global security studies,’ even where the ‘global’ is not the key referent point” 

(Carpenter 2016, 93). In one sense it might be argued that there is nothing particularly or 

especially problematic about the understandings of global security proffered by Hough and 
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Carpenter. Implicitly, for Hough, and then explicitly, for Carpenter, the term “global” is being 

invoked here in the sense of encompassing the “whole” range of potential security issues and 

threats, and with the other common sense of “global” as a synonym for worldwide or 

encompassing the Earth itself as a whole being less essential or even necessary to this 

understanding (hence Carpenter’s qualification “…even where the ‘global’ is not the key 

referent point”).  

 

A few issues might arise from such understandings though. The first is that if used simply to 

denote a pluralistic and potentially all-inclusive approach to the study of security, selectivity 

and prioritisation necessarily apply to the determination of which threats and issues are 

included or excluded under the “big tent” of global security (studies), just as much as there is 

a politics to deciding which issues constitute and should be listed as “core global uncertainties”. 

The same can be argued even of Joseph Camilleri’s (2017) more refined and extensive account 

of “the globalization of insecurity”. While usefully turning attention more explicitly to 

consideration of the ways in which a  multiplicity of threats – nuclear weapons, climate change, 

pandemics, non-state terrorism – might be “globalized” in ways that challenge existing 

institutional and state-centric frameworks of governance, Camilleri’s account nevertheless still 

has grapple with defining the “global dimensions” (2017, 24) of those threats as being at one 

and the same time “globalised physically and psychologically” in a manner that, arguably, 

ultimately ends up replicating vexed questions of what globalization in the singular “is” (cf. 

Bartelson 2000; James and Steger 2014). 

 

Planetary Insecurities and the Displacement of the Global  

Wider philosophical and sociological reflections and scholarship on what can broadly be 

termed in line with van Munster and Sylvest (2016) as “the politics of globality” suggest that 

even though invocations of the global may be common and widespread, we should for that 

reason be particularly attuned to the scope for divergence rather than convergence between 

them. As Paul N. Edwards observes,  

 

From this perspective, globality comes across as an idea, a concept and/or a classic 

boundary object: a singular term with multiple meanings which somehow remains 

useful and usable for different people and groups with varying, even opposing 

stakes. You and Donald Trump can discuss the ‘global economy’ even though your 

‘global’ and his are only remotely related […] Globalities, then, turn out to be a 
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tangled set of messy, contradictory, often failed or incomplete projects that look 

very different depending on who you are and where you stand (2016, 189; 190).  

 

Understood in these terms, “the global” and conceptions of it can and should be historicised 

within wider socio-political contexts, and “globality” approached not as a timeless or self-

evident condition of things being or becoming global, but as a “…social fact whose basic 

structure, genesis, dissemination and subsequent functions can be opened to historical and 

sociological inquiry” (Bartelson 2010, 231).   

 

Building from the critical approaches outlined above, invocations of global “uncertainties”, 

“challenges”, “security” and the “globalization of insecurities” might be scrutinised more 

closely with a view to disentangling what kinds of projects they entail and sustain. In principle, 

one might argue, there is no reason why this cannot be a self-reflexive process for those seeking 

to research “global uncertainties” and/or “global security”. Read in its entirety, for example, 

Carpenter’s outline of how the “future” of global security studies might evolve does have a 

necessarily reflective tone in this respect and suggests a constant need to consider and 

determine the nature and terrain of global security (studies). Arising precisely out of that, 

though, is a further qualification that “…we need to expand our repertoire of substantive issues 

beyond the existing ‘global’ (i.e., international) agenda and think truly globally about 

planetary security” (Carpenter 2016, 93, emphases added). Although as noted previously 

Carpenter advocates a “big tent” approach to the study of security, here she makes a more 

specific distinction between “existing” understandings of the global as, in essence, a synonym 

for the international, on the one hand, distinguishable from a “truly global” category of 

planetary security on the other hand. For the latter she further specifies that “Climate change, 

ecological security, developments in geo-engineering, outer space policy, institution-building 

around asteroid protection, and governance of the oceans should be at least as relevant to the 

security agenda as subjects that […] have dominated security studies to date: war, diplomacy, 

great power jockeying, and violence” (ibid). 

 

While Carpenter seems to exude a confidence that global security studies can encompass both 

“international” and “planetary” research agendas, wider debates on and considerations of “the 

planetary” (cf. Pedersen 2020) might leave us less certain that such efforts to collapse and 

address these within one and the same category is either possible or desirable (Latour 2017; 

Walker 2010). Although conceptions of the planetary ostensibly connote a sense of scope and 
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scale that might be understood as synonymous with “global” in the sense of being potentially 

worldwide, a case can be argued for finer distinctions between understandings and implications 

of global uncertainties/challenges/security/insecurities on the one hand and what might be 

termed “planetary insecurities” on the other. Indeed, it is in this sense that notions of 

“planetary” threat and insecurity might be conceived not as congruent with “the global” but as 

actively and radically “other” to it.  Dipesh Chakrabarty, for example, contends that there is a 

“…growing divergence between the planetary and the global” in distinction to “an established 

tradition of using the two words to mean the same thing” (Chakrabarty 2014, 23). Though not 

exclusively associated with recent developments – with, for example, Herz 1959, Falk 1972 

and Deudney 1983 all seeking to articulate analogous concepts in relation to the study of 

security – conceptions of planetary crisis, insecurity and emergency have become significantly 

more prominent in the current academic and wider political context (Pedersen 2020). 

Revitalising, at a policy level, a concern with what the Commission on Global Governance 

(1995) termed as “planetary (in)security” understood broadly as “threats to the planet’s basic 

life support systems” (Peoples and Stevens 2020), concerns surrounding climate change and 

its impacts in particular have been the subject of high-level elite political debates within fora 

such as the United Nations, and key subsidiary bodies and expert groups such as the IPCC 

(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change). Warming of the climate, species depletion and 

threats to the habitability of the Earth more generally have also spurred significant popular 

protest and mobilisation as most notably manifest in the Extinction Rebellion and in climate 

strikes. 

 

Such developments have been informed by and have driven research across multiple disciplines 

that suggest a planetary existential and ecological crisis arising from the detrimental impacts 

of human life within the “Anthropocene” (Hamilton et al. 2015; Wallace-Wells 2019; cf. 

Moore 2016). “Uncertainty” does of course retain a place within such debates on planetary 

(in)security (cf. Edwards 2010) with the precise nature, causes and conditions of planetary 

insecurities still debated, sometimes even in a more hopeful register: the Extinction Rebellion 

makes some allowance, as does the IPCC, that impending extinction of life on Earth is not yet 

(entirely) certain, and that changes in course can at least mitigate if not entirely avert crisis (see 

also Klein 2015). But conceptions of planetary crisis and insecurities are frequently not as 

protean as their “global” counterpart outlined above. Characteristic of notions of “global 

uncertainty” and “global security” is a degree of interpretative flexibility and selectivity as to 

what kinds of threats are associated with such terminology: witness, again, the sorts of 
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“checklists” of global uncertainties and insecurities noted above, and with scope for 

determining priority areas and locales dispersed within “the global”. By contrast, conceptions 

of planetary (in)security now increasingly identify threats to the existence not only of human 

life but all life, in ways that may be related to activities of the human species, or specific subsets 

of it, but with effects and impacts beyond the entirety of human control. Research increasingly 

points to and identify “planetary” boundaries, “tipping points” and thresholds beyond which 

threats exist not only to human life but the habitability of the Earth itself. The notion of “global 

uncertainties” makes some allowance for the perpetuation of security politics and policy  

enacted and bounded by nation-states in isolation or in concert, but in the current context and 

by way of contrast our concern, some argue, needs now to be primarily focused on the ways in 

which planetary boundaries (Steffen et al. 2015) - “Stratospheric ozone depletion”, “Loss of 

biosphere integrity (biodiversity loss and extinctions)”, “Chemical pollution and the release of 

novel entities”, “Climate change”, “Ocean acidification”, “Freshwater consumption and the 

global hydrological cycle”, “Land system change”, “Nitrogen and phosphorous flows to the 

biospheres and oceans”, and “Atmospheric aerosol loading” - have been or are likely to be 

irreversibly crossed (see also Rockström and Klum 2015; and Steffen et al. 2018).  

 

Such forms of planetary insecurity by consequence, some argue, constitute a more epochal and 

endemic form of crisis that has arguably been countenanced within the study of “the global” as 

it has been conventionally understood (Gills 2020; Hosseini and Gills 2020), and are thus 

fundamentally challenging to existing disciplinary and conceptual frameworks (cf. 

Chakrabarty 2009; 2014; 2018; Pedersen 2020). A key implication of such forms of planetary 

insecurity, Burke et al contend with this exact point in mind, is that “if the biosphere is 

collapsing” then “…this means that our fundamental image of the world must be 

revolutionised”, since “Our existence is neither international nor global, but planetary” (2016, 

3; 6). Elsewhere Simon Dalby (2017, 235) argues that in the Anthropocene, “Insecurity is now 

a geological matter, not a matter of just biology or ecology in a given set of natural 

circumstances, but rather in the new contemporary geophysical processes that are human 

actions.”  

 

Forms of planetary insecurity, on these readings, offer much less scope for selectivity as 

manifestations of climatic and ecological crisis unfold, even if some parts of the world and 

classes of people seem better placed to try and insulate themselves from or to ignore such 

threats. Rather than being something to be accommodated in tandem, on this view “global 
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security” mappings come to be seen as an obstacle to be overcome: a “script” that too 

frequently, in Dalby’s view, comes to be written on to forms of planetary insecurity focusing 

on, for example, the ways in which climatic change may or may not increase incidences of 

violent conflict. This may in turn obscure the planetary as it encourages a tendency to try and 

bound and address issues such as climate change by securitizing them within traditional 

inter/national policy frameworks, whereas climate change is itself “chaotic” (Mayer 2012, 166; 

cf. Fagan 2017). Chaotic not just in the sense that climate change is not easily bounded within 

with the conceptual and practical frameworks of the international or even the global, but also 

that it is “nonlinear” in its onset and effects, operative at timescales that are simultaneously 

immediate and geological, at one and the same time subject to modelling and projection but 

with significant degrees of uncertainty and unpredictability in terms of how it might unfold in 

the future. In this context and for these very reasons, some suggest, the planetary crisis of the 

Anthropocene should supersede in priority other issues that have tended to be identified and 

associated with the “globalization of insecurity” (Burke et al. 2016; Harrington 2016; Latour 

2017; 2018).             

 

The Technopolitics of Planetary Crisis Management 

The extent to which forms of planetary insecurity  and “planetarism” (Pedersen 2020: 7)  more 

broadly might disrupt, challenge and provide an alternative to ontologies of the national, the 

international and the global has as noted above already attracted a significant and growing 

degree of scholarly attention. Relatively less well studied, though, are proposals for and forms 

of crisis management envisaged in response. The latter matter and deserve attention as they 

help fix, in the sense of stabilising and hypostatizing, the meaning and significance of what 

“the” current planetary crisis “is” via a series of proposed technological fixes to aspects of, or 

the entirety, of that crisis (see also Asayama 2015). As Erik Swyngedouw contends, our current 

“ecological predicament” is “sutured by millennial fears” and “sustained by apocalyptic 

rhetoric and representational tactics”; but that same future-oriented “gaze on tomorrow permits 

recasting social, political and other pressing issues today as future conditions that can be 

retroactively rescripted as a technomanagerial issue” (2010: 218, 224). As much as debates on 

climate change (in particular) as “crisis” are saturated with visions of existential threat(s) 

partially manifest in the here and now but looming with even greater menace in the future 

(Hulme 2008, 10-11; Asayama 2015, 90), this has not precluded efforts and proposals to 

contain and manage those threats via technological means. In fact, as is discussed below, the 

more established that a sense of planetary crisis has become, the more that experimental 
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technologies and modes of planetary crisis management that might otherwise be considered 

“fantastical” have come to be seriously countenanced.   

 

With the latter in mind, critical scholarship should, it is argued here, expand to include 

evaluation of the mode(s) of “technopolitics” that underpin understandings of planetary crisis 

and proposals for their mitigation and resolution. The concept of technopolitics, broadly, 

denotes “hybrids of technical systems and political practices that produc[e] new forms of power 

and agency” (Edwards and Hecht 2010, 619; see also Hecht 2011; 2012; Peoples 2019). Its 

incorporation allows for analysis of the complex combinations of technological and political-

institutional instruments that have been proposed as possible ways by which to understand and 

manage planetary crises. More than this, studying the technopolitics of planetary crisis 

management potentially allows for critical analysis of the “topographies of power” as 

embedded within such proposals when considered and understood as particular forms of 

“sociotechnical imaginaries”. As Sheila Jasanoff (2015) has articulated it, the latter denotes a 

concern with studying not just the ways in which the “social” and the “technological” are 

woven together and related within specific political projects, but also with how questions and 

issues of power and justice are consequently “imagined”. This is particularly relevant given 

that the technological nature of modern life has been and is, many argue, a central driving factor 

in and identifier of anthropogenic change and its associated forms of planetary insecurity - the 

impact of industrialised societies in terms of carbon dioxide emissions being but one of the 

most obvious examples. Technologies also play a crucial role in informing our understandings 

of the Earth and human impacts upon it (Masco 2010), and as is discussed below some still 

hold out the possibility that planetary insecurities can if not be resolved then at least moderated 

in their worst effects by technological innovation.  

 

As is crucial to the kind of approach suggested by Edwards, Hecht and Jasanoff to the study of 

technopolitics, while some forms of sociotechnical imaginaries might be more established and 

durable than others they all encompass, necessarily, elements of imagination that relate the 

past, present and potential futures of sociotechnical arrangements. Material technological and 

infrastructural forms on the one hand – and the knowledge and practices they produce and 

sustain – are melded with particular conceptions of social and political order on the other; such 

that, Jasanoff suggests in reference to wider literatures and approaches within science and 

technology studies, the two are in effect “coproduced” (2015, 12; cf. Callon 2009). How such 

coproduction occurs, though, and how relations of power are manifested and distributed within 
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such coproduction, warrants further investigation for that precise reason, not least as 

“Discrepancies persist in responses to new and emerging technologies and technological 

disasters, suggesting that even earth-shattering events are absorbed and integrated into 

preexisting imaginaries in ways that forestall globally homogenous meaning making and policy 

formulation” (Jasanoff 2015, 21).  

 

Exemplifying the above in respect to technologies of planetary crisis management are space-

based satellite infrastructures (Peoples and Stevens 2020): crucial to monitoring and 

determining the Earth’s condition by the provision of Earth Observation (EO) imagery and 

remotely sensed data on the one hand (Peoples 2016); and, on the other hand, also invoked in 

controversial proposals to place “planetary sunshades” in orbit as a suggested means to offset 

the worst effects of global warming and climate change via “solar geoengineering” (Hamilton 

2014: 18; Keith 2013). Alternative experimental techniques and proposals (MacMartin et al. 

2018, 3) include the use of aircraft or balloons to spray sunlight-reflecting sulphates or other 

aerosols into the stratosphere (Crutzen 2006) in order to supplement the Earth’s existing albedo 

effect.2 Such proposals for “Solar Radiation Management” (SRM) are based around 

technologies and techniques for “deliberately manipulating the earth’s temperature without 

altering the atmospheric concentration of greenhouse gases” (Barrett 2014, 249, emphasis in 

original). Novel forms of carbon capture and storage (“Carbon Dioxide Removal”, or CDR 

technologies), including but not limited to seeding oceans with iron pellets to create plankton 

blooms and genetic modification of plants and trees to absorb more CO2, have also been 

proffered as a means of “climatic engineering” (Low 2017, 68; MacMartin et al. 2018).  

 

SRM and CDR technologies seem to hold out, for their proponents at least, the prospect for 

mitigating and managing climate crisis. Others worry, though, that such proposals may have 

“limited realistic potential” (EASAC 2018, 1) for addressing climate change within the 

timeframes required, and that they could unintentionally exacerbate crisis by creating new 

environmental problems if rushed into implementation (see, e.g., Crutzen 2006, 212; and 

compare Robock 2016; Sillmann et al 2015). Proposed forms of solar geoengineering as 

mentioned above, for example, are likely to have most impact – and carry the greatest potential 

risks should they fail or have unintended consequences, such as creating or exacerbating 

 
2 The property of an astronomical body to reflect solar radiation, with a proportion of (sun)light 

diffusely reflected back into space. 
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droughts – for some of the world’s poorest countries located close to the equator such as 

Ethiopia (Hamilton 2014: 21). This has led to attendant questions of the extent to which these 

countries are being sufficiently included within the provisional consideration and formulation 

of such proposals (see, for example, Winickoff et al. 2015; Cairns and Stirling 2014). 

 

While proposed technologies and techniques of SRM and CDR for managing the climate 

remain at the conceptual or early experimental level, as Olaf Corry notes insofar as they already 

constitute sociotechnical imaginaries that are being explored by particular scientific elites 

“climate engineering already exists” (2017, 299) as an established field of research.  They are 

in turn indicative of the wider and more complex technopolitics of planetary crisis management 

and – in relation to control of the climate in particular – represent the most recent iteration of 

visions for the combination of geo, political and social engineering (see Hulme 2008, 12). 

Within such climatic and geoengineering imaginaries we “…encounter modern forms of 

expertise” in a form characteristic of twentieth century politics and programmes of 

development and economic growth in which an expert-led “politics of techno-science […] 

claimed to bring the expertise of modern engineering, technology, and social science to 

improve the defects of nature, to transform peasant agriculture, to repair the ills of society, and 

to fix the economy”. In the process, Mitchell (2002: 15) argues, so too did the meaning and 

assumed form of the modern economy come to be fixed. Climatic and geoengineering 

imaginaries bear interesting comparison in this light and might even be understood as 

exemplifying a residual faith in and iteration of a “high modernist ideology” (Scott 1998: 4) 

or, as in Asayama’s direct consideration of geoengineering, as “…an excess of modernity” 

(2014: 92; see also Altvater 140; 151).  

 

Yet there are – as the political element of the term technopolitics suggests - layers of complexity 

to planetary crisis management, as exemplified in expert-led debates on climatic and 

geoengineering science and technology (cf. Bryant 2017). While some geoengineering 

enthusiasts “seem to be at home in the world of technocratic control” and embrace the prospect 

of a controlled climate producing a “…new Earth by human means” (Hamilton 2014: 20; see 

Keith 2013), others are much more cautious about the desirability of geoengineering and the 

models of calculation and logics of experimentation that it could entail. “Because it essentially 

places the earth itself on an experimental stage”, Asayama et al argue, “geoengineering can be 

seen as a discourse of experimentation” (2017: 83, emphasis in original). In many cases, they 

note, scientists consider geoengineering an uncertain and “non-ideal” option, with general 
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caution often exhibited towards proposals for “real world”, in vivo (Callon 2009) 

geoengineering testing and experimentation but without “rul[ing] out the possibility of 

geoengineering because of their anxiety about catastrophic climate change” (Asayama et al 

2017: 83). Similarly, in policy terms Victor et al (2009, 76) , though characterising multiple 

proposed geoengineering techniques and technologies as a “last resort”, countenance a scenario 

in which, within “…a few decades, the option of geoengineering could look less ugly for some 

countries than unchecked climate change”. The possibility of “climatic disaster”, they contend, 

leads ultimately to the recommendation that “It is time to take geoengineering out of the closet 

– to better control the risk of unilateral action and also to know the costs and consequences of 

its use so that the nations of the world can collectively decide to raise the shield if they think 

the planet needs it” (ibid). The Nobel Prize-winning atmospheric scientists Paul J. Crutzen has 

similarly argued that, precisely because existing structures of international governance have 

not been sufficient to keep the warming of the planet under control, research into the feasibility 

and environmental consequences of stratospheric sulphur injections or other comparable forms 

of albedo enhancement “…should not be tabooed” (Crutzen 2006, 214).  

 

In such proposals and visions, a pattern consequently recurs: “ugly” and “taboo” though they 

might otherwise be considered, the intensification of climatic crisis is argued to require 

reconsideration of geoengineering in order to “shield” an overheating planet. In this sense, 

bound up in the technopolitics of contemporary understandings of planetary crisis and 

insecurity, are not only fears but also hopes for human technological civilization and with 

consequent implications for understandings for the scope of human power and agency as well 

as issues of social justice. Technologies are often presented as having the capacity to threaten 

but also the power to “save” and “secure” (Peoples 2019), at one and the same time portending 

and commingling “utopic” and “dystopic” visions of  the future (Jasanoff 2015). The European 

Academies Scientific Advisory Council’s assessment is particularly worth noting in respect of 

this aspect, rejecting as it does the possibility that technologies capable of removing CO2 from 

the atmosphere are a “silver bullet” solution to climate crisis (EASAC 2018, iv). Although it 

makes some allowance that such technologies could have a contribution to make, the report is 

also situated within an overarching concern that:  

 

One factor possibly contributing to a lack of urgency [in meeting the targets of the 

2015 Paris/COP 21 Agreement] may be the belief that somehow “technology” will 

come to the rescue […] If such technologies are seen as a potential fail-safe or 



 

14 
 

backup measure, they could influence priorities on shorter term mitigation 

strategies, since the promise of future cost-effective removal technologies is 

politically more appealing than engaging in rapid and deep mitigation policies now. 

Placing an unrealistic expectation on such technologies could thus have irreversibly 

damaging consequences on future generations in the event of them failing to 

deliver. This would be a moral hazard which would be the antithesis of sustainable 

development (EASAC 2018, iv). 

 

This “moral hazard” argument – broadly, the concern that proposals for and development of 

geoengineering technologies and techniques might undermine a fundamental need to curb 

greenhouse gas emissions – is widely noted within debates of geoengineering and climate 

change (see, for example: Barrett 2014, 254-255; Horton and Reynolds 2016, 442-443; Victor 

et al 2009, 68; Zürn and Schäfer 2013, 272). Even those assessments that are more positively 

disposed towards geoengineering tend to acknowledge and invoke the moral hazard argument, 

with a common and concurrent tendency towards to articulate arguments for geoengineering 

research and development as “Reluctant Geoengineering”: “…a Plan B – that is, a fallback or 

second-best option rather than as a preferred option or replacement for mitigation […] 

‘reluctant’ in that climate engineering is advanced in a ‘worth a try’ style of argumentation that 

tends not to hide uncertainties and (environmental) risks” (Corry 2017, 299).   

 

The EASAC assessment cited above stands out in this respect not least because of the way it 

places “technology” in inverted commas, which immediately indicates wariness towards the 

risks of even residual technological optimism and of assuming a literal Deus ex Machina in the 

context of climatic crisis. Yet, it should be noted, with an increasing trend towards framing the 

current context not only as “crisis” but as “emergency” (Markusson et al. 2014), the 

sociotechnical imagination of geoengineered futures – and their accompanying technopolitical 

architectures and infrastructures of governance – are being given greater consideration, 

including within the contours of already established debates in global governance and global 

studies (cf. Horton 2015). There, particular attention is paid to questions of how to govern and 

regulate geoengineering in such a way as to control for the risk of states (or private actors) 

“unilaterally” deploying forms of geoengineering  (see, for example, Barrett 2014; Horton and 

Reynolds 2016; Lloyd and Oppenheimer 2014; Zürn and Schäfer 2013).  
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Conclusion: Critique and (Planetary) Crisis Management  

The technopolitics of planetary crisis management in geoengineering proposals, as outlined 

above, constitutes an important and politically significant facet of attempts to come to terms 

with ways in which the world is “breaking down” (Gills 2020: 1). As also drawn out above, 

though, the technopolitical nature of such modes of planetary crisis management itself 

constitutes a potential entry point for critical thinking. Crisis, as Reinhart Koselleck (1988) 

notes, links etymologically to critique, and both the conceptions of planetary crisis and its 

management within geoengineering proposals can and should be subjected to closer critical 

scrutiny. Most notably found in contestation of proposals for “high-tech” forms of 

geoengineering such as those detailed above are various attempts to recast the understanding 

of “technology” itself, with correspondingly distinct forms of alternative sociotechnical 

imaginaries. Thus does a range of research now suggest (re)considering trees as “technologies” 

(Meyer 2015) for removing CO2 from the atmosphere as well as advocating political 

programmes for afforestation and re-forestation on a mass scale, in tandem with other “natural 

climate solutions” such as improved land management and stewardship (see, for example, 

Griscom et al. 2017). Elsewhere Bill McKibben, in support of the Extinction Rebellion, has 

argued that as well as  “the solar panel (and its cousins, the wind turbine and the lithium-ion 

battery)”, non-violent campaigning should be prioritised as the other key “ ‘technology’ ” that 

“…could prove decisive to solving global warming before it destroys the planet” (McKibben 

2019: np). In both such accounts, a different kind of technopolitics is mobilised and alternative 

sociotechnical imaginaries proffered: in which “nature” – be it in terms of combining “human 

nature” with forms of renewable and rechargeable energy as looked to by McKibben, or trees 

and tree planting as in afforestation programmes and proposals – is envisioned as substituting 

for the industrial technologies of planetary crisis management envisaged in geoengineering 

proposals.  

 

Reflections on the concept of crisis more broadly have also been particularly alert to 

considerations of the extent to which particular kinds of crisis framings might actually close 

down space for critical thinking, questioning the politics of how and why some “states of 

emergency” come to be prioritised over others (Roitman 2014; Masco 2017; Weldes 1999; cf. 

Aradau and van Munster 2011; in relation to climate change, Markusson et al. 2014; Horton 

2015; Paglia 2015).  Indeed, some have made the case that “climate crisis” framing, in 
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particular, can be argued to obscure a longer duration planetary-scale ecological or 

“biospheric” crisis. Although notions of “climatic” and “ecological” crises can and often are 

seen to be related Eileen Crist (2007, 36), for example, contends that “…rarely is it mentioned 

that biodepletion predates dangerous greenhouse-gas buildup by decades, centuries, or longer, 

and will not be stopped by a technological resolution of global warming […] while 

technologically preempting the worst of climate change may temporarily avert some of those 

losses, such a resolution of the climate quandary will not put an end to – will barely address – 

the ongoing destruction of life on Earth.” While related to climatic change, Crist argues, the 

“biodiversity crisis” thus precedes and exceeds the “climate crisis” in crucial respects (see also 

Crist 2016). On this understanding of crisis, proposed technologies for carbon capture and 

removal – even “green” variants such as afforestation – or for earth or solar radiation 

management will not necessarily or directly address wider issues and causes of, for example, 

species extinctions, diminishment of ecosystems, and destruction of habitats.  

 

Put differently, if “scripted” and imagined solely as a climate crisis, then following 

Swyngedouw (2010, 224) planetary crisis comes to be recast not so much as produced by 

industrial capitalism, but as a crisis that can be managed and tamed by innovations and 

incentives produced by it: philanthropic funding from among the world’s richest, such as Bill 

Gates (Tollefson 2018, 614), has been a prominent feature of sponsorship of climatic 

geoengineering research and development, and the scope and scale of investment for 

geoengineering projects more generally raises the prospect of an emerging “atmosphere 

business” in which climatic crisis becomes a “boom industry in its own right” (Fletcher 2012, 

97; Moore 2016). There is thus a wider political economy to planetary crisis management in 

its multiple iterations and variations, informed by particular understandings of what crisis 

entails and consequent sociotechnical imaginaries of how market forces, scientific knowledge, 

and technological ingenuity and infrastructures might be combined to manage crisis.  

 

It is in this sense too that we might begin to understand Robert Macfarlane’s (2019, np) 

contention that “In today’s Anthropocene, the affluent experience the future in the form of 

technology, while the poor experience the future in the form of calamity”: those of a minority  

that can afford to, in terms of scientific and or financial capital, seek to envision technological 

means to geoengineer the future; while those beings (and ecosystems) already existing 

precariously are most likely to exposed to forms of planetary insecurity. If political institutional 

efforts to constrain climate change continue to stall (Newell and Taylor 2020), critical scrutiny 
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should continually be paid to proposals for geo- and climate engineering as forms of planetary 

crisis management that are likely to become ever more prominent. As argued here, though they 

might invoke the “planetary”, such proposals do not necessarily amount to “paradigmatic 

alternatives” to capitalist industrial modernity (Pedersen 2020; Gills 2020): instead, they are 

more often predicated on preserving and securing it within forms of sociotechnical imagination 

“reduced to technocratic and managerial flights of fancy” (Hosseini and Gills 2020, 11). In the 

process, the meaning of crisis is configured within such proposals in ways that frequently 

assume challenges to the assurance of continuing climatic conditions for the perpetuation of 

“global” modernity, rather than planetary security per se, as the problem to be addressed and 

fixed. At this critical conjuncture – and with experience of the limits of technomanagerialist 

approaches to, most prominently, global financial and pandemic crises in mind – we should be 

wary lest such approaches come to predominate imaginations of the planetary future too.  
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